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Author’s Note

 


Miss Lester’s creepy grandfather is first
introduced in the short story “Eidolon” (Whyborne & Griffin
1.5).


Chapter 1

Whyborne

 


“Are you sure this is going to work?”
Persephone asked. She perched atop a bale of hay, her expression
skeptical. Though we were twins, she had been given to the sea at
birth, the inhuman side of our heritage brought to the surface so
that she might survive. The stinging tendrils of her hair curled
around her shoulders, and the pale portions of her dolphin-slick
skin reflected the light of the lanterns set about the sheltered
back yard.

In the past, Griffin had tended a small plot
of vegetables and herbs here, but over the last few months we’d
found another use for the space. The thick hedge surrounding the
property—coupled with the propensity of Widdershins’s inhabitants
to turn a blind eye—had allowed us to transform it into a training
ground of sorts. Now it was dotted with bales of hay and dress
forms turned into practice dummies. We’d even dug out a shallow
pond to have water on hand for spells.

The masters would return eventually. Last
July, a cult known as the Fideles—Faithful—had sent a signal
through the veil dividing our world from the Outside. They meant to
summon back the inhuman creatures known only as the masters, who
had once ruled our world. Entities of unfathomable power, they
commanded sorcery of every kind. They’d shaped new orders of beings
from the raw clay of earthly life: the umbrae, the ketoi, the rust,
and doubtless more. And they’d twisted the arcane lines flowing
across the world, to create a titanic magical vortex beneath what
was now Widdershins.

But the umbrae and ketoi rebelled, and the
maelstrom sought to thwart their return. I was determined we’d
fight them again, drive them back to the Outside and seal them
there permanently.

How...well, that was another matter.

I’d feared they’d seek to return last
Hallowe’en, but nothing had happened. Not even the Fideles had
troubled us lately. The holidays had come and gone, and the
calendar turned from 1901 to 1902. A part of me wanted to believe
that life would continue as it had; that the threat had somehow
resolved itself.

But the rest of me knew better. We had to be
ready when they returned. Which led to tonight’s exercise.

“No,” I admitted. “I’m not at all sure.”

“I’m certain it will be fine,” Griffin said.
He held up his sword cane, which I had spent the last week
modifying. The silver head and dark wood were now etched with
sigils, and bore a crudely bound set of crystals and wire that
detracted from its normal guise as a fashion accessory. “You might
want to move, however, Persephone. I’d hate to set you on fire by
accident.”

She hopped off the hay bale. Her jewelry and
gold net skirt glittered in the lantern light as she moved a
prudent distance away.

Griffin took up position in front of the
bale, poised to stab it with the blade of his sword cane. “Are you
ready, Whyborne?”

I hesitated. This had seemed a good idea a
month ago. Griffin’s shadowsight meant he could often perceive
things I couldn’t, including the warp and weft of spells being used
against us by enemy sorcerers. Unfortunately, he had no means
beyond the mundane to deal with them.

I had magic, but no shadowsight. Last July,
I’d touched Griffin briefly, while drawing on the arcane energy of
the maelstrom. In that instant, we’d worked together—but the burn
of magical fire through his purely human body had injured him.

Human sorcerers tapped into arcane lines as
well, using wands to take the brunt of the power, rather than their
own bodies. And eventually it occurred to me that there might be a
way for Griffin and I to combine our skills after all.

Only now I wasn’t so certain. What if
something went wrong? What if I’d made some mistake, and Griffin
was harmed due to my incompetence? “It might not be safe. I don’t
want you to get hurt. Perhaps—”

“I trust you, Ival,” he said. “Now come. Cast
the spell when I tell you.”

I took a deep breath. “All right.” I centered
myself. Though our house wasn’t on an arcane line, I could still
feel the power of the enormous magical vortex rotating widdershins
beneath the town. I took another breath; magic crackled along my
skin, ached in the scars on my right arm. “I’m ready.”

“Now,” Griffin said, and thrust the sword
cane into the hay bale.

At his signal, I spoke the true name of fire,
all my will focused on the sword cane. The crystals sparked, and
fire erupted from the blade.

“Well done!” Griffin exclaimed, grinning as
he withdrew the blade. The hay burned merrily, flames growing
larger and larger. “Er, though perhaps you overdid it a bit?”

“Oh dear!” I cast about, but the shallow pool
had frozen over in the late January night. The flames were
beginning to spread to the other bales nearby, and tendrils of
smoke rose from one of the practice dummies.

“Unfreeze the water!” Persephone
exclaimed.

I went to my knees by the pool and thrust my
palm directly against the ice. I drew power through my scars, arm
aching as I focused. But it worked; the ice dissolved under my
skin.

Persephone touched a hand to the scars on her
face, left behind by a mask made from the bones of a god. The water
emptied from the pool, rose into the air—then cascaded down atop
the burning hay. The flames went out, leaving behind only
smoke.

I stood up. Griffin seemed fine, but I went
to him anyway. “Are you all right?”

“I’m quite unharmed,” he assured me. “I saw
the magic, of course, but it remained contained in the sword cane
as intended.” He looked up at me, and a smile lit his features.
“Well done, my dear.”

I restrained the urge to kiss him, though
only because of my sister’s presence. “Thank you.”

“We’ll need to practice more,” he added. “But
it was a fine start.”

Persephone glanced at the stars. “Practice
all you like, but Maggie is waiting for me.”

“At this hour?” I’d never intended for Miss
Parkhurst to be exposed to the horrors populating my life, not even
the ones I was related to. But my sister and my secretary had
developed a friendship last year, and of course Persephone couldn’t
visit her in the daylight. I only hoped Miss Parkhurst wasn’t
allowing Persephone to impose too greatly on her time.

“Give her my regards,” Griffin said,
apparently not at all concerned over my secretary losing sleep. “We
should get to bed as well, Whyborne. The workers from the telephone
company will be here to install ours in the morning.”

“Yes,” I said, my mind still half on poor
Miss Parkhurst. Then the import of his words caught up to me.
“Wait. Did you say telephone?”

~ * ~

“I can’t believe you brought
this...thing...into our home,” I said the next day. I
gestured vaguely at the contraption now mounted on the wall of
Griffin’s study. “What on earth were you thinking?”

“We discussed all the reasons for us to have
a telephone,” Griffin reminded me, “and decided it was the most
prudent course.”

“Well, yes, but I didn’t think you meant
now.” I’d imagined he meant to have it installed sometime in
the future. The very distant future. But of course Griffin was the
sort of man to act, not dither about like me.

“It will be a boon to my business,” he said.
“Not to mention, being able to quickly contact your father or the
museum could make all the difference should there be an
emergency.”

“Should the masters come bursting back into
our world, you mean.”

“Among other things, yes,” Griffin replied.
“I’m sure the telephone will prove its usefulness in many
ways.”

I snorted rudely. “I have my doubts. I’ve
accepted all of the modern technology you’ve brought into our
lives—electricity, the motor car, the replacement motor car—and not
once have I uttered a single word of complaint.”

Griffin made a choking sound. I ignored
him.

“But surely a line must be drawn somewhere,”
I continued doggedly. “Being forced to talk to people—and in my own
home! Surely a telegraph would be more than sufficient.”

“Come now, my dear.” Griffin pitched his
voice soothingly, the same way he did when coaxing Saul down from a
tree. “I’m sure once you understand its operation, you’ll feel much
more at ease. Let me demonstrate it to you.”

I eyed the telephone warily. A Kellogg model,
it had a handsome wooden case, a pair of black enamel bells, and a
black receiver and transmitter. “Must I?”

“I’ll relieve you of the burden when we’re
both here,” Griffin said. “But there will be times I’ll be out on a
case or the like. And do recall, Bradley would have surely murdered
you in this very room last July, had I not been able to place a
call from Boston to Whyborne House.”

Drat. Unable to argue, I muttered, “I recall
quite clearly, thank you.”

“Then you see its uses.” Griffin smiled at
me, and my heart softened at the sight. I didn’t understand how I’d
captured the interest of such a man, let alone his undying
affection. The white pearl of his wedding ring gleamed warm in the
light, and I absently ran my thumb over the black pearl in my
matching ring.

I returned his smile. “Oh, very well.”

“Good. Now, let’s place a call to your
father.”

My smile transformed to a scowl. If Griffin
meant to endear me to the wretched contraption, he’d chosen the
wrong avenue to do so.

“I have the numbers for Whyborne House, the
police station, and the museum recorded here,” he said, indicating
a piece of paper he’d posted on the wall next to the telephone.
“Now, one simply picks up the receiver and tells the operator which
number is wanted.”

I stood with arms crossed while he did so.
“Calling for Mr. Whyborne on behalf of Dr. Percival Endicott
Whyborne,” he said after a pause. Presumably one of the servants
had answered the telephone at Whyborne House. “Thank you.”

He took the receiver from his ear and held it
out to me. “Your father will be along in a moment.”

I took it gingerly. A few moments later,
Father’s voice barked directly into my ear. “Percival!”

I winced. “Yes.” Griffin pointed at the
transmitter, and I redirected my reply into it. “Yes.”

“Griffin mentioned you intended to join those
of us living in the twentieth century,” Father said, sounding
pleased about my newest hardship. “I’m glad you called—you’ve saved
me the trouble of sending a message.”

As though it were some inconvenience for him
to order a servant to have a message sent. “About what?” I asked,
though I doubted I wanted the answer.

“There’s a meeting tonight I wish you to
attend.”

Curse the man. “How many times must I tell
you, I’ve no interest in running Whyborne Railroad and
Industries?”

“As if I could forget,” he snapped. “My own
heir...well, never mind. It isn’t that sort of meeting.”

I was less than reassured. “Then what?”

“Come to Whyborne House no later than eleven
o’clock tonight. I’m calling a gathering of the old families.”


Chapter 2

Whyborne

 


“Shall I join you inside, my dear?” Griffin
asked as he parked the motor car along the street in front of
Whyborne House.

His first motor car had exploded, thanks to
the sorcery of my late and very unlamented co-worker Bradley
Osborne. I’d thought that the end of my trials, but
Father—determined as usual to make my life unpleasant—had replaced
the accursed thing as a Christmas gift to us.

I rubbed at my nose, which had transformed
into a block of ice thanks to the January night. The rug over our
laps contributed to some comfort, but any parts exposed to the wind
had frozen on the drive over.

“Please,” I said. I was always grateful for
Griffin’s presence, but never so much as when forced to venture
into what had been my childhood home. “They won’t allow you to
attend the meeting, I fear, but if you don’t mind waiting for
me...”

“Of course I don’t.” He climbed down from the
seat, and I followed suit. “I’ll find my way to the kitchen and
have something warm to drink while I await you.”

I wasn’t certain how the servants would feel
about that, let alone Father. The vows Griffin and I had spoken on
a lonely beach bound us as surely as any uttered in a church. But
the rest of society would never recognize him as my husband.

Father had treated him as such, though—that
was one good thing I could say about the man, and in truth it made
up for a great deal else. The servants weren’t fools; Griffin had
been invited to family gatherings for some time now, despite having
no obvious reason to be there. Fortunately, they were loyal to the
Whyborne family, so I didn’t fear untoward gossip being spread past
the walls of the house. But whether they saw Griffin as a member of
the family they served, or more akin to themselves, or neither, I
didn’t know.

The butler, Fenton, greeted us at the door.
“Master Percival,” he said, “your father requested I show you to
his private study prior to the meeting.”

“I’ll see you shortly,” I told Griffin, as a
footman appeared to take charge of him. Fenton led the way through
the foyer and down the familiar hall to Father’s study.

Father sat behind his desk when we entered.
He wore an elegant suit that probably cost what would amount to
several months’ salary for me. The years had turned his beard and
hair iron gray, but he still reminded me of an aging lion, not yet
ready to give up control of the pride.

Our relationship had never been warm, but as
of late I’d come to the reluctant conclusion that he cared about me
in his own way. It didn’t take away the ugly memories of my
childhood, relentlessly bullied by my brother Stanford, with
Father’s only response to pat Stanford on the head and tell me to
develop a spine. But I could believe Father had truly thought his
actions the best for me. That someday I would thank him for making
a man of me, instead of growing into what he saw as a womanish
weakling.

Needless to say, that hadn’t happened. I’d
left Whyborne House at the earliest opportunity and charted my own
path, funded by Mother’s sale of the jewelry she’d inherited from
our ketoi ancestress. Not that we’d known ourselves to be hybrid
creatures at the time.

“Percival,” Father said by way of greeting.
He looked over my attire. I’d worn my best suit, even digging out
the diamond cufflinks he’d given me for my eighteenth birthday,
when he’d still hoped my rebellion would prove short lived.
“Sit.”

I sat. “What is this all about?”

He regarded me steadily across the desk. I’d
sat here many times during my youth, letting my mind go blank while
he lectured me on my every failing. A family portrait had hung on
the wall: Mother, seated on a chair, my infant self in her lap, and
my older brother and sister standing beside her, while Father
loomed behind us all.

But Guinevere had died at our brother’s hand,
and Stanford would spend the rest of his life locked in an asylum
in upstate New York. Mother took to the sea. Of those in the
portrait, Father had been left with only me: the unfavored child, a
disappointment from the moment of my troubled birth on.

Father had replaced the portrait a few years
ago with a landscape depicting the Battle of Shiloh, which
presumably had fewer bitter memories attached.

“I’ve been considering our war against the
masters,” he said. “The very fact we’ve heard nothing from the
Fideles cult since October worries me a great deal.”

“I have the same concerns,” I said
cautiously.

“They struck at both the land and sea, and
were turned back,” he went on. “By you and your sister.”

“And?” I certainly didn’t need to be lectured
on events in which I’d participated.

“Don’t be so impatient,” Father snapped, his
brows lowering. “My point is, we are at a disadvantage. They have
surely not been idle these last few months, but we have no
information on their movements. No spies, no means of gathering
intelligence. You seem to have no plan beyond waiting for the next
attack and hoping to survive it.”

My eyes widened. Of course; this was my fault
now. “I’ve been practicing with my magic. What else would you have
me do? This isn’t the War Between the States. I’m no general. I
have no troops, no spies, no—”

“You have resources!” He brought his palm
down on his desk in emphasis. “Griffin still has contacts among the
Pinkertons—have them on the lookout for anything otherworldly. For
that matter, have him expand his detective agency—hire men who can
be trained as the Pinkertons are, to defend the town against
physical threats. There are scholars at that museum of yours who
could be put to work cracking the code of the Wisborg Codex. We
live in a modern age of newspapers and telegrams—hire a service to
sift as many as possible, seeking any hint as to what the Fideles
might be doing.”

I gaped at him. “What...I’m meant to just
start ordering people about? You greatly overestimate my influence
if you imagine anyone would listen to me.”

His face darkened. “You’re wrong, Percival.
Do you think no one has noticed your actions? Those mad librarians
have already fought for both you and your sister, though I’m not
entirely clear why.”

“Because Mr. Quinn knows,” I said, a bit
dejectedly. “About Persephone and me. How, I’m not sure, but he
realized we’re a part of the maelstrom even before I did.”

I’d been dismayed when I’d first discovered
my heritage to be not entirely human. But that was as nothing
compared to the revelation of last July. That Widdershins—the
maelstrom—in its semi-sentient fashion had gathered and shaped our
family for generations, until it had two receptacles for...well,
itself. Tiny fragments, but still linked to it, to be its eyes and
ears and hands in the world. To keep it free when the masters
returned.

Father brought his hand down on the desk,
startling me. “And that gives you power. You view it as some
sort of disadvantage, but it’s quite the opposite!”

Of course he didn’t understand. Command came
naturally to him. It had allowed him to lead soldiers in the war,
and later to build the family wealth from respectable to
staggering. But I wasn’t like him. If the maelstrom needed such a
leader, it had chosen its vessel poorly indeed. “And why isn’t
Persephone receiving this lecture?”

“Because she doesn’t need it. I’ve spoken to
her, and she’s already sent word to the other ketoi cities, to have
the hybrids loyal to them act as our spies. Since the Fideles
killed one of their gods and wiped out a city in the Bering Sea,
most of the ketoi chieftesses are more than eager to assist.” He
stabbed a finger at me. “But the Fideles are human, which means the
majority of their actions will take place on the land. Which means
you must act.” He dropped his hand and glanced at the clock.
“Which is why I’ve called this meeting of the heads of the old
families and their heirs. They have resources we can take advantage
of.”

“In exchange for what?” I asked sourly.

“The old families have worked together since
the founding of Widdershins. We used to meet as part of the
Brotherhood of the Immortal Fire, but...well.” He waved a hand.
“After you became my heir, I should have called a meeting. At the
time, it didn’t seem likely you’d come.”

Because it was Stanford who’d been a member
of the Brotherhood alongside our father. Stanford who had been
meant to stand at his side, to take the reins of family and
business when Father grew too old.

God knew, I would have preferred Stanford had
kept the position. I wished he hadn’t let himself be consumed by
greed and jealousy and the desire for power, until he murdered
Guinevere and shattered our already broken family for good.

Perhaps Father had similar thoughts, because
he rose rather abruptly to his feet. “Come—it’s midnight. They’ll
be waiting for us.”


Chapter 3

Whyborne

 


The meeting took place in what had been
Mother’s room, before she went to the sea. I hadn’t set foot here
since she left, and was startled to see it entirely redecorated.
The long room ran along the front of the house, overlooking High
Street. Heavy cloth-of-gold drapes shrouded the windows, as if to
reinforce an air of secrecy. Scarlet wallpaper covered the walls,
and the portrait of Mother as the Lady of Shalott no longer hung
above the hearth. All of her books and bookcases were gone as well,
no doubt returned to the library two stories below.

I paused at the doorway, feeling an
unexpected pang. This place had been a sickroom for Mother, a cage
to which her broken health had condemned her. But for me, it had
been a refuge. The one place I’d felt accepted and loved. The lone
room where I could let down my guard and simply be...me. And now it
was gone.

Mother’s bed had been replaced by a heavy oak
table. I pitied the footmen who’d had to carry it up the stairs.
Matching chairs surrounded it, upholstered in crimson. The only
illumination came from the flickering flames of the enormous gold
candelabrum in the center of the table. Its candles at least were
white; I’d half expected them to be red or black.

Five of the seven chairs drawn up around the
table were occupied already. Miss Lester sat nearest the door,
dressed all in white as usual. Beside her were Joseph Marsh, his
aged spine bent into a curve, and his grandson Orion. Sterling
Waite and his son Fred sat opposite.

The Marshes, Waites, and Lesters had helped
the necromancer Theron Blackbyrne found Widdershins, alongside the
Abbott family and the Whybornes. After his death, they’d availed
themselves of whatever black magic proved necessary to keep their
stranglehold on the town. Though other families had risen to
prominence since, the old families had always formed a core of
uncontested power, answerable to no one.

At least until the elder Abbott died during
the fall of the Brotherhood. His son had proved inadequate to the
task of either maintaining the family fortune or learning sorcery,
and left town over two years ago.

Well, to be fair, my Endicott cousins and I
had chased him out. I still winced to recall the memory of my
rather poor behavior that night.

“Thank you for joining us,” Father said. He
took his place at the head of the table, leaving the empty chair at
the foot for me. A servant slipped from the shadows and offered me
brandy. I nodded, feeling rather as though I might need something
to brace me for this. “You all know my son Percival.”

Four pairs of male eyes fixed on me, none of
them friendly. I knew Orion and Fred from my youth, though they’d
been part of Stanford’s set. I’d never had a set, let alone any
interest in the rumored wild parties at their exclusive club, even
after I’d been old enough to attend.

Once everyone had refreshment, Father said,
“That will be all. We’ll ring should we need anything further.” The
servant bowed his head and left, shutting the door firmly behind
him.

“You may be able to guess why I asked you
here,” Father began.

“Hopefully not to waste our time,” the elder
Marsh said in a rasping voice.

Miss Lester’s dark eyes glanced in my
direction. “I know why,” she said, tipping her head to me.
“Widdershins knows its own.”

I—or the maelstrom—had touched her last July,
just as we touched so many. The experience had faded to the quality
of a dream, but I still recalled some of what I’d seen of her
thoughts.

I also now suspected her family were ghūl
hybrids. Which was rather disturbing, given they ran the town’s
mortuary service.

“Yes,” I said, because I couldn’t exactly
deny it.

“Perhaps you’d like to inform the rest of us,
then,” said Waite, his voice chilly. Fred nodded his agreement.

Father launched into what sounded like a
prepared speech. “Outside forces have aligned against Widdershins.
And by ‘outside,’ I mean both from beyond our town...and beyond our
world. We of the old families must band together to face them if we
are to preserve our city and our lives.”

Marsh and Waite exchanged glances. “I see,”
Waite said. “And I suppose you are the one who will lead us to
victory against these nebulous enemies?”

“Nebulous?” I exclaimed. “The Fideles are
anything but ‘nebulous.’ I know the newspapers claimed it was an
earthquake that broke windows all across Widdershins last July, but
surely you of all people know better.”

Waite’s eyes narrowed. “If you refer to your
inexcusable display on the Front Street bridge, it did not escape
our notice. Or anyone else’s.”

Miss Lester drew herself up.
“Inexcusable?”

Marsh glared balefully, first at her, then at
me. “Those of us who matter in this town keep our secrets, not
flaunt them in public. Your indiscretion has put us all in
danger.”

“I-I didn’t have a choice,” I protested.

“And did you have a choice when your actions
destroyed the Brotherhood and led to the death of my eldest
son—Orion’s father?” Marsh’s voice remained low, but his words cut
through the air between us like a knife. “Rather than appeal to the
Brotherhood, you took matters into your own hands and disrupted the
ceremony on the island in the lake. My boy died there, torn
apart by Guardians—”

“Joseph,” Father said, his tone stern, “you
know very well that Blackbyrne’s plot went farther than any of us
knew. I explained it to you at the time.”

“And that’s part of the problem, isn’t it?”
Waite asked. “You explained, Niles. Three of the other old
families were represented that night. James Abbott, Marsh’s son,
and my father. They all died, while you and both your sons
survived. We had no choice but to rely on your version of
events.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” Father demanded.
His face flushed red at the insult, and a part of me cringed at his
anger, even though it was directed at others for once. “My word was
good enough then. Yet suddenly it isn’t?”

“Not suddenly. We aren’t fools,” Marsh
growled. “We’ve been watching the events of the last four years
with growing alarm. First the Brotherhood was wiped out after
centuries of success. Then this one—” he pointed at me “—destroyed
the lunatic asylum at Stormhaven.”

I didn’t at all care for the direction the
conversation seemed to be taking. “That wasn’t my fault. Or, it
was, but again, I had no choice. Or would you rather the dweller in
the deeps walk the land, in thrall to a madman with a grudge
against the Brotherhood?”

“Again, we have only your word as to what
happened,” Marsh said. “How convenient for you the doctor died, and
all evidence was lost amidst the rubble of the asylum.”

“Then there came the debacle at the museum on
Hallowe’en.” Waite picked up the thread of accusation. Clearly he
and Marsh had discussed this beforehand. “I imagine you were
dismayed when Stanford revealed your most closely held secret,
Niles. You brought the blood of those of the sea into your family,
then hid the fact from the rest of us.”

Father’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “I
didn’t know,” he said stiffly. “Heliabel herself didn’t know of her
heritage.”

“And we’re to believe that?” Waite shook his
head scornfully. “Perhaps we would, if it didn’t advantage you so
clearly. Let’s begin with the matter of Percival’s sister,
supposedly dead all these years, and now ‘the queen beneath the
flood.’”

“She’s a chieftess.” I sat forward in my
chair, gripping the arms. “It isn’t the same.”

“She commands an army of fish creatures.”
Marsh’s voice dripped with contempt. “Things which have no loyalty
to us.”

To the old families, he meant. “Persephone is
on our side.”

“And what side do you consider to be
your side?” Waite asked. I felt as though he and Marsh were
a pair of hunting dogs, hounding me from either flank. “After the
Hallowe’en gala, we looked into the prophecy.” His gaze slid to
Miss Lester. “Despite one of our number having somehow learned of
it far earlier, it doesn’t belong to the old families. It was a
promise made to the ones who came after, who crept into the town
we made.”

“Now see here.” This was the very attitude
that had always most maddened me about the old families. They built
a pedestal, put themselves on it, and declared that anyone like
Griffin, whose ancestors hadn’t arrived in Widdershins at
Blackbyrne’s side, weren’t up to their standards.

But it wasn’t their place to say who belonged
here. The maelstrom decided who to collect, not them.

Miss Lester’s flat, black eyes narrowed in
anger. “Widdershins knows its own,” she repeated. “You
cannot deny it, Sterling.”

“We were here first,” he insisted. “We ruled
this town for two centuries. And now, we are confronted by this bit
of awful doggerel some insist on calling prophecy. One line of
which, again most conveniently for Percival, states that the
town will rise to his hand.”

My fingers tightened on the carved armrest.
Despite the fact the windows were tightly shuttered and the drapes
drawn, a breeze stirred through the room, guttering the candle
flames and ruffling the white fur trimming Miss Lester’s dress.

“What the hell are you implying?” Father
asked.

“A coup,” Marsh said. “Meant to break the old
families and leave the Whybornes the sole power in Widdershins.”
His gaze stabbed at me from the forest of wrinkles surrounding his
eyes. “Led by this one.”

The scars on my right arm ached. I took a
deep breath, willing my face to remain an expressionless mask,
betraying nothing of my anger. “That’s absurd.”

“Niles chose a wife with the blood of the sea
in her veins,” Waite said. “But you, Percival...well, I have to
wonder just how long you’ve planned this.”

Orion spoke up for the first time. He was a
pale, sleek man who reminded me vaguely of a ferret. “You never
seemed interested in the same things as the rest of us. Even when
we were boys, Stanford said you spent all day studying. At the time
we laughed at you, but in retrospect your knowledge of languages
both living and dead proved rather useful for learning the dark
arts. While we studied business and politics, you went first to
Miskatonic, then took up employment at the Ladysmith Museum. Both
places infamous for owning many rare books on sorcery.”

The wind grew stronger, and some of the
candles winked out. The hearth fire flared, sparks flying away up
the chimney. “How dare you.” I bit off each word to keep myself
from shouting. The one thing in my life that was my own, that I had
fought for with every scrap of my being, and Waite dared to imagine
it was part of some lifelong scheme to come to power?

Marsh straightened as far as his bent back
allowed. “You destroyed the Brotherhood. When a rival sorcerer
tried to interfere with your plans, you tore down Stormhaven. Your
older sister died under mysterious circumstances, and your brother
is confined to a sanitarium, leaving you the sole heir to a vast
fortune.”

All the air seemed to have vanished from the
room. “This is madness,” Father snapped. “You were at the
Hallowe’en gala—you saw what Stanford did. What he confessed
to.”

“Every event has worked to Dr. Whyborne’s
advantage,” Marsh went on implacably. “Hasn’t it, Percival? Rumor
claims you and your sister command a cult of librarians
headquartered in that museum of yours.”

“We have watched you.” Waite leaned forward,
his eyes glittering in the light of the candles. “Every step of the
way, you have obliterated anyone who stood before you, while adding
to your own power. And now you and Niles come to us with yet
another tale no one else can verify. Wanting us to fall in line, to
obey your orders. But we are not spineless women, eager to hand
over our power to another.” Miss Lester hissed in outrage, but he
ignored her. “We have seen through your charade. It will be a cold
day in hell before we bow our heads to you.”

The thin strands restraining my temper
snapped. I rose to my feet, even as a thin layer of frost raced
across the table. “You are fools. The masters are coming back, and
they won’t give a damn about your so-called power. They won’t
care who any of our ancestors were—who founded this town, or
who commands it. If we don’t prevent them from returning from the
Outside, we’ll all die screaming together in the dark.”

Waite rose to his feet and seized my wrist.
“Do you think to frighten us with your little tricks, sorcerer?
Tell me, if you can—what exactly are these ‘masters?’”

My lips parted...but I had no answer for him.
We knew they were beings of great power, but that was all. I was
utterly ignorant as to their nature, or what abilities they might
have, or even when they would return.

I tore my wrist free from his grasp. His hand
curled into a fist. “I don’t know the details, but I assure you,
they are very real.”

“I don’t believe you.” He turned to his son.
“Come, Fred. I think we’ve heard enough, don’t you?”

The two representatives of the Marsh family
rose as well. I hadn’t wished for this meeting in the first place,
but to have them walk away, after impugning my character, was too
much. I took a step toward them as they reached the door. All four
froze, eyeing me as they might a dangerous animal.

“The masters are real,” I repeated.
“And I will fight them. With or without you.”

“I choose without,” Waite said coolly.

The door shut behind them. At the table, Miss
Lester stirred. “Well,” she said. “This has certainly been an
entertaining evening. Thank you for the invitation, Niles.”


Chapter 4

Griffin

 


“I simply can’t believe it,” Whyborne
concluded as I shut the door to our house behind us. “They think
I’m some kind of...of diabolical mastermind.” He started to remove
his coat, then cursed. “And I’ve lost one of the blasted
cufflinks.”

I’d found my way to the kitchens, having
given Fenton the slip after he left me in a formal parlor, and been
speaking to the cook when a footman had rushed in to find me. “Dr.
Whyborne is ready to leave,” he’d gasped, and the look of pallor on
his face had me running for the foyer almost before he’d finished
speaking.

Ival had been pacing back and forth, in as
high dudgeon as I’d ever seen him. Of course, he hadn’t looked
furious in any obvious way. But I—and apparently someone among the
servants—knew the signs well enough for alarm. The way his face
closed into an expressionless mask, skin white and dark eyes
narrowed, his hands clasped tight behind his back, all told me in
an instant that something had upset him deeply.

Of course, the fact the chandelier had begun
to swing in a wind with no obvious source might have been the root
cause of the servants’ alarm.

He’d told me what happened on the way home,
shouting to make himself heard over the engine. It seemed to have
calmed him somewhat, at least. His hands no longer clenched, and
the normal color had returned to his cheeks.

“Hopefully you lost your cufflink at Whyborne
House,” I said, taking off my hat and coat and hanging them up.
“Let’s go up to the study. I’ll pour you a drink.”

He led the way to the stairs, and I followed
him to the study on the second floor. We spent most of our time
there, and the room reflected it. Our two chairs were drawn up to
the fire; a stack of scholarly books beside his and the latest
volume of The Casebook of Simon Feximal by mine. Our cat
Saul curled on the couch; he opened one sleepy eye at our entrance,
then closed it again.

The fire had burned down in our absence.
Whyborne poked it back to life, while I poured two whiskeys. We sat
together on the couch, squeezed in beside Saul, who declined to
move to make more room for us.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “It sounds as if the
meeting wasn’t very productive.”

“I just don’t see how anyone could think such
a thing.” He glowered at his drink, and I hoped he didn’t
accidentally set it alight.

“I can,” I admitted.

His eyes went wide, and I realized belatedly
I’d said the wrong thing. “You...fine. This is some grand plot I’ve
been conducting all along, cleverly hidden even from you. You’re
nothing but a-a pawn. Perhaps—”

“Ival, please.” I put down my whiskey and
grabbed his
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