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Widdershins always knows its own.

Welcome home.


Chapter 1

Whyborne

 


The wind strengthened from over the ocean,
coiling around the slender figure standing atop a craggy rock. She
might have been some barbaric sea goddess, dressed in nothing but
golden jewelry and a skirt of knotted seaweed. Dark swirls marked
her pearlescent skin like war paint, and the stinging tendrils of
her hair writhed as the autumnal breeze grew into a gale.

I kept a grip on my hat to prevent it from
flying off. Even though I stood well back from the water in an
attempt to preserve my suit, dampness flecked my exposed skin. I
licked my lips and tasted salt.

The wind died away, just as quickly as it
had arisen. My twin sister let her arms fall and turned to me,
mouth splitting into a grin and revealing rows of shark’s teeth. “I
told you I’ve been practicing.”

I crossed the strand to her, my shoes
sinking into the moist sand. “Well done,” I said as she climbed
down from the rock. “You’re as good as I am at drawing power from
the maelstrom now.” Which was only natural, I supposed, given our
relationship to the magical vortex lying beneath Widdershins.

“Better,” she countered. Her tentacle hair
flicked out in a sudden blur and sent my hat flying from my
head.

“Persephone!” I snatched it up, brushing
sand off the brim. “This is serious. Not a time for-for childish
pranks. We’re preparing for war, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Two months ago, the Fideles cult had used
the power of the maelstrom to send a sorcerous beacon through the
veil separating our world and the Outside. They meant to summon
back the ancient masters who had ruled the earth thousands of years
ago, who had created the ketoi and the umbrae, and twisted the
arcane lines to form the maelstrom.

We’d failed to stop them from sending the
signal and beginning what they called the Restoration. Eventually
the inhuman masters would return, and if we failed a second
time...

It didn’t bear contemplating. The ketoi and
umbrae would either be killed or enslaved, and I doubted humanity
would fare much better.

“It doesn’t mean we can never laugh again,”
Griffin said as he approached, the light of his lantern gleaming
off Persephone’s sleek skin.

I folded my arms over my chest. “I didn’t
say that,” I replied, trying to conceal my annoyance. Judging from
the look on his face, I failed.

Griffin didn’t understand. How could he? He
didn’t know the truth about the maelstrom.

About me.

Oh, he thought he did. He’d
seen...something...during our battle against the Fideles cult in
July. And of course he already knew about my ketoi blood.

But I couldn’t tell him worst of it, the
thing I’d realized when I briefly touched the consciousness of the
maelstrom. The vortex beneath Widdershins wasn’t just a feature of
the landscape, like a river or mountain. It was magic, and alive in
a way I didn’t entirely understand. It wanted things and acted to
get them.

Chiefly, it wanted not to be used by the
masters upon their return. And Persephone and I were the keys to
its plan, its attempt to touch and understand the world, to give it
hands and eyes and hearts to work its will.

In the end, my sister and I were the ones
responsible for preventing the return of the masters. The sheer
weight of our obligation threatened to overwhelm me at times. I’d
spent every waking moment searching for any way to halt the
Restoration and the return of the masters.

“Did you see?” Persephone asked Griffin.

“I did.” He meant it literally—Griffin had
returned from our Alaskan expedition with shadowsight, the ability
to perceive magic. “You burned like a candle when you pulled on the
maelstrom. Just as your brother does.”

Persephone grinned happily. I tightened my
arms across my chest and hunched my shoulders forward slightly. I
was used to being the only one Griffin described in such a way, and
I wasn’t certain I cared to share it, even with my sister.

He looked handsome tonight—well, he always
did, but his new suit from Dryden & Sons complimented his
figure nicely. The rust-colored vest in particular brought out the
brown threads in his green eyes and the russet in his hair.

“What did the spell look like?” Persephone
asked. She crouched on the sand, the fins on her arms jutting out
awkwardly.

Griffin’s eyes went slightly unfocused as he
considered. “The glare from the arcane line running under the beach
can make it hard to see,” he said. “But it was as though you took a
needle and thread, and punched them through the fabric of the
world. Then you drew the cloth together, and the wind came.”

Persephone frowned, an expression far less
ferocious than her smile. “We don’t sew cloth beneath the sea,” she
reminded him.

“Of course.” He grimaced. “It wasn’t the
most accurate description anyway. Think of it as weaving a net,
then, to catch the wind.”

I drew out my pocket watch and was startled
at the time. “We should leave. I have work in the morning, after
all.”

Persephone perked up slightly. “You will see
Maggie there?”

“Of course. Miss Parkhurst is my secretary.”
They’d met during the awfulness in July and struck up something of
a friendship.

Persephone detached a pouch at her waist.
“Will you take this to her?” she asked, passing it to me without
opening it.

Even through the knotted seaweed, I could
sense its faint call. “A summoning stone?” I asked blankly. “What
on earth for? I can’t imagine any reason Miss Parkhurst would need
to summon ketoi—”

“One never knows,” Griffin interrupted.
“Before we go, may I ask the two of you to try something?”

“Yes!” Persephone said hastily, rising to
her feet.

I looked pointedly at my watch again, but
they both ignored me. Griffin gestured in the direction of the
rock, where Persephone had cast her spell. “Have you tried working
a spell in tandem?”

“No,” I replied slowly. “Why?”

“What would happen? Would it be more
powerful, or...?”

I hadn’t the slightest idea. My damnable
cousins, Theo and Fiona Endicott, had performed sorcery together to
raise a tidal wave in an attempt to destroy Widdershins, so I knew
it was at least theoretically possible.

“Let’s try!” Persephone said eagerly.

“All right, but I’m not climbing on that
boulder,” I said. “I haven’t the shoes for it.”

She looked disappointed, but followed me a
bit further up the beach. The slow pulse of magic through the veins
of the earth throbbed against the soles of my feet. “Here. We’re
still on the arcane line, so it will be easy for us to draw on the
maelstrom.”

“What should we do?”

I had only the vaguest idea. “Cast the spell
at the same time, I suppose.”

“Would touching help?” Griffin asked. He
stood a short distance back. He’d once touched me while I pulled
arcane power from the lines, an experience neither of us wanted to
repeat. Its effects hadn’t been permanent, but it had hurt him at
the time, bursting capillaries in his eyes and sending him reeling
into unconsciousness.

Human bodies weren’t meant to touch such
power directly. But the maelstrom had spent years changing
probabilities, nudging the odds this way and that, until Persephone
and I were born. Sorcerers of ketoi blood, who could channel the
magic directly without harm.

Persephone took my hand. Her skin was cool
and slick against mine, the points of her claws pressing lightly as
our fingers twined together.

“We’ll summon the wind again,” I said. “On
three.”

She nodded, her expression determined.
“One,” she said.

I took a deep breath, centering myself. The
world seemed to still around me.

“Two.”

My awareness of the power beneath our feet
sharpened.

“Three.”

I reached for the magic, shaping it with my
will. Arcane energy surged through our bodies, and the scars on my
right arm burned. I felt my sister beside me, her breathing
and heartbeat matching mine.

We touched the world, and the world
responded.

Wind roared in from the open ocean, a wall
of force that knocked me to the ground. An instant later, the ocean
answered the sky with a roar of its own. A massive wave rushed into
the cove, bursting over the strand and nearly reaching the cliff.
It surged around me, the greedy, cold water seeking to drag me into
the sea.

I let out a surprised shout, clawing at sand
that washed away beneath my fingers as quickly as I could grasp it.
Then the wave receded, leaving me soaked to the bone and covered in
seaweed, my shoes filled with sand.

I rose to my feet and wiped ineffectually at
my suit. My hat was gone, probably blown all the way to Boston on
the wind we’d summoned. A fish flopped on the beach beside me.
Persephone picked it up and tossed it back into the surf.

“Well,” I said, turning to Griffin. “That
was...oh.”

He stood dripping wet from head to toe, his
new suit soaked in seawater. A strand of seaweed clung to his hair,
and his hat had joined mine somewhere a few counties over.

“Yes,” he said, plucking sadly at his ruined
vest. “It certainly was.”

~ * ~

“I’m so sorry,” I said yet again as Griffin
unlocked the door to our home.

Our journey from the beach had been
uncomfortable. It was impossible to remove all the sand from our
shoes and clothes. Salt stiffened our suits and crusted our skin.
Once back in Widdershins proper, we’d attempted to hire a cab, but
the driver had taken one look at our sodden state and left us on
the curb. For the first time, I found myself regretting the
destruction of Griffin’s motor car.

“Stop apologizing,” Griffin said, holding
the door open for me. Once inside, he locked it again, then began
to peel off his coat. “It isn’t as though you knew what would
happen.”

“What did happen?” I asked. “From your point
of view, I mean.”

Griffin bit his lip, his eyes going
thoughtful. “It isn’t easy to describe. Your spells...resonated?
Overlay each other? I wonder if perhaps the spells the Endicotts
and other sorcerers do together are handled in a different fashion.
Each one contributing a piece to a more complex whole.”

That made sense. “Judging from what I’ve
read in the Arcanorum and other magical texts, you’re
probably right.”

“Could you and Persephone learn to perform
spells like that?”

“Of course,” I said, more sharply than I
intended.

“I don’t mean to cast aspersions on your
abilities, my dear.” Griffin offered me a smile as he unbuttoned
his salt-stained vest. “But from what little I know of the matter,
you and Persephone aren’t quite the same as other sorcerers. You
learn spells, yes, but they’re something of a crutch that you can
discard after a while. When was the last time you had to draw a
sigil to summon wind, or chant to make frost appear?”

“It’s only a matter of will for everyone,” I
insisted. Griffin didn’t look as if he believed me.

I didn’t believe myself. But the
conversation was getting too close to things I didn’t want to
discuss with anyone except Persephone.

It wasn’t that I wished to keep secrets from
the man I called husband. But if he knew the terrible truth I’d
learned in July, when I touched the maelstrom and perceived the
world as it did...

He’d be furious, and rightfully so.

“I am sorry about the suit,” I said,
hoping to distract him. “It was brand new, and it looked so fine on
you.”

By unspoken consent, we’d remained in the
hallway to remove our ruined clothing. No sense scattering sand and
dripping water through the house. He peeled off his trousers and
stood clad only in his drawers. His eyes followed my movements as I
did the same. “You appreciated how it looked, did you?” he asked,
and I recognized the low note in his voice.

“Very much so.” I stepped closer, and he
rested his hands on my hips, just above the edge of my drawers. His
fingers felt chilled against my skin.

A slow smile curled his lips. “In that case,
it’s a shame to have lost it so soon.” His grip on me tightened.
“You’ll have to make it up to me, I think.”

“However shall I do that?” I murmured.

“You can start on your knees.”

I dropped to the floor eagerly. The outline
of his cock was already visible against the soft cotton drawers,
and I peeled them off his damp skin. Gooseflesh roughened the skin
of his legs, and I ran my hands up his thighs, feeling the familiar
interruption of the scar wrapped around the right. I leaned close
and nuzzled the soft skin of the juncture between thigh and groin,
and his member jerked in reaction. He smelled of salt and ocean
water, of musk and the fading traces of sandalwood.

“My dear,” he whispered, his fingers
trailing through my unruly hair.

I took him in my mouth, tasting his desire
through the film of salt the sea had left behind. My own cock
ached, and I dropped my hand and palmed myself through the fabric
of my drawers. Before I could draw it out, he said, “Not yet. I
want you in my mouth.”

His voice trembled on the words, and I
sucked harder, closing my eyes. He leaned against the wall as I
wrapped my arms around his hips, half supporting him even as I
worked him with tongue and throat. He groaned and shivered, fingers
going tight in my hair, before he stiffened. “Ival,” he gasped, and
I swallowed down everything he had to give me.

He sagged against the wall for a moment, his
breathing harsh, his beautiful eyes closed. Then he sank to his
knees beside me, pulling me close and kissing me deep. “I love
you,” he growled, then shoved me onto my back.

He stripped off my drawers and tossed them
into the pile of our wet clothing. “Pull your knees up,” he
ordered, and I hurried to comply. He propped himself in between my
legs, wetting a finger before wrapping his lips around my cock.

I clutched at the hall rug as he took me
deep into the heat of his mouth. At the same time, his finger
pressed in, seeking and finding just the right spot. After almost
four years together, we knew one another with an intimacy I’d never
imagined, and he put his knowledge to good use. I cried out softly,
writhing on the carpet. Griffin moaned encouragement, and I opened
eyes I didn’t remember closing to watch him suck me. The sight
undid me, and I shuddered as I spent into his throat.

I collapsed back against the hall floor. The
boards creaked slightly as our marmalade cat, Saul, came to
investigate. Griffin rose to his feet, a bit stiffly, and held out
a hand to me.

“Did I make up for the suit?” I asked.

He grinned and kissed me again. “The vest,
at least. You still owe me for the coat...each leg of the
trousers...the tie...”

I snorted and returned his kiss.
“Fiend.”

“That’s why you love me.”

“I suppose it is.”

We washed the salt from our skin, then
retreated to Griffin’s bed. We had our separate rooms, to maintain
a polite fiction for the cleaning lady and anyone else who might
venture into our home, but we never slept apart. He drifted off
into contented sleep within minutes, but despite the late hour and
my own weariness, I found myself wakeful.

Griffin was the center of my world, the one
I’d do anything for, if only to make him as happy as he made me.
I’d spent my life in aching loneliness before he’d come into it,
turning my dull gray existence into one of color and light. I
sometimes felt as though he’d brought me to life. Or at least
wakened me from a deep sleep, like some character in a fairytale
cursed to dream away the years until roused by a kiss.

So the knowledge I was responsible for every
bad thing that had happened to him over the last four years, every
moment of horror and terror, felt like a rock sitting atop my
chest.

In the chaos of last July, my longtime rival
Bradley Osborne had finally given into jealousy and revenge. Dark
magic had allowed him to swap bodies with me, so that he might use
my bloodline to harness the power of the maelstrom and send the
signal through the veil to summon the masters back to our
world.

His human body hadn’t been meant to
withstand such arcane power, and had been crumbling to pieces even
as I fought my way to him. And there had been a moment, after I’d
stabbed him in the chest, when I’d been...between. My consciousness
outside of any flesh.

Rejoined, briefly, to the maelstrom which I
now knew had spawned it.

I’d touched the arcane vortex before, trying
to stop the tidal wave raised by the Endicotts. Even then, I’d
sensed the magic was different. Unlike the power the dweller in the
deeps had lent me, this magic was me, or I was it. And the
odd thought had floated through my head that perhaps there’d never
been a me at all.

I hadn’t realized then just how right I was.
Until July, when I’d perceived the world through the maelstrom once
again. I’d seen through the eyes of all the people it had drawn to
Widdershins. The men and women, human and inhuman, it had collected
over the long years of waiting for the masters’ return.

Including Griffin.

And the worst part of it was, there were
others whose minds had been touched by the umbrae. The maelstrom
might have collected someone else. But it had chosen to bring
Griffin into this horror.

I tightened my arm around his waist,
pressing my face into the back of his neck. If not for the
maelstrom, if not for me, he might have lived his life with only a
single encounter with the otherworldly. After leaving the
Pinkertons—or, rather, being locked away in an insane asylum and
cast out from their ranks—he might have started his own business
anywhere. New York, Boston, Kansas City; all far more likely places
for a private detective than Widdershins.

But the maelstrom, somehow, sensed him. And
in its blind, inhuman desire, it had nudged him at just the right
moment, caused him to look down at precisely the right newspaper
article when his father had asked him where he meant to go. At the
time, the papers had been full of the great discovery made by Dr.
Christine Putnam in Egypt, and of the journey of the mummy of
Pharaoh Nephren-ka to the museum in Widdershins. So Griffin had, on
a whim and with the name of the town laid out before him, decided
to come here.

Just the tiniest push, the smallest
alteration of chance. The pebble starting the avalanche.

Instead of spending the last four years in
no more than the ordinary danger surrounding his profession,
Griffin had found himself embroiled in magic and horror. We’d
fought sorcerers and cultists, spoken to monsters beneath the
mountains of Alaska, and fled for our lives through the wastes of
Egypt. Griffin had bled and wept and suffered...and all because of
me.

I could only pray he never found out.


Chapter 2

Whyborne

 


The next morning, I sat at my desk, the
Wisborg Codex in front of me. Its open pages were carefully
shielded by a host of other books stacked in front of it. Since the
codex had already been stolen from my office once, the director
would be furious if he knew Mr. Quinn had allowed me to remove it
from the library again. As unnerving as I found him, the head
librarian was a staunch ally, and I had no desire to get either of
us in trouble.

The codex was encoded in cipher, and I’d
hoped to find some key to unlocking it amidst Bradley’s things. But
discreet searches of his home and old office had revealed
nothing.

I knew some of what the codex contained, if
only because of what the Fideles had been able to accomplish after
stealing it. Some part of it contained instructions for building
and sending the beacon to signal the masters. Presumably it also
gave instructions on what the Fideles referred to as the
Restoration, which would prepare the world for the masters’
rule.

If only I could tell what exactly the
Restoration entailed, I might have some chance at stopping it. Or
possibly even prevent the masters from returning to the world
they’d abandoned so long ago.

There came a soft knock at my door. “A
letter for you, Dr. Whyborne,” said my secretary, Miss
Parkhurst.

I sat back in my chair, wincing as my back
popped audibly. “Thank you,” I said, taking the letter from her. I
didn’t recognize the sender’s name, although I was vaguely relieved
to find it addressed to “Dr. P.E. Whyborne” and not
“Widdershins.”

My correspondence had gotten rather odd of
late.

“Would you care for some coffee?” Miss
Parkhurst asked with a gesture at my empty cup.

“Yes, thank you.” I started to hand her the
cup, then I recalled Persephone’s gift. “Oh, wait—I have something
for you.”

An uncertain look crossed her face. “You
have something...for me?” she asked, sounding oddly torn.

Why, I couldn’t imagine. Miss Parkhurst was
a wonderful secretary, but I occasionally found myself baffled by
her. Of course, that was true of people in general. I sometimes
envied the ease with which Griffin moved through society, always
knowing what to say, what was expected of him.

“My sister asked me to give you this,” I
said, reaching into my desk.

“Persephone—that is, Miss Whyborne?” For
some reason, her cheeks turned bright pink.

At my request, Griffin had replaced the
wrapping of seaweed with one of silk. “It’s a summoning stone,” I
explained as I passed it to her. “It—no! Don’t unwrap it!”

Miss Parkhurst hastily folded the cloth
tight, her face going even redder. I could feel a blush of my own
staining my cheeks. “I’m sorry—forgive me for my rudeness,” I said.
“I should have warned you before handing it over.” I took a deep
breath and reminded myself that she knew Persephone was my sister.
There was no reason to be embarrassed about my ancestry. “As I
said, it’s a summoning stone. In particular, it summons ketoi...or
those of us with their blood. The silk keeps its call muted, but if
you wouldn’t mind not exposing it in my presence...”

“Oh!” She blushed even more furiously. “Of
course.”

“I’ve no idea why Persephone thought you
would need one,” I went on, trying to steer the conversation to any
other topic. “I can’t imagine why you would ever want to contact
the ketoi.”

“N-no,” she agreed, the color still burning
in her cheeks.

“But if you do, go to a secluded beach and
throw it into the waves. They’ll come. Persephone herself most
likely, although our mother might answer instead.”

The color drained from Miss Parkhurst’s
face. Was she quite all right? “Mrs. Whyborne?”

I doubted mother would care for the name any
longer, but I’d already exposed poor Miss Parkhurst to enough of my
family’s eccentricities for one day. “Don’t be frightened of her,”
I said. “Or any of the ketoi. They won’t harm you, despite their
savage appearance.”

“I think they’re beautiful,” Miss Parkhurst
said. Then her eyes widened sharply. “I—that is—I’ll just get your
coffee.”

I stared after her, mystified, as she fled
my office. Was it my imagination, or was my correspondence not the
only thing growing odder?

With a sigh, I took out my letter opener and
slit the envelope. The letter inside was hastily scrawled on cheap
stationery bearing the monogram and address of a hotel in Topeka,
Kansas.

 


Dr. Whyborne,

 


Forgive me for the imposition, but I must
meet with you as soon as possible. I have information of great
interest to yourself, which I cannot entrust to a letter. Allow me
only to say that Reverend Scarrow is—or should I say was—a mutual
friend. I fear his attempt to warn you about the Fideles came to
the attention of the wrong people.

 


Oh no. In truth, I’d been concerned for
Scarrow already. He’d sent me a telegram in July, with the promise
of a longer letter to follow. That letter had never come, and I’d
received no answer to those I sent him. But a part of me hoped
there had simply been some interruption of the mail, or even that
he’d been distracted by some concern of his own.

 


The Fideles will no doubt wish to end me as
well, to prevent me from informing you of their plans. Hence, I
must speak with you immediately. I will come to the Nathaniel R.
Ladysmith Museum at 5:00 pm on Friday, September 27. Forgive me for
granting you so little warning, but I’m sure you appreciate my
urgency.

 


Sincerely,

 


Ralph Delancey

 


PS: Rumor has linked your name with that of
Mr. Griffin Flaherty, formerly of Kansas. I believe some of what I
have to say will be of interest to him as well.

 



Chapter 3

Griffin

 


I stared at Whyborne’s note and barely
suppressed the urge to tear it up and throw it into the trash.

This was not how the evening was meant to
go. We weren’t meant to be meeting some sorcerer, who might or
might not be up to any good. I had made plans, curse it.

Ever since the battle against the Fideles in
July, Whyborne’s mood had grown increasingly morose. His tendency
to work long hours became even more marked; the nights and weekends
were spent with a book in his lap as he feverishly attempted to
decipher the Wisborg Codex. And if not the codex, then his
attention was entirely focused on Persephone and her mastery of the
arcane arts.

And failing that, he paced about Widdershins
like a soldier on guard duty. He’d badgered his father into paying
to repair all the broken windows resulting from Bradley’s
activation of the arcane lines. Winter was coming, as Whyborne
pointed out, and the poor shouldn’t have to suffer the cold because
of Bradley. Although I applauded his efforts, he seemed to feel it
his personal responsibility to check every replacement, and send
angry letters to the contractors Niles hired when he felt they
weren’t working quickly enough.

With so much occupying him, I’d started
feeling a bit neglected, churlish though I knew the impulse to be.
Last night had been the first time we’d made love in a
fortnight.

In truth, though, I worried more for Ival
than for me. The way he’d snapped at Persephone, when she indulged
in a bit of horse play and knocked off his hat, reminded me how
long it had been since I heard his laugh.

So I’d made plans for tonight as a surprise
for him. Reservations for two at Le Calmar and a pair of tickets to
the theater would ensure a pleasant evening, and keep his mind off
of the masters, sorcery, and every other thing weighing down his
spirits. We would enjoy a pleasant evening out, and when we came
home I’d make love to him until his busy mind calmed and he could
think of nothing else.

Except, of course, this blasted fellow
Delancey meant to spoil those plans.

I put away the more formal suit I’d taken
out in anticipation of an evening on the town, and replaced it with
my everyday clothing. Shortly before five o’clock, I left the house
and strolled down Water Street to catch the electric trolley to the
museum. If only my poor Oldsmobile had survived. I’d barely had the
chance to familiarize myself with driving it, before Bradley
Osborne set fire to the gas tank. I’d already begun saving for
another, but it would be some time before I could afford a
replacement.

I could ask Niles for a loan, of course. But
just the thought of Whyborne’s reaction made me wince. Father and
son might have put a patch on their relationship, but any mention
of Niles’s fortune was the surest way to make Ival’s worst
suspicions come to the fore.

I descended from the trolley near the museum
and made my way up the familiar steps. The elderly ticket taker
knew me well by now and merely lifted his hand in greeting as I
passed by. The museum was in the process of closing for the day,
and visitors streamed out the doors, a few pausing to take one last
look at the hadrosaur skeleton dominating the grand foyer. As I
made my way to the staff door, it swung open, and Christine and
Iskander emerged.

“—had best not be late,” Christine was
saying to her husband. “I’m starving.”

“And who chose to work through lunch?”
Iskander asked with a lift of one brow. Although his mother’s
Egyptian blood had shaped the bones of Iskander’s face and given
him his bronze skin, his accent was that of an educated Englishman.
He and Christine had met on her first dig in Egypt, and he’d moved
to Widdershins last year to be with her.

Christine waved his objection off. “Yes,
yes. Oh, hello, Griffin. I suppose Whyborne told you some sorcerer
fellow is on his way?”

“I’m afraid so, though he didn’t go into
detail.”

“Neither did Mr. Delancey,” Whyborne said,
emerging from the staff door himself. He looked tired—but these
days, he always looked tired. The delicate lines forming around his
eyes and mouth seemed more noticeable, and shadows ringed his eyes
from sleepless nights. He’d neglected to visit the barber recently,
so his untamable hair jutted in wild spikes. “Other than it has
something to do with the Fideles and whatever new awfulness they
have planned. I’m sorry for dragging you into this, Griffin, but
Delancey mentioned you by name.”

I frowned. “Even if he hadn’t, I hope you
wouldn’t consider meeting an unknown sorcerer without the rest of
us.”

His gaze evaded mine. “No, of course
not.”

Once we returned home, we were going to have
a serious conversation about his odd moods as of late. Something
was clearly bothering him, beyond the obvious.

“That must be the fellow,” Iskander said
with a nod in the direction of the museum entrance.

The man making his way across the foyer
looked perfectly ordinary at first glance. He might have been a low
level clerk at some business, his suit clean but of last year’s
cut, his hair conservatively trimmed. His skin was lightly tanned,
however, as though he’d recently spent time outdoors. In his left
hand he carried a simple valise.

But one look dispelled any thought that this
might be an ordinary clerk or salesman. Magic left its mark,
revealed in my shadowsight as a sort of unnatural gleam about the
eyes.

“He’s a sorcerer all right,” I said,
shifting so I could feel the weight of my revolver in my pocket.
I’d brought it even though guns were seldom safe to handle around
sorcerers. More useful was my sword cane, which I held loosely in
my right hand.

Whyborne straightened his shoulders. “I
suppose I ought to speak with him then.”

“We ought to,” I corrected him. “And
we should begin out here, where we’re at least in view of the
guards. It may restrain him if he means us ill.”

Whyborne nodded and led the way across the
marble floor. The man slowed, his eyes flicking over us each in
turn. “Dr. Whyborne,” he said. “And this must be Mr. Flaherty, Mr.
Barnett, and Dr. Putnam.”

“It’s Dr. Putnam-Barnett now, but yes,”
Christine said. “And if you know our names, you know Whyborne
relies on us in these, er, matters.”

Whyborne looked rather pained at her words.
“Yes,” he said heavily. “You said you wished to speak to me about
the Fideles, Mr. Delancey. Why did you want Griffin involved?”

The small, discreet side door near the main
doors opened. One of the security guards moved to talk to the man
who stepped inside.

Delancey remained focused on Whyborne.
“There are plans afoot of which you are ignorant,” he said. “Forces
moving to strike not just you, but this entire town.”

Whyborne’s frown deepened. “The Restoration
Scarrow warned us about?”

“In part. You are sitting atop an incredibly
potent source of power, Dr. Whyborne,” he said, lowering his voice.
“The Fideles were fools—they listened to your brother and Dr.
Osborne, when they should have reached out to you as the Cabal
did.”

The man I’d noticed earlier had gained
admittance and walked briskly toward us. Warning bells sounded in
my mind, my instincts drawing my attention away from Delancey and
to the newcomer. I opened my mouth to call out to him, but the
words died on my lips, replaced by horror.

It was clear at a glance that something was
deeply wrong with the man. Some sort of corruption—I had no
other word for it—spread hideous gray hyphae across his features.
As if something had taken root inside and grew like a horrible mold
over his skin.

Bile stung the back of my throat at the
sight, my stomach threatening to turn at the awful
wrongness. “Dear God!”

“Whatever is the matter?” Iskander asked,
looking from me to the corrupted man. In that moment, I realized
two things.

First, the corruption was only visible to my
shadowsight.

Second, the man had reached into his coat
and drawn out a pistol.

~ * ~

I reacted on sheer instinct. We were out in
the open, with no immediate cover, so I did the only thing I could
and tackled Whyborne.

We struck the museum floor at the same
instant the gun fired. Warm blood hit the side of my face, and for
a heart-stopping moment I thought Whyborne had been shot.

Delancey’s lifeless body collapsed to the
floor
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