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New Year Gifts 
 
*Set during New Year Celebration week between Out of the Shadows and Into the Fire. 
 

arm.  That was the best word to describe the room around Rook.  People were 
packed around the dining table, chatting and laughing and eating.  He leaned 
back into a corner, avoiding the press of them all.  The petrolsene sconces and 

liberally scattered candles washed away every shadow, bathing the guests in pools of 
golden light and glinting off the gilded dishes and stemware.  The mélange of scents 
wafting up from the table—succulent meats, roasted vegetables, pies fit to burst with 
filling, hot apple cider, and mulled wine—were all generously spiced, no small expense 
to be sure.  Rook had brought a variety of tinned spices packed in an ornately carved box 
as a gift for the family.  They didn’t need to know it had come from his latest shipment of 
smuggled goods, and he was glad of his choice.  The Allens certainly had splurged for 
tonight’s event, and Rook smiled at having been invited at all. 

When Lenore had pressed the thick creamy envelope into his hand, she’d beamed 
and bounced on her toes. 

Rook examined the intricate silver scrollwork that flowed across the paper and 
shimmered like mercury, holding the invitation between two fingers.  He raised an 
eyebrow at Lenore. 

“If this is what I think it is, dare I ask how you convinced your family?” 
Lenore clutched her hands to her chest dramatically.  “Rook, think of the absolute 

scandal if we snubbed you during this most generous time of year.”  She winked. 
He smiled and gave Lenore a florid bow.  “I most humbly accept this kind 

invitation.” 
“But you haven’t even opened it to see the details,” she replied. 
“Doesn’t matter.  For this, I’ll make arrangements.” 
And so he had.  It was nothing so serious a bottle with a bow couldn’t smooth 

over.  Now, surrounded by the Allens’ coworkers, Lenore and Camilla’s friends and their 
families, and Eamon and his lot, Rook wondered if this had been such a good idea. 

He had endured the purging, paid his debts to society, and was therefore absolved.  
Seeing an Enforcer dressed in street clothes at the other end of the room, however, caused 
unease to curl up in his chest like an unwelcome cat.  He’d seen the lad a few times on 
patrol in the city and at the Allen manor as the investigation into Dmitri’s whereabouts 
continued. 

Taking another sip of his cider, Rook pushed himself off the wall and headed in 
that direction to introduce himself. 

“Varick!” came a voice from off to the side. 
He turned and smoothed his plum brocade waistcoat, his fixed smile growing 

without him realizing it. 
“Varick,” Lenore said again, touching his arm.  “I want to introduce you to 

someone.  This is Engineer Cooper Richmond, my other mentor at the museum.” 
“Call me Copper,” he said, thrusting his broad hand into Rook’s free one. 

W 
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Rook had to check himself as he felt the bones of his fingers grind together under 
the force of Copper’s handshake.  He returned as much force as he could, and Copper’s 
bristly grin widened. 

“Varick Pendragon,” Rook said, still hanging on.  He let go only after Copper did.  
“Pleasure to meet you.  Lenore’s told me so much about you.” 

“Did you happen to see the lass’ demonstration earlier this year?” Copper asked.  
“Bloody impressive it was.” 

Rook did not miss the way Copper had sidestepped the standard return of the 
sentiment.  He wanted to chalk it up to pride given the way Copper’s chest puffed up as 
he spoke about Lenore, but everyone in the city had buzzed about a Pendragon turning 
himself in as a criminal. 

“I did indeed.  Incredible stuff.  And might I say, fantastic work with those model 
wings.” 

Copper threw back his head and guffawed so hard his belly shook.  Rook allowed 
himself to chuckle in return.  They chatted for a few more minutes, mostly about 
Lenore’s progress, before one of Copper’s children came tugging at his jacket with small 
eager fingers. 

“Are you enjoying yourself?” Lenore asked after Copper had left. 
“I’m enjoying the free food and drink,” Rook replied, lifting the silver cup to his 

lips again. 
Lenore’s brow creased, and Rook furtively brushed his fingers against her wrist.  

His eyes took her in again as he had when he’d first arrived that evening, drinking in the 
sight of the evergreen silk dress, edged with snowy lace against her fair skin.  The 
emerald feathers of her fascinator bobbled merrily, contrasting against her dark tresses.  
Her cheeks were rosy in the warm room, and the green of her eyes gleamed in the golden 
light washing over everything. 

He lowered his voice to a whisper, repeating the motion.  “I’m having a lovely 
time, little bird.  I’ll be sure to thank Mina and Neal again later.” 

She turned him towards the table.  “Have you tried everything?  Esther’s outdone 
herself this year, I think.” 

“Why don’t you take me through it?” 
As Lenore described each dish, Rook kept one eye on his target.  The Enforcer 

was still talking to Camilla, though Eamon had joined their little huddle now too.  From 
what he had observed, Camilla was the only person he knew here, though he seemed to 
be getting on with just about everyone he spoke to.  Not in the way that prat Eamon did, 
with false compliments and affected manners, but in sincere curiosity about what each 
person did and their interests.  He seemed vaguely familiar—aside from as an Enforcer, 
that is—but Rook couldn’t place why. 

“Stop working,” Lenore said quietly.  “We’re here to celebrate.” 
Rook didn’t see what there was to celebrate in the turning of one year over to the 

next, but he kept that to himself.  Instead, he returned her teasing smile and kept his eye 
on the other end of the room. 

Neal and Mina were orbiting the party like twin moons.  They came around to 
Rook and Lenore and went through the standard pleasantries. 

“Everything is exceptional,” Rook said, raising his glass to his hosts.  “Thank you 
again for having me.” 
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“Let me top you up there, Varick,” Neal said, taking the cup from him. 
“How is working for Miss Wilson going?” Mina asked as her husband 

disappeared. 
“Erm, Miss Wilson?” Rook asked, slathering charm over his confusion with a 

befuddled smile and a cock of his head. 
“Gadget,” Mina supplied.  She smiled in a way that told Rook she wasn’t entirely 

pleased he had forgotten his in-public employer’s proper name.  Or maybe she had seen 
through his charms.  He’d long ago learned she had no patience for such things. 

“Apologies,” Rook purred.  “She insists on the nickname.  Things are very good.  
Busy, being New Year and all.” 

“That’s interesting given that I’ve just spoken with her.”  Mina indicated with a 
nail that perfectly matched her cranberry dress towards the woman in question. 

Gadget hovered at the entrance to the dining room.  She wore gloves, undoubtedly 
to hide her mechanical hand.  There was no way to hide her eye patch, however, and 
Rook couldn’t help but grin with admiration at the matte gold one with which she had 
replaced her usual black one. 

“She says you haven’t been to the shop in weeks.”  Mina’s smile remained, but 
her eyes turned cold and flashed a warning. 

Rook opened his mouth to give one of his usual smooth replies, but Mina turned 
away and reached towards the table before he could.  When she turned back, the ice in 
her eyes had melted, and she was smiling warmly at him. 

“You must try one of Esther’s mince pies.  They’re simply divine.” 
Mina plopped the tiny pie in Rook’s hand, leaving him at a loss for words.  He 

took a bite of the sweet and spicy treat to buy time. 
“I think I’m going to need about eighteen more of these,” he said at last. 
“There are mountains of them,” Mina laughed.  “Please, take as many as you 

like.” 
Neal returned with Rook’s drink and said with a wink, “I dropped a little 

something special into it for you.” 
From the smell, Neal had quite a generous hand with his addition.  The two soon 

moved on, Rook’s keen eyes following them. 
“Why—” 
“You haven’t been around to the furniture shop?” Lenore whispered, cutting him 

off.  “Aren’t you supposed to be keeping up your cover?” 
Rook leaned against Lenore, pretending to share a private joke.  “I’ve been busy.  

Someone’s trying to kill you, remember?” 
“Oh, right!” Lenore replied, joining in the act.  “I knew I’d forgotten something.” 
She made a face at him.  Rook laughed, pushing down the concerns the 

conversation had stirred in his stomach. 
“You needn’t babysit me all evening,” he said.  “Go attend to your other guests.” 
“Are you certain?” Lenore asked.  “I haven’t seen you talk to anyone else here.” 
“If I go make a new friend right now, will that erase this little line of worry on 

your face?”  He resisted the urge to stroke said line. 
“I’ll do my best,” she agreed, “but I can’t promise I won’t worry about you at 

least a little.” 
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He gave Lenore a knowing smile and watched as she filtered through the crowd, 
heading for Beatrice Holmes and Evangeline Bell.  He drank more of his spiked cider, 
steeling himself for the conversation he now made a beeline for. 

“He’s a fine chap,” Eamon was saying.  “You really should speak with him.  I can 
set up a meeting if you like.” 

Rook resisted the urge to do a mocking impression of him.  He was annoyed he 
had missed the name of whomever they spoke.  Probably one of the crusaders Eamon 
bankrolled.  That could be useful information.  Camilla stood beside the Enforcer in a 
dress of swirled silver and cream and gold, listening patiently as Eamon prattled on.  Her 
eyes caught sight of Rook as he approached, and he was surprised the smile she gave him 
wasn’t entirely one of well-practiced habit. 

“Varick,” she cooed, turning slightly away from the two gents.  “It’s so good to 
see you.” 

Rook’s eyebrows bobbed.  Varick?  No Mister Pendragon?  He wished he knew 
what exactly he’d done to get on Camilla’s good list. 

“The pleasure is all mine,” he said, giving her a lower bow than he’d originally 
planned.  “Thank you all for hosting tonight.” 

“We love it,” she said, her eyes shining with joy as she gazed at the scene around 
them.  “It’s not often we get to have everyone here together and happy.  This is as close 
to bliss as I can imagine.” 

Rook noticed Camilla’s cup of wine was mostly empty.  Perhaps she was a 
lightweight.  Before he could respond, she gestured towards Eamon and the Enforcer. 

“I believe you’re acquainted with Mister Eamon Lee,” she said.  “Emily, from the 
clinic, is his younger sister.” 

“Indeed,” Eamon said jovially, extending his hand.  “We’ve crossed paths once or 
twice.  Jolly good to meet up when we’re not all on the go, wouldn’t you say?” 

Rook couldn’t help but smirk as he squeezed Eamon’s hand as hard as he could.  
It didn’t feel as good as punching him had, but a spark of pleasure flared as Eamon 
winced ever so slightly. 

“Absolutely,” Rook agreed. 
“And may I introduce Mister Falcon Smoke,” Camilla continued.  “Falcon, this is 

Varick Pendragon.” 
Oh dear, the weird bird family, Rook thought, realization dawning on him.  That’s 

how I know him. 
Rook shook Falcon’s hand as well, reciting all the correct words for the situation. 
“Is this the first time we’ve met?” Falcon asked.  “I’ve been acquainted with 

numerous members of your family, but I must confess I don’t remember all of them.” 
“The Pendragons are rather like weeds, aren’t they?” joked Rook.  “Or is it 

cockroaches?  They’re just everywhere.”  He ignored the looks spearing at him from 
either side and kept his eyes locked on Falcon.  “Yes, we probably attended the same to-
do or other at some point in our lives.  So tell me, Falcon, what do you do?” 

Falcon’s face was already flushed from the closeness of the room—Rook was 
grateful he had discarded his jacket at the door—but he detected additional color creep up 
Falcon’s neck at the question. 

His voice, though, was steady as he replied, “I’m a Fifth.” 
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Rook had expected the constant murmur of voices to at least dip just then.  
Nothing.  He growled inwardly.  The onus was on him to continue the conversation. 

“Varick, Falcon’s parents work at the museum with Neal and Lenore,” Camilla 
broke in. 

Rook fluidly pushed away the impulse to look surprised at this brazen deviation in 
social protocol and schooled his features into polite interest. 

“Different department, mind you,” she continued, “but isn’t that interesting?” 
He sipped his drink.  “Indubitably.  What a small world we live in.” 
When the time to sing New Year songs came along, he was surprised again as 

Camilla took his hand in hers.  Rook had planned on escaping to the kitchen when this 
time inevitably approached, perhaps snaffling whatever homemade goodies he could get 
his hands on. 

“I can’t sing,” he protested immediately. 
“We don’t mind,” Camilla replied.  “This isn’t about impressing anyone.” 
He held her eyes, willing her to let go of his hand and exerting as much distaste 

for the upcoming torment as possible.  She smiled wider at him. 
“Please stay.  You might find you enjoy it.” 
“I never have before,” he said, edging his voice with sharpness. 
He flexed his hand. 
“Can I scooch in here, please?” 
Rook’s eyes flicked towards the voice and softened as Lenore maneuvered 

between himself and Camilla.  He scanned the room and saw Eamon on the other side 
with his family while Mina and Neal gathered the growing circle around them in order to 
lead everyone.  Lenore hugged Camilla and made a happy little peeping noise, 
scrunching her face with a huge smile, and Camilla squeezed her adopted sister in return. 

“Hello again,” Lenore said as she took Rook’s hand in hers, excitedly bumping 
her shoulder against his arm.  “I’ve never heard you sing before.  This will be so much 
fun!” 

Rook glanced over Lenore’s head to see Camilla.  He answered her smug grin 
with a small harrumph but flashed a smile at Lenore when she looked up towards the 
sound. 

Neal and Mina began the song, Neal’s rich baritone blending with Mina’s smooth 
alto notes.  Camilla’s soprano voice reminded Rook of a bird, while Lenore was 
something else altogether. 

“You didn’t tell me how terrible you are,” he whispered in her ear. 
Lenore burst into laughter, and she whispered back, “Oh, you think you can do 

better?” 
“All well-to-do children are forced to endure voice lessons,” he smiled against her 

ear.  “Of course I can do better.” 
With that, he began to sing along, Lenore joining back up a moment later even 

louder than before.  A gift exchange game was played afterwards, and everyone opened 
their various candles and wee pouches of money and fine teas together.  As Rook traded 
the package of chocolates he had received with Lenore’s miniature bottle of whiskey, he 
let his hand linger on hers for a moment. 

“Thank you for finagling an invitation for me, little bird,” he whispered.  “I’ve 
never been to such a nice New Year’s party.” 
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“Never?” she replied. 
Behind her eyes, Rook could see Lenore compiling the snippets of information 

she knew about him and his family.  Even just his surname would have informed anyone 
as to the lavish events he must have experienced growing up. 

“Never,” he said.  “Nicest.  One.  Ever.” 
Lenore rewarded him with a beaming smile.  “Happy New Year, Rook.” 
His mouth couldn’t help but mimic hers when he heard his name, his proper 

name, on her lips for the first time that evening. 
“Happy New Year, little bird.” 


