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Chapter 1

 


Sharks swirled around me, waiting only for
the scent of blood to attack. One show of weakness and they would
close in, dragging their hapless victim down into the depths. Or
his reputation, anyway. These sharks glittered not with teeth, but
diamonds, gold cufflinks, and gowns from Maison Worth. A bit out of
season for a gathering of elite society, as grand balls generally
didn’t begin until after Thanksgiving, and it was now less than two
weeks before Hallowe’en. But no one could pass up the chance to
view the triumphant return of my sister Guinevere—or rather, Lady
Gravenwold—from England.

Like any minnow, I tried to remain small and
still in hopes of going unnoticed. Unfortunately, the enormous
ballroom provided little in the way of cover. The best I could do
was stand as near as possible to the most hideous portrait of the
dozens covering the walls, in the hope its sheer ugliness would
frighten anyone else away.

“You must be very pleased with yourself,”
Stanford growled.

My brother wasn’t the biggest shark in these
treacherous waters, but he warranted a careful eye nonetheless. “I
don’t know what you mean,” I said truthfully.

Stanford snorted. He’d inherited Father’s
build, and as a youth, he’d grown brawny from the exercise of
chasing and tormenting things smaller than himself. Namely me, but
wounded birds and stray dogs would do as well. Over the last few
years, he’d run to fat, mainly through excess of drink, but tonight
his piggish eyes seemed clear. “Of course you do. How did you
convince Father to throw this party for you?”

“It isn’t for me.” And it wasn’t, not really.
Although I’d been rather horrified to see my name prominently
displayed on the invitations. “It’s for Guinevere. I suppose Mother
and Father thought they might as well include my birthday, since
it’s in two weeks.”

On Hallowe’en, in fact. The holiday generally
marked the beginning of the social season in Widdershins, much as
Thanksgiving did in New York. No doubt because the old families
wished to gather together to conduct whatever unholy rites they
preferred, and an early start to the season gave them perfect
cover.

God, these parties had been hideous enough
before I’d realized madmen and cultists founded the town, their
work continued until this very day. At least I knew now why Father
had been absent for all of my childhood birthdays, although the
rituals he might have performed with the Brotherhood on those
nights didn’t bear considering.

“I thought you might have decided to marry,”
Stanford went on, narrowing his eyes even further as he regarded
me. “Make Father happy, and this was your reward. But you haven’t
danced with anyone. And you brought your—” He caught himself from
whatever he meant to say, recalling the crowd around us.
“Companion,” he finished, the word soaked in scorn and
vinegar.

My fingers tightened around my champagne
flute. I wouldn’t let Stanford make me angry. Not tonight.

Blast it, why had I come here? But I already
knew the answer: it presented an excellent opportunity for Griffin
to make connections normally out of his reach. True, he’d already
handled a case for one of the old families, the Lesters, but this
was his chance to establish himself as someone of taste and
discretion in the eyes of the Widdershins elite. Even now he
chatted with one of the Waite brothers, whose name I could never
recall—Fred? Ted?

“I don’t know why Father decided to append my
birthday to Guinevere’s return,” I grated out. “I was invited. I
agreed to attend. What is it to you?”

His familiar sneer had changed little since
we were children. “I know what you’re up to.”

Was he drunk after all? Before I could even
think how to respond, he turned away, tossing back the rest of his
champagne as if he’d lost interest in the conversation. A ring set
with an enormous diamond flashed on his finger. Mother had
mentioned he’d been hard at work changing his fortunes ever since
the scandalous divorce from Darla. Father wouldn’t have paid for
such an ostentatious ring; had he actually earned it himself?

“Percival,” a commanding tone barked in my
ear.

I started, slopping champagne on my cuff. My
ears grew hot, but I struggled to keep any signs of embarrassment
off my face as I turned to my father.

More lines showed on the visage glowering at
me from beneath a mane of silver hair, but despite his age, the
tuxedo he wore showed off a figure that remained firm.

“What are you doing skulking about?” he said,
without even giving me the chance to greet him. Sapphires flashed
blue fire from his cufflinks. “This is your opportunity to remind
those of importance you still exist.”

“Mr. Mathison is far more adept than I at
soliciting donations for the museum,” I said, deliberately
misunderstanding Father’s intent. “It’s why the board made him
president of the Ladysmith, after all.”

Father’s scowl deepened, a reaction to which
I was long accustomed. “You’re wasting your talents there,
Percival. The skills you’ve picked up recently would be invaluable
to our business.”

Skills? True, I felt my sojourn in Egypt had
sharpened my reading of the hieroglyphs, but…oh. He meant
sorcery.

At least now I knew why he’d suddenly deemed
my birthday worth mentioning, even if nearly two weeks before the
fact. For almost twenty-nine years, he’d scorned my knowledge of
languages, my high marks at university, my very existence. But now
I’d gained a small amount of arcane power and suddenly warranted
his attention.

My right arm ached, the lacework of scars
pulling at the skin. At least the formality of the evening gave me
an excuse to wear gloves, so no one would ask about the startling
pattern of reddened flesh, which decorated the back of my hand
since my return from Egypt.

“I’m sure they would,” I managed to say, half
shocked my voice remained neutrally calm. “But you cut me off from
the business when I left for Miskatonic.”

He made an impatient gesture. Dismissing the
pain of our arguments, sweeping away everything my defiance had
cost me, as if it were nothing. “Water over the dam. There’s a
place for you at Whyborne Railroad and Industries.”

So I could be used and then discarded once
again? My gloves kept the nails of my left hand from biting into my
palm, but my right hand shook around the champagne flute. “I’m
quite happy at the museum.”

He shook his head, clearly despairing over my
obstinacy. How dare I live my own life instead of the one he’d
planned for me? “I don’t suppose you’ve even danced with anyone. As
I said, this is your chance to remind those of importance you
exist, including a number of heiresses.”

Was the man completely insane? “Griffin is
here on your invitation,” I said in a low voice, even though
it was impossible to hear us over the string quartet playing
nearby, not to mention the general chatter.

Father shrugged. “He seems a practical sort.
Clever enough to know securing your friendship would give him
access to a better sort of client, but not so foolhardy as to make
inadvisable demands from me. I’m sure he would be perfectly happy
to step back and agree to a different arrangement.”

Because, of course, there could be no
possible reason for Griffin to be with me other than advancing his
own business. “You’ve never been in love in your entire life, have
you?” Except perhaps with power.

“Love won’t get you anywhere in this world.”
His brows drew down in a deeper scowl. “You must be willing to do
whatever is necessary. General Sherman understood that.”

“This is business, Father, not a
battlefield.”

“It’s survival. One way or another.”

Thankfully, one of the other guests caught
Father’s attention. “Think on what I’ve said,” he ordered. “And for
God’s sake, at least find some young lady to dance with. Try
Helmina Fisk—her father has inquired about you several times. If he
thinks there’s a possibility of a union, he’ll sell his steel
shares to me at a lower price.”

Father departed before I could formulate any
objection. Damn the man, he hadn’t changed a whit in twenty
years.

“Percival!” my sister called.

Oh dear lord, how many family members did I
have at this wretched affair? And why must they all want to speak
to me at once?

“Guinevere,” I said, giving her a nod.

As befit the wife of an English nobleman,
Guinevere blazed with gold and gems. Her dark hair piled high on
her head, captured with a delicate net of gold and pearls, and
diamonds dripped from her fingers and encircled her neck. Her gown
was of pale yellow silk, cut to make the most of her figure, the
sleeves and bodice swathed with lace. Tiny mirrors set on the lace
reflected back the light of the chandelier. She had our mother’s
slender build and eyes, traits I also shared.

“A pleasure to see you again, Guinevere,” I
said, not because it was true, but because propriety demanded it.
She’d behaved like imperious nobility even as a small girl, and
marriage to Earl Gravenwold had only exacerbated the condition. “I
trust your journey proved uneventful?”

Before she could reply, two other individuals
appeared on her heels. They were perhaps thirty years of age, a man
and woman who closely resembled one another, with hair the color of
straw and blue eyes. The man’s tuxedo was finely cut, and the woman
wore a gown of crimson silk, the skirt embroidered with silver
stars. Although not as bejeweled as Guinevere, they certainly
looked as if they belonged amidst this crowd. Who were they, that I
hadn’t met them before?

“Guinevere, will you not introduce us?” the
man asked in an English accent, his gaze fixed on me.

Guinevere’s mouth thinned slightly in
annoyance at the interruption, but she could hardly refuse. “Of
course. Percival, I’m sure Mother mentioned our Endicott cousins to
you?”

“Ah! Yes!” Guinevere and I didn’t exchange
letters, but she dutifully wrote Mother long missives each month,
detailing her life in England. Mother passed along anything of
interest, including Guinevere’s unexpected discovery of distant
relations in Cornwall.

“Dr. Percival Whyborne, may I present our
cousins, Mr. Theodore Endicott and his sister, Miss Fiona
Endicott,” Guinevere said.

I bowed over Miss Endicott’s hand, mouthing
some polite words. God, just what I needed the least—more
family.

When I extended my hand to her brother, he
startled me by grasping it warmly with both of his. “Dr. Whyborne!
It is truly an honor to meet you, sir.” He wore a pair of small,
round-lensed spectacles, which did nothing to diminish the gleam of
real pleasure in his eyes. “When we met Guinevere, I couldn’t
believe you were our cousin, however distant. I’m something of a
student of languages myself, and I read the treatise on Aklo you
published last year. At the time, I’d assumed your middle name to
be a coincidence, rather than an indication of relation. Your paper
was very impressive, sir, very impressive.”

“Oh! Er, thank you.” I’d certainly not
expected to meet someone who knew of my work at this gathering.
Comparative philology remained an obscure science at best, and a
paper concerning the roots of an esoteric medieval language used
only by certain cults even more so. “Are you a philologist
yourself?”

“I fear I’m but a dilettante.” He gave my
hand one last squeeze, then let go. “Forgive my enthusiasm, but I
greatly admire your work.”

I hadn’t the slightest idea how to respond.
Thank God my gloves had at least concealed any sweat from my palms.
“Er, thank you, Mr. Endicott.” I probably sounded like a fool.
“You’re very kind.”

“Please, call me Theo.” He glanced down, then
back up at me. My height had always been something of a curse,
forcing me to stand out when I would rather have hidden. “I don’t
wish to seem forward, but I would greatly appreciate the chance to
converse later, at a time of your convenience.”

People didn’t seek out my company. Well,
other than Griffin and Christine, of course, but one was my lover
and the other my best friend. They were rather obligated to do so.
It felt strange to have someone I’d just met wish to speak to me
again.

And it might be a good excuse to stop
pretending to socialize with everyone else. I had to show good
hospitality to our guest from abroad, didn’t I? I glanced
about—perhaps there was some secluded nook where Mr. Endicott and I
might continue our conversation now, away from the noise and
dancing.

As if my hopes had summoned an evil spirit to
dash them, Father appeared at Mr. Endicott’s elbow. “Theodore,
Fiona—what do you think of American entertainments?” he asked. No
doubt making certain they were suitably impressed by the
ostentatious display of power and wealth.

Or, for all I knew, he’d somehow sensed
someone paying me a compliment and felt the need to put a stop to
it immediately. At any rate, I wouldn’t be speaking privately with
Mr. Endicott tonight, so I bowed to the group and took my
leave.

~ * ~

I made my way along the outskirts of the
room, staying well clear of the dancing and nodding distractedly to
the ladies who sought to catch my attention. Where had Griffin
slipped off to? The dazzling glitter of gemstones and fine silk
confused my eyes, making it difficult to pick one person out of the
crowd. I did spot Stanford, but fortunately, he was deep in
conversation with Thomas Abbott, whose father had been part of the
evil society known as the Brotherhood. The elder Abbott’s death
cleared the way for Thomas to take over the family fortunes and
promptly fritter a good deal of them away, if rumor was to be
believed.

At the moment, he wore a faint smile on his
face. Stanford’s, in contrast, flushed red with anger. Whatever
they spoke of, I wished Abbott luck.

I finally glimpsed Griffin, not far from the
doors, and my heartbeat immediately calmed. He conversed with Miss
Lester, whom he’d previously worked for on a case involving a
somewhat sinister family heirloom gone missing.

To see Griffin in this setting, an outside
observer would have thought him born to high society, rather than
an Irish orphan raised by Kansas farmers. He appeared entirely
comfortable, charming his conversational partner as if he attended
such gatherings every day. But he had a natural talent to mimic
those around him and put them at ease. The confidence he displayed
in nearly any situation had been one of the things that had both
drawn me, and—were I to be entirely honest—put me on my guard when
we first met.

My experience of confident men included my
father and brother. Men so certain of their place in the world they
viewed anyone less certain as inferior, to be used or crushed as
circumstances dictated.

Not Griffin. His kindness ran deep, and it
was what I loved most about him.

Well, along with his handsome face and
devilish smile. And the way his form filled his tuxedo. I’d had the
pleasure of watching him put it on earlier in the evening, and
although the tails currently obscured his backside, I could attest
to the fit of the trousers beneath.

I approached just close enough to pick out
Miss Lester’s voice from the hum of the crowd. “Of course Lady
Gravenwold returned,” she told Griffin. “They always do, you
know.”

He sipped his champagne. “I’m not certain
what you mean.”

“This town knows who belongs and who does
not.” Her black eyes glittered like anthracite. “Those whom
Widdershins claims can never leave for long.”

“I don’t believe the countess intends to
return permanently.”

“It hardly matters what she intends.” Miss
Lester tugged one of her opera gloves higher on her arm. “Just as
it does not matter whether you believe or not. Facts do not change
to suit one’s fancy. Now, if you will excuse me, I see someone I
wish to avoid.”

As Miss Lester departed, Griffin met my eye,
a grin curving the corners of his mouth. I could not help but
return it.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” he asked.

“Not in the slightest,” I confessed.
“You?”

He cast a look about the room before
answering. “It is…a bit more rarified atmosphere than I’m
accustomed to.”

I snorted inelegantly. “To be fair, it’s
better than a family dinner. At least not everyone present is
utterly obnoxious.”

He laughed, green eyes flashing, and it
lightened my heart further. “I hope I am one of the
exceptions.”

I made a show of considering the matter.
“Hmm…you can be a bit trying at times.”

He moved closer. No one else was near, so he
lowered his voice and said, “I have always been quite happy to try
you, it’s true.”

I pretended to observe the nearest painting,
to hide my blush from the gathering. Griffin had been my lover for
close to two years now, yet our flirtations still brought heat
easily to my face. “We have put in our appearance. Shall we
leave?”

He frowned slightly. “No one will miss you?
You are one of the guests of honor, after all.”

“I don’t give a fig for any of them.”
Although Mr. Endicott had seemed interesting. “Besides, everyone
here is curious about Guinevere. Most of the old families have
remained in Widdershins for generations, and having one of our own
relocate to England seems far more exotic here than it would in New
York or Newport.”

“So I hear,” he murmured, glancing in the
direction Miss Lester had gone. “How long is your sister
visiting?”

“I’ve no idea.” I shrugged. “No doubt she
will want to visit New York at some point, and socialize there. I’d
expect her to return to England before Christmas, however, for
appearance’s sake if nothing else.”

“And not because she misses her husband and
child?” Griffin asked.

I remembered what Father had said. The sharp
line he’d drawn between duty and love. One was of great
consequence, and the other something frivolous, the sort of thing
to be dreamed of by shop girls and readers of bad novels. And me,
apparently.

“She will want to do right by them,” I said
quietly. “Beyond that, I can’t say.”

His eyes crinkled slightly at the corners
when he frowned, hinting at the first touch of crow’s feet, even
though he was only thirty. Then his expression cleared. “I’ve never
had a chance to tour the house,” he mused.

Now it was my turn to frown. “I suppose not.
You’ve seen most of the downstairs, though.”

“Still, this seems a good opportunity to see
more.”

I couldn’t imagine why he’d want to view the
blasted place, but if it got us away from the party, I would agree
to it. “Of course. Come with me.”


Chapter 2

 


We slipped through the open doors, past the
stairs, and into the grand foyer. The chandelier high above blazed
with newly installed electric lights, the shadows far more
sharp-edged than those I remembered.

“What do you want to see?” I asked. Griffin
had been invited into the private parlor, the dining room, and
Father’s study on previous occasions. “Or do you wish a general
tour?”

He leaned against the balustrade and cast his
eyes to the upper floors. “What of your room? The one you had
growing up. I assume you weren’t forced to share with
Stanford?”

“No, of course not.”

Griffin grinned. “Very few could say the
same. Had I not been the only child—adopted or otherwise—I would
have shared with all of my siblings. Our neighbor had seven
children, all packed into one bed.”

“One bed?” I asked skeptically.

“Perhaps two.” He nudged me with his
shoulder. “So is your old room given over to a guest, do you think?
Can we have a little glimpse?”

I hadn’t the slightest idea why such a thing
would be of interest to him. “It will be empty. Father was so
convinced I would fail at Miskatonic, he ordered my room untouched
after I left.” Because, clearly, I would never accomplish anything
without his direction and support.

Griffin frowned. “But surely, after so
long…?”

“That would require Father to admit he’d been
wrong in the first place.”

He shook his head, laughing softly, as if to
himself. “Of course.”

“At least my family amuses someone,” I
muttered. “If my old room is what you wish to see, come along.”

I led the way up the grand staircase to the
third floor. As we emerged onto the landing, I caught a glimpse of
dark skirts and a familiar silhouette leaving one of the rooms.
“Miss Emily!”

She turned to me with a bright smile on her
face. “Master Percival!”

I embraced her gladly. As my mother had been
confined to her room for as long as I could remember, often too ill
to venture forth, Miss Emily had helped raise me. Some of my
happiest memories were of nights when Father was out of town,
freeing Miss Emily to take me into the servants’ quarters to eat
dinner at their simple table.

“This is my friend, Mr. Griffin Flaherty,” I
said. She hesitated at being introduced to a guest, but Griffin
gave her a small bow.

“Whyborne has spoken quite warmly of you,” he
said. It was the truth, but delivered with his characteristic
smile, it could not help but win her over.

“You’re very kind, sir,” she said demurely,
but with a decided blush. I withheld my sigh. Griffin could charm
anyone of either sex. “Mrs. Whyborne says you’re very good for
Master Percival, if you don’t my mind saying so. I don’t mean to
pry, of course, but raising Master Percival from a babe, I can’t
help but worry.”

“How is Mother?” I asked. She’d been too ill
to make public—or semi-public—appearances for my entire life. But
she doted on Griffin, and I thought she would like to see him.

Miss Emily’s face fell. “Not feeling herself
tonight, the poor thing. I left her sleeping not fifteen minutes
ago.”

Griffin nodded his understanding. “Then
please, give Heliabel my regards. I hope to see her again
soon.”

“Yes, sir.”

I had no wish to detain Miss Emily from any
duty she might have, so kissed her lightly and promised to return
soon. As she hurried away, Griffin leaned against my shoulder.
“Another piece to the puzzle that is you.”

“I’m no cipher,” I objected.

“I disagree.” A slight frown creased his
brow. “I’ve never thought to ask before, but why has your mother
remained here, rather than retire to a sanitarium in hopes of
improving her health? I understand why she would have stayed when
you were younger, but after her children were grown, why didn’t she
seek out a more congenial climate?”

“Because Widdershins wouldn’t let her leave,”
I intoned, mimicking Miss Lester’s voice.

Griffin chuckled. “I’d wondered if you’d
heard that. So you don’t think there’s anything to it?”

“Of course not! It’s superstitious bunkum,
and I’m appalled someone with Miss Lester’s education would believe
such nonsense.”

Griffin looked less convinced than I. But
after a moment, he merely nudged my arm. “Your old room?”

In all truth, I never wanted to lay eyes on
the place again. But I understood his curiosity. I would have felt
the same about the farmhouse where he’d been raised. “This
way.”

A part of me hoped the door would be locked.
But the knob turned easily under my hand, and I flung it open.

“Here,” I said, not bothering to hide my
resignation from him.

He stepped just inside, found the light, then
waited for me to join him. I brushed past him with a sigh. The air
held a certain musty smell, but the servants cleaned often enough
it wasn’t overwhelming. “Father chose the decorations,” I said,
gesturing to the bloody hunt scenes depicted on the tapestries, the
battles woven into the rugs, the swords carved into the
mantelpiece. “That’s my paternal grandfather,” I added, indicating
the massive portrait facing the bed. As a youth, I’d drawn the bed
curtains against the censure of his gaze, while I laid hand to my
length at the thought of handsome men.

At least until Leander had died. The boy I’d
loved as a youth myself; the guilt of having survived when he died
convinced me desire was poison. After, this bed had truly been a
prison, a struggle between grief and horror and guilt and
longing.

“Not many good memories then?” Griffin asked
quietly from behind me.

“No,” I said, grateful not to have to
explain. He understood me so well.

The lock on the door clicked sharply.

I turned. He leaned back against the door, a
knowing smile on his face. “Then perhaps we should make a better
one.”

My heart beat faster. But… “This is my
parents’ house!”

He stalked toward me. “It is.”

I swallowed. “Th-there are people here.
Downstairs. I mean…”

He reached me and pressed close, so his
breath stirred the small hairs beside my ear—and stirred something
else, as well. “Yes. The elite of Widdershins, who won’t have the
slightest idea I’m sucking you just two floors above their
heads.”

Clearly, everything I found to be an
objection, he considered a benefit. Desire fogged my thoughts.
“A-all right.”

His mouth turned up into a triumphant grin,
green eyes flashing at me from under his lashes. “Lie down on the
bed.”

My clothes would be in danger of becoming
creased—but to the devil with it. We’d sneak down the back stair
and leave that way if we ended looking too disreputable. I tugged
off my gloves and shed my tailed coat to keep it in decent form,
and he did the same.

I pulled him close, kissing him. He tasted of
champagne and chocolate cake, mingled with warm male. Griffin
returned the kiss, plundering my mouth with his tongue even as he
gripped my hips and pulled me tight against him.

“Father thinks you’d be perfectly happy if I
were to marry some heiress,” I mumbled against his lips.

Griffin snorted. “Then your father doesn’t
know either of us very well, does he?”

Griffin had been with women in the past.
Mainly men, but he was not entirely unmoved by the feminine form. I
lacked even an aesthetic appreciation, a fact on which my dear
friend Christine occasionally teased me.

“No, but I thought he’d entirely washed his
hands of me.” And his talk about how sorcery might assist Whyborne
Railroad and Industries…what the devil was the man about?

Griffin caught my chin gently in his fingers.
“Shh. Quiet your busy mind, Ival.”

The pet name always brought warmth to my
chest. “Perhaps you’d best offer it a distraction.”

He laughed and pushed me back, until my legs
met the edge of the bed. I reclined on the eiderdown quilt, the
rich brown satin soft under my fingers. The canopy loomed above,
familiar from a thousand sleepless nights. Griffin settled between
my thighs, his hands already working on the buttons of my
trousers.

His touch through the cloth hardened me in
anticipation of such a touch against skin. I’d not spent a single
moment in this bed for over a decade now, since the morning I
packed my things and went down to Father’s study to inform him I
was leaving for Arkham, to study at a university of my choosing
rather than his. He’d known nothing of it—Mother had sold her own
jewelry in secret to fund my scholarship—and nerves had kept me
awake the entire night beforehand.

If only there were some way to whisper back
through the years to that frightened boy. To tell him his life
would become immeasurably better in every way imaginable.

I gasped softly at the brush of Griffin’s
mouth against my member, his tongue tracing a slow path up and down
its length. Teasing with little jabs at the slit then edging the
hood. I let him know my pleasure with encouraging sighs, bunching
my fingers in the blanket to keep from reaching for his hair.
Later, I would disarrange his curls and make a mess of his
clothing, but for now, I did nothing to cause undue comment, should
anyone see us leaving afterward.

He took me in his mouth, all the way to the
root, his throat working around my length. I bit my lip against a
groan, hips quivering with the need to thrust against the hot
wetness engulfing me. But I let him set the pace, my hands
clenching and releasing the satin bedding.

My eyes fluttered closed. I forced them open,
glaring at the canopy and all the memories that had collected like
dust in the heavy folds of its curtains. Letting the rising tide of
pleasure sweep them away. “Griffin,” I whispered, like a charm. I
loved him. And, no matter how impossible it might have seemed to
the achingly lonely boy who’d slept in this bed—how impossible it
seemed to me sometimes even now—this man loved me in return with a
fierceness which stole my breath away.

He moaned in response, hungry and wanting,
the sound muffled by my cock in his throat. And God, it was too
much: hot and wet and oh so good. I thrust uncontrollably against
him, thought and memory unraveling before the cresting wave of
ecstasy.

I blinked at the canopy, dazed and drained.
Just a moment, to gather my breath and my wits, so I could return
the favor and do the same for him.

Someone knocked firmly on the door.

~ * ~

I jerked up onto my elbows, met Griffin’s
alarmed gaze where he still sprawled between my legs, my softening
cock in his hand and his lips flushed from the act he’d just
performed.

“A-a moment!” I stammered. Thank heavens
Griffin had thought to lock the door. I rolled off the bed, hastily
putting myself back into order even as my mind raced. My eye fell
on the door to the dressing room, and I grabbed his arm and steered
him toward it.

The barren closet was musty and filled with
cobwebs—apparently, the servants felt no need to keep this room up.
Griffin’s face had gone white, and fear flickered in his eyes,
although whether from the close darkness of the dressing room or
the chance of discovery, I didn’t know. He went willingly enough,
though, and I shut the door on him as quietly as I could, the sound
covered by another knock.

“I’m coming!” I exclaimed crossly. Damn it,
whoever was on the other side of the door would have a great deal
of explaining to do. If a guest, I could act suitably offended at
their intrusion. If a servant…I couldn’t imagine Father would send
any of them to spy on me, as he would doubtless prefer not to know
what I got up to out of his sight and hearing.

I slid my coat back on—and spotted Griffin’s
lying draped over the back of the desk chair where he’d left it.
Blast! With no better idea what to do, I stuffed it hastily beneath
the somewhat disarranged blanket, smoothed out what wrinkles I
could, and opened the door.

Guinevere stood on the other side, her hand
raised to knock yet again.

I gaped at her. Had she ever come to my room,
even when we were children? I certainly couldn’t recall it.

“Shouldn’t you be downstairs with the
guests?” I demanded, a bit more roughly than I intended. Why had I
ever let Griffin talk me into this?

“I could ask the same of you.” She scowled
and pushed past me into the room. “Good, you’re alone.”

“Yes,” I said, more firmly than the situation
called for had it been true. “Why are you here?”

“Why are you here?” she countered.
“Stanford says you rent a room in some awful shack.”

“I thought to remind myself why I’d never
return to this house,” I snapped. “And it isn’t a shack, but a very
nice home, thank you.”

She walked to the window, dangerously near
the dressing room door concealing Griffin. “God, Stanford was
right—you are turning into quite the little prick these
days.”

The tightening of the scar-laced skin on my
right hand made me conscious of my clenched fists. Fighting not to
grind my teeth as well, I said, “Exactly. So I suggest you return
to the more congenial company downstairs and leave me to my
business.”

“Congenial—ha. At least Thomas Abbott won’t
follow me in here. Ordinarily, I pity the poor English girls,
chaperoned every instant of the day until they’re finally married
off. No wonder their men prefer us American females to those dull
things. But at least they don’t have to put up with old lovers
hanging about.”

“Did you want something?” I asked. “Because
if not, surely your room will provide adequate refuge from Mr.
Abbott.”

She turned from the window, the train of her
skirt wrapped dramatically around her legs, her dark eyes flashing.
She’d always cultivated the regal attitude and bearing of her
namesake. “Close the door,” she ordered.

Despite my misgivings, I obeyed. “What is
this about?”

“I’ve been hoping for an opportunity to speak
with you privately.” She glanced around, as if suspecting spies in
the draperies. At least she didn’t think to check the dressing room
for anyone lurking.

No doubt Griffin had his ear pressed to the
door, listening to every word. But as far as I was concerned,
anything she had to say to me, she could say to him. Even if she
didn’t know it. “About what?”

She started to gnaw on her lip, a nervous
habit from childhood, then caught herself. She must be truly
worried about something, having been cured of the gesture by the
censure of Father and various tutors by the time she was ten.
“First, tell me the truth. I’ve heard…rumors…about you.”

Heat scalded my face and tightened my chest,
although whether from shame or fury even I couldn’t tell. “My
private life is none of your concern,” I said, tucking my shaking
hands behind my back. “I have done far less to bring scandal on
this family than Stanford. Given that, I do not see what business
it is of yours how I conduct my affairs.”

Her eyes widened—then narrowed. “I’m talking
about sorcery, you idiot!”

Sorcery? How did Guinevere know about
sorcery? The Brotherhood Father and Stanford had belonged to would
never have allowed a woman into their ranks. Had Mother brought it
up, shown Guinevere one of the spells I’d taught her?

It hurt, to think she might have. I’d
believed the magic was something between just the two of us,
something I could give back to Mother in return for all she’d given
me.

“According to Stanford,” she went on, “you’re
Father’s favorite now, just like you were always Mother’s little
pet.”

What game was Stanford playing, to make such
a patently untrue claim? “Father loathes my very existence.”

She rolled her eyes. “Just tell me—are you a
sorcerer or not?”

At least she was asking me about sorcery and
not Griffin. Although God only knew what Stanford might have said
to her on that front. “Yes. Shall I light the house on fire and
prove it?”

She folded her hands in front of her. “Don’t
be foolish, Percival. And stop acting so offended by my questions.
If anyone in this family would dabble in the black arts, it would
be you.”

“What do you mean?” I’d never wanted anything
but a quiet, scholarly life.

She sat on the edge of the bed. Right where
I’d put Griffin’s coat. With a frown, she shifted. “This mattress
is lumpy.”

“The servants have become terribly
neglectful,” I agreed. “I’m sure Father will be happy to flog them
later. But I thought you wished to discuss sorcery, not the state
of the furniture.”

“I don’t want to talk about sorcery.
Precisely.” She rose from the bed and went to the writing desk.
Locating a pen and paper, she scribbled something down and held it
out to me. “Meet me at this address tomorrow at midnight.”

The devil? I glanced at the address; it was
on a street somewhere in the more disreputable part of town. Surely
Guinevere wouldn’t even consider setting foot in such a place. “Is
this some sort of childish prank? I would have thought you had more
to occupy your time.”

Her lips thinned in anger. “Just meet me
there.”

“Don’t be absurd.” Why had I actually
bothered to engage her in conversation? I should have shoved her
out the door. Or not answered in the first place. “This would have
been beneath you when you were a child. Did Stanford—”

Her fingers closed hard on my arm, rings of
jewel-studded gold digging in even through my sleeves. Startled, I
met her gaze, read a look of determination mingled with fear on her
face. “This isn’t a joke. This is deadly serious. Do you know of
the derelict ship found last week?”

“Of course. The papers have been full of
nothing else.” The Norfolk Siren was found adrift just off
the coast, the crew gone and all the lifeboats still in place.
Hysterical headlines proclaimed it “The New Mary Celeste” in
huge type, accompanied by articles speculating on the fate of the
crew. “The harbormaster had to put a guard on it, to keep souvenir
hunters away. Why?”

“Don’t ask. Not here.” She released my arm
and took a step back. The shadow of the bed’s canopy fell over her
face, hiding her expression. But it couldn’t conceal the note of
worry in her voice. “Please, Percival.”

Had Guinevere ever asked me for anything, in
our entire lives? Most of my memories of our youth consisted of her
sweeping past, a small coterie of giggling girls trailing on her
heels, like courtiers after a queen. They’d worn the same fashions,
agreed with whatever opinion she put forth, and laughed at her
every joke.

Of course, most of those jokes—at least the
ones made in my hearing—had me as butt of them. “That was my
sister Percival,” had been a favorite, but she’d found shaper
barbs for her arsenal as she grew older. No one had been happier
about her departure to Europe than I had.

I could deny her. I owed her nothing.

Griffin stood just on the other side of the
dressing room door, listening to every word. He’d spent the last
year searching for his brothers, adopted separately off the orphan
train. What would he think if I turned down a sibling’s plea for
help?

“Very well,” I said grudgingly.

Her shoulders went back. “Thank you.” She
took a step toward the door. “I should return to the party, before
anyone wonders where we’ve gone. Will you come down as well?”

“In a moment.”

She left. I waited until the sound of her
footsteps faded, then opened the dressing room door. “I’m so
sorry—are you well?” I asked even before it was entirely open.

Griffin was pale, but not unduly so. I
brushed ineffectually at the cobwebs in his hair as he stepped out.
“Blast—I’m sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t think what else to do. My
family…” My words trailed off into a helpless sigh.

“I’m fine, my dear.” Griffin took my hands to
still them, but his eyes remained on the door. “Your conversation
provided a welcome distraction. I hope you don’t mind my
eavesdropping.”

“I assumed you would.”

“What do you make of it?”

“Devil if I know.” I shrugged then freed
myself to retrieve his coat from the bed. Of course, it had become
horribly wrinkled. “Presumably she’ll tell us tomorrow night.”

“Us?”

I showed him the address she’d written down.
“I’m not foolish enough to venture into that part of Widdershins
without someone who knows how to safely navigate the area.”

“I see why you thought it a prank.” He
frowned as he pulled on his coat.

“What do you think?” I asked. “Your instincts
are seldom wrong.”

“I’m not certain. It seems an odd location
for a woman of your sister’s status to visit. Stanford,
yes—slumming is hardly unusual, and he seems the type. But
Guinevere is married to an earl. Surely if someone were to
recognize her, the scandal could be considerable.”

“So it must be her idea of a bad joke.” Acid
stung the back of my throat. “She thinks to send me somewhere to be
propositioned, while I wait for an appointment she has no intention
to keep. Probably the address belongs to a brothel. Or a
bathhouse.”

“No,” Griffin said absently.

“You would know,” I muttered.

“It’s something of my job to know these
things,” he said with a small smile. “Especially the locations of
houses of prostitution, saloons, and other places people routinely
get themselves into trouble. And if the bathhouse addresses once
held a special interest, I didn’t have the chance to visit before
someone seduced me too thoroughly for them to hold any
allure.”

I snorted. “How terrible of me.”

“Quite.” He leaned against me, hip touching
my thigh. We both knew it was something of a lie—the cruel abuse of
the attendants at the lunatic asylum, where he’d been unjustly
confined, had naturally made him reluctant to submit to the touch
of another. Until, apparently, me. “But no. I don’t think it a
trick. I may not know Guinevere, but I detected honest worry in her
voice. I think she’s afraid.”

“Of what?”

“That, only she can tell us.” Griffin turned
to me. “You should probably return to the guests. I can slip out on
my own easily enough.”

“No.” I slid an arm around his waist, pulling
him closer. “I’d rather make my escape with you. Let them wonder
where I went. Besides, I believe I owe you something in return for
all you gave me earlier.”

His pupils dilated, and his mouth curved in a
hungry smile. “Hmm. Then by all means, let’s hurry home.”


Chapter 3

 


The next morning, I sat in the largest of the
meeting rooms of the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith Museum, trying to pay
attention to the droning of the museum director and having little
success.

Dr. Hart frequently called all-staff
meetings, which, despite the name, excluded the secretaries,
janitorial staff, and librarians. Unfortunately, the rest of us
were condemned to attend, even when the matter had little to do
with our particular jobs. Usually the subject was some sort of
scheme meant to elicit more money from the donors.

Today’s was no different. Dr. Hart paced back
and forth at the front of the room, his enthusiasm combining with
his mustache to make him look like an overly excited walrus.
“Private tours,” he said. “Just the thing for Hallowe’en. We will
sell tickets at a price that will ensure exclusivity and, of
course, offer first choice to our most generous donors.”

I sat beside my colleague—and, other than
Griffin, best friend—Dr. Christine Putnam. We each had a notepad in
front of us and a pen in hand, in order to appear to be taking
notes.

How is Iskander? I wrote on my
paper.

She glanced at my notepad, then wrote:
Still languishing in Kent, attempting to get the estate in order
before coming here.

I suppose he anticipates a prolonged stay in
America, then.

She smiled rather smugly at her paper. No
doubt. How was the party last night?

Abominable.

“There will be special displays,” Dr. Hart
went on in the background.

That goes without saying, she wrote
back. And your magical research?

Griffin disapproved of my dabbling in
sorcery. So I hadn’t yet told him I’d decided to make it a serious
study. Christine had fewer concerns, and I felt a bit freer to
discuss the details with her. Do you recall the line of arcane
power in the earth, which led us to the Fane of Nyarlathotep in
Egypt?

Of course I do—don’t be absurd.

“The Ladysmith has the largest collection of
cursed items of any museum in America,” Dr. Hart declared with
pride.

Griffin asked if Widdershins was a place of
power, like the fane. So I decided to find out if I could sense any
lines of power here.

Can you without the wand?

“Tour groups of four or five persons, led
through the museum by a personal guide, with only a few judiciously
placed candles to highlight the cursed objects. Of course, since
these tickets will be expensive, all tours will be given by our
expert staff members.”

Yes, I wrote. It took me some time,
and I have to concentrate, but I learned to do it. I’ve decided to
map all the lines of power in Widdershins.

“And finishing in the grand foyer, where
there will be a buffet and string quartet, along with a few more
cursed objects to serve as conversation pieces.”

Have you found any interesting
patterns? she scribbled.

I have. The line in the desert was straight.
These seem to curve. I’m not yet sure if they meet at a single
point, or if they form a web.

“Now all we need,” Dr. Hart said, rubbing his
hands together, “is a few volunteers to select the appropriate
items, write up the descriptions to be used by the guides, and tend
to the decorations.”

“It seems to me,” drawled Bradley Osborne,
“Miss Putnam is the obvious choice. It isn’t as if she has anything
else to do.”

We both looked up from our notepads at the
sound of Christine’s name, to find Bradley smirking at us.
Christine’s face went utterly white. “Nothing to do? I’m working on
the definitive book about Egypt’s Old Kingdom!”

“Which has been dust for four thousand
years,” Bradley said. “Hardly any rush.” He glanced at me. “Old
Percy can help you. It isn’t as if he’ll have anything better to do
either.”

“Hallowe’en is my birthday,” I objected.

Bradley gave me a vicious smile. “And you’ve
already had your party, haven’t you?”

Curse the man. Bradley had always aspired to
high society, and no doubt the newspaper reports of last night’s
party had stung his pride. Despite the delusions he entertained,
none of the old families would even consider putting such a
newcomer on a guest list.

I longed to lay claim to prior arrangements.
But I could hardly say I’d already made plans to spend the evening
in the company of my lover.

So I could only sit and fume while the
director beamed. “Excellent suggestions, Dr. Osborne! The entire
country is in the grips of this Egyptomania, as the presses call
it, thanks to our Nephren-ka exhibit. We’ll be able to charge twice
the admission if Dr. Putnam’s name is associated with the
event.”

Christine’s teeth ground together. “Be that
as it may, isn’t this a job for the curators?”

“That’s what will make this exhibit so
special—headed up by our own experts,” Dr. Hart enthused. “Dr.
Putnam, Dr. Whyborne, I expect a full report on your progress
sometime in the next three days. Meeting adjourned!”

I sat still amidst the rustle of papers and
gathering of hats, feeling rather as if I’d been run over by one of
Father’s trains. “But it’s my birthday,” I repeated.

“Sorry, old fellow,” Christine said,
collecting her half of our notes. “So much for your Hallowe’en
plans of bobbing for Griffin’s apples.”

~ * ~

I broke the news to Griffin that night, as we
strolled through town on the way to meet Guinevere. According to
Griffin, the address she’d given us belonged to one of the many
saloons thronging the area closest to the docks. The streets in
this part of town lay dark, with only a few gaslights to puncture
the blackness of the night, and we’d never have found our way
without a lantern. The moon had already set, a wrack of clouds
blocking out most of the stars. Even the saloons seemed subdued
tonight, only the occasional burst of light and song from open
doors, to vanish again when they shut. The autumnal chill forced
Griffin and me to huddle deeper into our coats and blunted the edge
of the fishy reek hanging over the docks.

“Don’t worry, my dear,” Griffin said. “We’ll
celebrate your birthday afterward. I’ll have cake and wine waiting
for your return.”

At least he understood the interruption to
our plans. “Thank you. I can’t believe the director is forcing
Christine and me to do this.”

“These cursed items…are they actually
cursed?”

“No idea,” I said glumly. “I suppose I should
try to find out before we put them on display. Maybe I’ll discover
one to make the director’s mustache fall out.”

He laughed. “Perhaps.” Then he grew sober.
“Just please be—”

“Careful,” I finished for him. “I know, I
know.” How could I not? It was all he ever said concerning sorcery.
I’d even kept my investigation into the lines of arcane power a
secret from him, because he’d surely find some way to construe it
as dangerous.

“Your sister,” he said. “What can you tell me
about her?”

I was grateful for the change of subject,
although uncertain what to say. “She’s a year my senior,” I began.
“But she always seemed much older.”

“Was she close
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