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      Prologue


      The air was thick with the creaking of joints as the skeleton swept the floor, back and forth, back and forth. It drove Edgar crazy that this was what he was wasting his time with.


      “Observe how the joints are set to minimize friction,” his master had told him earlier. “Consider how choreographed the movements are, to use the least amount of energy.” ...As if! The old coot just wanted to get rid of him.


      Edgar got up from his seat and stretched, letting his eyes wander over the dimly lit interior of the kitchen, if “kitchen” was the right word there. It was a damp, moldy cave with a single wobbly table and some chairs, a small stove, and a tiny alcove with a few battered cooking tools and utensils. The furniture itself was a chapter of its own, for that matter, its crooked shapes and splintery surfaces greeting him day after day with unwelcome pricks and back pain.


      Little by little, life in this hole was becoming insufferable, the small annoyances combined with intense boredom making him question his life choices. He drew a deep breath, immediately regretted it as his nostrils filled with the ever-present stench of formaldehyde, left the kitchen, and walked towards his master’s study.


      “Rule over life and death,” Master Halloway had said to him all those years ago. “Obtain unrivaled powers over forbidden domains,” he’d promised, and even had a skeleton rattle its teeth to punctuate the idea. So far, Edgar had only ruled over bone saws and pliers and obtained unrivaled powers in sewing body parts together with twine. He’d even had to fix that same damn skeleton once, when its jaw fell off from all the rattling.


      But it was too late for regrets now. He knocked on the door to his Master’s study—gently, though, the pain of recently fixing its shoddy hinges still all too fresh in his memory.


      “Come in,” answered the wizened, yet commanding voice of his mentor.


      Edgar walked inside the room, giving the aging necromancer a perfunctory bow. “Master Halloway, I’ve completed your task.”


      Unlike the other rooms in the cave, this one was plastered in a desperate attempt to make it less damp and keep his Master’s most precious property—a collection of old grimoires and journals that he’d amassed over the years—free of the mold. Edgar still had to air them out in the woods outside every once in a while, though. Aside from that, the room was quite spartan, featuring only the table where Halloway conducted his studies and a couple shelves filled with various clutter.


      “Really? So quickly?” His Master looked up from his notes and cocked his brow. In many ways, he mirrored the room himself. He wore nothing aside from an old, dark robe that had been patched in more places than Edgar could count, and his head was adorned by a graying crown of sparse hair that never seemed to be combed quite right. There was a notable exception, however, in the form of a long, carefully maintained beard. “Tell me, then, what have you learned?”


      “That it’s a bunch of nonsense!” Edgar said, scowling. “There’s only one way to set a joint. It’s either in its socket, or it isn’t. And choreographed? The skeleton was just moving around the same as anyone else!”


      “Tch.” Halloway shook his head. “No wonder your creations don’t last five minutes. You lack the perception and perseverance to learn; you expect to command legions of dead with a wave of your hand, without putting in the work.”


      “You say that every time, Master. But if there’s so much to learn there, why don’t you just tell me? Why have me stare at some skeleton with osteoporosis for hours on end instead of telling me what I’m doing wrong?” Edgar spread his arms as his features softened. “I’m trying to learn, but it feels like you’re just trying to get rid of me. When I’m not hauling groceries or cooking our meals, I’m sewing together corpses or watching skeletons move about. How is any of that supposed to make me a better wizard?”


      Halloway’s eyes darted to the side as he cleared his throat. “Someone’s got to do it. I can’t very well send a skeleton to the store, nor do I want to find a zombie’s finger swimming in my soup. And being able to sew back a limb that’s fallen off or knowing where each bone on a skeleton goes are just basics that one has to learn if he ever wants to advance past parlor tricks.”


      “I understand that, but surely there has to be something more than that I could do.” Edgar frowned and pointed at their surroundings. “Just look at this place! Here I am, wasting my youth in this dark hole, and for what? Like you said, my skeletons don’t last five minutes. The most useful thing they do is crawl out of their graves on their own whenever you send me out to steal bodies for you.”


      Halloway scowled. “That’s because you barely practice! Instead of trying to figure out how to make them last longer or having them do more complicated tasks, you come running to me for answers!” He furrowed his brow. “Maybe what you need to do is leave.”


      Edgar immediately went pale. “Master, I...”


      “Not leave forever, don’t be ridiculous!” Halloway said, waving his hand. “Who’d bring me groceries? I meant that you could use some practical experience. Encounter problems and solve them on your own. Use your current knowledge and expand your skills in the field.”


      Edgar smiled as color returned to his face. This promised to be a welcome change from the monotony. “Do you have something in mind, Master?”


      Halloway tapped his chin, looking him up and down and narrowing his eyes. “Perhaps. There is a place I’ve been meaning to visit for a while now but never found the time to. It’d be quite a boon for my own research, and a great learning experience for you. Provided you make it back, of course.”


      “Make it back?” Edgar’s brows shot up. “Is it that dangerous?”


      “Hmm, moderately, I’d say.” The old necromancer smiled and got up from his seat, patting Edgar on the shoulder. “But this is a risky profession. Frankly, if you can’t even do this much, then my teachings are wasted on you anyway. It’s about time I gave you a proper test.”


      Edgar leaned closer. “What would you have me do?”


      Halloway’s smile widened into a toothy grin. “I want you to catch me a ghost.”








      Chapter One


      Edgar stepped out of the stagecoach, stretching his legs while snowflakes drifted onto his coat from the tall spruces above. After a day and a half of travel, he’d finally arrived at his destination: a dilapidated manor so old that even the tallest trees around it seemed young in comparison. The building towered up ahead, behind the contorted frame of a rusted iron fence, and bathed the area in an ominous ambience that only seemed amplified, rather than negated, by the bleak winter sun.


      “Sorry for the rough trip, sir,” the aged coachman said. “Tried to avoid the potholes, but there’s just too many of ’em.”


      “Don’t worry about it,” Edgar replied, rubbing his back until the numbness went away. He then picked up his travel bag from the ground and brushed the snow off it. “You said the nearest village is down the road?”


      “I can still bring you there, if you’ve changed your mind.” The driver nodded towards the dark silhouette of the ruined mansion. “You’re not the first to try finding something good there, you know? But trust me, no amount of silverware is worth the danger.”


      Edgar raised his brow. “Danger?”


      He’d hired the old coachman because he claimed to know the way and was willing to make the trip here for significantly less than others had asked for—the hard, wooden bench and spartan interior of the coach quickly revealing just why that was. But if he actually knew something about the place, then that was a most welcome bonus. Master Halloway’s old tomes limited themselves to describing where it was and that there was a ghost in there, and Edgar didn’t want to attract undue attention to himself by asking around too much.


      “Well, the rumor goes that it’s haunted,” the driver said, a light smile playing on his lips, “but when the bishop’s men went through it, they didn’t find anything, so I wouldn’t put much stock in that. I reckon it’s just rotten and unstable. Either way, though, people just don’t return from there far too often, so if you’ve changed your mind, sir, I can give you a ride to the village. Won’t even charge you extra; I’m heading there anyway.”


      “Thank you for the offer, but I think I’ll manage,” Edgar said, forcing a smile even as his heart sank. “How often do people not return?”


      “Well...” The coachman scratched his head. “It’s not like people make it a habit to go there with how bad a reputation the place has and all, and it’s not like anyone knows for sure where exactly each person went missing. But it’s the only interesting thing in this stretch of the woods, and every couple of years, someone vanishes right around these parts. You connect the dots.”


      Edgar slowly nodded, rubbing his chin. “You said the rumor is that the place is haunted. What makes people think that?”


      “The word is,” the coachman said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone despite there being no one else around, “that this here place wasn’t just an estate, but also a human slaughterhouse. That the noble family who owned it skinned the poor folk like rabbits, bathing in their blood to stay young, eating their flesh, and all other sorts of cruelties. That the ghosts of their victims still wander around the place, and that you can hear them lament on moonless nights. People say they’ve gone insane from the pain they’ve suffered and blindly attack anyone they meet, thinking them to be their tormentors.” He laughed, raising his voice again. “Nonsense, right?”


      “Right. Ha ha.” Edgar’s smile grew pained. “Do those people say anything else?”


      “Only that there’s a treasure hidden away there somewhere, but you’d know more about that than me—why else would one come all this way to root around that old place, eh?” He gave Edgar a wink. “But really, be careful. You never know when a rotten floorboard might give out under you and you find yourself falling into some forgotten cellar.”


      “Thanks for the warning,” Edgar said and handed him several coins. “I’ll avoid stepping on anything that looks unstable.” He waited for the coachman to count the money and waved him goodbye, watching as the carriage jumped up and down on the hole-ridden road until it finally disappeared around a bend.


      He sighed and turned towards the manor. Halloway’s instructions were quite straightforward. He was supposed to waltz in there, attract the ghost’s attention, and catch it using a magical rope that his master had given him. He’d then force it to hand over the anchor that binds it to this world and bring the ghost back like a dog on a leash. Very simple, or so Edgar kept telling himself as he walked towards the foreboding structure.


      Behind the rusted iron fence, its front gate lying twisted on the ground, was a small forecourt that had seen better times. He entered through the broken-down gate, then maneuvered between the overgrown hedges that had consumed much of the area and which threatened to engulf the paved path to the front door in their thorny branches. Ahead of him lay the ruins of a large fountain, positioned directly in front of the stairs to the mansion’s entrance. Walking through the snow-covered rubble would have been asking for a twisted ankle, so he gave it as wide a berth as he could manage and finally found himself standing before the ancient manor.


      The building itself was a three-story mansion with numerous arched doors and windows as well as several small towers that once formed its many corners, though most of those now lay fallen in the surrounding grounds. While the first two floors seemed to be in good enough shape to at least traverse, the third was rendered completely uninhabitable by the roof collapsing into it at some point in the past, thus lending credence to the coachman’s warnings. The mansion also had two wings arranged on either side of the main building. The east wing, stretching wide with at least a dozen windows facing the courtyard, had its front wall partially collapsed and its contents exposed to the elements, while the west wing, though structurally intact, showed a soot-covered facade and offered glimpses of its charred interiors through empty windows.


      The more Edgar looked at it, the more convinced he became that the coachman was right, and the building itself was as big a danger as the ghost. Especially after the very first step he took on the stone staircase leading up to the front door cost him a bruised knee—part of the damn step was loose and had simply rolled away when he placed his foot on it! Cursing, he reached for the railing, only to have that, too, break off, apparently more rust than metal at this point. With a sinking stomach, he couldn’t help but feel that this was going to be a recurring theme today.


      Once he finally reached the doorway, he peeked inside to see a small vestibule and—through an imposing arch at its back—a large room with staircases to the sides. He slowly walked across the stone tiles and through the archway, onto the rotten carpet scraps at the entrance hall. The size of the room was magnificent. Huge, albeit broken, stained glass windows bathed the room with light, while the elaborate stone staircases snaked up all the way to the third floor, where the unfortunate roof collapse blocked the landing. It was by far the largest room Edgar had ever been in, and it was made just to house some stupid stairs. Whoever once lived there must have been incredibly wealthy.


      Edgar cleared his throat. “Ghost? I know you’re in here somewhere. Could you show yourself? Uh, please?” He waited for a while, but nothing happened.


      “Figures that it wouldn’t be so easy,” he muttered under his breath. He really, really hoped the rumors were wrong and he wouldn’t have to wait until a moonless night to meet it. Or any night, for that matter. Being there during the day was bad enough.


      With no particular destination in mind and reasoning that the more he traversed the place, the more likely he’d be to run into the ghost, he turned towards the nearest door. Behind it lay a hallway that ran the length of the house, once lined with large portraits and lit up by sconces, now featuring moldy walls and a floor collapsed in numerous places into some unseen cellar. He entered, trying not to step on anything that looked like it might sprout legs and scurry away if disturbed, and carefully approached the nearest doorway, listening to each creak of the wooden floor for signs of imminent collapse.


      The next room was a spacious dining hall with long tables and numerous chairs that had all seen better times, broken and rotten as they were. Some cutlery was still in place, arranged on the tables for a feast that had never come, the rust on them staining their surroundings with a reddish tint and reminding Edgar of the driver’s tales of cannibalism. There was no way any of that was true, of course—it sounded exactly like the kind of fantastical rumor a bored village bumpkin would concoct—yet it still sent chills down his spine. In this lone, broken place, any kind of far-fetched horror seemed all too real. He was so incredibly glad it was daytime.


      As he walked between the chairs and tables, his eye caught an unusual sight: a large platter covered by an iron lid, both conspicuously clean and pristine and right at the head of a large table, where the guest of honor would normally sit. He walked over, eyeing it from every side. This thing had “trap” written all over it—there was no way the previous visitors to this place wouldn’t have noticed it and checked what was hidden there.


      Well, trap or not, if the ghost had prepared this for him, then looking underneath was probably the fastest way to meet the creature. He gritted his teeth and lifted the lid a tiny bit, then froze. If he had made a trap featuring this setup, would he have really put the dangerous bit right where everyone would expect it—on the platter? Wouldn’t he have, instead, put it somewhere unexpected yet where it’d be even more dangerous as it’d take the victim by surprise? That’s right, the trap was in the lid! He smirked and, making sure not to raise it too high nor angle it towards him, moved the lid aside.


      Staring at him from the polished iron platter was his own reflection.


      “I don’t know what I expe—” He jumped to the side as a massive crystal chandelier smashed right where he’d been standing, shooting glass beads all around. He was lucky to have noticed it falling in the reflection!


      On second thought, maybe triggering obvious traps wasn’t the best way to meet the ghost. In fact, it was pretty stupid. What in the world did he expect to happen, anyway? The ghost appearing and congratulating him for outsmarting it?


      He waited for his heart rate to slow down before getting up and looking at where the chandelier used to hang. There was nothing there.


      “Am I supposed to believe this was all just a big accident?” he called out, spreading his arms as he turned left and right, looking for any sign of the ghost. “That the chain holding it up just happened to give out at the exact moment I—” He dove through a cascade of falling glass beads as a second chandelier smashed into the spot he’d occupied moments before. This ghost wasn’t playing any games!


      Making a hasty retreat from the room of sudden death by light fixture, Edgar ran back into the hallway. The way to the west wing was blocked by a large hole in the floor, so he went the other way instead, checking the ceiling with each step for anything heavy that might drop on him.


      What the hell was he even trying to find? Halloway’s instructions were vague in the extreme. A ghost needed an anchor to keep it from passing on to the afterlife, meaning that if he got his hands on it, it should be easy to gain the ghost’s obedience, as they typically weren’t too keen to leave this world just yet. Problem was, an anchor could be virtually anything, meaning the easiest way to figure it out was to get the ghost to tell him—that’s what the rope was for. But what was he supposed to do if the ghost refused to even show up? According to his Master, should Edgar encounter any problems, he should “just improvise.”


      Cursing Halloway under his breath, he picked a door at random and peeked inside the room behind it. It seemed to have once been a servant’s bedroom, judging by the rotten remains of a ramshackle bed and small dresser; however, the front wall had caved in and the room now housed a family of very surprised squirrels. He took a step inside, reasoning that maybe the drawers might contain something of interest, only for his leg to burrow through the flooring and dangle in some empty space below.


      “Oh, screw this!” He yanked his leg back up, staring into the deep, dark hole he had made. Couldn’t trust anything in this damn dump, not even the floor. Coming back into the hallway, much slower this time as he both checked the ceiling and tested the floor before putting his full weight onto it, he inched further and further into the house’s bowels.


      Why was the ghost so intent on killing him, anyway? The coachman didn’t say everyone who came in disappeared, and while ghosts needed to kill from time to time to maintain themselves—or so Halloway had claimed—it wasn’t like they were guided by some overwhelming desire to murder people. Folk tales were full of ghosts that were downright chatty, after all. So what was the deal with this one? Was it actually insane, like the coachman said?


      “Ghost?” he called out again, peeking into a small kitchen that somehow managed to look even worse than the one back at his cave home, piles of indeterminate filth lying in the corners and vermin scurrying across the floor. “I just want to talk, I swear. You can tell me about how you died, if you want.” Talking about their death was a pretty sure bet, as it was usually what kept ghosts around instead of passing on to the afterlife. With the coachman’s story about how people were being massacred here, it was practically a guaranteed hit as far as conversation topics went.


      “I’ll bury your body, I promise. If there’s a body to bury, anyw—” A sharp kitchen knife stabbed itself into the doorframe inches away from his face. “Okay, no burying, then!” he said as he quickly slammed the door shut. “Excavate you from a mass grave, maybe? Cremate you? I can accommodate any request!”


      At least this time, the ghost was getting up close and personal. Probably. He hadn’t seen it throw the knife, but it must have, right? Unless it could levitate things from afar, but it wouldn’t know how to do that, surely? He cursed Halloway and the scarce information he had given him yet again. Hand the man a couple broken bones and he’ll make a skeleton warrior out of them, but ask about ghosts and the best he can do is some brief excerpt from an old book.


      He reached a wooden staircase leading to the second floor. It used to lead to the cellar as well, but that direction got buried by a wall collapse from the adjacent room—not that he’d planned to go down into the basement if he could avoid it. He carefully tested each stair, avoiding ones that creaked a bit too loudly, while trying to stay close enough to the wall that he could grab the railing should any of the steps give out under him, yet not so close that he’d come into contact with any of the mold growing there.


      For once, the old carpentry held up, and he scaled the stairs successfully. Then he saw the second floor and nearly turned back on the spot. The hallway ahead, decorated with rusty weapons, shields, and animal skulls, was also lined with standing displays of preserved animals—bears, wolves, lions, you name it. Very lifelike too, with sharp claws and teeth that one could see from afar.


      “Surely you wouldn’t have one of those things tear me to shreds as I walk by, right?” he asked as he moved ahead, inching closer and closer to the nearest one—a black bear standing on its hind legs, its clawed paws raised up above the head of anyone walking underneath.


      “I mean you wouldn’t do something so obvious, would you?” Edgar had a feeling that the ghost knew that he knew that this was exactly what it would do, yet it would go for it regardless. He could practically feel the killing intent reflected in the bear’s beady eyes, though that may have also just been the ancient taxidermist doing a superb job.


      He took a deep breath and stepped right underneath its paws, staring it down with his jaw clenched. Then its paw moved.


      “Ha!” Edgar exclaimed, and the bear froze for a moment. Then its entire body started moving, ancient leather cracking at the joints and revealing old stuffing as the bear stiffly lowered itself onto its four legs. Edgar had been preparing for the ghost to make its move, goading it, all the while focusing his mind on the magical currents surrounding him. Reanimating the bear ended up being trickier than usual because most of its skeleton was missing, replaced by wooden mounts, but it was still nothing any self-respecting necromancer couldn’t handle.


      “As you can see, I’m a man of many talents!” he said to the bear, a wide smirk plastered across his face. “Now feel free to come out, so we can talk.”


      Nothing happened.


      “Come on now, I saw you move it, I know you’re in there.” He maintained his smirk, but his palms were beginning to sweat. The ghost needed to be inside the bear to move it...right? It wasn’t like it could just throw it like the knife—it would’ve had to levitate the paw or something of that sort, and even Halloway would have mentioned something as essential as ghosts being spellcasters. Unless the ghost used to be a wizard in life or learned how to do it in the years after its death, of course. But then again, the coachman said that it was supposed to be just some poor schmuck murdered by aristocrats who’d lived here, and probably insane to boot—not exactly wizard material. No, the ghost was definitely inside of the bear.


      A large stag skull fell from the wall next to Edgar and smacked him right in the top of his head.


      “Damn you!” he uttered through clenched teeth, covering the blossoming bruise on his head with his palm. Clearly, he was wrong about one or more of his assumptions. Casting a hateful glare at his surroundings, he focused magical energies on the bear again and made it tear apart all the other displayed animals, all the while eyeing every other piece of furniture in the hall for any signs of mischief.


      The bear collapsed into a heap of fur scraps, stuffing, and old bones soon after fulfilling its task. It was taxing to animate such a poorly assembled body, and Edgar didn’t really need it, anyway. It wasn’t like it could harm a ghost.


      He continued through the door at the end of the hall into the next stretch of the mansion, this time, fortunately, trophy-free. It ran for only a couple meters before ending abruptly with a vast hole in the ground, one that stretched further across than he could ever hope to jump, but luckily only after an intact staircase he could use to access the third floor.


      Edgar wasn’t daft—he had noticed he was being herded along a certain path for a while now, with “convenient” debris and holes blocking all the other routes, but he was fine with it. If the ghost was leading him somewhere, then that’d be the place where it was most likely to show itself, even if it was just to gloat about how it’d masterfully fooled him into walking right into its trap. And that was when he’d turn the tables on it using the magical rope.


      After spending five full minutes carefully scaling the staircase, this time due to his paranoia rather than its condition, Edgar started having second thoughts. The ghost couldn’t be this stupid, right? The floor ahead of him was thoroughly destroyed, each door completely blocked off by debris, with even the hallway ahead left undamaged only up to a point, after which it too was cut short by a roof collapse. That point was a single unblocked entrance, conspicuously clean and flawless. There was manipulating someone into walking into a trap, and then there was...whatever this was. The door even had a polished handle, for heaven’s sake! Even the daftest, slowest bumpkin in the kingdom would pause at this.


      He gingerly advanced towards the entrance, half expecting something to come flying at him from somewhere at any moment, but no such thing happened. The door stood before him, practically pristine save for some small scratches here and there and flaking varnish.


      Edgar pushed the handle down to press the door open a little and peeked inside through the crack he created. He saw a clean, but very old-fashioned bedroom featuring furniture one would be pressed to find in even the dustiest corner of an antique store. Another servant’s room? Maybe the head housekeeper’s? Aside from an ornate bed, a wardrobe, and a couple chests and dressers, the only thing inside was a small table with some dainty tarts and jelly cubes placed alongside a glass of wine.


      He entered, still watching out for any chandeliers of death or falling deer skulls, and approached the desserts. There were many questions swimming through his head, the most pressing one probably being about who could possibly be so stupid as to actually eat one of those things? Did the ghost expect people to be soft in the head?


      “Please,” a distinctly female voice said from some indeterminable spot ahead. “Sit and have some.”


      “Uh, I’ll pass. Thank you,” Edgar replied as his eyes darted across the room, searching for any sign of the ghost. It didn’t seem like she was the raving lunatic the coachman described, at least.


      “I assure you, those treats are completely fine. You have no need to fear.”


      “Oh, I’m sure they are, but I had a big lunch and...you know.” There! On the right side of the bed, not far from the table—he was pretty sure that was where the voice was coming from. Invisibility, huh? So it really wasn’t levitation after all; the ghost was directly moving the bear and all the other things, Edgar just couldn’t see it. In hindsight, he really should’ve figured that out sooner.


      “As you wish.” Her voice had the warmth of a glacier. “I saw what you did with the bear. You are quite extraordinary, aren’t you?”


      “Oh, definitely,” Edgar said, smiling in her general direction. The rope was in his travel bag; he just needed to distract her somehow so that she wouldn’t notice him reaching for it. And keep her talking so that he’d know where to throw it. “So, uh... You died here?”


      There was a pause. “Yes, how did you know?” While she remained invisible, he could practically feel the eye roll.


      “I heard what happened. Terrible stuff.” He nodded his head, putting on a slight frown even as his fingers clenched the bag’s handle.


      “Really?” The voice lost its edge and perked up. “What did you hear?”


      “Oh, all about it. The sadistic slaughter, the cruel torture...” He put the bag on the chair and casually leaned on it.


      “Why yes, it was terrible!”


      “I cannot even begin to imagine the pain of being skinned alive. Perhaps death was a small mercy, so that one wouldn’t need to see them consuming their flesh.” His hand slipped into the travel bag.


      “Erm...” The voice paused. “They certainly were monsters, but that is exaggerating the events a little bit.”


      “Rest assured, you and all the other victims have been well avenged. The whole wide world knows of the cruelty and wickedness of the vile aristocrats that lived here.” His hand grasped the rope.


      “What?” She finally showed herself, even if her form remained half transparent and devoid of color—a beautiful woman in her late teens or early twenties, her hair tied back into a braided bun save for the bangs up front, wearing a long, embroidered dress but also a downright frightening, furious scowl.


      “Catch!” Edgar threw the magical rope at her, grinning as it started to move on its own, coiling around her like a snake and constricting her ethereal body as if she were as corporeal as anyone.


      She grabbed it with her hands. “What is this rubbish? Is that supposed to restrain me?” It took her about five seconds to tear it in half, and Edgar made a mental note to never ever rely on anything given to him by his master ever again.
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      “It, uh... It was just a joke,” Edgar said, his grin freezing on his lips as he started retreating towards the door.


      “Oh, I have a funny joke for you too. You’ll be screaming with laughter!” She reached underneath the bed sheets and pulled out a knife.


      Edgar decided not to wait for the punch line; he turned around and barreled outside the room. He sprinted back through the hallway and down the stairs, taking four steps at a time while praying they could support his weight. Just as he was about to run into the room with the animal trophies, however, he saw one of the rusty display swords on the wall lift up and fly towards him. That damned invisibility of hers again!


      He spun around, but the only way left was back up the stairs—the large hole in the ground still blocked the only other direction. He wasn’t about to get himself trapped in a dead end, though. He ran to the hole, quickly hung himself down from the edge, and let go. The ceilings in this place were pretty high, but not that high—he’d be fine if he landed properly.


      Or so he thought, at least, up until the aging floorboards gave out under the impact of his drop, and Edgar fell into the darkness below with a loud scream. This damned ruin! At least the old flooring had slowed him down enough that he didn’t hurt himself.


      He quickly got up and looked around the room he found himself in. It was dark—the hole above was the only source of light—but he could see the place was crawling with rodents and insects, and that there was decaying furniture lining the walls.


      “First you insult my family,” the ghost said, her voice echoing throughout the building, “then you try to bind me with rope, and now you ruin my house too? I’ll make you regret ever setting your filthy peasant foot in here!”


      Edgar regretted it even without her help. He ran towards a door he spotted to his right, flung it open, and stared into pitch darkness. Great. Could ghosts see in the dark? He went forth with his arms stretched out in front of him, hoping that whoever built this place had set the next door directly opposite to this one. And that this room wasn’t a dead end, for that matter. There had to be some kind of an exit, right? People in the past had to get down here somehow. His hands bumped into something ceramic and sent it crashing to the ground.


      “Wretched cur!” the ghost shouted directly behind him, making him duck as he heard something whoosh right above his head. “Do you have any idea how much that was worth?”


      “No! I don’t even know what it was!” Edgar screamed back, his spine tingling with rising panic. The ghost could definitely see in the dark! “It’s not like you could sell it—you’re dead!”


      “As will you be, very soon!” Her voice came from the right this time, prompting Edgar to leap forwards and nearly kill himself as he crashed into something cold and smooth face-first. Judging by the sound of metal hitting stone right behind him, it was still the right call.


      “Grandmother’s wall mirror! Must you wreck everything you touch?”


      Edgar stumbled back, holding his bleeding nose even as he felt something swish right past him. He had to get out of there before she learned to keep her mouth shut! Turning back to where he thought the entrance was, he realized he could no longer see the doorway. Did she close the door without him noticing? He started shuffling in the door’s general direction, practically feeling her readying her next attack. “I-I take it you were one of the nobles living here?”


      “What do you think, you stupid oaf?” Her voice rang directly in front of him, sending him falling flat on his buttocks and likely saving his life yet again as something swift ruffled the hair on the top of his head.


      Without wasting a second, he jumped up and ran straight ahead. The feeling of relief as he smashed through the door and saw light on the other side almost made up for the bruised shoulder it gave him. He quickly closed it behind him and held it shut.


      “I can’t believe you just ran through me.” The ghost spoke from the other side of the door at first, but halfway through the sentence, she was already phasing through the wall next to him.


      There was a clank of metal hitting stone in the other room, and Edgar let go of the handle—forcing the ghost to drop whatever she was holding was the goal. He bought himself precious seconds while she went looking for some other thing to clobber him to death with.


      “Is that considered rude among ghosts?” he asked, his eyes jumping from object to object in the room and to the hole above. It was too high to reach, and nearly all the furniture was wooden and thoroughly rotten—stacking it wouldn’t work. Would have taken too much time anyway.


      “It is considered rude by me.” A sizable table leg rose from a pile of rotting debris, a large, rusty nail poking out of it.


      Edgar gulped. “I suppose it’s too late to apologize and start over?” Hold on, what was that in the corner there, hiding in the shadow of a ruined bookshelf? Another door? Another door! He sprinted towards it, ducking his head as the ghost chucked the improvised cudgel at him.


      Shoving the bookshelf aside, he finally reached the door and pressed the handle. Locked! And the table leg was already hovering in the air again, closing in on him.


      The ghost’s voice dripped with malice. “I’ve killed many men for far less, believe me.”


      He believed her, cold sweat forming on his forehead even as he yanked at the handle. He nearly fell backwards when the decaying wood gave way, leaving the handle along with the entire locking mechanism in his hand. At least something all the rot was good for. He ran into the next room and slammed the door shut behind him again.


      Fortunately, there was light in this room thanks to a large hole in the ceiling. Less fortunately, it showed him exactly how many men she had killed—there was a small mound of bones piled up directly beneath it. He didn’t have the mind nor time to count them, but there must’ve been well over a dozen by his estimate. He briefly considered raising one as an undead minion, but, well, what would that accomplish? The ghost would just float right through it.


      “I see you’ve decided to spare me the effort and die right where I throw garbage,” the ghost said in a mocking tone as she floated in through the wall. “Very thoughtful of you.”


      Edgar forced himself to look away from the bone pile and survey the rest of the room. There had to be an exit from this blasted cellar somewhere! But wherever he looked, he just saw collapsed rubble, crates, sacks of who-knew-what, and yet more antiquated junk. Maybe the exit was hidden in the dark room from before somewhere? He could try tracing the wall with his hand there, but he was pretty confident he wouldn’t survive the attempt. At least this room didn’t seem like it had anything all that dangerous that she could kill him with.


      His eyes nearly fell out of their sockets when, from an unassuming crate by the bone pile, rose a crossbow.


      “How does one use this thing again?” the ghost asked, turning the crank that wound up the bowstring. “Its last owner made it look so easy when he shot at me with it, the fool.”


      Right. Of course. This was where she threw the bodies. Said bodies would belong to people who came to loot this place and, given its reputation, were likely to have been armed with weapons—modern weapons in good repair, not like the rest of the junk lying about the manor. He’d basically waltzed right into her armory.


      He quickly turned around and was about to run to the dark room and take his chances there when, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted it. There, past the bone pile—wasn’t that the top half of a door, peeking out from behind a mound of debris? The exit! Or at least a chance at one! A charred beam along with a whole pile of masonry was blocking the way, but there was still enough room for him to squeeze through. Provided she wouldn’t kill him in the next five seconds, of course, but hey—how good a shot could some long dead noble lady be, anyway?


      He threw one last sidelong glance at the weapon, saw that she was only beginning to take aim, and sprinted towards the buried entrance.


      “Where are you running off to now? Aren’t you getting tired?” The crossbow fired with a thwick, the bolt missing Edgar’s head by a palm’s width. She clicked her tongue. “I’ve never been very good with these things.”


      Edgar launched himself on top of the rubble, scraping his fingers and palms as he hurriedly pushed dust and broken bricks out of the way and dragged himself underneath the beam and towards the door.


      “Oh, you want to go to that room? Sorry to disappoint you, but the door opens this way.” She cranked the crossbow up again even as she lined herself directly behind him. “I must confess, I’ve never killed a man by shooting him in the buttocks.”


      Edgar didn’t reply as he crawled towards it as fast as his hands and knees would carry him. He felt short of breath. He was actually going to die if this didn’t work! There was no going back. He did account for the door opening the wrong way or being locked—he’d be an idiot not to have—but his plan wasn’t foiled by either. There was still one possibility left, one that was an even bigger gamble than hoping the door would just open if he gave it a push, but one that he banked on nevertheless.


      He mouthed a quiet prayer and clenched his fists. It was life or death. With a loud, trembling scream, he punched the door as hard as he could.


      He felt the rotten board give way under his fist. His plan had worked.


      “W-Wait, you can’t go in there!” The whirring of the crank increased its pace considerably. “There’s nothing there, I mean. You’ll just trap yourself in a dead end! Go back to the dark room instead, there’s a door in there somewhere, I think!”


      Undeterred, Edgar pried the remaining wood apart and forced himself through, falling onto the other side just as a bolt whizzed overhead, right where his butt had been a moment prior.


      A wave of relief washed over him, soon followed by the feeling of pride swelling within his chest. He’d done it. Against all odds, betting it all, he’d won. The plan was risky in the extreme, it was true, but thanks to trusting his instincts, he was now...doomed?


      He swung his head from left to right, his eyes darting across the stonework like a pair of searchlights. It really was a damn dead end! And there could be no mistake about it either—there was almost no rubble or junk there, nothing a door could be hiding behind. Only a bunch of small holes in the ceiling, shedding just enough light inside to show the bare walls and a couple of small crates sitting in the corner alongside a bunch of bones and refuse. With the ghost covering the only exit, the place was a death trap.


      “See? I told you!” the ghost said right next to Edgar’s ear, making him jump and retreat several steps. “Now get out of here! I’ll give you a head start before I start shooting.”


      He stared at the spot where he thought she was, clenching and unclenching his trembling hands. “Why do you want me out of here so badly?”


      “Well, there’s not really much to hurt you with here,” she said, again right next to his ear and again giving him a small heart attack. “You can block the hole you made easily, and what will I do then? Wait for you to starve? How dull.”


      Edgar stumbled towards the wall and leaned against it, taking deep, wheezing breaths. He really was going to die here, wasn’t he? Even if she wasn’t lying and really gave him a head start, the only possible way out was through that pitch-black room. And who knew how many other rooms he’d still have to go through after that! There was no way he could make it, not with this sadistic lunatic just itching to shoot him dead. Damn Halloway and his worthless rope. This was all his fault!


      He shook his head. Such thoughts wouldn’t help him. He was still alive—he could still figure something out! First of all, he ought to actually block that hole before the ghost snuck the crossbow through it. He took a step towards the crates and stopped.


      “When you said I’d just block the hole,” Edgar asked, glancing between the crates and the door, “what exactly did you mean?”


      “Oh, just stick one of those boxes there, of course.”


      “None of them are really the right size, and what’s to stop you from just pushing them out of the way? It’s not like I can just hold them there forever.” His eyes settled on the biggest crate, which seemed to be about halfway through transitioning into dirt. “Besides, that rotten garbage couldn’t hope to stop a crossbow bolt—you could easily shoot me even if I did try to secure them in place.”


      When she didn’t answer, he sprinted towards the boxes and started tearing through them. They were all either empty or full of unidentifiable rubbish, none of which could ever hope to block the hole in any serious capacity. Therefore, he wasn’t safe in this room at all—something underlined by the crossbow floating inside the room just then. So why did she suddenly start negotiating with him? Why did she want him to leave this room so badly?


      His eyes glanced towards the bunch of bones right next to the crates even as the whirring of the crossbow crank filled the air again. They stuck out of the muck surrounding them like some macabre, ivory flowers, their shape and contours unmistakable for someone of Edgar’s vocation—he’d known instantly that they belonged to a human, but he hadn’t given it much thought before now. After all, he’d just seen a whole pile of them in the other room.


      He dropped down on his knees and started quickly sifting through the filth there with his fingers, uncovering more and more of the underlying skeleton. This room was completely blocked off from the rest of the house, so how did this skeleton get here? It couldn’t be one of the ghost’s victims, so who was it? In theory, there were many possible candidates, but with her so keen to get him out of there, perhaps...


      His fingers hit something metallic just as she loaded another bolt. “Don’t shoot or I’ll smash this thing into pieces!” he shouted as he pulled the object from the muck, holding it out in front of himself like a shield.


      The item in his hands was some sort of elaborate golden bracelet with about half a dozen blue gemstones set into it, all carved with small portraits of different people.


      The crossbow stayed aimed at him but didn’t shoot. “I’m quite confident the bolt would hit you before you could so much as move a muscle.”


      “And I’m quite confident I could break it long before I bled out.” He got to his feet, staring at the crossbow trigger like he was trying to hypnotize it. The tiniest move and he’d jump to the side. Screw the bracelet—what good would it do to break it if he was going to die right after?


      “Oh, but I could shoot you through the eye. Then you wouldn’t have time to do anything at all.” The crossbow aimed itself at his head.


      He licked his lips, feeling his knees tremble. “But you could miss, and what would you do then? If you were so confident in your aim, you’d have shot me already.” She wouldn’t shoot him. She wouldn’t dare. The skeleton must’ve been hers, and the bracelet was her anchor—there was no other explanation for this standoff they were having.


      The crossbow stayed still for a few more agonizing moments. Then it lowered, and the ghost showed herself once more, her face one big sneer. “Very well, then. You win. Put it down and I’ll let you leave this place alive and unharmed. You have my word.”


      Edgar chuckled even as his knees nearly gave out under him from the waves of relief crashing against his body. “Your word? I don’t even know your name.”


      She stuck her nose up. “Catherine.”


      He knitted his brow. “Catherine?”


      “Is there something wrong with my name?” she asked, frowning.


      “No, not at all, but... Just Catherine? That’s it?” The tension leaving his body made him a bit lightheaded. Why was he even questioning this? Who gave a damn what her name was?


      She blinked. “Are you implying that you don’t even know whose estate you’ve invaded?” When he shrugged, she tsk’d and puffed her chest out. “I am Catherine of the House of Morlington. Yes, that’s right, the House of Morlington.”


      “Oh,” Edgar said and scratched his head. “Okay.”


      She gave him a deadpan look. “You’ve never heard of it, have you?”


      He shook his head. “But I gather that it was important.”


      “Very important,” she said, puffing her chest out again. “We were the most illustrious noble house in the kingdom, save perhaps for that of His Majesty. Our word carries a lot of weight behind it.”


      Edgar gave her a pained smile. He didn’t want to offend the ghost, yet at the same time, if he put that bracelet down and she just grinned and shot him, his last thoughts would probably be what a gullible imbecile he was.


      “See, your word alone isn’t really... Please understand, all I’ve heard about your house is that it, you know, skinned people alive, bathed in their blood, and all that other st— Stop! Don’t shoot! I’ve got the bracelet and I’m going to break it right now if you don’t put that damn thing down, I swear!” He held it raised above his head, one swing away from smashing it against the ground, while Catherine aimed her crossbow squarely at his head.


      “Insult my family one more time, and I’ll kill you even if it’s the last thing I do!” she shouted, her fingers squeezing around the trigger.


      “It wasn’t an insult—it’s just what I’ve heard. Calm down!” His whole body shook as the fear from before came back with a vengeance.


      “It’s slander!” she said, glaring a hole through him. “Nothing but vile slander of the most hideous kind!”


      “Yes, it’s all hogwash. Now put the crossbow down, please!” She had a worse temper than Halloway!


      She kept aiming at him for a while longer, before sighing and lowering the weapon again. “Who’s spreading such nonsense around?”


      Edgar relaxed his posture a bit, lowering the bracelet in kind, but his eyes didn’t leave the crossbow for a second. “I don’t know. Just rumors I’ve heard when I asked the locals about this place.”


      “Oh, and they told you this, but didn’t even bother mentioning who the estate belongs to?” She hung her head down. “This is what they remember us for? Not the things we’ve built, not the feats we’ve accomplished, not the glorious deeds, just some slanderous, made-up gossip?” A solitary, ghostly tear fell and disappeared before it hit the ground.


      “Come on, it’s nothing to get hung up on,” Edgar said, relaxing his stance completely and adopting a sympathetic smile.


      Despite her being a serial killer who nearly claimed his own life minutes before, he couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit sorry for her, especially with her crying in front of him. If one set aside her impressive kill count for a moment, she was just a young girl who met a terrible fate, forced to haunt her old home for who knows how long and watch it decay and rot year after year, and all the while, nobody gave enough of a damn to even give her a burial. And now she found out that neither she nor her family were even remembered, save for some made-up nonsense about them being a bunch of sick sadists. He could only imagine how that would feel.


      “You know how it goes with people, they take any piece of gossip, blow it up in proportion...” She lifted her head, and he shut up. He’d miscalculated. She wasn’t sad.


      Staring back at him was a face of unbridled fury, tears of rage streaming down her cheeks as she pushed her words through clenched teeth. “Accursed peasants. I hate them. I hate them! First, they slaughter my family and burn my home to the ground, then they dare slander our name?” She seemed to be looking through him, her eyes glassy and unfocused, while the crossbow creaked in her grip. “I’m going to kill them. All of them. I’ll do to them exactly what they claim my family did. Skin them alive, you say? Bathe in their blood, you say? I don’t see why not. Their wish is my command!”


      It suddenly dawned on Edgar that technically, he himself was a peasant. And that he just happened to be the only person in the vicinity upon whom she could exact her murderous intent. He licked his lips as he searched for a topic—any topic—that could get her mind on something else.


      “S-So anyway, what have you been up to?” At least he didn’t ask her about the weather.


      Her eyes refocused on him. “What?”


      “W-Well, this all must have happened a long time ago.” He adopted a nonchalant tone, as though her earlier outburst didn’t happen at all. “So I was wondering about what a ghost like you does in between all the peasant killing.”


      “Oh.” Her grip on the crossbow relaxed. “Well, I suppose I’ve been trying my hand at cooking as of late, but it’s so hard to get any ingredients out here and I can’t really taste it, so...” She frowned. “Hold on, what do you mean, peasant killing? You make it sound like I’m some sort of an unhinged monster!”


      “No, of course not!” He smiled as if that weren’t exactly what he was thinking.


      “I’ll have you know,” she said, her tone ice-cold, “that every single one of the people I’ve killed deserved it. They were criminals of the worst sort.”


      “Oh.” He blinked. “Well, what did I do to deserve it? I barely set foot in here and already had chandeliers falling on my head.”


      “Well, naturally,” she said, cocking her brow. “Same crime as all the others—you’re a home intruder. I don’t recall ever inviting you to come into my house.”


      The gears in Edgar’s head stopped turning for a moment as he simply stared at her. “But...it’s a ruin.”


      “And that somehow makes it fine to just waltz in and start pocketing my silverware? I swear, if I didn’t kill a couple here and there, all those looters would’ve stolen even the brickwork.” She leaned closer, as if she was about to share some big conspiracy. “They even hired some priests to come and exorcise me, can you believe it? Me, the owner of this estate! Luckily, they weren’t very thorough, or they’d have found me for certain.”


      She straightened back up and looked at him with narrowed eyes. “And as for you in particular...you have the least right to complain. You walked in here dressed like a hoodlum, dragging snow and mud inside, went straight to the dining hall, no doubt to check if there was any cutlery left to steal, and then proceeded to assault me even as I welcomed you into my room with refreshments! Of all the scum that came here, you deserve death the most.”


      “Well, I...” He looked down at his coat. It wasn’t the newest, perhaps a bit ratty in places, but it wasn’t that bad, was it? As for his boots, they were pretty muddy, it was true, but with the filth in this place, mud should be considered an improvement.


      He cleared his throat. “A-Anyway, come to think of it, why did you suddenly welcome me into your room? You were trying to kill me minutes earlier, why the change of attitude?”


      “I figured you were no ordinary peasant, and certainly no priest come to exorcise me after I saw you cast that spell. Unless the Church has changed radically since my death, at least.” She chuckled.


      “That I am not,” he said and furrowed his brow. “But you threw that deer skull at me even after you saw me reanimate that bear. Why?”


      She shrugged. “You seemed awfully full of yourself just then, and it annoyed me.”


      He touched the bruise on his head. It still hurt a bit. “You dropped that thing on me just for that?”


      “Yes.” She looked him right in the eye, as though daring him to question her. “You should be grateful. I could’ve dropped the sword above the door mantle on you, one that you failed to notice despite constantly staring at the ceiling.”


      Edgar’s eyes widened. “There was a sword there?” He shook his head. It didn’t matter now. “Back to you noticing I’m not your average looter. What did you even want from me when you let me inside your room?”


      “Oh, isn’t that obvious?” She smiled. “I’ve been here for so long that I’ve nearly lost count of the years, while the house keeps deteriorating, overgrowing with mold and getting infested by vermin. I love my home, I really do, but even I’ve grown to be rather disgusted by it. So, before your cowardly, unprovoked, shameful attack, I wanted to ask you to take me away from here.”


      Edgar dropped to his knees, heedless of her still-loaded crossbow. Was this some sort of a joke?


      ———


      “Sir, there’s nobody around,” the young novice said as he joined his superior in the estate’s forecourt. “We did find a pile of human bones, however, and a lot of tracks in the dust. Someone was here recently. I think your theory about the necromancer coming here to recruit a monster of some kind was correct.”


      “Of course it was.” Gideon drew on his cigarette, staring at the ruined husk of the once illustrious mansion in the setting sun.


      It was about time they finally got a lead. It’d been months since they’d started investigating the local nobility for possible witchcraft, and they had absolutely nothing to show for it. Then, about a month ago, they heard about cases of corpse snatching from a nearby graveyard that had apparently been going on for quite some time. That alone wouldn’t be too strange—there were plenty of criminals willing to sell someone’s dead grandmother to a medical academy for some quick coin—but corpse snatchers wouldn’t take bodies that were decades old. No, this reeked of necromancy.


      Naturally, Gideon jumped at the lead and paid off many a local there to report anything out of the ordinary. Again, no results. Until today, that is. When one of his informants told him that he’d driven a stranger to such an unusual place, Gideon dropped what he was doing, gathered his novices, and hurried to the old manor as fast as his horse would carry him.


      “You said this place was inspected before,” he said and turned to the novice. “When, and by whom?”


      “Ten years ago, by two deacons from the Diocese of Wynthorpe. They reported nothing out of the ordinary, despite locals claiming the place was haunted.”


      Gideon chuckled. “Figures. Why send for us when they can handle it themselves, right? Amateurs.”


      He watched the ruin for a while longer, trying to imagine what it must’ve looked like back in its heyday. A visit from the witch hunters was long overdue, but if the bishop had claimed everything was all right... He bet the deacons had just looked inside, decided the place was too filthy for their blessed feet, and turned right around.


      He made a mental note to reexamine other reports from Wynthorpe later, stubbed out his cigarette, and walked back towards his mount. “Write an official complaint to Wynthorpe’s bishop. I can’t stand sloppy work. And tell the others to pack it up—there’s nothing left for us here.”


      “Do you think we’ll be able to catch him, sir?” the novice asked, trying to keep up with his brisk pace.


      Gideon shook his head. “Not today, no. But eventually for sure.”


      Whoever came here was long gone, but Gideon knew where he’d run off to. The graveyard was close to the village where the man had hired the stagecoach—his lair must be nearby. How careless of him to stick to one place like that. Must’ve relied on the deep woods and ravines in the region to hide him, but it was only a matter of time before he got spotted again. And this time, Gideon would be ready. Already, a dozen men were on the lookout in the village, watching for anyone matching the description the coachman had given. He couldn’t describe the face very well, unfortunately, but he did describe his clothes, which should be a good enough lead with how little traffic the village got.


      The novice pulled out a pencil and a small notebook. “What should I write in our report?”


      “Write that our investigation has finally produced results, that we’ve found remains of past victims, that we’re on the trail of a necromancer, and that we’re requesting additional funding.” Gideon stopped for a moment before turning to the novice. “Stress the funding part, actually. Damn informants get greedier by the day and there’s barely any budget left for weapons and muscle. Ask them whether they expect a lone witch hunter and his novices to defeat a wizard with an army of dead at his command.”


      The novice smiled. “I don’t think they’ll appreciate the sarcasm.”


      “I don’t care whether they do or not, I just need them to send more money.” He started walking again. “Oh, and get yourself some better gear. It’s bound to get bloody.”








      Chapter Two


      “When I asked you to take me somewhere else,” Catherine said, hovering by a rickety shelf, “I assumed it went without saying that I meant somewhere better.”


      Edgar slowly banged his head against the table. She’d been at it for over twenty minutes now, complaining about practically everything, from the ugly furniture and moldy walls to the undead servants’ lack of uniforms. Uniforms!


      “I’m sure I can get Edgar to furnish things a bit better,” Halloway said, sitting by the study table and jotting something down in his notes. “Now focus, please. How would you describe being a ghost, compared to being alive? Would you say it’s a...pleasant way to spend eternity?”


      “Heavens, no!” She looked at him like he’d gone mad and started counting off things on her fingers. “I can’t smell, taste, or touch. I can’t go far from this anchor, or whatever you call it. My social life became nonexistent. I can’t sleep. Unwashed yokels like to walk through me.” She gave Edgar a glare. “I have to hide from people or they’ll have me exorcised... Need I go on?”


      “You said you can’t touch anything?” Halloway asked, arching his brow as she picked up one of his jars from the shelf and peeked inside.


      “What is this, eyeballs? Throw such grisly trash out!” She put the jar back, wrinkling her nose, before looking back at him. “Oh, this? I can pick things up and move them, but I can’t really touch them. I don’t feel their texture nor temperature, only their weight. Imagine it as holding something while wearing very thick gloves.”


      “I see.” He ran his fingers through his beard and scribbled something in his notes. “And the anchor—couldn’t you just pick it up and carry it wherever you pleased?”


      She shook her head. “I cannot grasp anything magical; my hands pass right through. Or anything living, for that matter. It’s why I couldn’t simply reach inside Edgar and crush his heart with my fingers.”


      Edgar put his hands over his chest as if to protect it. “I didn’t even realize that was a possibility!”


      Catherine rolled her eyes. “As I just said, it isn’t. Are you deaf? If it’s either magical or alive, it’s like grabbing at air for me.”


      “Wait.” Edgar furrowed his brow. “Can’t you just wear some gloves and pick the anchor up with those?”


      “I suppose I could,” Catherine said, sighing like he just asked the stupidest thing in the world. “But think of how tiring it would be. Lifting a knife here and there to stab someone is fine—only takes a couple seconds, a minute at most. But if I were to pick up my bracelet, in addition to the gloves, and travel, that’d be a different matter entirely. I’d soon get tired, and what then? The only thing that makes me feel spry and rested again seems to be killing someone. I don’t really understand why. Now imagine it—a ghost, traveling through the countryside, killing a peasant in every village she passes by.” She chuckled. “I know, it does sound rather fun, but I assure you, I wouldn’t get very far before I’d have every witch hunter in the land on my heels.”


      Halloway nodded along as she spoke. “Yes, that is more or less what I’d expect.” He turned to Edgar. “Ghosts are souls of people that manage to remain in our world through magic alone. They are magic, basically. Anything they do costs them a bit of it, a bit of the force that keeps them alive, if you can call it that.”


      He paused, stroking his beard again. “As you know, every living thing accumulates magic within itself throughout its life and releases a large chunk of it upon its death—that must be what Lady Catherine feeds on.” He smiled at her. “It naturally follows that your inability to touch magical or living things are one and the same issue—both contain large amounts of magic.”


      Edgar couldn’t really muster the enthusiasm for ghost trivia after having had to deal with one for the past day. Traveling back to the cave with Catherine was hell. When she wasn’t complaining about things not being up to her sky-high standards, she filled his ears with centuries old dross about which banquets she’d attended and which noblemen were wooing her before those accursed peasants burned her estate to the ground, at which point she went on prolonged furious rants.


      Still, his master expected some feedback, so he mustered the energy for a reply. “So, why can’t she touch magic?”


      “Excellent question!” Halloway said and stabbed his finger at a passage in his notes. “A ghost has no mass to move things with—it has to use magic. Instinctively, I assume, as I don’t believe Lady Catherine to be a spellcaster.” He looked at her, and she nodded back in affirmation. “Unlike us, she doesn’t use the raw magic that’s streaming throughout the world, but instead draws on the magic that forms her very being. That’s why she gets tired after using too much of it.”


      “Now, how does that relate to the question, you ask?” Halloway said and grinned at Edgar, who certainly hadn’t asked anything. “I think there’s a conflict of some sort between the ghost’s magic and that of the object, so the spell fails to work, and the item or person remains unaffected.” His grin faded, the corners of his mouth drooping. “Unfortunately, to know the particulars and exact mechanisms of this, one would need to go three or four thousand years into the past. The age of magic is long gone... Long gone and forgotten.” He sighed, staring into space as though reminiscing about this ancient time that he couldn’t possibly know anything about.


      Catherine shrugged. “Be that as it may, I can’t recommend being a ghost to anyone. Truth be told, if I could only avenge my family, I’d be happy to pass on.”


      “Yes, it does all sound very impractical.” Halloway looked back at his notes and pushed them aside. “Not to mention, we don’t even know how one can become a ghost in the first place. I suppose this path towards eternity is a dead end.”


      “So, it was all pointless in the end?” Edgar asked, letting his head fall onto the table. “I risked my life catching a ghost, and it was for nothing?”


      “Catching me?” Catherine chuckled. “Edgar, let me assure you, had I wished to stay at my estate, there’s nothing you could’ve done to drag me out. Why, you barely managed to keep your life.”


      “Only because that stupid rope didn’t work.” Edgar’s head shot up. “Oh, that’s right! Master, your rope was trash! She tore it in half like it was made of paper!”


      “Really?” Halloway coughed and avoided Edgar’s gaze. “Well, I’m a necromancer, not an enchanter. You can’t expect me to produce a perfect magical rope on my first try. I only really made one because the book had step by step instructions on how to do so.” He cleared his throat and looked at Catherine. “Still, there were silver threads inside that rope—you shouldn’t have been able to touch them without suffering greatly. So how did you break it?”


      “Because,” she said, a smug grin across her face, “I don’t need to pull at all the fibers of a rope at once. If I pull at just a couple, passing my fingers through the rest, then it’s very easy to make them snap. And if there happens to be a silver thread somewhere in with the rest of them, then that will snap too, even without me touching it directly. Had there been more silver in the rope, it’d have been much more of a problem, but I think there were only two or three threads in the entirety of it—child’s play.”


      “Interesting,” Halloway said, stroking his beard. “I suppose that when the book mentioned a silver rope, it meant it literally.”


      “Interesting?” Edgar jumped up from his seat. “I almost died!”


      “Well, how am I supposed to afford a rope made of silver?” Halloway asked, throwing his hands in the air. “Do you think I’m made of money? It’s not just the material, but the craftsmanship too—it’s expensive!” He slowly breathed out and smiled. “Besides, you survived, so it’s all fine.”


      Catherine frowned. “All is most certainly not fine. As I’ve told you before, this place is horrid. I knew I couldn’t expect much luxury from someone dressed like that—” she looked at Edgar with her nose turned up “—but I didn’t expect to end up somewhere even worse than before! I demand better accommodations. And a weekly trip into the city—I’m very curious about how fashion has changed since I died. Naturally, I also require you to look into the circumstances of my death, as there are many unanswered questions I have about—”


      “Require? Demand? Who says you’ll even get to stay here?” Edgar’s face started reddening. “I could take your stupid bracelet and chuck it somewhere in the middle of the woods. What’d you do then, huh?”


      Her face suddenly turned into a sorrowful frown. “You are still so young, yet you already seek to throw your life away? And in such a terrible manner, to boot? Getting your head bashed in with a rock by one very angry ghost—why not poison yourself or jump from a great height instead, like most people do?”


      “Edgar, behave,” Halloway said, scowling at him. “Of course she’s staying with us. I’m not going to discard the only ghost I’ve ever gotten the chance to study. And Lady Catherine, I’m not sure we can accommodate all of your requests, but perhaps...” He paused and looked them both over.


      “Perhaps?” Catherine asked, raising her brow.


      He scratched his head, his eyes still darting between the two of them. “Hmm. You are well-versed in matters of etiquette, correct?”


      Catherine smirked as if he had asked her whether she could count to three. “Naturally.”


      “And dance?”


      “Obviously.”


      He started twirling his beard around his fingers, staring at her as he spoke. “There is this ball that a certain noble family organizes each year...”


      Catherine’s eyes widened. “A ball? A ball!” She smiled like a little child. “It’s been so long since I’ve attended one! I simply must go.”


      Edgar groaned. “Let me guess. I need to go too, because how else would she get the bracelet there, right?” He took a deep breath and clasped his hands. “Master, do you not have some spell you could bind her to your service with? Why entertain her nonsense?”


      “Shush, Edgar!” Halloway glared at him. “I’m not sending you there to have fun. There is an object there that I need you to get for me and there’s no better opportunity than during the ball.” He smiled. “I’ve actually had my eye on it for many years now, but I could never hope to pass for a nobleman and get inside. Neither could you, for that matter,” he said, looking at Edgar’s coat with a curled lip. “But, if what I know about ghosts is true, then with Lady Catherine’s help...” He turned to her with a grin.


      Catherine stared back for a moment, blinking, and then gave him a grin of her own. One that, for some reason, sent chills down Edgar’s spine. “I think I know exactly what you have in mind.”


      ———


      As Edgar stepped out of the stagecoach, he slowly put one foot in front of the other, careful to avoid even the tiniest puddle of melting snow, even the smallest stretch of mud.


      “What’s the matter? Did you forget how to walk?” Catherine asked, hovering somewhere to his side while completely invisible.


      “This outfit is, by far, the most expensive thing I’ve ever worn.” He grit his teeth. “In fact, it is the only thing I have now. I’m completely broke, all for a bunch of flashy clothes!”


      “It was a fine investment. Have you seen yourself? You’re only mildly repulsive now.” She laughed as Edgar clenched his fists and immediately relaxed them again. He wouldn’t want to damage the gloves, not after how much money he spent on them.


      The lights of the mansion ahead of them cut through the evening darkness, illuminating small groups of richly dressed people trickling inside or chatting to each other in clusters near the entrance. Edgar shook even from just approaching the building. If there ever was a place he didn’t belong, this was it. He felt underdressed despite drowning all his savings in getting a tailor-made “disguise,” and the small army of servants stationed outside, wiping off the shoes of each guest, made him think of how much it would hurt if this didn’t work and they all beat the life out of him.


      He adjusted his cravat for about the fiftieth time and tilted his head back, taking in the full grandeur of the structure. Massive, ornate pillars rose from the ground on each side of the entrance, carrying a sculpted rooftop that blended in with the dark sky. Never before had he been anywhere even close to this imposing or luxurious.


      “Mine’s larger,” Catherine said, as if reading his thoughts. “And better. Entrance right out in the street? No forecourt? No fountain?” She clicked her tongue. “Poor first impression, I must say.”


      He rolled his eyes. “Yours also happens to be a ruin.”


      “It’s the design that counts. I’m sure this place will be a ruin too, eventually.” She paused as a motorized carriage passed them by, its body almost as gilded as its passengers. “I’d like to ride in one of these someday. It’s so strange. You said there is no magic involved, and it all works using only petroleum oil? The kind one puts in lamps?”


      “It’s just a toy for rich people,” he said and focused on the first obstacle they were about to face: a butler by the front entrance, checking invitations. Naturally, Edgar had no such thing. “Do we really need to go inside? Can’t you just fly in, grab the relic Halloway wants, and carry it out?”


      “Weren’t you in awe of its size just a moment ago? What do you expect me to do, rummage through every drawer in every room until I find it? Do you have any idea how long that’d take?”


      Edgar scratched his chin. “I’m sure there aren’t that many rooms they’d keep a family relic in.”


      Her tone turned patronizing. “Please. We don’t even know whether it’s there yet. Maybe the head of the family brings it with him when he arrives. Or maybe he sent it here in advance. Or it could even arrive after he does. Am I supposed to fly back and forth throughout the building, hoping that I just happen to stumble upon it?”


      Edgar sighed. It was true. They didn’t know much about the item’s whereabouts, or even about the object itself, for that matter. All Halloway had told them was that it was a vial of blood of the ancient founder of House Canens, no indication as to how it should look or how large it should be, and that it got displayed each year by the family’s aging patriarch, Duke Percival Canens, during the annual winter ball he hosted. Again, no indication of when or where exactly. The old Duke considered it a symbolic reminder to his family about its roots or some such. Edgar didn’t really see the point of showing off some long dead guy’s blood, but Catherine seemed more understanding.


      Still, there had to be a better way to snatch it than infiltrating the place himself! “How about you—”


      “Edgar,” she said with a voice full of reproach, “you forget that the only reason I’m willing to assist you is that I want to enjoy the ball. If I don’t get to do that, what possible reason do I have to help you rob someone? Especially someone so esteemed?” She sighed. “I remember House Canens, believe it or not. I even had a suitor from it try to woo me. He was quite the charmer! It was a shame he was so short.”


      “Oh, you know about them?” he asked, turning to her before realizing he’d just be staring at empty air. “What do you think about Halloway’s theory, then? About the founder being a vampire, I mean.”


      “Well, they certainly had a lot of ridiculous stories about him. Made him out to be some hero of legend, performing impossible deeds, surviving against all odds, and so on. But a vampire?” She tsk’d. “Ridiculous slander.”


      He furrowed his brow. “The blood is supposed to still be liquid, though, even after all these centuries. Doesn’t that prove that there’s something magical about it?”


      “As expected of a lowborn—so gullible.” She chuckled. “Who’s to say that it really is blood in there? Do you think anybody ever opens the vial to check? They could’ve filled it with anything. It’s the symbol and the story behind it that counts, not its actual contents. Though, naturally, they’d never admit it. It’d be quite the embarrassment.”


      Edgar frowned. “But what about all the hints Halloway found in old tomes? What about the ancestor’s preternatural powers perfectly matching those of a vampire? He didn’t even properly die. He just walked away one night and never came back. Isn’t that suspicious?”


      “It sounds like a handful of coincidences bound together by a whole lot of wishful thinking. Isn’t your master a bit too old for such things? Vampires aren’t even real.”


      Edgar started marching towards the entrance before that damn woman drove him crazy.


      As he reached the marble staircase leading up to the front door, he was stopped by a servant who promptly cleaned his shoes with a rag that looked nicer than most things Edgar had in his closet at home. It also gave him a moment to observe the doorman. Catherine had assured him that she could handle this, and indeed, Halloway’s entire plan hinged on it. But could she really? Edgar stared at the man as he checked the guests’ invitations, but failed to think of any alternatives. He’d just have to risk it and trust her.


      “Good evening, sir,” the butler said in a monotone voice as Edgar came near. “Please show me your invitation and...” He trailed off and simply stared at Edgar.


      Edgar’s knees shook so hard they nearly buckled under him. Had he been found out already? He really was underdressed for this, he knew it! If he was lucky, they’d let him off without a beating.


      When the man remained silent, Edgar realized he wasn’t looking at him, but past him. “Just...go,” the butler finally said and waved him inside, a command that Edgar was all too happy to oblige.


      He walked through the foyer at a brisk pace, glancing over his shoulder to see the doorman scratching his head, casting confused looks left and right, before moving on to greet another guest. It seemed that Catherine wasn’t all talk after all.


      Edgar hurried into the first empty room he could find, nearly breaking into a jog. Only there, surrounded by large paintings of what were, presumably, members of House Canens, did he allow himself a breath of relief. “It worked!”


      “Of course it did,” Catherine said from somewhere next to his shoulder and giggled. “Did you see him? The fool had no idea what happened.”


      “Yes, it was insane.” His heart was still beating like a drum, making him lean against the wall as he quickly replayed the scene before his eyes. “Why did you even chase me around the mansion if you can just possess people? You could’ve made me stab myself to death.”


      Catherine sighed. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work very well if the person is focused. I wouldn’t have been able to even move your finger, and you’d have just frozen for a second or two before booting me right out of your body. But a sleepy, daydreaming servant going through the motions? Child’s play.” She cleared her throat. “Speaking of.”


      “Oh no.” Edgar shook his head and slowly backed away.


      “Oh yes!” She said from behind him, making him jump. “You knew it was coming. You even agreed to it.”


      “No I didn’t! Halloway agreed for me!”


      “That’s the same thing.”


      “No, it—” He stiffened as he suddenly lost control over his body. It only lasted a second or two, but he couldn’t move an inch, no matter how hard he tried, with even his mouth frozen open mid-sentence. Then the moment passed and he doubled over, clenching and unclenching his hands just to make sure he could do it.


      She huffed. “Come on, Edgar, what did I just say? I can’t control your body if you kick me out immediately.”


      “I don’t want you to control me at all!” he replied, wiping cold sweat from his brow.


      “You might not want it, but you need it. How else could you ever hope to pass for a nobleman?” She snickered, her voice whispering into his ear. “You know, wiping your sweat into your gloves will just make them wet and disgusting. You should’ve used a handkerchief.”


      Edgar winced. “Damn it!” He took a couple deep breaths before straightening up. She was right. Having her possess him was the best way to maintain his cover, and it was also her condition for helping him. He hated it all the same.


      “Fine.” He stopped his hand inches away from wiping his brow again and relaxed his muscles. “Do it. At worst, I’ll just kick you out.”


      Again, he lost control, but this time he didn’t fight it. He didn’t attempt to move or speak, and tried to keep his head as calm and clear as he could under the circumstances, taking deep, measured breaths. Then his body started moving of its own accord. His hand reached into his pocket, pulling out a handkerchief and patting his brow.


      “See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he heard himself say.


      He had never felt so odd before. He could feel, see, and hear everything, but couldn’t act on it. Every movement of his body happened on its own, as if it were, well, possessed, but also felt fully natural. No wonder the doorman didn’t realize what was going on. Had it only been a single movement, a short sentence, Edgar too would’ve blamed some strange reflex or his dozing mind, rather than suspecting that someone else was controlling his own body.


      She took several bowlegged steps, resembling a veteran sailor rather than a noble gentleman. “How in the world do you men walk?”


      Great. The plan seemed to be kicking off about as well as Edgar had expected it to. On the other hand, should they decide to go for a cover story featuring him getting stuck on a ship for the past decade, it’d be incredibly believable.


      Someone behind him cleared his throat. “Sir, I’m afraid this room is not open for visitors.”


      Catherine spun around, facing a young butler. “Oh. My apologies, I didn’t realize.” She smiled at him and pointed her hand at the paintings. “I was captivated by the quality of the portraits here. Would you happen to know who painted them?”


      “I believe each was made by a different artist,” the servant said, ushering her back into the hallway.


      “Truly? Who were they?” she asked as she walked past him.


      “I, uh...” He furrowed his brow.


      She grinned. “It’s all right, I’ll just ask our gracious host. Speaking of, do you happen to know where I might find him?”


      He returned a polite smile of his own. “His Lordship the Duke isn’t here yet, but he should arrive shortly.”


      “Then I shall await him with anticipation. Thank you.” She turned her back on the servant and moved towards the ballroom ahead. Normally, this time. Edgar’s half-formed backstory about sailing the seven seas seemed destined to remain just that.


      As she walked, she started humming an unfamiliar tune, and Edgar suddenly realized that he felt good. Great, even, like he could burst into a song himself. Did her being in good spirits cause him to be as well? It was strange, but it also soothed his nerves somewhat. It was difficult to stay stressed while at the same time feeling happy and carefree.


      Perhaps the plan wasn’t so bad. Even if they got found out, so what? They’d figure out a believable excuse and get thrown out as uninvited guests. It wasn’t like people would point at him and accuse him of being a necromancer.


      Still, he did have some remaining sway over his body, it seemed. He knew he should be sweating bullets right now and stressed out of his mind, and sure enough, he felt a knot forming in his stomach. The feeling was pushed into the background for now, but it was present, keeping him on his toes and ready to take back the reins should the ghost do anything unwise.


      As Catherine strolled into the ballroom, he found himself at a loss for words. Every surface was covered by some elaborate ornament, be it the white and beige carved marble walls, the masterfully painted ceiling, or the polished parquet, and every piece of furniture was gilded or otherwise adorned, from the small tables covered in refreshments to the large stage in the far back. The room was vast too—Edgar counted eight chandeliers and twice as many sconces, all needed just to keep the room well lit. Did the mansion exist solely to house this room of pure extravagance? The other guests only completed the scene, each dress an art piece in its own right.


      When Halloway told Edgar that the ball was a family gathering of sorts, he’d thought there was no way they wouldn’t immediately find out a stranger had wormed his way in among them. That worry was gone now. This “family” counted over a hundred people in this room alone, and more were still streaming in. Most of them gathered to the sides of the ballroom, separated from the dance floor by marble banisters and served by a platoon of uniformed butlers and maids, but some were already forming couples for the upcoming festivities.


      Catherine clasped her hands together. “An entire room dedicated to dance? What a wondrous idea!”


      Edgar felt strange, foreign emotions welling up inside him as Catherine took in the scene. Those were some fine sconces. And the curtains framing the windows? Simply exquisite, the best he’d ever seen. He had no idea what made them so good or why their being arranged in exactly the same way, down to every last fold on each window, made him so happy, but he knew he wanted those curtains now. The dresses were kind of impractical with how wide they were, though he had to admire the workmanship. Oh, but the hairstyles on everyone were amazing, especially on some of the gentlem—


      Edgar retreated to the knot in his stomach. If he kicked Catherine out right now and went home, would the fallout from that be worse than the crippling mental damage she was dealing him right now? He hoped she’d get her fill of the dance and splendor quickly and get on with the mission.


      Pain suddenly shot up from his right foot.


      “Ah! Excuse me!” a nobleman exclaimed and quickly stepped back.


      Catherine suppressed a hiss of pain and put on a polite smile instead as she turned to the moron in question. “It is quite all right. I’m a man, after all—a crushed foot is nothing to me.”


      On second thought, the man was actually kind of handsome, wasn’t he? Edgar felt butterflies in his stomach, along with his brain’s growing insistence that he should immediately kill himself rather than suffer any more of this.


      “May I know your name?” she asked the well-groomed gentleman.


      “William Canens.” He smiled back and gave her a slight bow. “And you might be?”


      Catherine stopped herself halfway through a curtsey. “Edgar Morlington.” She blushed.


      William paused and furrowed his brow. “My apologies, I don’t believe I’ve heard that name before. What is your connection to our family, if you don’t mind me asking?”


      Edgar felt a sudden surge of panic.


      “Oh, I’m married to—” Catherine cleared her throat “—M-Mary?”


      The nobleman winced. “Ah, I’ve heard auntie Mary had a new husband. Didn’t realize it was someone so young.”


      “She...has a great personality?” Catherine looked away and started twirling her hair, before realizing it was too short for it.


      “Great personality? Her?” He burst into laughter. “I think you mean great estates!”


      Catherine laughed back with a pained smile. “Yes, quite right.” She cleared her throat again. “So, William, do you think you could tell me more about our host? I haven’t seen him make his entrance yet. And I’ve heard there will be some event later tonight? Mary didn’t share any details with me.”


      Edgar couldn’t believe his ears. Was Catherine actually trying to be helpful, asking about the vial they were there to take? Was he wrong about her this entire time? A quick introspection dispelled such concerns. She could hide her motives from William, but for Edgar right now, she was an open book. She just wanted to drag out the conversation with the attractive nobleman.


      “Old Percival?” William shrugged. “I’m afraid there isn’t much I could tell you. He’s a bit of a recluse, obsessing over that collection of his, but I suppose he does a good job as the family head. A bit ornery, in my experience. As for the event, he’ll make a speech around midnight, put the family relic on display and such. It’s all a smidge dull, to be honest, but the rest of the event more than makes up for it.”


      A portly aristocrat with graying hair approached them, putting his hand on William’s shoulder. “William, so this is where you scurried off to. Your mother wants to introduce you to a friend of hers.” He adjusted his spectacles and looked at Catherine. “And who is this?”


      “Father, this is Sir Edgar Morlington.” William said as he gestured towards Catherine. “He’s auntie Mary’s new husband. Edgar, this is my father, Albert.”


      Albert frowned. “New husband? No, that’s Sir Reginald over there.” He pointed at an aging gentleman sipping from a glass of champagne nearby. “I even talked to him at the wedding.”


      “Oh!” Catherine scowled. “Th-That cad! I can’t believe he dares to show his face here!” She smiled at the two of them and bowed her head. “I apologize, I may have unintentionally misled you. I am not married to Mary just yet. We’re preparing the wedding and will make an announcement in the near future. Sir Reginald is, in fact, in the process of having the marriage with my future wife annulled.”


      Albert gasped. “My God! On what grounds?”


      “I’d rather not repeat such nonsense here,” Catherine said, shaking her head. “It’s insulting. Vile slander of the worst kind. I’m certain he bribed the bishop to go along with it.”


      What sort of nonsense was she even saying? The guy was right there! Those noblemen would confront him and their cover would be blown! Mentally, Edgar knew he should be losing his head right about now and trying to scamper away, but he felt merely slightly nervous. Well, not only nervous, no—there was another emotion welling within him that seemed to only grow with each outrageous lie Catherine uttered. It was...amusement? Did she think this situation was funny? To be fair, it was kind of amusi— No! It’d be him who’d get beaten to a pulp if caught, not her! He had to ignore her feelings and get ready to take back the reins the moment things started going south.


      “I did hear the bishop was in the business of arranging certain favors,” William said, tapping his chin. “Never would’ve thought he’d go as far as to touch the sanctity of marriage. Among the nobility, no less.”


      “Well, I won’t let him get away with doing that to my sister!” Albert said and started stomping towards Reginald.


      “Please wait!” Catherine caught him by the hand. “Making a scene about such a thing would mar the entire event. Isn’t this supposed to be a time for the family to bond?”


      Albert stopped, casting hateful scowls at Reginald, who was still sipping his champagne with an unsuspecting smile on his lips. “I suppose you have a point. But once the ball’s over, there will be hell to pay!” He looked at Catherine and cleared his throat. “So, Morlington, you said? The name sounds familiar. Which titles does your family hold?”


      It was as if he ran a blade through her, making her freeze in place for a moment, but she quickly put on a polite smile again. “As unfortunate as it is, none as of right now. But we used to own the entire duchy at one point in time, and even held some lands outside of it.” She started fidgeting with her gloves. “Pray tell, where have you heard of my family from?”


      “You ruled the duchy?” He tilted his head. “That must’ve been quite a long time ago—it’s belonged to our house for generations now. As for where, I don’t really recall. Although...” He furrowed his brow. “Morlington, the duchy...” His face brightened up. “Oh, of course! I remember now. The house that fell during the Foxglen Manor massacre, correct?”


      All traces of the happiness and excitement from before vanished in an instant. Instead, Edgar was left with the knot in the stomach that he retreated to earlier, only now it was ballooning in size. It wasn’t stress—it was anger, angst, sadness, but most of all hatred. Pure, undiluted hatred coursing through him; he wanted to kill, beat, and torture its maker, to hear him scream and beg for forgiveness. And running right beneath it was something even worse—a pervasive sense of impotence. He couldn’t even visualize what the tortured figure would look like, and from what he’d heard from Catherine before, she probably couldn’t either—peasant this, peasant that, but never a name.


      Was it this that kept Catherine’s soul from passing on? Was this what being a ghost was like? Being constantly eaten on the inside by whatever it was that made one stick around after death, choking on resentment and hatred while unable to do anything about it? Was this Catherine’s default state of mind, when not distracted by flashy dresses and pleasant company? Halloway was right. If this was the price of immortality, it wasn’t worth paying.


      To Catherine’s credit, she let none of this show on her face, instead maintaining a neutral facade. “Yes, a most tragic affair, one that has scarred my family deeply. Out of curiosity, what do you know about it?”


      “Oh right, Foxglen Manor.” William slapped his forehead. “I know of that. It’s a bit of a local legend; I just didn’t remember the name of the family. From what I’ve heard, a peasant uprising butchered the nobility there and razed their manor to the ground. Is that right?”


      Edgar was filled with such anger and spite that it physically hurt. He wanted to strangle that fool for saying this so flippantly!


      Albert nodded. “In essence, yes. Though I was under the impression that the line ended then and there?” He raised his brow and looked at Catherine.


      “Oh, a small family branch survived, though we haven’t been able to regain our standing since.” She kept her tone even, but her fists ached from how hard she clenched them. “I wonder why the peasants rebelled. There’d been no indication of any unrest prior to that. Or so I’ve heard.”


      Albert shrugged. “You’re better versed in the history of your house than I am, clearly. But I did hear that when the royal army arrived to put the uprising down, they found nobody to fight. The peasants had apparently dispersed and gone back to their lives right after burning the manor down. Quite strange.”


      “I’ve heard that the manor is haunted,” William said with a smile. “Who knows, maybe if you go there, you can ask some ancestor of yours what happened.” He laughed, but stopped when his father and Catherine both ran him through with their eyes. “I apologize. I might have had a bit too much champagne.”


      “Speaking of champagne,” Albert said and snatched two glasses of it from a passing servant’s tray. “I think we should toast, seeing as how we’ll soon be family.” He handed a glass to Catherine and raised his own. “To my new brother-in-law!”


      “To Mary,” Catherine replied, still glaring at William, and took a sip.


      Edgar’s knees buckled, his whole body trembling as the anger and hatred were washed away by sudden shock. This champagne—Edgar’s mind told him it was quite good, but his body seemed to think it was heavenly ambrosia. It consumed the rest of the glass in one big gulp.


      Catherine gave the glass back to the servant and quickly snatched another two. “My goodness, we’ve completely forgotten about William! Here.” She handed him the glass. “To Mary!”


      Another shock as she instantly drained it down to the last drop. Why did it feel so good? It was just champagne! High quality, as far as Edgar’s unrefined palate could tell, but still, nothing to get so wound up about.


      Catherine reached for another glass. “We should all toast together now.”


      William shuffled his legs and looked away. “I really think I’ve had enough tonight.”


      “Yes, I think two toasts to Mary are quite sufficient,” Albert said and backed away a step.


      “No, no, my wife deserves all the celebration she can get.” She raised her glass alone. “To Mary!”


      More champagne went straight down Edgar’s gullet. What in the world was she doing? He spent months at a time living in a remote cave, only going out to steal corpses or buy groceries for a closefisted necromancer who’d sooner turn him into another zombie than give him a couple coins for beer—he couldn’t hold his drink! How much alcohol was in champagne, anyway?


      “I apologize, I need to visit the lavatory,” William said, quickly walking away.


      “Yes, hmm, I need to go myself. Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials.” Albert bowed and made a rapid retreat as well.


      Catherine shrugged as she grabbed another glass. “To Mary.” One big swig and it was gone.


      Halloway would skin Edgar alive if they came back empty-handed because she got too drunk to walk. He knew he ought to kick her out of his body then and there, just... Well, if only it didn’t feel so nice for him as well!


      She reached for yet more champagne, but there was none left on the servant’s tray.


      “My apologies, sir,” the servant said with a slight bow as he took back her glass. “I shall be back with more refreshments in a moment.”


      Catherine nodded and started walking towards another tray-wielding server, before stopping after just a couple steps and shaking her head. “I... I apologize, Edgar,” she whispered. “It’s the first thing I’ve tasted in ages, and I may have lost my composure just a little.”


      Just a little. Right. If Edgar had the power to roll his eyes, he would have.


      “Don’t worry. As a ghost, I cannot get drunk. I think.” She giggled, but then her tone shifted to serious. “Listen, Edgar. Don’t force me out just yet, please. I won’t drink or even eat anything else tonight, I promise.”


      She’d better not. If she so much as touched another glass, he’d kick her out before she could lift it from the tray.


      The opening chords of a cheerful song cut through the air, and Catherine immediately perked up. She scanned the crowd for a few moments, gaze jumping from guest to guest, or rather dress to dress, given where she was looking, before spotting a girl with a flowing green skirt who was sitting alone to the side, observing the parquet with a sad frown on her face.


      Catherine walked over and bowed. “My lady, would you give me the honor of being your dance partner for the evening?”


      The girl practically jumped from her seat. “Gladly, dear sir!” She quickly curtsied and offered her hand. Now that he got a close-up look, Edgar couldn’t help but feel that she was rather plain, despite the obvious attempt to hide that fact with copious amounts of jewelry and mascara.


      “Marvelous,” Catherine said, grinning at her. “Oh, but can we wait for the song after this one? I’m afraid I’m not very familiar with it.”


      “Of course.” The young noblewoman kept her arm held out and smiled sweetly. “May I know your name, sir?”


      “Edgar Morlington,” Catherine replied, eyeing the hand. “I...don’t think the song is going to end quite that soon.”


      The girl frowned. “I’m holding it out for you to kiss, Sir Edgar.”


      Catherine chuckled. “Why in the world would I do that?”


      Edgar’s body felt perhaps just a touch nervous, but his mind was screaming its head off. Wasn’t Catherine supposed to be the etiquette expert? Even he knew that one should kiss a lady’s hand when introducing himself, especially at a posh event like this!


      The young noblewoman’s brow wrinkled as she stared at Catherine’s face, as though waiting for her to say she was joking. “It... It’s basic etiquette.”


      “Oh!” Catherine blushed and gave the hand a quick peck. “I apologize, my educators were very old-fashioned and didn’t share such novelties with me.”


      “Novelties?” The girl laughed. “I’m sure it’s been a custom for well over a century—quite old-fashioned indeed!” She grabbed Catherine’s hand and guided it to hold hers. “After taking my hand in yours, you’re supposed to plant a kiss on it. Slowly.” She waited for Catherine to do so and grinned. “Now the lady introduces herself. I’m Elizabeth Canens. You can let go of my hand now.”


      Edgar kind of wanted to smack her. She didn’t need to rub it in!


      “Lady Elizabeth.” Catherine smiled back. “Thank you for filling this gap in my education. I apologize for what an uncivilized boor I was.”


      Elizabeth giggled. “Please, don’t mention it. I take it you do not frequent events such as these?”


      Catherine shook her head. “No, this is my first time attending a ball of this caliber. I’ve mostly attended tournaments before.”


      “Tournaments?” Elizabeth cocked her brow. “What sort of tournaments?”


      Catherine furrowed hers in turn. “Knightly tournaments. What other kind is there? I myself have jousted many times.” Her eyes darted aside. “Though I’ve, uh, never won the grand prize, so it’s understandable if you haven’t heard of me before.”


      “You’re such a jester, Sir Edgar,” Elizabeth said, laughing. “There hasn’t been such a tournament in over two hundred years!”


      Catherine froze. “What?” She drew a shaky breath. “What...what do you mean? You don’t have tournaments? Where do you go if you want to see men fight for your favor, then?”


      “A...ball.” Elizabeth said, her grin fading away. “They compete in dance and charm. Sir Edgar, are you feeling all right?”


      Catherine forced a smile, though Edgar felt as though someone just punched him in the gut. “I apologize once again. I was attempting a jest, but it didn’t quite work.” She turned around and pointed her hand towards the stage. “Would you happen to know which dances one can expect tonight?”


      “The usual ones, I suppose.” Elizabeth tapped her chin. “Waltz, polka, Varsovienne, polonaise...”


      Catherine met her words with a blank stare.


      “Galop?” Elizabeth asked, her tone bordering on pleading. “Quadrille? Sarabande?”


      “Sarabande?” Catherine gasped. “How indecent!”


      Elizabeth’s face lit up. “You know that one?”


      Catherine grinned back. “Of course!”


      “I’ll go ask the maestro whether he could play that next,” Elizabeth said and rushed off.


      Catherine used the opportunity to sit down on a nearby chair and wipe her brow with a handkerchief. “I hadn’t realized things have changed so much.” She looked at the dance floor where pairs were pressed together in some close-contact dance—waltz, if Edgar were to guess. “Scandalous. And they don’t have tournaments, Edgar. You didn’t tell me there weren’t any tournaments anymore!” She pouted.


      He felt her reproach. She actually, seriously held him at fault for it, as though he’d withheld some critical information from her. This woman! Just how old was she, anyway? Jousting? What would she get shocked by next, the lack of gladiatorial matches?


      “Still, I do enjoy the splendor,” she said, looking at the myriad of dresses around her. “Though I’m not so sure about the width of those skirts. It seems perhaps a bit excessive.” She smiled as a finely dressed couple passed her by, her eyes dallying on the woman’s back. “Do you think your master could make a dress that even I could wear? I grew tired of my current one a long, long time ago.”


      Edgar was sure that Halloway would love nothing more than to play tailor. Perhaps do her hair or paint her nails, while he was at it.


      Elizabeth rushed back as fast as the hem of her skirt allowed her. “He agreed, they’ll play a song for us next!”


      “Well then, my lady!” Catherine shot up from her seat. “May I have the honor of leading you to the dance floor?”


      “Of course, dear sir!” She wrapped her arm around Catherine’s and off they went.


      Meanwhile, Edgar’s world swayed. He felt there was something wrong as soon as Catherine stood up, and it was only getting worse by the second—the damn champagne! Whether ghosts could get drunk or not, he certainly could, his steps growing more and more unsure by the second. It wasn’t so bad that he couldn’t walk—he wasn’t that much of a lightweight—but for a ballroom dance? He hoped that Catherine was as good as she had claimed.


      They arrived just as the first song ended, taking positions in a double line—women in one, men in the other. As the first tones of the song rang in the air, both lines began to move. Slow at first, then faster, the pairs moved closer, then further, never quite touching but doing many twirls and lots of fairly slow, but elaborate steps.


      Edgar had never seen a dance like this before, but that was to be expected. What worried him more was that Catherine didn’t seem to have either, moving out of sync with the others, taking the wrong steps, and staring at the footwork of other pairs instead of looking at her partner.


      “Sir Edgar!” Elizabeth hissed as they moved closer together. “You said you knew this dance!”


      “I seem to have learned a somewhat outdated variant of it,” Catherine replied, her eyes not leaving the feet of the dancer next to them.


      Edgar wished nothing more than for the song to end already. All the tiptoeing, side steps, turns, and even jumps were clearly incompatible with the alcohol in his veins. Not only was he out of tact, he was stumbling with every faster move, sometimes even stepping on his own foot!


      Still, Catherine was slowly getting the hang of it. If one didn’t look too closely, she seemed to move somewhat like the other dancers, especially during the slower parts, and was getting better and better with each repetition. She thought so too—he could feel the growing confidence in her steps, the decisiveness in her movements. She even stopped staring at the other dancers so much, earning an encouraging smile from Elizabeth.


      Then, just as Edgar thought to himself that the song couldn’t go on for much longer, a faster segment came. Whether it was the alcohol, her inexperience with the dance, or plain bad luck, Catherine tripped over her feet and went stumbling over a banister and straight into the back of some gentleman, whom she knocked to the ground with a loud grunt. The music stopped.


      “I’m so terribly sorry!” She scrambled to her feet, the eyes of the entire ballroom on her, while Elizabeth hid her face in her palms.


      The gentleman got off the floor and turned around, his eyes burning a hole through her. “Imbecile!”


      He was a man in his prime, tall as an oak, with his face covered by scars and his neck weighed down by a large silver pendant. A pendant with an all too familiar symbol, one that made Edgar’s heart skip a beat.


      Catherine recognized it too and immediately took a step back. “Uh, um, I apologize, Sir Witch Hunter. I-I mean, what is the Holy Inquisition doing here? I mean—”


      “That’s none of your business! Now scram!” He scoffed at her and turned back to the elderly aristocrat he’d been speaking to before.


      Catherine quickly walked back towards her seat with her face red like a tomato, Elizabeth in tow.


      “I thought you knew how to dance!” Elizabeth said, blushing just as hard. “Everybody’s going to talk about this now. I’ll be a laughingstock!”


      “I think you mean me.” Catherine sat back down with a sigh and stared at her shoes. “It was I who stumbled, after all.”


      They were both wrong—Edgar would be the night’s fool. Thankfully, he’d never meet any of those people ever again after tonight, or so he kept telling himself even as he felt his stomach shrivel in shame.


      “Stumbled over your own legs, I saw it.” Elizabeth sniffled, padding her eyes with a handkerchief. “And then you stumbled into the witch hunter, of all people!” She paused, the stream of tears halting as she glanced back towards the man. “Perhaps that isn’t so bad, on second thought. He’s such a rude boor—people don’t like him. Maybe I should pretend you did it on purpose?” A small grin crept onto her face. “Pretended to stumble, just to give him a good shove and still get away with it. Rather petty, but since we’re both young...” She nodded. “That could work. I’ll claim he insulted me at some point, and you wished to defend my honor.”


      Catherine smiled. “You should say that you asked me to do it. It’ll make it seem like you know how to influence men.”


      “Oh, that’s a good point!” She giggled. “I’ll say you fell for my great beauty and were willing to do anything I asked.”


      Catherine looked her up and down, lingering on her face, and didn’t comment on that. Judging by Elizabeth’s glare, she didn’t have to.


      “Setting that aside,” Catherine said, her face turning serious, “what is a witch hunter doing here? Does House Canens have members among the Inquisition?”


      Elizabeth snickered. “I suppose you haven’t met the Duke yet, have you? Even if there were such a relative, he certainly wouldn’t be invited.”


      Catherine raised her brow. “How so? The Duke dislikes the Inquisition?”


      “He believes they’re after his collection.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice to a whisper. “The rumor goes, he let them inspect it for witchcraft once, long ago, when it was only a handful of items. And they did exactly what you’d expect of them: claimed all the valuable pieces were tainted by foul magic, seized them, and later quietly sold them themselves! To him, they’re all just a bunch of lowly thieves.”


      Catherine nodded. “That does sound like the Inquisition I remember. But it just makes me wonder all the more—why is a witch hunter here?”


      “The Duke’s collection is extensive,” she said, her voice dropping even lower, “and it focuses on the odd and the uncommon. It’s only natural that there are rumors about it and that the Inquisition took notice. They’ve been skulking around the region for months now, claiming to be after corpse snatchers and similar excuses, but it’s obvious what they’re really here for.”


      Catherine nodded along, but Edgar’s mind just did a barrel roll. All of the times Halloway sent him to fetch some corpses started playing in front of his eyes. Did someone actually notice? What sort of question was that—of course someone would! He might have had the dead fill in the holes they crawled out of, but he must’ve stolen half the graveyard by now, and the groundskeeper would have to be blind to not have noticed anything. Was this why Halloway had urged him to pick a different cemetery each time? He made a mental note to make sure his master was in a particularly good and forgiving mood before telling him about this.


      Elizabeth smirked. “Several weeks back, our dear witch hunter actually dropped the pretense and came knocking on the Duke’s door, demanding to see his collection. Can you believe it?”


      “I imagine that didn’t go over very well,” Catherine said with a smile of her own.


      “The guards gave him a much-needed bath in a nearby river.” Elizabeth snickered again, but then her smile faded and she sighed. “The Church saw that as being over the line, the bishop demanded satisfaction for such an insult, and in the end, Duke Canens invited the witch hunter to the ball as a peace offering of sorts. He’ll let him inspect the family relic, I’ve heard. Probably isn’t worried a bit of blood and glass would be worth stealing.”


      Edgar’s mind barely recovered from the previous shock, only to be sent spinning once more. If it really was vampire blood inside that vial, then there was no way the witch hunter wouldn’t seize it. Unless he was tremendously incompetent, that is, but his scarred face suggested he was no rookie. They had to get to it before he did, but how? Catherine didn’t seem particularly perturbed. In that case, perhaps it was time to remind her about their agreement? Edgar focused on his hand and tried to move it.


      “Truly?” Catherine maintained her smile, but her fingers started quietly tapping on the wooden seat. “When will he do that? During the speech?”


      Elizabeth shrugged. “Who knows? Probably before or after. Him messing with it on stage would ruin the atmosphere, don’t you think?”


      They had to go get the vial right now! Edgar redoubled his efforts.


      “Just so,” Catherine said, her fingers rapping faster and faster. “I’ve never seen the vial myself, actually. How does it look? Is it big?”


      “It’s quite small, but it’s always displayed in a special case.” Elizabeth grinned. “Probably so that nobody mistakes it for a bit of wine. The case is made of silver and wonderfully ornamented, but the vial itself? As mundane as they come. I suppose nobody dares open it and pour it into something better.”


      Silver? It was getting worse and worse. Edgar again yanked at his metaphorical chains, not to kick Catherine out, but rather to steer her towards the mission at hand.


      “A wonderful silver case, you say? I can’t wait to see it.” Catherine stood up. “I must beg your pardon, my lady, for I have to go elsewhere now. Please, enjoy the rest of the evening.” She bowed, turned around, and walked away at a brisk pace without even waiting for a reply.


      There was no place in the ballroom that could be considered truly secluded, but one of the window alcoves by the room’s corner seemed just private enough to allow a quiet conversation. She rushed there and turned her back to the room, pretending to look at the darkness outside.


      “Edgar, you’re being insufferable!” she whispered, putting a handkerchief over her mouth while casting small glances around for any guest that’d stray too close. “I even asked her about that stupid vial of yours. What more do you want? Settle down and let me enjoy the night!”


      He would’ve loved to reply if he could. Was she completely oblivious to the danger? The witch hunter could go inspect the vial at any moment! Or, more likely, was she aware of that and just didn’t care? Well, in that case, it was time to remind her of what she’d promised!


      He focused every shred of will he had towards his mouth. He felt his lips, his teeth, even his tongue, and tried his utmost to make them move.


      “Stop it, Edgar!”


      A keen sense of irritation welled up inside him, but that just made him want to kick her out all the more. It was time to finally seize back control of his own body and remind her that they weren’t there just to hobnob with the nobility!


      “I see that you insist.” A smile crept upon her face, and she giggled. “I had hoped to keep up the charade for a bit longer, but it seems the game is up.” Her smile widened, growing toothy. “I suppose I haven’t mentioned that while it’s easy to kick a ghost out right after she possesses you, it’s a whole different matter if you let her settle in.”


      Edgar felt thoroughly amused, like he could erupt into laughter at any moment, but his mind was grinding to a halt.


      “Just how gullible are you, Edgar? I can touch, I can smell, I can even taste after such a long time, and you honestly thought I’d just let go of all that?” Her grin grew so wide it hurt. “I’m very sorry, but you’re never getting your body back. It’s mine now—you’ve practically given it to me. Maybe when you’re old and frail, I’ll leave to seek another naive fool to possess, but until then, this is the body of Sir Edgar Morlington, the charming gentleman that simply has to be present at any social event that’s worth mentioning. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll grow to enjoy them as much as I do.”


      How could he have been so foolish? Of course she wouldn’t want to leave his body. She’d been having the time of her un-life all night! He’d been right there, watching it unfold, and he didn’t consider for a moment that she might decide not to leave? She was the one who told him that he could kick her out at any time, and he just took her word for it! What the hell was wrong with him?


      Perhaps it was because of her emotions—even now, with his life crumbling before his eyes, he felt like he’d just heard something incredibly funny. It was hard to maintain due caution and suspicion in such a state. Still, that made it no less disgraceful.


      He couldn’t just give up, though. He had to focus and think. There had to be a way out of this! What were his options? He had her bracelet on his wrist, hidden beneath the sleeve. Theoretically, he could get rid of her for good with a single well-placed blow, but in practice, being unable to move, it might as well have been on another continent.


      He could try to fool her or bargain with her. He’d talked her into sparing him once, he could do it again! But to do that, he’d need to actually be able to talk. Another dud. Maybe magic?


      Now Edgar really did want to laugh, and of his own volition. Of course! He could raise a corpse and command it to tear the bracelet off and destroy it! Magic was commanded by the mind, not the body. It’d be a pain to focus with his emotions under her control, true, but it should still be possible if he really put his mind to it. He just had to wait for her to get close to a dead body, which, with her planning to frequent posh parties and other high society events, would probably be never, and...


      He grit his teeth as small tears started forming in the corners of his eyes. This was it, wasn’t it? He was finished, and in such a stupid fashion too. He—


      “Moron,” she whispered into his ear, and giggled. “You should see the look on your face!”


      Edgar froze. “But...” He raised his hand in front of him, his eyes wide as though he was witnessing a miracle. “B-But I... I thought that—”


      “That I’d control you forever, yes!” She cackled. “Do you have any idea how much effort it’d take to stay in your body against your will? Holding that pesky soul of yours at bay while it keeps trying to butt me out? I’d have to kill a person every couple of days to counteract it!”


      “Y-You...” Edgar balled his fists. “What the hell were you thinking?” It took all his self-control to keep himself from shouting. “The witch hunter might be heading to check the relic right now, and he’s definitely going to take it if what Halloway said is true! And you’re wasting time messing around?”


      “Wasting time?” She chuckled. “I’m here to amuse myself, and I’ve been looking forward to this from the moment you let me inside your body. If I decide to help you with your little burglary, it’s only because I feel I ought to repay the favor somehow.”


      He scoffed. “You also gave us your word.”


      She clicked her tongue. “You’re forgetting that I had a condition. I said I would help you if I had fun. Hence, if I’m not having fun, I’m not obliged to assist you. You should be glad that I’m enjoying myself. Come on Edgar, be happy, smile!”


      This woman! Edgar took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He was getting worked up over nothing. There were more important things to worry about. “Clearly, you’re in a great mood, so my part of the deal is done. Can we focus on finding the vial now? Please?”


      “I had hoped to enjoy myself the entire night,” she said in a whiny tone and sighed. “But seeing as how I don’t know any of these new dances, and how there’s a witch hunter prowling about, I suppose I wouldn’t have too good a time anyway. I must say that I did not enjoy being humiliated! I’ll have to make far better preparations next time.”


      As far as Edgar was concerned, there wouldn’t be a next time. Not with him, at the very least.


      “Very well!” she finally declared. “Let’s get that blood you desire so much. I refuse to fly around with a witch hunter nearby, so I’ll need to possess you again. Those people hunt ghosts for a living and are certain to have a way to see through my invisibility! But I promise I won’t threaten to keep it this time.” She laughed.


      Edgar rolled his eyes and didn’t resist when she took control of his body again. The sooner this was over and done with, the better.


      She marched over to the nearest servant she could find. “Pardon me, butler, but where can I find the Duke’s room? I wish to speak with him.”


      “His Lordship stays in the guest room on the second floor, in the western wing,” the servant replied and bowed. “But I’m sure he’s somewhere in the ballroom right now. I can find him for you, if you wait but a couple moments.”


      Catherine smiled at him. “No, no, it’s all right, I can find him on my own.” She then quickly rounded a corner and headed towards the nearest hallway.


      “Take notes, Edgar,” she whispered as the stairs to the upper floor came into view. “This is how you find something in a large mansion—you simply ask. Not fly aimlessly from room to room, hoping you’ll stumble upon it.”


      Edgar was quite sure that she’d have found it long ago even if she crisscrossed the mansion at random, had she not wasted time at the ball.


      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said with a small smirk. “You think there’s no guarantee that the case will be in his room, right?”


      He didn’t. Unless this place had a dedicated vault for such things, his room was the most natural place to look for it.


      “But you see,” Catherine said with a smug grin on her face, “Percival Canens sounded like the kind of man who would be paranoid about his collection. He wouldn’t carry it on him out of fear of pickpockets.”


      The vial being inside a display case, no doubt a pretty sizable one, probably had more to do with that.


      “And he wouldn’t leave it with a guard, because a guard can be bribed.” She climbed the stairs and headed towards the west wing, her grin turning arrogant.


      If the guards were bribed, it being in his room wouldn’t really prevent them from just breaking in and taking it, but he was glad she felt so confident about her theory. The way her possession worked, it made him feel confident as well, rather than shaking with nerves like he probably would be at a time like this.


      “So he’d leave it in a room he considered secure. And what room would that be other than the one he stayed in? He would hardly stay in a room he considered insecure, would he?”


      Her deduction was impeccable and contained no flaws whatsoever. It sure felt good to be so brilliant and know for a fact that literally nothing could go wrong.


      The “guest room” in the western wing turned out to encompass half of the floor, with a single, finely dressed guard posted by the door to ward off any unwelcome visitors. Judging by the revolver on his hip, he was well prepared to deal with any intruder.


      Judging by his soft snores, he also happened to be asleep.


      “Look, Edgar,” Catherine whispered as she relinquished her hold over him. “That dolt is sleeping on guard duty. He’s not even armed! Take his keys and open the door. I’ll possess him, just in case you mess it up.”


      Did Catherine not know what a revolver was? Well, it hardly mattered. He peeked around the corner of the hallway, freezing when the guard’s snores suddenly got interrupted. A moment later, however, they resumed as though nothing had happened. It sent chills down Edgar’s spine, watching her powers at work.


      He slowly approached, the thick carpet on the floor muffling his steps, and crouched by the guard’s side. Look as he may, he didn’t see any keys—not on his belt, not near him, and he wasn’t going to risk picking his pockets. Perhaps the Duke carried them with him?


      Wait, why was he even bothering with keys? Couldn’t Catherine just reach inside the lock mechanism and unlock it herself? He looked at the guard. How could he tell her in a way that wouldn’t wake him up? He couldn’t just start whispering things in his ear, could he?


      He stood back up and moved to the door, one step at a time. If the sound was quiet enough, perhaps Catherine would hear it, but the guard would remain asleep? A sound like the door handle moving—that’d get her to come out, thinking he’d succeeded.


      He pushed the handle down ever so slowly and found out that his plan was unnecessary. The door was unlocked! Was the Duke really so careless? Maybe he just trusted the guard a whole lot more than he deserved.


      He slowly opened the door, mouthing quiet prayers that the hinges wouldn’t creak. They didn’t. He slipped inside, quiet as a shadow, and stopped. A key lay on a chest of drawers, right next to the door. Honestly, if this was the usual level of security around here, it was a miracle the place hadn’t been completely ransacked yet.


      A cold shiver swept over him. There was another possibility. The witch hunter may have already arrived, asked the guard for the key, and went inside. But didn’t they see him in the ballroom just a short while ago? Did he slip in during those few minutes they lost sight of him?


      Edgar took the key and slowly locked the door behind him, just in case. If the witch hunter really was in there, then, provided they maintained the element of surprise, Catherine might be able to take him out. Maybe she could drop something on him from the ceiling, like she did to Edgar back at her estate. And if that happened, he didn’t want the guard to run in and check what the noise was.


      The “guest room” was, in fact, an entire luxurious apartment that featured numerous rooms of its own. The entrance hall that Edgar stood in quickly opened up into a lounge, one with many large couches and armchairs arranged around a fireplace and with many bottles of wine and whiskey at the ready in nearby racks. He briefly toyed with the idea of grabbing a couple of bottles for himself—they could probably recoup his expenses on this whole venture—but the vial and the display case would probably occupy his hands enough.


      “Good work,” Catherine whispered into his ear. It had been happening so often lately that he didn’t even jump.


      “It was unlocked,” he whispered back. “I think the witch hunter might be here.”


      “What?” Catherine exclaimed. “Let’s flee, then!”


      “Shh!” Edgar placed his index finger on his lips, glaring at her. If only she were corporeal so he could gag that damn mouth of hers! “I didn’t say he was here for sure! I’m just telling you to be careful.”


      Seeing no immediate signs of the Inquisition, he walked into the lounge, peeking through open doors into adjacent rooms. A bathroom stocked with salts, featuring a massive porcelain bath. A pristine, well-equipped kitchen that looked like it may have never been used. A dining room fit to host a dozen guests. A small library with shelves reaching the ceiling... It was a veritable mansion within a mansion.


      A loud thud emanated from behind one of the closed doors.


      “Catherine,” Edgar whispered as he tiptoed next to it. “Can you take a look at what’s in there?”


      “What if it’s the witch hunter?” she asked, her voice even lower than his.


      “Just a little peek. He won’t even notice you.”


      There was a short pause. “There’s a girl in there.”


      “What girl?”


      “How should I know? But she has the vial.”


      He bit his lip as he considered his options. “Can you get rid of her somehow?”


      “How?”


      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Drop something on her head.”


      “You want me to assassinate a child?” Her voice was filled with disdain. “A noble child, no less? Scum.”


      He winced. “I didn’t mean it that way. Can’t you just knock her out?”


      “Knock her out yourself!” Her tone didn’t change one bit, still dripping with revulsion. “Aren’t you supposed to be a full-grown man? Why are you asking me, a lady, to do all of your dirty work?”


      What was with the sudden moral grandstanding? She must’ve killed dozens! Did she draw the line at children? Or was it that the kid wasn’t a peasant? Not that he wanted her to kill the girl, but he wasn’t very eager to batter a child either. Maybe he could gag the brat somehow?


      “At least possess her, then,” he finally said as he reached for the door handle.


      “It won’t work. She’ll kick me out right away.”


      “If it buys me even a little time, then it’s worth it.” His fingers grasped the handle and he tensed up.


      Catherine sighed. “Very well, have it your way.”


      He flung open the door, coming face-to-face with a wide-eyed girl who was in the middle of fiddling with a glass vial full of red liquid. She wasn’t really a child—he’d place her in her mid to late teens—but he could understand why Catherine would see her as such. Not only was she quite short, she was also covered with copious frills and bows, from ones tying the curled pigtails on her head to the many tiny ones covering her dress.


      “W-Who are you?” the girl asked, quickly hiding the vial behind her back.


      She didn’t immediately start screaming. Good. Maybe he could fool her? “What are you doing here?” he barked, scowling as hard as he could. “Did you steal the key from the guard?” He almost started wagging his finger like an angry parent, but in the end decided that’d be going too far. “Put it down and get out of here. I’ll let you off easy this time.”


      “I-I just...” She looked like she was about to cry, but then her face suddenly hardened into a sneer. “Do you have any idea who I am?”


      Edgar’s scowl cracked, turning into a confused frown. “No?”


      She put her hand on her chest and straightened up, as though trying to gain a few inches of height. “I am Lady Aveline Seraphina Canens, the direct and favorite granddaughter of Duke Percival Canens, the owner of this mansion and the head of House Canens. How dare you question me! Don’t you know I could have you drawn and quartered with just a word?”
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      “Uh-huh.” Edgar smirked. Drawn and quartered? What was this, the Middle Ages? “So what’s a lady like you doing sneaking inside your grandfather’s bedroom, stealing the family relic?” His eyes fell on the large silver display case lying sprawled on the floor. “And breaking his things to boot.”


      Her facade faltered and, for a moment, she again looked like a little kid being scolded. But then she quickly put on her smug grin again, puffing her chest out like a peacock. “Stealing? You fool, I just told you it’s my grandfather’s, meaning it’s basically mine. And the case is fine, don’t you see it’s made out of metal?” She narrowed her eyes and looked him up and down. “Who are you supposed to be, anyway? What’s your business here? You don’t look like a member of the staff. Are you a thief?”


      “I’m, uh... I’m the witch hunter, and I came here to inspect the relic.” He frowned again and held his hand out. “So hand it over. Or I’ll have you burned at the stake!”


      Her grin widened. “Oh, so you really are a thief, then! Do you honestly think that I wouldn’t know what the most interesting person at the ball looks like? Where are your scars? Where’s your pendant? Where’s the holy water that’s supposed to be at your belt, hmm?” She curled her lips, her smirk turning wicked. “I’m sure he’ll be curious why you wanted to steal the blood of my ancestor, though.”


      She drew a deep breath, but froze before she could shout. It was only for a second or two—Catherine doing her part, no doubt—but it was enough for Edgar to launch himself onto the squirt, knocking her to the ground and pressing his hand over her mouth.


      “Look, I don’t want to hurt y— Aaaagh!” He quickly withdrew his hand, trying to shake away the pain. The damn brat nearly bit his finger off!


      He reached for his handkerchief to gag her with, figuring she wouldn’t have the time to make all that much noise, especially with him kneeling on her chest, but that was where he miscalculated. She wasn’t going to shout. Instead, she raised the vial that was still in her hand, undid the stopper with her thumb, and poured its contents into her mouth.


      “Quake in fear before the power of my ancestor!” she cried. An instant later, her grin faded and her eyes turned glassy.


      “What the...” Edgar stared at her, wide-eyed. “It’s blood! Why would you...?”


      She started convulsing, and as red bubbles began forming around her mouth, Edgar jumped to his feet and began to back away.


      “It would seem it wasn’t actually blood, just like I told you,” Catherine said as she appeared next to him. “An alchemical solution of some sort, I suppose?”


      “You mean she drank some toxic garbage?” He looked at Catherine, then back at the girl. Seeing her foaming and shaking on the floor, that possibility seemed extremely likely. “Should... Should we help?”


      “You should, yes, unless you wish to have a child’s life on your conscience. I can’t do anything.” She waved her hands through the girl for emphasis.


      The young noblewoman wasn’t really a child, but Edgar didn’t have the mind to correct her. He bent over Lady Aveline Serasomething Canens and grabbed her shoulders to stop her from shaking. “What do I do next?”


      “How should I know?” Catherine asked, her arms crossed as she hovered next to him. “I’m not a doctor. I thought you were proficient in these matters, given the many medical instruments you have in that cave of yours.”


      Edgar could give Aveline an autopsy, but that was where his “proficiency” ended. Maybe if he stuck a finger in her throat, he could make her vomit it out? Or was it too late for that? He wrapped his index finger in his handkerchief, pried her jaw open with his other hand, and jammed it in.


      Catherine winced. “Disgusting! But good work, she’s not shaking anymore.”


      “What?” Edgar glanced at the ghost, knitting his brow. “That’s not good. Is she dead?” He pulled his finger out and turned back to the girl, reaching to check her pulse. Staring back at him were two very lively, very angry eyes. “Oh, goo—”


      Aveline gave him a push that sent him flying through the air. He crashed to the floor a short distance away and quickly scrambled back onto his feet, eyeing the frilled menace as she jumped up from the floor.


      “I feel the power!” she shouted, and launched herself against him, her fist at the ready.


      He barely jumped out of the way, her punch missing him by a hair’s breadth as it, instead, went through the heavy oaken wardrobe behind him like it was made of paper.


      “C-C-Catherine, do something!”


      Catherine was way ahead of him, already invisible and dropping a vase on Aveline’s head.


      Aveline didn’t even flinch. “What was that? A ghost? Even little kids know how to deal with those!” She grabbed the silver display case from the floor and flung it where the vase dropped from.


      “Not silver! N— Ack!” The case connected with her chest, ending her invisibility and sending her hurtling through the wall.


      The little monster then turned back to Edgar, who was already busy running back to the lounge. He slammed the door shut behind him and held it closed, only to be sent flying through the air yet again as she kicked it open.


      “Tremble before me, miserable wretch!” she said with a sneer on her face, the ribbons in her hair bobbing up and down as she stomped towards him. “I have the power of the ages coursing through my veins!”


      Edgar screamed and leaped to his feet, running into the dining room.


      “What the hell is going on in there?” A gruff, muffled man’s voice came from behind the door, followed shortly after by fervent yanking at the handle.


      Aveline paid him no heed and instead marched towards Edgar, slowly and with a cruel grin on her face. “I’ll quarter you with my own hands. How dare you stick your filthy fingers inside my mouth?”


      “I was just trying to help!” he shouted, hiding behind a long dining table.


      “Help? I’ll help you into the afterlife. Say your prayers, thief!” She lifted the whole table from her end and threw it aside, laughing like a maniac. “You’ll rue the day you dared to lift your hand against me. I’ll tear you apart limb by limb! I’ll end you!”


      “Catherine, help!” Edgar screamed as she backed him into a corner. It was as if his life slipped away from him, little by little, with each step she made.


      Just as she was about to reach him, the dining room’s chandelier came crashing down straight on her. Good old Catherine! He was ready to forgive her for anything and everything she’d ever done to him at that moment.


      Aveline caught the chandelier in midair and threw it aside.


      Edgar trembled. “L-Look, I never planned to harm you, believe me, I was just trying to stop you from calling the guards a-and I tried to save you after you drank that stuff, I swear, a-and...” He shrank before the frilly demon of doom, the swaying of the bows on her dress reminding him of a pendulum ticking off the last seconds of his life.


      “Cease your babbling.” The moonlight streaming in from outside illuminated her face, her grin showcasing a pair of sharp, elongated fangs. “You’re no ordinary thief. With a ghost at your beck and call, you must be a dark wizard. A necromancer. And as a hero, it is my duty to kill you!” She raised her fist.


      There was nowhere left to run, and she seemed to shrug off anything Catherine could throw at her. Was this the end? Edgar quietly prayed to God to forgive him for his sins and save his hide—not that he thought that very likely, given his vocation. He closed his eyes just as the final blow descended.


      “Ow!” He opened his eyes again and rubbed the cheek she’d punched.


      “Huh?” Aveline looked at him, then at her fist. “It was supposed to blow your head off.” She quickly punched him again, to the same effect.


      “A miracle.” Tears streamed from Edgar’s eyes like a waterfall as he grabbed the little brat by the arms. “God took mercy on me!”


      “If you don’t hurry up,” Catherine said as she phased through the wall next to him, “you’ll have an opportunity to share that miracle with the clergy. The witch hunter is breaking down the door!”


      It was only now that he registered the loud, heavy thuds coming in from the entry hall.


      “Damn!” Edgar sprang to his feet and threw Aveline over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.


      “What are you doing? Unhand me, you villain!” she shouted and pummeled his back with her fists.


      “You’re taking her with us?” Catherine scowled at her. “Look at what she did to me!” She pointed to her chest, which was noticeably fainter than the rest of her body.


      “Halloway asked for a vial of vampire blood; I’ll bring him a whole vampire,” Edgar replied and ran towards the bedroom.


      “I’m not a vampire, I’m Lady Aveline Seraphina Canens and I demand you unhand me!” she yelled and kept barraging his back with her blows.


      “Yeah, yeah, I know.” Edgar threw her on the bed, quickly bound her limbs with the sheets, tied another one around her waist, and stuffed his handkerchief in her mouth. “You’ll thank me later. You don’t want to meet the witch hunter, trust me.” He then carried her to the window, just as he heard the wood of the suite door cracking.


      “Are you planning to jump?” Catherine peered over the windowsill. “I suppose it’s not that high, and there are some bushes underneath, but what about her?”


      Edgar handed her the end of the sheet tied around Aveline’s waist. “Lower her down. Don’t worry, she’s pretty light.”


      Aveline let out a muffled scream, tears streaming down her cheeks, as Edgar pushed her out the window. His idea worked—the sheet stopped her safely mid-fall.


      She also smacked into the mansion wall pretty hard. Oh well.


      He jumped down, landing in the bushes below with only a scrape or two. When Catherine lowered Aveline far enough for him to grab the brat, he slung her over his shoulder and scampered off into the night as fast as his legs would carry him.








      Chapter Three


      “Old age is a terrible thing,” Master Halloway said, sitting at his desk.


      Edgar stood in front of him, staring down at his shoes. The road back had been terrible. He’d had to sneak through backroads and forests, and all the while, Catherine talked his ear off about her impressions from the ball, while Aveline thrashed and yelled into his ear through the gag. Still, he’d gladly undergo that experience twice over if it meant he could somehow avoid this conversation.


      Halloway got up from his seat and started slowly pacing from one side of the room to the other. “I had hoped I could avoid forgetting things for a decade or two longer, yet it seems senility has caught up with me.”


      Edgar stood as still as a statue, while Catherine’s stifled laughter carried from overhead.


      “For example,” Halloway said with a chuckle, “I have absolutely no recollection of ever telling you to kidnap the Duke’s granddaughter. It’s incredible what things one can forget, isn’t it?”


      Edgar shrank back, as though trying to hide his head between his shoulders like a turtle.


      “You imbecile!” Halloway spun around, his face red as a beet and his left eye twitching. “Do you think the Duke will just let that go? His granddaughter, kidnapped at the very ball he organized? The whole duchy must be combing the countryside as we speak! There’s probably a reward on your head by now too!”


      Edgar licked his lips and slowly lifted his head, carefully avoiding his master’s gaze. “M-Maybe we could, you know, get rid of her?”


      Aveline, who had been lying tied up in the corner up until now, started thrashing about, muffled shouts coming from behind her gag.


      Halloway’s face brightened up, and he grabbed Edgar by the shoulders. “Edgar, you’re a genius! What a brilliant idea! Yes, if they found her alive, the Duke would probably have us both hanged. But if they find her dead, oh ho ho ho! If they find her dead, he’ll keep us alive much, much longer, I’m sure, in the gentle confines of his torture chamber. Idiot!” he screamed at Edgar, droplets of spittle landing on his brow. “He’d come after us to the end of the world if need be! He wouldn’t just shrug and forget about us killing his damn granddaughter!”


      “I didn’t mean kill,” Edgar said, his voice timid like a child’s. “I meant to drop her off somewhere, so they find her and leave us alone.”


      “Oh, that’s even better! Drop her off somewhere, right after you showed her exactly where our hideout is! What a genius plan!” His fingers dug into Edgar’s shoulders. “And imagine how happy both the Duke and the Inquisition will be once they’ve found out she’s a vampire! I’m sure they’ll just let that go, forgive and forget. Cretin! Moron!”


      “You’re being too mean to Edgar,” Catherine said from above, her carefree tone in sharp contrast with Halloway’s. “He tried his best—couldn’t get you a vial of vampire blood, so he brought you a whole vampire. It’s stupid, of course, but one shouldn’t expect a lowborn yokel to be very bright in the first place.”


      Edgar vigorously nodded, up until that last part.


      Halloway let go of him and started massaging his temples. “Yes, he brought me a freshly made vampire instead. That’s the worst part about it.” He shot a glare at Aveline’s bound form. “She’s useless! What am I supposed to do with a fledgling like her? What could she possibly tell me about immortality when she’s just a child?”


      Edgar cleared his throat. “I think she’s in her late teens, actually.”


      “Shut up before I smack you!” Halloway turned his glare back at him. “I had planned to test the blood on animals and my undead, to find out what it can do, how it reacts. Perhaps even use it myself as a last resort should death seem inevitable. But what am I supposed to do now, with something so impotent?” Halloway threw his hands in the air. “She’s too young to turn anyone! She won’t even burn in the sun! It’s like studying a bird while only having its egg.”


      “So not only are vampires real, but they really do burn in sunlight?” Catherine asked, leaning over Aveline and staring at her fangs. The little vampire stared daggers back.


      “Not if they’re a couple days old, they don’t!” Halloway shouted, before taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling. “How did she even turn?” His voice suddenly turned weary, as if all the shouting had exhausted him. “You don’t turn into a vampire by drinking one’s blood. You need it to mix with yours. It’s just going to pass through you like any other liquid would otherwise.”


      Aveline tried saying something, her words again muffled by the gag.


      “Pull that filthy handkerchief out already,” Catherine said, frowning at Edgar. “It’s bad enough that she’s tied up. A lady of her standing shouldn’t be treated like this.” She brushed the front of her ephemeral dress, which was still noticeably fainter than the rest of her body. “Even if she deserves it for hitting me.”


      Edgar sighed, walked over, and pulled the gag out.


      Aveline spat on the floor. “Yuck!” She took a deep breath, puffing her chest out again despite the sheets tying her. “I’ll have you know I’m not just some vampire, I’m Lady Aveline Seraph— Mmmf!”


      Edgar jammed the handkerchief back in. “I don’t think she has anything important to say.”


      Halloway sighed and sat back down by his desk. “Let’s hear it anyway.”


      Edgar shrugged and pulled the handkerchief out again.


      “I’m Lady Aveline Seraphina Canens and my grandfather will have you all drawn and quartered!” She glared at them, one by one. “But if you untie me, I’ll ask him to just behead you instead.”


      Edgar reached towards her mouth. “Right, in we go again... Agh!” He recoiled, holding his bleeding finger. “She bit me!”


      “She what?” Halloway shot up from his desk. “Edgar, you moron!”


      Aveline snapped her binds like they were nothing and leaped to her feet. “Die, villains!” she shouted, an arrogant grin spreading across her face as she punched Edgar right in the gut.


      Rather than go flying through the air, however, Edgar merely doubled over.


      Her grin faded. “It’s over already?” She glared at her fist. “It’s only been a couple seconds!”


      “You little brat,” Edgar whispered, holding his stomach, before leaping at her and pinning her to the ground.


      “You’re incredibly lucky she only drank a drop.” Halloway walked over and knelt next to her. “Lady Aveline, I apologize for my idiot of an apprentice dragging you here. Know that it was never my intention to have you kidnapped, and that if circumstances allowed it, I’d have you sent home straight away.” He took a deep breath. “Nevertheless, I must inform you that you, indeed, are a vampire, as confirmed by what happened when you drank Edgar’s blood just now.”


      Aveline squirmed in Edgar’s grasp, meeting his scowl with her own. “Let me go, you wretch!” She turned her head towards Halloway. “I know that, I’m not stupid! Do you think I haven’t noticed how long my teeth have gotten? But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m Lady Aveline Seraphina Canens, and I demand to be let go!”


      “You should let her go, Edgar,” Catherine said, hovering over them with a smirk. “You’re a grown man. Surely you can avoid getting bitten by a little girl without wrestling her on the ground.”


      “For the last time, she’s not a little—”


      “Shut up.” Halloway smacked him over the head with his notes before turning back to the young vampire. “Lady Aveline, I’m glad you’re handling the news so well. Do you think you could describe to me just what exactly happened? Can you think of any way the blood you drank could have entered your bloodstream?”


      She stopped struggling for a moment and furrowed her brow. “I guess I did bite my tongue pretty hard when this villain tackled me to the ground.” She glowered at Edgar. “But it’s all healed up now.”


      “And you turned from just that?” Halloway’s brow shot up. “Your ancestor must’ve been a remarkably powerful vampire.” He sighed again and stood up. “What do we do with you now?”


      Aveline smiled at him. “Let me go, of course.” When all she got in return were blank stares, she sighed. “Very well, I will sweeten my offer. Let me go and I’ll say he did it all.” She nodded towards Edgar. “I won’t tell grandfather about you, old man, or about the ghost lady.”


      “Screw you!” Edgar said and tightened his grip.


      Halloway scratched his cheek. “As generous an offer as that is, it doesn’t really deal with the proverbial elephant in the room—you being a vampire.”


      Aveline tried stretching her neck to bite Edgar’s arm, but he quickly repositioned his hand to avoid it. “Ugh!” She turned her head towards Halloway again. “Why is that a problem? I haven’t done anything wrong.”


      Halloway’s lips curled up. “Good luck explaining that to the Inquisition,” he said, but then his face turned serious again. “There’s also the matter of you needing blood to survive. All living things contain magic, you see, and a lot of it happens to course through one’s blood. Vampires feed on that, and it’s what keeps them alive and lets them perform the various incredible feats they can do.”


      Aveline shrugged. “So I’ll drink the blood of some chickens or cows. I think you can even buy it from the butcher. It’s not a big deal.”


      Halloway frowned. “Keep in mind that the majority of magic leaves the body after death, along with the soul. It’s what ghosts like Lady Catherine subsist on. Feeding on something that’s still alive would be much more fulfilling for you, I imagine. And as for animal blood...” He paused and stroked his beard. “Neither in folk tales, nor in any documents I’ve found have I seen any mentions of vampires ever doing that. There must be some reason for it.”


      “That’s all really fascinating, Master,” Edgar said, his tone indicating that it was anything but, “but we still haven’t decided what to do with her. I can’t hold her down forever!” His arm barely dodged another one of her bites.


      Halloway kept stroking his beard, staring at Aveline all the while. “There is only one thing we can do, isn’t there?” He started pacing around the room again, keeping his gaze on her. “This place is hidden, but not invisible. Given enough time and people, which the Duke certainly has plenty of, he’ll find us.” He smiled. “That is, unless he starts looking in the wrong place.”


      Edgar knitted his brow. “What do you mean?”


      “He means he wants you to draw them away,” Catherine said, grinning. “If you make them believe you’re hiding somewhere else, they’ll search for you there instead of here. Simple. And I think he may want you to take Lady Aveline with you.”


      Edgar’s jaw fell open. “What?”


      “I’ve been thinking about where else to send you while you’ve been gone,” Halloway said as he paced around. “Lady Catherine doesn’t want to stay here for long, after all, and you do need some experience in the field, so to speak.”


      Edgar tensed up. He didn’t like where this was going.


      “Now that you’ve stirred the hornet’s nest, it’s all the more imperative that you leave this place as soon as possible.” Halloway finally stopped next to them both, still twirling his beard around his fingers. “You’ll take a long detour, on foot, to a village several miles from here, where you’ll hire a stagecoach to take you to your destination. Unless both the Duke and the Inquisition are remarkably incompetent, they’ll find out where you went sooner rather than later and will come after you instead of looking for our hideout.”


      Edgar furrowed his brow. “But won’t they just catch me, then? How do I lose them?”


      “Given the place I have in mind for you, it should be easy.” Halloway smiled. “And it should be quite a scenic place for Lady Catherine too.” He turned to her. “I imagine it’s been a long time since you’ve been to the mountains.”


      Catherine shrugged. “Honestly, I cannot say I particularly care for them. I’ve gotten my fill of staring at nature while at home, after all. But I suppose anything is better than staying here.” She scrunched her nose as she waved her hand at their surroundings. “It will do. But if you wish to have my assistance next time, you should prepare a trip somewhere more exciting. Or better yet, prepare something even better than a trip.”


      Halloway nodded. “Noted.” He turned back to Edgar. “Naturally, I’ll want you to find something for me there as well.”


      “I see you’ve got it all planned out, Master,” Edgar said, frowning, “but how does any of that relate to her?”


      “Yes, I don’t want to go on any trip. I want to go home!” Aveline said, stopping her squirming for long enough to glare at the old necromancer.


      Halloway sighed. “Goodness Edgar, do I really have to spell everything out for you? You’ve kidnapped the Duke’s granddaughter. If they don’t see her with you as you lead them away, they’ll logically keep looking for her here. You have to take her with you. Untied, obviously, else you’ll get accosted by the first person who sees you.”


      Edgar clenched his teeth. Was Halloway joking? “Master, need I remind you that she hates me and wants to kill me?” As if on cue, Aveline snapped her teeth inches away from his face. “See?” He nodded towards her, wide-eyed.


      Halloway sighed even deeper and again crouched by the young vampire. “Lady Aveline, should you go home now, I can assure you with absolute certainty that you will be slain, whether your parents like it or not. The Inquisition doesn’t care about your innocence; they only care about you being a vampire. In fact, your servants or even your family might hold that very same sentiment. And even if they don’t, they probably will once they see you drinking blood.”


      “So I should stay with you, the people who kidnapped me?” She scoffed. “Not only are you all a bunch of evil villains, you’re also stupid!”


      Halloway’s face grew red, but he took a deep breath and adopted a forced smile. “We’re not your kidnappers, we’re...” He paused, pursing his lips. “All right, we might be, but we have only the best of intentions! You need to spend some time learning about your powers, about what you can and cannot do, and especially how to hide it. And then...” He chuckled. “Then I suppose we’ll talk about you heading back home. It’s not like we’d be able to stop you with how strong you’ll be.”


      “How does that solve anything, then?” Edgar asked. “If we send her home afterwards, she’ll just tell them where we are.”


      Halloway turned to him with narrowed eyes. “Edgar,” he said through gritted teeth. “I swear, if you don’t shut up...!” He looked back at Aveline with a big smile. “Think of it as an adventure. You’ll be on the run from pursuers, get stronger along the way, recover an ancient artifact for me, see new sights...”


      She stared at him, her green eyes glinting. “Did you say...adventure?”


      ———


      “I hate adventure!” Aveline shouted, sobbing as she clutched her ankle after twisting it in a pothole yet again.


      “That’s not what you said back at the cave,” Edgar said, sighing as he dropped his large backpack on the ground and rummaged through it until he found a tall wine bottle. “Here.”


      They’d been trekking through this mountain range for the past three days as Halloway had directed. Three days of misery, as far as Edgar was concerned. Combined with the events of the past couple weeks, he came to realize he despised travel, and that staying inside the cave for months at a time might not be such a bad thing. Not only was he the one lugging all the supplies and equipment, not only was Catherine as annoying as ever and Aveline utterly insufferable, but he didn’t even get to wear proper gear. All the money Halloway was willing to part with was spent on necessities and on getting Aveline a set of traveling clothes, as she could hardly traverse the mountain paths in her ballroom dress and dance shoes. Meanwhile Edgar was stuck with his old winter coat and an even older pair of boots. He was really glad that spring seemed to have started early in these parts, or he’d have probably long since frozen to death in some snowdrift by now.


      Aveline gritted her teeth, tears streaming down her face as she held her foot. “I thought it’d be different. Exciting and shrouded in mystery, but all we’ve been doing is walk, walk, and walk!” She stared at the bottle with narrowed eyes, like it was her sworn enemy. “It’s pig blood, isn’t it? I told you I’m not drinking that vile swill ever again!”


      “Well, too bad.” He shoved the bottle into her hands. “It’s all we’ve got. You drank the rest of the bovine blood yesterday.”


      “That was awful too!” A fresh stream of tears erupted from her eyes as she uncorked the bottle and took a sniff. “I don’t want this!”


      “Fine, so walk around with a broken ankle, then,” Edgar said, shrugging. “My blood’s not on the menu, no matter how many times you ask. And if I catch you sneaking up on me while I sleep again, I’ll tie you up and throw you down a ravine!”


      “I’d have just taken a sip.” She stared at the bottle, her lower lip quivering as though she were asked to drink poison.


      “Does it really taste that bad?” Catherine asked, flying next to her. “I thought being a vampire would make it taste better.”


      “His blood did taste good, what little I had when I bit his finger.” She glared at Edgar. “But this just tastes like pig blood. Can you imagine drinking a bottle of pig blood? It’s disgusting!” She looked back at the bottle and gulped. “And it’s so weak that I need to drink a whole lot of it too.” She stared at it for a moment longer, then quickly put it in her mouth and turned it bottoms up, taking large, loud gulps.


      “Drinking like this is rather unbecoming of a lady,” Catherine said, cocking her brow, “but I suppose it’s understandable given the circumstances.”


      “Eeeeew!” Aveline threw the empty bottle away, panting.


      Slowly, the various bruises and scrapes across her body started vanishing—scabs fell away to reveal healthy skin underneath, while the swelling and redness on her ankle simply faded away.


      She carefully stood up, testing her weight on it. “I think I... I... Blargh!” She doubled over, a waterfall of red spilling from her mouth.


      Edgar whistled. “I didn’t know vampires could vomit.”


      “Don’t you know it’s rude to stare at a lady under such circumstances?” Catherine asked, scowling at him as she handed Aveline a handkerchief.


      “It... Urk... It had clumps in it.” She stumbled back and plopped down on a nearby rock, gasping for air. “It was so gross!”


      He frowned. “I guess that means the hirudin I put in it stopped working.”


      “What’s hirudin?” she asked, her voice weak, as she wiped her mouth with the handkerchief Catherine had given her.


      “Leech spit.”


      “Leech sp—” She gagged.


      Catherine clicked her tongue. “Edgar, you really ought to be more considerate. Can’t you see she’s but a child?”


      “Oh, not you too!” He dropped the backpack on the ground and pointed at the young vampire. “Aveline! How old are you?”


      Aveline groaned, holding her stomach. “Seventeen.”


      “See?” He looked at Catherine. “Not a kid. She just acts like one.”


      Catherine shook her head, a smile playing across her lips. “Oh, come on, Edgar, it’s obvious she’s just saying that to seem more mature.” She pointed at Aveline’s chest. “Can’t you see she hasn’t even hit puberty yet?”


      “Hey.” Aveline wiped her mouth again and stood up, glaring at Catherine as she did so. “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Don’t worry about it, darling.” Catherine smiled at her. “You’re beautiful all the same.”


      “Y-You...!” Aveline’s face reddened. “Just what are you implying here, you hag?”


      Catherine’s eyes went wide. “Excuse me?”


      “You heard me!” Aveline tried jabbing her finger in Catherine’s chest, but it just phased through her. “Aren’t you super old?”


      Catherine backed away with a sneer. “A lady never reveals her age. A lady that’s past puberty, that is. But if you really must know, I’m in my early twenties.”


      “Ha!” Aveline grinned. “Your lies are as transparent as your body. I bet you’re over a hundred years old at least. I’ve never seen such a ridiculous, out of fashion dress before in my life, not even on my grandmother!”


      “My dress is perfectly fine, it’s your dress that’s ridiculous with all those frills and bows, like a bad costume!” Catherine stuck her nose up. “And age after death doesn’t count.”


      Up until now, Edgar had been standing by the side, a wide smile plastered across his face. It was really refreshing to see them going at each other for a change, while leaving him alone. At this, however, he perked up. “Actually, I’m curious about that too. How old are you, Catherine?”


      “I don’t see how that’s any of your concern.” She didn’t even look at him.


      “Oh, but it is. Don’t you remember how you suddenly started talking about jousting and whatnot at the ball?” He frowned. “You even blamed me for not telling you tournaments aren’t a thing anymore. How was I to know that you didn’t know? I didn’t think you were that old.”


      Aveline giggled. “So it’s a lot more than a hundred, then.”


      Catherine glared at them both. “Very well.” Her voice was cold as ice. “If you are honestly so curious, and if it’s truly so important, then know that, if I include the time since I’ve died, I turn three hundred and twenty years old this year.”


      Edgar’s brow shot up. “Damn.”


      “Doesn’t... Doesn’t that make you really powerful?” Aveline asked, her grin vanishing.


      “What?” Catherine’s glare turned quizzical. “What does that have to do with anything?”


      “Well, when something is really old, it becomes special, right?” Aveline said, crossing her arms while Edgar and Catherine exchanged confused glances. “Which sword is more valuable? One that’s just been forged, or one that’s a thousand years old? The thousand-year-old one, because it’s obviously super powerful to have survived that long! Or when you see a book, which one sounds more interesting? The one that’s been freshly printed, or the one that’s been around for centuries? The old one, because people would just throw it out after all that time if it wasn’t really important! Even that old man in the cave was disappointed because I’m a young vampire. He wanted the blood of my ancestor because it was ancient, while mine’s all fresh!” She pointed her hand at Catherine. “So you must be a really powerful ghost, then, to be so old.”


      Edgar scratched his head. It did sound like nonsense, but on the other hand, whenever Halloway mentioned an ancient wizard or a powerful magical item, the rule of thumb was near-universally that older equaled better. And ghosts were mostly magic. He looked at Catherine. “Uh... Are you a really powerful ghost? You’re the only one I’ve ever met, so...”


      Catherine hovered over them, glowering. “If you two don’t stop mocking me, I’ll show you exactly how powerful I am!” When both of them stayed quiet, she tutted and flew high overhead.


      “It’s not a good idea to provoke her, just so you know,” Edgar said as he turned to Aveline, memories of her chasing him through her estate flashing before his eyes.


      Aveline shrugged. “She started it.”


      Catherine came back down a few moments later. “The witch hunters are closing in on us, so if you two are done fooling about, I suggest we get a move on.”


      The witch hunters had been on their tail from the very beginning. Whatever informants they had, they were fast, and a group of the Inquisition’s goons arrived not even half a day after they’d gotten off the stagecoach. They were persistent too, marching for far longer each day than Edgar’s legs could carry him. It was only thanks to the mountain range being as tortuous as it was treacherous, its many paths splitting, merging, and bending all the time, that they hadn’t caught up to him yet, as they had to spend as much time with tracking as they did with chasing.


      Unfortunately, it was this same twisting terrain that prevented Edgar from reaching his objective.


      “I don’t suppose you’ve seen any signs of the expedition from up there?” he asked, sighing as he picked up the backpack again.


      Catherine shook her head. “If I did, it’d be the first thing I’d mention.”


      As usual with Halloway’s plans, the whole thing seemed simple on paper but quickly turned a lot more complicated in reality. An archaeological expedition passing through the mountain range got trapped there by the winter snows coming early this year and hadn’t been seen since. A tragic but largely irrelevant tale, had they not taken a certain artifact along.


      A canopic jar, normally stored in the national museum and well outside of Halloway’s reach, had been taken along on the expedition after a lengthy period of lobbying by its leader, Professor Angus Gray. He believed that the item held some manner of secret that would help him find a hidden tomb, one hinted at by other sources but never located, or so the newspapers claimed at the time.


      Halloway, for his part, believed that it housed the remains of a powerful undead. Since the expedition had gotten lost, the canopic jar had become, as the old necromancer put it, free pickings.


      Unfortunately, said pickings had proven impossible to find. Rescue parties sent to locate the expedition were helpful in that they had eliminated the most obvious locations where it could be, but that still left a whole lot of other places to check, and Edgar was already thinking of the most diplomatic way to tell his Master that he had failed. He was about ready to turn around and head home, in fact, if only he could shake off those damn witch hunters!


      “If they were easy to find, people would’ve probably found them already,” Aveline said, trudging next to him as they set out again. “Can’t you use a spell to find them? Aren’t you supposed to be a wizard?”


      Edgar rolled his eyes. “I’m a necromancer. No, I don’t know any spells that’d magically tell me where a lost expedition may be.”


      Aveline frowned. “Can’t you just raise an army of dead and have them comb the mountains?”


      “Sure,” he said, nodding. “An army of three or four that will comb the mountains for five to ten minutes.”


      Aveline slouched. “You’re so useless!”


      Edgar clenched his fists. The little squirt sure knew how to get on his nerves. While Catherine mocked him frequently, she at least had the decency to not be so blunt about it. This was far worse! Maybe he really should just chuck her down the nearest ravine and be done with it. It was too bad Catherine would object, as Aveline being of noble birth seemed to mean a lot to her for whatever reason.


      They trudged on for a couple more hours, their destination uncertain. They knew the general direction of the valley they wanted to explore next, of course, but the winding paths could end up taking them anywhere. Worse yet, spring thaw had barely arrived and some of the trails were still blocked by snow, especially higher up, forcing them to turn back and waste valuable time. Edgar could only hope the witch hunters would make the same mistakes when following their tracks.


      He really wished they’d find a lead already. Aveline seemed to grow more and more frustrated with each scrape and bruise she suffered, and he himself wasn’t sure how many miles further he could haul that accursed backpack before his legs gave out. Only Catherine remained mostly aloof, leisurely flying above and enjoying the scenery.


      It was she who finally called on them to stop.


      “Edgar, look. Up ahead.” She pointed at a rockslide blocking their way.


      “Another one, huh?” Edgar shrugged. “We’ll just climb over it, as always.” He turned to Aveline. “Make sure you don’t twist your ankle on this one. We don’t have much pig blood left.”


      “That’s not what I mean,” Catherine said, and flew towards a patch of snow at the edge of the rockslide.


      Edgar followed her. “What is it, then?”


      Coming closer, it became apparent what she meant. It wasn’t snow that was caught between the rocks, but white fabric.


      “What? What’s there?” Aveline asked, coming up from behind. “Oh. Is that...?”


      Edgar was already casting the spell, having the corpse beneath crawl out of the rock heap on its own. Literally, as the lower half of its body turned out to be missing. Still, the garb on the rotting body left no room for doubt—this was a novice of the Holy Inquisition.


      “I thought they were behind us,” Edgar said, his voice tense. “Did we get turned around at some point? Or are they coming after us from two directions?”


      Catherine shook her head. “Impossible. We’re heading in the correct direction, and I would’ve spotted a second party if there was one. Besides, look at it. It’s completely decomposed. Must’ve been here for quite some time.”


      Edgar furrowed his brow. “That’s weird. The Church would never leave one of their own just lying about unburied.”


      “Seemed fairly buried to me,” Aveline said, keeping her distance and looking anywhere but at the corpse. “How come you can move it with half of it missing? Does one need to crush the head to stop your vile magic?”


      Edgar severed his connection to the zombie, letting it fall with a thud on the rocky ground. “I don’t like this. Catherine, can you fly up and check for anything out of the ordinary around? And I mean anything.”


      Catherine nodded and flew up, this time spending several minutes up in the air. “I think I see something,” she finally called out. “I can’t make out any details, however, and it’d be quite a detour.”


      “Detour from what? Going aimlessly from valley to valley, hoping that this time we’ll find something?” Edgar sighed. “What does it look like?”


      “I’m not really sure.” She paused. “It’s honestly just a speck in the distance. It might turn out to be nothing.”


      “But it could also be something, right?” Aveline asked, suddenly animated. “If there’s a chance we’ll find something other than more rocks and snow, then I say we take it. Let’s go!”


      ———


      “Nothing here either,” Edgar said and let the tattered fabric of the tent fall on the ground.


      They were in what once must’ve been a campsite, one lodged beneath a rocky outcrop to shield it from the snow. Judging by the symbols etched on the tents, they must’ve belonged to the Inquisition, but there was no sign of their owners anywhere. No witch hunters, no corpses, no gear, just the tents and some supplies that had long since succumbed to the elements and rot.


      “It’s like they just got up and left one day,” Aveline said, rifling through a crate. “Though they’ve left quite a lot behind. What’s this?” She lifted a flask of a clear liquid, marked only by the Inquisition’s cross on the label.


      “You really shouldn’t open that,” Edgar said, walking over.


      “Why not?” She opened it and took a sniff. “Smells like nothing.”


      Edgar watched as she slowly tipped the flask over to try to get some of its contents on her hand. He could stop her, sure. But if she was going to ignore his warning...


      A loud scream echoed across the mountainside as the liquid sizzled on the back of her hand like a powerful acid.


      “That’s why,” he said with an amused grin, watching her jump around and try to shake the stuff off. “Don’t touch holy water, ever. Or silver, for that matter.” He scratched his chin, remembering how she flung the silver display case at Catherine. “Or maybe silver can be touched, but you definitely mustn’t get injured by it. That’d be really bad for you.”


      “Being a vampire sucks!” she said through clenched teeth, tears rolling down her cheeks.


      Catherine appeared next to them, back from surveying the area from up above again. “I think they’ve noticed us. They’re headed straight here.”


      “Damn.” Edgar bit his lip. He had hoped that they wouldn’t notice them venturing off the path, but their trackers were just too good, it seemed. And Halloway had the gall to claim that losing them would be easy! “Did you see anywhere we could hide?”


      “We could just talk to them,” Aveline said, nursing her hand. “I haven’t done anything bad and I’m the granddaughter of the Duke! I’m sure they’ll let me go.”


      Edgar rolled his eyes. “I’m sure they will. Right after giving you a bath in holy water once they find out you’re a vampire.”


      “There’s a small forest over there,” Catherine said and pointed to a not-too-distant tree line. “But I think it might be where the witch hunters from this camp went. It’s just cliffs and steep slopes everywhere else.” She furrowed her brow. “Though I suppose there’s that small road some distance from here, but that’s still buried by the snow. Unless they came here all the way back in autumn, they couldn’t have gone that way either.”


      “Let’s hope they went down one of the mountain paths, then, or that they’re in the same condition as the one we found earlier.” He frowned. “Not like we have much of an alternative, what with the witch hunters right behind us.”


      It took about an hour to reach the tree line, even with Edgar walking as fast as his legs would let him. Looking over his shoulder, he could see a menacing dot in the distance that seemed to grow larger and larger with time. What was with these people? Couldn’t they take a break for once, slack off a bit?


      “Look.” Aveline pointed somewhere ahead. “Seems like people really have been here before.”


      “Probably just an animal path,” Edgar said when he came closer and saw what she meant. The ground was definitely more trodden here, with twigs and pine cones either moved aside or sunken in the dirt, but it was a subtle distinction.


      “I don’t think the forest is large enough to have much of an animal population.” Catherine tapped her chin. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen any animals throughout our whole trip, save for the occasional bird.”


      Edgar knitted his brow. “Well, the Inquisition’s camp wasn’t very large either—there’d be five, six people at most there. Are you telling me they walked to the forest and back often enough to tread a path? Why?”


      Catherine shrugged. “Why are you asking me questions that you know I cannot have an answer for?”


      “Let’s follow it!” Aveline said, suddenly full of energy. “Whatever’s there is sure to be interesting!”


      Edgar scratched his head. “Wouldn’t that also be the first place they’d look for us?”


      “I don’t think there’s much of a chance they wouldn’t find us in a forest this small anyway,” Catherine said. “Maybe it’ll lead to a cave or some other hiding place?”


      A cave was the last place Edgar wanted to hide. While Catherine might’ve not cared much about the practical side of things, what with her being incorporeal, he had no equipment for spelunking. Still, what was the alternative? Hiding behind a tree and hoping the witch hunters wouldn’t notice them?


      The path was short and soon opened up to a small grove, which contained quite the sight: numerous carriages, one of them even motorized, all arranged around a large, now cold, bonfire. The ground was beaten into dirt, small awnings and tents further spread around the place, and various refuse and garbage lay everywhere—all sure signs that people had stayed there for an extended period of time. More disconcertingly, however, there was also a large pile of bones lying by the edge of the grove, tucked away from everything else, yet still clearly visible.


      While Catherine flew towards the bone pile and Aveline started rifling through the carriages, Edgar slowly walked to the bonfire. Were there that many witch hunters here? Was this their base, and the camp they found just an outpost? It didn’t make much sense. The camp wasn’t far enough to justify making an advance position or moving supplies there. Was this the expedition, then? But if so, where was everyone?


      He opened the pot still hanging over the bonfire and cocked his brow. Tree bark?


      “That’s quite the pile they have there, I must say,” Catherine said with a chuckle as she flew back towards him. “Even bigger than the one I have at home, not that it’s a competition. Animals, for the most part—horses, donkeys, the occasional bird or rabbit, but mixed among them are human bones too.” She rubbed her chin. “I wonder why they’d dispose of them that way. I didn’t have another option, but why they wouldn’t bury them is beyond me.”


      “What in the world happened here?” Edgar looked around, as though expecting an explanation to suddenly pop out at him. “And where is everybody? Don’t tell me they’re all in the bone pile.”


      Catherine shook her head. “There are only a couple human skeletons in there from what I’ve seen. But it’s still rather strange. Hadn’t the expedition vanished mere months ago? Why are there only skeletons left? Shouldn’t we see something akin to that corpse we’ve found earlier, rather than just bare bones?”


      Edgar turned back to the pot with the bark, a deep frown on his face. “I assume they’ve eaten the animals, and that they were starving—they wouldn’t have eaten their horses otherwise. Do you think that, perhaps, they started eating their dead too?”


      Catherine shuddered. “Disgusting!”


      “What’s disgusting?” Aveline asked, coming towards them with what looked like a bucket in hand. “Look what I’ve found!” She put it on her head, showcasing two neatly cut holes for eyes in it. “That carriage there is full of these things,” she said as she took it off, pointing to a nearby coach. “Wooden shields, armor, helmets—an entire armory of wood.”


      Edgar scratched his head. “I don’t get it.”


      “Maybe there was a monster around that they needed to defend themselves from,” Aveline said, peering into the bonfire pot. “Or maybe they just really liked wood.”


      “What good would a bucket do against a monster?” He shook his head. While finally finding the expedition after all this time has been cathartic to some degree, the fact of the matter was that they were wasting time. “We should get a move on, or it’ll be our bones on the pile next.”


      “But what about the canopic jar your master asked for?” Catherine asked. “Wouldn’t it be in one of these carriages?”


      Edgar winced. She was right, but rifling through all these vehicles would take far too much time. If only the witch hunters weren’t so close behind them! “Never mind it. We won’t be able to bring it to him if we’re dead.” He raised his hand when he saw Catherine opening her mouth. “You know what I meant.”


      She scowled. “I wasn’t going to make such a stupid joke. I meant to tell you that there’s another path going around the bone pile, and it looks like it leads up the mountain.”


      “Oh, there is?” His eyes lit up. “Well then, let’s follow it! If they get caught up investigating this place, we might still give them the slip.”


      Aveline nodded. “It might lead us to that monster they needed the armor for too. That’d be exciting!”


      While it certainly would be exciting, Edgar still really hoped that there was, in fact, no such monster around. Still, with no time to waste, he ventured forth at a brisk pace.


      The path towards the mountain was, again, short, with the forest ending after a less than a ten-minute walk. Aveline strode ahead the entire time, in the highest spirits that Edgar had ever seen her in.


      “Now it’s starting to be a proper adventure,” she said, a grin spread across her face as they finally left the tree line and approached a steep mountain slope with a winding, rocky path leading upwards. “A mystery to solve, an enemy in pursuit, an—”


      She vanished with a loud crack, the ground beneath her disappearing in a small cloud of dust.


      After staring for a couple seconds at where she had been a moment ago, frozen, Edgar carefully approached the hole and peeked down. The young vampire was impaled on a large wooden stake.


      “M-My God,” he whispered, pale as a corpse. Had he walked in the front as usual, it’d be him in there! From then on, he promised himself, it’d always be Aveline who went first, no exceptions.


      “H-Help,” she said in a weak voice that was already starting to mix with sobs. “I’m alive!”


      He looked at Catherine. “What do we do? Leave her there?”


      “I can’t believe you’re joking at a time like this,” Catherine said, glaring at him. “Don’t you have a rope in that pack of yours? Give it here, I’ll loop it around her.”


      He did as she asked and before long, he was pulling the vampire off the stake amid her tearful lamentations. A while later, as she sat on a rock with a hole the size of a fist going clean through her stomach, he shoved the last bottle of pig blood in her hands, trying not to stare. Strangely, the wound didn’t seem to bleed beyond a couple initial spurts.


      “It... It actually doesn’t hurt that much,” Aveline said, sniffing as she took the bottle from him.


      “I suppose there’s not much left there that could hurt.” Catherine leaned over, clearly not nearly as reserved about inspecting the wound as Edgar was. “Do vampires not die when pierced by a stake? Is that a mere fairy tale?” She squinted. “I suppose it did miss the heart, but to have a hole in the place of a stomach and still live... All the people I’ve killed died after a mere poke or two. You’re quite resilient.”


      “Th-Thanks.” Aveline brought the bottle to her lips and drank it all, this time without any complaints.


      Edgar half expected the red liquid to come pouring out of the hole, but the wound started closing instead, flesh knitting itself together in threadlike strands. He couldn’t help but look on—an injury that would kill a man in moments, gone just as quickly.


      Only when she covered her belly with her hands did he realize that he was no longer observing her wound, but rather her now-exposed navel.


      “Stop ogling me!” she said, energy back in her voice. “I need a change of clothes. And I need something better than this trash!” She threw the bottle on the ground. “The only reason it didn’t make my stomach turn this time was because I didn’t have one!”


      “Well, I have great news for you, then,” Edgar said with a grin. “You won’t drink any more of it, because we’re out! You drank the last bottle. No more blood in this backpack.”


      Aveline went pale. “But what if I get hurt?”


      “When you get hurt, given your track record.” Edgar sighed. “We didn’t come here unprepared, you know? I just really didn’t expect you to burn through six bottles of blood in only three days.”


      “You cannot expect a lady to climb mountains without encountering a snag or two,” Catherine said with a shrug. “But if our supplies are lacking, I suppose I could go ahead and make sure you don’t fall into any more of these. It should be simple now that I know what to look out for.”


      “Thanks,” Aveline said, sitting on the rock all slouched and glum. But then, a small smile started creeping onto her face. “Say, Edgar, if I do end up getting hurt, since there’s no other blood around, you’ll—”


      “Forget it.” Edgar shook his head. “Not happening. If you do get hurt, you’ll just have to walk it off. You’re not drinking my blood.”


      Her smile vanished. “But this one wasn’t even my fault. It could’ve happened to anybody! How was I supposed to know this would be there?”


      Edgar looked back at the hole, a shiver running down his spine. She brought up a good point. Why was there a pitfall here? The foot of a rocky mountain slope didn’t seem like the best spot for a hunting trap, especially when the forest was right next to it, so why build it? Aveline’s earlier words about a mysterious monster came to mind and refused to leave, no matter how hard he tried to banish them.


      She furrowed her brow. “I just realized, what did Catherine say earlier? That she killed people?”


      Edgar chuckled, seeing the ghost already scouting ahead. “You have no idea.”


      They continued up the slope and soon found out that the young vampire wasn’t the first to fall prey to a trap on this trail. The skeletal remains of some unfortunate man greeted them right beyond the first bend, the top half of his body crushed under a massive rock. Another skeleton lay not twenty steps further, right next to several small and shallow holes full of tiny, sharp spikes, a pool of dried blood caked around his feet. And there were yet more past him. Over the next few minutes, across a relatively short stretch of the path, they found five skeletons, and Catherine said she saw even more up ahead.


      Strangely enough, they all seemed to lie next to the traps that killed them rather than in them, and they’d all had those ridiculous wooden armor sets stripped from them and thrown about.


      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” Catherine said, inspecting the latest victim they’ve encountered, “but there are teeth marks on all these skeletons.”


      “I knew it.” Aveline smiled wide, her fangs poking out of her mouth. “There’s a monster around, eating all these people.”


      “Come on, what kind of monster would make traps like these?” Edgar asked, shaking his head. “They probably got chewed on by wildlife long after they died.”


      Aveline frowned. “Maybe they were just stupid and fell into their own traps, which they made to catch the monster.” She smiled again. “Or maybe the monster was cunning and lured them into the traps. You absolutely need to let me drink your blood so that I’m strong enough to fight it!” She flexed her arms. “One blow and it’s done for.”


      Edgar met her gaze with a deadpan. “I’m not letting you suck my blood because of some imaginary monster. Go on ahead and make sure we don’t end up like these guys, why don’t you?”


      She tsk’d and walked away, stomping as she went.


      “Edgar,” Catherine said as she hovered next to him, “we still haven’t seen any signs of wildlife, and I doubt the people from the expedition would’ve eaten corpses and tree bark if they could’ve hunted for food.”


      Edgar shrugged. “Well, there you have it—the expedition crew ate them.”


      “Raw?” She cocked her brow. “Back there, they could’ve roasted the bodies over a fire and thrown the bones away afterwards. In fact, none of the skeletons I saw there were intact; all of them were in pieces. But how do you explain the ones here? There’s no fire around—they were clearly eaten where they fell.”


      Edgar scoffed. “Don’t tell me you also believe in some mountain monster. It’s just Aveline’s wishful thinking. We have worse, real things to worry about, like the Inquisition!” He looked below, towards the forest. They’d lost sight of the witch hunters, and that made him tense. He was half expecting them to jump out from behind the nearest boulder. How far behind were they now, after he’d wasted time dragging Aveline out of that pitfall and all? An hour? Less than that? He could only hope they’d spend a lot of time checking the encampment below.


      “Over here! I found something!” Aveline yelled and waved at them from up ahead.


      They rushed to her and found yet another pitfall with another skeleton by it. Just how many traps did those people dig? The effort to break the cold, rocky ground here must’ve been enormous.


      But there was a more pressing issue to consider here: this skeleton wasn’t wearing the wooden armor. It was wearing white.


      “Well? Still doubt there’s a monster about?” Aveline asked, giving him a smug grin.


      Edgar scratched his head. “Maybe the witch hunters arrived before the expedition did. They could’ve dug the traps, and... Uh...” He knew it was nonsense even as he said it.


      “What about the one we found earlier?” Catherine asked. “Couldn’t have laid there for more than a couple weeks. They clearly arrived after the expedition did. Or are you suggesting there was yet another group of witch hunters prowling about?”


      Edgar bit his lip. If there was such a mighty monster above, and the Inquisition hounded them from below, then what chance did they have? Was he really so unlucky he got caught between a rock and a hard place? Maybe he really ought to give Aveline some of his blood. She seemed too excited about the adventure to turn on him. Then again, how much would he need to give her to make it last? And could he even make the climb while anemic? At least there were plenty of corpses around. Should a monster really come after them, he’d show it what a necromancer could do.


      “I guess you have a point,” he said after a long pause. “Do you think you could scout ahead to see if there’s anything hiding there?”


      “What do you think I’ve been doing this entire time?” Catherine asked and raised her brow. “I haven’t seen anything suspicious, aside from the corpses and traps everywhere. There’s a plateau further up that has some tents on it, but it’s too far for me to explore.”


      “That sounds—”


      He was interrupted by loud rumbling that made the earth itself tremble. Moments later, he saw the cause—a massive boulder was rolling from behind the next bend. It changed its trajectory after hitting a small trench that somebody had dug there and came straight for them.


      Aveline didn’t hesitate and jumped down the slope. The fool! It was too steep and rocky for that in this stretch of the path! She lost her footing, tumbling down after but a couple of steps. He looked uphill instead, but whoever crafted this trap knew what they were doing—this was the one part of the trail where the path led alongside a cliff wall.


      The boulder rolled closer and closer, and taking time to think about what to do just narrowed his options down further. Finally, he did the only thing he could come up with of on such short notice: he threw the backpack with their supplies after Aveline and hung himself down from the edge of the pitfall.


      The boulder’s rumbling sounded louder inside the hole if anything, making Edgar close his eyes and pray. It was round, right? He wouldn’t be so unlucky as to have it roll over his fingers, right? Or have it stop and plug the pitfall—that’d be really bad.


      The boulder hit the hole and rolled right over it, missing Edgar’s fingers by mere inches. He breathed out. He was safe. Had Aveline spent more time thinking instead of acting, she would be too. He just knew she was going to beg him for a sip again.


      He tried pulling himself out, but he only made it a couple inches before his arms failed him, and he hung back down, holding onto the edge for dear life. That blasted backpack—hauling that damn thing all this way must’ve tired him out too much to pull himself up!


      “Catherine? Aveline? A little help here!” he called, his voice shaking. It wasn’t that large a drop, but whoever made this trap had covered the floor with rows upon rows of small, sharp spikes and left precious little room between them. He was guaranteed to end up as a pincushion if he let go!


      “Catherine! Aveline! Where are you two? Help!” What the hell was taking them so long? He needed help now, not in five minutes! He was losing strength in his fingers. Maybe Aveline had the right idea after all, a few broken bones or not.


      “I’m here, Edgar, no need to holler,” Catherine said, looking at him from above. “Why don’t you just climb up?”


      “Does it look like I can? Pull me up!” His feet scraped against the wall, trying to find purchase, but he had no luck.


      A grin plastered itself across her face. “My goodness. Don’t tell me you’re so weak you need the help of a lady to drag you up.”


      “There’s no time for this!” Edgar shouted, his face turning red. “Pull me up or I’ll die here, damn it!”


      She chuckled. “I suppose it is appropriate for a peasant to call for help from his betters. Very well!” She made a show of extending her arms and grasping his right wrist, touching only the sleeve. She pulled.


      “What, that’s it?” Edgar stared at her wide-eyed, cold sweat forming on his back, as her efforts turned out to be nothing short of pathetic. “I need a little more help than that! I can barely feel my fingers! Get below me and give me a boost!”


      Catherine frowned. “Whatever do you mean?”


      He didn’t even dare look down. It was as if he could already feel the spikes tickling his soles. “Push me up from below!”


      Catherine gasped. “You mean I should touch your buttocks? I’d never do anything so scandalous!”


      She didn’t have any problems shooting it before! His fingers were barely clinging on. “Where the hell is Aveline?”


      Catherine looked over her shoulder. “It seems she’s down the slope, nursing her broken arm.”


      Of course she’d injured herself again. What else should he even expect? What help would she be, anyway? She’d probably bite into his fingers rather than help him up—anything to get at his blood!


      Tears sprang into Edgar’s eyes. “Catherine, please, I beg of you—there’s a rope in the backpack, tie it around some rock and throw it to me, quick!”


      Catherine put a finger on her chin. “The backpack rolled quite far down, though. Are you certain you can hold on until I bring it here?”


      “Oh no no no, I’m slipping! My fingers are slipping! Help! I don’t want to die such a stupid death, help!” he shouted and squeezed his eyes shut as his fingers finally lost their grip.


      His feet hit solid ground. He slowly opened his eyes again, as though expecting to see the gates of hell instead of the rocky dirt of the pit. “What?” He turned his gaze below. There were spikes there before. He knew he saw them.


      “Are you looking for this?” Catherine asked, dangling one in front of his face with a smirk. “I pulled out the ones underneath you when you first called for help. Didn’t you notice?”


      This woman! Edgar wasn’t sure whether to kiss her feet or punch her in the face. Not that he could really do either, what with her being incorporeal. In the end, he just breathed out and leaned against the wall. “Can you go throw me that rope now? Please.”


      “Only because you begged me so nicely before.” She gave him a wink and went to fetch it.


      Edgar closed his eyes and sank to the ground. He had to calm down and think. That had been far too close for comfort on multiple counts, but that wasn’t the most pressing issue right now. Neither was Catherine messing with him, nor Aveline’s injury—though he would have to deal with that one sooner or later. No, the important bit was that someone had to have set that boulder in motion, meaning Aveline’s talk about a monster turned out to be true. A clever monster. And sneaky too, or else Catherine would’ve spotted it. But why would it be here? They were in the middle of nowhere. Did it follow the expedition? But if so, why stick around after it had finished them off?


      Something about the whole situation stank, and he couldn’t help but suspect it had everything to do with the canopic jar Halloway had sent them to pick up. Did its owner come take back what was theirs? His master didn’t specify what he wanted the jar for, but Edgar would bet all his money—if he had any left, at least—that he wanted to get his hands on a mummy somewhere down the line. That was what canopic jars were for, right? He was no expert, especially when it came to something so exotic, but he was pretty sure that was the connection there. At the same time, however, that was also a problem. A mummy? Here? How?


      A length of rope slapped him across the head, interrupting his musings.


      “Here it is, Edgar,” Catherine said in a cheerful tone. “Do you need my help to climb up? Aveline here could assist you as well, even if only with one hand.”


      “Climb up and let me drink your blood!” Aveline yelled in a teary voice. “My arm hurts really bad, and I’ve got bruises all over!”


      Edgar rolled his eyes and grabbed the rope.


      She ran to him the moment he appeared over the edge of the pit. “All right, where should I bite you?” She was clutching her arm and was covered in scrapes, her clothes raggedy and torn in several places. Despite the scare with the pitfall earlier, Edgar was glad he did not, in fact, follow her down the slope.


      “I’ve never bitten anyone before, but I’m sure it’ll be easy with these teeth.” She opened her mouth wide, showcasing her fangs while reaching for his hand.


      He pushed her away. “Forget it! My blood’s not on the menu, and that’s final!” As if he’d let her sap his strength right after the lack of it nearly cost him his life!


      “But... But my arm!” She leaned forwards and tried biting his hand, but he quickly pulled it away.


      “I said no!” He scowled at her.


      She stared at him with tear-filled eyes.


      “Look,” he said, sighing, “I need to make it up this damn mountain too and—” He jumped aside when she suddenly leapt forth, her teeth barely missing his forearm. “Stop!” he shouted and backed away. “Try that again and I’ll chuck you down the slope a second time, only mouth first!”


      She gave him puppy eyes again, even as she licked her fangs. “It’d be just a little sip!”


      Yeah right! Edgar wasn’t born yesterday. She’d probably suck him dry if he let her. He bent his knees and spread his arms, ready to take her on should she make a single move. It was time to show this brat that he’d deliver on his threats!


      “I’m terribly sorry to interrupt,” Catherine said, moving in between them, “but I think you should see this. Look.” She pointed down, towards the forest.


      White-clad shapes were moving out of the tree line, wildly gesticulating towards Edgar’s group and quickly sprinting up the mountain path.


      “Damn it!” Edgar took the backpack Catherine handed him and started running as well.


      They rounded the bend the boulder had rolled from and sure enough, there was a clear imprint in the ground where the rock used to sit. The monster must’ve been pretty strong to get such a mass moving. If only there were more such boulders around, Edgar could use them to surprise the witch hunters the same way, but alas, all the rocks he could see were either too small or the wrong shape. On the other hand, there were quite a lot of other stones around.


      He slowed down and, after a bit of hesitation, picked up the largest one he could carry, putting it on the ridge overlooking the pitfall.


      “What are you doing?” Catherine asked, frowning. “They’ll catch us!”


      “Not if we slow them down.” He smiled as he ran towards another heavy rock and hauled that one there too. He’d finally get a little payback on them for chasing him day and night! “Catherine, do you think you can drop these rocks on them as they pass?”


      Catherine’s eyes widened. “Are you insane? These are witch hunters, not some peasant bumpkins; they’re certain to have come prepared! Do you want them to shoot me full of silver arrows?”


      It’d truly shock Edgar if they did that rather than shoot her full of silver bullets, but that was beside the point. “You don’t need to peek out from over the edge, you just need to push these rocks down on them.”


      “I very much doubt I’d hit any of them like that,” she said, eyeing the stones with a cocked brow. “The rocks aren’t even that large. They’ll probably just shrug them off unless they hit them in the head.”


      “That’s the best part about it. You don’t need to hit them,” Edgar said with a grin. “They’re running up the mountain like there’s nothing to fear. Prove them wrong. Make them advance carefully and check for traps at every turn while we give them the slip.”


      “Aren’t we going to have to move carefully too?” Aveline asked, still holding her arm with a scowl on her face. “The monster could be waiting to attack us again.”


      Edgar winced. That bloody monster just kept on complicating everything. “We’ll just have to risk it. If we don’t go as fast as we can, they’ll catch us, and then it won’t matter whether there’s a monster waiting to ambush us or not.” He gave her a smile that was far more confident than he was feeling. “With a bit of luck, we’ll slip past the monster and make the witch hunters deal with it. That should buy us plenty of time.”


      “I suppose it could work,” Catherine said, still frowning at the rocks. “But if I stay back to wait for them, I won’t be able to scout ahead for traps.”


      His smile turned strained. “What other option do we have? We’ll just need to hope that there are no traps or monsters waiting ahead.” This was precisely why he had been so reluctant to admit the possibility of a monster before. The idea that he was risking his life while relying on nothing but his luck was too depressing to consider.


      When Catherine voiced no more objections, Edgar hauled a couple more rocks and ran uphill. He stopped at opportune spots from time to time and made a few more rock piles, just to make sure the witch hunters didn’t think the first one was a one-off. He also tried to keep on the lookout for any traps or places from which the monster could jump out at him, but in the end, he didn’t see or get caught in anything. Maybe the monster gave up? Hell, maybe there really wasn’t a monster and the boulder was just a coincidence?


      Yeah right, as if! It probably saw the witch hunters and was smart enough to run away.


      By the time he finally saw the plateau Catherine had mentioned before, he was drowning in sweat. It was also then that he heard alarmed shouts from below, followed by the loud bark of gunfire.


      “I guess they didn’t like that,” he said, smiling, as he stopped to catch his breath.


      Aveline dropped to the ground next to him, sweating just as hard. After a couple deep breaths, she turned to him. “Do you think she’ll be fine?”


      He looked down the slope, but the terrain didn’t afford him a clear view. “Probably.”


      For a while, all that could be heard was their rapid breathing. Aveline was the first to break the silence. “Hey, Edgar?”


      “No.” He didn’t even look at her.


      She puffed her cheeks. “You don’t even know what I was going to say!”


      “You were going to ask if I’d let you drink my blood,” he said, giving her a deadpan stare.


      “I wasn’t going to put it like that.” She scowled at him. “I already know that you don’t care that my arm is broken because you’re a cruel, selfish villain. But look over there. Do you see those tents?”


      Edgar strained his eyes in the plateau’s direction. “I guess there is some— Hey!” He jumped aside, and her fangs missed his shoulder by a hair’s breadth. Did she really almost get him with the oldest trick in the book?


      He was half expecting her to go for a second attempt, but instead she dropped to her knees. “Let me drink your blood already, you stupid jerk!” Heavy teardrops streaked her cheeks. “The monster will be waiting for us there, I just know it, and we’re all going to die because of you! I don’t want to die!”


      “Well, I don’t want to die either!” Edgar replied, positioning himself so that he could kick her down the slope if need be. “But I’m going to if you leave me too weak to walk!”


      “I already told you it’d just be a sip!” She was staring daggers at him, even as tears kept pouring out of her eyes. “What do you even mean, too weak to walk? What about me?” She pointed at her scraped and bruised legs. “Do you think you’re the only one climbing this mountain? For every step you take, I need to take two, and I’m a girl!” More tears burst out. “I shouldn’t even be here! I should be at home, having afternoon tea with my friends and making plans for the weekend with my parents. I’m only here because you forced me to be!”


      “I didn’t force you to drink that vial,” Edgar said, but his voice was wavering. She had tried to kill him, to trick him, and she insulted him. She was a menace who didn’t hesitate to use her powers against him any time she could. And yet, looking at her now, he couldn’t stamp out that little voice of compassion in his head, telling him she was just a battered young girl who should never have been in a place like this, forced against her will into a situation she couldn’t hope to handle. And he was willing to concede that some small, insignificant part of the blame might have rested on him, somewhat. Maybe.


      He stared into those watery eyes for a bit longer before sighing and reaching into his backpack. “We don’t have time for this. If I give you some of my blood, will you shut up and stop trying to attack me?”


      She sniffled and nodded.


      “All right, to hell with it.” He pulled out a knife and a mug, and, after a moment of hesitation, cut his palm, letting blood trickle into the cup.


      Aveline watched the cut, hypnotized. “I thought you’d let me bite you.”


      Edgar snorted. “As if I’d trust you not to suck me dry. Here.” He handed the mug to her once it was about quarter-full, before rummaging through the pack for a clean bandage.


      She downed it in one gulp. “M-More. Give me more!”


      “Here, you can lick the knife.” He handed it to her as well and retreated several steps, just in case she decided it wasn’t enough.


      The bruises across her body were fading as if they were never real in the first place, and the various scrapes shrank away into nothingness. She licked the knife clean and jammed her fingers inside the mug to get every last drop of blood out, while her broken arm twisted on its own back into the correct position and angle. Then she lifted it up and held the mug with it, which made scraping out every last trace of the grisly fluid all the easier.


      “Are you good to go?” Edgar asked, wrinkling his nose and still keeping his distance. There was something disgusting about how eagerly she consumed it, like a kid cleaning out a honey jar. “We can’t waste any more time here.”


      Aveline handed him back the mug and the knife and licked her lips, a bright smile stretching across her face. “I’ve never felt better. Let’s go fight that monster while it lasts!” She turned around and took off towards the plateau, devouring the distance in long, powerful leaps.


      Edgar threw the backpack on and sprinted after her, his poor legs still aching from the ascent. It was good that Aveline’s mood had improved, and especially great that she didn’t decide to punish the “villain” standing in front of her, but he’d still much rather avoid the monster than fight it.


      Finally reaching the plateau, his knees buckling with exhaustion, he saw what was indeed several tents in different stages of decay as well as another pile of bones. Coming closer, however, he could see that this one differed from the camp in the forest—this time, there were no animal bones. Combined with the handful of skeletons lying scattered around, the whole area made for a grim sight.


      He had no time to dwell on that, however. After checking that there was—much to Aveline’s disappointment—no monster waiting there to fight them, his gaze immediately jumped to the plateau’s edge, looking for a path that would take them out of here.


      A shiver went down his spine, and he gulped. There wasn’t one. The place was a damn dead end.


      “Your blood ran out again,” Aveline said with a pout as she walked over to him. “I went into all the tents and there was no monster in them. Do you think the gunfire scared it off?”


      “Aveline,” Edgar said, turning to her with his face pale as a ghost’s. “Did you see any path leading out of here? Any at all?”


      Aveline furrowed her brow, and, after a moment, shook her head. “Only the one we came in through.” She smiled. “But I found this!” She raised a tattered booklet. “It’s the expedition log.”


      “Great.” Edgar kept staring at the upwards slope surrounding the plateau, hoping that somehow he had missed something. Maybe they could just scale it, path or not? No, it was even steeper than the one Aveline fell off of. There was also a cliff wall, but there was no way they could climb it in time, even if they had packed the equipment needed for it. Maybe they could lure the witch hunters into some kind of trap? He tapped his foot against the ground—this high up, it was solid rock. No wonder he didn’t run into any more pitfalls on his way here. An ambush, then? That wouldn’t work either—the damn plateau was too open for it.


      “It’s mostly boring stuff, but the last couple pages are really interesting,” Aveline said, opening the booklet. “It says that the expedition got trapped here by the winter snows blocking off all the mountain paths, and that it split in two after running out of food. The ones that stayed below wanted to kill and roast the ‘meatiest’ members, so that the least amount of people would need to die. The ones here didn’t like that, instead saying they should only eat those who died on their own, even if it meant more people dying.” She smirked. “I bet that was the meaty ones speaking. The people at the bottom then armed themselves with makeshift weapons and armor and attacked the ones here, wanting to eat them, while the people here prepared traps.” She frowned. “It doesn’t say who won, though.”


      Edgar suspected mutual annihilation, given that there was nobody left in either camp, but truth be told, he didn’t particularly care about solving this mystery. If this was a dead end and the witch hunters found them here, then it was all over. He could raise all the skeletons he wanted, but a fusillade from their guns would quickly put an end to them all. Maybe the monster could get into a fight with their pursuers, but there were no signs of it anywhere. Perhaps it really didn’t exist after all. Or, if it did, it was probably just as scared of the witch hunters as Edgar was.


      Catherine suddenly appeared in front of them. “It worked!” she said with a wide grin on her face. “You should’ve seen it. I couldn’t resist taking a peek after I shoved those rocks on them, and they dodged them, of course, but several jumped off of the slope and took just as bad a tumble as Aveline did. It was hilarious!” She giggled. “Then they started moving very slowly, pulling out those arms of theirs.” Her smile disappeared as she instead glared at Edgar. “Why didn’t you tell me about those weapons they had? I didn’t know firearms had gotten so accurate and fast-firing! It was only luck that they missed me.”


      When Edgar merely sighed instead of giving her a reply, she turned to Aveline. “What is the matter with him?”


      “I think he’s sad because we haven’t found the monster.” Aveline sighed as well. “I was looking forward to it too.”


      He glared at her. “No I’m not, are you dense?” When they merely stared at him, he threw his hands in the air. “How can you two be so calm? Are you stupid? The witch hunters will find us here and kill us! Don’t you get it? We’re about to die!”


      “I still think we can just talk it through with them,” Aveline said with a light smile. “I haven’t done anything bad, and I’m the granddaughter of a duke. They wouldn’t dare harm me.” Her smile widened. “Besides, haven’t you ever been to church? The clergy are pretty calm and understanding people.”


      Edgar sputtered. “Calm and...?” He took a deep breath. “I’m sure they are when you’re a young girl who came to confess stealing your friend’s candy, but they certainly aren’t when you’re a vampire, or when you raise the dead! On the contrary, they are furious and uncompromising!”


      “I was under the impression we were going to flee from them. Was there a change of plans?” Catherine asked and turned her head back towards the path. “Speaking of, I don’t think we have that much time to stand around and chat.”


      “Flee where?” Edgar waved his arm towards the plateau as a whole. “This place is a dead end.”


      Catherine chuckled. “So that’s why you’re in such poor spirits. Should have said so from the beginning.” She pointed towards the cliff wall. “There’s actually a path over there. You can see it easily from above.”


      Edgar shook his head. “We can’t phase through rock like you can, and we have neither the time nor equipment to scale the cliff.”


      “Who said anything about scaling it?” Catherine asked, a teasing smile on her lips. “There’s a tunnel there, but you couldn’t see it since it’s tucked behind those large rocks.”


      Edgar’s eyes shot towards where she was pointing. There were indeed some large stones near the cliffside obstructing a small area that, theoretically, would be large enough to hide a tunnel. He couldn’t even begin to imagine why there would be one in a place like this, but he wasn’t about to question it.


      He ran towards the boulders and, sure enough, there it was: a gap tucked behind the rocks so narrow that he could barely squeeze through. He would’ve been able to walk right next to it and not notice, that was how hidden it was. On the other side, like a gift from the heavens, was a clear path hewn in the rock, snaking through the cliff’s innards for a bit before again emerging into the sunlight. Curiously, the walls of the tunnel were covered by writing in some contorted, squiggly alphabet.


      While his heart was jumping up and down in his chest from relief, he couldn’t shake a sudden, ominous feeling that he was venturing somewhere he really shouldn’t. But again, what other option did they even have? He quickly started down the tunnel, traversing its length a mere couple seconds while hoping that its hidden nature would stump the witch hunters for a good while. On its other side was yet another mountain path—a sight he never thought he’d be so happy to see.


      “It doesn’t say anything about a monster,” Aveline said as she walked next to him, her face again buried in the booklet. “But who rolled the rock at us if not it? And who ate all those corpses?”


      Catherine hovered behind her, peering over her shoulder. “Perhaps some insane survivor, driven mad by hunger and the death of his friends?”


      Edgar doubted fate would be so kind to them. If the monster existed and wasn’t on the plateau, then this seemed to be the only place where it could have gone. The presence of the strange carvings just seemed to lend his suspicions about a mummy more credence. Those writings flipped all his previous assumptions on their heads, in fact. They meant that this place was not, in reality, just some empty wilderness. He wasn’t sure what exactly it was and was even less sure about why a mummy would be here instead of in a pyramid in some far-off lands, but if there was something here, then one being present would no longer be so random.


      Catherine flew high up again and returned a short while later. “There is another plateau ahead, but much smaller than the last one.”


      “Anything interesting there?” Edgar asked, and he really, really hoped the answer was no.


      Catherine nodded. “I think I saw more corpses.”


      Damn it. Still, monster or not, there was nowhere else for them to go but forward.


      The place Catherine had mentioned came into view shortly after, and there definitely was more of interest there than just a couple bodies. Even from afar, Edgar could see a large amount of text carved into the rock wall adjacent to it, written in the same script as the carvings in that tunnel. Somebody had spent quite a bit of effort on this place, and that was a bad sign if there ever was one.


      He neared the small plateau with a rising sense of dread, which spiked especially when he saw the corpses from closer up. It wasn’t just the usual unfortunate expedition member with their ridiculous wooden armor. Mixed among them were a couple bodies wearing white, and the bullet marks on the surrounding stones suggested they hadn’t gone down without a fight. Even more interesting, however, was that one corpse still had meat and skin on its bones—a desiccated, shriveled husk of a man, dressed in some worn-out rags.


      “I think we’ve got our monster,” he whispered as they stopped a short distance away, looking at the scene from afar.


      It really was a damn mummy—this would probably be what one looked like when not wrapped in all those bandages they’d normally wear. The rags on it then explained what it was doing there. They were clearly the remains of modern garb, meaning that whoever the mummy was, he became one recently, and was likely one of the expedition’s members. Was that the work of the canopic jar? Edgar had never heard of such a thing happening before, but then again, he’d never heard much about mummies, period.


      “He looks gross,” Aveline said, squinting at the monster. “Is he playing dead?”


      Catherine smirked. “How foolish of him—he’s surrounded by skeletons. Even a child would realize he’s no ordinary corpse. What an amateur.”


      “I don’t think he’s been undead for very long, so that’s to be expected,” Edgar said, turning his attention to the bodies around the mummy. Most of them were damaged in some manner, but not so badly that it’d be a problem to raise them. Unfortunately, while he’d have loved to use the dead witch hunters’ gear against the mummy, the elements had turned their revolvers into rusted husks by now, and they didn’t seem to have packed much else. They were rather under-equipped for a monster hunt, come to think of it.


      “What do you think we should do?” Catherine asked. “Restrain him somehow and bring him to your master again?”


      “We should just destroy him,” Aveline said with a strange gleam in her eye. “Look at all the corpses around him. He’s clearly a villain!”


      Edgar nodded. “I agree with Aveline on this. The witch hunters are on our heels. We can’t waste time dragging a captive with us—either destroy it or knock it out, just get it out of the way. Besides, Halloway asked us to bring him a jar, not a monster.” He paused and pointed at several paths leaving the plateau. “I can see a couple ways to get out of here already. This should stump the witch hunters for a bit, especially when the ground’s just solid rock—good luck trying to track us. We might be able to give them the slip after all.”


      “Destroy him it is, then!” Aveline said with a grin. “Give me some blood to drink again and I’ll tear him to bits before he even gets up.” She reached for his arm.


      For once, Edgar agreed with her. Still, rather than letting her take a bite, he pulled out the knife and the mug again and made a second cut on his palm. He really hoped he wouldn’t have to do this too often.


      “I’ll try possessing him should he start moving, so that he can’t dodge Aveline’s blow,” Catherine said and turned invisible.


      “Good thinking.” Edgar handed Aveline the cup with his blood. It sounded like a solid enough plan. “I’ll raise some of the corpses around him, just in case.”


      When Aveline finished licking the last traces of blood from both the mug and the knife, they all started moving closer. The mummy remained motionless even as they crossed the edge of the plateau, seemingly oblivious to the nearing assailants.


      Edgar then quickly ran towards the closest skeleton, animating it with ease—some crushed ribs were hardly an obstacle for a reanimation, and he was glad to finally make use of his talents. He sent it towards the mummy before making his way towards another corpse.


      Meanwhile, Aveline was striding closer and closer with a confident gait. The mummy refused to make a move even when she was a mere couple steps away. Was he waiting until she came right next to him so he could grab her? How foolish. She wouldn’t give him the opportunity. Fist raised, Aveline leapt right at the monster.


      A fast-moving blur shot from behind a large boulder at the edge of the plateau and tackled her to the ground with a terrifying roar.


      Their attacker was a thin young woman with long black hair and incredibly pallid skin, dressed in tatters much like the shriveled corpse on the ground. At first, Edgar thought she otherwise looked like a perfectly normal woman, but then he noticed her fingers ended not with nails, but rather sharp, bony claws. She growled, showing the pointy teeth lining her mouth, and raised her arm to finish Aveline off.
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      Then she froze—Catherine’s work, no doubt—which was enough of a chance for Aveline to get her bearings and punch the monster square in the chest. Edgar could hear the punch from all the way where he stood, and he could see the bloody imprint it left on the woman through a hole in her garb.


      Incredibly, instead of being sent straight to the afterlife, she merely staggered backwards.


      Edgar’s skeleton ran up next, punching her in the face to little effect, before latching onto one of her arms, pulling it behind her while Aveline got back onto her feet.


      The monster grabbed the skeleton by the spine with her free hand and smacked Aveline aside with it, thus deflecting her next blow. The skeleton was done for, bursting apart with the force of the impact, but Edgar had already finished raising a new one and sent it into the fray.


      Catherine, for her part, found a wooden spear somewhere amid the remains and tried to run the monster through with it. Just as it was about to hit, however, the creature spun around, grabbed the shaft, and snapped it like a toothpick.


      Aveline utilized the opening to launch her next attack, but the monster had anticipated it—the woman jumped aside with extraordinary speed, making Aveline lose her balance as her swing hit empty air. The creature then used the opportunity to rake the young vampire’s torso with her clawed hand.


      “Aaah!” Aveline screamed. Before she could so much as turn around, the monster was already tearing five more bloody gashes across her back.


      Aveline stumbled, her wounds not bleeding past the initial spurt and even starting to close, but her suddenly sluggish movements made it clear that a mouthful of blood wasn’t enough to deal with something of this caliber. The woman raised her hand again, clearly aiming for the girl’s neck, but that was when Edgar’s skeleton grabbed her arm from behind and held it back. She growled again and crushed its skull with her other hand, but by then Aveline was already halfway towards Edgar, running as fast as her feet would carry her, while another one of his skeletons moved to replace its fallen comrade.


      Edgar knew what Aveline was going to ask for and didn’t like it, but he saw no other option either. He was already nearing his limits with the skeletons, at which point his contribution to the fight would become zero, while Aveline was the only one so far who seemed able to harm the creature. He quickly raised one last skeleton, pulled back his sleeve, and extended his arm towards her.


      She didn’t need any further encouragement and sank her teeth into his forearm the moment she reached him. He didn’t know whether it was pure chance or some instinct of hers, but he could feel her fangs piercing his artery.


      She swallowed his blood in rapid gulps, the blood spurting from his arm in a great deluge, while he grew increasingly lightheaded with each passing second. Strangely, it didn’t really hurt—just two small pricks, followed by warmth and the sensation of her tongue lapping against his skin.


      Meanwhile, Catherine was doing her utmost to stall the monster. She attacked her with rocks and sharp bones, which the creature swatted away each time like they were flies, while Edgar, tearing his focus away from the arm, directed the skeletons to use the created openings to get in a jab or two without getting immediately crushed. He even had one pick up another spear from the ground and attack the monster with it, but it was getting harder and harder to choreograph complex movements.


      The monster finally laid her claws on the unarmed skeleton and snapped its spine in half. The other one was quick to exploit this, however, and ran its spear right into the creature’s side. The weapon didn’t travel far, but the beastly roar that came after confirmed that it hurt all the same. Bright red blood spilled from the hole, the woman’s thin frame suddenly seeming frail and vulnerable.


      She quickly dispelled that illusion by grabbing the spear and smacking the skeleton’s skull off with it. Then she turned towards the two of them.


      It was growing difficult just to keep standing, so Edgar sat down, his head swimming. This was getting dangerous, and not just because of the monster! He weakly pushed against Aveline’s head, but she was latched on like a leech. Her wounds had long since disappeared by that point and her grip was strong as steel, yet she still greedily gulped down all blood she could get. She didn’t stop even when the monster started sprinting towards them, conquering the short distance in great leaps with a furious scowl on her face.


      “Aveline, the monster,” he said, his voice weak, and again tried pushing her away. She didn’t budge.


      Only when the monster was a few paces away did she suddenly let go, standing up, her eyes glazed over.


      “Aveline, the monster, behind you!” Catherine shouted as she flew from inside Aveline’s body, and the young vampire’s eyes cleared.


      She shook her head and turned around, just in time to weave past the woman’s leap and to punch her in her exposed side.


      The creature recoiled with a snarl. Now that she was so close, Edgar noticed that she was emaciated, her ribcage clearly visible through the skin, and he idly noted that Aveline’s blow broke a couple of her ribs.


      He felt like he wasn’t really there, like he was a mere observer watching a play, and it took all his focus just to stay lucid. He looked down at his arm and saw two red holes with a line of blood still flowing from them.


      He was still bleeding. He pressed his other hand against the wounds.


      The monster went for a counterattack, waiting for Aveline to take a swing only to dodge at the last second and use her clawed hand to tear out Aveline’s throat. Aveline gurgled, a splash of blood staining her clothes, but by the time the monster went for a follow-up strike, her neck was already healed and pristine, as though no wound were ever present. The creature’s next assault was met by a counter of Aveline’s own as she ducked under the claws with preternatural speed and delivered a heavy blow to the creature’s stomach.


      Blood seeped between Edgar’s fingers as the bleeding refused to be stemmed so easily. He could use his dirty sleeve as an impromptu bandage, but that’d risk infection, not to mention he wouldn’t even be able to apply it properly with just one hand. There were actual clean bandages in the backpack, of course, but he’d left that by the plateau’s entrance so as to run faster between the skeletons. It wasn’t more than a dozen or two steps away, but he didn’t feel like he could even crawl in this condition. He grabbed his sleeve and started moving it over the wound, knowing it wouldn’t be enough anyway, when his hand was pushed away by a bandage that started wrapping itself around his arm, seemingly moving of its own volition.


      “Catherine?” he asked, his tongue heavy.


      “I can’t very well let you bleed out, can I?” she asked, her voice coming from somewhere next to him. “Who’d carry my bracelet if you died?”


      After Aveline’s last punch, the monster gave her a wide berth, circling her like a hungry animal. Aveline watched her in turn, ready for what had to come sooner or later. And come it did—swift as the wind, the creature sprang forth, its claws aimed directly at Aveline’s heart.


      Aveline smirked. Leaning to the side at the last moment, the claws missed her by less than an inch. But Aveline wasn’t content with dodging. She grabbed the monster’s arm, pulled at it, and flung her to the ground. Then she jumped on top of the creature, holding one of its arms down with her leg, the other with her left hand. With her right hand free, she drew back to finish this fight by pulverizing the woman’s head.


      She had forgotten one crucial thing, however. She’d focused on the arms that the monster had fought with up until this point, not realizing that they were not the only weapons in the creature’s arsenal. With a large jolt, the woman surged forwards, her mouth spreading far wider than should be possible, and she closed her maw around Aveline’s arm.


      With a sickening crunch, she bit it off at the elbow.


      Aveline screamed and backed away, holding the stump where her arm used to be, while the monster retreated, still clenching her prize between her teeth.


      Edgar wasn’t sure whether he was still conscious or had started dreaming. After a few large sprays of blood, Aveline stopped bleeding, and flesh and bone started slowly growing from the wound right before his eyes.


      The woman observed all this from afar, snacking on the limb with sickening noises, seemingly unperturbed by the many wounds Aveline had given her. She watched even as Aveline’s arm finished regrowing and the vampire collapsed onto the ground, exhausted. The creature’s victory seemed assured, and Edgar was only glad that he wouldn’t feel any pain when she finished him off as unconsciousness was rapidly overtaking him.


      The last thing he saw was the woman standing upright and slowly walking towards them.








      Chapter Four


      The small flames of petrol lamps bathed Halloway’s study in dim, amber light, reflecting across the many sharp and pointy instruments therein. To Edgar, this was home sweet home—a sight he never thought he’d see again. He was still somewhat hesitant to believe that he’d actually survived that mess at the plateau, though the hard and uncomfortable stool he sat on did its utmost to assure him he had. Frankly, it’d be more comfortable to stand than to sit on that splintery torture device, but he still felt rather weak from letting Aveline “take a bite.” He wasn’t going to repeat that mistake anytime soon, that was for sure.


      Meanwhile, the ultimate cause of his misery—coincidentally also the person who carried him back here—was currently cowering in front of Halloway, hiding her face behind her straight black hair while her hands did their best to cover the holes in her torn-up garments. No trace of any wounds, however. Whatever she was, she healed fast.


      “Can you run me through this again?” Halloway asked, watching the gaunt woman in front of him as he stroked his beard. “Because I’m really struggling to understand what exactly happened. Your name is Lily Gray, and you were part of the expedition headed to excavate the necropolis next to the pyramids in Teneb. The one that was led by your father, correct?”


      “Yes.” Her voice was quiet and timid, a complete opposite to the beastly roars they had heard from her back in the mountains.


      “And your father took the canopic jar from the museum because he believed it would help him uncover the location of a hidden tomb, yes?”


      She shook her head. “No.” When Halloway cocked his brow, she shuddered and continued. “That was just an excuse. He would’ve just taken a photo if that was all he needed it for.”


      “Then why take it?” Halloway waited for a moment, scowling when she merely shuddered again. “Damn it, woman, speak to me! Lady Aveline here talked my ear off about what a horrible, fearsome monster you are, yet now you’re quieter than a graveyard at midnight!”


      Lily glanced towards Aveline, who was standing by the door with her arms crossed and shooting glares her way. “Lady Aveline, once again, I’m so, so sorry about what happened,” she said, her voice tearing up. “I was not myself—I don’t normally bite off people’s limbs, I swear!”


      “I would certainly hope not,” Catherine said with a giggle, watching the proceedings from above as usual.


      Aveline harrumphed and looked away.


      Halloway cleared his throat. “Back on topic, please.”


      Lily turned back to the necromancer with her shoulders slouched. “The real reason was to protect it from the Inquisition. Strange things started happening in the museum after it was brought in—accidents, people hearing voices, objects moving on their own, and more. The newspapers made it into a story, and with each incident, more and more people called for its destruction—something the Inquisition was happy to oblige with.” Her voice began to shake. “My father was friends with the museum’s director, so when the director asked him whether he could take the jar to a different museum abroad and exchange it there for another artifact, he didn’t hesitate.” She sniffled. “The Inquisition was right. If only we’d smashed that accursed thing earlier!”


      “I see,” Halloway said, his gaze wandering to the broken shards of the canopic jar laid out across his table. “And then you got trapped in the mountains?”


      She started nodding, but then quickly stopped herself. “No... Not exactly, at least. We would’ve passed through them long before the winter came, but my father, he...” Tears started dripping from her eyes and she blew her nose into a handkerchief that Catherine handed her.


      “Nobody handed me a handkerchief when I cried about my arm,” Aveline grumbled from where she stood. “I only got told to help carry Edgar after he took a nap.”


      Lily turned to her, no doubt to go on another apologetic tirade, but Halloway snapping his fingers brought her attention back to him. She wiped her tears and continued, “I... I should start from the beginning. There were strange markings on the jar that nobody could decipher, save one that was clearly referring to a tomb. It was a mystery. No other item recovered in the area had similar markings, and even more strangely, they were painted over the jar’s original decoration. Someone must’ve drawn them there at some later point. It left everyone stumped. But then...”


      She drew a shaky breath and again blew her nose. “My father... One night, he said he’d figured it out. He was really excited about it too—said that the markings symbolized landmarks, and that the jar was a map leading to a place close to where we were right then.”


      She smiled, but it was a bitter smile, with more tears running down her cheeks. “Everybody thought he’d gone mad since we were thousands of miles away from where the jar was found. What would such a tomb be doing in this part of the world? It sounded ridiculous. Insane. People even told him to go see a doctor. But he was the leader, so he overruled everyone and led us into that damned valley, where we got trapped by the snow.” She clenched her hands, her claws glistening in the lamplight. “It was the jar’s work, I’m sure of it!”


      “You mean it caused bad weather?” Catherine asked, raising her brow.


      “It caused bad luck!” Lily’s eyes were red from crying, tear streaks visible even through the curtain of her hair. “Why would my father figure that accursed map out that night, when dozens of professors couldn’t in the years prior? Why would he connect those marks with the mountains overlooking the camp? Why would he even think about that damn thing at all? The jar must’ve done it!”


      “So you got trapped,” Halloway said, tapping his finger on the notes in front of him. “And then you ran out of food and started cannibalizing each other, correct?”


      “Probably ran out the very first day with her around,” Aveline muttered, quiet enough so that only Edgar would hear.


      “There was a big argument about it.” Lily sniffled again and wiped away a fresh batch of tears. “Father refused to kill anyone, but many people disagreed. In the end, we split into two groups, with ours fleeing uphill. Theirs was bigger, but we prepared traps and threw spears and rocks at them when they came for us, and it kept them away for a while.” She slouched further, staring at the ground between her feet. “But then they made that armor of theirs and just shrugged most of it off. That was the end for us.”


      “Why all the spears?” Edgar asked, rubbing his chin. “Didn’t you have guns with you?”


      She shook her head. “We used up all our ammunition hunting birds and rodents as soon as our supplies grew thin.”


      “So they killed almost everyone, but you and your father, along with a couple others, fled to that smaller plateau through the hidden tunnel,” Halloway said, moving his finger over his notes. “There you mounted your last stand, lost, and they took you captive rather than slay you on the spot because you were a woman. But then you turned into a monster and slaughtered them all. Is that correct?”


      “Yes, damn it, yes!” she suddenly exclaimed, clenching her teeth and balling her fists. “How many times will you have me retell this? What’s it to you, anyway? You say it so casually like you’re describing a play! Is that what this is for you? Entertainment?”


      Halloway rolled his eyes. “Lady Aveline, would you be so kind?”


      Aveline nodded and stepped outside the room, returning moments later with an entire deer leg in her hands. “Here, doggie,” she said, waving it in front of Lily with a smirk. “Eat up.” She tossed it to her, quickly pulling her arm back as if afraid the “doggie” would bite it otherwise.


      Lily grabbed it in midair, any trace of her previous timidness gone, and ravenously tore large chunks of raw flesh off the bone with just her teeth. More meat vanished down her gullet than should realistically fit inside her slender frame, yet she showed no signs of slowing down. She stripped the whole leg down to the bone in less than a minute, before returning to her seat with the tips of her ears glowing red.


      “I’m so, so sorry, sir,” she said in a quiet voice. “I was so rude to you again. I don’t know what came over me. I know you’re only asking me these things because you want to help.”


      “Yes, that’s exactly right,” Halloway said, his eyes conspicuously wandering anywhere but her. Not that she’d notice, seeing as she was busy inspecting the ground beneath her feet.


      Halloway cleared his throat again and smiled. “Everyone understands you get irate when hungry. After all, that’s how my idiot apprentice made it out alive—you ate Lady Aveline’s arm, which made you lucid enough to parley.” His eyes shifted to the sorry remains of the canopic jar. “What I still don’t know, however, is when exactly the jar got broken?”


      She followed his gaze and scowled. “My father carried that thing with him at all times. Even while we were being chased through that tunnel. When a flung spear hit him and he died, I was so angry, I...” She shifted in her seat and looked away. “I took it and smashed it against the ground.”


      “And that turned you into a monster?” Edgar asked, raising his brow. “What a vengeful piece of pottery.”


      “No.” She shrunk back, her hair hiding everything but her ears. “There was something inside. Dry, desiccated meat. And I hadn’t eaten anything in days at that point...”


      “You ate it?” Catherine’s eyes went wide. “Some dusty piece of flesh from who knows how long ago fell out, and you ate it?”


      Lily didn’t answer, her ears growing even redder.


      Halloway scribbled something down in his notes. “And the witch hunters?” he asked as he quickly looked up from his writing. “Edgar said he saw some corpses with their insignia.”


      “They arrived long after it was over, just as the snow started melting,” she said, the blush vanishing as quickly as it came. “They were a rescue party, though they cared more about the jar than about us. I overheard them talking about it. But when they saw me, they started shooting. And I was starving, so...”


      “So you ate them?” Aveline asked, sneering. “You’re not even a villain, you’re a beast!”


      Tears welled up in Lily’s eyes. She swallowed and drew a deep breath, her voice jumping up and down as she spoke. “I’ve never regretted anything more in my life. I cried day and night right after I came to my senses!”


      Aveline rolled her eyes. “Why? Because there wasn’t anything left to eat?”


      Lily recoiled as though Aveline had punched her. She turned away, her voice growing incredibly quiet. “That... That only happened the day after.”


      Halloway loudly snapped his journal shut. “I suppose that’s all I need to know,” he said with a sigh and turned to Edgar. “Come with me for a moment, will you?”


      Edgar shuddered. He had expected his master to scream his head off the moment they showed him the broken jar, yet he had been suspiciously calm and collected throughout. Now that he wanted to speak alone, however...


      Edgar followed Halloway into the ossuary, a room they used to discard all the bones they didn’t need, and braced for impact, hoping, at least, that his master wouldn’t break one of them over his head.


      “Well, spit it out. What’s your trick?” Halloway asked in a friendly tone instead of shouting. “I want to say I’m disappointed, but honestly? I’m impressed. I can’t figure out how you’re doing it.”


      “Doing what?” Edgar asked, furrowing his brow.


      “Come on, Edgar, don’t play dumb with me.” Halloway grinned at him. “Three times I send you out, three times you bring back a young woman. You don’t expect me to believe that’s a coincidence, do you?”


      Edgar took a step back, a nervous smile on his face. Halloway wasn’t serious, was he? “Master, you don’t think I... Of course it’s a coincidence!”


      Halloway chuckled and shook his head. “Listen, Edgar, I won’t judge you for choosing to lie with the undead. It’s weird, but not as weird as some other necromancers throughout history. At least you aren’t dating a skeleton or, heavens forbid, a zombie. I just want to know how you’re doing it. Do you capture a woman and then turn her into an undead? Or do you dig up her corpse and somehow restore it? Or maybe you find an undead monster and make it look like a young woman?”


      Edgar’s eyes shot wide. “I’m not doing anything of that sort! They told you what happened themselves, weren’t you listening?”


      “Yes, that was impressive as well,” Halloway said, nodding. “How much of it is true, and how much is made-up? They were pretty convincing too. Are they just that good at lying, or did you somehow make them believe those ridiculous stories themselves? Do they not tear you to shreds because they fell for you, or do you keep them loyal through some magical means? Tell me, Edgar, I’m eager to learn!”


      “I’m not doing any of that, Master, I swear!” Edgar said, his voice shaking. What sort of filth did Halloway take him for? “It is honestly just a coincidence! Everything is exactly as we’ve told you, and there’s nothing more to it. How would I possibly do any of those things? I can barely raise a couple skeletons!”


      Halloway’s smile faded. “It is rather strange that you, of all people, would be capable of such feats.” He paused. “I was thinking maybe you found some sort of artifact that you’ve been hiding from me, and used it for this?”


      Edgar vehemently shook his head. “Absolutely not. And what did you even mean, keep them loyal? Can’t you see how they’re treating me? I feel like I’m their personal butler half the time with what they put me through!”


      Halloway frowned. “I thought that perhaps you enjoy that sort of thing. Some men have a soft spot for dominant women.”


      “No, not at all, never!” Edgar said, crossing his arms in front of himself for emphasis. “Nothing of that sort is going on, everything is exactly as you see it, there is no magic involved, nothing! It’s all just a massive coincidence, and they torment me day and night! I can assure you that I absolutely do not enjoy it whatsoever!”


      “Oh.” Halloway’s shoulders slouched, and, for a while, he just stared at the ground. Then his eyes snapped back to Edgar, his face red. “Then what are you dragging all these monsters in here for?” he shouted. “What do you think this place is, a stray undead shelter? I asked you for one ghost. One! Not a vampire, and most definitely not what you brought in just now! Do you even know what it is?”


      Edgar took another step back under the sudden verbal barrage. Sure enough, this was Halloway as he knew and remembered him.


      “She’s a ghoul! A wretched carrion eater that’s not even a true undead!” Halloway threw his arms wide. “How am I supposed to feed that thing, hm? She could eat a whole cow one day and starve the next, and you’ve seen what she does when she’s hungry!”


      Edgar sure had. The sound Aveline’s arm had made when Lily bit it off still haunted his memory. “It wasn’t really me who brought her here,” he said in a meek voice. “After she ate Aveline’s arm and calmed down, Catherine talked her into carrying me here. When I came to, I was already halfway back home.”


      “That’s another thing!” Halloway glowered at him. “You’re surrounded by corpses, and not only can you not defeat one measly ghoul, but you let a vampire fledgling nearly suck you dry? And you call yourself a necromancer?” He shook his head. “When I was your age, I could’ve taken on five of those things at once and won. Ghouls aren’t true undead, you know? They’re still half alive. Their bodies may be tough, but if you cut off their head or destroy their heart or any number of other things, they’ll just die. That she smashed your skeletons effortlessly just shows how shoddy they were, and how lacking you are as a wizard!”


      Edgar stared down at his shoes, feeling like a kid being scolded. He didn’t really have a retort to that. His contribution in the fight was, for the most part, just distractions, while Aveline did all the heavy lifting. His master was right—it was disgraceful.


      Halloway stared him down for a while longer before slowly breathing out. “Let’s go back and deal with the mess you’ve made.”


      Edgar quietly nodded and followed him.


      Walking back inside his master’s study, he was greeted by a pair of grins.


      “Look, Aveline, it’s our personal butler,” Catherine said, her smirk going all the way to her ears. “Make sure you don’t act too dominant around him; he doesn’t like it.”


      This woman! Edgar’s cheeks burned as he shuffled back to his seat, wishing he could hide behind his hair like Lily did. Though he could see even the damn ghoul trying not to laugh.


      Halloway left the exchange without comment and dropped into his chair with a sigh. “I suppose that brings us to the question of what to do next.” He gave Lily a stern look. “What should I do with you, that is. You don’t think I’ll let you stuff yourself at my expense, do you?”


      “Throw her a bone to gnaw on and she’ll make for a great guard dog,” Aveline muttered under her breath, but loudly enough for everyone to hear.


      Halloway glared at her before turning back to the ghoul. “I suppose I don’t mind you bunking somewhere around here, given that you saved my idiot apprentice...” He paused and stroked his beard. “Then again, he was only in danger because of you in the first place, so you could say we’re even already.” He stared at her a moment longer before shaking his head. “I’ll allow it. It’s not like we’re pressed for space. But I’m not feeding you a single morsel, and if I catch you snacking on any of my zombies, I’ll have you join them! Is that understood?”


      “I... I thought,” Lily said, her voice so quiet that Edgar could barely hear it, “that maybe you could, um...help me.”


      Halloway cocked his brow. “Help you with what?”


      “With being a...well...a monster.” A small, shaky smile appeared on her face. “I don’t like being...whatever I am.”


      Halloway chuckled. “And what do you expect me to do about it?”


      Her smile vanished. “Aren’t you a powerful wizard? Lady Catherine assured me that you could help me. That’s why I came here.”


      Catherine suddenly got extremely interested in the room’s decor, floating off to inspect a bookcase in the farthest corner of the room.


      “I see,” Halloway said, directing a withering look at the ghost’s back before clearing his throat. “I, of course, am an incredibly powerful wizard. What I meant to say was, what exactly do you need? And more importantly, why should I help you? I told you already, I consider us even since you brought my apprentice here, so don’t bother bringing it up.”


      Lily nodded. “Yes, of course.” She bit her lip and finally met his gaze. “I would like your help to...to fix me. To make me human again. Or at least stop the hunger. I eat and eat and eat and yet I’m never full, and it’s like...like my brain starts to slow down and stop working if I don’t consume anything for long enough.” She sniffled. “I ate so many corpses. Dozens of them. It was horrible! I felt miserable each time, but then I got hungry again and stopped caring. It took my everything to at least spare my father. I’d never forgive myself if I ate him as well.”


      Halloway leaned forward. “And the payment? What can you offer in exchange?”


      She smiled, looking confident for the first time since devouring half of their pantry. “I can show you to the hidden tomb my father was searching for.”


      Halloway slowly leaned back. “I’m not much of an archaeologist. Why should I care about some tomb?” He kept his face still, but Edgar could see his foot start tapping the floor.


      “If a cursed jar held the map to that place, it only follows that the tomb must be even more interesting for a wizard like you.” She slipped her hand inside a small bag she carried around her waist and pulled out a worn booklet. “I also have my father’s notes. Everything’s in here—all about the canopic jar, a sketch of all the symbols in the tunnel and on the rock wall at the plateau, his musings, everything.”


      Halloway reached out to take the book, but she pulled it back. While she still trembled like a leaf in the wind, her stare had hardened. “Will you promise to help me if I give it to you?”


      Halloway maintained his poker face. “Only if you lead us to the tomb yourself, and only if there really is something of interest there.”


      She extended her arm. “Agreed.”


      ———


      “It was her fault, I’m sure of it!” Aveline said for the fifth time, sulking next to Edgar as they trudged up the slope. “Not only am I in these horrible mountains again instead of at home, but I get assaulted, and nobody cares!” She glowered at Lily’s back far ahead of them.


      It took a bit of negotiating on Halloway’s part, but given Aveline’s refusal to drink animal blood and since she had nearly killed Edgar before, even she had to concede she wasn’t ready to go home quite yet. Instead, she’d follow Edgar once more and practice self-control, or whatever nonsense his master fed her at the time. Personally, Edgar suspected the fact they were headed towards a “mysterious, ancient tomb full of unknown danger and treasure,” as Halloway had put it, played a much larger role in convincing her to come along.


      “You’re just imagining things. She’s a sweet girl,” Edgar said, drowning in sweat as he was again saddled with hauling all of their equipment. “When she’s not hungry, that is.”


      “Sweet? She bit my arm off!” She waved her hand in front of his eyes, as though he needed reminding. “Do you know how much that hurt? She’s an animal that should be kept on a leash!” She clenched her fists. “That back there was no accident. I know it was her doing! Rocks don’t just suddenly slide out from under you—she must’ve kicked the stone just as I stepped on it!”


      Edgar looked at the fresh red cut on his palm. Earlier, Aveline had managed to fall down the slope again and somehow break both her legs. Weakened or not, he’d had to give her some of his blood, especially since Lily had seemed like she’d bite Aveline’s head off if she so much as suggested taking hers. He chuckled. “Come on, it’s not like you injuring yourself on this terrain is a new thing. No need to blame others for it.”


      They’d just gone past the plateau where they’d first met Lily. They’d headed back into the mountains, first taking great care to disguise Aveline and hide Lily’s abnormalities—the extra-large woolen gloves looked rather goofy on her, in Edgar’s opinion, and she discarded them the moment they stepped off the stagecoach.


      He really hoped the coachman hadn’t noticed anything. Hiring him had been a gamble for sure, but the trip would’ve taken days otherwise—weeks, even, if they really tried to stay low—and Lily had already killed enough livestock the first time she passed through. By now, the Inquisition was probably already investigating nearby farmsteads over the mysterious case of the devoured cows.


      The area had changed quite a bit since last time. For starters, it no longer looked like a charnel house, as all the remains had been carried off and buried in a mass grave topped by a large cross. Secondly, it was full of people. Their previous plan had, unfortunately, worked, and the Duke’s men were combing the entire area for his granddaughter. They hadn’t spotted them yet, thankfully, but Catherine had her work cut out for her, being on lookout nearly as often as when they had the witch hunters on their tail.


      She chose that moment to descend to them from her watch. “You two don’t seem to get along, so it wouldn’t surprise me if she set you up for a bit of a tumble,” she said to Aveline, smiling. “She really is quite sweet when lucid, however. If she actually did something to you, I’m sure she’ll apologize for it later.”


      “And that makes it okay?” Aveline’s face reddened. “I broke my legs! Both of them! I know you haven’t had legs for centuries, but even you must know that it hurts!”


      Catherine snickered and turned to Edgar. “I worry that in the end, our butler here is the one who’s bearing the pain. Maybe you should try to curb her aggression, for your own sake.” She glanced towards the ghoul. “When she feels better, of course. Right now, she really looks as though she should be on a leash.”


      Lily had just reverted to her strange way of walking when hungry, moving in a hunched half crouch, like a cat on the prowl. She occasionally managed to surprise a bird or lizard that way, the quick snack allowing her to form full sentences for a while, before she inevitably went back to single word responses or even grunts. Edgar had tried feeding her bread before, but it didn’t seem to sate her. Understandable, given what he knew about her kind.


      “It’s not her fault, and I doubt she’s acting this way intentionally,” he said as he picked up the pace, trying to keep up with her. “Besides, I don’t think she’d take kindly to a leash. She’d probably snap it with just her fingers. You know how strong she is.”


      Aveline scoffed. “Give me some blood and I’ll leash her myself! The only reason she won last time was because she didn’t fight fair, but now I’m ready for her.”


      While vampires fed on the magic inside the blood of the living, and ghosts siphoned off some from the dying, ghouls got their sustenance from the flesh of the dead, feeding off the scraps of magic left therein. Unlike vampires and ghosts, however, they used their powers constantly, not just when fighting or otherwise needing them, with no way to stop. It had something to do with them not being “true undead,” as Halloway had told him. Most importantly, however, as a ghoul started starving in the most literal sense of the word, its reasoning got gradually replaced more and more by instinct, seeking sustenance with ever-increasing urgency. At least Lily could still tell friend from foe even at her worst, although the hungry stares she graced him with during those times didn’t inspire much confidence.


      “I really hope your master can help her,” Catherine said, frowning. “It simply isn’t right for a lady to behave this way.” She narrowed her eyes and tapped her chin. “Although... She isn’t of noble birth, is she? I suppose this sort of savagery isn’t too distant from that of the average peasant.” She smiled. “Still, we, as her betters, should try to uplift her while we share her company—like we do with Edgar. Have you noticed he started carrying a handkerchief with him?” She grinned and pointed towards the bit of cloth poking out of his pocket.


      Edgar rolled his eyes. Honestly, he doubted his master had any kind of cure for Lily. He was a genius when it came to assembling and animating corpses, but Edgar had never seen him really delve into other areas of necromancy. In a way, his latest research into ghosts, vampires, and all the other things was Halloway pushing his boundaries.


      Edgar wasn’t going to voice his doubts out loud, of course, especially not in front of Catherine. The old coot had promised to “research” the circumstances surrounding her death in exchange for her helping with the tomb, and the vagueness of his wording made Edgar suspect she was in for a disappointment.


      “There! Look!” Lily called out, her voice loud and rough. She pointed at a mountain overhang some distance away.


      Aveline smiled. “Finally!”


      “So she does know where it is,” Catherine said, peering into the distance. “I had my doubts when she took us off the trail. How did she even find it in the first place?”


      Edgar shrugged. “Her father narrowed it down pretty well in his notes, and she had plenty of time to search in between eating corpses, I guess.”


      “What a stupid place to put a tomb,” Aveline said, staring at the overhang. “Whoever decided to build it in the mountains deserves to be drawn and quartered.”


      He wiped the sweat from his brow and, for once, agreed with her wholeheartedly.


      As they neared their destination and the details of the overhang, or what was under it, became apparent, Edgar started having second thoughts about where Lily was taking them. He could see it all the way from where he was, in the shadow of the mountain—the faint outline of a chiseled doorway, embedded in the rock itself. It was quite large and downright imposing, measuring at least twice as tall as he was and wide enough for a carriage. And that was the problem. They were in a remote stretch of the mountains, but not that remote. And while they were off any of the paths, they weren’t that far from them either. How in the world did this ancient, hidden tomb actually stay concealed for so long?


      It was bad enough that it had its own signboard carved into the rock back at that plateau. Halloway knew the language it was written in somehow and had translated it from what Lily’s father had copied into his notes—it was a warning. Only, it was unclear what it warned about due to parts of it being too damaged to read, while very clearly announcing that there was a tomb in the near vicinity as well as in which direction it lay. Whoever the ancient author was, if he really meant to keep people away from this place, he was a colossal dumbass.


      Still, nothing had indicated that they were in the wrong place. Even arriving at the entrance, everything seemed to be in order. The wall next to it had carvings similar to those found earlier, Lily’s father was confident the map on the jar led to this area, and even the style of the doorway seemed to scream “evil tomb,” what with all the skulls and menacing, spiked motifs. In fact, Edgar wouldn’t be surprised if that was what those carvings next to the door spelled out.


      “I must say, this doesn’t strike me as very hidden,” Catherine said, echoing his thoughts as they stood in front of the doorway. “Are you absolutely certain that this is the right place?” She looked at Lily, but all she got in return was a curt nod.


      Edgar reached into the backpack with a sly smile—he’d anticipated this and prepared for it. Barely fitting inside and wrapped in four layers of paper and cloth so that the ghoul couldn’t smell it was the entire cured hind leg of a pig, which he’d snuck out of Halloway’s pantry. It was the least the old necromancer could do for him, he felt.


      Lily was all over him the second she spotted it, squeezing his arm so hard it hurt and showcasing her pointed teeth as she stared at the meaty treat. “Food!”


      “I’m giving it to you! Take it!” he said as he leaned away from her and tossed the leg on the ground.


      She let him go instantly, instead tearing through the wrappings and ripping off clumps of meat large enough to choke a person.


      “Doggie,” Aveline quietly mouthed, grinning.


      Catherine merely looked on with a scoff, her nose wrinkling as though she smelled something foul.


      When there was nothing left on the bone, Lily straightened up, her eyes clearer than they had been in days. “I... I apologize,” she said, her cheeks bright red.


      She accepted a handkerchief from Catherine and wiped the grease off her face, before her gaze fell on Aveline. “I’m so, so sorry!” she exclaimed, and bowed her head. “I never meant to hurt you, I swear! I only meant to give you a small tumble, not that that’s the right thing to do either, but then you took a bad fall and... I’m really sorry!”


      “So it really was you! I knew it!” Aveline pointed at her and looked at the others, a triumphant smile on her face. “See? She’s dangerous! She needs to be restrained!”


      Edgar sighed. “Lily, do you think that next time you decide to get a little payback, you could give her a plain old beating instead of breaking her bones? That way, I won’t need to cut myself.”


      “Hey!” Aveline glared at him.


      “Oh no, I’d never do that!” Lily said, wringing her hands. “I was really hungry and angry and annoyed, and I just...snapped.” She bit her lip when Aveline’s scoff didn’t melt one bit. “Not that that’s a good reason to act that way. I’m not trying to excuse myself, I’m just trying to explain it’s not how I normally act, I swear!”


      “With you, it’s rather hard to gauge what normal is,” Catherine said with a raised brow. “Is it when you’re fed, or when you’re hungry? Perhaps Master Halloway’s help for you will consist of a course in self-control.”


      Edgar wouldn’t be surprised in the least if that really was what it ended up being.


      “Yes, exactly, self-control.” Aveline nodded. “It’s what separates man from animal, and you clearly have none. Therefore, you ought to be leashed.”


      Edgar’s jaw dropped at this staggering lack of self-awareness. Besides, was she stupid? He frowned at her and crossed his arms. “You do realize that once she gets hungry again, she’ll make you pay for everything you’ve just said, right?”


      “No, she’s right. I cannot be trusted.” Lily lifted her head, her watery eyes staring into Edgar’s. “If... If being on a leash would stop me from harming any of you, then...”


      “Don’t be ridiculous, the entire idea is stupid!” He scowled. “Aveline’s just mocking you. Besides, you’d probably strangle her with the leash later on, and I’d have to cut my bloody hands again.” He showed them his palms, crisscrossed by cuts old and new at this point. “Just look at them!”


      Catherine clicked her tongue. “Come now, Edgar, those scratches are hardly enough to impress a lady. Especially when we know you made them yourself rather than earned them in battle.”


      He stared at her for a moment before letting out an exasperated sigh. “Whatever. Let’s just get back on topic, please.” He turned to Lily and nodded towards the doorway to the tomb. “Do you know anything at all about this place? Did you ever go inside? It looks the part, but seems a bit too exposed.”


      “Rather, it looks like a trap,” Catherine said, crossing her arms. “It’s how I make them. Dangle something obvious and intriguing in front of the enemy, wait for him to take the bait, then spring it. Remember the dinner platter and lid I prepared for you in my dining room?”


      Edgar rolled his eyes. “I knew it was some sort of a trap, just so you know. It was blatantly obvious.”


      Her face lit up. “That’s the beauty of it! You knew, yet you still couldn’t resist investigating. It’ll be the same here, I’d wager. We’ll all agree it’s obviously a trap, yet still go in there. It’s how these things work.”


      Lily softly coughed, hiding behind her curtain of hair again. “It... It is the right place. I’m sure of it. And if anybody had found it before, we’d have known. It’d be a sensational find.” She stepped closer to the carvings on the doorway and ran her fingers across them, brushing her hair aside with her other hand. “Far in the south, in Teneb, it wasn’t unusual to protect such tombs with traps against grave robbers, but that didn’t mean the entire structure was designed around it. The purpose of an archway like this might be simply to impress rather than lure people inside. Though I admit that I’ve never seen a style quite like this before.” She touched the decorations next, staring at them with uncommon intensity.


      “You’re an archaeologist?” Edgar asked, cocking his brow.


      She blushed and shook her head. “No. But my father brought me along with him on all his trips, and he loved talking about these things. Especially since I was rather curious myself.”


      “If it’s meant to impress,” Aveline said, scratching her head, “then why is it in the middle of nowhere?”


      “Oftentimes, it’s meant to impress whoever commissioned it rather than the passerby. It’s not like they’d ever get inside, after all.” Lily moved her hand back to the writings next to the doorway. “I’m curious how Master Halloway knows this language. My father was convinced it was a cipher of some sort.”


      Edgar shrugged. “He does need it to read all those dusty grimoires of his, I guess.”


      To him, it all looked like random scribbles, but after seeing Halloway pore over the transcription of the rock wall, he realized he’d seen them before in his master’s tomes. Some of them, that is, amid an avalanche of other books in long dead languages. Searching for scraps of lost knowledge wasn’t easy.


      “So did you go inside or not?” Aveline asked, tapping her foot. “How long are you going to stand here and fondle a doorway? Let’s go in already!”


      Lily quickly withdrew her hand. “I’m sorry, I went off on a tangent,” she said, staring at her feet. “I haven’t gone inside, no. I only saw it from afar while I was walking about, looking for something to eat.”


      Aveline giggled. “Sounds about right. Anyway, let’s go!”


      “Aveline, wait!” Edgar said, but she was already rushing through the doorway and down the stairs therein.


      She came back moments later, looking away as Edgar handed her a lantern with a smirk.


      The staircase wasn’t overly long, descending into the mountain for only a couple dozen steps, but it still took Edgar quite a while as he carefully tested each and every one for hidden pressure plates and inspected the carvings in the surrounding walls for any other surprises. But his efforts turned out to be unnecessary as they reached the bottom without incident, standing in front of a large, copper double door covered in a thick layer of green patina. It was opened on a crack, as though inviting one to take a peek, to walk inside.


      Edgar hesitated, but Aveline didn’t, swinging the door open and strolling in like she owned the place. This brat! He rushed after her.


      The room behind the door was massive, dwarfing even the duke’s ballroom in both height and width. An insane amount of work must’ve gone into hewing it from the mountain rock. Tall pillars lined the marble path leading through the center of the room and towards another massive door further ahead, while both the ceiling and the walls vanished in the darkness, too far for the lantern light to reach them. Lily was absolutely right. This place was built to impress, and impress it did.
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      Aveline stopped in the middle of it, raising the lantern high while staring at her surroundings with an open mouth. “This is incredible,” she said, her voice shaking. “Look, the pillars are decorated too, even painted with colors!”


      “It’s true,” Lily said, looking at the stonework like she was mesmerized. “But...how? A place this large would require an enormous workforce. How could something like this possibly stay hidden? The style is completely unlike anything in this part of the world too!”


      “Did you two forget everything we said before?” Edgar asked them in a loud whisper, the echo of their voices making him wince. “What if it’s a trap?”


      “Edgar,” Catherine suddenly whispered into his ear in an urgent tone. “We aren’t alone here. You cannot see them, but they’re all along the walls and moving closer. Dozens of them! We need to leave, and quickly.”


      As if on cue, the door that they walked in through loudly slammed shut, and Edgar really doubted that it was because of draft.


      “Everyone, run!” he shouted and sprinted towards the door ahead. Of course it was a trap, he should’ve known! He very much doubted whoever made it was so kind as to leave the front door unlocked, but the other one might be.


      A couple steps later, he saw who Catherine had referred to—the undead. A whole horde of them, coming in all shapes and sizes, from skeletons so old they seemed barely able to walk to ones that still had scraps of rotting flesh attached to them. They were right to doubt the tomb—it clearly wasn’t all that hidden. It was just that anyone who found it didn’t get to report their discovery.


      “The armor on some of them is ancient!” Lily said, wide-eyed, as they neared the door. The dead were, fortunately, moving rather slowly for whatever reason. “This place must be incredibly old. This is an amazing discovery!”


      “Who cares? Open the door!” Aveline replied as she finally reached it and rammed it with her shoulder. It didn’t even budge. “It’s locked!”


      Of course it was. Edgar should’ve known better than to think fate would be kind to him for once. He arrived moments behind Aveline and tried to ram it open himself. It stood so still it might as well have been carved into the rock itself, and the massive lock in its center looked robust enough to resist a siege engine.


      Catherine pointed somewhere off in the darkness. “There’s a big one coming! And it’s hideous!”


      “I-I see it,” Lily said, her face somehow turning even paler than usual. “What is that thing?”


      Edgar saw what they meant moments later. A hulking monstrosity several times the size of a man emerged into the lantern light, tall enough that Edgar’s head only reached up to its thighs and assembled from sewn-together human flesh like some morbid doll. It vaguely resembled a person, having the correct number of limbs, but its head had no eyes or mouth, not even a nose—only several smooth patches of leathery skin held together by large, crude seams. Edgar would’ve loved to know how a monster like this was even possible, but not enough to stick around and check.


      Aveline grabbed his arm. “Edgar, look!” She pointed at the monstrosity. “There, around its wrist!”


      He squinted and saw it too—a large metal key attached to a chain around the monster’s hand.


      “We have to defeat it,” she said in a grim tone and pulled his hand towards her mouth. “It’ll be a battle worthy of legends.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous!” He jerked his hand out of her grasp and turned towards Catherine. “Open the door!”


      Catherine frowned. “I’d be happy to, but I don’t really see how. Do you want me to steal the key from the monster? The chain’s so tight around its wrist that I’m afraid we’d need to cut off the hand first. Maybe Lily could help with that?”


      Lily’s shaking frame suggested that the answer was no.


      Edgar grinned. “We don’t need a key. Reach in and turn the locking mechanism yourself. You’re a ghost—you can do it!”


      Catherine opened her mouth to say something, but one of the fresher, faster skeletons chose that moment to barrel through her after trying to hit her in the back. Lily punched its head off moments later, screaming with her eyes closed as she did so, but it was enough for Catherine to save her complaints for later and go stick her hands inside the lock.


      “There’s so many of them!” Lily said, her eyes filled with tears as more skeletons came near. “We’re all going to die here!”


      “No, we aren’t. Give me your blood!” Aveline said, pulling at Edgar’s arm again.


      He cursed and brought a knife to his palm. Not only did he not want to lose any more of his blood, but there wasn’t even time to catch it inside a mug first. He shoved his hand in Aveline’s face. “Here, lick it! And don’t you even think about biting me, or I swear I’ll stab you to death before the skeletons do!”


      She scoffed. “What do you take me for, an animal? I have self-control.” She smirked at Lily and quickly brought his wound to her lips.


      Her eyes seemed to lose focus right as the first droplets reached her tongue, but she did not bite. He had to wrestle his arm out of her grip a couple mouthfuls later, but at least she didn’t protest, instead turning to face the incoming assailants.


      “Catherine!” he called, turning around just as Aveline shoved the first of the skeletons with enough force to send it flying. “What’s taking so long?”


      “I have no idea what I’m doing, that’s what!” Catherine replied, her hands furiously wiggling inside the lock to the sound of various clicks and clacks. “Who do you think I am, a locksmith? A burglar? I can’t even tell which parts I can move and which are part of the door itself. I’m just tugging things at rand—”


      The door clicked and slowly opened to the sound of creaking hinges, leaving Catherine staring into the room beyond with her hands still extended in front of her.


      “Good work!” Edgar ran through the door with the others right behind him, then slammed it shut from the opposite side, its large bulk moving far easier than its mass would suggest. “Now lock it!”


      Catherine stuck her hands inside the lock again with a scoff, while Aveline and Lily both held the door closed against the barrage of blows that came soon after. “I must repeat myself—I have no idea what I’m doing,” she said, another loud click reverberating through the air moments later. “But I suppose I do remember which part I pulled at before.” She glared at the lock, then at her hands, and harrumphed. “Don’t assume you can turn this into a recurring event. I refuse to be relegated to the role of a lockpick—I’m a lady, not a thief!”


      Edgar ignored both her and the loud banging on the door and turned his eyes to Aveline instead. She had already strolled ahead, clearly not learning her lesson the first time, and raised the lantern high, gawking at their gloomy surroundings.


      The room they found themselves in was smaller than the one before, the lantern light managing to illuminate most of it, and, fortunately, contained no undead this time. Aside from the numerous and elaborate carvings on the walls, the only thing of interest was a massive circular capstan winch placed in the center of the room.


      It had many handles, allowing multiple people to turn it at a time and thus wind up the massive chain wrapped around its cylindrical upper section, placed high enough to let one pass underneath the metal links comfortably. The chain then ran horizontally across the room to a wall where it attached to a pulley, before traveling upwards to another pulley attached to the ceiling. From there, the chain dropped to a massive slab of rock embedded in the wall. Seeing as there was no other exit save for the door they came in through, the only way to proceed deeper in was to lift it.


      It was difficult to imagine how one would achieve such a feat. Not only was the stone block wider than the previous entrances, but it was taller too, and quite thick to boot. Lifting it up seemed like a task for a giant. Or a dozen well-built men, he noted, his eyes falling on a group of skeletons lying motionless around the winch.


      “Will the door hold?” Lily asked, staring at it with a frown as the sound of bone pounding against metal reverberated through the air. “I don’t think we can defeat that many, even with Aveline helping out.”


      “I don’t know,” Edgar replied, wiping sweat off his brow as he quickly walked towards the corpses.


      She was right, of course—the number of undead in the other room was extraordinary. It was far beyond what Edgar could ever achieve with his current techniques, even in theory, meaning some more advanced approach was used. Probably Halloway’s method, where one used magic to create something akin to a very simple simulacrum of a soul and offloaded the job of moving the skeleton onto it. The resulting undead was fairly dumb, only capable of following simple orders such as sweeping the floor or hitting an enemy until he was dead, and the wizard still had to supply it with fairly substantial amounts of magic. But one no longer needed to micromanage each of a skeleton’s moves, nor to keep focused on what any individual skeleton was doing every damn second—a blessing if there ever was one. It certainly would allow a skilled enough necromancer to command entire platoons of the dead like in the previous room.


      But that still begged the question, where was this necromancer?


      Aveline walked over to the winch in the meantime, grabbed one of the handles, and pushed. The chain grew taut, but even though she put in enough effort to make her eyes bulge, the stone slab didn’t move an inch.


      “A little help here?” she said, looking at Lily.


      Lily turned towards her with a sneer. “I’m sorry, I’m just a dumb animal. How could I possibly help the mighty duchess?”


      “That’s a good point,” Aveline said, nodding. “Edgar, do you think you could fashion a harness for her? You know, like the ones they put on an ass.”


      Edgar saw Lily clenching her teeth and groaned. “Look,” he said, looking her in the eye with an apologetic smile. “I can see that you’re getting hungry, and she definitely does deserve a smack, but this really isn’t the time for it.” The pounding at the door punctuated his words. “If there’s someone animating these corpses, he’s got to be deeper in the tomb, and I’d rather reach him before they break through to us!”


      Lily tsk’d and grabbed the handle opposite to Aveline, pushing along with her. This time, the block did lift an inch. But then it fell back down, along with Aveline.


      “Piece of junk,” Lily said as she stepped away with her arms crossed and kicked one of the skeletons. “Edgar, can’t you raise one of these to lend us a hand? It’s pretty obvious that’s what they’re here for.”


      “I guess I can raise a couple.” He looked at the young vampire spread out on the floor. “Aveline, are you all right?”


      She lifted her head to look at him. “Blood ran out. Need more!”


      It was to be expected with how little she drank before, and his palm was still bleeding a bit, so all he had to do was remove the bandage and catch the blood in his mug. Still, he didn’t like this one bit. Not only was he tired, but the lightheadedness he’d felt at the plateau was lurking right at the edge of his perception, waiting for him to lose just a bit more of the life-giving liquid. He flexed his hand with a hiss and started filling the cup.


      “This place is very curious,” Catherine said as he did that, moving alongside the walls of the room and periodically stopping each time she encountered an interesting carving. “Did you notice there are pictures in between all that text?” She pointed at a spot roughly in the middle of the left wall. “This one shows many people turning that winch.”


      “Really? Here I thought they’d just stare at it, like we’re doing right now,” Lily said, tapping her foot as she glared at Edgar. “Can you please hurry up? The door won’t hold forever, you know?”


      As if to lend weight to her words, the door shook with a loud impact. The hulking abomination must’ve arrived.


      “What if there’s more monsters further in?” Aveline asked, her eyes glued to the red liquid leaving Edgar’s hand. “Is going further really the best idea?”


      “I could just go and check,” Catherine said and started moving towards the stone slab.


      “No, don’t!” Edgar pushed the mug in Aveline’s hands and quickly turned towards the ghost. “Whoever’s moving those corpses has got to be a powerful necromancer, and I bet he has some spells to deal with ghosts too! Best if we all stick together and then rush him all at once.”


      “Sounds like a plan,” Aveline said even as she dug out the last bits of blood from the cup with her finger. “Let’s do it, then!” She returned the mug and moved back to the winch, grabbing the handle.


      Lily assumed her position as well. “Help us out with those skeletons now.”


      Edgar nodded and walked up to two of the corpses. They were quite large, their former owners no doubt very strong when they were still alive. They had to be, after all, if they were to lift that accursed block. Unfortunately, that didn’t help him any—the size of a skeleton did not directly translate into its strength. Instead, their might depended on his ability to shape and direct magic, as it was that which, in effect, acted as their muscles. As the two newly minted undead rose from the ground and grabbed the handles, he felt his eyelids droop and his thoughts scatter under the strain. He wouldn’t be as much of a help as he’d like.


      They all started pushing on a count of three, helpfully provided by Catherine who hovered overhead. This time, the stone slab rose about a foot, offering a glimpse of the darkness beyond. Then it again fell down with a thud.


      “Raise more of them!” Lily said, pointing at the other skeletons.


      Edgar winced. “I can’t. I’m at my limit. Do you know how difficult it is to control every movement of even a single one of those?”


      “Doesn’t seem that difficult for the other necromancer,” she said dryly and nodded towards the door.


      He frowned. “Well, I—”


      At that moment, a loud crash sounded through the room and the door flung open, undead spilling in like a tidal wave with the big one at the helm.


      “Everyone, get back!” Edgar shouted, grabbed the lantern from the ground, and ran to the far side of the room along with the others.


      Fighting was out of the question as far as he was concerned. He and Catherine weren’t of much use, Lily couldn’t hope to take on that many enemies alone, and Aveline would need more blood than he was willing to give—letting her bite him was, in a way, more dangerous than the undead.


      He watched the hulking creature make its first steps inside the room. It wasn’t very fast. Maybe they could make it circle the winch, run around it, and sprint through the door they came in through? Catherine could unlock the front door and get them out of there. They just had to get past the skeletal fodder somehow and then make a run for it.


      The monster turned towards them and broke into a jog, putting that entire train of thought to rest. It reached the winch far sooner than its allies, already raising its humongous arm in preparation to strike, when Edgar’s two skeletons latched onto it—one onto his leg, the other onto his back.


      The former found itself crushed instantly as the monster hit it with its fist, vertebrae turning into dust and splinters. Edgar could only wish that he could someday create something as powerful as that. The other skeleton, however, had more luck and climbed up high enough to reach the monster’s head. Edgar then made it claw at the seams, the big one that ran where a person’s face would normally be in particular. It was his best guess as to where a weakness of this abomination might lie.


      As the skeleton wedged its hands inside the gaps, the monster reacted immediately and grabbed it with extraordinary speed for its size. Then it forcefully threw the skeleton aside. But that was a mistake. Right before it plucked the skeleton off and shattered it against the floor, Edgar had it wedge its skeletal hands inside the seams, clutching at them as hard as it could and positioning the fingers so that no stitch would rest against a joint, but rather against the fingerbone.


      He could see it clearly in the lantern light—it was not thread that held the creature together, but rather copper wire, and thick one at that. He’d never have the strength to tear through it, especially tired as he was, but the monster did. When it pulled the skeleton away with force, it became a contest of bone against metal, and in this particular instance, the bone won. Several of the stitches came undone, torn outside the monster’s flesh, making a large flap of skin on the creatures’ head slacken and provide a glimpse of what lay underneath—a massive stretch of bone, clearly riveted together much like the rest of the monster, and in the center of it, one small, pitch-black eye.


      The abomination had no mouth to roar nor any other way to indicate pain or anger, but it did stumble. Stumble right into the overhanging chain, its massive, oversized legs powerful enough to actually pull it rather than trip over it. The stone slab rose two whole feet, more than all their previous efforts combined.


      “That’s... That’s it!” Edgar said, staring at the chain. To hell with going back to the entrance. They’d just get swarmed by the skeletons and dragged to the ground before the monster finished them off. The only way was forwards! “Lily, Aveline, push the chain up to its waist if you can, and try making it move towards the stone block!”


      “Are you insane?” Lily asked, her jaw dropping. “It’ll crush us into paste!”


      Aveline frowned as well. “I know I said I’d fight it before, but seeing how your skeletons ended up, um...”


      “Catherine will distract it.” He took off his coat and handed it to the ghost. “I don’t think there’s anything silver on the monster. It shouldn’t be able to hurt you. So go and throw this over its head, and make sure you keep its eye covered!”


      Catherine looked at the coat, then back at him. “This cannot possibly work.”


      “It’s the only chance we’ve got.” His hands shook as he handed it to her. He then quickly ran towards the slab of stone himself.


      The other undead were nearly upon them, the grace period granted by their slow movements about to expire. He knew why they were so slow after raising a pair of them himself. Dust, grime, and the generally poor condition of their bones caused their joints to grind against their sockets far more than they normally should, making every movement take great effort. Halloway’s insistence on proper skeleton maintenance suddenly started making a lot more sense.


      “Watch out for the skeletons too, but don’t let them distract you. The monster is the only one that’s important!” he shouted, holding the lantern high so as to provide the greatest amount of light he could.


      “We know, you idiot!” Lily shouted back at him, right as she beheaded a skeleton that got a little too close to comfort. She rushed to the creature’s legs right after.


      The abomination had already started lifting one to step over the chain, which reached up to its thighs, when Aveline ran up and hit its knee with all her might. A blow that would’ve probably sliced Edgar in half merely forced the creature’s leg down, but that was all they needed. Lily was already underneath the chain, pushing it up with as much strength as she could muster.


      The monster reacted quickly, its fist missing Aveline only thanks to her superhuman speed. It already had its other hand ready to strike, but just as it was about to turn Aveline into pâté, Catherine dropped Edgar’s cloak over its head and held it there. The arm instantly diverted from its course and struck at the ghost instead, but it just passed through her harmlessly.


      More skeletons arrived, Aveline quickly tossing away the ones that got too close, while Lily finally managed to push the chain up to the creature’s waist. The skeletons were weak, but not harmless, and had already scored a couple hits on both of them, thankfully to little effect. Nevertheless, their numbers were quickly approaching critical mass—they had to get the monster moving, and quickly. Never before did Edgar wish more that there was something, anything that he could do to help.


      Lily and Aveline quickly repositioned themselves behind the creature while it was busy flailing its fists at Catherine and punched it in the back of its knees with all their strength. Again, the monster stumbled, dragging the chain and the stone block with it.


      There was enough space underneath now to go through if one crouched, but that wasn’t good enough for Edgar. It was actually something that had bothered him even before, when they were trying to turn the winch. If the slab fell back down after they’d gone through, how would they get back out? They’d just end up being entombed themselves. He had thought of securing the winch in place back then, but he knew of a better way now, and it was standing right in front of him.


      “Keep at it, keep it moving! Get it to stand underneath the slab!” he shouted, watching one of the skeletons stab Aveline in the back with a rusty knife.


      She screamed. It healed instantly, of course, and she kicked the skeleton to smithereens right after, but it only highlighted the danger that getting surrounded by the sea of undead presented.


      Meanwhile, the monster tore away the cloak from its face and gave up on its vain attempts to kill the ghost, instead turning its attention back to the two women below him. Their blows again forced it to take a couple steps forwards by punching the back of its knees, even as it tried to swat them away with its gargantuan hands. The stone slab was almost high enough for it to pass below now, and the creature itself stood a mere couple feet from where Edgar needed it to be. The monster seemed to realize it too and grabbed the chain around its waist.


      Edgar’s heart skipped a beat as he stared at it, all color draining from his face. “It’s trying to go under the chain; don’t let it!”


      Catherine placed the cloak over the monster’s head again, but it didn’t need to see to do something as simple as lift a chain. Gripping it with both its hands, it lifted it over its head, pulling the block of stone all the way to the ceiling in the process. Then it let go. The chain rattled as the block started falling, each clink like a funeral chime in Edgar’s ears.


      But Aveline and Lily weren’t standing idly by. With their final strike, they once more punched the monster in the back of its knees, and this time, something gave. Right as the slab started falling, so did the monster, its massive legs bending at an unnatural angle, first one, then the other once the creature’s bulky torso tipped forward enough. Even now the legs refused to topple, standing still like soldiers at attention, as they separated from its body and sprayed dark, viscous blood all around.


      This didn’t stop the creature, however. It quickly started lifting itself up with its arms, the cloak falling from its head as its dark eye looked around for its foes. But then the stone slab smashed into its upper back and brought it low again. Edgar’s strategy had succeeded, the monster itself guaranteeing the passage back would stay open.


      “Everyone, run to the other side, now!” Edgar yelled, and then quickly ducked inside the gap underneath the block.


      Looking to his right, he saw the creature staring at him, the lantern light illuminating the monster’s beady eye through the hole in its stitchwork. It still wasn’t dead! Even with its vile blood pouring from its wounds, it lifted itself up to its elbows, raising the stone slab a foot further along with it. Then it stayed still, and, after several eternal seconds, Edgar let out a breath of relief. The monster, alive or not, was trapped.


      He was somewhat tempted to ask Lily to finish the thing off, but the surge of undead didn’t leave time for such luxuries. Looking over his shoulder, there were several dozen of them right on their heels!


      He scrambled into the next room and lifted the lantern. Fortunately, there weren’t any more undead there. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything that’d help deal with the ones behind them either. This room was about half the size of the previous one, and, aside from the metal door directly opposite to the entrance, only featured a stone table with a sharp dagger lying on top of it.


      “Catherine, go unlock the door again,” he said, running towards it himself. “Aveline, Lily, try to hold them off! The necromancer can’t be far away now—this damn tomb has to end somewhere! And be careful around the monster. It might still try to grab you if you get too close.”


      “I need more blood again,” Aveline said, stumbling after him even as the first skeletons started emerging through the gap.


      “Damn it!” Edgar winced and turned towards Lily. “Can you hold them off yourself?”


      “You can’t be serious!” She pointed in the direction of the incoming horde. “Don’t you see how many there are?”


      “Imagine they’re made of ham bones and covered with grease,” Aveline mumbled just loud enough for Edgar to hear. “They’ll stand no chance.”


      His first instinct was to pick the little brat up and chuck her at the army of skeletons, but knowing her, she’d survive and mooch yet more blood off of him. “Lily, please,” he said instead, wringing his hands. “Just delay them for a little while. I know you can do it! I’ll get you an entire pig once we get out of here.”


      She scowled at him. “You think you can bribe me with food? Am I just an animal to you too?” She shook her head and turned to face the first of their pursuers. “Hurry up!” She paused. “And I’ll hold you to that pig!”


      He nodded in thanks and continued running towards the exit. There was no way he was giving Aveline any more blood if he could at all avoid it. He was teetering on the edge, a fact he could feel with each passing second, the imminent danger being the only thing keeping him going.


      He reached the door with Catherine already at it, moving her hands across its surface like a blind man searching for fallen glasses. “What are you doing?” he asked, checking over his shoulder while frantically stepping in place. “We don’t have much time!”


      “I’m looking for a lock,” she replied with a frown. “Take a look yourself. There’s nothing here!”


      She was right. While the metal door looked like a copy of the one in the first room, it lacked a critical part—the keyhole. Looking around, he didn’t see any chains or other obvious means of operating it either. This was just his luck!


      “Hurry up!” Lily called out, the sound of breaking bones carrying through the air. “I can’t hold them back much longer!”


      Edgar took a deep breath and rammed the door with his shoulder. Nothing happened, save for his shoulder now being sore. How were they supposed to open this damn thing? Couldn’t the moron who built this deathtrap leave a hint? His eyes drifted to the wall next to the doorway, which was covered by those scribbles again, but also had some pictures. Maybe he did leave one!


      He turned to Catherine and pointed towards where Lily was having her last stand. “Go help her if you can, just buy me a little time to figure this out!” He ran towards the nearest image right after, not waiting for a reply.


      It featured a man lying on the stone table with a hooded figure holding the dagger over him. That was what he assumed, anyway. Whoever made those things should’ve spent a whole lot more time practicing his craft, because it could’ve just as well been a child being put to sleep by a dog playing a flute. In the image next to it, they were playing with a red ball... Or the hooded figure stabbed the man through the heart, if that was what the red dot was supposed to represent. On second thought, maybe he’d rather not figure out how to unlock the door, if these were the necessary steps.


      Aveline tugged on his arm, frowning and pointing towards the entrance. “They’re getting overwhelmed. Give me more blood, come on!”


      He saw Lily smashing her fist through a skeleton’s ribcage, only for it to ignore the broken bones and jam a bronze dagger inside her shoulder. Catherine, in the meantime, wrestled with another skeleton for its sword, which it’d otherwise stab right inside Lily’s exposed back, no doubt. Worse yet, several more skeletons were quickly approaching, stepping over the broken remains of their comrades with their weapons drawn.


      There really was no avoiding it any longer. He took off the bandage on his palm and spread the wound open with his fingers, hissing with pain, before bringing it to Aveline’s face. “Remember, self-control,” he told her, fervently hoping she’d show as much restraint as last time. As her tongue started lapping his blood from his palm, he turned his head back towards the fight.


      The undead were tenacious. They didn’t collapse after a blow or two, unlike Edgar’s, and those with armor even used it to deflect Lily’s blows or at least let it consume the bulk of the impact. Worse yet, some of them were resilient beyond belief, fighting even with their heads knocked off and dropping dead only when Lily snapped their spines—something especially difficult if the skeleton happened to be armored.


      It was yet another show of prowess from the resident necromancer. The skull was the intuitive and, indeed, easiest body part to place the magic into, but it was by no means the only option a necromancer had—the spine in particular was a far better place in strategic terms. Halloway, being a master when it came to such things, of course knew how to place the magic inside any bone within a skeleton, but he usually didn’t deviate from the standard due to it being finicky, as he had described it. Whoever commanded these undead clearly didn’t share his sentiment.


      “All right, that should be enough,” Aveline said, pulling her mouth away from the wound. “That...should last a while. Yes.” She licked her lips for the last droplets of red, her eyes still glued to his hand. “G-Gotta go!” She quickly looked away and ran into the thick of the battle.


      Edgar reapplied his bandage and turned back towards the wall, but the move sent his head swimming. He felt weak, like he might keel over at any moment, and trying to decipher some ancient doodles was the last thing he wanted to do. What did they show next? The figure stole a crystal ball from the man? That didn’t seem right. It held a blue dot of some kind and then threw it against the door, which proceeded to open.


      He shook his head, trying to focus, but the images remained just as incomprehensible as before. It wasn’t his condition; the artist was just that bad! The previous room had drawings that depicted turning the winch, as though it weren’t obvious, but all this one had was this garbage? All that text around it probably explained everything a lot better, but that was about as useful to him as a crematorium to a grave robber. If only Halloway was there with them!


      He turned around, towards the fight, and took a couple steps forward. Even if he felt woozy, he was still on his feet, was he not? He could still help! He staggered, seeing Lily and Aveline being overwhelmed by the sheer number of undead, while Catherine tried in vain to hit the skeletons with a sword. This was bad.


      Maybe if they somehow managed to temporarily close the entrance, without permanently blocking the way back, they’d survive? Try as he might, however, he couldn’t figure out how he’d do that. He couldn’t even focus. Instead, his thoughts kept running back to that skeleton Lily had punched through, only for it to remain standing. He could never make a skeleton that’d be as resilient. It just required too much focus in too short an amount of time to handle something like that. Too many bones moving out of alignment at once while he had enough trouble just keeping the damn thing standing.


      He shook his head again. This wasn’t the time for such thoughts! He continued racking his brain over how to block the entrance, only for his eyes to drift back to the skeletons. There was something odd about their posture, something about the way they moved that differed from his undead. It was worse, imprecise. They even seemed to be slouching a bit, yet they outperformed his creations by a mile. How was that possible?


      Like the flick of a switch, his eyes widened and his heartbeat went through the roof. Could it really be so simple? He broke into a jog, the fastest he trusted himself to move without falling over, and skid to a halt upon reaching the broken remains of his enemies. All the skeletons lying there were smashed, of course, but that was all right—there were more than enough spare parts around. He quickly replaced a crushed skull on one, and up it went, picking up an ancient sword from the ground and joining the fray. He exchanged a crushed vertebrae on another one, and up it went too, sprinting into the fight like a charging bull. And another one. And another. Soon, he had six fully armed skeletons fighting the horde back, while normally he’d have had trouble controlling two given the state he was in.


      It was so simple, so trivial, that it made him want to cry. “Consider how choreographed the movements are, to use the least amount of energy.” His master had been telling him the answer this entire time, but he just couldn’t see it! This was why Halloway stressed the importance of setting the joints just right and on keeping the bones clean and in good repair—he let the bones themselves do half the work for him. Where before, Edgar had been painstakingly tugging along almost every bone in a skeleton, now he focused on just the parts that were important. No need to control the whole leg just to stay up, keeping the knee straight and the torso balanced was enough. No need to move the arm unless it’s doing something, instead just trust the joint to keep it attached. It was all a matter of knowing which parts were important and which ones he could trust to handle themselves.


      Of course, making sure the bones didn’t get disconnected was an issue, especially with old skeletons like these, where even the cartilage had decayed away completely, but even then, using magic to keep two bones attached together was far, far easier than moving both of them semi-independently. And the better the condition of the corpse, the less effort it needed. It was as though Edgar was a puppeteer who had, up until now, used two dozen strings to control a puppet, only to realize he could do all he needed using just four. True, the movements were less precise than if he did everything manually, but who in the world cared about that during a battle?


      The enemy advance ground to a halt, Edgar’s skeletons filling in the gaps in the front line and hemming the undead by the entrance, thus denying them the advantage of greater numbers. But the fight was far from over. Lily was bleeding from a dozen different cuts, and while Aveline’s injuries vanished in seconds, it was only a matter of time before she needed more blood—blood that Edgar couldn’t give any more of. Still, there couldn’t be that many more skeletons, could there? They must’ve slain dozens of them by now.


      With the sound of grinding stone, the gap below the slab widened enough for the skeletons to rush forth without even needing to bend. The monster had lifted itself up on its hands, clearly not as helpless as Edgar had thought. It then straightened itself, dislodging the slab from its back and letting it fall to the ground with a loud thud. Fortunately, the stone block didn’t fall in its designated spot; instead, the monster shrugged it off its body and let it fall somewhere behind it. Unfortunately, this meant the passage was wide open, and the undead could rush in in even greater numbers—apparently, there were many more skeletons.


      “It’s coming over here!” Aveline shouted, jumping out of the way just as the monster surged forth and crushed three of Edgar’s minions alongside many of its own allies.


      Catherine flew up towards its head and tried stabbing her sword inside its eye, but the creature quickly grabbed it and flung it aside like a toothpick. Then it turned its head towards Aveline, who ran away from it as fast as she could, and leapt again.


      She was far too slow—the effects of the blood must’ve worn off again—and its fist was moments away from crushing her into paste. She closed her eyes and screamed.


      Just as Edgar thought he was looking at the little vampire for the last time, she got shoved out of the way by a lightning-fast blur. It didn’t make the situation much better, however—instead of Aveline, Lily lay spread out on the ground there, her legs limp and bleeding. Incredibly, she was still alive and trying to crawl away before the monster finished her off, but it was like watching a worm try to run away from a bird.


      “Get her away from it!” Catherine shouted, flying towards the monster’s head a second time, this time wielding a spear.


      And this time, her aim was true. Before the monster could even realize what was happening, focused on Lily as it was, she had already stabbed the weapon in between the creature’s seams with a sickening squelch, a stream of black blood pouring from between the patches of skin.


      The monster froze, but only for a short moment. It grasped the spear and yanked it out, bits of flesh still attached to the weapon, before striking the same place as before with its arm. Luckily for Lily, Aveline had dragged her out of there by then. She was drinking the blood seeping from the ghoul with her face contorted in disgust.


      The creature swung at the air in the direction they fled, but all it managed to do was crush a couple unfortunate skeletons. This was Edgar’s chance. He ran up to the sealed door, stumbling as he did so, and drew a deep breath.


      “Hey!” he shouted as loud as he could. “You ugly bastard, here I am! Come and get me!” When the monster, predictably, leapt towards him, he jumped out of the way.


      Whether the door was less formidable than the one before or the monster just put more of its weight into it, it failed to withstand the creature’s blow and flung wide open with the sound of tearing metal. Aveline was the first one through, circling the monster while carrying Lily on her back, but Edgar jogged right behind her. A new room meant more time, even if only a little, and an opportunity to regroup.


      Catherine had a different idea, however. Picking up another spear, she flew forth towards the creature once more, brandishing it like a mounted knight would a lance. Then she drove it into the same spot on the creature’s head, the blinded monster not even realizing she was coming.


      It moved its hands to pull the weapon out, but that’s when Aveline made her appearance. She jumped up and pushed the spear deeper than it had ever been with preternatural force, gritting her teeth and wincing as she did so.


      The stream of black blood turned into a waterfall. Even though the spear must’ve tickled the back of its skull at this point, the creature still moved, grasping the weapon and pulling it out with one mighty tug alongside a large chunk of its grisly flesh. It threw it away, smashed its arm where Aveline had been standing a split second earlier, and finally went still.


      For a while, the entire tomb stood silent, in sharp contrast to the racket from moments before. Then Catherine started glowing, her whole body taking on a bright, white sheen as she faced the monster with her arms spread out, a wide grin spread across her face.


      “Catherine?” Edgar asked, walking closer while careful not to slip on the blood-covered tiles. “What are you doing?”


      Her body seemed to solidify, turning less and less transparent while the glow only grew in intensity, becoming brighter than even the lantern. And then it ended, just as quickly as it began, leaving Catherine the same as before, but somehow more real. The contours of her face and clothing seemed more pronounced and definite now, and her form just a bit less see-through.


      She smiled at him. “This was incredibly refreshing.” She stretched her arms as though she’d just woken up. “All the fighting, possessing, and flying around of recent weeks has been rather exhausting.” She patted the front of her dress, where the silver case had hit her back at the ball, and grinned. “But all’s well now. I dare say I haven’t felt this good in decades!”


      He looked at her, then at the dead creature, and furrowed his brow. “You mean that thing had a soul?”


      Suddenly, the air echoed with the sound of clattering bones. Looking past the monster’s bulky body, he saw all the skeletons collapsing, one by one, like puppets whose strings were cut.


      His jaw dropped as he turned back to the corpse. “This was the necromancer? This twisted abomination?”


      It made no sense. That thing had hardly seemed intelligent, and what sort of person would ever choose to become something like this? Not to mention, wasn’t it stuck guarding the front door? The notion that a master necromancer capable of the feats on display here would pick such an existence for himself was too preposterous to even consider.


      It having a soul was easier to explain, though almost as difficult to believe. In the old times, Halloway had told him, there was a form of necromancy even more advanced than his own. One where the necromancer imprisoned a soul within a dead body and forced it to follow his orders. An undead created this way would be capable of much more complex tasks, could control its body far better than a mere simulacrum would, and, perhaps most importantly, would be able to draw enough magic from the world to keep functioning indefinitely, thus completely removing any need for the necromancer to intervene. It allowed one to create entire armies of undead, ones that could continue operating even long after the necromancer himself had died.


      This monster certainly seemed to fit the bill, but what about the skeletons? Was it possible to train an undead to raise more undead? Halloway had never mentioned such a thing, but then again, so much knowledge about the craft had been forgotten over the eons that it wasn’t impossible either.


      “It was a genuine wellspring of magic,” Catherine said, looking down at the monster like a cat observing its catch. “I’ve never seen anything quite so large and ugly. I’m almost tempted to have its head stuffed and mounted as a replacement for all those hunting trophies you’ve ruined.” She put her finger on her chin. “It’s a bit too unsightly for that, however. Maybe if we cleaned it and spruced it up somehow?”


      Something tugged at Edgar’s sleeve. “The doggie’s broken,” Aveline said, pointing at Lily. She was lying on the floor behind them, her legs limp and contorted.


      Lily turned her head back with a snarl. “Stop calling me a dog, you insufferable brat! I saved your worthless life!” She punched the floor with her fist for emphasis.


      Aveline shrugged with a smirk on her face. “So what? I saved your life too. Also, your blood tastes like rotten garbage, worse than even that of a pig. Yuck!” She wrinkled her nose as though she could still taste it.


      Lily stared at her for a moment, before her face contorted into a vicious scowl. “I’m going to kill you,” she said with a low growl in her voice and started crawling towards her.


      Edgar sighed. “Looks like everyone’s fine, more or less.”


      He walked past Lily, wincing as he saw her contorted legs. He’d probably have to carry her home, wouldn’t he? He wasn’t sure exactly how fast ghouls recovered from their wounds, but probably not fast enough to spare him from the heavy lifting. That meant no stagecoach either—they’d attract too much attention with the state they were in.


      The prospect of walking back home on foot made him want to lie down on the floor and sleep for at least a year. Exhaustion was getting to him as well, now that the excitement was dying down, and he still felt like his brain was swimming freely inside his skull. Alas, rest had to wait. They weren’t finished with the tomb just yet, even if they’d taken out its fearsome guardian.


      He took a couple steps down the corridor when he saw something emerge from the darkness to his left—a large copper lever. He hesitated for a moment, but after inspecting the walls and the ceiling for any potential traps, he pulled it. The only result was the faint sound of squeaking metal coming from the direction of the entrance.


      “Oh, was this what we were supposed to do to get that door open?” Catherine asked, moving beside him. “I could’ve done that. But how was I to know? What sort of a maniac puts the opening mechanism behind the door?”


      “The kind that wants to make sure you can control ghosts,” Edgar said, putting his face in his hands. The blue dot in the pictures must’ve referred to a soul. Sacrifice a man, take his soul, bind it into your service as a ghost somehow, then send it to open the door. He could sort of see it now, but couldn’t the damn artist make it a bit more obvious? He’d spent all that effort drawing people turning a winch, but couldn’t figure out a better way to draw a ghost?


      The contraption did fit with what he has suspected for a while now, at least. This place was no ordinary tomb. Every room thus far had been made like a test—seize control of the undead and take their key, raise skeletons to turn the winch, send a ghost to pull a lever. It was like a proving ground for necromancers.


      It made Edgar feel rather strange. On one hand, it seemed he had overcome a trial passed down by the ancients and truly proven his worth. On the other, the way he went about it... It kind of felt like cheating, even though he was a necromancer, he could raise skeletons, and he did have a ghost with him.


      He stood still for a bit, torn on whether he should pat himself on the back or complain about these trials’ design some more, but then shook his head and continued onward. He was too tired to think about these things.


      The final room was the size of a large broom closet, a relatively small alcove containing an ancient sarcophagus covered by those ever-present scribbles. It was a massive thing with a heavy stone lid, standing on a small dais like a prize waiting to be claimed. There were, thankfully, no more doors. This was the end of the tomb.


      Edgar stared at the sarcophagus for a moment, contemplating whether he should just turn back and leave. There was no way whatever was inside that thing wouldn’t try to kill him, was there? He wasn’t sure what sort of a trial this was supposed to be, but he had a nagging suspicion that the final and best lesson for a necromancer would be something along the lines of letting sleeping dogs lie and not opening suspicious sarcophagi with obvious monsters inside. He also knew for certain that if Halloway were to learn that he’d turned around at this point, he would skin him alive.


      “Catherine,” he said after a good minute of staring at the stone lid, while the ruckus made by Aveline and Lily died down in the background. “Do you think you could peek inside and tell me if there’s something there waiting to kill me?”


      “I don’t see why not,” Catherine said and moved closer.


      She sunk her head inside the sarcophagus and kept it there for a moment. So far so good—Edgar had half expected whatever was in there to attack her immediately. She moved her hand inside and did something, but again, nothing happened. Was it waiting for someone to move the lid? What a clever bugger.


      She lifted her head, rubbing her chin. “Well, there is someone in there. A corpse in a rather good condition, armored, holding some sort of book... But it didn’t react to me in any way. I even tried tugging at the book and nothing happened.”


      “What about his bones? Did you try pulling at those?”


      Catherine shook her head. “My hands just passed through them.”


      “So it is alive, then, right?” Edgar frowned and crossed his arms. This was getting better and better.


      Catherine shrugged. “Perhaps. Or they might merely have that much magic in them. If the skeleton was once a powerful wizard, maybe his bones accumulated a lot of it over his life?”


      “I guess that sounds...plausible?” His gaze moved back towards the stone lid. It definitely looked quite heavy. Heavy enough to, probably, slow down whatever was inside. And she said it didn’t move when she pulled at the book.


      The constant second guessing was starting to get to him. It was like Catherine had said before they entered the tomb—even if he knew it was a trap, he was still going to trigger it in the end, since the bait was just too good to pass up. An old spellbook or whatever it was that the corpse held was exactly the kind of thing Halloway would want, and then they could finally get out of this damn place. He pulled up his sleeves and moved to open the sarcophagus.


      It was surprisingly easy. The lid was heavy for certain, but seemed to slide sideways readily, like it was resting on butter. He only opened it enough to make a gap about a finger wide before bringing the lantern to it and peeking inside.


      Staring back at him were the empty eye sockets of a desiccated corpse, its dried-out, leathery skin kind of reminding him of Lily’s father’s body. Looking lower, it indeed wore some manner of armor, but, more importantly, the corpse also clutched a book with its bony fingers. A book that, despite how old it must’ve been, seemed to be in better condition than most of Halloway’s grimoires.


      The corpse showed no signs of movement, so he widened the gap further. Enough to comfortably move his whole hand through and grab the book, though he didn’t dare do that just yet. Still, the corpse did nothing, its empty sockets as devoid of life as before. Edgar wasn’t enough of an idiot to fall for that one, however.


      “Catherine,” he said, not moving his eyes from the corpse. “Get ready.”


      Catherine cocked her brow. “Ready for what?”


      “To push the lid back. It’s heavy, but it slides fairly easily. You should be able to do it.” He briefly considered calling the other two to help, but with Lily crippled and Aveline needing more blood to be good for anything, he didn’t see a reason to. Besides, glancing back, Lily was already busy stuffing herself with the monster’s flesh, and Aveline had her hands full mocking her about it and making gagging sounds.


      There was no point in postponing this. He had to either risk it now or turn back and forget about the whole thing, and he’d gone too far now to do the latter. He took a deep breath, sweat forming on his brow, and reached inside the sarcophagus.


      The moment his hand touched the book, he grasped it and yanked it out of the corpse’s grasp. “Now! Push it back now!”


      Catherine quickly moved the lid back into place, after which Edgar pushed down at it with all his remaining strength. He wouldn’t let its occupant escape, no way! If he prevented the lid from sliding, odds were the monster inside would be too weak to lift it, and then they could pile stuff on top to keep it trapped there. He just had to power through this one last trial, one last obstacle, and then he could finally go back home!


      Aveline walked up to him, while Lily stared at them from further behind, still lying on the floor with her face stained with dark blood. “What are you doing?” the young vampire asked, getting on the tips of her toes to see the top of the sarcophagus.


      “He’s trying to prevent a corpse from moving,” Catherine said with a smirk. “Come on, Edgar, don’t be such a scaredy cat. Clearly, it’s dead.”


      He gradually lowered the pressure, half expecting the lid to start moving the moment he let go. No such thing happened, however.


      “Umm...” Lily said after she hurriedly wiped her mouth clean with a handkerchief. “If... If you’ve got what you need, could we... Could we leave this place? It’s fascinating, but... I can’t say I like it.” She looked down at her legs and frowned. “I may need some help too. They don’t hurt much, but I don’t know if that’s a good thing.”


      Edgar took a step back, clutching the book harder than the corpse had. Was it really that easy? No monster, no trap, nothing?


      Well, all right! He smiled. He wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Maybe the final trial was not to overthink things too much. Hell, it even made sense. The necromancer that built this tomb probably just wanted to make sure that whoever came by to grab his grimoire was worthy of it, and by getting that far, he’d proved that he was.


      He put the book in his backpack, picked up Lily—she was quite light, fortunately—and hurried out of the tomb with the last bits of energy he had left, before fortune stopped favoring him.


      ———


      Gideon pushed the sarcophagus lid off with a scowl and spat on the corpse within. He almost had them; he was this close! His informants had spotted the necromancer, accompanied by a woman and a child, the second they stepped off the stagecoach. He’d be willing to bet the “child” was young Aveline Canens. The description roughly matched her, and he had his suspicions about the true nature of her “kidnapping,” especially considering the empty vial of blood he found at the scene. They were in the process of identifying who the other woman might be, but his personal guess would be a witch of some kind.


      He knew the man was a necromancer. The kidnapping and the events at the old Foxglen Manor were connected. He was certain of it now, after comparing the description of the perpetrator with other accounts, and especially after he’d seen a spirit pushing rocks down at them a couple weeks ago. The fact that he even met that bastard personally at the ball was just the cherry on top—he’d even shoved into him, probably to show just how untouchable he thought he was. Well, he’d prove that arrogant milksop wrong! He almost had, in fact.


      Just a couple hours earlier, he’d had him in the palm of his hand. He had a hunting party mobilized within the hour of hearing the necromancer was there and should, by all rights, have him in his custody by now. He wouldn’t give them the slip like last time, not with the entire area already crawling with his men. Yes, it would’ve all gone down perfectly...were it not for those accursed mercs!


      A novice walked up to him, holding a pen and a clipboard. “Sir?”


      “What?” Gideon barked at him, his hands still trembling.


      The novice recoiled and took a step back. “Umm... We finished the initial survey. Most of the corpses are perfectly ordinary and can be buried, though some of their items might have archaeological significance. The large one has to be transported for proper dissection.”


      Gideon nodded, taking a deep breath to calm down. It didn’t work, so he pulled out a cigarette, responding as he fiddled with the matches. “As expected. Thank you, Daniel. Make sure to highlight the importance of the find in the report, maybe they’ll finally send more funds our way. Discovering an ancient tomb within our very hinterlands ought to make the headlines.”


      “Some of the corpses seem quite recent,” Daniel said after writing down a couple notes. “Chances are their relatives are still alive.”


      “If there’s something on them that would help identify them, contact their relatives, but don’t waste time with it otherwise.” He walked closer and peeked at the report over Daniel’s shoulder, drawing on his cigarette as he did so. “Five hundred and forty-seven bodies? That’s a whole lot more than even I expected! Put a lot of emphasis on that in the report—hundreds of dead innocents.”


      Daniel nodded, quickly scribbling it down. “Most of the bodies were in a bone pit in the first room. Only a couple dozen were strewn in the hallway. I wonder what that is about.” He lifted his head and looked at Gideon. “Anything else, sir?”


      “Yes, complain about the Duke! Or his troops. Or both!” Gideon’s face reddened again. “What happened today was an outrage! I’ve never in my entire career encountered anything like it! How dare those inbreds accost us?” He started pacing around the sarcophagus, clenching his fists. “So what if I was the first one at the scene of the kidnapping? Why does that make me a suspect in the eyes of the Duke’s lapdog? He hires a band of mercenaries and suddenly thinks he can stop and interrogate a member of the Holy Inquisition?” He banged his fist against the rim of the stone coffin. “That old bastard! He even insinuated that the whole thing was orchestrated by me to get at the old codger’s precious collection, can you believe it?”


      Daniel frowned. “I don’t think there’s much the Holy Inquisition can do about the Duke, sir. He’s simply outside our jurisdiction.”


      “I don’t care!” Gideon shouted, feeling bile rise in his throat just from remembering it. “He knew we were in a hurry. We were pretty explicit in telling him. And so, he held us up on purpose! You could see it in his damn face that he enjoyed it—two hours! Two accursed hours he badgered me with inane questions, while his men looked ready to attack if we tried to leave! Treated me like a common criminal! Me!” He raised his head high in the air and took a long, deep puff. “I want it noted that it’s his fault they gave us the slip. His! Not ours! Any people that damn wizard kills are on his head, not mine!”


      Gideon saw the novice avoiding his gaze and breathed out, relaxing his hands. “We’ll get them next time. Clearly, they aren’t hiding in the mountains like they want us to think, but are somewhere in that damn forest like we’ve suspected from the start. It’s only a matter of time before we find them there. But the fact they keep advancing their agenda worries me. They must’ve taken the canopic jar from the expedition, and who knows what they’ve taken from here. I suspect the price we’ll pay for letting them get away with it will be bloody.”


      “Maybe we could get the public involved?” Daniel asked, finally looking at him. “That big monster should convince them about the dangers of witchcraft.”


      Gideon waved his hand. “Everyone’s a skeptic nowadays. They’d just say we’ve sewn that monster together ourselves to get more funding. At least they can’t deny the tomb itself. Being famed for archaeology isn’t what I’d necessarily aspire toward, but it’s better than nothing.”


      Daniel nodded and lowered his clipboard. “I’ll head out to send the report.”


      Gideon watched him leave before turning back to the sarcophagus. What an unholy place this was, hidden right on their doorstep for untold eons while swallowing innocents by the dozen. It was downright depressing. So many people dead, yet nobody had noticed. The disappearances got ascribed to the terrain and weather. The tomb wasn’t even all that hidden, it was just out in the sticks! It made him wonder how many more such places existed, hidden in plain sight, waiting for an unwary victim to wander inside.


      “And for what, hmm?” he muttered, staring down at the corpse. “Built this whole damn place, killed all those people, yet here you are, dead as a doornail.” Wizards always tried to escape death, yet it caught up to them anyway. All they left behind in the end was the misery they spread throughout their lives. He hated them, truly. If only they’d put their faith in God instead of clinging to their mortal coil, they’d find eternal happiness in the afterlife and perhaps even leave something positive behind for the rest of the world.


      He sighed, dropped the cigarette butt inside the corpse’s eye socket, and pulled out a flask of holy water. It was standard procedure to douse any bodies potentially affected by magic with it, and this one was a prime candidate if there ever was one.


      He tipped the flask over, the first droplets of water sizzling on the corpse’s skull.


      “What the—” It was only thanks to years of training that he managed to dodge the corpse’s fist as it sprung out of the sarcophagus and sprinted towards the exit.


      After a second or two spent realizing what had just happened, he got to his feet and chased after it, yelling at his underlings to stop it as he went. The gunshots were deafening within the confines of the tomb, making his men hesitate, if only to preserve their hearing, while the monster ran faster than a horse at full gallop. By the time Gideon reached the entrance, the creature was nowhere to be seen.








      Chapter Five


      Edgar rested on his cot, leisurely sipping on a bottle of sherry that he’d pilfered from Halloway’s pantry. Finally, some peace and quiet!


      Normally, he wouldn’t dare touch his master’s alcohol, but there was no way Halloway would notice it missing after Lily had ravaged the place in her search for any scrap of meat to eat. As far as Edgar was concerned, it was Halloway’s own fault—shouldn’t have locked himself in his study for three days now and left the girls to their own devices. Sure, he came out to eat, drink, and relieve himself every once in a while, but he ignored anything anyone said to him and just mumbled something about the grimoire they brought back, before locking himself in again. Not that Edgar complained.


      “I’m bored. I want to go home!” Aveline said, sitting on a stool nearby while her head lay down on the table in front of her.


      “Go, then.” He took another sip. “Who’s stopping you?”


      “Well, I’ve been thinking,” she said and rested her chin on her hand. “And if I come home all of a sudden, they’ll ask me where I’ve been and how I got away from my kidnappers.”


      Edgar cocked his brow. “Where’s the problem? I thought you wanted to tell them you’re a vampire and then have us drawn and quartered.”


      “Well...yes.” She frowned. “But I’m starting to think that telling them I’m a vampire might not be the best idea. At least not at first. I mean, what if they think I’m some sort of a monster, like Lily, and will suck their blood whenever I get hungry?”


      He sat up and stared at her. “That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said, perhaps ever. And you still found a way to insult Lily while at it.”


      “So I’ve been trying to come up with a cover story,” she continued, rubbing her chin, “but I can’t figure out a believable reason for why I cannot tell them where you are—you’d just reveal I’m a vampire if I did—or why you kidnapped me. I’d say you wanted a ransom, but it’s been a while now and you’ve never asked them for one.”


      “I’m sure Halloway will figure something out for you,” he said as he lay back down. “Doubt he wants to keep you around any longer than he needs to anyway. The sooner he can get the Duke off his back, the better, I bet.”


      “If he ever bothers to leave his room, that is,” Catherine said, appearing suddenly in front of them.


      “Were you eavesdropping again?” Edgar took another sip. He’d gotten used to his conversations not being private anymore.


      Catherine shook her head. “I’m not eavesdropping. I simply enter the room, and people speak as if I wasn’t there.”


      “Because you’re invisible.” Aveline sighed. “Edgar, it’s been days. Can I get some blood to drink? I’m not immune to getting hungry, you know?”


      Edgar chuckled. “Of course you can’t. Practice self-control. You don’t wanna be like Lily, do you?”


      Catherine grinned. “If you’re hungry, then I may have something for you. Wait here!” She flew off, returning a short while later with a tray. “I’ve just finished baking them, so they might still be a little too hot. It was so nice to finally cook with real ingredients!”


      She put the tray onto the table, showcasing possibly the best-looking little tarts Edgar had ever seen. Each one was shaped into a perfectly circular cup without even the smallest deformity and had a vibrant yellow custard filling, perfectly flat and uniform across every one of them.


      “Impressed?” She beamed. “As a ghost, I can ensure they keep the proper shape even while they’re baking. I simply reach inside the oven and correct them as needed.”


      “They look delicious.” Aveline reached for one, suddenly animated.


      “They really do.” Edgar laid down his sherry and joined Aveline at the table. “Can you even eat normal food?”


      “It doesn’t make me less hungry, but I can still taste it.” She opened her mouth wide and stuffed the whole tart inside. Then she froze. “Blegh!” She spat it on the floor. “Or maybe I can’t, that tasted horrible!”


      Edgar shrugged and reached for one himself. He had no idea Catherine was such a good baker—the tarts really looked out of this world. He took a large bite, eagerly awaiting the coming sweetness.


      He spat it on the ground and stomped on it for good measure. “What is this?” he cried out, holding the edge of the table as he heaved for air. “The dough—it’s like biting into a pile of salt! And what the hell is in the custard? It’s vile!”


      Catherine glared at them with a scowl. “I don’t think you two realize how incredibly rude you’re being.”


      “And trying to poison us isn’t rude?” Aveline asked, tears springing to her eyes. “It’s like you used Lily’s blood for the filling!”


      Catherine huffed and stuck her nose up. “I’ve done no such thing! I followed the recipe to the letter, merely adding some mustard to improve the color.”


      “You put in mustard?” Edgar winced. No wonder it tasted so bad!


      “That, and a couple other things I found around the kitchen, yes. A good cook can improvise.” She tapped her chin. “I did put a bit more salt into the dough than the recipe asked for, I suppose. I was worried it’d be too bland otherwise.”


      Aveline looked more and more nauseous with each sentence Catherine said. “Why do you even cook things if you cannot taste them?”


      “Why, because they turn out beautiful. Look at them!” A cocky smile spread across her face. “I dare say, they’re the best-looking treats in the land. You two are just overacting!” She glowered at them both. “I’m sure Lily will be more appreciative. Speaking of, where is she, anyway? I haven’t seen her since this morning.”


      Aveline cast one last hateful look at the tarts and rubbed away her tears. “She’s outside munching on a deer she caught.” She scowled. “She chased me off as if I was going to steal it from her. Like I’d care about some mangy carcass!”


      Edgar went back to his cot, taking a sip of the sherry there to wash the horrible taste from his mouth. “She caught a deer?”


      “She gets better at hunting the hungrier she gets.” Aveline scoffed. “She’s like an animal. It’s probably why she’s outside all the time too, but I can’t blame her for that one. This place stinks!”


      Edgar sniffed the air. Formaldehyde. Pungent and ever-present, he had already learned not to breathe in too deeply while inside the cave.


      “I have to agree with Aveline—the place is dreadful, even if I cannot smell it.” Catherine wrinkled her nose. “One would think that with undead servants, you could keep the place well maintained, at least. Can’t your master command them better?” She crossed her arms. “And how long does he intend to stay locked in there, anyway? I’d ask him myself, but he spread silver dust all across the room after the first time I did. I can’t even peek in there anymore without getting hurt.”


      “That dust cost me a pretty penny, just so you know,” Halloway said, walking briskly down the hall with a wide grin on his face. “Edgar, go get the ghoul and come back here. No, don’t bother hiding the sherry. I see it. It’ll come from your allowance.”


      Edgar cursed under his breath and ran to fetch Lily while Halloway’s mood lasted.


      When he returned, his master had already spread out the grimoire on the table, jabbing his finger on the page as though anybody else could read those scribbles.


      “...and that’s why it’s so important to pass knowledge on rather than taking it to your grave.” He looked up. “Edgar, Lily, come here! There’s something important we need to talk about.”


      Lily looked as gaunt as ever, though the grease and blood from her most recent feast still stained her face. She hurriedly rubbed it away with a handkerchief, her ears red as beets. “M-Master Halloway,” she said once she mistakenly thought she’d got all of it off, “I don’t want to sound impatient, but you promised to help me with my condition.”


      Halloway paused, his grin faltering. “Oh, that.” He cleared his throat. “Well, you see, I promised to help you if you led us to the tomb. And you did—it was an amazing find you and the others have made, truly! So now, I’m going to start researching how to help you.” He looked away. “And research, that takes time, you know.”


      Lily looked as though she was about to cry. “I thought you had been researching this since the moment we left.”


      Halloway shook his head. “What if it turned out you didn’t know the way after all? Then I’d have researched for nothing. I had to wait to make sure I wouldn’t waste my time.”


      “Have some of these, Lily.” Catherine pointed at the tray full of treats. “They’ll make you feel better.” Then she turned towards Halloway and cocked her brow. “Speaking of research, you were supposed to investigate the events surrounding my death. I hope you don’t intend to tell me the same thing. Our agreement didn’t have any conditions attached beyond me accompanying Edgar, which is what I did right then and there.”


      “The Foxglen Manor massacre. Of course.” He slowly nodded and pulled a piece of crumpled paper from one of his pockets, before clearing his throat. “Peasants from all over the county of Amberwood, and from the nearby village of Oxenbrook in particular, flocked to the gates of Foxglen Manor to demand redress for their grievances.”


      Lily reached for one of the tarts and took a bite, then froze.


      Halloway raised his head as Catherine’s gaze grew more and more stern. When she briskly motioned for him to continue, he nodded and looked back at the paper. “The gathering soon turned into a mob and, after it forced its way through the gates, resulted in the torching of the estate and slaying of all the living members of House Morlington, alongside their servants. The peasants dispersed afterwards, offering no resistance to the royal army that arrived several days later. By order of Sir Nathaniel Dawson, who led the army troop, five peasants who were identified as the leaders of the mob were dragged off to the city of Wynthorpe, where they were tried and subsequently hanged.” He looked up again and put the paper back in his pocket.


      Lily’s eyes darted from Edgar to Aveline to Catherine, her jaw perfectly still. Edgar pitied her.


      Catherine, whose expression had darkened with each sentence, motioned for Halloway to continue again. When he didn’t, her eyes shot wide. “What, that’s all? I knew most of this already!” She flew closer to him, glaring right in his face. “What were the peasants’ grievances, that they’d go as far as to kill my family? Why did nobody come to recover my body? And why in the world would the hanging of a couple peasants be considered a sufficient punishment for what they’ve done? A mob slaughters one of the most prominent noble families in the realm, and that’s it? You can’t be serious!” She threw her arms wide. “You haven’t answered any of my questions!”


      Halloway returned her stare, his expression hard as rock. “This was all that the local chronicle said. I researched the event like you’ve asked—I never claimed my findings would give you the answers you seek.” He offered her a small smile. “Besides, it gives you a lead, doesn’t it? If there was a trial, especially one that ended with an execution, chances are that there is a record of it somewhere.”


      Catherine gasped. “Oh. Oh, that’s right!”


      Lily swallowed, an untold agony etched across her face. “It... It was...” She took a deep breath. “It was really good, Catherine,” she said and quickly tucked the rest of the tart inside her pocket. “You’re a very talented cook.”


      “Thank you, dear.” Catherine smiled. “I knew Edgar and Aveline were just teasing me. Feel free to take more. There’s enough for everyone.”


      Halloway cleared his throat. “Now, if that’s everythi—”


      “It’s not!” Aveline exclaimed. “I need your help to go home!”


      Halloway scratched his cheek, pausing for a few moments with his brow furrowed. Then his face broke into a smile again. “I’ll think of something later. Anyway, as I was saying, there is something impor—”


      “What do you mean you’ll think of something later? I want to go home now!” Aveline slammed her hand onto the table for emphasis.


      Halloway sighed. “Listen to what I have to say first, will you?” When she harrumphed, but didn’t offer further resistance, he leaned over the grimoire again. “What you’ve brought me is a truly remarkable thing. An ancient tome, going all the way back to times when magic still coursed through the world in relatively large amounts, and necromancers could command entire legions of the dead.” He grinned again, looking at the grimoire like a mother would at her newborn. “This is the research journal of one such necromancer.”


      Lily perked up. “Can it help with my condition?”


      “No.”


      “Oh.” She deflated like a balloon.


      “But it will help with my condition—mortality!” His grin widened as he stared at each one of them in turn, but all he got back were blank stares. He scoffed. “I’m saying that the book contains a way to become immortal! And not in some lousy way like you bunch—” he pointed at the girls “—but true, honest immortality, without drawbacks!”


      “So why was that guy in the tomb dead?” Edgar asked, tilting his head. “Or did that big monster write it? Because that one looked like it had a whole bag of drawbacks.”


      “Excellent question!” Halloway raised his index finger. “I’ve been asking myself exactly that for two whole days, but then I saw it! A mistake!” He jabbed the finger onto a passage inside the book. “There’s a mistake in the process that must’ve cost him his life when he made the attempt, but I, Jebediah Halloway, have figured it out!”


      Aveline tugged on Edgar’s sleeve and whispered, “His name’s Jebediah?”


      “I didn’t know either,” Edgar whispered back, earning himself a glare from his master.


      “Edgar, you ingrate! Why aren’t you jumping with joy? Don’t you realize what this means?”


      Edgar winced. “It’s not that I don’t realize the importance, Master, it’s more that it seems a little...impossible?”


      “Edgar said that you cannot command undead like the necromancer from the tomb could,” Catherine said, her arms crossed. “So how would you be able to perform a feat that he couldn’t? Wouldn’t it exceed your skill with magic?”


      “What would you know about my skill with magic, hmm?” Halloway scowled at her. “The ritual doesn’t require much magic. From me, that is. Instead, a powerful magical artifact will be used to supply it, and to serve as the ideal housing for the soul as well.”


      Lily furrowed her brow. “Do such things even exist? I’ve heard of many supposedly magical items, but whenever they were inspected, they turned out to be fakes.”


      Halloway rolled his eyes. “I’d expect this from Edgar, but from you? The girl that got her life wrecked by a piece of pottery? You’re standing next to a ghost that needs a magic bracelet to stay in this world, and a vampire that drank magical blood!”


      Lily blushed. “I-I mean, those are exceptions, but of the dozens of allegedly magical items my father and I have inspected, none have shown any kind of extraordinary properties.”


      Halloway waved his hand. “Nobody said items like that are common. Even if you stumbled upon one, you wouldn’t know how to use it—there’s usually a trick to it. The ones you could tell were magical at a glance have all already been destroyed by the Inquisition over the centuries.” He frowned. “Besides, it’s not like those things get made anymore. Who even practices enchanting these days, when magic is so scarce? Imagine spending your whole life mastering that craft, only to produce something trite like a blade that never dulls or a bottle that adds bubbles to any liquid within it. It’s a dead art.”


      “But... But isn’t that what I said?” Lily asked, her voice timid as she hid behind the curtain of her hair. “Where would you get a powerful magical item like that?”


      “Normally, I wouldn’t.” Halloway smiled. “But that’s where this wonderful book comes through for us again. It lists suitable items, and even where to find them!”


      “Didn’t you say it’s a research journal?” Catherine tilted her head. “Why would it have that there?”


      Edgar nodded. “Not to mention, there’s no way those things would still be in the same spot after all this time.”


      “The author just wrote down the options he had, then went for one.” Halloway tapped on a different section of the page. “And most of the things listed were ancient even when he was still alive. Imagine the effort it must’ve taken to find them! There are a couple listed that I know have been pilfered and destroyed or are collecting dust on some wealthy idiot’s mantelpiece, but there are others I’ve never even heard about before. And believe me, we would have heard about them if someone did find them.”


      “Why?” Aveline asked, sitting with her chin resting on her hand again. “What makes them so special?”


      Halloway smirked. “The one I’ve set my eyes upon is a polished diamond the size of your fist. Is that special enough for you?”


      Lily tilted her head. “But there are no diamonds even near that large. Are you saying there’s a diamond that’s bigger than any other by an order of magnitude?”


      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, yes.” He flashed her a grin. “As I said, we would know if such a thing were found.”


      “And I assume you want us to go get it for you?” Catherine asked, raising her brow. “That’s what you’re warming up to tell us, isn’t it?”


      “I’d follow up on that lead about your family for you if you did so, yes.” He cleared his throat and looked at the others. “I’d go myself, but there’s a lot of other things that need to be prepared. I need to go over the more complex parts of the ritual a couple more times to make sure I understand everything perfectly, fetch all the other ingredients, and honestly? You’ve done such a fine job with the book that I cannot imagine anyone better suited to the task.” He looked at Edgar as he said that, making him shudder. There was something extremely foreign about Halloway actually giving him praise.


      Lily opened her mouth to speak, but Halloway held his hand up to stop her. “I’ll have something to help you ready by the time you return, I promise. And I’ll not just research it, but I’ll have something tangible as well.”


      Lily frowned. “I just wanted to say that Edgar promised me a pig, and that it’d be useful if we brought it with us, so that I have something to eat wherever it is we’re going.”


      Edgar looked away. He had hoped she’d forgotten about that.


      “Food, food, food, is that all you can think about?” Aveline scoffed. “I want to go home, and I don’t care about any diamonds, no matter how big they are, especially if I don’t even get to keep them!”


      “What if I told you that diamond is in an ancient, underground city that was built by an incredibly powerful wizard?” Halloway leaned closer to her, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Who knows what other treasures there might be? Think about it. It was considered ancient even by the man whose tomb you’ve raided. If you found that to be exciting, consider what you’ll find there.”


      Edgar winced. He really, really hoped it wouldn’t be exciting like the tomb had been in any shape or form.


      Aveline narrowed her eyes. “But after that, I’ll go home. And you’ll help me come up with a way that lets me return without anybody finding out I’m a vampire. And you’ll make sure that it works.”


      “I promise,” Halloway said without a second of hesitation.


      Edgar cleared his throat. “Uh, Master?” There hadn’t actually been time to tell Halloway about everything that had happened. The moment he had opened the book, he’d snatched it and had run straight to his room. “There’s actually something I’ve been meaning to tell you. I’ve progressed in my studies. I finally understood your lessons, and, during the fight with the big monster we mentioned, I raised and commanded six skeletons at once. And that was while I was exhausted and drained of blood!”


      “And you want me to teach you more, is that it?” Halloway looked him up and down as he stroked his beard. “I’ll have you demonstrate what you’ve learned and decide whether you’ve truly understood everything. After you bring me that diamond, that is. Can’t let the ladies wait, after all, can we?”


      A beaming smile spread across Edgar’s face. Finally! “Yes, Master!”


      “Now, if that’s everything,” Halloway said, surveying the room with his hands clasped, “then I suggest we move on to planning your trip.”


      ———


      “Are you certain we’re in the right place?” Catherine asked, staring at their picturesque surroundings with her brow furrowed. “Because this doesn’t look anything like what the book said.”


      They stood by a crystal-clear pond situated right underneath a small cliff. The forest around them hummed with life, birds and other critters waking up with the full onset of spring, while the first leaves had already started budding on the trees. In combination with the azure skies and warm sun, it was almost as though they’d gone for a pleasant outing in nature, rather than to search for an ancient underground city.


      “Look, the book said the entrance is in a large cliff face, and this is the only cliff around,” Edgar said, again peering into the notes Halloway had given him. “I admit it’s not exactly large no matter how you look at it, but the book is old and things change, all right?”


      “What about the dark, hostile woods full of evil things?” Aveline asked, nodding towards the forest around them. “Not that I’m complaining—this is a million times better than those terrible mountains—but the evilest thing I’ve seen on the way here was a badger.” She paused. “If I don’t count Lily, that is.” She turned to her. “Did you really have to eat it?”


      Lily blushed. “I was hungry. Had Edgar brought the pig—”


      “Enough about the damn pig!” Edgar shot her a glare. “I’ll get it for you, okay? Eventually. Besides, you’ve got enough food here.” He patted the side of his large backpack. “Half of the stuff I’m carrying is meat just for you.”


      He then turned back towards the cliff. “We should be in the right spot. There’s nothing else around that would even remotely match the description.” He slowly moved his gaze across both it and its immediate surroundings. As far as he could tell, it was as mundane and entrance-less as it could possibly be. “Look around for a way in. Could be that it’s buried behind rocks or otherwise covered, so keep an eye out for anything that could hide a hole.”


      They dispersed, walking around the cliff, digging through rock piles, surveying the area from high in the air in Catherine’s case, even combing the nearby woods for anything of interest, which, thanks to Lily, proved fatal to a couple more forest critters. Still, when they gathered again after about half an hour, no one had anything to report.


      “Figures.” Edgar sighed. “Either the book is wrong, or things have simply changed too much since those times. For all we know, the whole damn place collapsed in on itself a thousand years ago.”


      “Maybe Master Halloway translated it wrong,” Lily said while wiping rabbit blood from her claws on the grass. “It’s one thing to understand the general meaning of a sentence, and another entirely to translate something precisely. I can’t imagine him to be too proficient in such a strange language.”


      Edgar slapped his forehead. “That’s right, I forgot to tell you. Your father was correct. It’s not a language; it really is some ancient cipher that wizards commonly used back in those times. I asked Halloway about it before we left.”


      “I knew it! Father was right!” It was a rare moment in which Lily genuinely, brilliantly smiled. The effect was somewhat ruined by her pointed teeth, but still better than the usual blushing or, when hungry, scowling and growling. “So, what language is the cipher in?”


      “It’s old Altheki, apparently. It was quite popular back in those times, it seems.” He chuckled. “Halloway said he spent years learning it to translate some old tome he obtained somewhere, only to find a more modern, translated copy a couple months later. I think he’s pretty happy to finally get some use out of it.”


      Her smile vanished. “Wait. I know old Altheki! You have to know it if you want to study the pyramids in Teneb in any serious capacity. Why didn’t he say so? If he’d told me how that cipher works, I could’ve translated everything in that tomb we went to!”


      Edgar thought back to his vain attempts to divine meaning from some ancient wannabe artist’s pictures and felt a surge of bile rise within him. Damned Halloway!


      Catherine shrugged. “Whether he translated the book wrong or not, we’ll still need to go back. There’s nothing here. Not even a hint.” She tapped her chin. “It makes sense, if you think about it. This place isn’t all that remote, and it’s pretty enough that I imagine the locals take a detour to come here and swim from time to time. If the entrance was easy to find, or indeed, here at all, I believe they’d have already found it.”


      “I don’t know about the locals, but I could go for a swim myself,” Aveline said, looking at the pond with a smile. “I feel I need one after all you’ve put me through. The rag and bucket of water that you have at your cave really isn’t enough.”


      “Umm... I’d like to go clean up too,” Lily said, giving Edgar an awkward smile. “Do you think... Do you think you could leave?”


      “You want to swim?” Edgar cocked his brow. “This time of the year? It’ll be ice-cold!”


      “Well, I’d rather freeze than stink!” Aveline scowled at him. “I smell as the cave does now, and you’ve got no perfume to cover it with. And Lily? She reeks!” She pointed her finger at the ghoul. “Have you noticed she only ever catches animals when there’s at least a strong breeze, and she’s downwind? Rotten innards, blood, and who knows what else gets stuck between her claws. My stomach turns every time I catch a whiff of her.”


      Lily stood frozen like a statue, staring at the ground and biting her lip while her eyes welled up.


      Catherine gasped. “My goodness! I haven’t realized, but it makes so much sense!” She glared at him. “Edgar, how could you allow your guests to suffer this way?”


      Oh, so it was his fault now that they couldn’t wash themselves properly. He rolled his eyes. A bucket and a wet cloth were all one needed as far as he was concerned, and he never had anyone say anything to him. Not that he met all that many people, given his line of work. Living people, that is.


      His forehead wrinkled. Come to think of it, if he actually did stink, how would he know? The only one that could’ve told him was Halloway, and he wouldn’t care. He quickly sniffed his sleeve, greeted by the faint but nevertheless quite pungent stench of formaldehyde.


      “Yes, you stink too,” Aveline said, nodding. “You can come in after us. But don’t even think about peeking!”


      As if he’d do that with Catherine glued to him! He harrumphed. “I’ll go look around some more. Maybe there’s a hole in the ground here somewhere that we haven’t seen.”


      Catherine giggled. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on him. Enjoy your bath.”


      Edgar didn’t wander far, moving just outside the range where someone could conceivably accuse him of spying on the naked bathing monsters and doing his best to ignore Catherine.


      “Well, Edgar?” she said with a grin. “Aren’t you possessed by an urge to see how mature Aveline really is? Or are you perhaps enamored by Lily’s wilder kind of beauty? A man spending so much time with three beautiful women—you must be at your breaking point. Or are you, perhaps...” She did a mock gasp. “Interested in me? Ghosts cannot bathe, unfortunately. But we can undress. Is that what you brood over while lying in that filthy cot of yours with a bottle of sherry? Thinking of possible situations where I’d be forced to take off my clothes?”


      This woman! He increased his pace, quickly walking through the places they’d already searched a dozen times over.


      Catherine flew in front of him, frowning. “Are you angry at me? I’m so sorry. I’m being too dominant again, aren’t I?” She burst into laughter, while he stared at the ground and kept moving. What did he do to deserve this?


      “But really, Edgar,” Catherine said, still smiling. “Don’t you think about these things at all? I adored romance when I was still alive. Why, I spent entire days dreaming about love, about chivalrous knights who would take my hand or handsome princes who would court me. It’s probably why I went unmarried for so long—none of the suitors matched the perfect man I had in my mind, and so I stalled.” She sighed, her expression turning solemn for a moment. “Death soured me on these thoughts, I’m afraid.” She shook her head, and her smile returned. “But you’re still alive, and seem about the same age as I. Don’t you have your eyes set on anyone at all?”


      Suddenly, a scream rang out from the pond’s direction. Lily! Edgar took off at a sprint, in small part to see what had happened, in much larger to escape that entire conversation.


      “Wait, Edgar! Stop!” Catherine called out behind him. He increased his pace.


      He burst through the undergrowth near the pond at full speed and was greeted by another scream, though this time of a different kind.


      Lily quickly hid her privates with her hands, trying to somehow cover everything and point towards the pond at the same time. “A-Aveline is drowning!”


      Edgar directed his eyes somewhere that wasn’t Lily’s chest and marched to the bank of the pool. Peering down, he’d say she was wrong. Aveline wasn’t drowning. She had drowned. Or that was his impression, at least, looking at the small bunch of hair all the way at the bottom. Damn, this pond was deep!


      “Edgar, they’re naked!” Catherine said, arriving moments later. “I was merely teasing you; I didn’t mean for you to actually look—avert your eyes!”


      “Aveline is drowning!” he replied and started stripping, wading into the cold waters.


      He waded back out moments later, empty-handed, and buttoned his shirt up again. Way, way too cold! He ran to the backpack and pulled out a rope. Vampires couldn’t actually drown, surely? He tied it around a fist-sized rock and threw it roughly where Aveline was.


      Fortunately, his aim was true, and the rock smacked her right in the head. He could even see her glare, kind of, as she grabbed the rope and started pulling herself up.


      Lily had put some clothes on herself in the meantime, but since they had packed no towels, she just ended up making them wet and see-through. “I-Is she okay?” she asked, covering herself with her hands again. “She’s still alive, right?”


      Edgar scratched his head. “That’s a bit of a philosophical question. But she is moving, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”


      “She is also naked—don’t look!” Catherine said and put her hands over his eyes. They were see-through so it didn’t really work, but he got the message and turned around.


      He heard loud splashing, followed by the pitter-patter of feet on stone, after which came the sound of water gushing onto the ground.


      “That—” More water splashing. “Damn it, I urk—” And again.


      “Get it all out first, you can tell us everything after,” Catherine said to the sound of heaving and water splattering against rock. “And here, put this over yourself so that Edgar doesn’t peek.”


      Aveline’s breathing calmed down after a minute or so, and Edgar could finally turn around. She sat in a puddle of water, half dressed in her traveling clothes, looking like a cat in the rain. She took a deep gulp of air, raised a shaky hand, and pointed at Lily. “She... She pushed me! She tried to murder me! She wasn’t even hungry this time—she’s a cold-blooded assassin!”


      Lily fell to her knees. “I didn’t mean to, I swear!” Teardrops fell from her eyes as she repeatedly bowed to her. “I didn’t know you couldn’t swim! I-I saw you slowly treading water, trying to get used to the cold, a-and I thought I’d p-push you in, because you’ve been so m-mean to me. It was supposed to be a p-prank, I didn’t mean to drown you, you have to believe me!”


      Aveline looked at her like one would look at a pile of garbage. “Edgar,” she finally said, “give me some blood. It’s time to quarter somebody!”


      Edgar’s eyes darted between the two of them. This was the second time something of this sort had happened. Did Lily really...? He stared into those large, teary eyes, doing his best not to let his gaze drop to the wet cloth right underneath. There was no way. Besides, she was too smart to try something as dumb as drowning an undead, surely.


      “She did call us to save you,” Catherine said, before frowning at Lily. “I don’t believe it was intentional, but you really ought to stop before something serious does happen. Aveline may say a lot of mean-spirited things, but I don’t think she’s ever actually raised her hand against you. And things like this will just make her dislike you more.”


      Lily nodded along, like a child being scolded.


      “Maybe if Aveline watched her mouth more, this wouldn’t have happened,” Edgar said, deciding he’d even out the criticism a bit. “Anyway, let’s pack up and leave. Halloway’s going to have to send us elsewhere.”


      Aveline gave Lily one last glare before turning to Edgar. “Actually, I’ve found the entrance. It’s underwater.”


      “What?” He turned to her with his brow raised. Inspecting the cliff below the waterline was the first thing he did upon arrival—the crystal-clear water made it particularly easy. “Where?”


      “About halfway to the bottom, there’s an outcrop you can slip underneath, and it has a hole going up. It’s really obvious when you look at it from below.” She scoffed. “I guess at least something good came out of this!” She scowled at Lily again, who remained kneeling on the ground, wringing her hands.


      Edgar looked at the pond and winced. “Catherine, can you go check?” The prospect of diving into the cold water was downright terrifying.


      Catherine returned a minute later, nodding her head. “There really is an opening there, clearly man-made, and it goes straight up before emerging into a tunnel. We’ve found the entrance.”


      “Great.” Edgar sighed and looked at his backpack, then at the pond. There was no way he could swim with the extra load, and most of the things inside would get ruined by the water anyway. Why did there always have to be complications?


      In the end, he took only his knife and a couple of bandages, which he stuffed inside his pockets. Wet or not, they’d be better than nothing in case Aveline needed a snack again. “Feel free to eat everything in there,” he said to Lily after pulling out some bread and ham for himself. “We won’t be taking it with us anyway.”


      “You want to swim there?” Aveline frowned. “But I just got out! And I can’t swim!”


      “Do you see any other way inside?” When she shook her head, he pulled the rope out of the water and tied one end to his ankle. “Wait ten minutes after I go in there, then dive and climb the rope again. And try holding your breath this time.”


      He quickly finished his meal and slowly waded into the pond. It was so cold! He hesitated for a moment or two before diving down, moving alongside the rock wall up until he reached the outcrop Aveline had mentioned. How in the world had those two washed themselves in this? He felt like he was turning into an oversized icicle!


      At least it really was there. Invisible from above but impossible to miss from below, the dark, glaring hole welcomed him underneath the outcrop. He quickly entered it, unwilling to prolong this freezing torture by even a second longer than necessary, and swam up, praying that Catherine would warn him if he was about to smash his head into a rock—it was so dark he couldn’t see even an inch ahead.


      He emerged suddenly, gasping for air while grasping blindly at the rock wall. Catherine guided him by tugging at his sleeve, and he managed to haul himself onto a rough, rocky floor. It was far, far too cold! He untied the rope from his ankle and handed it to her to secure it, before quickly taking off his clothes to squeeze out the water and wipe himself down. This whole adventure better be worth it! If the tunnel turned out to lead to a dead end, he’d lose it.


      Aveline emerged not long after him, followed by Lily a short while later. They got their own garments in order, while he rubbed his hands together and breathed on his frigid fingers. The tunnel was almost as cold as the damn pond. Was he risking hypothermia? That’d be such a stupid way to die.


      “Everyone ready?” he asked, forcing his teeth to stop clattering. “The sooner we move, the sooner we’ll warm up. Catherine, can you lead us?”


      “Why, of course,” Catherine replied in a cheerful tone. “Simply follow the sound of my voice.”


      “I can’t believe I had to dive twice,” Aveline muttered, her teeth audibly chattering.


      “You’re cold?” Catherine’s voice carried from somewhere ahead as they started moving. “I’d have thought vampires wouldn’t care about such things. Especially considering you—clearly—don’t need to breathe.”


      “I don’t know.” Aveline’s clothes rustled as she kept adjusting the wet fabric. “B-But being cold is still really unpleasant. And it feels really strange to not breathe.” She paused. “B-Besides, how would I talk?”


      “I need to breathe,” Lily said from next to Edgar without even a hint of trembling in her voice. “But I don’t feel too cold. It feels chilly at most.”


      “No wonder, with how cold-blooded you are,” Aveline said under her breath.


      “S-So, Catherine,” the shivering vampire said after a few moments. “Couldn’t we have saved ourselves that whole search if you flew through the rock wall and looked for a tunnel? The book said it’d be there somewhere.”


      “I thought about it, of course,” Catherine said, her voice turning ponderous. “But flying through stone is tiring. It’s one thing to pass through a wall, but quite another to go through an entire hill. I think it has something to do with how easily magic passes through different materials. It’s how I can see in the dark too.”


      Edgar furrowed his brow. “What does that mean? I thought you could just see like normal. Like you ignored the dark or something like that.”


      She chuckled. “How would that work? Isn’t dark just the absence of light? How could I ignore the lack of something?”


      Edgar shrugged. It was a good point.


      “I see the world the same as you do,” she said, her voice drawing closer. “Only when it’s dark, I start noticing something else. You know how if you look for the stars during the day, you cannot see them? They’re still there, just completely obscured by daylight. But that changes when night falls. In my case, when it’s dark, I see these faint, but colorful sparks moving about. Every time they reach another surface, they either bounce off of it or vanish, unless it’s transparent, like glass, in which case I can see them slow down or change directions. It lets me see the outline of things.”


      “You mean you can see magic?” Edgar raised his brow. Being a wizard, he could of course sense magic, but it wasn’t anything like actually seeing it. It was more akin to a feeling, like how one feels heat or cold, for example, and he only noticed it if he focused his mind on it.


      She hummed. “I’ve always thought about it only as a way to see in the dark, but with what you and your master have told me these past few weeks, I assume it must be just that—magic. Or do you think it could be something else?”


      “No, magic would be my guess too. Unless there’s some other normally invisible force that only ghosts can see.” He smiled. She was full of surprises, even after all this time.


      After a few more minutes of walking in silence, Lily spoke up. “Catherine, do you see anything ahead? I think I see light.”


      Edgar strained his eyes but saw no such thing.


      “I don’t. The tunnel just keeps on going, I’m afraid,” Catherine said after a short pause. “It keeps sloping down too. We must be quite far below by now.”


      “It’s getting less cold, at least.” Aveline’s tone turned upbeat for a change. “It’s starting to feel like a proper adventure—delving into the dark like this. What do you think we’ll find? Will there really be an entire city there?”


      She was right. It was less cold, though still not nearly as warm as Edgar would’ve liked. And after a minute or two more, he started seeing what Lily had meant as well. The darkness ahead seemed to be just a bit less inky than elsewhere, though calling that “light” was a bit of a stretch. Was the book correct? The notes were as vague as they could possibly be, mentioning an underground city and little more besides that. It sounded too fantastical to be true, but then again, so did the tomb.


      Five minutes later, he got an answer to his ponderings. The tunnel ended suddenly and without warning, and they emerged into an enormous cave illuminated by a dim, gloomy light. Edgar could only breathe out in wonder as he stared first at the ceiling, where some sort of glowing moss grew in large patches, and then at the blocky contours of buildings ahead. They stood at the top of a large staircase with the city streets running below them, a faint glimmer of glowing flora far, far in the distance indicating where the opposite end of the cavern was. This was the discovery of a millennium.


      Looking at the wall to his side, he saw why the air wasn’t quite as chilly as before. The perfectly smooth stone that formed the entirety of the cavern was covered in runes, some of which gave off a large amount of warmth, like small bonfires, while others gave off a soft glow, or did seemingly nothing at all. Although, if he were to hazard a wild guess, he’d say they probably kept this place from collapsing.


      Looking further ahead, far in the distance, one building stood out from the rest—a massive tower running all the way to the ceiling, built with elegant, elaborate contours reminiscent of a palace and surrounded by high walls.


      “This is what I meant!” Aveline said, grinning ear to ear. “Pure adventure! Do you think there are any people still living here?”


      “I doubt it,” Edgar said, his eyes surveying the scene. The place seemed as dead as it could be, the only movement or sound caused by the soft breeze chasing clumps of dust across the floor. Then again, that was to be expected. It’d be ludicrous if anything still lived here after all this time, isolated and undiscovered.


      “Then that means we can just stroll into any of these houses and see what’s inside, right?” Aveline’s grin widened further than Edgar thought possible. “Just think of what we could find in there—strange weapons, priceless treasures, secret knowledge. It could be anything!”


      “It seems like a rather dreadful place to me.” Catherine frowned. “Desolate and abandoned... It’s even worse than my estate. At least there, you could see it used to be grand, but look at these huts.” She pointed at the buildings below them. “I hope at least the palace looks better. If that tower in the center is indeed a palace, that is. It’s difficult to tell from so far away.”


      “Dreadful or not, let’s check them out!” Aveline said and hurried down the stairs, with Catherine right behind her.


      Lily stood there, slowly turning her head back and forth to take it all in. “This is insane,” she said, her eyes the size of platters. “How could something like this ever exist? How many people would be needed to excavate something this large, and how does it not collapse? I don’t even recognize the architectural style. It’s completely unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Even the tomb had at least some resemblance to known cultures!”


      Edgar looked at the nearest building—a small, squat house, yet made of massive blocks of stone. It was as if the architect hated bricks for whatever reason and decided to make everything out of a single piece of rock wherever he could. There was a certain beauty to it, but the labor needed must’ve been unfathomable.


      “If I told you the answer is probably magic, would you be happy with that explanation?” He started walking down the stairs. “And before you ask, no, I don’t know how exactly one would go about building something like this.”


      “What about the undead? Could they build these houses?” She kept looking around, walking slowly, like she was in a daze.


      “I mean, they could,” Edgar said, scratching his head. “But I don’t see how they’d stop the ceiling from falling on our heads.” The runes in particular suggested a different kind of power at play. They weren’t something one would see in necromancy as far as he knew; it would be some other discipline entirely.


      By the time they reached street level, Aveline was already rooting through the small building.


      “I don’t know what you’re expecting to find there. It’s obviously a peasant’s hut,” Catherine said as she floated in front of the entrance. She then paused and furrowed her brow. “Although, what would the peasant’s job even be here? I see there’s a small field next to the house, but what could possibly grow in it with no sunlight? Did they grow the moss?”


      Aveline walked out, empty-handed and scowling. “There’s nothing in there. And I really mean nothing—not even furniture. Just bare walls and lots and lots of dust. What sort of adventure is this? Ruins are supposed to be full of interesting things and riches!”


      Edgar looked up at the cave roof, rubbing his chin. If the moss covered all of it and the runes glowed a bit brighter, would that have been enough to make plants grow here? He doubted it. On the other hand, there were many of these houses around with small fields. Clearly something must’ve been grown there at some point in the past, and someone capable of building something of this scale probably would have the means to illuminate it a lot better than some moss. But if so, why did it stop working?


      “Let’s go somewhere else,” Aveline said, still scowling. “We’re looking for a large diamond, right? I bet it’s in the palace. Let’s head there!”


      They followed after her, walking through the dusty, desolate streets towards the imposing structure in the distance. Every once in a while, Aveline decided that one of the houses merited a ransacking and burst inside, only to walk out disappointed each time. They were all empty; mere hollow shells with nothing inside them.


      Still, not everything stayed the same. The further towards the center of the city they went, the more the architecture changed, growing larger, more elaborate, even having multiple stories. After half an hour of walking, when the palace towered over them in all its dusty glory, most of the buildings around were mansions that even a modern aristocrat wouldn’t feel ashamed to call home, had they been properly furnished and cleaned.


      When they finally reached the gates of the palace—for it indeed was one, albeit styled into a tall, opulent tower of sorts rather than the more traditional form these dwellings took—they finally saw some indication that this city had, at some point in its past, housed people. The walls were covered with graffiti, ranging from densely packed writings in some language neither Edgar nor Lily could even begin to guess at, to large pictures, usually caricatures featuring some manner of a bearded skull.


      “Whoever lived here seemed to not be very popular,” Edgar said, peering ahead through the open gates. Was that a statue in front of the palace? Why was its silhouette so odd?


      Catherine shrugged. “Popularity is fickle. One year, peasants kiss the ground you walk upon, the next, they torch your home. Petty vandalism like this means nothing, save that the guards weren’t doing their job well enough.”


      “We’re wasting our time here.” Lily scowled and crossed her arms. “It’s been looted already. The odds that the diamond’s still here are about as high as Aveline growing a chest.”


      Aveline scoffed. “Uh-oh, doggie’s hungry again. Better find it a bone!”


      “Shut up, you two,” Edgar said and walked through the open gate towards the statue.


      Something about its shape intrigued him. It looked human enough, sure, but the proportions seemed wrong—the arms were too thin, the head too emaciated... When he came closer, he saw why. The statue depicted a skeleton with a beard, just like the one in the graffiti, only this one looked regal and dignified rather than menacing or stupid. Was the ruler of this city a necromancer after all, then? But who in his right mind would ever dare to mock one? Were the people living here suicidal?


      “Edgar,” Catherine said in a quiet voice as she flew next to him, “this place isn’t as desolate as it seems. Look!” She pointed towards the palace tower.


      Up there, by the main entrance, bulky figures marched down a flight of stone stairs and headed towards them. It was difficult to tell what exactly they were in the dim light, but their drawn weapons and the clear outlines of spears and shields made it apparent that they weren’t coming to give them a guided tour of the grounds.


      He scrambled back towards the gate. “Aveline, Lily, get ready, we aren’t alone in here after all!”


      Just as he finished his sentence, something whizzed past his ear and slammed into the ground next to him with a deafening clatter. A javelin. Far too big and heavy for a person to throw, or so he would’ve thought had he not just seen it happen—it was pure metal from shaft to head. If one of those hit him, he doubted his body would even slow it down.


      “They’re throwing spears at us!” he shouted.


      “We know!” Lily barked back, running towards him with Aveline right behind her.


      “They’re on the walls!” Aveline pointed upwards, and sure enough, those bulky figures were there too, javelins at the ready.


      These ones were easier to see, at least. Large soldiers armored from head to toe in heavy plate, yet they were moving with ease. Worse yet, some of them were jumping down from the fortifications by the gate, seemingly unaffected by the large drop, thus cutting off their exit route. What the hell were those things?


      Edgar looked behind him, but the walls were swarming with troops in every direction. There must’ve been dozens, maybe even hundreds of them! The other entrances to the courtyard would be blocked the same way, no doubt, and the soldiers at the front of the tower cut off the path inside as well. The only option left was circling around the palace, hoping none of the javelins would hit them, and praying they’d find another entrance—a risky tactic if there ever was one.


      They ran closer to the tower to put the most distance between them and the wall, trying to zigzag and dodge through the barrage of javelins unleashed by the troopers. At least their attackers seemed to be as impaired by the lack of light as Edgar was, their throws growing less accurate with distance. Then Edgar finally saw it—their salvation. A small side entrance, probably for the servants, tucked away in what may have once been a park, judging by the decorative paths and dirt. Unfortunately, it too was guarded, but only by two of those soldiers.


      “Lily, do you think you can take them on? Or do you need Aveline’s help?” Edgar asked, pointing at them as they ran.


      She scoffed. “Who needs her? Save your blood!” She cracked her knuckles and took off straight towards the two enemies.


      Both of the soldiers had the same armor, but different weaponry. The one to the left wielded a javelin in his hand with more of them in a metal box on his back, while the other held a massive, two-handed sword in one hand and a large tower shield in the other.


      The javelineer went first, throwing the spear straight at Lily, but she weaved past it without even slowing down. The other one swung his sword, “two-handed” clearly being a mere suggestion in his case, to similar results—she was like the wind, ducking underneath the blade and running past his shield. The soldiers might have been strong, perhaps even quite fast, but apparently not strong or fast enough to catch a ghoul.


      She brought up her claws and swung them at the swordsman’s head, but they slid harmlessly off his heavy helmet, leaving behind only a couple barely perceptible scratches. He retaliated by slamming his shield into her face, forcing her to stumble back with blood pouring from her nose.


      Meanwhile, the other one aimed his next javelin straight at Aveline.


      “Aveline, dodge!” Edgar shouted as he sprinted around the two opponents in a wide circle. He really should’ve given her the blood!


      Aveline jumped aside as instructed, but too early. The soldier simply adjusted his aim and moved to make the throw.


      A deafening crack rang through the underground city, and the javelineer’s helmet came flying off.


      There was nothing underneath. Absolutely nothing.


      The “soldier” didn’t seem to mind much, though, merely staggering a little before adjusting its aim again. Then a second crack reverberated through the cavern, blowing a large hole in the thing’s chest piece. The javelineer clattered to the ground in a heap of metal, none of the armor parts indicating that there had ever been anything inside of them.


      “Lady Aveline, are you all right?” a rich, male voice boomed from somewhere behind them, followed by a salvo of gunshots.


      Looking over his shoulder, Edgar saw a man in his fifties standing on the wall, surrounded by armed men who were currently in the process of blasting the walking armors to pieces. More worryingly, however, some of them were aiming their guns at him as well!


      “Sir Stroud?” Aveline asked as she turned around, her mouth dropping open. “What are you doing here?”


      It was pretty clear to Edgar what they were doing there, and he didn’t like it one bit. He grabbed Aveline by the hand and sprinted towards the side entrance as fast as he could. “Lily, leave it and come here!”


      Lily had just finished her second round with the swordsman, managing to at least dent his helmet with her punch. She seemed ready for round three, but the sight of rifles aimed her way changed her mind.


      “Shoot the kidnappers before they escape!” Sir Stroud’s voice rang again, but he was answered by screams rather than gunfire. Another quick peek over his shoulder showed Edgar that, primitive or not, the javelins were just as lethal as bullets, if not more.


      For once in Edgar’s life, the unthinkable had happened and the side entrance was actually unlocked. He barged through without even checking what was on the other side and slammed the door shut behind him as soon as everyone had made it in. First javelins, now guns! Why couldn’t things ever go according to plan?


      The hallway they found themselves in was made of polished marble, but otherwise barren—the carpets, draperies, and other decorations usually found in such structures must’ve all already rotted away. That didn’t make the place any less pretty, though—in fact, it seemed to just bring out the natural beauty of the marble more. Thankfully, while there were no windows in the hallway, they could still see just fine thanks to runes in the ceiling bathing the passage in dim, but pleasantly warm, light.


      “What the hell was that?” Lily asked, breathing heavily. “The damn thing didn’t even feel my blows! And there was nothing inside!”


      “Some new kind of undead, perhaps?” Catherine asked, tapping her chin. “I could move around in armor like that, I suppose. But it’d need to be a lot lighter, and only for a short while before it tired me out.”


      Edgar furrowed his brow. “I don’t think this was necromancy. Did they even have a soul?” When Catherine shook her head, he sighed. “Must’ve been something completely different, then. Animating such heavy armor like one would a skeleton—it’d just take too much effort, too much magic and focus. The pieces don’t even hold together too well without a body inside them.” But then, what did the statue of the skeleton mean?


      Aveline stared at the door as if hypnotized. “What’s Bernard doing here?”


      Edgar tilted his head. “Bernard?”


      “Sir Bernard Stroud.” She turned to him, her eyes the size of platters. “He’s grandfather’s right-hand man and is in charge of security across all of our holdings. He’s always been really nice to me...” She grasped her head with her hands. “He mustn’t find out I’m a vampire! He’d never keep a secret from grandfather, and I don’t know what he would do himself either! If he thinks I could become a threat, he’ll...” Her breathing quickened as her fingers dug deeper into her scalp.


      “He’ll treat you like a monster?” Lily asked, rolling her eyes. “How terrible. Imagine being treated that way.”


      “Shut up, you mangy mutt!” Aveline flashed her a glare and gritted her teeth. “He mustn’t find out at any cost! Why is he even here? How is he even here?”


      Edgar winced. There was only one possible explanation for the why and how, though he was still a bit unclear on what they’d done to get all their guns and equipment past the pond. “They must’ve followed us. We thought the Duke was busy scouring the mountains, but it seems he had his eyes and ears open elsewhere too.”


      It must’ve been the stagecoach. It was the obvious weak point in their travels, yet Lily’s propensity to devour anything they came across necessitated it. Not to mention Aveline—the more people they met on the road, the more likely she’d get recognized. Every damn lamppost had a photo of her glued to it by now along with a reward, and he could swear that even though they had looked like a bunch of raggedy wastrels on their way back from the tomb, the few people they encountered still kept staring at her. Then they quickly walked away when they noticed Lily staring back while licking her lips. The whole trip had been a horror story!


      Catherine knitted her brow. “What shall we do, then? Continue looking for the diamond? The palace guard seems too strong to defeat, but Sir Stroud is providing an excellent distraction. We might be able to slip through undetected.”


      Edgar perked up. She was right. This cloud had a silver lining to it! “Catherine, do you think you could scout the tower for us? It’s supposed to be a really powerful magical artifact. It should be downright blazing with magic.”


      She chuckled. “I don’t need to see magic to recognize a diamond that large, Edgar. But I don’t think I can fly so high as to inspect the entire palace, nor do I think we have time to be thorough. Whether Sir Stroud prevails or the guards do, we’re likely to be their next target.” She tapped her chin. “I could peek inside the rooms as we pass them by, however, to see if anything catches my eye. I very much doubt something so exquisite would be tucked away in some random chest in a bedroom. It’ll be inside the treasury or some similarly significant place or at least put on display somewhere.”


      Edgar couldn’t imagine someone paying a fortune for such a gem and then not showing it off either, and so they did as she had suggested, moving through the tower at a brisk, yet cautious pace. Catherine flew ahead to make sure they didn’t run into any guards while peeking into rooms as she passed them by, bringing back tales of incredible opulence: gilded furniture, walls of the finest marble, floors with elaborate mosaics, kitchenware made of the purest silver—now completely tarnished—masterfully painted ceilings showing otherworldly sights... It seemed that the most luxurious residence in the city was also the one that hadn’t had its contents pilfered. Understandable, given its protectors.


      In the meantime, Stroud was really throwing his weight around outside. They could hear it even through the thick walls of the palace tower, a near-constant fusillade accompanied by the sound of metal crashing on the floor and the occasional scream. Several times, they’d had to duck into one of the rooms to avoid palace guards rushing to reinforce their allies in the courtyard. Judging by their numbers, they really would’ve been screwed had Aveline’s “rescuers” not shown up.


      After scaling what felt like the hundredth staircase, Catherine finally gestured for them to stop. “I’ve found it,” she said, grinning. “Next floor is the last one, the highest one in the palace, and it has just one room—the throne room. The diamond’s displayed there, right next to a golden throne that has a skull sitting in it.”


      Lily scowled. “Who’d build a throne room on the highest floor? What sort of an idiot architect would design that? Petitioners would need to scale this whole monstrosity to get there!”


      “Maybe that was the point,” Edgar said with a small smile before turning back to Catherine. “Did the skull look alive to you? I mean, did it move or do anything else?”


      She shook her head. “No, but it did have a beard, strangely enough. I think the bigger obstacle would be the two guards I’ve seen by the entrance door—those might not be alive either, but they’re definitely ready for a fight.”


      “Damn.” Edgar frowned. “I guess getting all the way to the diamond without meeting any of them would be asking too much.”


      Aveline flexed her fingers. “Do you think we can smash them? They can’t be that difficult to defeat—Bernard is killing them by the dozen outside. Lily was probably just too weak.”


      “Last I remember, I swept the floor with you,” Lily said, glaring at her. “If I’m weak, what does that make you? Pathetic?”


      Aveline smirked. “It makes me honorable. Who’s ever heard of biting people in a fight? That’s cowardly!”


      “Oh, so you don’t want to bite me this time around?” Edgar asked, raising his hand.


      “Of course I do.” Aveline reached for the limb, but he quickly pulled it away. “We’re not fighting, so it’s not cowardly, obviously.”


      Lily chuckled. “What a sore loser you are. You know, if you wanted a rematch, all you had to do was ask! Do keep Edgar nearby, though. I really liked the taste last time, so I might not stop after just one arm.”


      “Of course you did,” Aveline replied, a cocky grin on her face. “After all, you eat rotten corpses and raw offal—probably why your blood tastes like garbage juice. Eating my arm must’ve been to you what finding a truffle is to a pig.”


      Lily’s smile vanished. “Listen here, you—”


      “Ladies, calm yourselves!” Catherine gave each of them a stern look. “If you wish to prove your martial prowess for whatever reason, why not demonstrate it on those armors?”


      “You mean...a competition?” Aveline asked, a sparkle in her eye.


      Catherine frowned. “No, I meant—”


      “A competition it is.” Lily cracked her knuckles. “Don’t get under my feet. I’d hate to trip over you.” She then charged forth without waiting for a reply.


      “Wait! I need to— You damn cheater!” Aveline quickly snatched Edgar’s hand and bit down on it with force, right into his wrist.


      “Wait, don’t—Gah!” Edgar dropped to his knees. This was nothing like last time. It hurt like crazy!


      Her fangs scraped against his bones as they further tore the wound sideways, maximizing the blood flow. It was like someone had hammered a pair of nails through his arm! He reached for his knife. He’d stab her in the face if he had to; there was no way he was going to simply endure this! But before he could cut her off, she let go of his arm on her own and sprinted towards the stairs.


      “You dropped your guard, didn’t you? You really should know better by now.” Catherine smiled and pulled a bandage from his pocket before putting it against the wound. It was still soggy, but it was the best they had.


      “I thought we were already past all of this! What happened to self-control?” He pressed the dressing against the wound, hissing through his teeth. “I didn’t account for her and Lily getting all competitive! I wish I could just let them beat each other up and be done with it, but I know they’ll pester me for blood and food if I do. It’s like some twisted game where no matter the result, I’ll always lose!”


      She clicked her tongue. “It’d be inappropriate for ladies to fight each other like that. Really, it is bad enough that you send us out to fight all these things. As the only man around, that duty should fall to you.”


      He squinted at her. “You do realize that all three of you are undead with supernatural powers, and that those two in particular are practically tailored for combat, right? Besides, didn’t you chase me around your house with a sword? That was appropriate?”


      “It’s about the principle of it!” she said as she helped him tie the knot on the bandage. “And it’s not inappropriate for a lady to defend herself from a burglar when there’s nobody else around to do it for her. That’s simply common sense.”


      Oh, so luring him into traps and chasing him around with a crossbow was just her defending herself? This woman! He sighed. “Let’s get there before those armors chop them into pieces.”


      He got to his feet and quickly scaled the stairs, while Catherine simply passed through the ceiling. The hollow sound of blows hitting armor and of metal striking marble came from right next to the stairwell.


      He saw them as soon as he reached the next floor—Aveline and Lily pestering two of those walking armors, trying to avoid their swords and shields.


      Pestering was the only way to describe it—each blow the two girls landed resulted in a slight dent at most, ones that the guards didn’t even seem to notice. Meanwhile, the armors swung their swords with quickness and ease, making full use of the open space in front of the throne room entrance.


      Edgar held his breath with each swing they made, watching as Lily and Aveline both dodged the blades at the last moment and barely avoided the follow-up smash from their shields. At least they didn’t seem to have any issues getting past the armors’ guard to land their strikes.


      “Catherine! Help them!” he called while looking around for anything he could throw at the armors to contribute at least something to the fight. The whole city was severely corpse-deficient, making his necromancy about as useful as a window on a coffin.


      “Help Lily, she needs it!” Aveline said, barely avoiding getting skewered.


      Lily laughed, dodging a shield bash by the skin of her teeth. “Can’t you see I’m winning? Help Aveline!”


      Catherine hovered behind both of the guards, her eyes jumping from one to the other. “I don’t really see how to.” Then her eyes widened. “Wait, on the back—there’s a gap between the helmet and the neck guard!”


      Aveline and Lily both reacted at the same time, ducking underneath their opponents’ weapons and, with otherworldly speed, reaching their backs. As the guards turned around to meet this new assault, Edgar could see it too—not as much a gap as a small flaw in design, there was a space between the back of the helmet and the neck wide enough for one to jam their fingers into.


      Aveline was a split second faster than Lily, ramming her small hand inside the hole and pulling the helmet up with all the preternatural strength she could muster, sending the helmet flying off in moments. Flying straight at Lily, that is, smashing her in the face just as she was about to do the same to the other guard.


      “You little wretch!” Lily roared as she fell from the guard’s back, straight underneath his blade.


      Just as she was about to get decapitated, the helmet fell in between her and the blade, deflecting it enough to let her scamper to her feet—Catherine coming to the rescue. Lily barely dodged the follow-up swing, but couldn’t avoid the shield, getting her nose bashed in for a second time that day.


      She stumbled back, blood cascading down her face, and glared at Aveline. “I’ll make you pay for this!”


      Aveline ignored her, gleefully tearing into the other armor. With the helmet gone, detaching the other parts became trivial, and the palace guard soon collapsed onto the ground, piece by piece. Seeing Lily barely surviving the remaining soldier’s onslaught, she latched onto him when his back was turned and quickly repeated the process.


      “I won!” she exclaimed with a wide grin across her face as the last piece of armor clattered against the floor. She smirked at Lily, turning her nose up. “It seems to me a certain canine ought to bow before one Lady Canens.”


      “You cheating little brat.” Lily’s voice was one low growl as she tried to stem the bleeding with a piece of cloth. “You nearly killed me, and you dare open your filthy mouth?”


      “Oh really? Who’s the sore loser now?” Aveline chuckled. “I wasn’t looking where I tossed that helmet. How was I to know you’d decide to catch it with your face? Were you trying to play fetch, perhaps? I can throw you a stick later, if you’d like to play.”


      Edgar slid in between them before Lily decided to murder her, knocking Aveline over in the process. “Lily, please! I beg of you! Think of all the blood I’ll have to give if you decide to gut her!” He clasped his hands together and bowed. “Just ignore her big mouth this time. If not for her sake, then for mine.”


      Lily stared at him with narrowed eyes, slowly lowering the clawed arm she’d raised moments before. “Two pigs.”


      Edgar cocked his head. “What?”


      “You’ll owe me two pigs, and I’ll let it go.” Her eyes still darted between him and Aveline, her fingers twitching.


      Again with the bloody pigs! At this rate, she’d never forget about it. But it was better than giving Aveline an emergency transfusion, so he nodded. “Deal.”


      Aveline got up from the ground and dusted herself off. “Why beg? I’m the strongest one here and have just proven it. She wouldn’t even manage to touch me.”


      “Oh really?” Edgar rolled his eyes. “After only a couple mouthfuls of blood? Let me guess. You’d be doing well up until you suddenly ran out, at which point she’d obliterate you, and it’d be my fault for not giving you more to drink.”


      Aveline scoffed. “I’d have her on all fours before she could as much as bark.”


      “I truly hate to interrupt your boasting,” Catherine said, appearing between them with a frown on her face, “but Sir Stroud’s distraction won’t last forever. I suggest we hurry and do what we’ve come here to do.”


      That was something all four of them could agree on, and so Aveline pushed the large, metal door of the throne room open and confidently strode inside, while the others followed several paces behind her, just in case something jumped out of the dark to bite her head off. But no such thing happened.


      The room was the most imposing one of all they’d seen. It was circular and so high that the ceiling disappeared in the darkness above, even with several tall windows bathing it in the dim light from outside. There were also marble pillars lining the walls, the large gilded throne that Catherine had mentioned, and, most importantly, a masterfully carved pedestal in the center of the room, supporting the very object they’d come here for—an egg-shaped, polished, bloodred diamond the size of Aveline’s fist. The jewel reflected light from its facets even in the surrounding gloom.


      Then there was the skull. Most of its teeth were missing, and a particularly hideous, scraggly beard somehow kept itself attached to its chin. It kind of looked like Halloway’s, were he stricken with lupus and slumming it with the homeless. The skull sat on the throne, positioned such that it stared directly at the diamond.


      “It’s beautiful,” Aveline said, her mouth open, as she slowly reached for the gemstone.


      Edgar smacked her hands away. “Don’t even think about touching it! Are you stupid?” He pointed at the skull on the throne. “If this isn’t a trap, I’ll eat my shoes!”


      Aveline pouted. “It’s just a skull. What could it possibly do to us? Gnaw at our ankles?”


      “I’ve never seen anything quite as wonderful.” Catherine leaned over the gem with a twinkle in her eyes. “It’s difficult to see since it’s not dark enough in here,” she said as she glanced at Edgar, “but there are powerful streams of magic flowing into it. It’s not blazing with it like you’ve said. It’s more the opposite—the sparks vanish as soon as they reach the diamond.”


      On second thought, that actually made a lot of sense—a magical artifact that radiated magic everywhere probably wouldn’t stay magical for long. On the other hand, entire streams of sparks vanishing inside sounded wrong as well. Edgar’s knowledge of magical objects was rudimentary at best, but he was under the impression that they didn’t typically affect the surrounding magic in such a drastic manner. A wizard would find it quite difficult to cast spells if his paraphernalia ate all of it, after all.


      “Could you describe exactly what you’re seeing?” he asked, then glanced towards the skull. “And take a look at that thing too, while you’re at it.”


      Catherine frowned at him. “It really isn’t as simple as you’re making it out to be. The only reason I can make anything out at all is because the amount of sparks is so large, otherwise it’d need to be a lot darker in here.” She looked around the room and then back at the gem, furrowing her brow. “The streams are all coming in from the windows, like rivers flowing into a single lake. And then there is this faint one, coming from inside the gem...” She squinted and shook her head. “I’m terribly sorry, I cannot tell where that one is going. It’s too small.”


      “And the skull?” he asked, staring at it as though he too could see the mystic energies swirling about.


      She shrugged. “There is nothing special about it as far as I can tell. Do keep in mind, however, that that does not mean it’s not magical. These streams are the first time I’ve seen the sparks while there is still light.”


      “The skull is sitting on the throne, and I think I saw its statue outside,” Lily said, standing to the side and tapping her foot. “How much more of a hint do you need to figure out that it’s the ruler of this place, dead and decapitated? Can we take the gem already? I’m getting hungrier by the minute.”


      The ruler, yes. And judging by the statue outside, one that had ruled even after death—Edgar didn’t see how else to interpret it. But how? And why was he just a skull? He was sorely tempted to smash the damn thing, just to be safe, but then, if it really was still alive somehow, he might just provoke it into attacking. Would taking the diamond make it mad? Nothing happened when he took the grimoire from the sarcophagus earlier, even though Edgar’d been dead certain something would, so maybe he’d get lucky this time too?


      “Do you think it’s still alive?” Aveline asked, nodding towards the skull. “You know, like that big monster we fought in the tomb?”


      Edgar scratched his head. “Probably not in the same way, no. This is supposed to be the ruler of the city, not some mindless monster.”


      She knitted her brow. “Why can’t he be both smart and undead? Catherine’s a ghost, and she’s not dumb.”


      “It’s not that he’s undead, it’s that he’s a skeleton.” He turned to her, only to be met with her confused gaze. Great. How to even explain this to someone with no idea about necromancy? “Look, you know how you and Lily get hungry, and Catherine gets tired whenever low on magic? And how you all replenish that in different ways?”


      She nodded. “Obviously.”


      “Right, well, skeletons—ones that actually have a soul rather than being controlled directly—don’t have that ability.” He noticed that Catherine and Lily were both staring at him, so he turned to face them as well. “All the skeletons get is the magic they collect passively as the magical currents pass through them. Only, the amount they get this way is not very large, and moving their bones around is actually quite taxing. They don’t have any muscles to delegate that job to, so it’s all done by magic. This means that they actually need more of it than they receive and fall apart soon after being created.”


      “So it’s dead, then?” Lily asked, nodding towards the skull. “In that case, what are we even waiting for?”


      “Well...” Edgar cleared his throat. This was getting a bit complicated. “Necromancers in the past found some way around this—that’s how they kept entire armies of undead you hear about in myths and the like—but we don’t know how. Still, even the oldest of books describe them as unthinking, dumb servants at best, so whatever the trick is, it probably doesn’t provide much more than what they need to move.”


      Aveline sighed. “How does this have anything to do with my question?”


      “I was getting to that!” He glared at her. “I’m just trying to explain that they don’t have much magic to go around even at the best of times. And guess what—skeletons don’t have brains, so any memories or thinking also need to be handled purely by magic, and that’s not cheap either. No magic, no thinking—it’s as simple as that.”


      “Wait.” Catherine’s eyes widened. “Does that mean that if I were to not get my refreshment in time, I’d...”


      Edgar nodded. “You’d lose your memories and your ability to reason. You’d end up as a being driven by instinct, which would be to get your refreshment as quickly as possible.”


      Aveline gasped. “You mean Catherine would end up acting like Lily?”


      He rolled his eyes even as Lily quietly growled. “Anyway, that’s the gist of it. Skeletons need a lot of magic basically just to exist, hence no thinking. Ghosts, ghouls, vampires, and most other kinds of undead get around this by either spending less magic than they expend, or by supplementing it with other sources.”


      “But Edgar,” Catherine said, frowning at him. “Aren’t you a wizard? Can’t you simply direct magic to us? There’s plenty of it all around.”


      He groaned. They were asking him to condense years of studies into a couple sentences. “That’s raw magic. No, I cannot just direct it to you because, first of all, that’s not nearly as easy as you make it out to be, and second of all, it’d kill you.” He pinched his brow, trying to find words they’d understand. “Imagine grain. You can make flour out of it, and then bake bread with that, which you can eat, right?”


      “If you’re an amateur, maybe,” Catherine said with a cocky smile. “I’ve found that leaving chunks of grain within the flour makes it easier to shape, allows for a more interesting texture, and I’d wager it lets one enjoy a nice bit of crunch while eating it.”


      “Okay, but you get the idea, right?” he said after again reminding himself to never ever consume anything she cooked again. “Feeding you raw magic would be akin to putting seeds of grains directly inside your veins. It wouldn’t feed you; it’d just kill you.” He groaned again when her brow furrowed. “Look, when you see someone walking around in the dark, and sparks hit his body, do they stay there, or do they pass through?”


      She put her finger to her chin. “Hmm... I’d say they pass through. Though there tends to be fewer of them afterwards.”


      “Exactly!” he clasped his hands together and smiled. “So, when that person dies and you consume the part tied to his soul, Aveline drinks his blood, and Lily eats his flesh, you’re all getting the sparks that stayed there, not a random assortment of them. Get it?”


      “So,” Lily said, walking closer with her arms crossed. “What you’re saying is that it’s just a dusty old skull and we can finally grab the gem, right?”


      “Well...basically, yes.” He shot a look at the skull, then back at the diamond. Everything he said was true and even somewhat accurate. No necromancer would ever willingly turn himself into a skeleton, hence that skull had to be just an old piece of bone.


      That damn thing was just too suspicious to ignore, though! He started unwrapping the bandage on his wrist. “Aveline, would you like some more blood?”


      “That’s the best suggestion you’ve made all day!” A wide smile spread across her face as she again sunk her teeth back into the wound—this time gently, so it didn’t hurt.


      There was no need for this, Edgar told himself. It was just a safeguard in case something did go wrong, but nothing could go wrong, surely. It was merely an ordinary old skull and he could simply grab it and chuck it out the window at any time. He didn’t because he had a really bad feeling about it, but that’s all it was—a feeling. Nothing would happen, just like when he took that book.


      “All right, that’s enough.” He tried pulling his hand away, but her grip was strong as iron. “I said enough!” He lightly bonked her on the head with his fist, and she finally let go.


      “I was just taking one last sip.” She pouted, rubbing the place where he’d hit her, before straightening up and cracking her knuckles. “All right, let’s look at what’s got you so scared.” Instead of walking towards the diamond, she moved to the throne, sizing the skull up. “I’ll avoid touching the beard, it looks really gross.”


      “Uh, Aveline?” The bad feeling had intensified tenfold. “I didn’t mean you to—”


      She picked the skull up and punted it against the nearest pillar, where it broke into several pieces. “There, all done.”


      He stared at her for a couple moments. Then his cheeks started turning red. Did he really make that big a deal of some stupid skull? What was he, a little kid? He could already hear Catherine snickering.


      Aveline clapped her hands and turned to him with a grin. “If you need any more help with old bones in the futu—”


      A bright beam of magic shot out of the diamond and cut her in half at the waist. Hovering behind her bisected frame was the skull, pieces of it still rising from the ground and flawlessly melding with the rest of it.


      “It’s casting spells!” Edgar shouted and, without hesitating for even a second, dove for the gem.
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      Of course the wizard would use it for spellcasting! Catherine practically spelled it out for him that the gem collected magic—just how stupid was he that he didn’t consider this? He swiped the diamond, his eyes widening when it began to glow. He quickly threw it up in the air, where it shot another beam somewhere towards the ceiling, before catching it again on its way back down.


      “Not so easy to aim now, huh?” He grinned. “Lily, Catherine, smash it! I’ll handle the gem!”


      He didn’t have to tell them twice. Lily was already bringing her fist down on the floating head, crashing straight through its cranium like it was made of sugar. But the damn skull didn’t mind it in the least, it seemed. Not only did it stay up in the air, but it even turned towards her, its eye sockets glowing red as it began to shake.


      Edgar grew pale. “Get away from it! Now!”


      It was too late. The skull exploded with a flash of light, and while Edgar dove onto the ground in time to avoid the shards, Lily was right at the epicenter. The bone pieces buried themselves deep within her body, pockmarking her from head to toe.


      She fell to the floor, wide-eyed, as blood slowly started seeping from her myriad wounds. “Wh... Wh... What just...?”


      But the skull wasn’t done yet. Lily screamed as all the many shards inside her body started twisting and pulling themselves out, tearing more flesh and widening the wounds, before flying back to where the skull had been before and reassembling. She quickly scampered behind one of the pillars, leaving a bloody trail behind her, and Edgar didn’t blame her.


      The skull turned towards him, and the gem started glowing again. Just as he was about to toss it in the air, however, an invisible force grabbed him by the sleeve and guided his hand towards a tarnished silver pitcher. He let go of the diamond, seeing it fall in and dim. Then he looked up and saw the pitcher handle grasped by the armored gauntlet of one of the defeated guards.


      “Catherine, that’s genius!” he exclaimed as he took the pitcher from her. She must’ve flown to the floor below to get it as soon as the gem shot its first beam—great thinking! Without the diamond, the skull should be at a disadvantage, surely.


      The skull seemed to disagree. It stared somewhere next to Edgar, its eyesockets glowing with blue light, and before he had a chance to even realize what was going on, he was already flying through the air, his back hitting the nearby wall with a thud. What was worse, however, was that Catherine did too, her invisibility broken as she went barreling through the wall and outside the tower.


      The skull turned to Edgar again. No, not to him—to the pitcher still in his hand, he realized, rotating ever so slightly whenever he moved it. It began floating towards the pitcher, when a hand shot up from the ground and grabbed it by the jaw.


      “Seems I’ll have to touch the beard after all,” Aveline said through clenched teeth. Her cheeks were streaked by tears and her clothes ruined where the beam had passed through them, but her body seemed to have fared far better—her torso had already mostly reattached itself to its lower half, repeating the bizarre performance of flesh threading itself back together that Edgar had seen back when her stomach got obliterated.


      She tore the jaw off and tossed it aside before grabbing the skull by its eye sockets. The skull responded by starting to shake, its eyes again glowing red.


      “It’s going to explode!” Edgar shouted and ducked to the ground, covering his head with his hands.


      But it didn’t. The glow died down as quickly as it had appeared, and the skull stayed still in Aveline’s hand. She lowered it with her brow furrowed, the skull just as lifeless as when they had first entered the room.


      “What did you do?” Catherine asked, floating in through one of the walls.


      Aveline looked at her, then back at the skull in her hand. “Nothing? I threw away its jaw and then it just...”


      “Ran out of magic,” a male voice boomed from the entrance, followed by slow, loud clapping. “It seems you’ve done my job for me this time, thank you.” An imposing, tall man in his thirties wearing purple-tinted spectacles and a large, all too familiar pendant around his neck, walked through the door.


      “Edgar,” Catherine said, her voice suddenly strained, and quickly turned invisible. “It’s the—”


      “Yes, the witch hunter!” The man grinned, his eyes following her even as she changed her position. “Edgar, is it? You may call me Gideon, seeing as we’re on a first name basis now. You wouldn’t believe how glad I am for us to finally meet!”


      Edgar gulped, clutching the silver pitcher to his chest. He should’ve known. If Sir Stroud was able to follow them, then obviously, the Inquisition would be too. But still, to think they found him here, of all places, so quickly... “How did you find us so fast?” he asked, his voice wavering.


      “Fast?” Gideon’s smile vanished. “Boy, I’ve been tracking you for months! As for how, I merely followed the stench.”


      Bastard! Still, he could smell them from all the way over there? Maybe they really did need a proper bath.


      “Who else do we have here?” His smile returned as he surveyed the room. “Lady Aveline Seraphina Canens, the kidnapped noblewoman herself.” He smirked at her, ignoring her scowl. “I told your grandfather that you were probably dead, and I see I was right. Those fangs are quite the sight, I must say.”


      He turned his head towards Catherine next, who had moved to flank him from the side. “Speaking of the dead, I see you, ghost. Don’t think you can sneak up on me.” He grinned. “He picked you up at Foxglen Manor, did he not? You seem to be of noble birth. Victoria Morlington? No, you’re too young... Beatrice? Or perhaps her sister Catherine? Do you not feel any shame at all for tainting the memory of your family with foul murder?”


      “Catherine,” she said after a pause, spitting her words like venom. “And I’ve never killed anyone who didn’t deserve it.”


      He chuckled. “Is that what you tell yourself? How sad.” He looked towards one of the pillars and raised his voice. “And finally, there’s Miss Gray. It was difficult to figure out who you were, let me tell you! It wouldn’t even occur to me that someone from your father’s expedition might have survived, were it not for his body to be the single one not devoured. How strange, I thought. Why would he be the sole exception? Then it turned out that out of all the corpses found there, not a single one was female, and when we received word that a suspected necromancer traveled with someone who matched your description...”


      She peeked out from behind the pillar, glaring at him.


      He clapped his hands. “Now that we’ve got the introductions over and done with, let’s move on to the matter at hand, shall we?” His grin had only widened, making him look like a shark closing in on its prey. “By the power vested in me by the Holy Inquisition, the Holy Church, and of course, our Lord in Heaven, I order you all to surrender. You will be interrogated, tortured, and killed, but it’ll hurt much, much less than what will happen should you try to resist. I promise.”


      Who could ever decline such a generous offer? Still, Edgar somehow found it within himself to do just that. “Go to hell, you bastard!”


      “Yeah!” Aveline shouted, springing to her feet as her body finally finished healing. “I haven’t done anything wrong! How dare you threaten me, you villain? I’m Lady Aveline Seraphina Canens, and once my grandfather hears of this, he’ll have you drawn and quartered!”


      His smile didn’t lessen in the slightest. “I was hoping you’d say that. Now!” He turned around and waved his hand. “Get the ghost before she can escape, then focus on the vampire!”


      Three young men wearing novice robes ran in from behind the entrance door, one of them wielding a rifle while the other two carried a metal net. All of them wore those same purple-tinted spectacles.


      Catherine flew towards the wall as soon as she spotted them, but they were faster. They flung the net over her without a second of delay and quickly brought all its ends together so that she couldn’t escape through the floor, leaving her contorted and growing fainter wherever the net touched her.


      “It’s silver!” she screamed and tried tearing it off, but she only managed to harm her hands in the process. “Help me! Edgar, help!”


      Edgar ran towards her, but the two novices pulled out revolvers and aimed them at him. “I suggest you sit your ass down on the ground,” one of them said, “before I make you.”


      With no corpses around and only a knife to defend himself, Edgar, much as it pained him, was left with little choice. “Damn you!” he muttered through his teeth and slowed to a halt, before slowly lowering himself to his knees.


      Aveline charged the third novice in the meantime. “Do you really think a bullet could stop me?” She leaped in the air, readying her fist to pulverize his head.


      He calmly raised his rifle and shot her through the chest. “Yes.” He waited for her to hit the ground, then walked over and pressed the gun against her temple. “Silver bullets. Don’t move, or you’ll die a second time.”


      Finally, there was Lily. Wounded but undaunted, she moved from pillar to pillar, making sure not to expose herself for even a second. As she neared the witch hunter, he smiled and drew a long silver knife from his belt. “I love it when they get close and personal.”


      “I like it too,” Lily growled as she reached the last pillar and sprinted from behind it towards him, seemingly unaffected by the many wounds still covering her body. When they were only a couple feet apart, she leapt at him, her moves too fast to track.


      But when her blur of an arm was about to hit Gideon, he ducked, and her claws missed him so closely he must’ve planned it. At the same time, he extended his arm with the dagger, letting it carve through Lily’s side. The blade went through her flesh like it was warm butter.


      She screamed and collapsed on the ground, clutching the wound even as it disgorged copious amounts of blood. Gideon walked up to her and pressed the blade against her throat before turning to the novices. “Daniel, put the manacles on them and let’s get out of here—mission accomplished. Someone else can deal with the rest of this profane city.”


      One of the novices nodded and pulled out silver handcuffs, slightly sharpened on the inside, no doubt to prevent the likes of Lily from simply tearing them apart. Just as he made the first step towards his fallen prey, however, another novice shouted and pointed somewhere behind Edgar. “Sir! It’s that thing!”


      Gideon’s smile vanished in an instant. “Open fire! Now!”


      Edgar turned around and saw an emaciated corpse. It had dried-out skin still clinging to its bones, wore some kind of old, metallic armor, and was staring straight at the witch hunter.


      Gideon and the two novices near Edgar brandished their guns and started firing, unloading the entire drums of their revolvers in seconds. But the bullets, despite being silver, merely bounced off of its torso with metallic clinks, causing small dents at best. The rifleman fired next, this time directly into the corpse’s eye socket. Again, the bullet merely clinked against some unseen metal before falling back out as though it were repulsed by some otherworldly power.


      The undead started running, moving as fast as Aveline at her best, towards the rifleman. The poor novice lined up his next shot, looking incredibly calm considering the circumstances, and fired. He may as well have been shooting peas. The corpse ignored the bullet, conquered the distance in just a couple steps, and grabbed the rifle with its hand, the steel bending and crumpling within its grip. The rifleman quickly reached for a dagger at his belt, but the undead slammed its fist into his chest before he could draw it, sending him flying out the entrance door.


      “Samuel, no!” Gideon shouted, readying his own blade. “Fall back! Get Samuel out of here! I’ll catch up to you outside!”


      “But sir!” Daniel said even as he fumbled to reload his revolver with trembling hands. “We can’t let you fight that thing alone!”


      “That was an order! Go!” Gideon charged the corpse without waiting for a reply, his knife moving faster than Edgar’s eyes could follow it.


      He tried stabbing it in the side and even in the head, but the blade barely pierced the skin before being stopped by something underneath.


      The undead, for its part, suffered the assault stoically. Then its hand suddenly shot forth, directly towards Gideon’s neck.


      He weaved to the side, moving faster than Edgar thought was humanly possible, but still too slow for the corpse. Its fist missed Gideon’s neck but hit the shoulder and sent the witch hunter to the ground.


      “Damn it all!” Gideon scrambled back to his feet, clutching where the undead hit him. “This isn’t over!” he said as he briefly glanced at Edgar. Then he spun around and ran after his retreating novices, the living corpse in close pursuit.


      Edgar sat frozen for a moment or two, staring at the entrance. What in the world was that thing?


      “Help!” Catherine cried out, bringing him out of his stupor.


      He ran to the captured ghost and quickly untangled the silvery net, letting his companion finally fly free.


      “The cold, the cold!” she shouted as she shot up from her prison, shaking and wrapping her arms around herself. Her body was crisscrossed with faint lines where she seemed to lose cohesion, becoming blurry and indistinct. “It was as if ice formed within my very being, as if I was being torn asunder by freezing claws!”


      “How do you feel now?” he asked, his brow creased. “How tired, I mean. How much magic did that thing take from you?”


      She took several deep breaths, trembling and casting hateful glares at the net. “I... I think I can manage. I... It’s the first time I’ve felt such cold in centuries, and it’s far worse than I remember! I felt it inside of me, and...” She breathed out. “Thank you!” She turned to him, ethereal tears in her eyes. “Had I been caught in that thing for but a few minutes longer, I...” She clenched her teeth, her face contorting into a scowl. “I’ll remember this! And how dare he say I bring shame to my family, when I’m the only one who can avenge it? That scum!”


      “Edgar,” Aveline called from behind him in a weak voice. “I need blood. Really need it, I mean. R-Really, really. So, p-please...”


      He turned around and saw her still lying where she had collapsed earlier, the hole in her chest not healing and slowly oozing blood. Lily lay nearby as well, clutching the injury the witch hunter had given her and hissing through her teeth. While the many wounds from the skull had stopped bleeding, that one still had blood trickling through her fingers.


      “Catherine,” he said, pulling the remaining bandages from his pockets. “Tend to Lily if you can, please. I need to take care of Aveline.” He waited for her to take the gauze from him and ran to the wounded vampire.


      “It hurts,” Aveline said as he leaned over her, tears flowing from her eyes. “Every time I get injured, it hurts, but then quickly stops. This one isn’t stopping.”


      Looking at it, it seemed the shot had pierced her left lung and went clean through her body, missing the heart only by an inch or two. Would hitting it have killed her? He wasn’t sure, but he was glad he didn’t have to find out. He undid his bandage again and brought his wrist to her mouth.


      She latched onto it, her grip weak like that of a newborn, and started lapping up the life-giving fluid. He had the opportunity to see the healing process close-up this time, and in detail. The flesh was knitting itself together slowly compared to before, as though hesitant to start, and seemed to be prioritizing—first the lung, then the muscles, the skin... All the while she drank more blood than she had ever needed before save perhaps when she lost her arm. Finally, when the last traces of the wound had vanished, Edgar pulled his arm away, feeling rather lightheaded.


      “Thank you.” Aveline said, her voice uncharacteristically meek, and slowly stood up.


      Lily walked to them, wincing as she held her bandaged side. “Let’s get out of here. Before either of them returns.”


      She was right. Whether the witch hunter or the mysterious undead would prevail, Edgar didn’t want to be around to congratulate the winner. For all he knew, the only reason the corpse didn’t kill them as well was that the witch hunter presented a more immediate threat. He took the diamond out of the pitcher, put it in his pocket, and then led them all downstairs.


      Sir Stroud and his men had grown a lot less active since they’d arrived, the gunshots growing sparser, but nevertheless still present. Which was fortunate, as their continued presence ensured the palace tower was just as devoid of guards as when they ascended it. They did find a couple broken armors along the way, though, their torsos riddled with bullet holes. It seemed the Inquisition wasn’t in the mood to sneak around much, instead punching through to catch their quarry.


      Once they reached the side entrance they’d come in through, they could properly evaluate the situation outside. There was no sign of either the witch hunters or the undead, but there were plenty of signs of Sir Stroud. The palace courtyard was littered with broken armor, while one of the wall towers had so many javelins sticking from its masonry that it looked like a pincushion. Some of the hollow guards were still around too, hiding behind the battlements on the wall or behind various obstacles in the courtyard, such as the statue, from where they occasionally peeked out to throw a javelin. Sir Stroud’s men used those times to take a shot at them, sometimes hitting, sometimes being hit in turn.


      “They just had to pick the tower right by the gate, didn’t they?” Edgar muttered, scowling. Their group would have to pass by it to get outside. “Aveline, could you tell them not to shoot? That we’re friends?”


      She shook her head. “Even if I did, they’ll think you forced me to. You’re supposed to be my kidnappers, remember?”


      She was right. It seemed they’d just have to risk it. If they could make it all the way to the tower, whoever was inside it wouldn’t have much of an angle to shoot at them, and there were buildings just past the gate that’d provide them with cover. Of course, that was under the assumption that the armors would keep focusing their throws at Sir Stroud’s men...


      The ground shook, interrupting his musings. Like during an earthquake, they, the armors, and likely even the troops in the tower all hit the ground, dust falling on them from the palace tower while pebbles and rocks smashed against the floor of the courtyard. And was it just him, or did the cavern get darker?


      The quakes stopped for a moment, but then resumed with lower intensity, a large boulder falling from somewhere above and smashing one of the armored soldiers to pieces.


      “Let’s get out of here before the whole place falls on our heads!” Lily shouted as she started running towards the wall tower. Edgar and the others followed her, praying they wouldn’t end up getting smashed as well.


      At the same time, the troops poured out of the tower and onto the battlements, several falling to incoming javelins, but the rest quickly avenging them with return fire. Sir Stroud seemed to have realized the danger as well. It was easy to slip under their notice in all the confusion and reach the walls.


      They circled the tower, several javelins falling near them, but all of them severely off-mark—the quakes must’ve been messing up the guards’ aim. They sprinted through the gate and into the relative safety of the buildings beyond it.


      The city seemed to vanish by the minute, the imposing architecture defenseless against the masses of stone falling from the sky. It was the worst in the cavern’s center—the destruction proceeded slower the further away from the palace they got, but proceeding it was.


      A loud crash resonated throughout the cave when they were about halfway out; the palace tower had collapsed along with a large chunk of the ceiling, burying a solid half of the city in rubble. They intensified their sprint, barely outpacing the advancing doom while dodging falling rocks.


      When they finally arrived at the tunnel that led back to the watery depths, what was left of the city was nearly pitch-black, most of the glowing moss buried under tons of rock and the runes all extinguished. Sir Stroud seemed to be cutting it close as well, the lights of his and his men’s lamps shining through the dark some distance behind them.


      Edgar wasn’t going to wait for them to catch up and shoot him, so he ran inside the tunnel, stumbling in the dark even with Catherine’s guidance. But bruises and scrapes from falls were nothing compared to a bullet between the ribs.


      When they were almost at the water hole, breathless and exhausted, they finally saw daylight. Just a short distance away from the pond, someone had blasted through the cliff wall with dynamite. So this was how Stroud and his men managed to bring all their weapons with them. How fortunate! Edgar didn’t think he could handle another swim through the ice-cold water.


      They sprinted outside and into the forest, putting as much distance between them and that accursed place as they could.








      Chapter Six


      Halloway turned the red diamond over in his hand, staring at it as Edgar finished retelling all that had happened. “The Duke’s troops won’t be an issue for much longer,” the old necromancer said, his gaze still on the gem, “but the Inquisition worries me. Did you use a stagecoach to get back here?”


      Edgar nodded. “We got off quite far from the forest, though, and covered the rest on foot.”


      They were sitting back in his master’s study, the grimoire spread out on his desk while the rest of the table, along with a sizable portion of the floor, was covered by various dried plants, tools, books, and other paraphernalia—all the things necessary for the upcoming ritual.


      Halloway sighed. “I suspect they already know where we are, more or less, and are probably gathering strength to do a full sweep of the forest. It’s a good thing these woods are so deep.” He pinched his brow. “We might need to move.”


      “An excellent suggestion!” Catherine said, hovering down from above. “I’d say almost anywhere ought to be better than this insipid hole. What place do you have in mind?”


      “I’ll need to think about it.” Halloway turned his gaze back to the gem. “Judging by what you’ve told me, the wizard, or what was left of him, was probably an enchanter. Definitely, in fact—the runes are a dead giveaway. Must’ve started dabbling in necromancy at some point.”


      Edgar knitted his brow. “And he learned how to put his soul inside a skull just like that? What about the undead that chased the witch hunter away? Was that his creation too? It seemed incredibly powerful.”


      “Necromancy isn’t the only discipline that deals with the soul,” Halloway said, putting the gem aside for a moment. “If he learned how to manipulate it as part of his work in enchanting, he’d have had most of it figured out already. The complicated part comes after that—supplying it with enough magic to keep it there and allow it to think, to move, and so on. As for the undead, it was probably a bodyguard of some sort, enchanted down to every last bone.” He stroked his beard. “You said the wizard just died, midway through casting a spell? Must’ve used every last shred of the magic that kept him alive for it. Completely insane.”


      “He must’ve been at least somewhat sane even after becoming a skeleton,” Lily said, sitting in the corner and slowly nibbling on a block of ham. “He even had a skeletal statue of himself built in the courtyard.”


      She was prohibited from eating more than half the ham by dusk, else Halloway would kick her out of the cave and make her spend the night outside. He’d saddled her with that exercise in restraint after she barged into the pantry as soon as they’d arrived and devoured half the meat there. Right after he’d restocked it too.


      Halloway nodded. “That’s quite possible. In fact, I’d be surprised if something as minor as death would’ve broken a mind as brilliant as that. Judging by what you’ve told me, he created quite an elaborate system to maintain his form.”


      “An elaborate system?” Edgar cocked his brow. “I haven’t seen anything other than the diamond.”


      “That’s because you use your eyes to ogle your companions instead of paying attention.” Halloway said, smirking as Edgar’s cheeks turned crimson. “I’ll walk you through it. Catherine saw strong streams of magic coming towards the diamond through the windows. What’s outside the windows? The ceiling. What’s on the ceiling? Runes. Therefore, the runes across the ceiling served as a way to gather and direct the raw magic swirling throughout the city into the gem. That’s probably why he built the city underground in the first place—he needed a roof to put the runes on. Come on, Edgar, it’s not complicated! You’ve practically told me all of this yourself.”


      Edgar sat silent, avoiding his gaze while trying to ignore Catherine’s and Aveline’s giggles. As though they could’ve figured any of that out!


      “And then comes the part that is complicated.” Halloway picked up the gem and inspected it against the light of a nearby oil lamp. “The diamond probably acted the part of a filter or a converter of some sort. He must’ve used it to somehow get what he needed from all that raw magic and then infused his skull with it.”


      “So why did he go insane?” Aveline asked, looking up from inspecting the contents of a bunch of clay containers Halloway had arranged on the floor. “It sounds like he had everything figured out.”


      Halloway shrugged. “Could be any number of things. Maybe spending millennia in that city drove him mad. He wouldn’t be able to go very far from his magic source, after all. Or maybe it was the waning of magic throughout the world that got him. Less magic around would mean less of it streamed into the diamond.” He scratched his chin. “In fact, that’d explain why he was just a skull. Must’ve gotten rid of the rest of his body just to reduce the amount he’d need. Even if it worked, imagine being just a skull, sitting on a chair somewhere for centuries, afraid to move because it would be too costly to levitate yourself. I’d have gone completely deranged.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Just goes to show you can’t cheat your way to immortality with other magical disciplines. It’s necromancy or nothing.”


      Edgar furrowed his brow. “What about the city, though? How did that survive all that time?”


      “That’s a good question.” Halloway frowned. “Maybe the gem fed it the part of magic it didn’t use somehow, to keep it intact? That’d align with it collapsing shortly after you took it.”


      “Whatever the case may be,” Catherine said, a smile spreading across her face, “you’ve gotten what you asked for, correct? Our side of the agreement has been fulfilled.”


      Halloway’s shoulders slouched, and he sighed. “Unfortunately, the diamond isn’t going to be of use to me.”


      “What?” Aveline jumped to her feet. “Don’t tell me there was more than one diamond this large in there. This is clearly the gem the book described!”


      “The book asked for a powerful magical artifact, not for something that could become one under the right circumstances!” He scowled and slammed his hand against the table. “This thing’s barely got any magic left in it! It could shoot that light beam you saw before, maybe, and that’s it!”


      “Can’t... Can’t we charge it somehow?” Lily asked in a quiet voice, shuffling further into the corner while still clutching that damn ham in her hands.


      “We could, if we had an underground city to do it for us. Do we have one? Hmm?” He glowered at them before breathing out and leaning back in his chair. “That said, it’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known.” A smile started tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Besides, I already know where we’re going to get our replacement.”


      “We were supposed to bring you the gem,” Catherine said, crossing her arms. “That it didn’t live up to your expectations isn’t any of our concern. Now do your part!”


      Halloway sighed again and rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ve been to Wynthorpe.”


      “And?” Catherine leaned closer.


      “And they transferred all of their old records to the capital.”


      “And?” she leaned even closer, hanging on his every word.


      “And? And that’s it.” He scowled. “You didn’t expect me to go all the way there, did you? I had to get everything ready for the ritual!”


      Catherine straightened up, her fists clenching. “Is this some sort of a jest?”


      “Listen, I haven’t gotten what I’ve wanted, you haven’t gotten what you’ve wanted. But we both tried our best!” He gave her a forced grin, which waned when her expression didn’t soften a single bit.


      “Whatever next task you have in mind, you can forget about my assistance. Edgar!” She spun towards him and pointed at his arm. “Put the bracelet on the table. As much as I loathe this place, I’m not leaving until I get what’s owed to me.”


      Halloway shot up from his seat. “You can’t do that! I need you to help Edgar to get the next item! Without you, how will he...” He trailed off and lowered his gaze when her stare remained as hard as stone. “Very well, then. Stay. I’ll figure something out.”


      “Umm... Master Necromancer?” Lily shuffled closer.


      “Yes, yes.” He waved his hand. “I haven’t forgotten.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper, which he then handed to her.


      She carefully unwrapped it, biting her lip. Then she looked at him with a frown. “This is just a recipe for bone broth.”


      He nodded. “Not only will you get every last scrap of magic from any forgotten bits of meat and cartilage, but you’ll also access the part that’s hiding in the bone marrow. It should be quite a significant amount, I should add.”


      She looked at the paper again, then back at him, tears springing into her eyes. “This...” Her voice cracked, and she gulped. “This isn’t what I expected.”


      “You said you wanted help with your hunger problem,” Halloway said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “This will allow you to get more magic from less food. How is that not helping?”


      Her bottom lip quivered. “But this doesn’t make me any less of a monster. I’ll just be a monster that can cook!” Tears fell from her cheeks onto the paper.


      “Well, what do you expect me to do about it?” Halloway threw his hands up. “I’m a necromancer, not a...a...monster reverser! Your body needs magic, and it’s made to get it from flesh. I can’t find you a new source. You’ve seen what lengths that enchanter went to to do that, and he still failed. And I don’t see how I could lower the amount of magic you need short of amputating your limbs!” He gestured towards the grimoire. “If I knew as much about magic as the wizard who wrote this did, maybe I’d be able to do something about it, but even then, it’d likely mean transferring your soul into a more advanced form of undead. And from the sound of things, that’s not what you want either!”


      Her voice trembled. “But... But surely there’s a way to break the curse, to...”


      Halloway’s brow creased as he put his hands on his temples and stared at her. “When you ate that mummified piece of meat, you weren’t cursed. Your stomach acids annihilated whatever evil presence was in it. But they also released the magic that was inside that scrap of flesh—a lot of magic, if it was capable of causing all those accidents at the museum that you told us about. That magic then proceeded to bombard your body from the inside, and since it wasn’t just raw magic, but rather the kind that resides inside the dead, it turned you into this. You’re not cursed; it’s more like you’re scarred. It’s as if you spilled a strong acid onto your skin, only instead of having a scar, you’re a ghoul.”


      “I don’t think she needs you to explain the exact nature of her predicament,” Catherine said, hovering nearby with a scowl on her face. “She just wants to know if there’s a cure. Even if you yourself don’t know it, does one exist?”


      Halloway scratched his head. “You’re asking me for something I cannot know. Do I know of a cure? No. Could there be one? Maybe. So much knowledge about magic has been lost, so much more may have never been discovered in the first place. Who am I to say what is or isn’t possible?”


      “You mean that Lily is stuck being a doggie forever?” Aveline asked, and Edgar put his head in his hands. They’d never stop quarreling, would they?


      Halloway crossed his arms. “I’m saying that in order to know, we need to learn more, and the best way to learn more is to assist me.”


      “I understand,” Lily said, standing with her head hung low. “I’ll... I’ll do it. I’ll assist you, if you promise me—”


      “Oh, sorry.” Halloway gave her an apologetic smile. “I don’t actually need your assistance for the next item.”


      Lily looked like a puppy that’d just gotten kicked. Edgar also noted she no longer had the ham with her. When in the world did she...?


      “Do you need me, then?” Aveline asked, pointing at her chest. “Because you can forget about it! You promised to help me get home, and that’s what I’m doing. I almost got found out by Bernard back there; I can’t risk any more of those encounters!”


      “Oh, you are heading home indeed!” Halloway grinned. “And Edgar with you, because that’s his next destination. Remember your grandfather’s collection? Turns out there are other useful things there besides the vial of vampire blood.”


      Aveline scoffed. “I’m not helping you rob my grandfather.”


      “Whoever said anything about robbing?” His grin widened as he held out the diamond. “You’ll trade.”


      ———


      “This has to be the stupidest cover story I’ve ever heard!” Aveline said as they neared the gates of her home.


      “For what it’s worth, I agree,” Edgar replied, again dressed in the fancy clothes he’d bought for the ball.


      It was just past noon and the tall, chalk-white walls of Aveline’s estate towered a short distance ahead, right behind a wrought iron gate and a small forecourt. In many ways, it reminded Edgar of Catherine’s home, only it was in much better repair and had a more elegant, smoother design. She probably would’ve loved to see this, but if she insisted on trying to get something out of Halloway... Her loss.


      “Horace!” Aveline called out and waved at a man smoking a pipe by the gate. “Tell my parents that I’ve come home!”


      The man’s jaw dropped, his pipe falling on the ground. “L-Lady Aveline? What in the world...?” He blinked, closed his mouth, straightened up, and bowed. “Of course!” He hurriedly opened the gate and sprinted towards the main building.


      “How do I look?” she asked as they passed through, brushing the front of her frilly dress, the one she’d worn at the ball. “I thought it’d stay nice and safe if I kept it in your master’s room, but it just sucked in the stench of the place. I had to wash it five times to get it out!”


      Edgar looked her over. The dress was generally crumpled and all the various little bows and frills sagged, but it still exuded an aura of wealth and opulence, if somewhat scuffed. “It’s fine. I doubt your parents will care about a couple creases.”


      “They’ll think I’ve lived in a pigsty for the past month, and they won’t be far from the truth!” She frowned. “What about my teeth? Are they showing?”


      He cocked his brow. “Can’t you just check that with your tongue?”


      Halloway had told her that she should be able to retract her fangs somewhat, so as to not be immediately recognized as a vampire. After about an hour of trial and error, with copious attempts to press them, wiggle them, and even hit them, she finally managed to do just that, utilizing muscles she didn’t even know she had to sink those teeth back inside her skull until they matched their neighbors in length. They were still very sharp, but it wasn’t like anyone would inspect her canines too closely.


      “They still sometimes slide out on their own, when I stop thinking about it.” She scowled. “It’s really uncomfortable to have them like that—there’s this weird pressure there and I hate it!”


      “I haven’t seen that happen yet, so you’re probably fine.” He slowly breathed out and gazed at the mansion. “Let’s stop stalling and get this over with.”


      She nodded, and they proceeded through the beautiful forecourt up to the mansion’s front entrance, where some servants were already scurrying about in preparation to welcome back their lady. Aveline paid them no heed and walked straight through the door into a spacious entrance hall.


      If Edgar was impressed by Catherine’s estate, here he was downright stunned. Not only could the hall easily match Catherine’s in size, but it had all the luxury one could think of, from ornate wooden archways over every door and rich, colorful carpets on the floor, to gargantuan paintings of the highest quality hanging on the walls. Compared to the hole he was used to, it was an entirely different world.


      The fast-approaching stomping of feet made him focus on the matter at hand, however. Hurrying down the stairs just ahead of the entrance were two richly dressed nobles, a man and a woman, who both froze mid-step the moment they came into view.


      “Mother, father, I’m home!” Aveline said, her face erupting into a beaming smile.


      The nobles stared at her like they’d seen a ghost. Finally, her father spoke up. “Aveline? Is that really you? Bernard said that, during the cave-in, you...” On second glance, their eyes were red and their faces haggard.


      “I’ve survived, as you can see!” She pointed to Edgar, who had, up until now, mostly been staring at his shoes, acting as though he wasn’t even there. “And this is my fiancé, Edgar!”


      Edgar lifted his head and gave them a forced smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He felt like he’d get exposed as a liar and a necromancer any second now. He had no idea how to even speak to these people! Where was Catherine when he needed her to possess him, damn it? It was so easy to speak at the ball with her around!


      “Your...fiancé?” her mother repeated, looking as though she was about to faint. “Isn’t he your kidnapper?”


      “He didn’t kidnap me—we decided to elope!” Her smile started showing the smallest signs of strain. “We’ve been seeing each other for months now, but I knew you’d never approve of us, since he’s but a poor commoner with no estates or wealth.”


      There was a pause, before Aveline subtly jabbed him with her elbow. “Oh, um... Yes! From the first moment I saw her, I’ve been enamored by Aveline’s great beauty, and my love only grew as I got to know her.” He spent a lot of time practicing this part so as to not cringe during it. “Since I am but a miserable, wretched peasant...” He gulped. In retrospect, having Catherine write these lines for them may not have been such a great idea. “Since I am such a poor wretch, we decided we had no recourse but to run away so as to satiate the burning desire within our hearts, for surely you’d never approve of our union.”


      “Well... Well, that’s right!” her father exclaimed and rushed down the stairs, followed by his wife. “How dare you seduce my daughter, you— You...!”


      Edgar quickly reached into his pocket and pulled out the red diamond.


      The nobleman stopped in his tracks. “Is that...?”


      Aveline nodded. “It really is a diamond as large as my fist! Bernard must’ve told you how he chased us through the city, right?”


      Speak of the devil, Sir Stroud chose that moment to burst into the room, accompanied by two of his men. “Lady Aveline, you live!” he said as soon as he spotted her. “I thought we lost you when the ceiling fell down on our heads!” His eyes shifted to Edgar and he scowled. “I’ll have the kidnapper executed immediately, don’t you worry.”


      “No, no, hold on a moment, Bernard,” Aveline’s father said, looking at the gemstone like he was mesmerized. “Let this...Edgar tell us what happened.”


      Edgar took a deep breath. This was the key moment where he’d either make it or get put down like a dog. How did the damn script go again?


      “We may have eloped, but soon, Aveline started missing home, and I myself felt like a fiend for stealing her away from her family,” he recited from memory, doing his best to keep his voice even. “And so, I decided to prove I am worthy of her, and of your blessing.” He nodded towards the gem. “Undertaking a great adventure to locate the underground city and to pilfer its wealth, I had hoped to show that while I may not be noble in blood, I am such in spirit. To prove this, I wish to give this gem to you.” He bowed and extended his hand towards the nobleman, trying to stop it from trembling.


      Stroud snorted. “That’s the most ridiculous—”


      “What a wonderful man!” Aveline’s mother said, wiping tears from her eyes with a handkerchief. “Like a hero from the tales. A true romantic!”


      “You’re just giving it to me?” Aveline’s father asked, slowly reaching for the gem. “A thing like this could buy you an estate of your own, you realize?”


      Of course Edgar realized that. A part of him rebelled as he watched him reach for the diamond, imagining all the things he could do with the money he’d get for that thing. And to hand it over for a little brat like Aveline—what a joke! But he didn’t have much choice in the matter.


      “It is yours.” He smiled. “Although, there is a little favor I’d like to ask, but we can discuss that later.”


      The man’s eye twitched at the mention of a “favor,” but his attention was quickly drawn back to the lustrous sheen of the gem. It was as if the rock had hypnotic properties, the imagined wealth stemming from it working almost as well as magic. He slowly wrapped his hand around it and cradled it to his chest like a baby.


      “Are you telling me,” Stroud said, his voice booming through the hall, “that you decided to go treasure hunting somewhere deep underground, and you took Lady Aveline with you? How could you put her in such danger?”


      “I wanted to go,” Aveline said cheerfully, saying the first truthful thing that day.


      Her father nodded. “Yes, that does sound like Aveline.” He glanced at Stroud. “Stand down, Bernard. This man is our honored guest!”


      It was as if some invisible barrier had broken at those words, the servants rushing to them, asking whether Edgar wanted any refreshments or perhaps a cigar, while Aveline’s mother rushed to embrace her daughter.


      Aveline eagerly returned the hug when the noblewoman scrunched her nose. “What is this ungodly stench?”


      Aveline’s eyes shot wide. It seemed that washing it five times wasn’t enough after all. She smiled. “Oh, Edgar owns this large dog called Lily. It stinks really bad, and it must’ve brushed against me many times.”


      Edgar stared at her. This brat!


      “He should keep that beast in a kennel outside.” Her mother broke her hug, limiting herself to stroking Aveline’s cheek.


      “I’ve told him that about a dozen times now.” Aveline smirked at Edgar as she said that, before turning to the servants. “I’d like to get a change of clothes. And a bath.”


      The servants took off before she even finished speaking.


      “Hold on,” Stroud said, knitting his bushy brow. “There was someone else with you in that city. A woman who tried to fight the things there with her bare hands.”


      Edgar froze, but smiled at him a moment later. “You must be mistaken. Who’d ever fight those things bare-handed? She was just, uh...”


      “A servant we’ve hired,” Aveline said. “She was supposed to help us figure out the history of that place, but she was bad and knew nothing, so we fired her afterwards.”


      Stroud frowned. “I could’ve sworn I saw her land a blow on one of those things.”


      “She must’ve been trying to slip past it and gotten into a bit of a scuffle.” Edgar forced a laugh. “A woman hitting metal armor with her bare fists, just imagine!”


      Stroud scratched his chin. “I suppose it was quite dim there, and there were javelins flying all around...”


      “Exactly!” Edgar’s grin became pained, before he quickly turned to Aveline’s father. “Actually, there is something else I’d like to discuss.”


      The nobleman nodded, finally drawing his eyes away from the gem. “Yes, I’d like to discuss some things too. Accompany me while Aveline gets changed, please.” He beckoned him to follow and walked through a nearby door into an adjacent room.


      Edgar shot a desperate look at Aveline, but she just waved at him and smiled before walking somewhere with her mother. Just great. He braced himself and followed after her father.


      The room they entered was clearly made to impress, the walls covered with tapestries and the ceiling painted to depict a beautiful sky, with carved beams of dark wood framing it as though it were a painting. The furniture consisted of a few armchairs and couches arranged around a low, glass table, while the edges of the room were cluttered with various cabinets proudly displaying decorative statuettes and books that looked as though nobody had opened them in centuries. For some reason, there was also a rather shoddy-looking statue of a noblewoman standing by the door, but Edgar didn’t find it in him to inquire.


      “I realize now that I haven’t introduced myself properly in all that excitement, though I’m sure my daughter has already told you much about me,” the man said as he sat on a wide mahogany couch with silken cushioning. “You may call me Lionel.”


      Edgar positioned himself on a chair opposite to him. “Of course, I am glad to make your acquaintance.” He bowed his head and silently cursed Aveline for barely telling him anything save that he was her father and she loved him very much.


      “I can’t express just how relieved I am that Aveline is all right,” Lionel said, smiling. “Why, after what Bernard told us, we’d already begun to mourn her! And even before that, finding out our daughter had vanished from the ball and finding the room covered with signs of a struggle...” He shook his head.


      “So, um...” Edgar licked his lips, tense as a coiled spring. They had a story prepared for this exact question. “When we ran away, we, uh... We staged it to look like a kidnapping, with lots of shouting and broken furniture, because, uh... Because she was really ashamed about running away from home, and...” He started to sweat. This story was garbage!


      Lionel waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it, the damages were negligible. My father, Duke Percival Canens, was quite livid about the family relic, but I’m sure a treasure like this will more than make up for it.” He smiled at the gemstone again, before looking back at him and furrowing his brow. “There is another matter, however.”


      Edgar gulped.


      “Now, don’t get me wrong.” He offered Edgar a small smile. “I am happy that Aveline has found someone she likes, and having an adventurer daredevil for a son-in-law is nothing to be ashamed of, given the results. Why, with a discovery of an ancient city as well as a gem this size, you might even earn a noble title yourself, if you play your cards right! But...” His expression suddenly turned serious. “You said you were stricken by Aveline’s great beauty?”


      Edgar quickly nodded. “Yes, it was love at first sight.”


      Lionel’s face only hardened further. “You fell in love with my daughter, who looks and behaves about five years younger than she actually is, because of her beauty?”


      Edgar suddenly found it difficult to breathe. He had made a terrible mistake. Talking about beauty and love at first sight, it was all generic phrases that he hadn’t given a second thought to. But in relation to Aveline, these words sounded like...


      “I...” He took a deep breath and licked his lips again, his eyes darting anywhere other than Lionel. “I meant her inner beauty.”


      Lionel’s expression remained deadpan. “It was love at first sight, because of her inner beauty?”


      “Well, you see...” Edgar let out a nervous chuckle. “The thing is that, uh... What I’m trying to say is...” What was there to say? He’d dug his own grave!


      Lionel stared at him wordlessly, his lips slowly curling down. All that drawing and quartering Aveline talked about could actually happen at this rate.


      Edgar cleared his throat. There was only one way out of this situation. “The truth is, I lied.”


      Lionel’s brow shot up. “You lied?”


      “Yes.” Edgar nodded. “It wasn’t love at first sight, and I wasn’t struck by her beauty. In truth, all I wanted was to marry into your family so I could enjoy all the wealth and power you wield.”


      “What?” Lionel shot up from his seat.


      “But that was only at first!” Edgar smiled and prayed to God this’d work. “Once I’d gotten to know her better, I found myself genuinely falling in love with her personality and wit.” He had never spoken a greater lie. “That is why I undertook that whole adventure to get the gem, and that’s why I’m giving it to you now—to prove my affection is genuine. Had I wanted riches, I’d have just sold it and bought my own estate, like you said.”


      Lionel narrowed his eyes, squinting at him for a while, before slowly sitting down. “Aveline is a sweet girl, it’s true. I can see how a man might be attracted to that.”


      Sweet? Had this guy even met his daughter? Edgar put his hand over his heart. “I’ve never met a woman that could fill me with such joy and warmth before. With her, it’s like every day is cloudless and full of sunlight. Like all my worries just disappear. She is like an angel, descended from heaven to bring out the best in me.”


      “Well, I’m glad Aveline has found someone to love her so,” Lionel said, cringing. “To be honest, under any other circumstances, I’d have thought you were trying to scam me somehow.” He brought the gem up to his eyes. “But this diamond is genuine—I have an eye for these things. And Bernard basically confirmed your story. Tell me, is it true you encountered magical constructs of some sort in that city?”


      “Plenty of them, sir.” Edgar put on a frown. “I’ve risked my life many times to make sure Aveline came to no harm.” It was good she wasn’t in the room with them, or else she might’ve slapped him.


      “That’s incredible.” Lionel rubbed his chin. “It all sounds so fantastic. A hidden underground city? Walking suits of armor? Ancient treasures? I thought Bernard had been struck by dementia at first, but all of his men confirmed the story, and then there was that huge earthquake... Did you know that an entire forest vanished, trees and all? There’s just broken ground and dirt there now.”


      Remembering how vast the cavern was, it wasn’t especially surprising. “I did not.”


      “I’ve already sent people there to start excavations.” Lionel smiled. “Nobody knows what’s buried there yet. We’ll be the ones credited with the discovery of a century!” His smile vanished. “Though the Inquisition has gotten involved as well, as if it wasn’t enough that they’ve been buzzing around our estate like flies for months now. They really want to bring my father down for some reason.”


      “Speaking of your father,” Edgar said, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible, “there is this favor I’ve been meaning to ask.”


      Lionel frowned. “If it concerns my father, then it’d be best if you spoke directly with him. He’s—”


      The door burst open. “Lionel!” shouted an elderly but imposing man as he marched inside the room. “Where is my granddaughter? And who is this wastrel?” His gaze fell on Edgar, who did his best to shrink inside his chair.


      “Father, this is Aveline’s, hmm... Fiancé.” Lionel got up from his chair and lifted up the gem. “Look what he’s brought us!”


      The Duke barely glanced at it. “Is it true you’ve run away with my granddaughter?” he asked Edgar, scowling at him like the devil himself.


      Edgar barely managed a nod, petrified. It was like he was looking at a bigger, meaner, and much angrier version of Halloway.


      “Do you have any idea how much it cost me to have people comb the countryside for you?” Percival said, his voice booming through the room. “And the relic! Why in the world did you destroy the relic? Centuries of history, lost forever!”


      Edgar managed to unglue himself from his seat and quickly snatched the diamond from Lionel, before practically shoving it into the Duke’s hands. “H-Here. Gem. Take it!” This was the man he needed to appease, not Aveline’s parents!


      The Duke scoffed. “You think this rock makes up for family history? I could cover this whole room with gems if I wanted to!”


      Edgar gulped. “It’s... It’s not just any gem; it’s from the underground city. It has historical value too!”


      “Just because it was stuck in a chest somewhere for a long time doesn’t give it historical value,” Percival said, glaring at him. “History itself provides it! Objects that people have spilled blood for, that legends are told of, or, in the case of the relic, pieces of legendary people themselves!”


      “But it is like that!” Edgar’s voice jumped an octave higher. “It’s a magical gem that kept the ruler of the city alive for millennia—I can show you!”


      The Duke snorted. “What is this nonsense?”


      “F-Follow me outside! You’ll see!” Edgar marched outside the room, sweating buckets.


      Halloway anticipated this. He’d said the Duke might be less interested in the value of the gem and more in its other properties, because that was what the contents of his collection suggested. While there was no official list of what exactly the contents were, enough people had been invited to see it that word got out about the most interesting pieces. Crown jewels of long forgotten kingdoms, finger bones of saints, “magical” swords, talismans from faraway lands, and lots more. The man was obviously a collector of the esoteric, no matter how much he denied it, which would also explain the interest of the Inquisition. It was also why Halloway had spent so much time figuring the gem out and why he had shared his findings with Edgar.


      They arrived outside the front entrance, Lionel observing the stone with undisguised curiosity while the Duke tapped his foot, the scowl never leaving his face. At this point, Edgar was wondering whether he even had any other facial expressions. Not far ahead, in the mansion’s forecourt, there stood a suitable, generic-looking statue.


      “I shall demonstrate the power of the gem now!” Edgar announced, and held the diamond in front of him. It was actually quite simple to use. He just had to focus his mind on it enough to feel its magic and then give it a little tug.


      As soon as he did so, a red glow started emanating from within the stone, making even the Duke raise his brow. For a moment, the gem shone as bright as a bonfire. And then the light spilled out, bursting from the diamond in a razor thin, but eye-piercing, ray of light that melted the stone of the statue like it was butter. Edgar bisected it from head to toe and through the pedestal it stood on, just to show off its power. He was sure the Duke would be impressed, but he needed him to be amazed not just to excuse the loss of the family relic, but to also throw in another piece from his collection.


      As the beam of light vanished and the glow of the diamond diminished, the Duke was the first to speak. “Impressive.” He reached for the stone, a small smile creeping onto his face for the first time. “How do I use it?”


      “Well...” Edgar scratched the back of his head and looked away. There was no way the stone had enough magic for a second shot, and even if it did, only a wizard would be able to use it. “It’s uh... You have to press on it in a specific way, but it’ll need to replenish its energies first.”


      “So how do I replenish those energies?” Percival asked, inspecting it in the palm of his hand.


      “You, uh... You’d need a special device for that, but it got buried together with the city, unfortunately.” Technically, it wasn’t even a lie.


      The Duke nodded, seemingly unfazed. “Well, it’s not like I’d need to use it anyway. You said it kept an ancient ruler alive? I’ll have Aveline tell me all about it.”


      Lionel seemed to finally regain his composure as he pointed at the broken statue with a shaking hand, his face pale like that of a corpse. “That’s amazing, that’s...” He cleared his throat. “But did you really have to destroy Emily’s statue?”


      Edgar cocked his brow. “Who’s Emily?”


      “My wife.” Lionel frowned. “She sculpts as a pastime.”


      “Who cares? It was hideous anyway.” The Duke waved his hand, echoing Edgar’s thoughts on the matter. “If it’s a pastime for her, she’ll be happy to make a new one, and hopefully better.” He turned to Edgar with a slight grin, proving his facial muscles worked after all. “I consider this to be a sufficient replacement for the family relic. And compensation for the trouble you caused with your faux kidnapping.”


      “There’s one more thing.” Edgar shuffled in place. “There’s this one item in your collection, and...” He trailed off when the grin vanished.


      “You’re pushing your luck, boy.” The Duke stared at him as though unsure whether he was serious. “Which item are you talking about?”


      “There’s this chalice that’s supposed to heal any sickness,” Edgar said, trying to keep his voice even. “And I have an ailing grandmother suffering from an unknown illness.”


      “The Chalice of Phydre.” Percival chuckled. “I drank from it many times, and let me assure you, it doesn’t do any such thing.” He rubbed his chin. “Then again, here I am, in good health despite my age, so maybe there is something to it.” He stared ahead for a moment, mulling it over, before blinking and looking back at Edgar. “In any case, it doesn’t help with illnesses. Can’t even cure the common cold!”


      Of course it didn’t. First of all, there was a trick to using it, as Halloway told Edgar earlier. Secondly, it had nothing to do with healing. That was just a silly superstition dating back to who knows when. In fact, if the grimoire was to be believed, the chalice infused its contents with powerful magic when active, and drinking anything affected in such a way would likely result in a quick but painful death.


      But the Duke didn’t know that, and Edgar saw no reason to educate him, so he just smiled and bowed instead. “It would still do my grandmother good. She believes in its power, and as you know, faith can sometimes heal as well as the best of doctors.”


      “Well, I’m not parting with another piece of my collection!” Percival huffed. “Cart her over and I’ll let her drink as much as she likes, provided she doesn’t damage it.”


      “Her condition is such that moving her would likely be fatal,” Edgar said, trying to imagine a scenario in which such damage could even occur.


      “Then maybe you should look for a priest rather than a drinking cup, if her situation is that bad.” The Duke stuck his nose up. “Besides, what if she spread the disease to us, or infected the chalice?”


      “Father,” Lionel said, moving beside him. “I’ve seen the chalice. It’s just a large cup made of brass. Ornate, certainly, but only brass. Surely, compared to the gem—”


      “Shut it, Lionel!” the Duke shouted. “It’s a relic of legend—it doesn’t matter what it’s made out of!”


      “But you even said yourself that it does nothing,” Lionel said with a frown. “Can’t you at least lend it to him for a few days so he can do what he needs to? Remember that this may be Aveline’s future husband.”


      The Duke paused and pursed his lips, staring Edgar up and down. “I suppose I could let you borrow it for a short while,” he finally said, wincing as though it caused him physical pain. “But if there’s so much as a scratch on it, I’ll have you drawn and quartered, remember that!”


      “Of course, Your Grace!” Edgar bowed. Was this where Aveline got all that drawing and quartering from?


      “Let’s go back inside now. I want to see my granddaughter,” the Duke announced and marched back into the mansion, Lionel and Edgar right behind him.


      Inside, Aveline had already finished changing into a dress that was, if anything, even frillier and had more bows than the one before. She was in the middle of happily chatting with her mother while stuffing her mouth with confectioneries that the servants brought her, when she spotted her grandfather entering the room.


      “Grandpa!” she exclaimed. She quickly shoved the rest of the cupcake in her mouth and ran towards him.


      He caught her in an embrace, his expression melting into a tender smile. “Here’s my little angel! What have you been doing all this time?”


      As she started filling him in on her adventures—sufficiently embellished and censored, so as to not mention anything incriminating—Edgar sat by the table with the refreshments and idly helped himself to some treats, zoning out for a bit. Soon, he’d take off with the chalice and leave Aveline behind. He would, naturally, never return it nor show himself there again, which would cause a breakup of his fictional relationship with her. The duke might send men to search for him, but by the time he’d realize he’d gotten robbed, they’d have relocated to a different hiding spot somewhere far away. That would also solve the issue of Aveline potentially ratting them out.


      Personally, he felt a bit sorry for her. There was no way she could keep up the charade for long, and even though she maintained that she could smooth things over with her relatives, he sincerely doubted they’d be terribly accepting of a vampire in their midst. And even if they were, what would it mean in the long term? As far as he knew, though she might not be aware of it, vampires didn’t age—that was bound to ring some alarm bells with the Inquisition sooner or later. And what about things like getting burned by sunlight? Halloway said that she wasn’t affected because she had recently gotten turned, but that wouldn’t hold true forever. Would they just keep her hidden in a basement somewhere, isolated from the world so that nobody would find out? Pitiful.


      Then again, it wasn’t really his problem anymore.


      A servant brought the chalice over, presenting to him a quite drab brass cup. There was some ornamentation around the rim and handle, and it was grandiose in its width, but honestly, one could find better ones in virtually any tavern. No wonder Lionel didn’t assign much value to it. Edgar took it, turning it in his hand to look for any features of note, before trying to focus his mind for a trace of magic to tug, like with the diamond. He felt absolutely nothing. As far as he could tell, it was the most mundane, ugly cup of them all with no special properties whatsoever. Likely why it remained unharmed by the Inquisition these past couple centuries. Or it could also mean that it was just an ordinary cup and Halloway was wrong, or that the Duke decided to scam him with a fake copy. He doubted that was the case, though. Finding a cup this poor in an estate this wealthy on such short notice would’ve been a herculean task.


      Finally, after what felt like an hour, Aveline finished telling her tale and everyone’s attention shifted back towards him, with questions about his background, his residence, and so on—all things he had a fake story already prepared for. He was just in the middle of telling them about how he was a student of archaeology—which, at this point, was practically true—when a servant entered the room and bowed. “Your Lordships and Ladies, may I have the honor to inform you that Sir Gideon Wright of the Holy Inquisition has arrived and is requesting your gracious presence. Should he be allowed in, or should I tell the guards to throw him into the river again?”


      Edgar froze. The witch hunter found him? How? They didn’t even hire a stagecoach this time. They’d walked the whole damn distance on foot! The bastard must’ve had someone surveying the estate or bribed one of the servants.


      Lionel groaned. “What does he want this time?”


      “After my collection again, no doubt,” Percival muttered and stood up. “Let’s see him, before the bishop whines my ears off again about disrespecting the Church or some such. I wonder what ridiculous excuse he’ll produce this time to root through my belongings.”


      Everyone followed the Duke back into the entrance hall. While Edgar had no great wish to meet the witch hunter again, he’d rather be there and deflect the accusations than let him fill the Duke’s ears with slanderous truth.


      Gideon was already standing in the door, only prevented from entering by several members of the staff blocking his way. Sir Stroud was there too, right behind the servants, his hand resting on the handle of his revolver as though he was about to gun the witch hunter down.


      “Duke Canens, a pleasure to meet you again!” Gideon said as soon as he spotted him.


      “The pleasure isn’t mutual,” the Duke replied, scowling as hard as when Edgar first met him. “What do you want?”


      Gideon pointed to Edgar. “Hand over the necromancer, that’s all.” His eyes shifted to Aveline, who stood right next to him. “And her too, while we’re at it.”


      Lionel chuckled. “Necromancer? Edgar here? Is this about the gemstone?”


      Gideon nodded. “Oh yes, I’ll be taking the gem too, nice of you to remind me.”


      “At this rate, the only thing you’ll be taking is a bath.” Percival glared at the witch hunter. “Did you come here just to annoy me with your ridiculous drivel?”


      Gideon frowned. “That man is a necromancer, and the gem is a dangerous magical artifact.”


      “This fine gentleman is my daughter’s fiancé,” Lionel said and smirked. “And the diamond happens to be extremely valuable. It wouldn’t so happen that that’s the reason you came here, would it?”


      Edgar had to hand it to Lionel. Even though he knew the witch hunter was right and the gem really was a magical artifact, there wasn’t even a hint of it on his face. It was a perfect mask of utter disdain mixed with righteous indignation.


      Gideon breathed out and shook his head. “Let’s do this the hard way, then. By the power vested in me—”


      “Oh, so you have a decree from the bishop, asking me for the gem, and indicting this man of witchcraft?” The Duke cocked his brow. “Because you don’t actually have any power here otherwise. You can’t just whisk away my guests or take my property like you’re used to doing with village bumpkins.”


      Gideon shuffled in place. “If I asked the bishop—”


      “So you don’t, then.” Lionel chuckled.


      “Well, I didn’t know I’d need one! I didn’t expect House Canens to welcome necromancers and other foul things into their home!” Gideon’s face reddened. “Though I guess I shouldn’t be surprised with what profane things you hide in that collection of yours!”


      “You’re treading on thin ice, witch hunter,” Percival said, his face quickly reaching the same shade of crimson. “I won’t be insulted within my very home! This time, I may well ask my men to give you a long bath in the river, and even the bishop won’t be able to say a word, what with the lip you’re giving me!”


      Gideon took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, a sickly sweet smile spreading across his face. “I think we’ve started off on the wrong foot, so let’s try this again. You there, Edgar, do you deny being a necromancer?”


      Edgar shrugged. “Necro-what? I’m sorry, I don’t know what that word means.”


      Aveline couldn’t suppress a giggle while Gideon’s smile soured back into a scowl. “I know you’re one, and I’ve got three novices that can back my word.”


      “You and your three underlings can all support each other’s story?” the Duke asked with mock surprise. “Why, that’s extremely believable! What other proof do you have? Maybe you’ve had a vision where he raised an army of dead? Or maybe God himself whispered it to you?”


      The witch hunter clenched his fists, shaking, before he breathed out and adopted that same smile again. “That is an excellent point, actually. If I present proof that even you can’t deny, you will hand him and the gem over without complaint, correct?”


      It was as if a knot tied itself in Edgar’s stomach, a vague feeling of impending doom. He didn’t think there actually was anything that could prove him to be a wizard—how would one prove that, anyway?—but the witch hunter seemed just a bit too confident.


      He scowled and turned his nose up, trying to imitate the Duke. “Why are we even wasting time talking to this guy? He has no decree, no nothing. Just close the door.”


      “As pleasant as that’d be,” Lionel said with a grin, “we should maintain some decorum and humor our visitor, at least for a bit. We wouldn’t want to be accused of disrespecting the Church again, after all.” He turned to Gideon, smirking. “What proof do you have, then? I will caution you against trying to drown or burn Edgar at the stake, or whatever other ridiculous tests you may have for witches. You aren’t in some backwards village out in the sticks.”


      “Oh, I won’t be testing him,” Gideon said with a grin of his own. “I’ll be testing her.” He pointed at Aveline. “She’s a vampire!”


      “What?” Aveline exclaimed, her jaw dropping along with the fangs in her mouth. “No, I’m not!” She quickly retracted them again, but Edgar already wanted to strangle her.


      “See? She even has fangs!” Gideon said, still pointing at her.


      “What fangs?” The Duke furrowed his brow. “These accusations are getting ridiculous. First you accuse Edgar of being a necromancer, and now my granddaughter is a vampire? What’s next? Will you accuse me of being a ghost, or Lionel of being a werewolf?”


      “No fangs, see?” Aveline asked, opening her mouth for all to see.


      “Sweetie, don’t show your mouth like that.” Her mother quickly covered it with her hand. “It’s impolite.”


      “Aren’t vampires supposed to be harmed by the sun?” Lionel asked, rubbing his chin as he watched Aveline standing in the sunlight streaming in through the windows. “This claim seems rather ridiculous, even at face value.”


      Gideon’s smile grew strained. “Vampires can retract their teeth, and they don’t care about the sun when they’re very young.”


      “So she has no fangs and she can stand in the sun, and that proves she’s a vampire?” The Duke laughed. “If that’s the case, witch hunter, then I have bad news for you. You’re a vampire yourself!”


      The room erupted into laughter as Gideon clenched his teeth. “Listen here, you old—” He stopped himself and took a couple deep breaths, several expressions waging a battle on his face before it again settled on that annoying, fake smile of his. “It’s easy to prove she’s a vampire beyond any doubt. Simply cut her and watch as her wounds heal before your very eyes.”


      Stroud started drawing his gun at that, before the Duke stopped him with a curt motion of his hand.


      “Touch my granddaughter and you’ll be the one that gets cut.” Percival glowered at the witch hunter. “You’ve been mildly amusing so far, like a jester, but now you’re crossing the line. Have you gone completely insane? I’ll complain to the bishop about this, personally!”


      Gideon bit his lip, before his eyes lit up and he quickly reached for his belt. “How about this, then?” He held up a glass vial full of some liquid. “Holy water! If she can drink it, I’ll apologize and leave. There’s no problem with her drinking some water, is there?”


      “The man’s obviously insane. Who knows what he put in it?” Edgar quickly said, cold sweat running down his back. It would’ve been better if they did cut her. Without any blood in her stomach, the wound wouldn’t have healed quickly anyway.


      Aveline nodded. “Y-Yes, there’s no way I’d drink something from some weird stranger. The man’s obviously a villain!”


      “I assure you; it’s nothing but perfectly clean holy water.” He undid the stopper and took a sip. “See?”


      “Well, I can’t drink that now. He’s got his spit all over the vial!” Aveline scrunched her nose in disgust.


      “Oh, come on!” Gideon scowled and procured another vial of holy water from his belt. “Here’s another. Feel free to test it however you wish.”


      Lionel took the vial from him, opened it, and took a sniff. “It does smell like ordinary water.” He took a proffered glass from a servant and poured a little into it, before handing it back to him. When the servant drank it and nothing seemed to happen, Lionel gave the vial to Aveline. “It does seem to be only water, dear.”


      “You could also just spill it on your skin. Would work just as well,” Gideon said, a cocky smile on his lips.


      “Absolutely not. It could get my dress wet!” Aveline held the vial away from her like it was a dangerous snake. “I don’t want to drink this. I’m not even thirsty!”


      “Aveline,” Stroud said, giving her an uncompromising stare. “Stop stalling.”


      Edgar racked his brain for a possible excuse for why she shouldn’t drink that thing, but he kept drawing a blank. This was bad. This was really bad! Couldn’t the witch hunter have waited until after he had left, at least? He kept his face still and emotionless while his eyes darted across the room, looking for possible escape routes.


      Aveline gulped. “Fine! I’ll drink your stupid water!” She hesitated for a moment longer, before removing the stopper and draining the vial in one big swig. She then stared at the witch hunter with a scowl, her whole body trembling.


      “See?” Edgar said, sweat dripping down his forehead. “She’s fine! Clearly not a vampire. Now, if the witch hunter could kindly get out of here and stop bothering my fiancée, that’d be great!”


      “What do you mean, fine? Look at her, she’s trembling!” Gideon exclaimed and pointed his hand at her.


      “She’s trembling with indignation that you forced her to swallow your foul swill!” Edgar took Aveline’s hand. “If you’ll excuse us, I shall take the lady to her room so that she can regain her composure.”


      “Are you joking? It’s clearly working!” Gideon quickly pulled another vial from his belt. “Here, have her drink another, see how she handles it!”


      “I think,” the Duke said, piercing the witch hunter with his gaze, “that we’ve let this charade go on for long enough. Leave my estate before I tell the guards to make you, and don’t ever bother me with such nonsense again.”


      Gideon gave him a defiant glare before quickly opening the vial and splashing its contents towards Aveline. A servant promptly moved in the way, however, the holy water running harmlessly down his uniform.


      “Enough!” the Duke shouted. “Guards! Remove this contemptible fool from my estate! And if he tries to resist, throw him in the river like last time!”


      Edgar didn’t get to see whether Gideon would earn himself a spring bath or not as he was already rounding the corner in the hallway, walking faster and faster with each step. Aveline was quivering like jelly, tears streaming down her cheeks as she hurriedly guided him through the mansion in complete silence. He didn’t even want to guess what the holy water must’ve done to her mouth and throat.


      Finally, they barged inside her room, and she started frantically undoing the various ribbons and ties holding her dress in place. Edgar, after she briskly gestured towards her back, helped with the various hooks and laces there. It still took three full minutes to take the damn thing off and another two to get past the corset.


      For a moment, a thought entered Edgar’s mind regarding what he was doing, and he remembered Catherine teasing him about whether he’d like to spy what Aveline looked like naked or not. That thought disappeared, however, the moment the last piece of clothing fell off. A splash of foul fluid disgorged from beneath it and onto the floor, where it sizzled and melted any small piece of flesh caught within it. Where Aveline’s stomach should’ve been, there was just a burned-out hole through which one could see all the way to her spine.


      Aveline stared at it with her eyes wide, before turning to him with a mute plea. She didn’t need to—he was already pulling back his sleeve and offering his arm to her, which she quickly accepted and sunk her teeth into. This would cost him a lot of blood, he was sure, but he could hardly deny her in a situation like this. Especially after she’d saved both their hides.


      Blood poured from his arm into her mouth in a great deluge, and he felt himself growing weaker by the second, while her wounds closed painfully slow. About half a minute later, she finally started making sounds, suggesting her throat had recovered, at least. It was shortly after that when the door suddenly burst open.


      “So the witch hunter spoke the truth.” Sir Stroud stood in the doorway, his expression hard as rock. “I knew you were hiding something.”


      Aveline’s eyes grew to the size of platters as she quickly let go of Edgar’s hand and covered her breasts and stomach. “B-Bernard, I... I can explain! I haven’t done anything wrong. It—t was the vial with the blood at the ball, and—”


      Sir Stroud shook his head. “Save it. I’ve seen enough.” He stared at them both for a moment, his face deathly still, though Edgar thought he could see the tiniest tear welling up in the corner of his eye. “Do what you need to and then get out of here. You have one hour before I inform your grandfather and your parents.”


      “N-No! I wasn’t going to hurt anyone, I swear. I’m still the same...” She trailed off when his face remained unmoving. There was no malice in his eyes, but neither was there any room for compromise.


      “Th-Thank you for letting us go,” Edgar said, his whole body trembling. “Thank you so much!”


      “I’m not doing it for you, filth,” Stroud replied, glaring at Edgar as his face contorted into a scowl. “Show your face around here again and I’ll greet it with a bullet!” He pulled a pocket watch out of his vest and glanced at it. “You should hurry.” He then stepped out and closed the door.


      “E-Edgar,” Aveline said, turning to him with tears streaking down her cheeks. “He... He...!”


      “We’ll figure something out.” He held his arm to her mouth again. “Now hurry. It’ll take us half an hour just to put that blasted dress back on you!”


      In the end, it took thirty-five minutes to put it on, mainly due to him being barely able to stand on his feet after Aveline had finally finished feeding. Adding the time it took Aveline to heal and Edgar to regain his bearings afterwards, the given hour was quickly coming to an end. Aveline thought of leaving behind a note explaining herself, but really, what was there to explain, anyway? She could beg and swear and implore, but it’d hardly change the fact that a vampire and a necromancer had just tried to worm their way inside the Duke’s home, their motives unclear.


      In the end, they moved towards one of the estate’s windows. It wasn’t too high a drop, and it, in many ways, reminded Edgar of their escape from the ball, only this time he’d be the one carried. She took him in her arms, jumped down, and sprinted towards the estate’s walls, before leaping over them and running back to the cave, leaving nothing but a trail of tears behind her.








      Chapter Seven


      The smell hit them first—a mouthwatering scent that carried through the forest trees and hastened their steps back home. Of course, hastened or not, they were still quite slow. Edgar had to walk on his own after Aveline’s powers waned, which proved to be quite a task given how much blood he’d lost. Add to that having had to spend the night sleeping on the forest ground, and he was about ready to drop dead.


      They finally emerged from the tree line into the small grove that encapsulated their cave home. It was more reminiscent of an animal den than a necromancer’s lair—an impression that Halloway took care to reinforce by keeping his trash well away and by spreading a couple bones here and there, just to make any wayward traveler think twice before entering. Today, however, that illusion was broken by Lily stirring an oversized cauldron full of bubbling liquid.


      “Oh, hello, Edgar!” she called out and smiled as she noticed him stumbling closer. “Aveline.” Her smile lessened. “I thought you were supposed to stay with your family.”


      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Aveline said, her eyes still red from having spent half the trip crying.


      “Hi, Lily. Ignore her.” Edgar smacked his lips and let his nose guide him towards the cauldron. “Things didn’t go as well as we would’ve liked. Anyway, what are you cooking?”


      “Bone broth.” She blushed. “Master Halloway was right. It’s very filling. And I can even bottle it up for later.”


      Edgar peeked inside the pot, seeing an entire deer skeleton crammed inside and nothing else. Still, it did smell very nice, and far as he could tell, there weren’t any human bones in there. “Can I taste it?”


      “You want to eat dog food?” Aveline wrinkled her nose.


      Lily frowned for a moment, before again smiling at Edgar. “Sure! It’s about ready anyway.” She brought up a large ladle full of golden liquid.


      Edgar blew air on it to cool it down and brought it to his lips, taking a deep gulp. It was delicious. Not the best he’d had—Lily not wasting her time with any vegetables was unfortunate—but still very savory. More importantly, it was exactly what he needed. As though he’d drunk a life-giving elixir of some sort, he felt strength return to his limbs with each sip, the heat coursing through his tired body and calming his frayed nerves. He drained the ladle before he knew it.


      “Amazing!” he said and patted her on the shoulder. “Really. Aveline, are you sure you don’t want any?”


      She harrumphed and turned away, as expected.


      “Thank you.” The blush on Lily’s cheeks deepened.


      “How come Halloway lets you cook out in the open like this, though?” Edgar asked, scratching his cheek. “Isn’t he afraid we’ll get noticed?”


      She winced. “Umm... Making bone broth takes a really long time. Really, really long. I...got hungry while waiting for it to finish, and the pantry was right there...”


      “Uh-huh.” Suddenly, it all made perfect sense.


      Aveline stifled a laugh.


      “Anyway, I’m heading inside,” Edgar said and started walking down the sloping path into the cave with Aveline. “I’ll call you if anything comes up.”


      Lily nodded before disappearing from view, the tantalizing smell of the broth quickly replaced by the nose-twisting stench of formaldehyde.


      “Edgar! Aveline!” Catherine said from right behind him.


      Edgar nearly jumped out of his skin. “What?” He spun around with a scowl, but that quickly vanished when he noticed she looked...different.


      “Well? What do you think?” She spread her arms wide, showcasing a new dress. It managed to be ornate despite being see-through like the rest of her body, the various patterns on it clearly visible thanks to being translucent either slightly more or less than the surrounding fabric. Curiously, while the top half of it resembled the dresses he’d seen at the ball and at Aveline’s estate quite a lot, the skirt did not. Rather than the large, wide skirts he’d seen, this one was the opposite, flowing down from her waist all the way to her ankles without anything to widen it. In fact, it seemed even narrower than her old dress, if anything.


      Aveline raised her brow. “This looks even more outmoded than the last one.”


      Catherine grinned. “I knew you’d say that, and at first, I wanted one like those I saw at the ball too. But then it dawned on me that I have entirely different practical concerns to consider, compared to your average lady.” She frowned. “I hadn’t realized it before, but it became painfully obvious after I tried a wide skirt on. I keep flying everywhere, floating through the air, and with a skirt like that, well...” She covered her eyes. “Everyone could see underneath it! Wearing it would be downright perverse! And then it occurred to me that my old dress had the same issue, only not as pronounced. Who knows how many times Edgar has looked underneath? Scandalous!”


      Edgar winced. He’d considered doing that once or twice when she hovered directly above him, but he hadn’t dared. The memory of her blistering rage and him dodging crossbow bolts was still too fresh in his memory.


      “But now,” Catherine said and posed in her new dress, a wide grin on her face, “he should have a much harder time. Plus, it looks quite pretty, doesn’t it? It’s not exactly the latest fashion, I admit, but then again, I haven’t been following that for about three centuries now.”


      Aveline looked the dress up and down with narrowed eyes. “It kind of outlines your backside, though. Isn’t that indecent too?”


      Catherine scoffed. “Nonsense! If that were the case, men with their skintight trousers and breeches would be indecent at all times.” She twirled in the air, a beaming smile across her face.


      “How did you get a new dress, anyway?” Edgar asked, trying not to gawk at her butt too much after Aveline pointed it out. The skirt indeed outlined her backside. Not so much that anyone could call it indecent, of course, but enough to make a man’s heart race. That is, were she not a half-transparent ghost.


      “Oh, your master made it.” She chuckled. “I told you I’d get what was owed to me.” She clasped her hands. “Oh, and I just remembered. I’ve baked some treats!”


      “Sorry, I’m already full from Lily’s cooking.” Edgar rubbed his stomach for emphasis. “Can’t fit a single solitary bite in anymore.”


      Catherine wrinkled her nose. “You ate that? She crammed the remains of a deer in a pot, added water, and brought it to a boil. I hesitate to even call it cooking! And should one take a look inside that cauldron of hers and see the skull swimming there—ghastly. Like a witch brewing a potion!”


      Edgar shrugged. “I thought it was delicious. Better than whatever you made last time.”


      “Yes, yes, I understand, you want to repay my teasing with some of your own, even if my culinary skills are blatantly superior.” She rolled her eyes. “Let’s ask Aveline here. Whose cooking would you rather eat? Mine or Lily’s?”


      Aveline stiffened, conflicting emotions clashing on her face. “W-Well...” She turned to Edgar, but he had no intention of helping her, instead watching with a smirk. She glared at him before clearing her throat. “Obviously, I’d never eat dog food, so I cannot really judge its taste.”


      Catherine nodded along to each word. “Yes, so bad you wouldn’t even taste it. That makes me the better cook, doesn’t it?”


      “Y-Yes!” Aveline nodded as well. “Lily’s way worse than you for certain.”


      “Why thank you,” Catherine said, puffing her chest out a bit. “Since you’re so kind, you can have Edgar’s share of the treats. He can stick with the deer brew if he likes it so much.”


      Aveline produced the fakest smile Edgar had ever seen. “T-Thanks.”


      “Indeed, do help yourself.” He grinned at Aveline before turning back to the ghost. “Is Halloway in there somewhere? We’ve brought the item he wanted.”


      “Really?” Catherine raised her brow. “I thought you’d failed when you brought Aveline back with you.” She pointed down the passage. “He’s set up a room at the bottom of the cave, just for the ritual. It’s full of clutter he says he needs.”


      “Thanks.” He and Aveline walked down together, to the very furthest part of their home.


      Most of the rooms in the cave were part natural, part mined out by Halloway’s undead servants, but the one Catherine mentioned was completely untouched. It was the last section a person could fit into, contracting into a narrow crack in the back of the room through which a cool draft came in. That is, until they closed the room off with a makeshift door to prevent that—it might have helped with getting some of the stench out, but the cave was cold enough as is. They’d left the room empty up until Halloway started preparing for the ritual—not only did it offer the much-needed space, but the untouched walls combined with some strategically placed candles created the perfect kind of ambience.


      As Edgar entered this natural marvel, he saw exactly what Catherine had meant by clutter. Where before Halloway had the things he needed stored in containers in his study, now they were all out and scattered around the room, items ranging from dried herbs and smoking incense to chicken feet and rabbit paws, giving it an air of such pronounced mysticism that it reminded him of the tent of a palm reader and similar frauds. In his experience, necromancy never had the need for such frivolities, but he couldn’t deny that it did set the mood quite well. In the middle of it all stood Halloway, busily arranging all this paraphernalia around a makeshift altar in the center of the room—a crooked table with some of those squiggly writings etched into it.


      “Master?” Edgar asked, almost choking on the heavy cloud of incense in the air. “What’s all this?”


      “Oh, Edgar, you’re back!” Halloway looked up, the grin on his face quickly fading away. “And I see you have Aveline with you. What happened?”


      “We got found out!” Aveline threw her hands up with a deep frown. “Everything was going well, and then that stupid witch hunter...! I can’t go home—my family knows I’m a vampire now!”


      Halloway wrinkled his brow. “But you have the chalice, right?” When he saw Edgar holding it up, he smiled. “Good, good. Tell me everything, and ignore all this rubbish. The author of the grimoire seems to have had a thing for pointless theatrics. I’d skip over it all normally, but with something this serious, it’s better to be safe than sorry and stick to the described procedure.”


      “Before we get to that, I noticed that Catherine has a new dress?” Edgar asked, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.


      Halloway scowled. “Don’t remind me. That blasted woman changed her mind three times about what kind of dress she wanted! Who does she think I am, her personal tailor?”


      “You did a good job, though,” Aveline said, nodding her head in respect. “I mean it’s not very fashionable, but it looks like solid work.”


      Halloway waved his hand. “It’s easy when I can manipulate the fabric at will, but it still took me over a dozen attempts to get it down.”


      “But how did she make you do that?” Edgar couldn’t suppress his grin any longer; the image of Halloway fussing around with fabric and scissors while Catherine berated him for each mistake was simply too funny.


      Halloway’s scowl deepened. “First, she hid my pouch of powdered silver so that I couldn’t chase her away. Then she annoyed the hell out of me, all the time, by either nagging right into my ear or moving the ritual tools and ingredients about. She made it impossible to work! But I couldn’t just pick up and go to the capital to check some old records, you understand. That’s almost a week of travel! So I asked her what else she’d like, and she mentioned a new dress. And I, the fool that I am, thought I could get that done in a few hours. That it might even be good practice, since I’d never worked with such ethereal things before.”


      A grin of her own crept onto Aveline’s face as she listened to the old necromancer. “She got you good. But how did you work with ghost cloth, anyway?”


      Halloway shrugged. “It’s just magic manipulation—it wasn’t hard to figure it out since I could just check how her old dress was made. Or how she was made, rather. Technically, the dress is part of her body, in a sense.” His face reddened. “What was difficult was meeting her demands—she didn’t even know what she wanted! An entire day, wasted! It’s a good thing it was magic and not actual cloth, or it’d have taken me even longer—if a part was too small or too big, I could change its size with but a thought. Want a different pattern? Easy as moving a finger. But it doesn’t help if she doesn’t know what sort of a pattern she’d like in the first place!”


      Edgar took a step back as Halloway looked like he was about to erupt. “Well, it’s great you resolved things between you and her, at least.”


      “Next time she tries something like this, I’m taking a hammer to that bracelet of hers!” He clenched his fists before quickly removing the artifact in question from his wrist. “Here, take it back! I get angry just looking at it!”


      Edgar took it, still grinning.


      “Let’s get back to the matter at hand before I decide to truly help that damn ghost pass on,” Halloway said and wiped his brow with his sleeve. “Tell me about how you got the chalice.”


      “Everything started off pretty well, exactly according to the plan...” Edgar sat down on the edge of the “altar” and started retelling what had happened, with Aveline frequently interjecting with her own, usually pointless, impressions. For the most part, Halloway kept calm, even chuckling when the witch hunter got rebuffed, but he suddenly tensed up when Edgar’s tale came to an end.


      “Hold on, Edgar,” Halloway said, color draining from his face. “Let me get this straight. Aveline lifted you up in her arms, ran from the estate, and then you came straight here, on foot?”


      Edgar nodded. “We didn’t want to hire a stagecoach since, clearly, that’s how they found us last time.”


      Halloway pinched the bridge of his nose, sweat beginning to form on his brow. “Yes, obviously, you shouldn’t use a stagecoach, but you came straight here?”


      “Y-Yes?” Edgar scratched the back of his head. What else were they supposed to do?


      “Edgar, listen to me.” Halloway sighed, though his hands began to tremble. “You were at the estate, where you met the witch hunter. He saw you. He knew you were inside that place. And you then jumped over the wall and sprinted straight home. Has it not occurred to you that the witch hunter, knowing you were in there, could simply wait outside for you to leave so that he could either capture you or follow you here? And that his men, if they weren’t already watching the place before, would definitely make sure not even a mouse could leave the estate undetected after being told that you were inside?”


      Edgar went pale as well. “Oh.” Thinking about it now, if he were in the witch hunter’s shoes, that’s exactly what he would’ve done.


      “I’m starting the ritual immediately,” Halloway said and snatched the chalice from Edgar’s hands. “Not only should it hold the key to immortality, but it should also severely increase one’s magical prowess as a nice bonus. With a bit of luck, by the time the witch hunter arrives, there’ll be a legion of undead waiting for him. Hell, with what the book promises, I should be able to raise every corpse in the area from right where I’m standing!”


      “Are we about to get attacked?” Aveline looked from one necromancer to the other. “Let me drink some blood, then. I’ll defeat any villains that dare come close!” She started reaching for Edgar’s hand, but he quickly pulled it away.


      “I’ve actually lost quite a lot of blood already,” he said, bowing before Halloway. “Master, do you think you could spare some of your own?”


      Halloway glared at him as though he was about to murder him. “Get out of the damn room, now! If the Inquisition comes, hold them off. My undead will help you with that. Just buy me enough time to finish it! Go!” He ushered them both out of the room before slamming the door shut.


      Aveline turned to Edgar with a frown. “I still need that blood, though.”


      He shook his head. “We don’t even know if the witch hunter is really coming here. Let’s get everyone together.”


      “I’ll go fetch Lily,” Catherine said from behind him, because of course she’d been eavesdropping. Why would he even expect anything else at this point?


      They gathered by the front entrance, with Lily hurriedly wiping her broth-stained face after trying to quickly drink her entire cauldron.


      “Okay, listen,” Edgar said, casting nervous glances towards the tree line. “Assuming the Inquisition really finds us here, we can’t have a repeat of what happened inside that city. Assume every gun has a silver bullet, and that you can’t just power through it.” He looked at Aveline as he said that.


      She harrumphed. “As if I’d forget. Do you have any idea how much it hurt?”


      “Good.” He turned to Catherine. “If you see them coming close with a net... In fact, don’t get close to them at all unless you have to. And don’t assume they can’t spot you when you’re invisible. I think those ridiculous purple spectacles they were all wearing let them see you clear as day.”


      “What am I supposed to do, then?” Catherine crossed her arms. “Or Aveline and Lily, for that matter? Should we all just sit idly by and stare at them?”


      He bit his lip. “I... I don’t know.” He looked at the open ground in front of the cave. “If they do come, let’s just hang back inside. That should make it harder for them to shoot us, at least. Maybe they’ll all fall to Halloway’s undead, who knows?”


      “That’s cowardly.” Aveline frowned at him. “And how many skeletons does he even have?”


      “Many.” This, at least, made him feel a little better. He knew how numerous the damn corpses he’s carted here were, and Halloway wasn’t one to just discard old bones once he was done with whatever he’s used them for. He’d incorporate them into his defenses somehow. The witch hunter, if he really did follow him here, would be in for a surprise.


      They stared at the forest outside for about five minutes, gradually calming down. Perhaps Halloway was just paranoid. Or perhaps the witch hunter had failed to track them—the path here wasn’t exactly straightforward.


      Then suddenly, Lily tensed up.


      “Someone’s coming,” she whispered, and they all ducked further inside the cave, peeking out from behind a rock wall.


      Edgar couldn’t see anyone, but he trusted Lily on this. For a minute or two, everything was quiet, the forest the same as always. Then an all too familiar voice rang through the grove.


      “So this is where you’ve holed yourselves up!” the witch hunter said, though Edgar couldn’t pinpoint where from. “No wonder we had such a hard time finding you. Had you not led us here yourself, we’d have probably spent another month combing through the woods!”


      The guy really got on Edgar’s nerves. Couldn’t he just attack and get it over with? Did he really have to hold a damn speech every time, just to congratulate himself and gloat?


      “I suppose I ought to thank you, at least a little bit,” Gideon said, and Edgar finally saw some movement between the greenery. A lot of movement, in fact, of shadowy figures weaving from tree to tree. “Thanks to you, I’ve gotten to witness a miracle. The pencil pushers of the Holy Church have finally processed all the things we sent them about the tomb you led us to, and they awarded us additional funding. A lot of it, even. It’s the first time in my entire career that I can say we’ve finally got all the money we need!”


      Edgar didn’t like where this was headed. He was hoping it’d just be the witch hunter and his three novices, like in the underground city, but that hope was dissipating with each sentence.


      “And you know what the best part is? After your little stunt at the Canens estate, the Duke saw no reason to keep the men looking for his dead granddaughter in his employ. And I just happened to be in need of some battle-hardened mercenaries to raid a necromancer’s lair.”


      A shiver went down Edgar’s spine. Was he referring to the men Sir Stroud had with him? The men that held dozens of walking armors at bay? This was quickly going from bad to worse! “Catherine, can you go ask Halloway how much time he needs?” he whispered to her, not daring to look away from the tree line for even a second. “Tell him the Inquisition is here and that he should really hurry up!”


      Catherine flew off without a word. Meanwhile, the movements in the trees grew close enough that Edgar could see the soldiers. All relatively young or at least middle-aged men in khaki uniforms, swiftly running closer while never leaving cover for more than a split second. Did the Duke pull them straight from the army? This was just Edgar’s luck.


      “I suppose I ought to offer you a chance to surrender,” Gideon said, his tone turning nonchalant, “but I think we both know you won’t go down quietly, will you, Edgar? Commence the attack!”


      Several men ran out of the forest while their friends covered them from behind with their rifles. Edgar saw at least a dozen of them peeking from behind the tree trunks, and there were sure to be more further back, but more importantly than that, he didn’t see the white robes of the Inquisition on any of them. Perhaps... Perhaps there was hope yet?


      Seven soldiers in front ran towards the cave entrance, but they only got halfway there when the ground below them erupted. Skeletal hands shot from underneath and grasped at their feet, tripping them and then moving to strangle them when they were on the ground. Their companions in the back could only stare. What were they supposed to shoot, the ground? Or maybe the arms right around their friends’ throats? Fighting the undead was very different from regular combat!


      “Lord have mercy!” one of the soldiers in the back shouted and ran to assist his fallen friends. “Those things are wringing their necks!”


      “Don’t try to help them, you’ll just get strangled too!” Gideon shouted, making the soldier halt in his tracks. “Use your bayonets, and make sure you’ve put the oil I gave you on them—there’s powdered silver mixed in it. The skeletons cannot be more than an inch or two deep, and getting even a small amount of it inside the skull will put them to eternal rest, you’ll see!”


      Damn witch hunter! He was right. Edgar remembered burying the damn things himself. There was only a thin layer of dirt over the skeletons, just enough to keep the rain from uncovering the bones, to give their hands the greatest reach.


      As the second wave of troops ran forth and started methodically stabbing the ground in front of them, and around their colleagues with broken necks especially, the skeletons started rising from their shallow graves so as to at least put up a fight. But those were quickly felled by the ensuing fusillade from the tree line.


      Edgar cursed. That was their first line of defense, gone just like that!


      “Edgar, your Master needs half an hour longer at the very least,” Catherine said as she appeared beside him. “And he asked me to tell you that if you disturb him again, you’ll wish it was the witch hunter who got his hands on you first.”


      Half an hour? Might as well be half a year. What was he supposed to do, throw rocks at the soldiers? What other defenses did they even have to stop them? There was the ossuary, where all the “bad” bones went and where Halloway’s skeletons resided, a couple zombies stashed around somewhere, and finally, Halloway’s various pet projects. The former two could provide plenty of combatants, but none that could stand up to a well-placed bullet. The third, he knew very little about. Halloway wasn’t exactly forthcoming in that regard, always sending him to go watch skeleton joints or whatever while he fiddled about with bone and cartilage.


      “Let’s retreat further back,” he decided, ushering them deeper inside the cave. He couldn’t gauge just how effective Halloway’s defenses would be. Would the soldiers break through? And if they did, what would happen then?


      “Lily, if they come close, do you think you’d be able to deal with them?” he asked as they observed the bright outline of the entrance from afar.


      “Deal with them?” She stared at him with eyes wide like platters. “You want me to...to kill people? I can’t!”


      “Didn’t you kill a whole bunch back in the mountains?” Aveline asked, furrowing her brow. “How is this any different? They’re attacking us, and they’re led by that horrible witch hunter. They’re villains!”


      “That was different! I wasn’t in control of myself, and I regret it to this day!” She looked as though she was about to cry. “Even when I fought the witch hunter in that tower, I was only going to injure him at most. Just to make him stop attacking us.”


      “Well, could you make them stop attacking us?” Edgar asked and pointed to the entrance.


      She shook her head. “No.”


      “Why?”


      She looked away. “I’m scared.”


      He put his face in his hands. The one time he actually needed her to be hungry...


      “Forget that coward and give me some blood.” Aveline grinned at him as she flexed her arms. “Anything she can do, I can do better. I’ll send those villains packing without breaking a sweat!”


      “How about you, Catherine?” Edgar asked as he turned to her. “Those mercenaries aren’t wearing any spectacles. I don’t think they’ll be able to see you.”


      She smiled at him. “Of course I’ll help. At least until the witch hunter himself enters the fray. I don’t wish to ever be caught in that net of his again.”


      “What about me? Let me help!” Aveline said again, waving her hand in front of Edgar’s face.


      He pretended not to see or hear her. More blood, after he barely stumbled back home? He wasn’t suicidal.


      The first wave of skeletons and even a couple zombies shambled past them on their way towards the cave mouth, just in time to greet the first soldiers that made it there. The troopers immediately shouldered their rifles and even got a couple shots off, but shooting a skeleton in the head is a lot more challenging when it’s charging you with a rusty knife, and hitting it anywhere else didn’t yield the desired result. The soldiers swiftly switched to bayonets but ran into the same issue, along with the blades getting snagged in between the ribs. Their military training, designed to be utilized against living opponents, seemed to be doing them more harm than good.


      Several of the troopers fell back, clutching their bleeding wounds, but there were plenty more ready to take their place. The witch hunter wasn’t exaggerating about the money he’d gotten—he must’ve hired an entire platoon! But Halloway had an ace up his sleeve—the zombies.


      Few as they were, the moment they got to the forefront, they powered through the enemy lines like locomotives. Shrugging off blows like they were mosquito bites while cracking skulls and breaking limbs, they pushed the soldiers back all on their own. All those days fussing about with formaldehyde to stop the rot and to make the flesh tougher, all those nights spent sewing their stinking flesh together or cutting them open to further reinforce their frames with wire and bone... Edgar hated working on zombies, but now that he saw his misery finally paying off, he didn’t regret it.


      The enemy charge wavered, more and more troops limping back with broken bones and other injuries, and a couple even lying motionless on the floor.


      “Fall back!” one of the soldiers shouted. “Draw those devils out into the open! We’ll shoot them from afar!”


      But the undead, dumb as they were, still had enough sense ingrained into them by Halloway to stay inside, clinging to walls and hiding behind bends the moment the troops withdrew. If the soldiers wanted to conquer the cave, they’d have to fight for it up close and personal.


      “If only it were so easy.” The witch hunter’s voice rang through the forest again, this time from closer up. “Don’t try to stab the skeletons, bludgeon them with your rifle butts—they aren’t as sturdy as they look! And don’t try to fight the zombies. Draw them to the forefront and then run back, give my men a clear shot—they’ll take care of them!”


      The Inquisition’s white finally made an appearance, half a dozen novices wielding rifles arraying themselves right behind the soldiers.


      The troops mobilized for another attack, this time more cautious, holding their guns like clubs. The skeletons were the first to greet them and immediately showed just how right the witch hunter was, falling under the soldiers’ blows like wheat to a scythe.


      That was the issue with skeletons—even though their bones were quite tough, they were fragile as a whole. Hit them hard enough that their joints pop out of their sockets, and the amount of magic needed to keep them together would exceed what they had available.


      Still, the fight was far from over, for while blunt weapons might have excelled against skeletons, they were utterly useless against zombies. Unlike their bony counterparts, they held together very well even without any magical help. Indeed, if well-preserved, the magic could play the part of the nervous system and keep operating the muscles, same as when the body was still alive, at minimal expense, routing the savings into improving their strength as well as other things. Of course, to do this, their muscles needed to stay intact, which created something of a conundrum. On one hand, formaldehyde would prevent decay and harden the flesh, but on the other, it would also render the muscle utterly inoperable. Preparing a zombie in just the right way was thus something of an art, but when done right, the result was nothing short of spectacular.


      They could shrug off blunt trauma like it was nothing, and even bladed weapons had issues piercing their tough hides, especially if a crafty necromancer put armor on them. Silver was of no help either. There was precious little magic in the flesh and none in formaldehyde, after all, and how many people were skilled enough to drive a blade through a zombie’s eye socket to reach the enchanted brain within? Indeed, the zombies Edgar and Halloway had prepared were true juggernauts of any battlefield.


      Medieval battlefield, that is. Unfortunately, none of these things could hope to even slow down a high-caliber bullet, so when the soldiers at the front quickly stepped aside and gave the novices a clear shot, the poor zombies dropped to the ground like sacks of potatoes. So much for all those long nights performing amateur autopsies on those things.


      As the front started showing holes, Catherine flew to the rescue. She briefly possessed the troops, freezing them in place just long enough for a rusty blade to go through their guard, or grabbing their rifles and holding them to the side at inopportune moments. For a while, it worked; the soldiers shouted in confusion as their muscles seized for a couple seconds or an invisible force suddenly pulled their weapons away. But then the novices noticed her.


      “The ghost’s here!” one of them shouted and aimed his rifle, shooting into what seemed to be empty air. His five companions quickly followed his lead, and for a moment, Edgar worried he might get killed by a ricochet from all the bullets hitting the cave wall.


      “They’re wearing those spectacles again—I nearly got shot!” Catherine exclaimed as she appeared next to him, before looking down at her body. A faint spot was clearly visible on the skirt between her knees. “I did get shot!” Her eyes grew wide. “My beautiful new dress! I knew I felt something when that novice fired at me!”


      “I think a hole in your dress will soon be the least of our concerns,” Edgar said, frowning as he watched the previous swarm of skeletons get whittled down to a mere handful.


      He could be at least somewhat consoled by the fact that the same applied to the soldiers, most of them having retreated back into the forest to treat their wounds, and several dead or dying on the ground. If they could hold out for just a bit longer...


      Edgar bit his lip, turned around, and ran into the ossuary. It was uncharacteristically empty, all the various skeletons arranged alongside the walls gone, leaving only a couple mounds of spare bones. But that was all Edgar needed. Quickly, he cobbled together four skeletons, poor as they were, and equipped them with the various surgical implements they had for maintaining the corpses before sending them off. He wished he could animate the dead soldiers—fresh and fully geared, they’d have been a force to be reckoned with—but to do that, he’d need to actually get close. And no zombie was worth a bullet between the eyes.


      Even with his improved technique, managing all the skeletons in battle was tough, especially against trained opponents. He picked a spot in the hallway from which he could see the fight and sent them in, one by one so as to give his full attention to each, plugging the holes in the front. Halloway’s undead may have been more numerous, more effective, more maintained, more...just better all around, but they were controlled by a simple and stupid simulacrum of a soul, not by a human mind.


      Edgar’s skeletons dodged and ducked and overall acted nothing like their brethren. The goal wasn’t to harm the soldiers, but to tie them in combat with an extremely defensive opponent, dodging their strikes and prolonging the fight, all the while whatever was left of Halloway’s army utilized any and every opening created this way.


      Unfortunately, the more the front thinned on the soldier’s side, the easier it was for the novices to take their shots. The few remaining zombies were the first to fall, the last one biting the dust not long after Edgar’s skeletons joined the fray. Those came next—the first one got its head cracked by a rifle butt, the second one fell to a silver bullet through the forehead, and the third one had its skull scratched by a bayonet.


      Whether the third trooper decided he knew better than the witch hunter or simply wanted to change things up, it gave Edgar a taste of the oil they smeared on their blades. It was like all the magic he had been controlling the skeleton with suddenly got sucked inside that scratch, or rather the bits of silver caught therein, leaving him with nothing but an inert pile of bones.


      Finally, with the bark of a rifle, Edgar’s fourth skeleton collapsed to the ground, the last of Halloway’s following him soon after. But it wasn’t that bad a result, Edgar kept telling himself. Only about five soldiers seemed ready to advance further, the rest either having fled due to injury or simple cowardice, or else lay dead on the ground. Even those five didn’t seem all too raring to go, nervously fidgeting in place in front of the entrance and casting wary glances to the novices behind them.


      “You didn’t say it’d be this bloody,” one of them said, frowning and pointing at the bodies of the dead. “Look at this—it’s like we’ve been through a war!”


      “I told you that you’d face the undead,” Gideon said, his voice firm and dismissive. “I even paid you extra. That you thought it’d be the same as shooting those walking armors? Not my problem. Now go in and do your job! Deserters forfeit their entire pay!”


      The soldier shot a glare in the direction of the voice, but he eventually made his first few careful steps inside the cave. “Come on guys, we’ve already gotten through that whole army. That was probably all they had.”


      The other soldiers, after some more hesitation, followed him, the novices in tow. It made Edgar feel kind of sorry for them. That most certainly was not all that Halloway had.


      He and the others retreated further inside the cave, trying to make as little noise as possible, while Catherine peeked at the troops from beyond a corner in her invisible form.


      “What are they doing now?” Aveline whispered.


      “It seems they’re going through the rooms. The sleeping quarters, the kitchen, Halloway’s study...”


      “They’ll be here soon, then.” Aveline grabbed Edgar’s hand. “Time to prepare for our last stand.”


      Edgar yanked it out of her grasp before she could bite down and glowered at her. “Absolutely not, no last stands!”


      “But what do we do, then?” Lily asked, shaking like a leaf. “Can you raise any more skeletons? And would they even be enough?”


      The answer was no on both counts. Even if Edgar had it in him to create more undead, which he didn’t, there wasn’t enough time to cobble more skeletons together before the mercenaries found them, nor would they likely amount to much in such low numbers. But he wasn’t losing hope. On the contrary, he felt that Halloway’s real defenses would make an appearance any second now. The loud screams suddenly echoing from the direction of his master’s study seemed to agree with him.


      “What’s going on?” Aveline said as she, unwilling to wait for Catherine’s reply, took a peek herself.


      Edgar followed suit. He’d finally get to witness Halloway’s greatest creations.


      Four soldiers ran out of the study, stumbling over one another and firing wild shots behind themselves loud enough that Edgar had to plug his ears. The top half of the fifth one came flying outside the room right after. As the novices quickly filed in behind the troops and aimed their rifles, Halloway’s horror finally made its way outside, having to crouch just to make it through the entrance. The men all opened fire, targeting the skull...but the thing had many skulls.


      “A hulking skeletal mass” was the best way to describe it. Scores of bones formed each of its limbs, ingeniously joined together so as to not restrict its movements, while its torso was a gaping maw of ribs. The thing had no actual head, but there were dozens of skulls placed throughout its body, as if to mock any assailant and dare him to try to break all of them. To top it all off, the abomination wielded a massive axe made of sharpened bone, its edge still wet with the poor trooper’s blood.


      “Where in the world did he hide that thing?” Edgar stared at the monstrosity with his mouth open. How did he never notice it inside that small room?


      “Oh, it was hidden behind the bookcase,” Catherine said as though it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I figured you knew, else I’d have told you. Did you not notice me looking at it before? Or did you think I was inspecting the rubbish on Halloway’s shelves?”


      “How can such a monster even exist?” Lily asked just as the creature beheaded two of the soldiers in one swift swing of its weapon. “I’d never think Master Halloway was powerful enough to make such a horror.”


      “Well, my master is the greatest necromancer I know.” Edgar puffed his chest out a bit. He also happened to be the only necromancer he knew, unless one counted those that had perished centuries ago, but by Edgar’s modest opinion, he studied under the best of the best.


      “Really?” Aveline looked at him with her brow raised. “I always thought he was something of a fraud.” She turned back to the monster with a grin. “I’m changing my opinion now, though. That thing’s amazing!”


      The novices peppered “that thing” with silver bullets, taking out one skull after another, but the creature didn’t seem to care. It bisected one of the mercenaries with its axe before grasping the last one by the neck just as he was about to flee, crushing it within its grip.


      “Fools!” the witch hunter shouted as he finally entered the cave. “The skulls only serve as bait—target the spine!”


      The novices shifted their aim, but the monster was already upon them, swinging its weapon from wall to wall. Still, it failed to hit—they were swift, clearly trained for these situations, unlike the soldiers. They dodged and jumped and rolled aside with the skill of professional acrobats, weaving past the monster’s strikes while still managing to fire their guns from time to time. It was as if the monster was flailing its weapon at shadows.


      At the end of the day, however, the novices were still only human. First, one of them misjudged the room he had to maneuver in and found himself trapped between the blade and the wall. The axe took both his legs before he had the time to jump back. Then another one stumbled over the dead body of one of the mercenaries, and the blade sank into his back directly after.


      “William, Thomas, no!” Gideon shouted and charged towards the bone construct himself.


      The monster greeted him with an overhead strike, the axe missing the witch hunter by a hair’s breadth.


      “Die, you wretched abomination!” Gideon leapt forth just as the monster finished its swing and flung himself inside its horrid torso, breaking several of its ribs in the process. The monster grabbed him by the leg, its arms swift despite their size, but by then, the witch hunter was already gripping its spinal column with one hand and placing his revolver against it with the other. A staccato of gunshots rang through the cave.


      At first, nothing seemed to have happened, the abomination still about to tear Gideon in two. Then its grip slackened, first letting go of the witch hunter, then of its weapon. Its upper section swayed, then toppled over, like a tree that’d been felled, while its legs still jerked with some remnants of life. Whichever bone Halloway had housed the magic in must’ve been in its lower body.


      Gideon realized that as well and quickly carved a path down its spine with his silver knife until he got a reaction in the form of a sudden jerk. Then he placed his revolver against the suspect bone and pulled the trigger. Halloway’s monster fell to the ground, dead at last.


      “You mustn’t be afraid of these things,” the witch hunter said to his surviving underlings, waving his knife towards the remains. “Fear is half the danger with them.”


      “But sir,” one of the novices said as he rose from the nearby body of his fallen compatriot, closing the man’s eyelids for one final time. “How did you know it’d be the legs that stayed alive, and not the torso? It would’ve ripped you apart if it kept moving.”


      “I didn’t.” Gideon’s face was hard as rock. “But I had faith in God.”


      “He’s amazing,” Aveline said as she retreated behind the bend, her eyes bulging out of their sockets. “Did you see that? He’s the most awesome villain I’ve ever seen. That was incredible!”


      “And we’re supposed to fight him?” Lily started biting her claws. “We’re done for!”


      Even Catherine seemed paler than usual, revealing herself just to float further behind them. “Indeed. The man’s a maniac! Isn’t there somewhere we could hide?”


      “Everyone, calm down!” Edgar said in the most confident tone he could muster. “They’re down to just five people, and we must’ve held them up for fifteen minutes at the very least. We only need to delay them for fifteen more!”


      Catherine turned invisible again and Lily only started trembling more, but Aveline, at least, seemed motivated. “That’s right!” she said, her eyes shining, and again reached for his hand. “Give me some blood and I’ll quarter them!”


      The memory of her getting trounced with just one bullet back in the underground city flashed before Edgar’s eyes, and he pulled his hand away again. “Maybe later.”


      “It’s time to avenge our fallen friends and drag the necromancer out of his hole, into the Lord’s light!” Gideon’s voice echoed through the cave, followed by the shouts of his men. “Do you hear me, Edgar? I’m coming for you!”


      Edgar heard him quite well and, in response, retreated further in, past the ossuary and another bend in the passage, all the way to just outside the ritual room. He could hear Halloway’s muttering through the door. Maybe he could take a little break and help them out? Edgar had almost reached for the door when he realized how pointless such an interruption would be. What would Halloway do with no corpses within reach? No, Edgar just had to buy him time and hope that whatever the outcome of the ritual was, it’d be enough to take care of the witch hunter.


      He could hear the stomping of enemies’ feet right around the bend, when the sound of bone scraping against stone suddenly reverberated through the cave, intensifying by the second. The footsteps abruptly stopped.


      “Another monster! Shoot it!” one of the novices shouted, quickly following it with the bark of his rifle.


      Did Halloway make two of those things? Edgar motioned the others to stay put and sneaked forwards, carefully navigating the dim passage. It wasn’t just that he was curious, but he hoped he might see something—anything—that might hint at a weakness in the witch hunter’s arsenal. He couldn’t allow a repeat of what happened in the underground city. There had to be something that’d give him an edge.


      He peeked past the corner and his heart skipped a beat.


      A thing slithered out of the ossuary like a snake. It was a disorderly mass of bone at least two feet wide and extremely long, ending with a bizarre maw of sharp bone that was just in the process of tearing a novice apart like a dog biting down on a rabbit.


      “Get behind its mouth!” Gideon shouted, quickly stepping past it, only to get knocked aside as the monster slammed into him with the side of its head. The thing was fast and nimble.


      Edgar looked on with bated breath. When did Halloway make that thing? And how did he get all those bones to stay together? He examined the segment of the snake closest to him and caught a glimpse of metal wire. So that was how. Still, to move such a weight around must’ve required an incredible amount of magic. His master must’ve been more powerful than even Edgar would’ve guessed if he could keep such a thing fed.


      The witch hunter rolled further behind the snake’s maw before it could bite him, only to immediately find himself engulfed in a sea of bones as the serpent’s torso wrapped around him. Edgar could see Halloway’s design clearly now. Not only would it threaten to crush Gideon within its grip, but many of the bones were sharpened as well. He’d end up a pincushion! Meanwhile, the maw caught the leg of another novice with its “teeth” and slammed his whole body hard against the wall.


      The witch hunter wasn’t one to go down so easily, however. He quickly pulled several flasks of holy water from his belt and poured them on the sections constricting him, making them not only sizzle, but also slacken their grip. He dove out of his skeletal prison and landed on his feet, alive and unharmed, then quickly dodged to the side as the snake revealed the last weapon in its arsenal. The end of its tail, lifted in the air like a scorpion’s stinger with a large, sharp bone at its tip, finally made its appearance and would’ve pierced Gideon straight through the heart had he been a moment slower.


      Edgar chuckled. The witch hunter didn’t stand a chance. Looking for a bone that housed the snake’s magic would be like searching for a needle in a haystack, all the while being assaulted from every direction. If he were in Gideon’s shoes, he’d call for a swift retreat.


      But Gideon wasn’t Edgar. Instead of running away, he leapt forth, close to the front of the snake, and emptied the whole cylinder into a single section of the beast so fast that Edgar couldn’t even count the gunshots. It wasn’t enough, though. The snake remained whole and the “stinger” was already flying towards the witch hunter, aimed straight at his back.


      Gideon moved—so fast that he looked like a blur, he ducked aside and let the stinger finish what the revolver had started. The snake had cut itself in two.


      Edgar froze for a second, but seeing the maw bite an unfortunate novice in half eased his fears. The fight was far from over. Its smaller size seemed to have only made the serpent nimbler, and while the novices had peppered its head with bullets many times over by now, it didn’t seem affected in the least.


      The last novice, staring at the bodies of his erstwhile companions with wide eyes, seemed unwilling to enter the annals of the Holy Church’s history as a hero, instead leaving that honor to others. He sprinted out of the cave faster than even Gideon could move, leaving the witch hunter alone.


      “Daniel! Get back here, damn it!” Gideon shouted, but the novice paid him no heed.


      The maw turned towards the witch hunter. Even though the creature had no eyes and no thoughts of its own, Edgar could’ve sworn it taunted the man.


      Gideon spat on the ground. “You think you’ve won, huh?”


      It sure seemed that way, as far as Edgar could tell. What was he going to do, hack it apart with his knife?


      Gideon ran forth, straight into the serpent’s maw in a suicidal charge. Just as the snake was about to bite down, however, the witch hunter punched it where a chin would be on a human, hugged it around the neck, and lifted it off the ground as though he meant to crush it against his chest.


      As the creature thrashed within the witch hunter’s embrace, Edgar, his heart missing a beat, realized Gideon’s plan. With most of its length gone and with no flesh on its bones, the snake was now comparatively light, and while before it could at least leverage itself against the ground, now it couldn’t do anything but jerk about, hoping to escape the grapple.


      But Gideon was no weakling. He shifted his grip, holding the serpent near both of its ends, and lifted the monster above his head. Then he smashed it against the ground. And again. And again. Bones flew in every direction. Halloway’s construct was in no way made to withstand this kind of assault, especially with the witch hunter clearly putting his all into it. Catherine was right. The man was an utter maniac!


      “This is for my novices, you unholy filth!” Gideon hissed through his teeth as he slammed the bone serpent against the hard rock one final time, breaking its maw in two and sending most of the bones from its torso flying.


      Incredibly, the two halves of the maw rose from the ground, trying to attach themselves back onto the rest of the snake. But the attempt was a feeble one. They clattered to the ground, leaving Gideon with nothing but a limp body of bone and wire. However much magic Halloway may have supplied the thing with, this was just too much.


      Edgar was just about to sneak away, pale as a corpse, when Gideon spun around and stared right at him. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you, Edgar!” he shouted, his eyes burning like hellfire, and started running.


      Edgar scampered away for his life. It was one thing to get shot—not that Edgar would tolerate even that, but at least it’d be quick—and quite another to get one’s spine snapped in two, which seemed like a very real possibility right now. “He’s coming!” he screamed, ducking behind his companions just as the witch hunter rounded the bend.


      “Well, well, well,” Gideon said as he slowed to a halt. He brandished his revolver with a crooked smile. “It seems I’ve come across the whole team.” He scowled at them. “Hands up so I can see them! And don’t even think about making a move, or I’ll fill you with so much silver you could open a jewelry store!”


      Edgar’s hands shot up before he could even think about it, the others following suit. There was something otherworldly about Gideon after his earlier display. Resisting him seemed akin to resisting an angry demigod. The notion that they could beat him didn’t even enter Edgar’s mind.


      The witch hunter pulled out a pair of silver handcuffs. “You’ll come here, one by one, and get restrained. Try anything and it’s a bullet to the head for you. I’m not in the mood for playing around, you wretches!” He pointed the gun at Edgar. “You first.”


      Edgar took a step forward and hesitated. The events back at the palace tower flashed before his eyes once more, remembering how he got dealt with as basically an afterthought. While the others fought, all he could do was stand around and watch. The witch hunter saw that and had focused on Lily. So why did he want to restrain him first this time? It wasn’t like there was much Edgar could do to him. If there were any corpses around that he could raise, he’d have already done so, and Gideon, being a witch hunter, must’ve known that. So why?


      “I’m losing patience, hurry up!” Gideon barked, aiming the gun squarely at Edgar’s head.


      Edgar took another step, staring at the gun barrel, before hesitating once more. The revolver... He remembered the witch hunter emptying it into the serpent, but did he ever see him reloading it?


      He slowly lowered his hands as a small smile spread across his face. “You’re bluffing.”


      Gideon’s finger squeezed around the trigger.


      “That’s why you want to restrain me first. You want a hostage in case the others try to fight you.” Edgar’s smile grew into a grin as his hands dropped to his sides. “You’ve got no bullets in that gun, do you?”


      Gideon’s scowl broke as his grin returned. “And here I thought you’d fall for it.” He holstered the gun and put away the handcuffs before drawing his knife. “But don’t think you’ve won. I’m quite handy with a blade, as I’m sure you remember.”


      “H-He is!” Lily said, hiding behind Edgar. “He’s nightmarishly fast!”


      Edgar’s grin only widened. “Back in that city, you had your novices backing you up. I’m sure you can beat Lily one on one, but do you really think you can handle all of us at once?” He chuckled and pointed to the ground. “It’s you who should lay down your arms and surrender.”


      He did his best to exude as much confidence as he could, because in reality, he didn’t have any. Aveline would be of little help without any blood in her stomach, meaning it’d just be Lily and Catherine against the witch hunter, and he’d definitely bet on the witch hunter in such a scenario. But Gideon didn’t know that.


      The witch hunter licked his lips, his eyes darting between them all. “I’d never surrender to the likes of you,” he said, but made no move to attack either.


      It was a standoff, it seemed, but that suited Edgar just fine. After all, time played in his favor. How long until the ritual would finish? Five minutes? Ten? It wouldn’t be long in any case.


      They stared each other down for a minute longer, neither side willing to move a muscle. On the inside, however, Edgar was laughing with each passing second. The witch hunter was probably waiting for them to make the first move, to make a mistake, oblivious to the fact that that was the last thing they’d want to do. The situation couldn’t get any more perfect than this!


      Then he froze, his eyes widening as the sound of numerous rushing footsteps came from behind the bend.


      “Sir, are you still alive? The reinforcements have arrived!” a voice called from somewhere up the passage.


      “Daniel! I knew you wouldn’t just abandon me,” Gideon said and visibly relaxed, smiling. “And to think I thought hiring a second group of mercenaries was a waste of money. Am I glad I got talked into it!” He smirked at Edgar. “Should have attacked me when you had the chance, boy. Now it’s too late for you.”


      It was like an icy claw gripped Edgar’s heart and squeezed. This was it, wasn’t it? He looked at his companions and saw the same emotion playing across their faces: defeat. They could try resisting and maybe buy Halloway half a minute longer, but Edgar doubted that’d be long enough. More likely, they’d just earn themselves a bullet to the brain. Then again, maybe that was preferable to whatever the Inquisition would do to them should they get captured.


      Edgar gritted his teeth and waited for the first soldiers to turn the bend, still unsure what he’d do. Resist and get shot, or surrender and suffer torture? But instead of soldiers, all that came were screams and the sudden, deafening echo of gunshots.


      Gideon’s smirk vanished. “Wait right here,” he told them as though they had anywhere else to go and ran back up the passage.


      Did Halloway have yet more undead stashed away somewhere? About damn time they showed up, then! He doubted they could defeat the witch hunter, but they’d delay him, and next time he showed himself, they’d be ready for him.


      “Aveline,” he said and proffered his hand. “Drink only as much as you need and not a drop more. I can’t afford to faint now.”


      She nodded and sunk her teeth into his arm, drawing only a couple small mouthfuls. “I’ll conserve my strength,” she said, her face dead serious.


      “Lily.” He turned to the ghoul next. “I know you’re afraid, but if we let him capture us, we’ll get executed. Do you have it in you to help?”


      She hesitated at first, but in the end nodded, smiling at him with tears in her eyes. “What other option do I have?”


      “Catherine.” He took a deep breath. “If you wish, I can take the bracelet and toss it into that narrow crevice at the back of the ritual room. I doubt they’d find you there.”


      “So that I can slowly go insane in this repulsive hole?” She chuckled. “I’m flattered that you care about me so much, Edgar, I really am, but I think I’d rather die a second time than suffer such a fate.”


      Edgar nodded. He suspected as much. “Swarm them as soon as they round the corner, don’t give them the time to aim or brace themselves. Remember, we don’t need to beat them, we just need to hold them off long enough for my master to finish the ritual. Can’t be more than five minutes now, probably less. We can still make it!” He added that last part more for himself than for them as he stared down the passage bend, waiting for the enemy to approach.
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      More screams and gunfire echoed through the cave, mixed with Gideon’s cursing and the panicked shouts of the soldiers.


      Just when Edgar thought that maybe, just maybe, this had all lasted long enough for Halloway to finish, everything went quiet. A moment later, the witch hunter stumbled from behind the bend, his torso covered with blood and his knife falling from his limp hands.


      “How did a wimp like you,” he said to Edgar as he leaned against the wall, “manage to make something like this?” He clutched at his chest, blood seeping through his fingers, before sliding down to the ground, where he remained still.


      A second figure rounded the bend soon after, moving as quiet as a shadow and covered in blood from head to toe.


      It was the strange undead they saw in the underground city! It walked in front of them and stood still.


      Edgar braced himself for whatever was to come, but after a solid half a minute, the undead remained as motionless as before. He may as well have been a statue.


      “Uh...” Edgar slowly relaxed his posture and scratched his head. “Hello?”


      The monster didn’t respond, its empty eye sockets staring straight ahead.


      “It’s creeping me out,” Aveline whispered. “Why is it just standing there?”


      “Did he follow the witch hunter here all the way from the city?” Lily asked, withdrawing further away from it. “But he wasn’t even the one that broke the skull.”


      Edgar really wished she’d shut the hell up. The undead didn’t need to know that!


      “Edgar,” Catherine whispered in his ear, so quietly that he could barely hear her. “I recognize it. It’s the corpse from the tomb, the one that held the book!”


      “What?” Edgar glanced at her before quickly looking back at the creature. It wasn’t from the city? Come to think of it, it did seem kind of familiar, but it wasn’t like he took much of a look at it back then. He only opened the sarcophagus wide enough to snatch the grimoire. In fact, Aveline and Lily didn’t see it at all, only Catherine did.


      “Couldn’t you have said so earlier?” he hissed, his eyes still glued to the monster. The implications of this rushed through his head like a waterfall. Was it following the book? No, they didn’t have it with them when they went into the city. Did it follow them specifically, then? Why?


      “I apologize for not paying attention to any walking corpses while being torn apart by a silver net!” she hissed back. “But it’s definitely the same one as in the tomb. I remember the armor on it.”


      It hadn’t prevented them from grabbing the book, nor had it made any effort to get it back. So it didn’t mind them taking the tome, then? It must’ve been following them ever since they had left that rotten tomb, but when it reached them, it did nothing?


      No wait, that wasn’t right. It had appeared before them twice, both times when they were about to get obliterated by the Inquisition, and had saved their hides. Was it protecting them, then? Why? It made no sense!


      “Everyone, follow me,” he whispered and opened the door to the ritual room, retreating into it without moving his eyes from the undead for even a second. His master would be furious for sure, but he had to know about this!


      “Get the hell out of here, Edgar!” Halloway shouted as soon as the door opened, the chalice glowing in his hand. “Can’t you see I’m about to finish the ritual? This is the most important part!”


      “We won. We’ve beaten the witch hunter back,” Edgar said as the others filed in after him and quickly closed the door.


      “Oh.” Halloway smiled. “That’s great news. I didn’t think you had it in you. But that doesn’t change the fact that I need to focus!”


      “You don’t need to do the ritual right now, when there’s no more danger, correct?” Catherine asked, constantly peeking over her shoulder and towards the entrance.


      “Well, I’m not stopping after coming this far.” Halloway shot her a glare. “Get out of here already, you lot! Or at least sit quietly in the corner and watch, if you’re so damn curious!”


      Edgar glanced towards the door again before walking closer to Halloway and lowering his voice. “The undead we met at the underground city is here. It swept the floor with the Inquisition, and we think it’s actually the one that was buried in the tomb, holding the grimoire.”


      “What?” Halloway paused as he furrowed his brow, looking from Edgar to the entrance and back. “What’s it doing now?”


      “It’s just standing there,” Aveline said with a scowl on her face. “It’s completely still and staring at the door. It’s really creepy!”


      Halloway scratched his beard before turning back to the makeshift altar in front of him. “Whatever it is, I’ll deal with it after the ritual.” He brought the chalice before him and reached for some herbs.


      “Wait,” Lily said, her eyes growing wide. “Wait!”


      “What?” Halloway slammed the chalice against the table. “What do you want now?”


      Lily recoiled, but continued. “It’s the tomb. Everything about it is wrong! Counterintuitive.” She looked towards the door and shivered. “I thought it was just coincidences at first, but with that thing outside... It’s like the tomb wanted to be pillaged.”


      “What do you mean?” Catherine asked, knitting her brow. “We’ve barely managed to overcome its guardians.”


      “Yes but...” Lily sighed and rubbed her temples. “It’s difficult to explain, but it just keeps contradicting itself. There was a warning about it etched into the cliff, yet that warning gave fairly precise directions and didn’t really caution about anything specific. Isn’t it more of an invitation if that’s the case? The tomb was hidden, but not so much that one couldn’t find it if they knew it was in the area. How does that make any sense? If you want to hide it, why not hide it better? And if you don’t want to hide it, why not make it even more obvious?”


      She frowned and pointed at the grimoire lying on the side of the altar. “And then there’s the book—guarded, but with instructions on the walls about how to bypass said guardians. Edgar said it was a trial, but how does the undead fit into it? Why would it hand over the book, but then follow us around? And the book itself—it’s supposed to be a research journal, yet it spells everything out for the reader? My father had a journal like that of his own, and nobody could make any sense from the brief notes he penned there!”


      Edgar clenched and unclenched his fists, casting another worried glance at the door. She was right. A bit too many coincidences at once, combined with the undead for which he just didn’t have an explanation. “Come to think of it, the canopic jar had a map to this place on it, didn’t it?” He narrowed his eyes. “Could it be... If you consider the trials and everything else... Could it be that it was cursed just to draw the interest of a wizard to it? So that he’d follow the map? Even the tomb was designed to let a necromancer pass while massacring anyone else.”


      Lily quickly nodded. “Which is exactly what we did, and now you have the owner of the tomb standing outside after having saved us a second time, without making any effort to reclaim the book. In fact, he let us take it without any resistance. Isn’t that really, really strange and contrary to what you’d expect?”


      Aveline crossed her arms. “The way you describe it makes it sound like...”


      “A trap,” Catherine finished, squinting at the door. “But since nothing bad has happened so far, it’s a trap that’s yet to be sprung. Which would mean that the trap would be...”


      They all looked at Halloway.


      “What?” he asked, positioning himself in front of the book as if to shield it. “What are you trying to say? That the ritual itself is the trap? Ridiculous! Everything you said, it’s just pure conjecture! There could be any number of reasons why the undead is waiting outside the room. Maybe it just wants to pledge its service to an immortal!” He glanced towards the grimoire. “Besides, there was even a mistake in the book. One that I’ve corrected, remember? If that was the trap, then it’s all good. It’s been defused already!”


      Edgar winced and looked away. “That might not be an argument in its favor.”


      Halloway’s face reddened. “Are you trying to imply something?”


      “Oh, come on now, you aren’t even sure which ingredients are important and which ones are just for show,” Catherine said, a light smile playing across her lips. “Which would mean you don’t actually know what is going on and are merely following instructions. Yet you noticed a mistake that the ancient necromancer, the one who wrote the book, didn’t? You?”


      “Miserable, eavesdropping ghost!” Halloway said through his teeth, his whole head a deep shade of crimson. “I’m the greatest necromancer of my generation! Of course I know how the ritual works! I’m just...cautious about some parts, that’s all!”


      “So why not be cautious about the whole thing?” Aveline asked, shrugging. “I can’t tell whether it’s a trap or not, but it’s obviously suspicious, right? And the witch hunter’s dead, so it’s not like there’s any rush. Go over it until you’re sure about every step and every ingredient, figure out what that monster’s about, and if it’s all good, just do the ritual again.”


      Edgar nodded along as she spoke. “Yes, Master. We aren’t asking you to throw the book away or give up on the ritual. Just find out what’s going on first, to make sure it really does what it says.”


      Halloway scratched his cheek, his face slowly returning to its normal color. “I suppose I can do the ritual any time I’d like.” His gaze drifted to the makeshift “altar” and the myriad of tools and ingredients cluttering the place. “And I was a bit concerned about just how suitable my tools are for something of such importance. Had the Inquisition not forced my hand, I’d have prepared for a day or two longer, just in case.”


      Finally, he sighed and stepped away from the table. “Very well. Since you all insist, I’ll—”


      The door exploded in a hail of splinters, the undead monster rushing through like an enraged bull. Aveline was the first one in its path and reacted swiftly enough to punch it in the chest, but it just hit her right back, in the neck, and sent her, choking, to the floor.


      Lily screamed and charged it with her claws, but they just scraped uselessly against its body. The undead caught her left arm, twisted it, and then punched her in the gut hard enough to send her flying against the wall, where she remained lying among the ritual ingredients.


      Edgar backpedaled towards the crack in the back of a cave, pressing himself against it as though trying to squeeze through, despite it being too narrow for even a cat. “M-Master, what do we do?”


      Halloway, clutching the chalice, just dodged the undead’s punch by dropping to the ground, but couldn’t dodge the follow-up kick. It sent him rolling, the cup clattering across the floor. “Edgar!” he said, wheezing and clutching his chest. “The chalice! Use the chalice!”


      The monster moved fast, already between Edgar and the cup, so whatever Halloway wanted him to do with that, it didn’t matter anymore. Edgar shrank, cowering before the monster. “S-Sorry for looting your grave?”


      “Stop hiding from it and fight!” Catherine said from some invisible spot above him, and smashed one of Halloway’s many containers against the creature’s skull.


      The undead reacted instantly, a flash of silver appearing from behind its belt and cutting Catherine straight across the chest, forcing her to reveal herself with a scream. The witch hunter’s knife!


      Edgar wasn’t going to let her sacrifice be in vain, however, and used the momentary distraction to dive past the monster and towards the chalice. He quickly got up on his feet, clutching the cup in his hands. “W-What now?”


      He glanced towards Halloway, who was busy groaning with pain in the corner. “Use it! Use it on the monster!” his Master wheezed out between gasps for air.


      What the hell did he mean by use it? Was he supposed to drink from it? Drink what? It was empty, and even if it wasn’t, it’d be lethal!


      The undead ran towards Edgar, the weapon still in its hand, and so he did the only thing he could think of and used the chalice as an improvised cudgel, hitting it over the head with it. Predictably, it had about as much effect as a fly hitting a glass pane—the chalice merely bounced off of its head. The creature quickly grabbed his hand while it was still in the air and began crushing his wrist within its grasp, making the chalice slip from his fingers and land on the monster’s head like a helmet. Edgar screamed in both pain and terror as the undead’s other hand with the knife flew straight towards his throat.


      The monster suddenly froze mid-movement, and the pressure on Edgar’s hand eased just a bit, enough for him to yank his hand free and quickly scamper away.


      The creature stood still for several seconds more, not moving a single muscle. Then, with a loud bang, its head exploded, sending shrapnel in every direction.


      Edgar threw himself to the ground, lifting his head only when the thud of the monster’s body against the ground resonated through the room. “W-What?”


      He stared at the remains for a while longer, rubbing his sore wrist. Then he heard Halloway’s wheezing, got up on his shaky legs, and ran to assist. “Master, are you all right?”


      “The bastard got me good,” the old necromancer replied, still clutching his chest. “I think it broke a rib or three.” He glanced at the headless corpse. “I can’t believe that worked.”


      “What wo—” Edgar shielded his eyes, blinded by a sudden eruption of light from the center of the room.


      “He dared to cut me! Me! A lady!” Catherine said, scowling even as her whole body glowed right over the monster’s body. “I’d wager you were a peasant in life, you fiend!”


      Aveline also slowly rose to her feet, her voice raspy. “I’ll need some more blood, Edgar.” She swallowed, wincing as she did so. “And I think the doggie’s dead.”


      “Please, stop calling me a dog!” came a whiny voice from where Lily lay, indicating that the doggie was still very much alive.


      “What worked?” Edgar asked, turning back to Halloway. “What in the world happened?”


      “The Chalice of Phydre,” Halloway said, hissing as he brought himself to a sitting position. “It infuses its contents with magic. I figured there was a good chance the skull would house the soul, as usual, and pumping it full of raw magic ought to create interesting results.” He chuckled, wincing as he did so. “I was right.”


      Edgar looked back at the corpse, then at the chalice. “Damn.” He frowned. “I guess that answers whether the ritual was a trap or not. I think it figured the jig was up and got angry.”


      Halloway shook his head. “Let’s not draw any hasty—”


      He was interrupted by the sound of loud, quickly retreating footsteps from the passage outside the room.


      Edgar ran to the doorway and saw that the hall was empty. Completely empty. “The witch hunter!” he exclaimed and clutched his hair. “He was only pretending to be dead?” Thinking back, his “death” had had a rather dramatic flair to it, last words and all.


      Halloway slowly stood up and leaned against the wall. “I guess we’d better move, then.”








      Epilogue


      “And this here is the dining hall,” Catherine said with a beaming smile as she led Lily and Aveline throughout her mansion.


      “It’s so big.” Lily looked around with her mouth half open. “Even the receptions my father took me to weren’t in such large rooms.”


      Aveline chuckled and shook her head. “This could impress someone like Lily, who’s never been anywhere bigger than a kennel, but I’ve dined in plenty of bigger and better places.” She offered Catherine a conciliatory smile. “But it’s still pretty grand. I bet it’d be beautiful if it was cleaned up and repaired.”


      Catherine nodded. “Indeed! Speaking of, if any of you were so inclined, I wouldn’t mind it at all if you decided to sweep the place a little. Or fix up the holes in the roof and walls. I’m sure there are still some usable tools in the cellar somewhere and plenty of rags should you desire to mop the floor afterwards.” As she stared at the walls around her, her eyes seemed to glaze over. “Just imagine seeing this place back in its full glory. Colorful tapestries hanging from the walls, crystal glass chandeliers on the ceiling, and the silver sheen of cutlery.” She wrinkled her brow. “Maybe not that last part. Golden cutlery—yes, that’d be much better!”


      She turned back to them with a grin. “You can throw all the rubble and refuse outside, behind the mansion. We can discuss restoring the forecourt once the main building is refurbished, so don’t worry about it just yet, but do make sure you don’t throw out anything that can still be saved. Everything here is priceless family history!”


      Lily shuffled her feet, shrinking under Catherine’s gaze. “I...guess I could sweep the floor a little, since we’ll be eating here.”


      “I also think Lily should sweep the place,” Aveline said, pointedly inspecting the nearby tables while avoiding either of their gazes. “It’d be a really nice gesture if she did. Maybe Edgar could help too.”


      Catherine frowned. “Oh, come now, it’s not so bad, and it’s not like either of you have anything better to do. I’d be glad to help as well if I could, but cleaning tires me greatly. It was difficult enough just keeping my room in order.” Her face brightened. “But I could bake you some treats as a reward!”


      Edgar looked away from the scene, turning back to his cup of tea to check that no mold or dust had fallen into it. “Do you really think this place is safe, Master?”


      Halloway, who sat across from him at the ancient dining table, nodded. “Definitely. After all, this place has been certified as free of any evil by the Holy Inquisition itself. What other location can claim that? Why, saying there are any wizards here so soon after a witch hunter had gone through it, that borders on insulting the Church itself, doesn’t it?” He laughed and sipped his tea. “They’ll probably check the place again if we make too much of a ruckus, but the cellars here are massive and easy to hide in. Besides, unless we really stir things up, they’ll probably write off any complaints from the locals as superstition.” He frowned. “The only issue is those blasted looters! No wonder Catherine had been killing them for all those years. Just how many times do they need to comb through the place? There’s nothing left here! They stole it all already!”


      “The Inquisition going through the place emboldened the locals, I guess. And I think there’s a rumor going around about a hidden treasure?” Edgar sighed. “I’ll try to block most of the entrances with rubble. Maybe it’ll deter them. If people start vanishing, it’ll draw attention to us.”


      “Just have Catherine scare them away. It’ll get written off as yet more superstition.” Halloway grinned. “Besides, she’s got centuries of practice with it. She doesn’t mind us being here, by the way?”


      Edgar shook his head. “She’s ecstatic. Rambles about the past constantly. I could probably recite her family tree three generations back by now.” He smiled. “She’s also been in a really good mood ever since we gave her remains a proper burial, have you noticed?”


      “I suppose I don’t know her well enough to tell,” Halloway said, shrugging. “But it does show that even the Inquisition isn’t as perfect as it’d like to claim, overlooking her body like that. I know it was rather tucked away, but still.”


      There was a pause as they both inspected their cups again, broken by Edgar clearing his throat. “So, any progress with the book?”


      Halloway groaned. “The damn book. You were right about it. Going through it again, slowly and with the assumption that it’s trying to trick me, I figured it out. All the rubbish ingredients, all the elaborate altars and incense and what have you. It’s all nonsense meant to obfuscate a series of fairly straightforward spells. Make you think about mystical hogwash instead of paying attention to what you’re actually doing.” He frowned. “The trap itself is in the part of the ritual where you place your soul inside the artifact. You do just that, you see, but it will bring you no closer to immortality. Instead, combined with the spells you cast prior to that, it’ll use the magic of the artifact to transport your soul somewhere far away.”


      Edgar raised his brow. “Where?”


      “How should I know?” Halloway scowled. “I can only assume that it’s to wherever the author of that thing is buried. Whoever the undead that we killed back at the cave was, it wasn’t the necromancer. That I’m sure of.”


      “But why?” Edgar rubbed his chin, staring into his tea as though it held the answers he sought. “Someone went through so much effort to set the trap and lure us into it, and was even willing to wait for thousands of years, but for what purpose?”


      “Immortality, what else?” Halloway smirked. “With necromancy, it always boils down to that in the end.” His smirk vanished as he leaned closer. “This is just my assumption here, but I’ve thought it over and it’s the only thing that makes sense to me. I think the necromancer had either figured out how to achieve immortality or at least thought he did, but he couldn’t get the ingredient he needed to actually obtain it.”


      “What, a soul?” Edgar cocked his brow. “Those are all over the place.”


      Halloway shook his head. “No, not just any soul, but one that’s prepared for whatever he has in mind. You can’t just kill someone and do whatever you want with it. It’s a lot more complicated.”


      “How?” Edgar knitted his brow. “A soul is a soul. What’s the difference?”


      Halloway sighed. “There is only so much you can do to a soul, even with magic, but your options expand considerably if it’s yours. After all, a soul is you, your very being, so of course you can affect it more than you could someone else’s. And what the ritual had me do was rather complex; it’d push me to the very limits of my skills. You stopped me before it came to that, fortunately, but suffice to say that were I to perform the ritual, my soul would be utterly defenseless and as easy to mold as clay. The book made up some nonsense about why it was necessary and I, the fool, believed it.”


      “So basically, the necromancer needed a wizard that’d serve him his own soul on a platter?” Edgar asked, smiling. “I can see how that would be a problem.”


      A wry grin appeared on Halloway’s face as well. “Not just any wizard, but most likely a necromancer. The procedure had rather specific requirements. Preposterous, isn’t it? What necromancer would ever sacrifice his own life—no, his own soul—to prolong someone else’s? It’s like an antithesis to what necromancy is about. He could search the whole world far and wide, and he’d still never find a person who would be both able and willing to assist him. So he had to trick someone into it instead. Trick someone like me.” He tapped the side of his head as he grinned. “I’d have fallen for it too had you not stopped me. Him throwing in a mistake for me to catch was genius. I basically threw all my suspicions aside afterwards.”


      Edgar nodded, puffing his chest out a bit. To be fair, it was Lily who protested first, but he’d say he deserved a big chunk of the credit as well. “So what will you do next? Burn the book?”


      Halloway slowly exhaled and slouched in his seat. “I considered it, I really did. But then I thought about the necromancer. He must still be out there somewhere, dormant, waiting for his eternal life to come about. If he were to wake up, if we could talk to him, consider the things he could tell us. The secrets of ancient necromancy, not to mention the real recipe for immortality, assuming it works.”


      Edgar gave him a deadpan look. “He tried to kill you.”


      Halloway waved his hand. “All’s fair when eternal life is at stake. I’d have done the same thing in his place.” He sighed again. “Though the reality is, we’ll probably never see him brought back to life. And even if we did, there’s no guarantee he’d want to tell us anything. Still, thinking of the potential, of the wellspring of knowledge lying out there buried somewhere, I can’t bring myself to destroy it, even if I may never get to actually access it myself. So the book will remain locked at the bottom of my drawer for the foreseeable future.”


      “What is the plan for the foreseeable future, anyway?” Edgar asked and gestured at their surroundings. “As nice as it is being a guest in Catherine’s home, I don’t think we’ll be able to do much here. I hope you don’t want me to cart you corpses from nearby graveyards. We’d get found out immediately.”


      “Don’t worry about it for now.” Halloway smiled and leaned back, his gaze drifting towards the ceiling. “It’s too soon to discuss the future. My ribs need healing and we’ve just gone through one hell of a fight. That’s not to mention the proverbial kick to the hornet’s nest we did by trouncing the witch hunter and turning the Duke’s granddaughter into a vampire. We haven’t heard the last of either of them, I bet!” He chuckled. “We’ll lay low for some time—wait for things to calm down. And in the meantime?” He looked at Edgar with a grin. “I believe you said you’ve advanced in your studies.”


      Edgar’s eyes widened. “You’ll finally teach me more?”


      Halloway nodded. “It’s time for you to become a proper necromancer.”
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