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Chapter 1: Bring Your Heir to Work Day

Cloudehill Blackwood adjusted his obsidian crown, squinting at his reflection in a nearby skull’s polished surface. The study was lit dimly with necrotic orbs floating against dark velvet curtains, casting purple shadows across the walls.

His robe, adorned with golden thread and precious gems, sparkled as he shifted in his high-backed chair. The chair had been specially reinforced to carry Cloudehill’s weight. Despite being all bone and no flesh, the lich was surprisingly heavy, with mammoth shoulders, a snare-like ribcage, and a literally thick skull. The gemstones in his eye sockets matched the ones in his robes, twinkling with a chaotic and haphazard magical glow.

“Perfect,” he muttered, running bony fingers along the robe’s embroidered patterns of conquest and destruction. “A true heir to the Blackwood legacy must maintain appearances, even when plotting the downfall of inferior siblings.”

He turned to the chessboard set on a stubby table in front of him, its pieces carved from various bones. The white pieces gleamed like polished ivory, while the black ones had been stained with questionable substances that seemed to writhe and wiggle of their own accord.

Cloudehill sat at the chessboard, tossing a makeshift doll across from him.

Crude stitching held it together, and straw jutted out from holes at the joints. ELD was scribbled in clumsy, child-like letters across the doll’s chest. Ever since being forcefully graduated from Bathurst Academy all those years ago, Cloudehill hadn’t had many opportunities to work on his penmanship.

The doll bore only a faint resemblance to its namesake—both were pale, skinny, and much smaller than Cloudehill.

Unlike his esteemed younger brother, Eld was no lich. Though he’d achieved immortality, his gangly, pale-skinned body was an ever-present reminder of the Blackwood family’s ability to reproduce. Their ability to sire children was unique among all undead. Cloudehill’s father had told him the reason many times, but he could never remember exactly why.

“Now then,” Cloudehill declared to his empty study, “Let the battle of wits commence! Time to prove once and for all who truly deserves Father’s approval.”

The doll was silent.

“I, of course, go first, brother,” Cloudehill pointed a bony finger at the doll. He made a grand sweeping gesture as he moved a white pawn forward. “Nailed it! The classic Blackwood Opening. Absolutely unassailable. If you’re ready to surrender, Eld, I won’t accept it until I’ve given you a good and thorough thrashing.”

“Oh, Cloudehill, you’re so much smarter and better at stuff than me,” Cloudehill said in a high-pitched voice. There were plenty of talking dolls in the Underworld, but without the ability to make one, Cloudehill had to voice his brother the good old-fashioned way.

“I know, dear brother. I know.” Rising from his seat with theatrical flair, Cloudehill circled to the other side of the board. “You know, father is very cross with you and your little girlfriend. Killing Grimthorpe was a big no-no.” He dropped into the opposite chair, shoving the doll aside and adopting an entirely different posture—hunched and defensive, a crude mockery of his brother.

“But wait!” He pointed accusingly at the white pawn, once again raising his voice to play Eld. “What’s this? A fatal flaw in your so-called perfect strategy? This is just like you, Cloudehill, always rushing in without proper planning!”

Cloudehill seized a black pawn, slamming it forward with significantly more force than necessary. The chess table chipped, but Cloudehill brushed it off. Plenty of battlefields had natural dips and indentations. “Counter-attack! The troops advance! This will teach that pompous…”

He paused, frowning. “No, wait. I’m the white pieces. Blast it all!”

Moving back to the other side of the board, Cloudehill scanned his pieces. “You’ve disrupted our father’s plans, Eld. We’re supposed to use the Black Sun to bring about a new era of darkness. Not fall in love with it, you dolt!” He threw the chess piece at the doll, then sighed, rising from his seat to retrieve it.

“You know Father’s going to do something drastic now. He has to.” Cloudehill’s bony fingers picked up the knight and moved the piece out. He paused and realized he’d forgotten which side he was on again. “Wait, do over.”

For the next hour, Cloudehill alternated between seats, scattering pieces across the board in patterns that would have made any chess master question their sanity.

“Knight takes bishop! No, bishop takes knight! No, they both dramatically sacrifice themselves in a mutual display of tactical genius!” His voice rose dramatically with each proclamation, echoing off the study walls in a ludicrous parody of genuine battle cries.

After twenty more moves that defied all logic and the basic rules of chess, Cloudehill found himself in an impossible position. Both kings stood face to face in the center of the board, surrounded by a bizarre arrangement of pawns.

“Stalemate,” he announced, attempting to maintain his dignified air. “Clearly, this was my plan all along. A perfect demonstration of my genius. But, Eld, when we meet on the battlefield for realsies, I’m going to kill you and—”

His voice trailed off as he noticed one of his skeletal servants watching from the doorway, mandible hanging loose in obvious confusion.

Like the others in the manor, the skeletal servant was distinctly ordinary, as far as the undead went. Though their bodies bore a passing similarity to Cloudehill’s, their bones were dull and unspectacular, with only a tawdry amount of magic needed to keep them alive.

Behind the servant, shadows writhed unnaturally against the walls, taking shapes that should not have existed in any proper dimension.

“What are you looking at?” Cloudehill snarled. Frustrated by his bizarre mutual loss, he was eager to reaffirm his place in the necromantic food chain. He slammed his fist down, and a burst of necrotic flame erupted from his hands, reducing the chessboard to ashes. “This is what happens to those who dare challenge my strategic mastery!”

The servant rattled forward, bones clicking against the marble floor. “My lord, I was merely looking at the shadows.”

“The shadows? What do you mean?” Cloudehill had been far too focused on his game to notice. But now that he was paying attention, he noticed the shadows seemed a bit too long and eerie for even his liking. He stared at the ground beneath him, then hurriedly double-checked to make sure he hadn’t grown tentacles or an extra arm. “What is the meaning of this?”

“The shadows have grown longer since her return…the boundaries between realms grow thin.”

“Blah, blah, blah, I don’t even know what you’re saying. I don’t speak undead idiot. Also, how do you know who ‘her’ is?” Cloudehill jerked out an arm, pointing an accusing finger.

Bowing, the servant answered, “My lord, we were all briefed on the details of our mission and what has happened with young master Eldritch.”

Cloudehill scoffed, brushing ash from his sleeves. “Well then. Tell Father his wards are getting sloppy. I won’t have unauthorized dimensional breaches in my wing of the manor.”

With that, Cloudehill stormed from the study, his robes billowing behind him as he marched through the halls. The floating chandeliers, crafted from thousands of precisely arranged spine bones, lit his way. In the corners of his vision, shapes crept doggedly after him—things that belonged in the spaces between spaces.

Cloudehill pointedly ignored them all. The shadows were undoubtedly bending into these inexplicable shapes because they wanted to make him feel stupid. He was the heir to the Blackwood legacy, and he refused to acknowledge anything that might diminish his imagined grandeur. Let the cosmos itself bend and break; he had more important things to worry about, like planning his next solo chess match.

He descended the spiral staircase into the summoning chamber, his bones clattering with each step. The massive underground room stretched into darkness, broken only by crimson runes pulsing along the floor.

A scrying glass took up most of the far wall, its surface rippled like disturbed water. Within its depths, a daemon’s silhouette lounged against nothingness, a pearly white grin splitting its shadowy face. Every so often, something red rippled, burning bright as magma. Cloudehill couldn’t see any of the daemon’s other features, but if the stone pillar in the background was to scale, the unholy monstrosity was absolutely massive. Raw magical energy crackled through the air. The powerful energy skipped Cloudehill’s conscious mind entirely, making his body tremble with instinctual fear.

“Ah, what a rush!” Cloudehill proclaimed, misinterpreting his quivering. “The heir has arrived to claim his rightful place!”

His father stood before the summoning circle, back turned, chalice of sacrificial blood raised mid-incantation. Eldritch Sr. was tall yet thin, his natural build a mix between his two sons’. His body was bone white, yet it glimmered with magical light that seemed to irradiate Cloudehill’s mind. His robes were pitch black, and so was the twisted crown of black wood on his skull. Cloudehill had never once seen his father without that crown. It sat there so rigidly that Cloudehill could have sworn it’d taken root.

Without turning, Eldritch Sr. lowered the chalice. “Another idiot with more strength than sense has entered.”

The daemon’s laughter rolled through the chamber like distant thunder. “Careful, old man. You’ll hurt the boy’s feelings.”

“Silence,” Eldritch Sr. commanded, turning to face his son. The onyx gems in his eye sockets blazed. “You interrupt delicate negotiations, Cloudehill. Perhaps if you showed half as much enthusiasm for proper timing as you do for dramatic entrances—”

“But Father,” Cloudehill whined, gesturing at the scrying glass, “Why negotiate with this creature at all? Hasn’t this pathetic excuse for a daemon failed to eliminate Eld? That’s why he’s here, blathering excuses right now, right?”

The daemon’s grin widened impossibly further. For an all-powerful daemon, his voice was jovial and threatening at the same time, like a merry cannibal preparing dinner. “Bold words from someone who couldn’t even beat himself at chess.”

“You were watching?” Cloudehill sputtered. “I mean—that was merely a tactical exercise—”

“Enough!” Eldritch Sr. slammed the chalice down. Blood splattered across the runes, making them pulse brighter. “Grimthorpe’s mistake changed everything. The fool thought he could harness the Black Sun’s power himself, control Azalea like some common familiar.”

“The girl,” Cloudehill muttered. “The one Eld dug up.”

“Not just a girl,” the daemon corrected. “A fragment of something ancient. Something that should have stayed buried.”

Eldritch Sr. paced the circle’s edge. “Grimthorpe’s ambition made him underestimate Azalea’s potential. But your brother?” He laughed mirthlessly. “That boy has a gift for chaos. He stumbles through life collecting strays and somehow ends up allied with cosmic forces.”

“Pure luck,” Cloudehill protested. “If I’d been there—”

“You weren’t,” Eldritch Sr. cut him off. “And now we’re left with this mess. Eld inherited none of my discipline, and you, boy, inherited none of my cunning. Do you know what that makes you both?”

“The greatest necromancers of our age?” Cloudehill suggested hopefully.

The daemon snickered. Eldritch Sr. raised the chalice again, frost spreading across its surface. “Disappointments,” he stated flatly. “Now be quiet and observe. Perhaps you’ll learn something about proper summoning.”

The daemon twirled through the scrying glass, its body shifting between shadow and substance. “Such family drama! And here I am, trapped at Bathurst, watching it all unfold like some twisted theater production.”

“You failed us,” Cloudehill declared, jabbing a bony finger at the glass. “Father entrusted you with eliminating my brother, and instead—”

“Failed? I haven’t even started!” the daemon replied.

“What do you mean?” Cloudehill asked.

“My contract binds me to the school. Your father summoned me to kill Eld…but he isn’t even at Bathurst Academy!”

“And we were just about to hear why when you so rudely barged in,” Eldritch Sr. hissed. “Now, explain yourself, daemon.”

“It’s a simple matter, really. The school is off for winter break. Lucky thing for me too…it’s a lot easier being a secret daemon bound to the school when nobody is there to catch you.”

“What? Winter break? But how?! That shouldn’t be for another month or two.”

“The seasons have shifted since your time, old man,” the daemon chuckled.

Eldritch Sr. seethed. “So if it really is winter break, why hasn’t he returned to Bathurst Manor?”

The daemon placed a blackened four-fingered hand on his forehead in a shadowy mockery of thinking. “Well. Far be it from me to comment on family squabbles, but it seems like you don’t get along particularly well with your eldest son. For example, you are plotting to kill him as we speak.”

“He’s got a point there, father,” Cloudehill chortled.

Eldritch Sr. cursed. “I rue the day I neglected to add a professionalism clause to our contract. Now, hand over the Familial Tome.”

“Ah, yes. The Familial Tome. The source of your power, yet the earlier pages also describe a family history you’d prefer to keep hidden. You know, I had to sneak through a bunch of husks to get this...the remnants of Grimthorpe’s forces.”

“Enough with the commentary. I didn’t summon you for a book report.”

An object emerged from the scrying glass—a tome bound in black chains that slithered like serpents. The book radiated pure power, making the darkness dim even more in its presence.

“At last!” Cloudehill proclaimed, reaching for the tome. “The key to restoring our family’s dominance! With this, we shall—”

Eldritch Sr. snatched the book away. “My dominance,” he corrected. “You’re merely a pawn in service to greater ambitions. Never forget that, boy.”

The daemon’s laughter filled the chamber as Cloudehill deflated. “With a father like you, half the Oedipal complex is fully justified,” the daemon snickered.

Eldritch Sr. ground his teeth. “Now, to the task I’ve summoned you for…”

The lich concentrated, and a black portal appeared before him. Slowly, steadily, a blade emerged, as if unsheathed from the night itself. Halfway between a sword and a dagger, the old and rusted weapon seemed to drip shadows onto the chamber floor. Its metal surface pulsed with sickly energy, each beat matching the rhythm of an ancient ritualistic dance.

“Behold, the Festerblade,” Eldritch Sr. murmured, catching the weapon. “A relic from when the nightkin first learned to permanently dispatch their own kind.”

Cloudehill waved dismissively at the corroded weapon. “Such tea-art-tricks for a rusty sword.”

Eldritch Sr. rubbed his temples with his fingers. “You mean theatrics?”

“Yeah! That! All these theatrics for a rusty sword? Why not just incinerate Eld with proper necromantic fire? That’s how I would—”

“Because you’re an imbecile,” Eldritch Sr. interrupted, running a finger along the blade. Where he touched the sword, frost patterns bloomed across the rust. “Azalea’s influence changes everything. Her power warps reality itself. Even atomized undead could reform under her protection. But this blade…This beauty, severs all ties—magical, physical, metaphysical. One cut, and your dear brother becomes truly, permanently dead.”

“This creature you’re so worried about, Azala-la or whatever her name is.” Cloudehill scoffed, gesturing at empty air. “What makes her different from any other magical anomaly? Eld probably just stumbled onto some leftover experiment from the Old Ones. You know, like Frankystein.”

“She’s no experiment,” Eldritch Sr. muttered, running skeletal fingers across the Familial Tome’s writhing chains. Purple shadows leaked between the pages, staining his bones. “Azalea’raam’baal, her true name, is something that predates the Old Ones and their electric technology. Her power allowed her to obliterate Grimthorpe in a glorious display of darkness, though if my sources are correct, she’s lost control again. She’s even obliterating the stones beneath her feet as she walks.”

Cloudehill strutted around the summoning circle, kicking at the glowing runes. He didn’t like how complicated they were. It made him feel stupid. “I’ve read every book in our library about cosmic entities. None mentioned anything about—”

“I didn’t know you could read,” Eldritch Sr. snapped. “And even if you could, the true records were sealed away centuries ago, when our ancestors first encountered the Black Sun…they won’t even tell me about it. And just what are you doing with those runes? Step off them immediately.”

Cloudehill hastily obeyed his father, fighting to keep his bravado. “This girl’s amazing power is just a fairy tale. Next, you’ll tell me the monster under my bed is real, too.”

The daemon shoved its face against the glass, smiling wildly. “Oh, but it is. I put it there myself on your father’s behest, and it’s been watching you drool in your sleep for decades.”

Cloudehill gasped and stumbled, falling hard to the ground.

“Hah. Fooled you. Unfortunately, I can’t leave Bathurst under any circumstances. I’m bound to the very stone of the school.” The daemon sounded proud and rueful at the same time.

“I said silence, both of you.” Eldritch Sr. placed the Tome on a pedestal made of bone. “The Black Sun’s influence spreads like rot through dying flesh without a hand to guide it. Even now, its power seeps through the cracks Grimthorpe created.” He gestured at the twisting shadows, which seemed to be swirling into portals. Cosmic darkness seeped through reality’s cracks, drawn to Azalea’s reawakened presence. Slowly but subtly, the room was steadily growing darker.

“Then let’s just destroy it,” Cloudehill proclaimed. “You and me, father and son, can figure out something else that doesn’t involve this miscreant. A simple solution for—”

“Simple?” Eldritch Sr. seized Cloudehill’s collar, pulling him close. The gems in his eye sockets blazed. “The Black Sun’s power is anything but simple. And why would we ever destroy it? When the Black Sun shone in the sky, that was when House Blackwood was at its strongest.”

“So what do you want?” Cloudehill asked. At this point, he wasn’t sure if his father had an actual plan or if he was just plotting to confuse him.

“I want the Black Sun to shine on its own, without any…bad influences.”

“Oh, I get it now,” Cloudehill yanked himself away from his father, adjusting his robes with exaggerated dignity. His obsidian crown slipped askew. “Mark my words. I shall accomplish what Eld never could. The Blackwood legacy demands—”

“The Blackwood legacy demands competence.” Necrotic energy crackled between Eldritch Sr.'s fingers. “Something you’ve yet to demonstrate.”

“But I am a lich!” Cloudehill thumped his chest, producing a hollow knock. “While Eld wastes time playing veterinarian, I’ve mastered—”

“You’ve mastered nothing.” Eldritch Sr. thrust the Festerblade into Cloudehill’s hands. “But perhaps you can prove yourself worthy of wielding our family’s tools.”

The daemon swirled through the scrying glass. “A test? How delightful! I do so enjoy watching Blackwoods fail spectacularly.”

“How many times must I silence you, daemon?” Eldritch Sr. hissed. “Listen carefully, boy. This weapon requires… particular handling. Fail to master it, and even its permanent death will seem merciful compared to what awaits you.”

Cloudehill gripped the Festerblade tighter, ignoring how it seared his bony palms. “I won’t disappoint you, Father. Unlike Eld. Or this daemon over here.”

“Eld survived through luck and accidental alliances.” Frost spread from Eldritch Sr.’s feet as anger rose in his voice. “You won’t have either luxury. Now prove your worth or suffer the consequences. And you, daemon…” A cruel smile flickered across Eldritch Sr.’s lips. “You, you shall be my backup.”

“You want me to kill your first son if your other son fails? Talk about a complicated family history.”

“No, that won’t be enough for dear old Eldritch Jr. If Cloudehill fails to kill Eld, I want you to punish him with something special. Don’t just kill him. Kill him at the peak of his happiness!”

Eldritch Sr.’s ominous threat seemed to echo through the chamber until it was cut off by a feminine voice from upstairs.

“What? It’s winter break at Bathurst? Why didn’t anyone tell me? And Eld has a girlfriend now? How can that be? She must come here at once!”

Eldritch Sr.’s eyes flickered upward, and unease glittered in the black gems.

The daemon smiled. “Your dear wife won’t be very happy about this task…Perhaps I should—”

“You shall nothing!” Eldritch Sr. hissed, dismissing the daemon with a frantic wave. He whirled onto Cloudehill. “As for you…dispatch your brother as soon as you can, but make sure that your mother doesn’t see.”

Cloudehill marched from the chamber.

“Just you wait, Eld,” he muttered, practicing his threats. “I’ll show Father. I’ll show everyone.”

His words bounced off stone walls, returning hollow and unconvincing.

All the while, the twisting shadows around him turned darker and darker.
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Chapter 2: Non-Euclidean Geometry, the Bane of Street Cleaners Everywhere

A pothole cracked open in the middle of the street, right in front of a harried group consisting of three Bathurst students and three reanimated pets.

Eld haphazardly avoided the obstacle pothole, his feet slipping against the fresh snow blanketing Necropolis’s cobblestones. Winter had descended upon the city of the dead, transforming its Gothic architecture into frosted spires that pierced the perpetually twilight sky.

The paper grocery bags in Eld’s hands crinkled loudly, and he cursed under his breath as his carrots tumbled out, drawn towards the pitch-black pothole by some strange force halfway between gravity and predestination.

Bart the zombie rat darted out of Eld’s pockets, yanking the carrots back to safety with his stitched-on lizard tail. Out of all of Eld’s pets, Bart was the simplest. Aside from his stitches and the aforementioned tale, the cunning black rodent was mostly an ordinary rat.

“Thanks for that, Bart,” Eld smiled. “Though we’ll probably have to wash them before cooking up dinner. At this point, I’m immune, but I’d hate for Talbot to catch the plague.”

Bart chittered merrily, popping back into the pocket of Eld’s robes.

“Yes…dying of some horrible disease sounds like a lot of effort…” Talbot lazily replied, drifting through the air. “I’d prefer if that doesn’t happen.”

Talbot, Eld’s best friend from Bathurst, drifted beside him in faded jester’s garb. His see-through body was caught halfway between flesh and skeleton, and his clothes were old and tattered. A poltergeist’s wardrobe was a direct reflection of their effort, and Talbot’s favorite hobby was napping, mostly because it was less committal than sleeping.

“Oh. By the way. There’s another hole in front of you,” Talbot yawned. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“You’re supposed to be keeping watch. Talbot, you realize that if I fall into the crack, you’re going to have to drag me back out, right?” Eld asked, jumping over at the last second.

The poltergeist slowly drifted beside him, his mastery of indolence allowing him to drift on thin air. “Me? I’m wounded. Deeply wounded. Though not as wounded as your wallet after buying all those supplies. Speaking of which, how exactly are we affording all this?”

“The usual way,” Eld said. “Pet doctor services are always in demand. Though I’ll admit, reanimating Mrs. Gravelmonke’s prized racing cockroach was…unique. Oh, and those twin ghost cats for the vampire sisters on Mourning Street, that was a difficult reanimation. Couldn’t save their bodies on that one, I’m glad their owners understood.”

Shuck, his patchwork reanimated dog, let out a friendly bark. Out of his three companions, Shuck played the biggest role in helping Eld care for their patients.

The largest of Eld’s three pets, Shuck was a former victim of the Bathurst family kennels. The big dog’s original breed was long forgotten, replaced by a lovingly selected mishmash of different bits of matted fur. The patchwork process was most obvious in the creature’s eyes—one was a warm brown, the other an eerie, glowing blue. Shuck’s front left paw was unusually large, resulting in an uneven yet strangely efficient gait.

A fresh fissure split the ground ahead, a yawning black scar that made it seem like the cobblestones had smiled at them. Eld sidestepped it, muttering under his breath as he juggled the groceries. “Hopefully, the ground doesn’t split up beneath our beds. I guess this is what I get for living Topside all those years. I forgot how unpredictable the Underworld could be.”

From his coat pocket, Franky the centipede emerged, clicking his mandibles.

Franky was far larger than any centipede had a right to be, about the size of a medium-sized snake. Due to an unfortunate accident in the Bathurst catacombs, over half of his body had been reduced to dust. His old body had been significantly upgraded with mechanical replacements, leaving him encased in metal armor, with brightly glowing lights for eyes and a pair of projectile launchers beneath his mandibles. Of Eld’s pets, Franky was the only one who could speak. His voice, once hesitant, was now fast-paced, nerdy, and technical.

“Unfortunately, Boss, this is a new development. My calculations suggest the frequency of spatial anomalies has increased by forty-three percent since last week,” Franky chittered.

Franky was getting smarter and smarter. Unfortunately, he wasn’t getting any more socially aware.

Eld knew that this was a new development. He just didn’t want to think about it, and he knew that Lea wanted to think about it even less. Her awe-inspiring power had allowed her to vanquish Grimthorpe immediately, but ever since, her powers had been running haywire. It was enough to make a deep part of Eld wonder if he’d done the right thing, ending their blood bond and unlocking her powers.

Behind him and Talbot, Lea paused, her guilt evident in her stance as she slunk in the shadows with a hood pulled low over her face and a heavy cloak obscuring her body.

Purple light leaked from beneath the fabric’s edges, warping the air around her. Each step left small distortions in reality—mailboxes briefly twisted into abstract shapes, cobblestones rippled like water, and nearby windows reflected impossible geometries.

Once, Lea had been a beautiful woman with pale skin, glowing eyes, and raven-black hair.

She still looked like that, sometimes.

Eld knew that Lea was doing her best to keep her powers under control, but more and more, her physical body seemed to flicker out of existence, replaced by a glowing vaguely woman-shaped void so dark it looked like a hole in reality. Her hair vanished, replaced by a writhing storm of unearthly tentacles that twisted and twined in endless maddening patterns.

Eld turned to her, but didn’t know what to say.

They’d had this conversation before already.

There was a reason why she’d sealed herself away originally. Back when Lea was sealed, it usually seemed like she didn’t have any magic at all, but occasionally, she would finish her assignments with the talent of a once in a generation prodigy. Now, her magic was rampant, her control of it utterly unpredictable.

Things had only gotten worse over winter break.

He decided to try and take a more positive view of things. “So you said it’s a forty percent increase, Franky?”

“Forty-three.”

“You’re getting better with numbers. Much better,” Eld noted, patting his pocket with his free hand. “Those upgrades from Lilith’s workshop are really paying off.”

“Indeed.” Franky’s antennae wriggled as the centipede nestled back into Eld’s pocket. “Though I still prefer literature to mathematics.”

“Well, maybe Lea could read to you sometime,” Eld grinned.

His comment merited an eerily echoing chuckle.

Just then, a group of goblin children tightly bundled in animal skins charged past, wielding icicles like swords. “For the Frost Kingdom!” they shouted, charging at snowdrifts, their exceptionally large yellow eyes wide with excitement.

The snowbanks erupted as mole children burst outwards underneath, their pale, clammy skin almost as white as the snow. Though their eyes were weak, their ever-sniffing noses located their reptilian adversaries.

Despite both sides’ best efforts, the battle was short-lived, the result best described as a Pyrrhic stalemate as the children slipped and fell face-first in the snow, squealing with delight. A few of them stumbled awkwardly across the additional gaps and fissures in the cobblestones, but they picked themselves back up without any real problems.

Meanwhile, their merchant parents paused their haggling to shake their heads fondly.

Eld raised an eyebrow. “Based on the chittering echoing from inside those wooden crates, it seems like the cockroach racing fad is establishing itself as a permanent part of Necropolis society.”

“I’m surprised they’re still outside, what with everything that’s happening…” Lea anxiously whispered.

“Well, I mean, there’s nothing too bad about potholes and a few twisting shadows,” Eld replied. “Strange stuff happens in Necropolis all the time.” He pointed at a mother pulling her child away from a suspiciously fanged snowdrift. “See? Everyone knows to look when crossing the street. The Cocytus runs through the town, for crying out loud. Potholes are nothing compared to losing yourself in the River of Lost Regrets!”

“Most nightkin are crazy,” Talbot agreed. “All risk, no reward. I can’t count the number of calamities the goblins and mole people have weathered. It seems like they only like to show themselves when things are at their most dangerous. As for us, well, let’s say that ‘duck for cover’ was a strong candidate to be emblazoned on the Wilting family crest.”

“Let’s hurry…” Lea anxiously whispered. “I want to make sure I don’t hurt them…”

As Lea spoke, the shadows swirling around her briefly split, a twisting tendril breaking off and snaking away from her.

“Remember when our biggest worry was passing Professor Hemlock’s exams?” Talbot mused. “Now look at us—hiding a cosmic entity in plain sight while trying to prevent the collapse of reality itself.”

Eld was too busy to reply. His eyes carefully tracked the shadow fragment’s escape. Moments later, something dark and inscrutable skittered across a nearby rooftop.

Eld tracked its movement, noting how it playfully interacted with passing ravens.

“They’re getting bolder,” Talbot muttered. “Who knows what will come of this?”

“The shadow creatures?” Eld asked. “Well, they seem friendly enough. I mean, they’re probably just happy to celebrate the gift of life…if they’re even alive, that is.”

“They’re friendly for now,” Talbot conceded. “But who knows what will happen?” As he spoke, yet another shadow being materialized out of a nearby building, the nebulous darkness forming into the shape of a hand as it waved cheerfully at them.

“Nice try, but I’m watching you,” Talbot petulantly replied, eyeing the shadow, which swirled then dissipated again.

Lea drew closer, purple energy crackling beneath her hood. A nearby lamppost twisted into abstract shapes, its metal flowing like wax. In the distance, Great Old Ones hurried past, averting their tentacled faces from her presence while muttering grim warnings under their breath. “I’m sorry…” she whispered. “It’s…well. I know this all happened after you interrupted Grimthorpe’s ritual. I, um…”

“Well, it’s not too bad,” Talbot drawled.

“Not too bad?” Lea asked. “What…what do you mean?”

“I recently updated our renters’ insurance. We’re now covered for dimensional rifts. It pays to act faster than the claims adjuster.”

Talbot’s attempt at monetary optimism didn’t land as well as Eld’s pet-based approach. Due to Lea’s age, she didn’t have a very good idea of how money worked in the first place. “Oh, I don’t know about this…I would prefer if there just weren’t any dimensional rifts at all, I…”

“It’s okay. Do your best to keep things under control until we return to Bathurst,” Eld replied, dropping his voice to a whisper as he moved closer to Talbot and Lea. “I know the professors are researching your condition too…we’re going to get to the bottom of this. Grimthorpe clearly thought he could control your powers. Maybe we could replicate his ritual somehow, but put you in control instead. We—"

A sudden burst of void energy warped the cobblestones. Eld stumbled, barely catching the groceries. Shuck hastily steadied him to keep him from falling.

“No big emotions,” he continued, scratching behind Shuck’s mismatched ears in thanks. “No surprises. Just stay calm until we figure everything out. You know, my father was working with Grimthorpe. He, uh, well, I mean, he wanted to sacrifice me. But still, that’s a lead, isn’t it?”

A rickety wooden cart pulled by a skeletal horse ridden by a bloated ghoul passed a bit too close to Lea. Abruptly, the cart expanded, instantly morphing into a carriage made of starlight and cosmic horror, a shimmering tentacled creation that propelled itself automatically, carrying its shocked inhabitants down the road.

“Hey. Look. You, uh, upgraded their ride,” Talbot hesitantly muttered, his voice quavering badly. “That’s, um, a net positive, I guess.”

Eld winced. He could tell that Talbot was doing his best to be encouraging, but neither sincerity nor optimism were the poltergeist’s strong suits. Talbot was terrified of what could happen, and with reality at stake, Eld could not truly blame him.

Sure, unleashing Lea’s power was preferable to letting Grimthorpe rule the world, but at times, it felt like they’d merely delayed the apocalypse. After Grimthorpe’s ritual, Eld had tried kissing Lea only to wind up blasted across the room.

Little did he know that was only the beginning of his problems.

“Well, at least shopping worked out. Things should be okay once we get back, so long as we don’t suffer any unexpected—"

“ELDRICH BLACKWOOD JUNIOR!”

The aggressive shout echoed down the streets of Necropolis, one quarter greeting and three quarters battle cry.

Eld froze, instantly recognizing the distinctively commanding voice, one that put fear of gods even in the unholiest of liches.

Behind him, Lea’s cloak rippled with barely contained energy. Even the shadows dancing across the rooftops paused their revelry.

“Speaking of surprises,” Talbot drawled, “Is that your...mother? She looks a little different. Did she take a lesson from Erik the Drowned and start stitching on more body parts?”

“No,” Eld whispered, watching as a familiar woman strode through the crowd, undead citizens scattering in her wake. “That’s much worse. That’s my Aunt Arienne.”
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Chapter 3: Family Anti-Matters

On the surface, Eld could see where Talbot had made his mistake. Aunt Arienne and Eld’s mother Drizella had a very strong familial resemblance. Both had aristocratic noses, black hair, and wide eyes, blue flecked with gray. Though Eld’s mother no longer practiced, both of them were necromancers who had successfully stopped their own hearts, indefinitely extending their lifespans. The dark ritual had granted them pale and bloodless skin, plus a faint nimbus of uncanny magic around their bodies, only visible to fellow travelers like Eld himself.

But the similar features could not have been on more different bodies.

Eld’s mother Drizella and her sister Arienne were roughly analogous to Eld and Cloudehill—one was thin and rather waif-like, the other large and undoubtedly powerful. But like Eld and unlike Cloudehill, both Drizella and Arienne still had their flesh, which only accentuated the difference.

Arienne D’Monitz had been alive when the Black Sun shone in the sky, but through her dogged application of youth manipulation spells, she looked like she was merely in her fifties. Her pale and bloodless skin was decorated by the countless brightly colored stitches she’d used to tie her body back together over the years. An austere nest of gray spikes, half haircut and half evolutionary defensive mechanism, sat on top of her wide, scowling face.

Aunt Arienne’s body strained against her expensive black coat, spherical yet muscular in a way that seemed to defy the laws of anatomy, with a funeral procession’s worth of chins and arms and legs so loaded with muscles they looked like a jack in a box’s springs.

Her eyes blazed with a constantly raging fire that Eld only occasionally saw in his mother. Drizella often joked that her sister’s heart was predestined to stop. The only difference was that she’d managed to do it intentionally before killing herself with a rage-induced heart attack.

Though Arienne had borne multiple children in her pre-undead days, she’d never married, though Eld once heard a rumor that she’d seduced school board member Anubis during an alumni visit to Bathurst. Eld figured those fang-like bite marks on her neck had to come from somewhere, and unlike her sister Drizella, Arienne tolerated neither animals nor disobedience.

As she stared at the slowly approaching figure, Lea cried out in fear, staggering back as the alley walls writhed around her, the stone transforming into undulating patterns that mirrored the chaos in her swirling mind.

“It’s okay,” Eld said, her eyes darting nervously back at the hulking figure stalking up the Necropolis street.

“I don’t know...I, uh, don’t want to cause any trouble...” Lea’s voice, happy and vibrant during their first quarter at Bathurst, had been reduced to a sad and worried sigh. She pressed herself against the alley wall, pulling her cloak tighter. The fabric shimmered, its threads unraveling into strands of starlight before she forced them back together.

“Just breathe,” she whispered to herself, repeating the last-second lessons she and Eld had taken with Professor Spinderella-Hemlock before winter break. “Focus on something solid.”

It didn’t work.

A tendril of shadow curled from beneath her cloak, and violet flowers burst through the cobblestones, their petals shaped like miniature galaxies. In the back of Eld’s mind, he mourned that beautiful metaphysical anomalies were still metaphysical anomalies.

The wall beneath Lea’s palm liquified, reality bending to accommodate her presence, mercury-like ripples spreading across the stone. Each brick was replaced by steadily replaced by a patch of altered space—rectangle-shaped voids that somehow upheld the wall’s structural integrity, puddles of displaced mortar reflecting alien constellations, the cracks in between, whispering in forgotten languages.

“ELDRITCH! STOP STALLING, ELDRITCH! I’M GIVING YOU A CHANCE TO COME OVER TO ME!” Aunt Arienne roared. Though Eld had seen his aunt move very quickly before, she seemed determined to draw this out for as long as possible, each stomping step causing the earth to tremble. Fear had always been her favorite form of discipline.

Eld glanced back and forth from the increasingly nervous Lea to the increasingly enraged Arienne.

At that moment, it seemed like the entire street was silent. Even the playing goblin and mole children had stopped to watch the impending confrontation, their eyes either drawn to their brightly glowing cosmic lights swirling around Lea or the angry shouts of the rampaging Arienne.

A raven suddenly landed on a nearby windowsill.

“Excuse me, Miss Lea,” the raven chirped, speaking English with a clipped and precise accent. “We’re here to discuss your recent inquiry. Our bookstore’s records show similar phenomena during the Late Era of the Black Sun. Perhaps if we compared notes—”

“Not now,” Lea replied, her voice shrill and panicked.

The raven tilted its head curiously to the side. “What do you mean? You asked us to come with information as soon as possible.” The paper unfurled itself, revealing an advertisement for Grimoire & Tome...but the letters immediately shifted, rearranging themselves into garbled nonsense.

“I said not now!” Lea repeated.

Purple energy rippled outward.

The raven let out a squawk of surprise as its black feathers momentarily transformed, shifting into pages filled with tightly packed lines of unreadable runes. When it tried to take flight, it crashed awkwardly to the snowy cobblestones.

Eld flinched at the surge of power, staggering. He did his best to cover his fear by pretending to adjust his grocery bags, but in that moment, he knew that Lea had seen his involuntary reaction.

Their eyes met. Eld’s dull brown eyes were reflected in the gleaming violet beams he saw beneath Lea’s hood.

Eld felt his shriveled heart pounding in his chest, and for a brief moment, their minds intertwined, a connection far deeper than anything they’d felt before. Before, it was an ancient blood magic pact made between Lea and Eld’s ancestor that tied them together.

This was something else. Something they’d made themselves.

Eld keenly felt the warmth in Lea’s chest as she looked at him. He felt her gratitude for how doggedly he’d handled the reality-warping chaos around her. But he also noticed how her feelings for him also made her power surge higher, growing increasingly uncontrollable by the moment.

The raven shook himself, feathers returning to normal. “Perhaps I’ll come back at another time,” he squawked, leaving the notice on the windowsill before successfully taking flight.

But Eld only dimly heard the raven’s words.

Lea’s thoughts emanated through his mind, the pure connection far clearer than speech. “I don’t know what’s happening. I remember some of the past, but the rest is dark and murky. It feels like I have memories that aren’t mine. There’s a full puzzle, but I’m afraid to solve it. Maybe I should go back to sleep. Maybe breaking the bond was bad.”

Her words stabbed through him, and she knew it. With their minds linked, he broadcast the first thing that sprang to the top of his mind. “Sleeping your whole life…that’s no way to live, Lea! Think about how much fun we had. We’ll figure it out!”

The shadow creatures paused their dance across the square, turning to face her in unison.

For a moment, Eld saw through her eyes, glimpsing her reflection in the void-black darkness. He saw how she saw herself. A being of cosmic power playing at being ordinary.

Before Eld could cry out, before he could let her know that happiness was for ordinary folk and goddesses alike, her voice echoed again, heartbreakingly forlorn. “Eld...I need to be alone for a while...it won’t be safe if I talk to her. I really want to make a good first impression, but at this rate, it might just kill her.”

Without another word, Lea retreated into the darkness of the wall, leaving reality to slowly stitch itself back together in her wake. Soon, the stone wall was mostly ordinary again, the faint constellation patterns in the shifted mortar the only hint she’d ever been there.

Faintly confused muttering echoed across the street.

Strange things happened around Necropolis all the time, but still, it was rare to see solid beings vanishing into walls. That was usually reserved for ghosts.

Only a single person didn’t seem to realize that Lea had vanished. In fact, she didn’t seem to realize that Lea had ever been there at all.

“ELDRITCH BLACKWOOD JUNIOR! DON’T YOU DARE PRETEND YOU CAN’T HEAR ME! I’D RECOGNIZE THAT ADORABLE FACE EVERYWHERE!”

“Doesn’t she mean anywhere?” Talbot muttered.

“No idea…when Aunt Arienne gets worked up, she’s more focused than an enraged husk. I don’t think speaking properly is at the top of her mind.”

“Maybe if we don’t move, she won’t see us,” Talbot suggested.

“She’s a necromancer, not a tyrannosaurus rex,” Eld muttered back. As he spoke, Eld’s eyes darted back to the wall. He wanted to figure out where she’d gone, but part of him knew that Lea had made the right decision. Asking her to come back now would only make things worse.

When Eld turned back around, he let out a gasp of fright, staggering back and almost falling over.

His aunt’s enraged face had suddenly appeared right in front of him. Arienne had abruptly leapt across the street, landing with such force that she’d left a miniature crater in the earth.

Eld barely had time to process the literal jumpscare before she launched into an epic tirade. Thankfully, at close range, she finally lowered her voice. Eld might have necromantically stopped his heart, but he was still rather fond of his eardrums.

“What’s this I hear about you moving in with some girl and leaving your mother all alone with your brother and bone-bag of a father? Poor Drizella is beside herself with worry! A mysterious woman appears from nowhere, and suddenly you’re shacking up together?”

“It’s not like that, Aunt Arienne—”

“Oh? Then what exactly is it like?” Arienne shoved a finger into Eld’s chest.

“Well, I, um...it’s hard to explain. The truth is more difficult than fiction.”

“Is it now? I’ll give you ten seconds to explain.”

Eld didn’t even know where to begin.

It wasn’t just how Lea’s powers twisted reality. His own father had conspired to sacrifice him in Grimthorpe’s ritual—Eld had seen the portraits of the Black Sun hanging in the family manor. Returning to the scene of the crime was inadvisable for murderers. It was an even worse idea for their escaped victims.

Eld glanced at Talbot, hoping he could back him up, but the poltergeist seemed to have passed out. His body sank beneath the earth, a faint piece of tattered glowing fabric the only remaining hint of his existence. Eld could only speculate if it was from fright or his usual exhaustion—Talbot was cowardly and narcoleptic in equal measure.

“Time’s up!” Arienne hissed. “Look at me eye to eye, Eld. What are you trying to dodge around for? And do you know what a disgrace it is that you’re slumming it in some Necropolis apartment? I know how dingy those places are. I bet you have hardly any room for yourself.”

“Well, actually—”

“Don’t ‘well actually’ me. Your mother was an accomplished daemonologist; she was the only one who got along with that crabby old professor of ours, but she married that abominable man for a reason! He’s stinking rich! What kind of son are you if you won’t take advantage of that?”

Eld sighed. “Well, let’s just say that, uh...things are a little rocky between me and my father right now. You know, he, uh...kind of tried to sacrifice me to a daemonic ritual...”

“What?”

“Yeah. Real nasty thing, that was. It was needed to get this ‘mystery girl’s’ power. And, um…”

“A ritual joined you two? Why, it must have been fate!” To Eld’s shock, Aunt Arienne did a dramatic swoon. “How romantic! And for your father to try and keep the two of you apart!”

“Well, uh, that sounds like a bit of an understatement…” Eld hesitantly replied. Of course, he had never seen Aunt Arienne look so happy before. He was rather determined to keep that going for as long as possible.

“You know, Eld. No matter what happens, your mother and I will always support you,” she lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’m not supposed to play favorites, but I’ve always loved you more than that buffoon Cloudehill.”

Eld knew that was true, but it was during times like these that he wished he could be a bit more buffoonish. Cloudehill seemed rather lucky to be left alone. “And I appreciate that,” Eld said. “It’s just, well, even if you supported me, uh, the situation is more dangerous than you think.”

“Dangerous? Too dangerous for the family to help with? As you know, I gave birth to six children and reanimated each of them three times! What could be too dangerous for me?” Without giving Eld any time to reply, she jabbed a finger into Eld’s chest with the force of a crossbow bolt. “So, it’s settled then! Your mother and I will meet this mystery woman, and that’s final! No excuses! Saturday. Seven sharp. And tell your father’s useless servants to stop leaving dead ravens on my doorstep.” Arienne spun around, her long black cloak billowing behind her as she marched away.

Talbot drifted back up off the ground, reappearing beside Eld with a thick sheen of ectoplasmic sweat on his forehead. “Wow. You weren’t kidding when you said she was worse than your mother.”

Eld sighed. “Last time she visited, she turned my bedroom into a mausoleum. Took weeks to get the smell of embalming fluid out.”

Talbot winced. “Sounds like she might get along with my Great Uncle Rufus. He’s not a necromancer or anything like that. In fact, he doesn’t really have a job. He just downs embalming fluid like it’s nobody’s business. Come to think of it, that might be why he doesn’t have a job. Well...I guess we should try and figure out where Lea ran off to, huh?”

Despite his words, Eld recognized the obvious hesitance beneath his best friend’s voice. Before meeting Eld, Talbot’s only goal had been remaining a Bathurst freshman for as long as he could, keeping his grades just above the dreaded G for Gravestone that resulted in expulsion. He hadn’t signed up to corral extradimensional beings.

“Look...I know it’s risky, but if we don’t help her, who will? Things will just get even worse if someone dangerous gets a hold of her.”

“Someone dangerous like your father?” Talbot asked, raising an eyebrow. “Are you really going to take her back home?”

Eld was silent.

Returning home was appealing in its own way. After Lea erased Grimthorpe’s existence, she’d unfortunately also erased all leads to the Black Sun conspiracy. Eld now understood that Lea herself was the Black Sun, but he had no idea how he could help her control her powers, nor did he understand the history behind the Black Sun phenomenon.

As Grimthorpe’s co-conspirator, it stood to reason that Eldritch Sr. did have that information. They thought they could control Lea, but maybe there was some way she could control herself. And with the protection of Aunt Arienne and his mother, he might even survive that trip home.

“Oh no,” Talbot groaned. “I can see you’re thinking about it already…and thinking is how all your insane schemes start.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Eld muttered, his fingers tracing the familiar outline of his grimoire in his cloak. His personal collection of spells had greatly expanded since entering Bathurst, but sometimes, it felt like it didn’t even matter. The same book that hadn’t been enough to save Professor Hemlock or to truly stop Grimthorpe.

What made him think it would be enough to save Lea?

Eld declined to answer his self-doubts. “You know what, Talbot? Let’s just take this one night at a time. First things first, let’s find Lea.”
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Chapter 4: 3 Bed, 2 Bath, Indefinite Square Feet, Severe Shadow Pest Problem

Their walk back home revealed new surprises, most notably the fact that walking didn’t seem to work properly anymore.

“What is going on?” Talbot groaned. “I can’t even stay in place. This reminds me of the time Wysper told me she possessed a treadmill…only that was funny. This is just awful.”

He tried floating forwards, but was buffeted back by invisible headwinds.

Things were even tougher for Eld, who was forced into a run just to stay on his feet. The cobblestones ripped and screeched with every step, forcibly jerking him backwards.

Bart and Franky chittered in Eld’s cloak, Shuck bounding ahead of them. He seemed to be the only person fast and strong enough to deal with the transformed street. “Too bad the rickshaw was left back the manor, eh, Shuck? Maybe we should grab it if we return, if Cloudehill and father haven’t destroyed it by now.”

Shuck barked affirmatively.

Eld kept running, every step dragging new aches from his legs. At some point, it felt like his heart was going to start beating again, this time out of simple necessity rather than the magical bond he shared with Lea.

Franky poked his head out of Eld’s pocket, his glow-eyes flickering and his mechanical parts whirring. “Erm. Boss. I don’t know how to tell you this, but based on my observations, it seems like these metaphysical fluctuations are affecting us at a rate one million percent greater than anyone else. Look. That goblin child is walking home right beside us.”

Indeed, a goblin child walked right past Eld and Talbot, watching them with a dubious expression on his face. To Eld’s eyes, the cobblestones seemed to cycle beneath the goblin’s feet, but there was no actual effect.

“If I had to guess, it means that Lady Azalea does not wish to be found,” Frankly chittered conclusively.

Eld let out a long sigh. Part of him knew this, but he just didn’t want to admit it to himself. When their minds touched, her fear had been sharp and keen. While Eld was rather flattered to learn that her heart beat faster whenever she looked at him, it was undeniable that the same feeling also increased the haphazardness of her powers. “You might be right, Franky, but don’t call her that. You know she prefers Lea.”

“Oh. Yes. Just because a word is bigger or a name is longer, doesn’t mean I should use it. A lesson I frequently have to relearn.”

As soon as Eld gave up on the idea of finding Lea, the abnormalities around them seemed to vanish.

Without the wind pushing him back, Talbot went flying forth, letting out a surprised cry as he skid to a halt about twenty feet away from Eld. He drifted there with an irritated expression on his face. “So, Lea can direct her powers to scare us off…but she can’t keep them under her control?”

“Uh, if I had to guess, she has no control over whether or not the anomalies happen, but she can direct them at times. I mean, that final fight against Grimthorpe.”

“Oh, yes. Erasing a master lich from existence…on the bright side, she saved all of us from a painful death. Though, on the other hand, I suppose we should count ourselves lucky that it hasn’t happened to us yet.”

“Let’s just get back to the apartment, Talbot. And just so you know, I appreciate you sticking with me this whole time. I’m sure Lea appreciates it too.”

“Oh, I know the situation isn’t Lea’s fault. I mostly blame you for dragging both of us into this. I can’t even imagine how angry I’d be if you woke me up from a millennia-long slumber. Can you imagine how pleasant that would be?”

Eld chuckled weakly and shook his head as they walked back to their apartment building, nestled in the far corners of Necropolis. Lea had wanted to be as far away from everyone as possible, and the building’s unusual design—with only the lobby aboveground and the rest tunneled below—made it exceedingly unpopular even though mole people had invested so much of their profits into furnishing it.

But when Eld and Talbot arrived at the outskirts of Necropolis, they realized that the building’s unusual architecture had become far more unusual. The once underground building now stretched impossibly tall, its architecture defying conventional geometry, expanding diagonally instead of vertically. Windows twisted up the facade in spiraling patterns that seemed to twist Eld’s brain along with them, the longer he looked.

Eld winced, rubbing his temples and turning back to Talbot. “Well, it was a good idea to get that dimensional rift coverage.”

“I’m looking for more than just coverage,” Talbot quipped. “The mole people should pay us for expanding their property. This is the fastest construction job I’ve ever seen.”

“Yeah, speaking of which…I don’t even know if we’re still on the first floor. Let’s hurry. I’d hate if any of the staff were injured.”

Eld and Talbot hurried forward, pulling open the wooden door. To their shock, despite the building’s bizarre outer appearance, the inside seemed stable and normal.

A simple lobby decorated with a yellow carpet beckoned to them. A mole person, dressed in a red hood and cloak that only revealed his snout, sat behind a polka-dot mahogany desk, chittering irritably at a sparking mechanical tablet. Like most nightkin, the mole people struggled to fix damaged Old One technology.

The sitting area consisted of plush and comfortable armchairs, all in gaudy colors, surrounding a bright pink desk. Paintings on the wall depicted werewolves playing poker.

The two stepped inside, closing the door behind them.

“You know, I always thought that one looked a bit like Wolfgang,” Talbot said. “Well, other than the fact that he’s pink and purple.”

The mole people struggled mightily with color blindness, a problem only accentuated when they furnished the hotel themselves.

For once, the odd colors were a comforting sight, a reminder that everything indoors was still the same.

“Besides disintegrating a lich, she’s practically a pacifist,” Talbot said.

“No, she hasn’t,” Eld said. His eyes widened with surprise, both at the realization and because Talbot was rarely so optimistic. “I mean, she is very caring and gentle.”

Shuck barked in agreement.

Hearing the loud bark, the mole person at the front desk set aside their tablet, chittering happily. “Mr. Eld! Mr. Talbot! So glad to see you! I hope you’re enjoying your stay?”

Eld paused. “Have you stepped outside lately?” he hesitantly asked.

“Why would I do that?” the clerk replied. “I’m on duty right now. I still have six hours in my shift.”

“Well, the building has, uh, changed,” Eld said.

The mole person chittered suspiciously. “If you have a concern about the building, you need to process it through our work order system.” He lifted a battered Old One electronic tablet that looked like someone had put a hammer through it. “Unfortunately, it’s broken right now.”

Eld already knew from first-hand experience how impossible it was to navigate the mole people’s bizarre bureaucracy. There was a slight but distinct chance he’d wind up sacrificing his firstborn if they continued the conversation any further. “It’s fine,” Eld said. “There’s no problem.”

The mole clerk clapped his hands together in delight. “No problem? Those words are a joy to hear! I wouldn’t want any problems! Now, is there anything else I can help you with?”

“Um, well, if Lea comes back, can you let her know we’re here?”

“Of course!” the mole person’s voice took on a hopeful tone. “After my great service, would you kindly recommend our establishment to others? It can get lonely sometimes sitting here.”

“Will do,” Eld replied.

The mole person chittered happily. “Thank you! I hope your lovely vacation continues!”

Eld and Talbot walked past him and descended a single flight of stairs before reaching their suite at the end of the hall—Room -109, the occupied room in the entire building.

Inside, physics had thrown in the towel.

Their suite was supposed to feature three bedrooms and two bathrooms, along with a spacious living room.

Now, the living room had become infinitely spacious, walls curving upward until they vanished into a swirling cosmic void. Through jagged windows, distant galaxies flared with purple light, replacing the usual subterranean images. Their roof was now fully transparent, allowing them to glimpse into the new rooms that had grown above them, the layout of their now twisted apartment emulated indefinitely, a kaleidoscope of kitsch stretching deep into the cosmos.

The furniture in the room had reacted to the expansion unpredictably. It looked like the sofa had been split into its constituent parts, with neatly arranged piles of stuffing, threads, fabric, and wood spread across the room. Their sitting table had completely lost structural integrity, leaving random pieces of wood drifting across the ever-expanding interior.

Their television set seemed to have phased miles away into the distance, its screen still doggedly displaying nothing but static. According to the mole people, the device was working properly, tuned in to the only subterranean television network.

Their kitchen set-up, consisting of a kitchen counter, a flaming oven, and various salvaged Old One appliances, was now orbiting that television set as if it were a distant star.

Paintings of black cats, banshees, and green-skinned witches drifted across the room, unmoored from the walls, much like the doors to their bedrooms.

Talbot and Eld glanced at each other.

“Um…maybe we should sleep on the floor today?” Talbot asked.

Eld was wondering if he should take his shoes off. He did so, more out of sheer force of habit than anything, yet when he took a step out of them, he seemed to teleport across the room, each step jerking him deeper into this infinite pseudo-reality, as if he were wearing seventy-league boots. With three mighty bounds, he suddenly found himself on the kitchen counter.

He set his groceries down, hoping the familiar linoleum hadn’t developed any inexplicable properties.

Talbot phased next to him, a bemused expression on his face. “At least we saved on rent. Hopefully, there’s not a surcharge for interdimensional hazards.”

Shuck bounded around the room, his tail wagging as he gathered floating debris into a neat pile. The patchwork dog seemed perfectly content in the warped space, his mismatched eyes reflecting the starlight streaming through reality’s cracks.

“Fascinating situation!” Franky called from his perch on a wall-turned-ceiling. The scholarly centipede examined a patch of glowing fungus that spelled out mathematical equations. “The molecular structure suggests a non-Euclidean origin. Perhaps a byproduct of Lea’s quantum fluctuations?”

“Save the research for later,” Eld called back, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Bart scurried across a floating chunk of what used to be their sofa, his lizard tail detaching strategically whenever Franky’s academic curiosity turned his way. The two pets chittered and laughed together as the zombie rat made a game of it, first vanishing repeatedly before collecting his shed tails into an increasingly elaborate nest.

“Great Horned One!” Talbot exclaimed. “I need to check on my mech suit!”

After his heroics at Necropromicon, Talbot had dragged his mech suit along with him to their current apartment. Originally designed by Lilith and Lea, Talbot had taken it upon himself to make several self-proclaimed upgrades.

Talbot drifted towards a cobbled-together collection of metal scraps and magical focusing crystals. If it weren’t for his quick actions, Shuck surely would have treated the sparking pile of junk as debris. “Behold! The Spectral Striker Mark Three! Guaranteed to revolutionize paranormal combat and make me the envy of—”

The suit collapsed into a heap, crystals rolling across the gravity-defying floor.

“The Mark Four is coming soon,” Talbot corrected smoothly. “The Mark Three was clearly just a prototype. I’m sure Lea can help us when she gets back.”

“If she comes back…” Eld muttered. He badly wanted her counsel. Meeting his father and visiting the Blackwood family manor could be their way out of this mess, but he didn’t want to risk her being captured either.  

Talbot shrugged, unsure of what to say.

It fell on Franky to give the group some direction. “According to my analysis, we are hungry. It becomes 82% more difficult to make decisions on an empty stomach. How about some dinner?” the centipede chittered. “Make an extra share for Lea, just in case she comes back.”

Eld rummaged through their warped kitchen cabinets, pulling out additional ingredients that thankfully remained unchanged by cosmic forces. “Anyone want shepherd’s pie? Thankfully, the void hasn’t gotten to the potatoes yet.”

As Eld finished chopping the ingredients and placing them into the pie crust, he tilted his head to the side and sighed as he realized a new problem. “Hey, Talbot. Looks like our oven got unplugged, and, well, the wall outlet has vanished into oblivion. Any chance you can possess this thing and get it moving?”

Talbot began his customary grumbling. “Oh, come on. After running around looking for Lea?”

“Bah. Come on, Talbot. I know you’ll do it at the end.”

“Sure, but I have a reputation to maintain,” Talbot chuckled. “Let me keep at it for a while. I need to make sure you know that making me do stuff is going to be more trouble than it’s worth.”

“Come on. We need dinner.”

Before Talbot could reply, a chilling whisper somehow echoed loudly through the boundless space, an illogical display of acoustics that delivered a very terrifying message. “Dinner…dinner…”

A shadow flitted past one of the windows, so dark it looked like a hole in reality. Its size and shape were inscrutable, a tangled mass of unknown proportions.

Unlike the others, its movements weren’t playful.

Franky dropped from the ceiling. “Boss, my antennae indicate—”

The shadow phased through the window, manifesting into a towering beast with wings made of crystallized darkness. Crimson flame blazed in its hollow sockets as it lunged for Bart.

“No you don’t!” Eld shouted, channeling necromantic energy into his hands. Green light flared through the room as Eld channeled his powers into the zombie rat, which swelled to the size of a wolf.

Bart’s eyes gleamed a hungry red as he faced the shadow beast, whiskers twitching in anticipation. The nest of discarded tails grew with him, swelling into an undulating mass.

“That’s new,” Talbot commented, ducking behind his broken mech suit. Ever resourceful, the poltergeist was using the broken pile of scrap metal as a shield rather than a weapon.

The shadow beast slashed at Bart with obsidian claws. Bart dodged, but the creature’s other paw caught him mid-leap, stretching outwards to land the blow.

They tumbled across the infinite floor, cosmic energy crackling around them.

“The tail trick!” Eld called out. “Like we practiced!”

Bart’s lizard tail detached, animated by necromantic energy. As the shadow beast grabbed for it, Bart circled around, sinking his teeth into the creature’s neck.

The creature staggered back as Franky chittered. “Duck, Bart! New weapon from Lilith, incoming!”

Bart threw himself deeper into the floor as sizzling red light crackled across the room, striking the beast in what passed for its chest. It staggered, falling straight into Bart’s swollen mass of discarded tentacles. They rapidly wrapped themselves around the beast, temporarily ensnaring it in place. The shadow attempted to escape, its body shifting beneath the discarded tails’ grasp, but the tails shifted with it.

Eld knew he didn’t have much time.

Bart’s discarded tails would dissolve into dead skin before long.

“You,” he said. “You could talk. Do you know what’s going on with Lea?”

“Lea?” the creature repeated, its voice somehow menacing yet guileless. Based on Eld’s experience with pet reanimation, the creature had a very simplistic understanding of language. It was merely mimicking common words and phrases, like talking to some twisted daemonic parrot.

“Azalea,” Eld said. “Do you know her?”

“Azalea,” the beast repeated. “No. Rafflesia.”

Rafflesia?

Eld knew the creature was just repeating words it had heard before, but someone must have said that word to it earlier. But then he had no time to think, no time to wonder.

Shuck let out a warning bark as more shadows poured through the window, coalescing into twisted shapes with too many limbs and not enough dimensions.

Eld whirled around. Right at that moment, Bart’s tails dissolved, freeing the shadow beast again, which tore towards him. He surrounded from both sides.

His binding spells were the only way out of this mess. His fingers dashed through the air, sketching out leashes and chains, but he was a bit too slow. Shadows closed around his hands and fingers, wrenching them apart and disrupting his magical signals.

“Boss!” Franky cried.

His sizzling red lasers only made a small dent in the ever-increasing mass.

Purple light flooded the apartment. Lea stepped out of the darkness, her cloak billowing with otherworldly power. “Stay away from them!”

Reality shattered.

The shadow beings screamed as void energy sent them hurtling back through the windows, which shifted to display portals to impossible worlds made of green fire and lavender dust. The walls rippled like disturbed water, and suddenly, the entire apartment complex became ordinary again, abruptly returning to their familiar, simple yet tackily furbished living quarters.

When the energy faded, Lea stood trembling in the center of the chaos. Her hood had fallen back, revealing tears streaming down her face.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, backing away as more cracks spread through reality. “I didn’t mean to—I can’t control—”

“Lea, wait.” Eld stepped toward her, but she flinched away.

“Don’t! I could hurt you. I already destroy everything I touch.” She gestured at the remnants of shadow creatures dissolving into stardust. “I’m not safe.

“Since when has safety been our strong suit?” Eld attempted a smile. “Remember that time Talbot tried to possess his grandmother’s cherished bone china?”

“That was one time.” Talbot shook his head. “And technically, the explosion only destroyed half the collection.”

Lea didn’t smile. “This isn’t a joke, Eld. Every day, my powers grow stronger. Every day, I risk losing control. I can’t even—" She reached toward him, then pulled back. “I can’t even hold your hand without warping space. After what happened at Necropromicon, I don’t even want to think about kissing.”

“Then we’ll find a way to manage it,” Eld insisted. “I don’t care about the danger, Lea. I like you for who you are, not what you can or can’t do.” Considering what had just happened, he didn’t think it was quite the time to bring up visiting his murderous father.

“But things are getting worse. What about the shadow beasts? They seemed safe, but then. And trust me. They weren’t attacking randomly. They were drawn to me. To what I am.” She pulled her hood back up.

But Eld thought back to what Talbot had said earlier, that none of the dimensional rifts had hurt people, and then he remembered what the red-eyed beast had said. “No. Rafflesia.”

Maybe it wasn’t Lea who was responsible—maybe that word was a clue.

“Rafflesia,” Eld said, the name sounding awkward on his lips. “Do you know who that is?”

Lea’s eyes rolled back, and she collapsed face-first onto the floor.


[image: Book]

Chapter 5: Fully-Baked Pies and Half-Baked Schemes

Eld hurried across the room to her. Now that everything in their apartment had reverted to normal, his socks skidded against the hardwood. “Lea. What—are you—”

Talbot peeked out from behind the scrap metal. “That name. It knocked her out somehow. It can’t be a coincidence.”

By then, Eld had made it across the room.

Lea’s cloak had slipped, the hood falling off her face. Now that she was unconscious, her body had returned to the state where he’d first found her, back in the Bathurst graveyard. Her face was pale, her hair was tangled and black, and her chest gently rose and fell.

Her strangely lengthened shadow and the dancing visions Eld glimpsed when he looked too closely at it were the only hints that something was different about her. Otherwise, she looked like any other nightkin. If it weren’t for the unusual pale skin, she might have even been human.

“Maybe I can wake her up again,” Eld said. “Like before.”

Last quarter, back when the binding magic had been too much, the ancient blood magic bond had brought her out of her narcolepsy. But Eld wasn’t sure what would happen now. They’d undone that bond, but if the magical thrum he’d felt earlier was anything to go by, they might have built a new one of their own.

But when he tried reaching out, he found his hand frozen in place, trapped by an unknowable force.

Fear blared in his mind, and he instantly understood that this wasn’t the spatial magic that had blasted him back after Necropromicon. It was something far more sinister.

And the deeper he pushed his arm, the worse the pain got. The magic was malevolent and hostile, unlike anything Lea had ever shown before.

Terrible, all-encompassing pain enveloped Eld’s right arm. Freezing and hot, slicing and bludgeoning, horrible afflictions that should have been opposites ravaged his mind. He felt as if he were being flayed, tarred, feathered all at once, and then his mind somehow automatically dreamt up something worse, a pain he couldn’t even describe.

Eld had never endured such pain before, but he bit it down, marshalling forth all of his willpower.

“Um, Eld...” Talbot muttered, drifting next to him. “I don’t like what’s going on here. It looks like your hand is tearing itself apart while somehow collapsing in on itself at the same time. That seems like a bad omen.”

The pain was so bad that Eld would have pulled his hand back, but then Franky called out to him. “Boss! My sensors detect magic different from Lea’s usual frequencies.”

That convinced Eld to push on.

The malevolent shadow beasts and this new torturous magic...

It just didn’t feel like the gentle woman he knew. He forced himself through the pain, finally breaking past this new barrier. For a brief moment, his hand met hers. Before their fingers could entwine, he was blasted across the room, the spatial anomalies around her body restoring themselves as her eyes fluttered open.

Eld crashed against the far wall of the apartment, groaning.

Cawing echoed through the fractured window.

“Determination…kindness…Blackwood.”

When Eld turned, he saw dozens of ravens perched on nearby rooftops, their eyes fixed on their apartment, their talons scrabbling as they methodically documented everything on their stone ledgers.

Eld had no idea what the ravens were doing, but it seemed a bad omen. They didn’t look like the messenger ravens from earlier. There was something stranger about them. Older.

But before he could say a word to them, they flew off again, and Lea began to stir. “Eld. What just...happened? I felt so strange. I...”

“It was like turning the lights off,” Talbot said. He picked up a flickering piece of his mech suit for emphasis. “That word knocked you right out.”

“Let’s not do any experiments,” Eld hastily added. He smoothly hid his obliterated hand in the pocket of his robes. The pain flared upwards, writhing through the limb. It felt like his flesh was actively trying to detach itself from the bone. If Lea wasn’t looking so closely, he would have detached it outright in an attempt to stitch it back on later. He’d learned enough necromancy to do that, even if his grimoire seemed underwhelming in light of everything that had happened.

“That name...” Lea said. “Rafflesia.” She grabbed her forehead again and for a moment, Eld worried she might faint yet again, but she managed to fight it off. “Earlier, Eld, when our minds met, I told you I had memories that weren’t my own. I think that name might be the key to this mystery. They’ve done something to me, I just don’t know what.” Her voice sounded confused and helpless at first, but as she licked her lips, Eld recognized hope in those violet sparks. This name was the only lead they had, even if it hurt Lea just to say it.

“Well, some lead is better than none,” Talbot said. “The faster we get to the bottom of these strange mysteries, the faster I can get back to slacking off.”

“Boss, my analysis of fairy tale literature suggests this may be a wicked step-mother. If not her, then some strange witch in the woods. Perhaps we should investigate those sources first.”

“Well, with no memories of this person, I don’t even know how we’d begin investigating,” Lea said.

But Eld was eager to tell Lea about his own lead. “You know earlier? When my scary Aunt Arienne barged in?”

“Yes?” Lea hesitantly replied.

“Well, she and my mom want me to go back home for winter break.”

“Home? To your father?” Lea gasped. “The same father who tried to kill you?”

“Yeah, sadly, I’m not spoiled for options. He’s the only father I have,” Eld joked.

Lea tried to protest, but Talbot cut her off, chuckling. “Well, Eld believes that Aunt Arienne will protect him. And, uh, having met Arienne, it certainly seems like the case. If Eldritch Sr. kills Eld, he’ll at least be haunted the rest of his days.”

“And mom’s no slouch either when she’s angry,” Eld chuckled. “She seems calm, but, well, there’s a reason she survived growing up with Arienne.” Truth be told, Eld didn’t know much about his mother’s past, just that she was once a respected practitioner of the dark arts and had given it up for motherhood. He didn’t know if she was a necromancer like Arienne and his father, or something else. All he knew was that Eldritch Sr. had a very begrudging respect for her, and he clearly didn’t respect anybody else.

“Besides, it’s only one week left until winter break is over. By the time you get there, it’ll be the weekend. They can’t do too much damage in such a short amount of time.”

“So, Eld, you think you’ll go?”

“I think I have to. It’s our only lead, and this is my best chance to return home. My father was a conspirator, too. He and Grimthorpe thought they could control you. They talked about taming the Great Beast Azalea. If I figure out what they wanted to do, maybe you’ll be able to control yourself. There’s just, uh, one problem.”

“What?”

“Well, they want to meet you, too.”

She instantly seemed to withdraw into herself. “Meet me? I don’t know, Eld...It seems risky. Very risky. With everything that’s happening. My powers get more dangerous the more worried I am, and meeting your family, I’ll be very worried. I’m not even sure your house will remain standing.”

Eld didn’t want to push her. “That’s alright. You should stay here. I’m worried about my father’s schemes, anyway. You might have been able to defeat Grimthorpe, but my father is a very different story. I don’t think we’re ready to meet him yet...and even if we do, well, he’s still my father.” Eldritch Sr. had always castigated Eld for his lack of ruthlessness. The most stinging part of that remark was that it was true.

Lea’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Thanks for understanding.”

“Aunt Arienne might not let you in without someone, though. I propose you bring a decoy,” Talbot declared, wagging his finger.

“A what?!” Eld and Lea asked together.

“A decoy. Aunt Arienne isn’t observant at all. She failed to see Lea disappearing right in front of her. She’ll be happy with whatever woman you bring. Your father might know, but he’ll be on his best behavior.”

Eld and Lea turned to each other. The idea was preposterous, but that was also exactly why it might work. It was so harebrained that nobody would expect it. A decoy would keep his family happy and give Eld time to search the family manor for clues.

“How about Lilith?” Lea asked. “She’s smart enough to figure the mystery out on her own.”

“Uh...I don’t know about that,” Eld said, blushing faintly. He’d had a number of awkward interactions with Lilith in the past, and didn’t want to stir her feelings up again. “It’d be best if it were someone else.”

Talbot snorted. “Lilith is way too much of a wild card. She went from dating Erik the Drowned to dancing with Orlando von Ravenscroft at Necropromicon. If Eld tries to bring her to his family, well, let’s just say Bathurst might have a new Innovations in Exorcism course by the end of it. How about Wolfgang instead?”

“Wolfgang? You know he’s a guy, right?” Eld asked, stifling a laugh.

“He’s not just a guy. He’s a tough guy. Just who you want at your back. Just pretend to be gay, Eld.”

“Aunt Arienne knows I’m with a woman,” Eld reminded him.

“Right.”

“What about Wysper?” Lea asked. “She knows me better than anyone, except you guys, that is.”

“Oh, Wysper will be good,” Talbot said. “She, uh, told me on a date once about how she impersonated a mannequin. It would be simple for her.”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay with that?” Eld asked. Considering Talbot and Wysper used to date, Eld was worried that it might be a sensitive situation. Pretending to date an ex might still violate some pretend version of the bro code, but then again, with Cloudehill as his brother, it wasn’t like Eld had much experience with genuine brotherly camaraderie. For Cloudehill, knowing he was stealing Eld’s girlfriend would only make things sweeter for him. Which, Eld supposed, was another good reason to bring a decoy to the family reunion.

“Oh, I’ve given up my chances with her,” Talbot said. “Besides, I know you’ll never do anything to hurt Lea. It stings a bit, though. You’ve downright lapped me—you’ve got a fake girlfriend on top of your real girlfriend before I’ve met anyone.”

Eld and Lea turned to him.

Franky chittered. “Talbot. I believe there is a 100% chance your comment is detracting from an important conversation.”

Lea laughed happily. For a moment, she sounded just like they did when she’d first awoken, when she was just enjoying life at Bathurst without any worries of her cosmic powers or true identity. “It’s alright, Franky. Talbot has been a great friend to us.”

“Oh, you know,” Talbot scoffed. “I don’t have to spend all my time haunting you two cosmically bound weirdos. But…” He paused, attempting nonchalance. “You’re my cosmically bound weirdos. Just don’t tell anyone I said that. Got a reputation to maintain. Though you might pay me back for my loyalty by setting me up for another date.”

“With Wysper?” Lea asked.

“Well, things went so badly last time that it might be best to go with someone else.”

“Unfortunately, I’m not likely to get a new roommate, and, as you said, Lilith is very occupied. Plus, Wysper is still looking for someone. So...”

Talbot whizzed into the air. “Well, if we’re talking to Wysper tomorrow, I'd better start acting responsibly now. Let me possess the oven and make us some dinner.”

As Talbot whizzed away, Eld turned to Lea. “Will you be okay on your own here, just with Talbot?”

She nodded. “Yeah. If anything...well, you saw into my mind, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Eld replied, blushing. “If I’m gone for a bit, it might be easier for you to control your powers.” Eld’s blush was reflected on Lea’s face, a flickering red mixture of void and skin. “I’ll come back with a way to help you, Lea. I promise.”

She smiled. “I know you will.”

The oven let out a loud echoing ding as Talbot’s possession began.

“I wonder if he knows he can just plug it in now,” Lea said. “The room is back to normal.”

“Don’t tell him, it’s best to let Talbot show initiative whenever he can.”
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Chapter 6: Nice Try, Nature Satan

Despite their hearty dinner, sleep came uneasily that night. Eld’s mind was somehow simultaneously exhausted by the day’s revelations yet hyperactive with incoming possibilities. The feverish miasma of anxiety and anticipation kept him awake long into the night.

When he finally lost consciousness, Eld drifted through strange dreams, walking through a forest older than death itself. Trees of impossible height whispered secrets in forgotten tongues, their branches weaving patterns across a starless sky.

Something felt wrong. The weight of Franky in his pocket, Bart’s occasional chittering, and Shuck’s loyal presence were all absent. It wasn’t just his companions either. There were no animals around. The forest was uncomfortably silent, save for a deep vibration that thrummed up through the soil and into his bones.

Right when Eld was wondering if it was worth trying to wake himself up, a figure emerged from the shadows—not quite solid, not quite spectral, moving like autumn leaves caught in a midnight breeze.

“Young Blackwood,” it purred. “So much potential, yet so afraid to grasp it.”

Eld stared, trying and failing to make heads or tails of the creature. It was impossible to comprehend the creature’s body, which seemed to be a swirling chimera of every beast at once, some factual, others mythological, some seemingly completely hypothetical.

“Who are you?” Eld asked.

The figure circled him, leaving trails of ethereal green light. “I am what your ancestors knew, before they chose the path of bones and darkness. I am both the heartbeat of the forest and the pulse of decay that feeds new life.”

As the creature spoke, power seemed to thrum through the air.

The ancient trees twisted, becoming young saplings in the blink of an eye. Night shifted to day, and a bright sun shone high above Eld, the treetop canopy abruptly clearing. Despite the glaring light, Eld’s pale skin didn’t burn the way it should have. Even though it was a dream, he touched his cheek in surprise.

“Life and death. Light and dark. Two sides of existence. You shall be master of both.” Despite the creature’s majesty and power, its voice was strangely respectful. It spoke to Eld as if he were an equal.

Memories flashed before Eld’s mind. His father’s disapproval, Grimthorpe’s betrayal, and Lea’s power overwhelming his own.

Even though Eld knew this had to be a dream, it somehow felt so incredibly real. Every sensation was exceptionally vivid, perhaps even more vivid than life itself. Magical power blossomed from the strange shifting spirit. It was a nexus of vibrant magics.

“You wish to protect that woman,” the spirit continued. “But how can you shield a star from burning itself out? How can you, with your simple tricks and reanimated pets, hope to stand against the forces gathering in the dark?”

Eld licked his lips. “I’ll find a way.”

“Perhaps.” The spirit solidified slightly, revealing hints of antlers and proud horns, of bark-like skin, of eyes that held entire forests within them. “Or perhaps I could teach you. The old ways. The true ways. Power that comes not only from death, but from the eternal cycle itself.”

Could this really be the path forward? Life and death…

It sounded just like what he’d Franky had read in the Blackwood Familial Tome, before it’d been snatched away from them again. Franky had claimed Eld was a true Blackwood, the heir to the death druids. During the final confrontation, Eld had fought alongside countless reanimated creatures, but was life itself a source of power beyond mere undeath?

Before he could speak, the trees reshaped themselves again, shifting between young and ancient in the blink of an eye, rearranging their branches with every shift. At first, Eld was confused, staring blankly at their bizarre forms, but then he glanced at the ground, at the shadows created by the combination of the creature’s light and the dancing trees.

Shadows danced on the ground, forming images of hope and possibility. Eld wielding magic beyond anything his father had achieved, standing as Lea’s equal, protecting her from those who would use her power.

“There is always a cost,” the spirit said. “Power demands sacrifice, young Blackwood. Are you willing to pay it? To give up everything you are for everything you could become?”

The dreams shifted, showing darker possibilities. Eld transfigured, powerful but unrecognizable, the last remnants of who he was traded for strength. A lich, his mind utterly consumed save for his desire for power. A being much like Cloudehill, his father, or Grimthorpe, someone willing to sacrifice everything and anything for himself.

Images of his friends appeared, then vanished, consumed by shadowy flames—Talbot, Wolfgang, Orlando, Lilith, Shuck, Franky, Bart, Spinderella-Hemlock, and at the end, even Lea herself. All abandoned in his quest for power.  His parents hadn’t exactly set a shining example of a happy relationship.

The forest continued shifting, branches coiling like serpents against a sky that couldn’t decide what color it wanted to be. One moment it was crimson, the next an unsettling shade of green that had no business existing in nature.

The shifting figure fully emerged, a bizarre being of light, shadow, and everything in between. Despite the creature’s strange mosaic lighting, the combination of extreme darkness and blinding light meant that Eld still couldn’t make out its full silhouette. The only thing he fully comprehended was the mass of antlers and horns that jutted from its head, branching endlessly upward until they merged with the twisted canopy above.

The creature rang out, simultaneously melodic and discordant, like wind whistling through a haunted forest. “I am Qarathil, ancient keeper of the wild soul, architect of forgotten pacts…” It paused dramatically. “Surely, you have heard of me?”

Qarathil?

Eld had never heard of the creature’s name before, but he had heard of pacts.

A being who wanted to come into his dream, who wanted to offer him absurd power beyond anything he imagined, a creature who knew Eld’s precise insecurities about Lea and his father.

It sounded too good to be true, and if Eld had paid any attention to Professor Albright’s Demonology 101 class, not to mention his mother’s many warnings over the years, something too good to be true probably wasn’t true.

Eld crossed his arms. “Yeah, no. But nice try, Nature Satan.”

The spirit’s confident posture faltered. As its ears and tails drooped, Eld realized it had ears and many tails. “You…do not know of me?”

“Should I?” Eld asked, watching a nearby tree spontaneously morph into butterflies. “I mean, you’ve got the whole spooky dream visitor aesthetic down, but honestly, you probably tried to sell it a bit too hard. You know, at least offer some real downsides.”

Qarathil drew itself up, looming larger. “I come offering aid, young Blackwood. Why would I offer downsides? The girl…the shadow…the other being who awakened when you ended that pact. The times grow more dangerous, and you…” It gestured dismissively at Eld. “So small, so fragile. I can help.”

“Oh right,” Eld rolled his dream-self’s incorporeal shoulders. The talk of another awakened being piqued his curiosity; that was true. But if demons weren’t offering power, they were offering knowledge. He wouldn’t be fooled. “Like I haven’t heard that one before. Take my power, but don’t worry about the fine print. No thanks. I’m good.”

The spirit bristled, fur standing on end. “You dare dismiss me? Do you not know the price of denying a gift given freely?”

“Probably less than the price of accepting it,” Eld quipped.

“Do you know who you are talking to? Do you believe me to be some mere daemon? I pre-dated them by centuries!” the beast seethed.

“Yeah, yeah, I don’t know about that. I’m trying to tell you to stop and get out of my dream, but you’re still here. It’s like the supernatural equivalent of political fundraising texts.”

“What are those?”

Eld shrugged his shoulders. “Some curse of the Old Ones I read about in the Bathurst Library. It sounded almost as annoying as you.”

“You dare to compare me to these so-called Old Ones? Do you realize what ancient truly is? I offer power that predates life and death itself. I—” The being’s angry rant continued, but Eld already had the perfect counter prepared.

Back when he was a child, he’d struggled mightily with nightmares. Some were the product of his own frightened, childish mind, but plenty were the results of demons trying to ensnare the Blackwood family heir.

His mother had taught in the art of lucid dreaming—recognizing when he was in a dream and even controlling it. After a hundred years of practice, he was quite good at it. Now, dream visitors always got the boot—literally.

Taking advantage of the dream’s malleable nature, he concentrated, manifesting a giant spectral boot beside him. “Thanks for the pitch, but I’ll pass. Don’t call me, I’ll call you.”

The boot swept forward, kicking Qarathil backward through the dreamscape. The spirit distorted, stretching like taffy as it struggled against the dismissal.

“You will regret this insolence!” Qarathil’s voice warped. “When the shadows consume all you hold dear, remember that I offered you salvation!”

“Dramatic much?” Eld called after the rapidly shrinking creature. “I already have my own family members giving me ominous warnings, thanks!”

As Qarathil vanished, the twisted forest unraveled, colors bleeding together like watercolors in rain. The last thing Eld noticed before the dream dissolved was a familiar symbol etched into the ground where the spirit had stood—the Black Sun, its rays reaching out like grasping fingers.

“Lea…” Eld muttered.

Abruptly, his dreams shifted to something far gentler—the promised Necropromicon II, Spinderella-Hemlock’s attempt to make up for Grimthorpe turning the school’s beloved tradition into a doomsday ritual.

Students danced through grand halls decorated with floating candles and spectral musicians. Unlike the previous catastrophic gathering, this one radiated warmth and celebration.

Lea appeared across the room, cosmic magic swirling around her in controlled, beautiful patterns. She moved toward him, her smile brighter than any constellation—

“Think on my offer,” the spirit whispered, the peaceful dream abruptly shattering. “When you’re ready to learn, you’ll know where to find me.”

“What?” Eld protested. “Oh, come on, why would you interrupt me then?”

“I’m not interrupting you. Your own fear is…why would the image of the Black Sun remain even after I left? The happiness you seek with her will not be possible without me.”

Eld jolted awake, his shriveled black heart racing. Shuck whined softly from his post, sensing his master’s distress.

As he stared at his ever-loyal companion, he briefly imagined Shuck far larger and more powerful than before, empowered by the magic that strange spirit had promised. But then he blinked and shook his head. Though he still remembered the dream, some of the details were already fading away. The creature’s name had already fallen out of his mind.

Shuck whined again.

“It’s alright, Shuck. Just…”

Moonlight filtered through their reality-warped windows, but another light caught Eld’s attention. A subtle purple glow emanated from beneath his door.

The remains of the dream dissolved as Eld awakened to the twisted reality of their shared apartment. The walls undulated with cosmic energy, though less violently than the day before. The floor, which had previously possessed the consistency of quicksand, now maintained a relatively stable solidity beneath his feet.

Something must have happened with Lea again.

Eld looked down at his hands, remembering how helpless he’d felt during the shadow creature attack. How useless his two-bit necromancy seemed compared to Lea’s raw power.

As he got out of bed and picked up his grimoire, the book suddenly felt heavier, like it was pulling him toward a different choice.

When he turned through the room, he realized that an owl was watching him, something even older than the ravens, its feathers shimmering with that same ethereal shifting light from Eld’s dream.

It tilted its head, considering him, then spread wings that momentarily appeared as branches against the moon. As it took flight, Eld could have sworn he heard the spirit one last time.

“The happiness you want with her will not be possible without me.”
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Chapter 7: Prophecies, Portents, and a Perfect Cup of Coffee

Eld shook off his doubts and hurried out of the room, grimoire in hand and pets by his side. He hastily pushed open the door, and his eyes were promptly irradiated by a mixture of Lea’s purple light and brilliant sunlight from outside. Necropolis, as a city of the nightkin, was typically below ground, in the Underworld. Eld had no idea where the windows led to now, but he had no time to wonder.

The strange beams of light left scorch marks on the floor, but Eld didn’t have time to worry about his deposit. He hurried through the twisted space, noting how the cosmic corruption seemed to ebb and flow with Lea’s breathing. The furniture had developed an unsettling organic quality overnight—his desk sprouted eyed tentacles that were closely examining his assigned reading, while the bookshelf occasionally shuffled its contents based on some incomprehensible system only it understood.

Belatedly, he realized that none of them had done any of their winter break homework, but he had no time to worry about that either. He was far more concerned about the victim of that aforementioned homework.

As Eld ran to the coach, Franky chittered behind him. “Boss. Good news. My analysis says it was safe to walk across the room.”

Bart chittered, as if to mock Franky for his late analysis, and the two pets squabbled as Eld found Lea curled up on the couch. The blanket had slipped from her body, and she shivered in her nightclothes, the beginning of a black portal forming in her shadow.

Eld hastily picked the blanket back up again, placing it back onto her.

The touch of fabric against skin caused her to stir slightly. A tendril of void energy curled around her fingertips before dissipating like morning mist.

The presence of the cloth blanket seemed to help her, stilling the anomalies briefly as she drifted back to peaceful sleep.

Eld glanced down at her for a moment, emotion welling in his throat. She had been through so much. Eld had hoped that dismissing the blood pact would solve their problems, but if these cosmic episodes were anything to go by, they’d just exchanged one problem for another.

He needed to figure out the secret behind this Rafflesia—and fast.

Eld gazed down at her for a moment, then his heart pumped just enough blood for a blush, and he turned away, moving as quietly as possible towards the kitchen.

He and Lea had been through a lot together. Their former blood pact bond had been replaced by something much deeper, something real rather than cosmic, based on their own experiences of overthrowing Grimthorpe at Necropromicon and saving the school.

When their minds met, Eld had felt a mutual intensity that went far beyond mere words and beyond even actions.

But with all that being said, it still felt weird watching her sleep.

As he walked away into the apartment, which was steadily becoming normal again, he felt his heart stilling again. He thought back to what they’d said to each other last night. Maybe all they needed was to calm down for a while, to spend a bit of time apart so they could come back together wiser and stronger.

In the kitchen, Eld was greeted by an abrupt whistling that sent Shuck staggering back and barking in surprise.

Purple steam suddenly flooded his field of vision.

“On it, Boss!” Franky cried. With a loud sucking noise, he abruptly vacuumed away the purple steam with another one of Lilith’s new add-ons.

“Oh, what is this mess?” Eld groaned, waving his hands as he tried to clear his vision.

As the steam dissipated, he was greeted by a transformed kitchen. The warping had changed their simple stove into something that resembled a mad scientist’s chemistry set crossed with an ancient altar. A new layer of gleaming black, halfway between steel and mysterious chitin, surrounded everything. Various spouts and chimneys piped out stem, some seemed to lead out of existence itself.

He turned back to Lea, but she was still sleeping. Everything seemed normal again, save for the furniture, which was now completing the trio’s homework for them.

“Wow. I guess Talbot’s dreams really do come true. But depending on the grades, it might be the lathe of hell instead of the lathe of heaven. And speaking of wishes, let’s hope the cookware’s eldritch adaptations are upgrades, not downgrades.”

“Professor McGrath would have liked this,” Franky squeaked. “Until he, well, left this mortal coil.”

Eld fumbled with the stovetop dials. Instead of starting a fire, the whole device purred happily, as if it were a large cat he’d stroked. He walked around to try and find the plug, but the whole thing had melted together, creating a complex tangle eerily reminiscent of an animal’s nervous system. When he opened the stove door, he found a beating mechanical heart.

Eld groaned. “Unfortunately, I can’t make heads or tails of this mess. I think it’s come to life. Maybe we can take it to that gnome, you know, that place we got you your upgrades.”

“Blackforge, I think.”

“No, Grimforge,” Eld replied. “At least, I think so.”

“No, it’s Blackforge,” Talbot replied. The poltergeist sleepily drifted through the air, rubbing his eyes when he yawned. For all intents and purposes, he looked like he was sleep-talking. “I had him when he was a Professor. Somehow, he got canned before I flunked. Though whatever his name was, his forge wasn’t particularly functional. That was why McGrath replaced him. Perhaps it would be dangerous to bring this fellow there.”

The stove seemed to richly agree.

It wrenched itself from the wall, and with the panic of a dog trying to escape the vet, it vaulted itself out of the window. The attached air filtration unit unfolded, transforming into propellers as it flew off into the distance.

“Huh. Maybe I should get myself one of those. What do you think, Boss?”

Before Eld could reply, Bart chittered loudly, whacking the coffee maker with his lizard tail. Recently, the zombified rat had acquired a taste for caffeine, though Eld had no idea whether that was because of his undead nature, the fact that he’d become a chimera, or just some part of his innate mouse nature. What little Eld had glimpsed from the Bathurst library suggested mixed research on the effects of coffee on normal mice. For some reason, the Old Ones had loved experimenting on mice. Eld had no idea what the rodents had ever done to them.

“Hang on, Bart, hang on. Let me take a look at this thing first.”

Eld picked up the coffee machine, carefully turning it around in his hands. He was ready to drop it at any moment, at the first sign of anything suspicious, but it looked completely and utterly normal. The freshly ground coffee beans he’d picked up yesterday were equally ordinary.

As the coffee machine did its work, Eld sat back and stretched. “Whew. Would hate to face a big day like this without a cup of coffee. It’ll probably take me and Wysper two days to get back to the family manor, and then after that...well, hopefully we get back in a timely manner.”

To his delight, the beverage not only looked normal, it tasted much better than usual, especially after he added a small amount of his usual cream and sugar.

“Whew. What is this? Best brew I’ve ever had.”

He fumbled in the cabinet for a small dish and poured a bit out for the very eager Bart. From the rat’s excited chittering, it seemed like he agreed.

But as Eld placed the cup down, a voice whispered in his mind. “I prophesize...you shall wear purple socks today!”

Eld turned to Bart. “Do you hear that?”

The rat chittered affirmatively, though Eld didn’t know if his minor prophecy was different.

When he took another experimental sip, the voice called out again. “I prophesize you shall wear your fanged cloak to meet your parents.”

“Well, I don’t know if that’s so much of a prophecy as a good idea. When dealing with people like my father and Cloudehill, it’s best to be well-dressed and secretly armed.”

Eld went back to his room and popped open the cupboard. Inside was his fanged cloak from Necropromicon, made from countless reanimated animal skins. The teeth of those animals waved back at him, eager to feed.

He slung the cloak on, grinning and giving it an affectionate pet, then added on his raccoon hat and rattlesnake boots. Before he slipped the boots on, he decided to get purple socks too. He didn’t know if the coffee spoke real prophecies or fake ones, but considering the delicious taste, he figured he might as well self-fulfill them.

When Eld stepped back out again, he found the rest of the group had not only fully awakened, but they were enjoying prophetic coffee of their own.

“Eld. You look dashing,” Lea smiled. “And just what is this amazing cup you’ve brewed?”

“Honestly, I think you have a bit more to do with that,” Eld chortled. “By the way, our stove fled.

“Oh, was it upset that I possessed it?” Talbot asked.

“Um, it didn’t say.”

“Well, no bad review is good news as far as I’m concerned.”

Lea took a deep sip and stared at the cup. “Huh. Mine says I’ll do a parting soon. I suppose that’s true, Eld. We’ll be splitting up for a bit.”

Talbot took a big gulp. “What’s this? Mine says—yeow!” He cursed, almost dropping the cup. “Whew! Well, I guess it was easy to guess that I was going to get burned there.”

But to Eld’s surprise, Talbot was so determined for more information that he took another sip. “I’m trying to figure out whether it’s worth meeting Wysper in person today,” Talbot explained. “If Dating Divination was a class at Bathurst, I’d be right in the front row.”

“Speaking of Wysper, let me send a raven to her. She’s already staying in Necropolis, so I can tell her to meet us.” She walked over to the window, and as soon as she did, black birds flocked around her. Lea had always been good with animals, especially the ones that nightkin usually kept as familiars. Her uncanny ability to communicate with beasts was part of why Eld had liked her to begin with.

“So, Talbot? What’s the prognosis? Want to come see her?” Eld asked, eyeing him hesitantly. Not only was this an emotional situation, but Talbot was acting in a downright bizarre fashion.

The poltergeist seemed to be swirling his tongue around his mouth. Occasionally, his enthusiasm was so great that his tongue phased right through his cheek.

After a while, Eld had to ask. “Alright. What are you doing?”

“I realized I get more prophecies doing this. Plus, it just tastes good. It seems to absorb sugar on some spiritual level.” Talbot poured in several lumps of sugar, which all promptly dissolved. After another very satisfied gulp, he placed the cup back down. “No, I’m good. It says we’re not supposed to meet today.”

“Oh. Well. You can make your own destiny.”

“Ah, but that sounds tiring. Besides...” Talbot trailed off, his forehead wrinkling. “It says Lea is going to get a new roommate soon.”

“Huh. Is that so?’ Lea asked, returning.

“Yeah. It says you and Wysper are going to be in different rooms next year. Not sure why. Maybe a fit of pique from Spinderella-Hemlock.”

Lea shrugged dubiously. “We’ll see when it happens. Hopefully, Wysper and I can still be friends.”

A new raven flew into the room, appearing not through the window, but a violet portal. Its yellow eyes blinked with surprise as it emerged.

“Whew. That was quick,” Eld muttered.

“Yeah, I just hope it’s alright,” Lea said. She walked over to the raven, gently petting it as Eld hurried over, opening the window to make sure a tragic accident didn’t happen on the way out.

When he turned, he found the raven bowing its head in appreciation of Lea’s care, but ever-professional, it had already stretched out its talon, revealing a hastily scrawled note.

Lea smiled. “She loves the idea. Says she’ll visit you at Dolores’s Dolorous Dolls.”

“Never heard of that before,” Eld said.

“Oh, it’s big among the female poltergeists...or really anyone who can possess a doll. You’ll find it on Main Street. A bit posher than the places we’ve usually gone.”

With that, Eld nodded and headed out the door.

“I hope you have a safe trip,” Lea whispered, her voice suddenly worried. It seemed like the realization of them being apart had only just now hit her.

“Oh, it’ll only be for a few days,” Eld replied. Despite his cavalier words, he knew he’d miss her just as much. It felt like his unlife had only truly begun after digging her up out of the graveyard. The hundred years before seemed plain and drab in comparison, despite his misadventures Topside. “You survived millennia without me. And besides...we need to get to the bottom of this.”

As she waved him goodbye, Eld could feel his heart gently thumping in his chest again.

His bond with Lea was something stronger than touch, stronger than physical sensation. But still, it would be nice if he could kiss her when he got back.
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Chapter 8: Build-A-Girlfriend

Eld walked down Main Street, his eyes blinking in surprise as Shuck trotted behind him, the snow crunching beneath their feet. It had been a while since he was in the more reputable part of town. Their last few excursions to Necropolis had involved a great deal of black market dealings and even more encounters with the good-natured but undeniably shady mole people.

Main Street, built on the other side of the bridge that arced over the Cocytus River, was the more glamorous part of the town, the place most Bathurst students’ minds went to when thinking of Necropolis. In comparison to everything Eld had seen in his past visits, the buildings just seemed bigger than normal, the architecture somehow even more Gothic. A sense of home, comfort, and familiarity suffused his mind. Necropolis’s Main Street was a place designed for nightkin by nightkin, the kind of location where Eld’s people from all around the world could feel at home despite their many differences.

He smiled to himself as he walked by one of the most recent places he’d visited, the exclusive restaurant Bone Appetite. That had been his first date with Lea. It had gone very well, though the accompanied double date between Talbot and Wysper had ended with mixed results. As for the food, Eld found it a bit too moldy. After so many years working as a pet doctor Topside, his stomach had adapted away from the standard Underworld fare.

Of course, Eld’s unusual tastes were unusual for a reason. The place was as packed as ever, with a very long line of visitors chatting outside. Eld kept an eye out, but he couldn’t identify any familiar faces. If he remembered correctly, Wolfgang had gone abroad for the holiday to escape his overbearing father. He thought he might have glimpsed Lilith and Orlando on a date, but truth be told, Eld had no idea what their relationship status was. As for Mortimer Vex and his gang of crude bullies, Eld hoped that they’d be banned from Bathurst permanently after siding with Grimthorpe at Necropromicon, but he had a feeling the Vex family’s wealth would let them weasel their way back on campus.

For now, at least, the streets were thankfully Vex-free.

He continued down Main Street, diligently searching for Dolores’s Dolorous Dolls. According to Lea, it was one of many doll shops on Main Street. Dolls were very popular among all nightkin, not just young girls like they were back on Topside.

The streets were so packed it took Eld time to push his way through, but he decided to enjoy it as much as he could, soaking in the pale moonlight and marveling at the wondrous buildings. Even without Lea around, there were plenty of spatial anomalies.

A craft shop selling thread for everything from knitting to reanimation floated in the air without any visible system of propulsion, allowing it to claim a prime spot in the middle of the street. When Eld gazed up at the bizarre silver device, he felt a mental pull, the shop’s magic asking him if he wanted to teleport onto deck with the other shoppers.

He shook his head, pushing away the intrusive thought as he wondered to himself whether this was Old One technology, something magical, or, perhaps, something even more bizarre than that.

Shuck let out a confused bark from high above him. A flicker later, and Shuck was back on the ground, the patchwork dog blinking in confusion. “Who knows, Shuck. The magic animating Necropolis is allegedly older than death itself.”

He paused, thinking of the trees from his dream.

Those trees had been truly elderly. It might have been an illusion, but there was a real chance that he’d given up actual power.

Should he have just taken a risk?

He was already risking his existence…what was risking his soul on top of that?

A loud chorus of groans cut Eld’s thinking off before it could devolve into overthinking.

“No!”

“I was just at the front of the line!”

“Who knows where the store will spawn next?”

A shop vanished before their eyes, the brightly colored storefront outright teleporting out of existence. Eld’s eyes widened as the two shops previously around it seemed to fuse back into place, the hole in reality instantly mended.

Eld glanced down at his feet. Shuck was even more confused by this than he was with the floating building. He stared at his paws, frowning. Somehow, they hadn’t felt any contraction at all in the street itself. The cobblestones must have shifted somehow, but Eld had no proof of it.

“Don’t worry about it, Shuck. It’ll drive you mad if you think about it too much. Maybe literally. Wait…watch out!”

With a loud bark, Shuck leapt to the side of the street, and Eld hastily followed him. Bart and Franky chittered out protests in his pockets. “I’ll explain later!” Eld cried.

The whole storm of nightkin surged down the street, haphazardly running in every direction as they tried to find where the shop had vanished off to.

A familiar voice, accompanied by a clucking tongue, echoed down the street. “Oh. I hate these limited edition stores. Such nonsense. You know, the products aren’t even that good…they are just hoping the fear of missing out is worse than, well, any of the other fears you can find in Necropolis.”

Eld turned and found Wysper floating down the street, carrying two plastic shopping bags filled with mannequin parts. From the random scraps of Old One literature Eld had read back at Bathurst, he thought there might have been people in those times who were more frightened of the plastic shopping bags than anything else.

Like Talbot, Wysper was a poltergeist. Both of them had brightly glowing bodies somewhere between the size of a human child and a human teenager. Due to sheer laziness, Talbot often kept his face as a simple skull, but Wysper had a face like a human in her late twenties.

She’d changed her hair recently, cutting it to a short bob, and she wore a brightly glowing dress with a collar. From what Eld understood, a poltergeist’s appearance was directly tied to their effort, and they could change it so long as they were willing to put in the mental work. Talbot had once short-circuited himself trying to put on a light show for Wysper.

Eld waved back at her. “Thanks for coming to help.”

“Oh, it’s no problem!” she replied, beaming.

“Lea already told me what’s going on. Got all the stuff we need.” She turned back to the disappeared store and rolled her eyes. “Everyone gets too caught up in buying the latest toy. Just give me something good, solid, and workable. It’s why I always liked Dolores more than Underworld Girl.”

With that, she drifted to the side of the road along with Eld, turning the bags over in her hand.

The mannequin parts tumbled to the ground. The sturdy white plastic pieces hit the ground with a hollow sound, along with a makeup kit, additional face paint, and a set of wigs.

“Wow. You really stocked up.”

“Oh, this is a test run for a prank I’m pulling on another girl,” Wysper smirked. “A real, ah…” she trailed off. “Well, back where I’m from, we called an annoying woman a banshee, but now that I’m at Bathurst, it seems kind of offensive. So let’s just say a real piece of work.”

“Who is she?” Eld asked.

“Someone from back home. Sylva. Rival poltergeist. We used to be friends, but I got into Bathurst and she’s stuck at Hel, so she’s been trying to make my life miserable ever since. Tried to get me on a shoplifting charge. As if. All my prank goods are sourced—and purchased—ethically.”

“So, how are you going to counter-prank her?” Eld asked, grinning. He immediately understood why Lea and Talbot both liked Wysper so much. She had a very open way of telling stories that made the listener feel like a co-conspirator.

“Guess!” Wysper chirped, arranging the parts. Clearly, impersonation had to be part of the scheme.

“Uh…imitate her and hit her with another shoplifting charge?”

Wysper giggled. “Now that’s not a bad idea. A little tit for tat. But I always try to go above and beyond.”

“Steal her boyfriend?” Eld asked.

“What? No. Of course not. That would be too cruel! I’m just going to do my usual pranks and pretend to be her. Shouldn’t be too hard to shift my body. Meanwhile, I’ll have a mannequin that I pretend to possess floating around elsewhere—the perfect alibi!”

Eld laughed. “Alright. Well. Remind me not to mess with you.”

With that, the two examined the mannequin parts and got to work.

Both of them had a good idea of what Lea looked like, so selecting the proper head, torso, and limbs was rather simple. The hair was easy as well, simply the darkest shade of black. Painting her face was where they struggled.

Wysper was a far better painter than Eld, but most of her drawing experience came in the form of sketching mocking caricatures. Eld had to constantly correct her, at times with significant indignation.

“Oh come on...she doesn’t look that sleepy!”

Wysper giggled, redoing the eyes for the ninth time.

Eld stared down at the painted face, pale with violet eyes. Wysper had embellished the appearance with red lips and eye shadow, which was probably appropriate for the first time meeting family.

“It’s a pretty decent facsimile,” Eld said. The face was imperfect, but close enough that Aunt Arienne—who had only second-hand knowledge of Lea’s appearance—would be fooled. “Of course...they almost certainly have gotten a report that Lea wasn’t a possessed mannequin. I have no idea what Grimthorpe sent back to my father.”

“Oh, just say she—or rather, I—took this form because I needed it to get my powers under control. It’s not like your parents have dealt with a cosmic being before. How could they possibly know?”

“Huh. Didn’t think of that,” Eld smiled.

“Always lie shamelessly,” Wysper winked. “It’s the best way to continue improvising.”

With that, Wysper possessed the mannequin, her typical poltergeist glow entering the pale white figure, which rose to its feet with a loud creak. Eld tilted his head at the faint nimbus of glowing magic surrounding the moving doll. “Any chance you can change the color? Maybe make it a bit darker?”

“No problem,” she replied. With a crackle, the aura around the doll became Lea’s usual mixture of violet and shadow. “How’s this?”

“Looking good. Lea was right to recommend you for this.”

Wysper placed a finger at her painted lips, which moved unsettlingly when she spoke, the paint strokes stretching to reveal drawn-on white teeth. “Call me Lea for now. At least, until we get back to Bathurst. You need to get into character, Eld!”

Eld nodded as they walked down the street. “That’s a good point. Out of the two of us, I’m definitely less experienced at subterfuge.” Countless failed childhood lies flashed before his mind, including a particularly unfortunate attempt at reanimating some of Aunt Arienne’s inadvertently killed garden gnomes. He wasn’t suited for this, but if it gave some clue to how he could help Lea, he would do anything.

As they walked through Necropolis, they noticed a gaggle of living mannequins walking down the street across from them, their hands carrying shopping bags filled with clothes. They waved to Wysper, but upon drawing closer, they realized she was a poltergeist. Their fingers wrinkled contemptuously, and they left without another word.

“Some of these spirits can be a bit jealous. They can only possess certain objects, whereas we poltergeists can take control of everything.”

Eld nodded, remembering a particularly angry spirit trapped in a broken television set. Certain spirits that had preyed on Old One technology now found themselves in perpetually damaged bodies. “Talbot was telling me the same thing.”

“Still, it’s not like we poltergeists have all the advantages. It takes a lot more effort for us to move these bodies around. You know, I was very impressed by Talbot’s heroics at Necropromicon. That mechanical suit must have taken a lot of effort. I’d love to go cruising with him sometime in it.”

Eld decided not to bring up that the suit was back on the scrap heap after Talbot’s ill-fated modifications. Perhaps with him and Lea staying in the apartment together, they could do some hasty repairs before Necropromicon II.

She tilted her head to the side. “Speaking of which, how has Talbot been recently?”

“Talbot?” Eld asked. “Um, he’s good. You know, he made dinner yesterday. Possessed the oven.”

“Is that so…” Wysper mused. “Huh. Maybe I should give him another chance.”

From what Eld could tell, Wysper had given Talbot more chances than he could count last year. Their relationship had haphazardly oscillated between flirtatiousness and frostiness with the predictability of a broken cuckoo clock. Of course, Talbot had squandered all those chances, but Eld’s roommate was thirstier than a chupacabra. Whatever the prophecy coffee said, Talbot would probably still be interested.

“I’m tired of being single,” Wysper continued. “I would love to go on regular dates…if only Talbot just applied himself a bit more. If I get married, I don’t want to be taking care of an adult child in addition to my regular children. The problem is there aren’t too many other poltergeists at Bathurst…most of them go to Hel.”

Eld had no idea how poltergeists bred. It was considered a rude question to ask among the nightkin. The Blackwoods, however, were famous as zombies who could somehow create living human children. For most of Eld’s life, the reason had been a total mystery. Only the later revelation of the family’s past as death druids, masters of life and death, explained why. He thought of the daemon Qarathil again and frowned, ultimately shaking his head.

His father probably wouldn’t say anything, but there were plenty of ancestors in the Bathurst Family Crypt. He could ask them later. It would be interesting to see them again with all the information he learned.

As they continued walking, Wysper’s concerns drifted back to Lea. “Continue referring to me as Lea when you address me, just for practice. But I was wondering how our...mutual friend is doing. Is she alright?” Wysper asked. “I was worried about her, especially after what happened, but she said she didn’t want to see me.”

“She’s struggling,” Eld admitted. “Her powers are a lot to deal with. Some of the anomalies around Necropolis can be attributed to her.”

“Oh, I bet she’s so worried about that,” Wysper sympathetically replied. “It feels like she’s always making herself small. Make sure she knows that Necropolis is full of anomalies.”

“I said the same thing. I think she’s just guilty, you know? Struggling a lot to control her powers. That’s the main reason I’m trying to go back home. To gather information. Right now, I only have one clue.”

“What is it?”

Eld tilted his head to the side, lowering his voice to an instinctive whisper. Lea was nowhere near them, but after what had happened in the apartment, he was still worried. “Have you ever heard the name Rafflesia before?”

“Rafflesia? No, I haven’t. But there’s something interesting there...” Her voice trailed off.

“What?” Eld asked.

“There’s a pattern there. Lea’s full name is Azalea, isn’t it? Azalea, Rafflesia. Both of them are flowers.”

“Wait, really?” Eld didn’t know much about flowers. His studies had, of course, been focused on animals.

Frankly emerged from the pocket of his robe, chittering irritably. “Ah. Boss. Apologies. I should have known. The information was stored in my databanks, I was just looking in the wrong location. Searching historical figures and whatnot.”

“It’s a big, mean flower,” Wysper replied. “Carnivorous. It eats animals. Not pretty at all. I don’t know what that means, but it could be something dangerous.”

Eld frowned. For a pet necromancer like him, a carnivorous flower was certainly a bad omen. “Well, all the more reason to investigate when I’m at home.”

They continued moving down Main Street, heading back to the Lake of the Dead that separated Necropolis from Bathurst campus. The lake billowed out before them, gray fog and still waters, stretching out as far as the eye could see. Due to the strange spatial anomalies around the lake, it seemed more like an ocean than anything else. Only experts could safely navigate their way through.

Canals drifted along the side of the lake, each crewed by a single oarsman wearing uniform black cloaks, the hoods pulled deep before their heads. Three carriages pulled by strange zombie horses, their bodies empowered by a mixture of mechanical add-ons and brightly glowing drugs, provided an alternate source of transport. The Bathurst Academy logo, a bat holding a scepter, was emblazoned proudly at the side. Last year, Grimthorpe had sought to replace it with Black Sun iconography, but with his obliteration, the school was presumably under new management.

“Are you going to borrow a carriage from the school?” Wysper asked. “I’m sure Professor Spinderella-Hemlock wouldn’t mind.”

By now, news had gotten out that Eld had not only saved a Bathurst professor, he’d also ensouled her into his pet. It was a truly bizarre reversal of the usual power dynamic, but with all the other strangeness going on, not one Eld had been thinking deeply about.

Eld shook his head. “No, she told me I’m supposed to call the Nightmare Steed. Said it’s the fastest way to get back to the family Manor. One of the corpses in my family tomb told me the same thing, but, well, it was caught in a deluge of conflicting advice. One even told me to ride the Ethereal Elevator.”

“Some relative. Telling you to take the Elevator that erases you from existence.”

“Well, I didn’t learn about it until I got to Bathurst. Let’s stick with the Nightmare Steed.”

Wysper raised a painted eyebrow. “Doesn’t it only run on certain habitats?”

“I’m supposed to take it across the Bog of Fear.”

Wysper laughed. “Oh, right. I forgot you were rich, Blackwood. A nice little bog side property.”

“I’ll be honest with you. I haven’t actually seen this bog, but maybe my room is a bit too deep in the family lands.”

With that, Eld placed his fingers to his mouth, whistling just like Spinderella-Hemlock taught him.”

Nothing happened.

Shuck let out a confused bark.

“I thought that sounded about right,” Eld frowned. “It was certainly very shrill. Spinderella-Hemlock said it’s a shrill beat that could only be heard by beings of a certain spectral frequency.”

“I think you’ve got it wrong, Boss,” Franky said. “Here. Let me try.”

With a loud click, he popped in a cassette tape into a slot just beneath his head. But after a few whirls, no sound came out.

“What happened? Did the tape cut off?”

“No,” Franky replied. “That was perfect. You’re not supposed to hear it. That’s the whole point of shrill beats that can only be heard by beings of a certain spectral frequency!”

He was right.

A great beast emerged, part spirit, part zombie, yet also part living flesh, appearing over the lake before rapidly floating towards them, its hooves completely still as it coasted towards them.

As the ferrymen hurriedly brought their ships to safety and the mechanical horses bolted, the creature landed directly in front of Eld, staring down at him with eyes that shifted with every moment, hollow for one moment yet dancing with life the next.

“Blackwood...” The creature called, its voice echoing across the dock. He sounded strangely wistful. “It’s been a while since I was called. Where would you like to travel?”

“Back to the family manor. I heard it’s across the Bog of Fear?”

“Yes. I took that path with my dear friend Hieronymus many times.”

A large, clawed hand emerged from the beast’s back, its fingers twisting to wrap around Eld, Wysper, and Shuck before placing them on its back.

With that, the beast was off. As Eld stared at the ever-shifting body, he couldn’t help but be reminded of the spirit from his dream. Like the woods the creature had dwelled in, the Nightmare Steed’s body was ever shifting, sometimes alive and sometimes dead.

But before he could ask any questions, they’d arrived at the Bog of Fear, and on account of all the fear, Eld had no more time for questions.
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Chapter 9: Real Fears, Imagined Fears, and Disputed Fears

Traveling through the Bog of Fear felt like being forcibly served a cornucopia of unpleasant sensations.

The air was somehow cold yet humid at the same time, an unpleasant mixture that seemed carefully targeted at discomfort. The bone-deep chill made Eld shiver and pull his cloak in tighter, but at the same time, his body was abruptly drenched by a sheen of sticky, almost goo-like sweat. The air seemed to wriggle and squirm before them, like it was made entirely of invisible worms. Bizarre ringing echoed endlessly in his ears, to the point that he struggled to hear himself think.

Strangest of all, even though Eld sat on the floating Nightmare Steed, he could feel the soft and spongy ground squishing beneath his feet. He frowned, bringing his feet higher up the spectral horse’s back and crossing them. Beside him, Shuck whined and bowed slightly, his tail drooping.

Wysper tried levitating into the air, but the same spectral hand that’d brought them on board reached out, wrapping around her mannequin body and pulling her back down again.

“Careful,” the Nightmare Steed sternly declared. “As we continue moving, the air will only become more dangerous. I would have skipped straight to your home if I could, but the atmosphere is simply too heavy.”

As the steed continued drifting forth, the ground decomposed beneath them, causing the air to billow with massive plumes of olive green gas that twisted and wafted before transforming into massive images of Eld’s fears. As he stared into them, everything from his dreams whirled before his mind again.

His father continuing Grimthorpe’s conspiracy and seizing control of Lea.

Lea losing control of her powers, and Eld not being able to help her.

Lea leaving him, simply because he wasn’t strong enough.

It felt a little strange for such a commonplace relationship insecurity to be among visions of the apocalypse, but Eld supposed his dating life was currently tied up with the Underworld’s continued existence.

Shuck let out a fearful whine.

As Eld reached down to pet and comfort him, he realized that the gas had morphed, instead showing an image of the draconian Blackwood kennels. Once, the family had treated all their animal companions with respect, or so the Familial Tome said, but Eldritch Sr. had put an end to that, just like how he’d put an end to all the other traditions that didn’t serve him.

“It’ll be alright, Shuck,” Eld said, petting the big patchwork dog.

Beside him, Wysper shifted and frowned uneasily. “Wow. This gas...really knows how to look right into your heart. Your stuff is, um, a lot more intense than mine. You have a lot going on.”

“Oh, is it?” Eld asked. He declined to turn around. Staring at someone else’s fears felt rather personal. If anything, he would have asked Wysper to look away too, but she had come all this way here to help him.

“Yeah, honestly, it kind of puts my fears in perspective,” Wysper mumbled. “I’m just seeing images of my pranks failing or getting kicked out of Bathurst. Um...I’m not sure if Bathurst even exists in the stuff you’re seeing.”

Eld couldn’t help but feel jealous. He wished that his and Lea’s fears could be so meager. “Yeah. Well. Uh. Let’s just hope things get better when we find the clues in the family manor. That is, if you’re still in. I don’t want you to think I dragged you into something worse than you imagined.”

“What? No way!” Wysper replied indignantly. “I’m Lea’s roommate. I need to look out for her! And you know what, Eld? It wouldn’t hurt for you to think positively. Lea is such a worrier, we both know that. I hope you haven’t let on your worries to her.”

“I’ve been trying my best, but you know, sometimes it slips through.”

Wysper nodded sympathetically. “It would be hard not to worry. In fact, my fears are shifting in real time to match yours.”

Eld turned and chuckled when he found that was the case. “Well, I suppose that’s just what we need to get through this together, some mutual gallows humor.”

“But Eld. While I’m sympathetic, we both know Lea. Being confident in yourself is the best thing you can do for her. She’s already stressed out about everything as it is. I’m sure she’ll appreciate your strength.”

Eld took a deep breath and nodded. Unfortunately, adopting a better attitude was easier said than done.

His thoughts were interrupted by another cry from the Nightmare Steed. “Grab on tight. This is the thickest part of the bog. If we are too slow, our fears will turn real and ensnare us.”

Oily tendrils, halfway between a mane and tentacles, sprouted from his back. Eld and Wysper grabbed on tight, and Shuck bit down with his mouth as the Nightmare Steed blitzed through the bog. As the creature’s speed built, the olive green gas drew ever denser. It grasped for Eld, Wysper, and Shuck, but the strange tendrils wrapped around them, creating a protective barrier. As the gas touched the Nightmare Steed’s body, the creature responded with its mastery of life and death. Any contaminated part would instantly slough off, only to regenerate moments later.

As they continued traveling, new fears blossomed before Eld, scenes from his days as a child. Aunt Arienne bursting out of his room, a horde of zombies alongside her. A strange creature with a single blood red eye and countless fangs that he’d glimpsed hidden inside his mother’s vanity mirror. The frigid callousness in his father’s eyes the first time he’d seen Eld playing with animals instead of reanimating humans.

Most frightening of all was a shadowy figure…Rafflesia.

Eld had no idea who or what it was, only that it was critical to Lea’s past. It morphed and twisted before his eyes, his lack of knowledge making it all the more terrifying. Rafflesia, this enemy lying in wait for them, it could have been anything or anyone, and that made it all the more terrifying.

The Nightmare Steed suddenly cried out again. “Hold on tighter!”

Their surroundings became a blur as the steed jolted forward, twisting and turning through the air. Eld and Wysper jerked violently back and forth, and he had to lunge forward to keep Shuck from falling.

The billowing gas erupted, forming into monstrous creatures—the shape of the Nightmare Steed’s fears. Eld winced and Shuck whined as they gazed upon huge twisted chimeras, predators more fearsome than anything Eld could have imagined. Manticores whose bodies were a twisted mosaic of big cats, rabid lions, and savage leopards. Beasts with manes of snakes and tails that looked like dinosaur heads. Huge, savage, men-like figures with hooked toes and clawed arms growing out of their stomachs.

Wysper let out a cry as she slipped back, her wooden body clattering awkwardly. “Eld! Help!” she cried. “This body might not hold!”

“Bart!” Eld cried. The rat poked out of his cloak, lashing out with his transformed tail. “Make sure you don’t release it!” Eld hastily reminded the rat.

Bart eyed him reproachfully as he pulled Wysper back, as if to mock Eld for not believing in him.

“Do we really need to go this fast?” Eld asked, cursing as his hands slipped from the oily mane before he hastily grabbed back on again. “I know this is a scary scene, but it’ll be much worse if we fall!”

“We’re being pursued,” the Nightmare Steed replied, its resonant voice grim. “Something is coming after us.”

“What? What’s chasing us?”

“I don’t know,” the beast replied. Hearing such a deep and mystical voice sound uncertain only added to Eld’s trepidation. “Nothing lives in the Bog of Fear,” the Nightmare Steed said. “It has to be something particularly dangerous or particularly determined.”

The twang of a crossbow bolt seemed to echo through the entire bog.

“Eld!” Wysper cried.

Eld barely jerked his head to the side as a gleaming crossbow bolt streaked right past him, cutting straight through the Nightmare Steed’s tendrils. It moved too quickly for him to get a good view, but he caught a glimpse of crudely etched runes. From the looks of it, it was the kind of thing meant to curse the target.

The beast cried out, but more from irritation than pain. “Apologies. It seems like I cannot protect you from those projectiles…you’re on your own.”

“Franky! Figure out where that shot came from!”

“Triangulating…” Franky replied, his body whirling. “Hm. We need more data. Any chance you want to get shot again, boss? In the name of science?”

“Well, hopefully that doesn’t happen,” Eld muttered. “But I’ll sketch out a shield to be safe.”

He muttered under his breath, his hands rapidly tracing magical symbols through the air. Sparks danced alongside his fingers, the gleaming light rapidly coalescing into a shimmering dome that enveloped him and Wysper.

It came just in the nick of time.

A second bolt streaked towards them, the gleaming tip flashing. The bolt splintered against Eld’s shield with a keening cry before exploding into a cloud of gold and bronze dust. Unfortunately, the shot was also powerful enough to shatter his shield.

“What is this thing?” Eld cursed. He wasn’t the strongest magic user of all time, but after his training at the Nocturnal Combat Club, he was no slouch. For something to shatter his shield with just a bolt, it had to be a powerful artifact.

He began tracing symbols through the air again, coaxing more magic out to protect himself, when Franky let out a cry. “Direction pinpointed, boss. He is between us and the manor! Preparing countermeasures…”

A third bolt whizzed towards them, but this time, Eld’s fur cloak took action. It whirled upwards, baring its fangs. Teeth clashed against metal, sending the bolt whizzing off course, but the cloak let out a pitiful moan, having broken several teeth.

Eld gave it a thankful pat. “I’ll fix you up right away,” he murmured.

“Enemy location identified!” Franky cried. “Activating flood beams!”

A beam of pure white light flickered on, cutting through the marsh, revealing a big, brawny figure in a white cloak. He wore a plague doctor mask with glowing silver goggles over his face, the bizarre design presumably filtering away the negative effects of the gas.

In one hand, he carried a crossbow, but in his other, he held a strange twisted blade.

Though Eld only caught a brief glimpse of it, just a look at the weapon sent chills down his spine. For some reason, it made him feel mortal again. Simple as it was, it was scarier than anything in the Bog of Fears.

“What in the hells is that thing?” Wysper hissed.

“Let’s not find out!” Franky replied. As the Nightmare Steed brought them closer, a red laser slammed into the figure’s chest. He sank into the marsh, the bizarre blade temporarily flying out of his hands.

“Good shooting, my chitinous friend,” the Nightmare Steed chuckled. “Now, let’s ride like the wind before anything else happens.”

The Nightmare Steed continued surging forth, moving at the same speed as before. This time, Eld and Wysper didn’t ask for him to slow down, having seen the danger waiting for them with their own eyes.

Soon, the Blackwood Family Manor loomed high above them, emerging out of the olive gray fog.

To Eld’s surprise, the front of the family lands was only about half a mile away from where the Bog of Fear ended, with the soft and perpetually decaying lands leading into solid stone ground lined with twisted roots.

“You know, it’s funny,” Eld remarked, turning to get one last look at the bog behind him. Thankfully, that burly figure was nowhere to be seen.

“What?”

“I never actually realized that the Bog of Fear led to our lands…my father was always teleporting us around.” Instantaneous teleportation was one of his father’s favorite techniques, one that he’d shared with his former conspiracy partner Grimthorpe. When he was younger, Eld had tried learning it for himself, but according to Eldritch Sr., it was the kind of thing only a lich could learn.

“Young master…there is no need for instantaneous transportation with an ally like me by your side,” the Nightmare Steed said, its ancient voice somewhat peeved.

“I suppose not,” Eld grinned. “Thank you. You were a big help. Spinderella-Hemlock was right to tell me about you.”

The Nightmare Steed let out a satisfied nicker. “Thank you, young master. It’s been a while since I had the honor to carry a Blackwood. I’m glad that some of the Old Ways haven’t been forgotten.”

Without another word, the Steed vanished, its body turning spectral as it deposited Eld, Wysper, and Shuck directly in front of the Blackwood Family Manor.

The iron wrought gates had been remodeled recently, painted black, and reshaped to show the spiky eight-pointed image of the Black Sun.

“I’ve seen enough of that symbol for a lifetime,” Wysper cursed.

“I think my father was a bit hasty with the modifications. Probably thought it would look good with the Black Sun under his control.”

The rest of the mansion was its usual mix of dark stone and twisted ironwork, with countless spires and turrets clawing upwards at the perpetually overcast sky, grasping for the stars with the same ambition as the castle’s owner. Ancient yew trees, so old that their bark was bleached white, dotted the grounds. Behind the manor sat the Blackwood Family Crypt, which carried the still-conscious remains of the Blackwood extended family.

Franky and Bart poked their heads out of his robes, chittering amongst themselves.

“Yes, yes,” Eld said. “I’ll need you to help with the investigations. You can go places where I can’t.”

They chittered in agreement.

The gate clattered open, revealing Eld’s beaming mother.

Drizella Blackwood had the same pale skin and aristocratic features as her sister, but she’d taken a much more relaxed approach to the aging process. Unlike Arielle with her constant stitching, Drizella looked the part of someone hundreds of years old. A good part of her flesh had sloughed off, revealing the white bone underneath, and her limbs were noodle thin beneath her purple and black polka dot dress.

But despite her physical appearance, the magic that kept her alive was strong. Very strong.

She gave Eld a hug strong enough to strangle him. “Oh, Eld…it’s so good to see you back,” she whispered. “And you look so handsome in that fur cloak of yours.”

Under normal circumstances, Eld would have been unhappy with his mother fussing over him like this. She always doggedly refused to acknowledge what was obvious around her, pretending to be a happy family when clearly the Blackwoods should have gone their separate ways centuries ago.

But now, with cosmic horror and worry around them, he was glad someone had his back.

“It’s so good to see you too, Mom,” Eld smiled.

“And with such a beautiful partner, too,” she said, looking over his shoulder and beaming at Wysper.

“Oh, it’s my honor to be here,” Wysper replied, her painted lips shifting into a smile. “I’m Azalea, but please, call me Lea, all my friends do. Eld has told me so much about you.”

“Lea. I love that,” Drizella replied. “Now, let’s get moving. Your father and Arienne are already seated. Cloudehill said he had to step out for a moment, but I’m sure he’ll be back too.”

A flare of black light exploded behind them as Cloudehill emerged from the portal. Unlike with their father, Cloudehill’s teleportation left him in pieces. He had to hurriedly reattach his right foot and left arm, the bones socketing back into place with echoing thunks. “Sorry about that, mother. Was just, um, cleaning up a bit. I, uh, well. You know what father was complaining about. The Family Crypt sealing itself. Was just trying to cut down some of those trees, but they stubbornly regrew again. And then, well, I, uh, misplayed one of father’s artifacts and had to go looking for it.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet of you, Cloudehill,” Drizella replied. “I love that you’re trying to help out around the house.”

Eld couldn’t help but notice that Cloudehill’s boots were very damp and his cloak was drenched with bug dust. Most importantly, he was hiding a plague doctor mask behind his back.

Wysper glanced at him, raising a painted eyebrow.

“You can leave now if you want,” Eld whispered. “The family is, um, an acquired taste, one I still haven’t acquired.”

“Are you kidding me?” Wysper asked. “This is going to be amazing. No way am I missing out on this family drama.”
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Chapter 10: Family Reunion, More Like Family Reanimation

As Eld walked into the Blackwood family manor, Shuck padding behind him, the first thing he noticed was that Lea’s shadow magic hadn’t just changed Necropolis. The Blackwood Family Manor had always embraced its shadows, but now even the shadows had shadows, besetting the entire home with eerie darkness.

Shuck whimpered, and Wysper raised a curious eyebrow, her violet painted eyes flickering.

As they passed under a towering archway, Eld could have sworn the shadow resembled a guillotine instead of an entryway. A shadow creature suddenly detached itself from the larger mass of darkness, a scampering living blade.

Eld, remembering what had happened back at their apartment, braced himself, raising his hand to call up a shield. But it seemed friendly. A hand grew from its side, and it waved, chuckling silently before darting off and vanishing.

“They’ve been showing up more and more,” Drizella said. “It’s kind of cute.”

“I’d be careful around them,” Eld said. “From what I could tell, most are friendly, but one attacked us.”

“Really?” his mother asked, her voice filled with concern.

Eld nodded. “Yes. As it fled, it said Rafflesia. Do you two know who—or what—that might be?”

He kept a keen eye on his mother and Cloudehill, but their expressions were blank.

“No idea,” Drizella said. “It, um, sounds a bit nature-y. Not the kind of name your father would like.”

“Speaking of father,” Cloudehill said. “He claims the darkness is because of you, Lea. Would you know anything about that?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Wysper breezily replied. “The Underworld is full of mysteries. For all we know, these shadow creatures could be a newly developed species. I certainly don’t remember much about them. Then again, I think I’ve gotten my powers under control, but you know how almighty powers can be, don’t you, Cloudehill?”

Cloudehill, of course, did not truly know what it was like to have almighty powers. But, as Eld suspected, he thought he already had them. “Oh, yes. As a lich, I lose control of my magic all the time. Eld isn’t a lich, yet, you know. But his, um, little animal magic is very special in his own right,” he hastily added, after Drizella shot him a death glare.

With their mother around, Cloudehill was sure to be on his best behavior, or what passed for it anyway. 

As Cloudehill guided Eld and Wysper to the dining room, Eld gave Shuck one last pat, then nodded for him to leave. “Wait in the room for me. You know how father is.”

Shuck barked goodbye as he ran off. Bart slipped from Eld’s robes to join him, but Franky stayed hidden—he had an important task to accomplish later.

The entrance to the dining room was a simple wooden door surrounded by very complex decorations. Eld’s father had done some additional remodeling. A pair of statues—both depicting himself—now flanked the wooden door, carved from gleaming black marble and holding the Black Sun aloft in his hands. The proud pose made him look almost like a god.

“Hope you like Dad’s decorations,” Cloudehill said.

“They look great,” Eld replied, stifling a smile. The mounting evidence that he’d foiled his father’s schemes gave him some measure of confidence. Despite the challenges ahead of him, he had succeeded at something he’d once thought impossible. His father might have commissioned a statue that made him look like a god, but that was a very paltry consolation for failing to actually become a god.

Perhaps Wysper was right. If Eld acted more confidently and believed in himself, maybe they could make it through this, too.

Cloudehill swept open the door, his bony arm rattling with the force of his grand gesture. “Enter, brother.”

Eld paused. He didn’t like the way Cloudehill held his hand at his back. He thought of the blade from earlier and shivered.

“You first, brother,” Eld said. “I mean, you are the lich, and, if I remember father’s words correctly, likely the heir.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Drizella scolded. “Your father may not die yet. We’ll be a happy family for a while longer.”

“Still, I suppose I will go first then, brother dearest,” Cloudehill said, waddling in.

After entering, he turned to Eld and executed a dramatic bow, unfortunately releasing another puff of bog gas from his clothes. It wasn’t enough to display their fears, but it gave Eld, Wysper, and even the ever-positive Drizella a sense of unease.

“Cloudehill. How do I put this politely? Let’s make sure the air around you is as sweet as your manners. Go wash up. Perhaps a change of clothes or, more likely, some deep cleansing spell. The bog stink is strong on you.”

“I’ll do it now,” Cloudehill said, his teeth clattering. “I was just so eager to see Eld again that I went looking for him in the Bog of Fear.”

As he hurried away, Eld inwardly shook his head at his mother’s happiness. He’d heard of an immunity to toxins before, but he’d never heard of an immunity to toxic behavior. Her ability to ignore the obvious was a cosmic power stronger than Lea’s actual cosmic power.

Her blissful optimism continued when they entered the dining room, which had been mildly refurbished for Aunt Arienne’s visit.

Eld noticed that the former pulsating high-backed seats of undulating flesh, a series of failed massage chair experiments by his father, had been replaced with copies of Eldritch Sr.’s usual throne-like chair, putting them on temporarily equal footing.

Eld had no doubt the discomfiting seats would return once Aunt Arienne left, but of course, he planned on leaving with her.

The rest of the room remained largely the same, though it seemed to Eld’s eyes that the decorations were about as nervous about Aunt Arienne’s visits as he was. The floating candelabras had an extra pep in their flight, their usual lazy trails replaced by a swift and orderly procession. Their once blue flames now burned white hot.

The dining table itself, crafted from ebony and decorated with inlaid bone, had been polished to a spectacular gleaming sheen, the brightly glowing black reminding Eld of his dreams about the Black Sun, though for once, the similarity seemed inadvertent.

Portraits of the Blackwood family ancestors smiled down at them, but Eld knew that this was only on the surface. Anyone could simply paint a smile on a painting.

After his time in Bathurst, Eld knew that his father’s respect for the ancestors was nothing more than a surface-thin veneer. The real history of their ancestors had been erased, their tome desecrated by Eldritch Sr.

Meanwhile, their side relatives were all moldering in the family crypt, banished there by his father. Eld made a mental note to visit them later. Perhaps, with his new knowledge of his family history, they would be more willing to help him, though their senility might be a challenge.

“How lovely! My dear sister getting along so well with my noble lord husband,” Drizella gushed.

The conversation between the two sounded more stilted than a leprechaun convention. The relationship between the two had always been stormy, not the least because they both had high-level contacts in the Underworld.

“My path here was difficult,” Aunt Arienne said. “I went through the crypt as you suggested. But the path was blocked. I managed to talk my way out, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to go back in the other way.”

“I’m sure you’ll manage. As for the blocked crypt, I have no idea. The ancestors are unhappy, it seems.”

Eld raised an eyebrow.

Cloudehill had mentioned the blocked crypt too. He thought back to the Familial Tome and the truth about the family that Eldritch Sr. had hidden. Perhaps the ancestors were retaliating.

Eld sat down at his usual spot, with Aunt Arienne to his left and directly facing his mother. Wysper, in her Lea mannequin, sat at his right. The chair pressed against his back. Despite the upgrade, it was actually still ridged and uncomfortable. The decorative skulls and bones were likely better suited for someone who didn’t have any actual flesh to press up against.

Skeletal servants hastily served up their appetizers, which all looked equally expensive yet equally unappealing—fried tentacled anomalies, black cheese from a cursed black goat, and stewed brains from an unknown but undoubtedly dubious source. They were accompanied by his father’s favorite drink—the aptly named blood wine, half blood and half wine.

With the appetizers served, Aunt Arienne sprang to action, her arms stretching wide around her. “So, you are the lucky woman who will one day join our little family? You’re just as beautiful as the rumors suggested...hair like a raven, eyes like violet stars...and what a beautiful name. Azalea.”

Eld winced at Aunt Arienne’s typical forward nature. If it really was Lea, she would have been frightened straight out of the manor by that question. But Wysper was a master of deception. She giggled merrily. “Oh, I certainly hope to. By the way, call me Lea. All my friends do.”

As Eld’s mom Drizella cooed, Eldritch Sr. and Cloudehill looked at each other quietly. While Wysper certainly seemed to fit the physical appearance of Lea, she certainly did not have her magical powers, at least as far as they could tell.

Eldritch Sr. studied her, his black gems gleaming, a truly horrifying fake smile marring his face. Under most circumstances, skulls could only smile, but Eldritch Sr. had modified his face with additional bones for scowling. “Son. I’m glad to hear you had such a great first semester at school. It sounds like it was excellent for both education and socialization. I always knew you should have come back to the Underworld instead of gallivanting around Topside.”

“Well, I was sorry to discover the truth about dear old Grimthorpe. But other than that, things went about as well as I thought they could,” Eld said.

“Oh yes...Grimthorpe turning traitor. Who could have seen that coming?” Aunt Arienne asked.

“It was a disappointment to be sure,” Eldritch Sr. replied. “But with him gone, the school can hopefully grow. I heard that we have you to thank for that, Lea?”

“I don’t approve of violence,” Wysper smoothly replied. “But I was forced to defend myself. What a terrible ritual.”

She launched into a very accurate story, detailing exactly what had happened at Necropromicon. After all, Wysper had been there, along with the rest of the student body. The more she talked, the more confused Eldritch Sr. and Cloudehill became, their suspicions of a double temporarily foiled.

Eldritch Sr. raised an eyebrow. “Eld. I had heard from the late headmaster Grimthorpe that your paramour was a new kind of nightkin. One that he hadn’t seen before. I’m surprised to see this doll-like form. Not saying anything of your beauty, of course.” Arienne and Drizella wrinkled their brows together, scolding Eldritch Sr. for his rude implication, but he pressed forth. “I’m just surprised, is all.”

He eyed Eld carefully, looking for any hints of discomfort.

When Wysper tried to speak up, Eldritch Sr. brushed her off, ignoring Arienne and Drizella’s scandalized expressions. “This is a father-son moment, if you will.”

But Eld met his father’s eyes evenly. After similar attempts by Grimthorpe to rattle him, it felt like his social resolve had grown. But what really helped him was the thought of the statues outside the dining room. The thought of his father being so peeved gave him the strength to build on Wysper’s lie.

It was time for a prank of his own, and he knew just which buttons to push. “Well, Father. After the battle with Grimthorpe, things were scary for a while. But when we fled to Necropolis, we got things under control. I was able to replicate Grimthorpe’s ritual, binding her cosmic being to the mannequin and granting her control of her own powers. It was difficult, but we managed.”

“Yes,” Wysper cooed, improvising off of Eld’s lie. “It was so sweet and heroic. He battled past countless shadows to help me get my body under control. Though...I’d hate for him to have to redo that,” she shuddered. “Once, was difficult enough, right love?”

“Oh, um, yes it was,” Eld replied, his congealed blood stirring enough for a blush. He and Lea had not outright stated they loved each other yet. Of course, risking existence for each other had implied it, but still...

Eld’s confused thoughts were overwhelmed by a chorus of cooing from Drizella and Aunt Arienne.

Cloudehill grumbled under his breath, muttering furiously about how nice guys like him always finished last. His jealousy was so extreme that one of his gem-like eyes toppled from his skull, landing with a splash in his goblet and sending blood flying over the table.

Eldritch Sr. looked even more sick, not at the romantic display, but at the thought of his dreams of dominance falling apart.

Eld could tell his father was suspicious, but that was the devious thing about his lie. From Eldritch Sr.’s point of view, Wysper didn’t have cosmic levels of power, but if she could suppress and control it, then the risk of trying her was simply too great.

Grimthorpe himself had been obliterated in a single blast, and while Eld knew the real Lea couldn’t reliably control her powers to such an extent, this hypothetical Lea allegedly could.

As Eldritch Sr. and his heir stewed, the skeletal servers returned with their main course—grub and rot stew.

Cloudehill and Aunt Arienne dug in, and so did Wysper, doing her best to maintain Lea’s reputation. From what he knew, Wysper enjoyed this undead fare, having recommended Bone Appetite to the rest of the group for their double date. Still, Eld found himself wishing he had his own false stomach. His parents nibbled tepidly at their spoons, and Eld let out a long sigh.

The stew squirmed in his carved bone spoon, a mix of wriggling white and gristly meat, blackened equally from rot and searing.

Eld couldn’t tell if the wriggling grubs were trying to escape or trying to convince Eld to eat them.

His mother resolved that conundrum. “They are good for you. They symbiotically will help your gut health.”

“What about the meat?”

“Your body needs to adjust to rot,” Aunt Arienne said. “It’s coming for all of us...you might as well face it on your own terms.”

Eld knew he wouldn’t be able to argue, but at this point, he was longing for even the Bathurst cafeteria. After his years Topside, he’d taken to human food, and the school catered to the few humans who enrolled there, usually aspiring witches or warlocks pursuing immortality.

But still, he gulped the wriggling grubs down as Wysper ate happily beside her.

Yet despite Drizella’s desires, the dinner was short. Her ability to revive their dead family life time and time again was a form of social necromancy, but much like actual necromancy, it had its limits.

After a few minutes of eating, Eldritch Sr. brusquely stood up from his chair. “I have business to attend to. Excuse me.”

“Oh, but we haven’t been a family for a while, all under the roof,” Drizella protested.

“And we won’t have a roof to stay under for long without all the work I do,” Eldritch Sr. retorted. He left without another word. A pair of explosive zaps echoed through the dining room moments later as he furiously dematerialized the statues.

Eld fought to keep a smile on his face. “What work has Dad been doing lately?” he asked, probing for information. “He certainly seems busy.”

“Oh, you know, just his usual. Plotting world domination and the like,” Drizella breezily replied.

Eld nudged Franky, who had been nestled in his robe. The centipede chittered softly, then slunk out, his body turning invisible as he activated his stealth mode. 

Cloudehill was still eyeing Wysper with a mix of hunger and fear, and Wysper noticed. She shifted abruptly, causing the shadows around her to jerk forward. It was a simple, natural result of moving quickly, nothing supernatural, but Cloudehill was already spooked.

He let out a cry of surprise, almost falling from his chair.

“Are you alright, dear?” Drizella asked.

“Oh, yes, of course,” Cloudehill replied, pulling his robes up around him. “Was just startled, that’s all. I was thinking hard. You know, I'd best leave as well. I misplaced something in the Bog. Erm, I mean, outside the house. Well, yes, outside the house is the Bog! And, uh, I need to go back.”

As Eld stared at his brother’s cloak, he didn’t see a single hint of either the crossbow or the strange twisted blade. Between the two, Eld knew which one he was more worried about. The crossbow was a fine item, but the runes inscribed on the bolts had come from Cloudehill himself. In hindsight, he should have recognized the crude rune carving from the start. The blade, though...that was something very different.

As he stomped off, Eld hoped that ideally he’d lost both items, and they both took him a very long time to find.

With that, Wysper and Eld stood as well, making their excuses.

“I have a lot of homework to catch up on,” Eld said. “With everything, you know, I was spending a bit too much time on binding rituals and too little on my actual work. It’s an ancient history project, though. I’ll probably ask our relatives for some insight on our way out.”

Wysper raised an eyebrow. “Oh, is that so, Eld? I finished everything. Not going to let you copy, though. You need to learn on your own.”

As Aunt Arienne and his mother glared daggers at him while making loving eyes at her, Eld groaned inwardly. “Well, you know what it’s like,” he said. “She’s smarter than I am.”

The two walked down the corridor, and Wysper giggled. “Well. It seems like I made a very good impression on your mother and aunt, at least.”

“You know, I think I’ll appreciate that one day. But not for now. Let’s get out of here. We need to figure out what my dad’s doing and then see if the ancestors know anything.”
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Chapter 11: Artifacts and Unknown Facts

With the excruciating first part of their stealth mission—eating dinner with his family—complete, Eld returned to his room, Wysper drifting behind him, her mannequin body rattling as she floated effortlessly through the air.

“What did you think?” Eld murmured.

“Your family is so fascinating,” Wysper replied. “I think I understand you a bit better now.”

Eld frowned. He couldn’t tell if that was a compliment or an insult.

“Where are we going next?” Wysper asked.

“Back to my room. We’ll meet up with Shuck and Bart, and then see what Franky has to say.”

Wysper laughed. “Another sign you’re rich. That you still have your old childhood bedroom.”

Eld had heard Wolfgang say something similar about himself and Orlando. In fact, the more time Eld spent around ordinary nightkin, the more he realized that his upbringing was extremely atypical.

“Just one warning before you go in,” Eld said. “There’s a mirror my father put in my room…I have no idea what it is, but make sure you don’t look inside.”

“Got it,” Wysper replied. To her credit, she had taken all of the bizarre events in stride. Bathurst used a complex system of divination, omens, and picking names out of a hat to assign random roommates, oftentimes with mixed results. But in the case of Wysper and Lea, it seemed like a perfect match.

Eld opened the door to his room, finding his mostly unchanged childhood bedroom. The aforementioned black mirror, its glass tarnished and dusty, sat in the middle of the room, the light occasionally rippling, providing a faint yet unconfirmed evidence that something lingered inside.

Back when he’d visited last, the room had been dusty and ill-maintained, but it had only been three months since, giving hardly any time for new dust to settle. It seemed like a few spiders had moved in, spinning their webs in the corner. When he gestured, lighting the witchlight lantern on his desk with a spark of necromancy, they skittered back into the shadows.

“Oh, it’s alright,” Eld said, though he was unsure if they could understand him. “You can stay here. I won’t be in your hair for long.” Eld had always liked spiders, and his fondness for them had only grown after adopting Spinderella. He wondered how she was doing right now. Judging from the other professor’s comments, sharing a working space with Professor Hemlock already sounded complicated. A mental space was probably even more chaotic.

“Interesting décor,” Wysper commented, nodding at the dark curtains around his four-poster bed.

“Ah yes. The scenes of necromantic combat. Demons fighting vampires, werewolves eating zombies. My father hoped to make a warrior out of me, but it just resulted in the most terrible childhood nightmares. And now that I’ve got a better idea of my father’s ethics, I suspect that burnt red stuff is actual blood rather than the blood-colored paint my mother told me it was.”

“Well, he should have seen you in the Nocturnal Combat Club. Besides, it seems like your necromantic knowledge was very advanced for your age. You did all this as a kid?”

“Oh, um, yeah, I did,” Eld smiled at the compliment.

Outside of the violently decorated bed curtains, the rest of the room was practically a temple to the lifesaving benefits of necromancy. Countless textbooks on beginner’s necromancy lined the shelves, their weary spines demonstrating their rich use. Faded diagrams of skeletons—human and animal alike—decorated the walls, drawn and labeled in Eld’s childish but earnest scrawl.

Eld’s old desk sat just beneath the window, illuminated in the pale moonlight. The black wood was stained by long-dried ectoplasm. Jars of animal skeletons and spectral essence were neatly labeled and arranged.

“Alright. Thanks for waiting so long,” Eld said, throwing the fur coat off his back. The reanimated construct, a combination of countless animal skins and fangs stitched together, rumbled out a rather fearsome acknowledgement of Eld’s thanks.

Eld examined the damaged fangs, giving the cloak another pat. “You took a big hit, but you definitely saved us, too. Freaking Cloudehill. Hopefully, we put the scare on him for a while.”

“Hopefully, he’s stuck at the Bog of Fear for a while too,” Wysper added. “Is there any way we could slow him down?”

“I’ve got some ideas,” Eld replied. “But let’s wait for Franky to get back first. I need to figure up what my dear old dad is up to.”

As the two waited, Eld performed some necromantic dentistry. At first, the fur cloak whined in pain, but after a new pair of fangs and some additional spectral essence, it was back in top shape.

Chittering echoed from outside the door, partly biological, but mostly mechanical.

“Franky?” Eld asked. When he opened the door, nothing was there, but he felt a gentle nudge at his leg.

When Eld closed to the door again, Franky materialized back into existence, undoing his stealth mode. “Yes. You remembered our secret code, Boss!” 

“I don’t remember making a secret code—but very few other robotic centipedes talk to me, so it worked.”

“Hm. Good point, Boss. But it doesn’t hurt to have a security question or two. I’ll have to come up with some good options. Anyways, I was able to spy on your father. This stealth mode works wonders. He didn’t see me at all.”

“That’s good,” Eld replied. “So what happened?”

“Well, he stopped back to his cave down in the basement and began poring over ancient manuscripts. They were far older than the Familial Tome. Unfortunately, I couldn’t read the runes. They were from a time that pre-dates my databanks, and they lack the Tome’s automatic translation magic.”

“I see,” Eld replied, disappointed. “I don’t know when we’ll be back, but I’ll have to update your capabilities when we go back to Bathurst. Do some real research in the library to find more languages.”

Certain magical books, like the Blackwood Familial Tome, were meant to be passed down through generations. They had handy spells on them meant to make life easier despite linguistic drift. However, most magic-users, especially necromancers, jealously guarded their secrets, delighting in making them as inaccessible as possible. It was terrible for the progress of magic over the years, but wonderful for their egos.

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, your father is as confused as you are. He spent a great deal of time trying to find out if it was possible to bind Lea’s power into a mannequin, and at the end, he tossed his books aside and cursed Grimthorpe. It sounds like Grimthorpe knew more than your father did.”

Eld frowned thoughtfully. “So you think that the answer might be in Grimthorpe’s office?”

“Your father certainly thinks so. After tossing the book aside, he talked to a figure in a mirror for a really long time. It sounds like he has an agent at Bathurst working for him.”

“Who could it be?” Wysper asked. “Mortimer? Maybe Erik the Drowned?”

“They would side with him,” Eld replied.

“I don’t think it was them,” Franky replied. “The figure seemed…very big. And very powerful. And it sounded like they were at the school already.”

“Maybe some professor?” Eld speculated.

“I don’t know. I didn’t want to get too close and risk being found. But he was huge. As big as the whole mirror. With very sharp white teeth. And some magma running down his face.”

“That’s still good information,” Eld replied. “We can tell Spinderella-Hemlock, Albright, all the professors we trust. They’ll get to the bottom of this. And maybe they can help us figure out what Grimthorpe knew, too. I just wish we had something more solid to tell Lea.”

Eld’s shoulders briefly sagged, but then he shook his head and sat up straighter, remembering Wysper’s advice about being more hopeful. He wasn’t out of options yet. He could still look in the family crypt. “Well, is there anything else, Franky?”

“Your father is very worried about Lea. Scared. He’s been trying to kill off the shadow pests, but they just come back. And one last thing. Your father is looking for his hunting crossbow,” Franky replied. “Said he has an outing with the Bathurst school board, some meeting about real estate prices, but it’s gone missing.”

Eld laughed. “Well, I’ve got a feeling his crossbow is bogged down right now.”

“Well, that’s how we can distract him and Cloudehill,” Wysper said. She twined her wooden fingers together, quickly sketching out patterns in the sky. Wysper’s spellcasting was much more vivacious than Eld’s, her every move a quick and punctuated staccato.

At the end, glowing motes, similar to the arrows pointing around Bathurst, emerged before whizzing off to surround the manor. “If your father sees one of these, they’ll tell him just where his crossbow went,” Wysper chuckled.

While Eld enjoyed the prank on Cloudehill and his father, he had a feeling that he’d also been a prank victim himself. “Wait. You put those motes around Bathurst?”

“Me and a few other trickster spirits,” Wysper replied.

Eld groaned. “You made me late for class for months.”

“Just another reason to be glad I’m on your side,” Wysper chuckled. “Now come on. Let’s pack for the tomb. You’re right. It would be best to give Lea some kind of hope. We both know how worried she gets.”  

Eld nodded, then began packing up supplies for his excursion into the family crypt.

By far the most essential ingredients were the grave dirt and reanimation fluid. The ancestors in the family crypt were ancient rather than fully deceased. They could wake up with the right amount of help—these items were essentially the zombie version of smelling salts.

Next was the witchlight lantern from his desk, a brightly glowing piece of bleached yew wood fashioned into the rough shape of a skull. Nowadays, witchlight lanterns referred to any light source empowered by necromantic magic, but once, they’d referred to lights fashioned from the skulls of actual witches. Eldritch Sr. had always loved his macabre traditions.

Finally, he needed an actual map of the crypt. He didn’t want the same disaster from his last trip to repeat itself.

“Let’s get going,” Eld said. “I bet Aunt Arienne has a map. We can get Franky to scan it, and we’ll be on our way. I bet she’s with my mom, supervising the servants in the kitchens.”

Eld walked back through the winding corridors, his pets padding alongside him. The kitchen was connected to the dining room, conjoined by a long winding corridor made of dark gray stone.

The Blackwood family kitchen was a wonder of magically automated work, with row after row of glowing knives and cleavers surrounded by fiendish purple auras. The possessed blades were resting now after cooking dinner, but when put to work, they eagerly sliced anything put before them to shreds.

A sparking dishwasher, an Old One machine further empowered by necromantic magic, buzzed and crackled, occasionally letting out puffs of sickly gray smoke. Every so often, the wash cycle was interrupted by an echoing bang, a variant of the obliteration spell Eldritch Sr. had angrily used on the statues.

The garbage disposal was a bizarre device that didn’t quite seem like Old One technology at all. As far as Eld could tell, it was a tentacled shapeless monster hiding inside a metal trash can. Whenever something was thrown inside, it ate it, belching loudly.

Skeletal servants patrolled the kitchen, supervising the work. Considering the danger of the beings they were supervising, they all carried weapons, looking much more like guards than cooks.

Meanwhile, Eld’s mother and Aunt Arienne were themselves supervising the servants, sitting at the kitchen counter on plain and ordinary wooden stools that looked shockingly out of place next to all the necromantic enhancements.

“I’m so glad to see Eld with such a lovely woman,” Drizella beamed. “If only Cloudehill would put himself out there more.”

“I think Eld was always a bit more charming than Cloudehill,” Aunt Arienne snorted. “But Drizella. The most important thing about Lea is that she’s powerful. It will allow Eld to stand alone, away from his father.”

“Oh, stop that,” Drizella groaned. “Let’s stick to the positives for now. Don’t fantasize about the family falling apart.”

“You know your son better than I do. He’s nothing like his father or Cloudehill. He needs to find his own strength somehow, Drizella. And the sooner you see that, the better it will—”

Aunt Arienne broke off as she saw Eld. “Oh, speak of the devil,” she chuckled. “How can I help my lovely nephew and his lovely partner?”

“We need a map of the tombs. We have some homework on ancient history, and I thought I’d ask the ancestors,” Eld said.

“Oh, I went through the crypt on my way here,” Aunt Arienne replied. “But you know, it is about time for me to leave, and for some reason, the crypt didn’t like me very much when I exited. Perhaps I could leave with you?”

The way she said it, it was clearly an order rather than an offer. Eld’s only real choice was between accepting gracefully or being forced into it. “That would be lovely,” Eld said.

“Oh yes. I would be honored to spend more time with you,” Wysper smiled. “Though with how young you look, I doubt you’ll be able to help us at all with our ancient history project.” With how hard Wysper was working, soon Aunt Arienne would try and officiate Eld and Lea’s wedding.

“Oh, do you really have to leave so soon?” Drizella asked. “I mean, you were only here for the day.”

“I know, Mom. But between helping Lea and school, I just didn’t have the time.”

“Well, you were always the more independent one,” Drizella replied. “But I hope you do come back more often.”

Eld walked over to her and gave her a hug of his own volition. Her response would be painful, but he figured she deserved it. As his mother squeezed him tightly, Eld remembered that he wanted to ask her about the figure from his dream. It took a bit for him to remember the name.

“Mother. Have you ever heard of a being called Qarathil?”

“Orakill?” his mother asked.

“No. Qarathil,” Eld repeated, though from the way she’d butchered the name, Eld could tell she didn’t know who he was talking about.

“I have not. Where did you hear that name?” his mother asked.

Eld tried to stammer out some excuse, but she pushed through his meandering words. “Heard it in a dream? Or, perhaps, from within a mirror? Perhaps a pit that smelled of brimstone? Oh, Eld…you always saw the best in people, but you can’t trust every strange being you run across. Demons research what you want. And then lie about it.”

“I’d just heard the name,” Eld replied. At this point, he was sort of regretting asking his mother. He’d hoped for some innocent advice but instead found himself with a scolding.

“Don’t you lie to your mother,” Aunt Arienne sharply replied, not realizing just how thoroughly Eld had lied to the entire family tonight. “Especially not when it comes to demons. She was a brilliant demonologist back in the day. First in our class at Bathurst. Ahead of even Albright.”

“Really now?” Eld asked.

“Oh, stop it,” Drizella replied, blushing faintly. “I’m retired now from magical dealings of my own.”

“She’s too humble,” Aunt Arienne said. “If she hadn’t retired from her work to have you and Cloudehill, she certainly would have had a better necromantic career than I did.”

Eld eyed his mother thoughtfully. Truth be told, he’d never thought about who his mother had been before she’d been his mother. “Really, Mother? You must tell me more about it sometime. And I’ll make sure to write a letter if I’m ever stumped by my demonology homework.”

“Those days are past,” Drizella laughed. “Though I’ll be happy if you write me at all.”

“I will,” Eld replied.

“I’ll make sure to remind him,” Wysper added.

With one last hug, Eld set off back to the crypt, passing through the winding and empty halls of the Blackwood Manor. The building was still decorated with countless tapestries of the Black Sun, and, as always, the eyes in the portraits seemed to follow him as he walked, though they seemed to flinch when Aunt Arienne walked by.

Shuck padded eagerly behind him. Bart and Frankly left Eld’s fur cloak to instead ride on the big patchwork dog’s back. Thankfully for Eld, Wysper and Aunt Arienne were engaged in polite conversation, giving him plenty of time to plot.

“Do you mind letting me see the map?” Eld asked.

Aunt Arienne handed it over, and Eld carefully studied it, his eyes locking onto a segment labeled the Deep Crypts. The first time he entered the crypt, he had only spoken to figures one or two generations ahead of him. For near-immortal necromancers, that was still hundreds of years, but he had to go back millennia to find out more about the Black Sun.

After another ten minutes of walking, they finally left the sprawling Blackwood Family Manor, heading back outside, taking the path to the crypt. The grave dirt crunched crisply beneath their feet, the decay enveloped by a mixture of snow and the final fallen leaves from the yew trees. Eld glanced back past the main gate, out towards the path leading to the Bog of Fear, but thankfully, he didn’t see Cloudehill or Eldritch Sr. stomping back.

Soon, the Blackwood Family Crypt loomed before them, a black granite structure decorated by bas-reliefs depicting death and resurrection, a parade of skeletons and zombies, and enveloped by ancient bloodwood trees, their stained red trunks wrapped around the structure like a natural gate.

Two massive pillars stood on either side of the entrance, each topped by a snarling gargoyle, but to Eld’s surprise, the oak door was sealed shut, like it had grown into the very stone.

“It was like this when I tried to leave,” Aunt Arienne protested. “I tried to curse it open, but it stayed shut. It only let me through when I promised to leave.”

Eld raised an eyebrow. If Aunt Arienne couldn’t curse it open, that suggested powerful magic. And come to think of it, Cloudehill and Eldritch Sr. had mentioned the same thing over dinner.

But as soon as Eld drew close, the oaken wood seemed to wiggle in place, and then it turned to the perfect angle of ominous ajar.

With a glance at his companions, Eld led the way inside. “Well. You know how nobody says second time’s the charm? Let’s give them a reason to start saying that, shall we?”
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Chapter 12: Uncovering Corpses and Secrets Alike

“What exactly is this assignment about?” Aunt Arienne asked as they descended the pale white steps.

“I need to learn more about the Black Sun era, the time before the Old Ones. Kind of a historical figure report.”

Arienne shot him a curious look. “Well, I mean, she’s from there, isn’t she? You can just ask her.”

“Well, our professor said it would be too easy if we could do Lea…they said I had to pick another figure.” Eld eyed Aunt Arienne curiously. “I was assigned this other figure—Rafflesia. Do you have any idea about them? I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

Aunt Arienne’s stitched-up forehead wrinkled. “Rafflesia? No, I have no idea. That’s from, well, way before my or your parents’ time. Until Grimthorpe’s conspiracy, many thought the Black Sun itself was a myth.”

She swiveled her head to Wysper. “Tell me, Lea. Do I look that old to you?”

“Not at all,” Wysper swiftly replied, shooting Aunt Arienne an adoring smile.

She cooed in response. “Make sure you keep this one,” she ordered Eld.

“I’ll do my best,” Eld replied. Frankly, he was still delighted this gambit had worked so well. His mother and Aunt Arienne mollified, his father and Cloudehill spiraling, there were basically no downsides.

Now, if only he could get the information he’d come for.

As they continued descending the steps, Aunt Arienne placed a protective hand on Wysper’s body. “Careful,” she whispered. “The Blackwoods have an exceptionally complex crypt. I almost got lost on my way here.”

The crypt’s interior unfolded at the base of the steps, a labyrinth of narrow corridors and cramped chambers. Countless niches cut into the walls held the remains of house servants.

“I can’t blame you for getting lost,” Wysper said. “This might be bigger than most wings of Bathurst.”

“I got lost last time,” Eld admitted.

“At your own family crypt?” Wysper asked. “How? I mean, my family doesn’t even really have a crypt, so not like I can judge, but…”

“Cloudehill,” Eld simply replied. “He gave me a rigged map. Twisted with magical ink.”

Aunt Arienne tsked. “Cloudehill. He would be so much better off being a good brother to you than trying to impress your father with this ridiculousness. I tried to talk to him, you know, but he couldn’t have been ruder.”

Eld didn’t know how to respond.

He’d never even imagined the possibility of Cloudehill being a good brother to him. Eldritch Sr. had only asked for a second child after Eld’s alleged decline from necromantic prodigy to pet doctor. Cloudehill had always explicitly been Eld’s replacement, and Eldritch Sr. had taken a boorishly direct hand in his second son’s rearing.

Not knowing how to respond, he raised Aunt Arienne’s map up to his eyes, squinting as he read in the darkness. “Thankfully, this is much clearer. No random lines or anything like that. We’re going to need it with how deep we’re going.”

His eyes narrowed as he studied the map, picking out places he’d never been, not even when he was a child. Back when he was young, the death and decay of the crypt had frightened him, and thanks to his poor relationship with the ancestors, Eldritch Sr. had only encouraged those fears even further.

An additional spiral staircase led to the grand central chamber where the mainline family members were buried, but Eld needed to go deeper than that, past his grandfather or even his great-grandfather. The various wings of the crypt, be they the Corridor of Whispers, the Passage of Mild Discomfort, or the Tunnel of Inconvenient Truths, none of those mattered. He had to go beyond them, to the deep chambers that had been created in the first days of the family.

After descending the staircase, he walked straight through the grand central chamber. Aunt Arienne and Wysper occasionally hung back, marveling over this or that tombstone, but Eld had been here before. He was determined to get some information, something that could unravel the mystery of Rafflesia and help Lea.

The bits and pieces, the clues of his family’s true origin, like the dog in the urn or the defaced tomb of Hieronymus Blackwood and his clowder of cat familiars, only hastened his footsteps. He clutched the bag of reanimation materials tightly in his hand, his fingers whitening with anxiety.

At the other end of the circular chambers, tucked into a small alcove barely visible from the other side of the room, was a simple wooden door with a brass handle. The map labeled it the “Deep Crypt.” Beyond it, everything was blank.

“This is the place,” Eld said.

Aunt Arienne loomed over his shoulder. “It is, but young man, aren’t you worried about getting lost again? Your mother will be heartbroken if the two of you are late for your first term.”

“Well, it’ll be worse if we show up with incomplete homework,” Eld replied.

“Oh, you’re such a good student,” his aunt replied. “Though I have a way to make sure we get out.”

To Eld’s shock, she unstitched her left hand, tossing it in front of the door.  “My body is magically bound together,” she explained. “If I lose a piece, I can track it. It will be like leaving a thread behind us, only better, since there won’t be a thread.”

They passed through the door, revealing a winding path that stretched out into the darkness, a path carved into the soil as if made by a giant earthworm. Eld frowned, glancing back behind him. The last time he traveled to Bathurst from the crypt, he’d walked through an archway, the Door of No Return, falling deep into the Underworld.

But looking at the twisting path before him, it seemed like the Deep Crypt was just as deep in the Underworld as Bathurst itself. The longer he stared, the more the path seemed to grow, though there was no emptiness here. It simply dug deeper and deeper into the fertile soil.

“There’s still time to turn back,” Aunt Arienne said. Eld was so unused to hearing her as the voice of caution that he almost heeded her, but he had to help Lea. “You two can stay here, if you need to,” Eld said. “But I’m going. It’s about more than just the grades. I want to find out more about Lea’s past, fill in the holes that she can’t remember.”

“Well, I can’t abandon you for something this romantic,” Aunt Arienne said. “I’ll go with you then. Ms. Lea?”

Wysper just laughed. “Are you kidding me? Of course I’ll go!”

With that, the three followed the winding path, slowly descending into the darkness. Every so often, they encountered additional doors, wood nestled deep into the stone. But whenever Eld put his hands on them, they pulsed bright white before clicking open. “Blackwood. Heir. Welcome.”

As they continued descending, both the doors and the road beneath their feet seemed to shift, transforming from stone into a strange chalky white substance that Eld didn’t recognize at first. But as he continued walking, he realized that the road itself was pulsating, beating beneath his feet, perhaps breathing and undoubtedly biological.

“What is this?” Eld muttered.

Franky poked his head out of his cloak, the centipede’s legs scrabbling. “Boss. I believe we are standing on a great underground mushroom.”

“What?”

“These are the roots, you see,” Small red lights emanated from Franky’s eyes as he scanned their surroundings. “Or. Well. Mycelium. I believe that is the proper term.”

“If this is mycelium, then…”

Eld looked back up above his head, straining his eyes. Like most undead, he had the natural ability to see in the darkness, though this was far darker than what he was used to. He raised the witchlight lantern high just as Franky put on his head beams.

It was faint, but Eld undoubtedly spotted them.

Gills.

Pulsating gills, in the stone above them.

Aunt Arienne frowned. “Eld. Could it be? The so-called family crypt up top. It’s…built on the cap of a mushroom?”

“Or perhaps it’s even the mushroom cap itself,” Wysper said.

As Eld concentrated, he felt a faint signal pulsating in the white mycelium path beneath his feet. He immediately recognized it as a form of necromantic familiar magic similar to his own. The pulsating signals were directing the life all around the manor—not controlling or ordering them, but gently guiding them, the same way Eld did with his pets.

He immediately thought back to the oak door blocking off the entrance, and excitement briefly flared through his shriveled heart.

“We’re close,” Eld said. “Close to something big.”

Emboldened, he hurried on, almost running down the white path, which seemed to shift eagerly beneath his feet, guiding him almost like a biological treadmill. The single mycelium path soon stretched out into a cluster, with countless strands leading out to pulsating biological crypts and chambers, walls formed by tangles of mycelium twisted and turned into rooms. There were far more spaces here than in the cramped crypt above, the massive mushroom stretching further and further out into the soil.

“What is this?” Aunt Arienne asked, so shocked that her eyes literally popped out of their sockets. “Dear Drizella never told me anything about this!”

She cursed, grabbing her face. “Darling, do you mind fetching those for me?”

Before Eld or Wysper could react, the white road itself twisted, new life spawning for the express purpose of taking Arienne’s eyes and putting them back in place with a loud plop. As the new mycelium withered and died, Eld’s eyes widened as he finally recognized the pulsating beneath his feet for what it was. He’d originally thought it was breathing, but no. The mushroom was renewing itself endlessly beneath his feet, a cycle of life and death much like the white trees in his dream of Qarathil.

“Let’s, um…find the ancestor I’m looking for,” Eld said. “We can peek into the crypts.”

The other two nodded, following hesitantly behind him as he walked into the first room of twisted tendrils.

The first ancestor they saw was a man with a pale face and a purple cloak, sleeping peacefully. Shuck let out a joyous bark, and Bart squeaked happily.

“Boss, my analysis states that this man has a 99.99% chance of being our ally, though my analysis of his clothing suggests he is from a time much after Lea’s first life,” Franky added.

Eld had no time to process his pet’s joy.

He was shocked, staring at the body.

Unlike above, there was no sarcophagus, no grand tomb. Instead, the ancestor’s body was simply tethered to the mycelium itself, embraced by gently white-wrapped tendrils that had fused directly into their body. Like the road itself, the ancestor’s body pulsated, gradually shifting between young and old.

“I…think he’s alive?” Eld asked. “Or, well, what passes for alive with us anyway. Sleeping. Just like the ancestors above. Only…”

“I don’t like this,” Aunt Arienne declared. “This isn’t necromancy. It’s something else. These bodies are alive…the undead came back to life after bonding with the mushroom. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

“They look like puppets or something,” Wysper agreed, shuddering.

Eld stepped forward hesitantly, trying his best to sense the unfamiliar magic that lay before him. From what he could tell, the magical signals in the ancestor’s body were mirrored in the mushroom, an ever-pulsating net that slowly built outwards, including all of the family members buried here. As he took a closer look, more figures emerged from the chamber, their bodies built into the very wall—familiars and servants, their bodies shifting like some kind of constantly redecorated bas-relief.

He eyed his pets, whose eagerness had only increased.

“I’m not pledging myself to the mushroom anytime soon,” Eld said. “But it seems symbiotic.”

His pets had never let him down before. They’d guided him down the right path, even when his father misled him on the Blackwood legacy.

Though considering the ancestor’s current state, living on in this strange mushroom, he had no idea if the grave dust he’d packed would even work.

“Let’s get going,” Eld whispered, not wanting to wake up the slumbering ancestor. “I bet the person we’re looking for is much further down from here.”

They continued through the mycelium chambers, peeking inside. Every one of the Blackwood ancestors had familiars and servants alike, though it seemed like the main line and outer line descendants were all grouped together, a far cry from the strict separation above.

The ancestors wore outfits and uniforms that Eld didn’t recognize, including a man who seemed to wear nothing but feathers and a woman who dressed with fish scales, like some kind of mermaid.

At the very end, he found a man wearing a black cloak, one that seemed woven from shadow rather than cloth. It shifted endlessly around his body, and when Eld stared at his face, he found that it was surprisingly similar to his own, though his features were rougher and more angular, with a scar just under his eye.

“I think this is him,” Eld said.

In Lea’s vision, the people in the past had been dressed in these black cloaks, looking surprisingly like modern-day cultists. Presumably, these shadow cloaks were the inspiration.

With that, Eld reached into his pack, removing the grave dirt along with the murky reanimation liquid. He walked up to the body embedded in the tree. Their eyes were closed, but they breathed in time with the mycelium’s pulsing, his body slowly shifting from young to old. Though Eld didn’t have any idea whether this would work or not, he sprinkled the dirt over the body and then placed three drops on the forehead, reciting the incantation.

“Arise, O servant of death,” Eld declared. “Guide me through these shadowed halls.”

His voice echoed back to him, hollow and strangely powerless. It felt weird to call this man a servant of death when he so clearly had aspects of life as well, but Eld didn’t know what else to say.

The man’s eyes jerked open, revealing a sickly green gaze that once again was similar to Eld’s own.

“Eldritch Blackwood, Jr., I see.”

The man’s voice was grave, yet calm and peaceful. His words were ancient, the pronunciation virtually unintelligible. Eld instinctively realized that he only understood this man because the meaning was being magically implanted in his mind. Otherwise, the linguistic drift would have been far too great.

It was much like how Lea communicated back when they first met.

“Um. What is your name?” Eld hesitantly replied. “Seeing as you know mine.”

“Gur Blackwood the First. Well, in my time, it was just Gur Blackwood, but I’m made to understand my wife named children after me when I died.”

Even as he spoke, Gur remained tied to the mushroom, his body unmoving save for his mouth. “I knew you would come, Eldritch.”

“Just Eld is fine,” Eld replied. “Eldritch is my father.”

“Yes. I’ve heard of Eldritch Sr. Qarathil told me of him…the man who rejected his offer. Though it seems like his son made the same erroneous decision.”

Eld’s eyes widened as he heard the bizarre voice. “Wait. Qarathil is real?”

“Yes,” Gur replied. “He was an erstwhile companion of mine—and of my descendants. Eventually, the link was lost. I suppose by your time, no hint of it remained.”

“No,” Eld replied. “Nobody told me of him. Though my father…well, he dislikes these…” Eld didn’t even know how to describe what Gur was doing, living on inside a mushroom. Frankly, Eld wasn’t even sure he liked it much either, so he just gestured without saying much else.

“Times have changed with the Blackwoods,” Gur said. “I had hoped to pass on those lessons in the Familial Tome, but alas. It is a real shame. You and Qarathil seem like you would have gotten along. The crypt pulsated angrily when you rejected him.”

Eld sighed. “Doesn’t Qarathil know that dreams are one of the most suspicious mediums? The first thing my mother taught me was not to trust them. Daemons are always lurking.”

Gur frowned. “No. Neither I nor Qarathil was aware of daemonic trickery through dreams. It wasn’t common in our time. I suppose that’s a real tragedy of the commons.”

Eld’s shoulders slumped. It was during times like these that he wished he had some real mentorship and not a father with his own agenda to push. “Any way to call him back?” Eld asked.

“I have no idea,” Gur replied. “Qarathil is very stubborn. But perhaps he will help you in time of need.”

As if to taunt Eld, Gur’s body shifted again, morphing from baby to old man and then into a corpse before decomposing into a skeleton, a mastery of life and death just like what Eld saw in his dream. Eld shook his head, pushing his thoughts of Qarathil aside. “Well, I’m not looking for Qarathil right now,” Eld said. “I’m looking for...”

“He’s looking for help for his homework is what he’s looking for,” Aunt Arienne swiftly cut in. The necromancer looked exceedingly eager to leave this place, finding the mix of life and death horribly creepy, mostly for the life side. “Come on, tell him what he needs to know, then we can get back to Bathurst. He can get a good, proper education, and isn’t social mobility exactly what an ancestor wants to see in the next generation? His mother married rich so he could live in a castle instead of some mushroom hut!”

Gur stared blankly back at her. “What is homework?”

Before Aunt Arienne could get too suspicious, Wysper cut in, letting out a smooth gasp. “Oh, Aunt Arienne...seeing this hint of the past. It...it just makes me so emotional. Thinking about how happy I am with Eld now, how much I love the modern world...come with me, I just need a bit of space outside.”

The two of them left the room, leaving Eld alone with the ancestor.
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Chapter 13: Eyes are the Prize

Gur watched them leave, his serene eyes shining with faint curiosity. “What was that?” he asked.

“It’s, um, a long story,” Eld replied. “I, uh, the mannequin, um, if you know what that is...”

“I do not.”

“The one with the painted face was pretending to be Lea. The other is my Aunt. I came home because I needed some information.”

Gur’s face shifted, his expression of slight calm morphing into slight excitement just before the flesh sloughed off his face, turning it into a skull again. “Ah. Yes. More comforting territory. I know why you came,” Gur said, his ethereal voice echoing in Eld’s head. “Azalea has reawakened, hasn’t she?”

“Yes. She did. I found her in the graveyard outside Bathurst, sleeping. She awoke when I touched her.”

“I had sensed the termination of the bond. I was relieved. I had asked her to do a gentler pact, but she refused. So instead, I wove in a touch of magic, one such that the right descendant might one day awaken her. She is a danger while awake, but sleeping forever, that’s no way to live...” Gur replied, his voice sad.

Eld had said the same thing. Hearing it from a voice so similar to his own caused him to jolt with surprise, a motion mirrored by his pets.

Gur’s eyes flickered to the pets, and his mouth respawned on his face just in time for him to smile. “Your companions are interesting,” Gur replied, turning to the pets. “Strong and loyal. Perhaps a touch more death than I’d like, and I don’t quite understand what all those silver parts on you are, centipede, but I believe you’d get along with my own companions.”

He gestured at the wall, and they shifted, revealing a pair of small dinosaurs.

As the creatures frolicked with each other, Gur turned back to Eld, the smile slipping off his face. “When Azalea awakened, she lost control of her powers shortly after, didn’t she?”

“Yes. And worse. Enemies came and attacked us...shadow beasts, like the ones Lea makes. But violent. Evil. Like someone had stolen her power.”

Gur nodded grimly. “Yes. I have a gift for you. It cost me greatly to acquire this...But I knew it might be needed one day.”

He leaned out of the mushroom wall, two clay objects clasped tightly in his hands. As he moved, Eld realized that the lower half of his body was completely missing, as if someone had simply voided half of him from reality.

“These belong to her. To Azalea.”

He placed two spherical objects in Eld’s hands, which promptly swiveled to stare at him. A pair of carved clay eyes, the strange pulsing material distinctly artificial, yet subtly alive, possessed with some strange consciousness.

Seeing them confirmed Eld’s worst fears. He could feel Lea inside those clay eyes.

He immediately understood that someone had hurt her, someone powerful enough to scatter her very essence across reality. And now those fragments of her power called to her, each one carrying memories she might not be ready to face.

Rage like he’d never known before seared through his body, so much that he almost dropped the clay eyes. His pets whirled back towards him, Shuck letting out a comforting bark.

“Yes. I felt much the same way,” Gur replied.

“Do you know who did it?” Eld asked. “I got a name. Rafflesia.”

Gur shook his head. “No. Unfortunately not. I knew the same name, but that was how I ended up here. Azalea wouldn’t listen. I told her that if she wanted to fight, I would marshal all of the Blackwood forces by her side, call all our alliances among life and death, but she was too scared to try. So after our pact, I tried to reclaim the pieces by myself. Rafflesia had spread them apart, giving them to countless servants. With Azalea asleep, they were weakened, dormant like her, but Rafflesia had selected their agents wisely. They were still immensely powerful, beings stronger than I could imagine. And it wasn’t mere agents either…whoever this Rafflesia was, they had a gift for making friends. It seemed like they could win the shadows themselves to his side.”

Eld winced, thinking back to the shadow beasts that had attacked him. If it wasn’t for Lea’s desperate intervention, he had no idea what would have happened.

“The eyes were carried by a sludge-belching ogress who could dissolve anything her spittle touched. The power of Azalea’s eyes allowed her to freeze me in place.”

Eld winced. It sounded like a truly difficult fight.

“I tried to negotiate, but the ogress…she fought like a woman possessed. She loved this Rafflesia to the point of obsession. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Whatever their relationship, whether lover or parent, it was simply unfathomable. She fought beyond her dying breath.”

Unease tingled at the back of Eld’s spine. Someone who could convince anyone to love them? Just what had happened to Lea in the past? And why didn’t she have any memories of it?

Gur continued his story. “My companions brought me back to the crypt before I was nearly entirely erased, which is how I wound up here, unable to deliver even the eyes to her sleeping body.” Gur’s voice was filled with centuries upon centuries of pain and regret. Even now, it was clear his failure shamed him. “Please, Eld. Succeed where I failed. The magic I placed in our blood oath said she would only awaken when the right descendant awoke.”

If anything, that just felt like more pressure.

Eld didn’t know if he was enough. For all he knew, he might have just awoken Lea by accident, hitting her in the face with his shovel when digging. But then he glanced at his concerned pets, who had briefly stopped playing with the small dinosaurs, and calmed down.

Like Wysper said, he had to be confident, to give her strength through the uncertainty, and he’d at least gotten what he’d come for. The thought of failure, of Lea’s hurt continuing, was beyond painful, but at least he had some direction now. He knew the secret to getting Lea’s remaining memories back, to letting her control her power. A secret that not even his father knew.

“Do you know where the other pieces might be?” Eld asked.

“I do not,” Gur replied. “Scattered around the world, given to servants everywhere. Considering how long it’s been, some might have died. Others might have grown more powerful, leeching off of Azalea’s magical essence.”

Eld had just one more question.

That blade Cloudehill carried in the bog. Even now, it nudged at his mind.

“One last thing,” Eld said. “I saw a strange weapon. Ancient. Some kind of rusted blade, halfway between a sword and a dagger. My, um, brother was carrying it. Do you know anything about it?”

Gur shook his head. “No. The Blackwood family has strayed from the balance of life and death…if I had to guess, it is a weapon of pure death, a crude tool you would be best served avoiding.”

Eld watched him expectantly, but unfortunately, Gur had nothing else to say, no more wisdom to dispense. “Eld. I don’t know if you will succeed. My magic simply selected the best descendant for the task. It’s possible you may fail, possible that reawakening Azalea was a mistake. But I believe in you.”

The entire fungus seemed to hum, both the mushroom itself but also generations of Blackwoods, generations of families, friends, and familiars, all speaking with a single unified voice.

“We believe in you.”

The mycelium beneath his feet shifted, helping him, guiding him. Shuck let out an excited bark, almost playful, as the roots gently embraced them, pushing them back up from the Deep Crypt, bringing them back up to the grand chamber above. Bart lay on his stomach, almost like he was surfing, and Franky chittered endlessly, his eyes buzzing as he tried to understand the new magic he had been blessed with.

As the simple wooden door opened, the mycelium continued sweeping outwards, bringing Wysper and Aunt Arienne along with them as they cried out in surprise. Arienne barely managed to reattach her hand in time, throwing a piece of thread for it to grasp.

“Eld? What’s happening?”

“What is this?”

The twisting roots brought them directly before the stone archway, the Door of No Return, before gently depositing them onto the ground.

“Be well, Eld. You are a true Blackwood.”

A strange warmth blossomed in Eld’s chest, first emotional but then distinctively magical, a strange writhing feeling that felt like spores blooming inside of him.

“What...what was that?” Eld muttered.

“Boss, I believe you’ve received a familial blessing. It’s a common practice, per my research of family customs.”

“Not in this family,” Eld quipped.

Wysper eyed the white door, worriedly brushing spores off of her mannequin body, clearly afraid they might somehow seize and infect her mind. “Well. Thanks for the trip, Eld. Everything was lovely, but I don’t think I’ll be returning to the crypt anytime soon.”

Eld smiled to himself. He had a distinct feeling that Lea would like the underground crypt much more. First, he just had to get her powers under control, and then second, he had to find some way to gain control of this place back from his father...

Aunt Arienne let out a haughty sniff. “Life and death. How excessively complicated. The very thought of a complex cycle makes my head spin. Let’s just stick with one, please.” With that, she walked through the threshold, turning towards them as the stone dissolved beneath her feet. “Careful, dears. It’s a drop.”

Eld and Wysper glanced at each other, then leapt through the void with her.

Wysper could fly, levitating the mannequin with her poltergeist magic.

Aunt Arienne, meanwhile, had puffed up her skin, floating down gently with a grotesque parachute.

Eld and his pets had no such natural levitation technique. As they fell past the other two, Aunt Arienne cursed. “Just what are they teaching at Bathurst these days, Eld? You can’t even fly after a full term?”

Before Eld could even conceive of a reply, he’d fallen right past her.

The one good thing was that they had a lot of time to fall. The Door of No Return brought them seemingly through different layers of reality, flashes of other worlds swirling around them, worlds of only the living or only the dead, worlds with bizarre, inexplicable magic, and worlds with no magic at all.

Eld slowly and steadily sketched out patterns through the air, channeling his magic. While they hadn’t covered temporary flight in his classes, he had learned some rudimentary levitation, largely because he knew he might have to fall through the Door again at some point.

Eventually, temporary wings, made of glistening strands of purple light, blossomed behind Eld and his companions, allowing them to slow their fall.

Bart let out an excited squeak, but Eld shook his head. “Sorry, Bart. Don’t count on these...they can’t really help you fly, it’s more for slowing your descent. Plus, they don’t last very—oh, by the Hive Queen.”

He sketched out a new pair of wings for Franky as his promptly disintegrated.

Eventually, they fell through a final barrier, plummeting through an open sky. Before them, the skyline of Bathurst floated in the distance, the grand Gothic sculpture looming over an island in the middle of a murky black sea. Normally, the castle was surrounded by mist, but from so high, they could see it from above.

They plummeted towards the grassy knoll overlooking the docks, occasionally using their basic wings to slow their fall. Eld shook his head, feeling slightly dizzy. “Even if you can fly, you still feel a little dizzy.”

“Boss, perhaps we can devise a more natural way to reach the castle.”

“Well, my dad is in charge of all the architecture,” Eld replied. “And since he can teleport, he’s not too incentivized to make new developments.”

Aunt Arienne and Wysper landed elegantly beside him, looking far less perturbed.

“Well, now that I’ve safely brought you to school—or perhaps, been safely brought to school by you, I’m off,” Aunt Arienne declared. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Lea.”

Beneath them was the familiar harbor, with countless ferrymen in pitch black robes. They carried buckets of blood in their heads as they fed the bleached white bake-kujira—zombified whale skeletons—that partnered with them.

Every so often, Eld spotted a student paying to get on board. With haunting, echoing cries, the whales propelled the ships deep into the fog, calling forth their ability to manipulate the sea.

“Eld!”

“Wysper!”

A pair of voices called out to them, and Eld smiled as he saw Lea and Talbot drifting up the knoll.

“How did you guys know we’d be here?” Eld asked.

“My senses told me,” Lea smiled. She looked better than before, though her body still crackled beneath her hood, the pale skin shifting and dissolving into endless black. Anomalies continued sprouting around her, her footsteps tracing a path of nebula.

“Things were easier without you around, Eld,” Talbot drawled. “I will note, though, I cooked dinner every single day.”

“Did you now?” Wysper asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes. I’m working on myself a bit,” Talbot boldly claimed. “I’m starting a new business when we arrive on campus. Prophecy Coffee. And I’m even looking into alternative forms of currency to swiften my transactions.”

His business talk left Wysper looking confused and impressed at the same time, but for now, she was much more concerned with seeing Lea again.

She smiled, wrapping her arms around Lea, but suddenly went flying backward, repelled by an invisible force, just as Eld had been during Necropromicon. She tumbled through the air before abandoning her mannequin body right before it splattered against a stone outcropping, shattering into wooden pieces.

“Oh no, I’m so sorry!” Lea reached out helplessly as Wysper steadied herself.

“It’s okay! Really!” Wysper managed a wobbly smile. “But, uh...yeah. Let’s figure out this power situation right away.”

“It’s okay, there’s a very high chance you’ll get a new roommate,” Talbot said.

Wysper wrinkled her forehead in confusion. “Well, I don’t know if I want it to go that far,” she replied.

Eld had bigger concerns. Loyal as Talbot was, this was one of those times he’d wished he’d just shut up and stop being himself.

The outburst of magic clearly bothered Lea, and she shivered, black shadows spiraling around her. All her earlier happiness had vanished after accidentally hurting Wysper.

“Lea! It’s okay!” Eld declared.

“I...I mean...I’m not safe around you, I don’t even know if I can make friends...Talbot was in danger with me, too, Eld. It...it could have been worse. Whenever I feel an emotion, anything, it...”

“I have something for you,” Eld said.

He pulled the two clay eyes out of his cloak.

Her eyes widened, confused but undeniably drawn to the artifacts. “Eld. What...what are those?”

“No. An ancestor had it. Gur Blackwood.”

Her eyes widened briefly. “Gur. I remember him. He was kind. A good friend. He and his wife visited me, even after I became the Black Sun.”

“He got these for you,” Eld said. “And I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you, too. He and his dinosaurs.”

“I think I remember them,” Lea grinned, the thought of old friends briefly pushing past her worries.

As Eld handed over the two clay eyes, they sparked and dissolved into violet mist, joining with her body. She closed her eyes, breathing in the power and memories, and when she opened them again, they seemed brighter than before, somehow more defined, as if they were on a clearer plane of reality than everything else.

The shadows receded slightly, and she took a deep breath, wobbling under the weight of what she’d remembered.

“What...what was that?” she whispered.

“I’m not entirely sure,” Eld admitted. “But Gur said Rafflesia hurt you. Hurt you so bad that your body was split apart.”

Eld reached out. It was only on instinct. He didn’t realize until he’d actually touched her how surprising it was. She had gained back a bit more control of her powers.

“Lea...I—”

“Eld,” she breathed, glancing at his arm. “I’ve gained a bit more control, it seems.”

In that moment, Eld wanted to kiss her, just like he’d longed to after Necropromicon, but he felt the tension in the air—not just romantic tension, but the tension of her magic. He didn’t know what would happen, and he didn’t want to worry her if there was another spatial explosion.

He pulled back for a moment, smiling. Just being able to support her like this was enough of a win for now.

“Did you remember something?” Eld asked.

She nodded, her face pale. “A figure. Approaching me. I trusted them. But then...this happened. I don’t know what.”

“Rafflesia. You trusted them before,” Eld said.

“I think so,” Lea whispered. “But I don’t know why. And why did they hurt me if I trust them so much?”

Eld shook his head, thinking back to the ogress Gur had mentioned, how she’d been such a dedicated servant. Each recovered memory painted a darker picture.

“We’ll find out more at the school,” Eld replied. “I promise. We have a lead for now, and that’s what we can build on.”

His declaration was a promise to himself just as much as it was a promise to her. Whatever it took, he would help her reclaim control, piece by piece. And when they found the one responsible—the being who’d driven her to seal herself away—they would face whoever it was together, on Lea’s terms.
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Chapter 14: Napoleon Complex is Actually Pretty Simple

The next day, Eld, Talbot, and Lea walked through Bathurst Academy’s wrought-iron gates, their return marked by an unsettling quiet. The courtyard stretched before them, blanketed in snow that muffled their footsteps. The familiar weeping skeleton statue had frozen over, the sorrowful figure caught mid-sob with frozen tears on its cheeks.

More than the usual winter chill, the air carried something predatory, something that made their skin prickle with warning.

Surrounding the courtyard, the academy’s wings lazily stretched out around them, a great sprawling labyrinth of towers, balconies, stained glass windows, and incomplete magical experiments.

The castle archways looked like the ribs of a great twisted beast, and the entrance to Bathurst itself

stretched out before them, ancient oak doors decorated with flickering witchlights. The entrance itself had been created to look just like a bat’s maw.

The typical gargoyles—members of Bathurst’s work-study program—hadn’t taken their places around campus yet, but dancing shadow beasts capered in their places, chittering merrily as they watched the students.

Eld, Talbot, and Lea stared warily at them.

“Do you think they’ll attack?” Lea whispered.

“These look like the friendly ones,” Eld replied, trying to sound more confident than he felt.

Talbot voiced his concerns more directly. “The problem with the shadow beasts is you can’t tell if they’re friendly or not until they stop being friendly.”

Eld turned to Lea. Her pale restored face and her somewhat stilled magic made him smile. “Hey. We figured out one piece of the puzzle. We’ll get to the bottom of this sooner or later.”

Lea nodded shakily. “Rafflesia. I still don’t know who that is...”

The revelation had upset even Talbot. At the mention of Rafflesia, his typically lazy face twisted into a scowl. “Don’t worry, Lea. Once we figure this out, we’ll leave them in pieces.”

Eld nodded firmly, but despite his determination, he couldn’t help but feel a distinct sense of unease.

“Wait a second. It’s not just Lea, right? Something is different here?’ Talbot asked.

Despite the intimidating Gothic architecture, the site of the familiar school should have been comforting, but instead, it felt stranger now, darker. Despite the warm, heroic glow they’d all felt after protecting Bathurst at Necropromicon, they couldn’t help but wonder just what they had protected.

A dark shadow loomed over the courtyard, somehow darker than the shadow of Bathurst itself.

The academy’s spires cast long shadows across the snow-covered ground, shadows that the typically unsuperstitious students took care to avoid. The study groups on the benches shifted uneasily, migrating around the courtyard. Meanwhile, the training yards echoed with not just the usual battle cries, but surprised shouts as shadow creatures manifested out of thin air. Orlando’s usual admirers, giggling by the fountain, had moved to cowering around him for protection.

Eld pulled his black coat tighter around himself, the fabric rustling against his collection of reanimated companions hidden within. “Something’s different.” His poison-green gaze darted between the empty walkways and shuttered windows.

“I need to get in my mech suit,” Talbot announced, drifting upward. The poltergeist’s eternal grin widened as he projected across the empty courtyard. “It’s warm, it’s heroic, and it makes me look taller.” He struck what he clearly thought was a gallant pose. “You know, as the hero of the Necropromicon.”

Franky emerged from Eld’s shoulder pocket. His antennae twitched methodically as he surveyed their surroundings. “Feels like something’s watching us. Some great predator. Perhaps the creature your father was speaking to…you must inform the administration at once.” The turtle shell segments Eld had grafted onto his exoskeleton clicked together nervously.

Bart squeaked in agreement, waving his tail.

Beside them, Lea’s shadowy aura began to squirm and twist. The cosmic light that usually surrounded her in a gentle halo now sparked and flared unpredictably. Small shadow-creatures manifested at her feet, skittering across the snow like distorted mice. Her star-filled eyes widened with concern as the shadows grew larger, more unstable.

“Lea, are you alright?” Eld asked.

“Just...nervous. Whatever this is, it’s making my magic worse. And sometimes, I can feel something pulling back at me, trying to lure me back to chaos.” Tendrils of void-dark power curled unbidden around her arms. The shadows spiraled through the air, almost like cracks in existence. “Rafflesia. Wherever they are. They’re mad that I found the eyes.”

Eld moved his hand near hers without touching her, knowing from experience how dangerous direct contact could be when her powers were unstable. “You’ve got this. Just breathe.” He thought back to what Wysper said about being confident. “I’m here for you.”

She sighed. “It just…it just…it just feels like this is all my fault,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around herself. “If I’d just stayed sealed away. Bathurst was so wonderful last year, but now I might have ruined it for everyone.”

“You saved us all,” Eld cut in, turning toward her but maintaining a careful distance. “Don’t forget that. None of this is your fault. We’ll get to the bottom of this. I promise.”

Lea smiled at him, and the chaos around her temporarily dwindled. Wysper was right. Eld’s confidence helped her as well—now if only he weren’t so naturally unconfident. As he continued staring at the dark looming shadows, however, Eld noticed something very important. While the portal around Lea shifted and twisted, it didn’t move in time with the increased darkness around the school.

That came from a very different source.

Perhaps his father’s man on the inside. He needed to meet with the Professors as soon as possible, particularly Spinderella-Hemlock. Maybe they could help him get to the bottom of this.

The crunch of heavy footsteps drew their attention as Wolfgang Salzburg approached, his heterochromatic eyes scanning the courtyard. Despite his casual stride, the werewolf’s fur bristled visibly along his neck and arms, and his claws had automatically unsheathed.

Wolfgang smacked Eld’s back in greeting, his strength sending the smaller necromancer stumbling forward. “Hey, guys! Why so spooked?”

Eld regained his balance, muttering a brief plea for personal space, and before wincing as he touched the fresh claw marks decorating his shoulder. “Oh, come on, Wolfgang. Leave the scars for Nocturnal Combat Club training.”

“And leave the taunts behind forever…” Talbot lazily replied. “Come off it, Wolfgang. I can tell you’re just as agitated as the rest of us.”

The werewolf’s usual boisterous demeanor faltered as he continued scanning their surroundings. His nostrils flared as he tested the air, ears twitching at sounds too faint for the others to hear. “Every hair on my body is standing up,” he admitted, rolling his shoulders uncomfortably. “And trust me, that’s a lot of hair.”

“I’m sure things will get better once we go to our rooms,” Eld muttered.

“Well, we have to wait for the announcement first.”

“What?” Eld asked.

“Didn’t you get the note? We were ordered to wait outside for an announcement before returning to our rooms for the night.”

Eld, Talbot, and Lea all glanced at each other.

“Um, you know what? The void might have eaten it,” Eld said.

“Hopefully, the announcement doesn’t concern students who didn’t do their winter break homework. The void ate that too.”

“I thought the desk did it for us,” Eld muttered.

“It was full of errors,” Talbot sighed. “If we turned it in, we’d be accused of cheating for sure. Trust me, I’ve tried it before.”

“What do you think the announcement will be about?” Lea asked, trying to change the subject away from their blatant academic dishonesty.

“I bet it’s going to be about the new Headmaster,” Wolfgang said. “Lea heroically obliterated the old one and all. Say, Lea. Any chance you join our team on the Nocturnal Combat Club? You’ll be invincible! I heard that people can’t even touch you!”

“Well…maybe if I get my powers under control,” Lea said. “Right now, I’m worried about friendly fire…”

“Bah! I’d happily take a void rift to the chest if it meant overthrowing Lilith’s team in this term’s tournament. We were so close too, I just barely messed up my bout!” The werewolf grabbed his head with both hands, all of the lingering tension in the shadowy courtyard forgotten as he mourned his tournament defeat.

More and more of a crowd gathered around the school, the gothic castle looming high above them. They all stood together, standing with strange stillness, watching as their breath fogged the air. It seemed like almost everybody felt the strange aura of unease around the school—well, almost everyone.

The tense atmosphere shifted as Orlando and Lilith walked across in the courtyard, their argument preceding them.

Lilith’s banshee wail pierced the air, making the surrounding windows vibrate in their frames. “You never listen!”.

Orlando raised his claymore just in time, the sonic assault deflecting off his blade in rippling waves. He frowned as he maintained his defensive stance. “Maybe that’s because you never stop shrieking!”

Eld sighed. “Was it like this over break?”

Wolfgang nudged him with his elbow, nearly knocking the smaller necromancer off balance. “Worse than this. I think they’ve cooled off a little.”

Eld watched the pair circle each other. “They’re like rival storms—always clashing. Their relationship seems…tumultuous. I can’t tell if sparks will fly or heads will roll.”

For a moment, the two stared at each other.

Then Orlando straightened his attire, adjusted his perfectly styled hair, and dismissed Lilith with an elaborate wave of his hand. His fanged smile carried more smugness than warmth as his followers hurried to coo over him, appearing from doorways and alcoves to hang on his every word and movement.

Lilith turned away, stalking toward where her Banshee Bunch waited near the academy’s main entrance. “I don’t need him anyway,” she muttered loud enough for everyone to hear. As she joined her group, Eld couldn’t help but notice her gaze lingering on him.

Her gaze stirred uncomfortable memories.

Eld remembered finding Lilith after her breakup with Erik the Drowned—the zombie athlete had been controlling and manipulative, using her insecurities against her. Orlando, for all his arrogance, at least treated her as an equal.

Still, that glance reminded Eld of that awkward night months ago. Lilith’s confession had caught him completely off guard. She’d approached him after a particularly grueling combat practice, vulnerability breaking through her usual sharp exterior.

“I just hope those feelings stay buried,” Eld murmured. “Though with nightkin, reanimation is always a possibility…”

Bart squeaked questioningly.

“Just thinking out loud,” Eld replied. “Relationships are complicated enough without adding necromancy to the mix.”

But before Eld could wonder exactly whether that gaze was an attempt to stir jealousy in Orlando or a genuine expression of unrequited interest, Mortimer Vex strutted into view, his ash-gray skin standing out against his perfectly tailored black suit. Erik the Drowned lumbered beside him, water dripping from his waterlogged flesh and pooling with each heavy step, while Vlad the Vampire skulked at his other side, his countless medals and trophies clinking against his fine coat.

The once arrogant gang of bullies, who somehow managed to treat graduate school like grade school, still acted like they owned the place even after everything that had happened. They’d been humiliated and disgraced at Necropromicon, siding with Grimthorpe only to be defeated by the other students.

In fact, they looked like they were desperate for new members, and the new recruits shambling behind them weren’t up to snuff—zombies with loose stitching barely holding rotting flesh together, and skeletons with scuffed bones that clicked and clattered as they walked.

“Wow, they’ve even got skeletons,” Talbot whispered near Eld’s ear. “Guess it’s true—any nightkin can be a dumb henchman. I bet the old ones left after I scared them off with my mech suit.”

Eld studied the reanimated followers, his eye catching every flaw in their construction. “That’s sloppy work. Crude.” The magic binding them glowed erratically, lacking the precision he’d learned to value in his craft. These weren’t the carefully preserved and maintained undead he created—these were held together by brute force and minimal skill. With work quality like that, I’m surprised they're even back on campus. Besides, you’d think attacking fellow students should have killed their academic careers.”

“Old family money is even more powerful than old spells,” Talbot replied.

But Eld noticed something strange. The gang showed no sign of discomfort from the supernatural chill. In fact, they exchanged knowing smirks as they passed through the shadows that made other students shiver.

“Remember when we showed them what’s what during the whole Grimthorpe situation?” Talbot floated closer to Eld, attempting to lighten the mood. “Good times.”

Eld frowned. “I don’t know about that. They’re biding their time, and that’s worse than anything else.”

“Do you think your father is responsible?” Lea whispered.

“Seems likely,” Eld replied. Mortimer Vex was the exact kind of person who would get along with Eldritch Sr. He could just imagine them sipping blood wine together.

Suddenly, the school doors burst open as two enormous orcs thundered through the bat mouth shaped door, their green bulk taking up the entire width of the passage. “Silence! Silence!” They yelled, their volume rattling the hanging portraits on the walls behind them.

Students pressed themselves against the stones, creating a path as Spinderella-Hemlock scuttled into view. The former professor’s eight legs clicked against the floor, her tiny body barely reaching the orcs’ ankles. Her fangs chittered as she muttered to herself, switching between academic jargon and spider-speak.

“This presentation requires optimal viewing angles for maximum authority projection,” she chittered, pacing in circles. “You there!” She pointed one leg at the nearest orc. “Lower your shoulder. I require elevation!”

The orc blinked, then bent down. Spinderella-Hemlock scrambled up his arm, legs finding purchase on his leather armor. She tottered atop his shoulder, trying to maintain a dignified pose despite her precarious perch.

“Students of Bathurst!” She began, “As your new Headmistress, I vow to bring order back to this institution!”

Whispers rippled through the gathered crowd.

A skeleton in the back row pointed at her and snickered. Two vampire students exchanged doubtful glances.

Wolfgang turned to Eld. “Hey, so you saved the new Headmistress’s life. That might be good for a bumped-up grade or two.”

Eld eyed Spinderella-Hemlock. He’d never seen a spider puff out its chest before. “Yeah, I don’t know about that...” With no flesh and all bone, Grimthorpe had been a literal hard ass, but Spinderella-Hemlock seemed like a metaphorical one.

“Students, your attention!” Spinderella-Hemlock repeated. The assembled crowd of nightkin students continued their whispers and laughs.

“I said, attention!” She stamped one of her eight legs against the orc’s head.

“Is that really our new Headmistress?” A vampire student whispered from somewhere behind Eld.

“I can barely see her from here!”

“Someone get the magnifying glass…”

“Maybe we should all lie down on the floor so she feels taller?”

“We shall weave a new web of…that is to say…” Spinderella-Hemlock wavered, a strong wind almost blowing her off the orc. With surprisingly deft movements, she caught herself, straightening her tiny professor’s cape with one leg while gesturing with another. “The curriculum requires substantial restructuring! My eight-point plan includes…”

The orcs exchanged concerned glances as their new employer continued to alternate between scholarly declarations and arachnid terminology, her composure unraveling with each attempted proclamation of authority.

More laughter ripped through the crowd.

“I may be small, but I assure you my authority is anything but! Why, in my day—” She paused, seemingly uncertain which day she meant—perhaps thinking about Hemlock’s time as a professor or Spinderella-Hemlock’s life as a spider. “That is to say…detention for anyone caught skittering-I mean, walking in the halls without a pass!”

Near the front, Mortimer leaned toward his cronies, pointing at Spinderella-Hemlock with undisguised amusement. Erik’s waterlogged body shook with barely suppressed giggles.

“Wait a minute…” Mortimer muttered. “Isn’t that the same spider we almost—”

One of the orcs shifted to scratch its head, causing her to stumble again. Spinderella-Hemlock shot out a web, catching herself. “Oh, just listen to me! I demand your attention and respect!”

The students’ laughter abruptly vanished as darkness descended over the courtyard. A rush of wings filled the space as hundreds of bats poured in through the windows. Mosquitos swarmed from every crack and crevice, forming dense clouds that whirled through the room in mesmerizing patterns. Spiders rappelled down from the ceiling on silvery threads.

Students scrambled as the creatures swooped and dove around them. The familiars organized themselves into arrows that all pointed toward Hemlock on the orc’s shoulder. Even the orcs stepped back. A particularly large mosquito landed on Mortimer’s head, causing him to yelp and swat frantically at his perfectly coiffed hair.

The chaos settled into orderly formations of bats and insects hovering around her like a living throne. Even Mortimer had fallen silent, though his scowl spoke volumes as he tried to smooth his disheveled hair back into place.

“Thank you for your attention,” Spinderella-Hemlock simpered. “Conditional on good behavior, I hope to remove student sacrifices from the curriculum.”

A murmur of relief passed through the assembled students. Several exchanged grateful glances, no doubt remembering Grimthorpe’s more questionable educational practices. A ghost in the back row pretended to wipe sweat from his transparent brow.

She paused, chittering in annoyance as she turned toward Mortimer’s group. “Unfortunately, I must acknowledge that certain students have been readmitted through special arrangement with a generous school donor. They will be rejoining their classes immediately.”

Mortimer smirked, exchanging knowing looks with his companions. Eld felt sick until the mosquito on Mortimer’s head took flight, revealing a small bald spot where it had been perched.

“On a particular unfortunate note,” Spinderella-Hemlock continued. “Our previous headmaster’s fortune, which funded many of our programs, appears to have vanished along with his corporeal form. We are currently operating on a somewhat restricted budget.”

The students shifted uncomfortably at this news. Several began whispering about tuition costs and program cuts. A banshee in the front clutched her throat protectively, probably worried about losing funding for the academy’s prestigious screaming lessons.

“Professor, what about ex-Headmaster Grimthorpe’s classes?” a student called out.

“An excellent question. Professor Albright and I will divide the classes previously taught by Headmaster Grimthorpe. Additionally, we’ve brought back Professor Blackforge to assume Professor McGrath’s position.”

Groans erupted from several students. The angry gnome artificer had been fired for good reason, but with McGrath gone, options were limited.

“Finally, there will be extra credit for anyone who can provide information on the anomalies around campus!” Spinderella-Hemlock chittered.

For obvious reasons, the whole crowd turned to Eld and Lea, who sighed.

“Would it be too much to say that there’s a second conspiracy on campus?” Eld asked.

“It might seem like an excuse,” Talbot mentioned. “Though when you reveal that your father is responsible, I’m not sure if that will help or hurt.”

Near the back of the crowd, Mortimer’s gang clustered in a tight formation. They whispered among themselves, their heads bent together conspiratorially. Every few moments, one would glance toward Eld and Lea.

“They’re scared of us, but they’re not leaving. That’s…unsettling,” Eld murmured.

Wolfgang made a brave stab at optimism. “Maybe they just want to see what a real necromancer looks like, Eld. I wouldn’t worry too much.”

He shot Mortimer a death glare, raising his claws. In response, the pale-faced sorcerer created a crackling flame.

Somehow, Spinderella-Hemlock found a way to take advantage of their macho posturing.

“And one more thing!” Spinderella-Hemlock shouted as she wobbled on the orc’s shoulder, all eight legs splaying for balance. “Failing my classes means a one-on-one duel with me in the Nocturnal Combat Club!”

“Great,” Talbot groaned, slowly floating upside down. “As if this place wasn’t chaotic enough.”

The crowd began dispersing as Spinderella-Hemlock’s speech wound down. As they all left, she made a hasty announcement that Professor Albright was to serve as Vice Chancellor, a historic rise from adjunct to administration. The frequently possessed professor came out for applause, but by then, everyone had gone.

As Albright dejectedly walked off the stage, Eld caught a glimpse of something moving behind him—too quick to track, too deliberate to be a shadow. Eld’s hand instinctively moved to his coat pocket, where a wad of spell components waited.

“Feel like we’re being watched, boss,” Franky chittered from his shoulder, mechanical legs clicking nervously.

“I know.” Eld gripped the strap of his bag, scanning the recesses of the hall. “I wonder what that was. It didn’t seem like just a shadow beast.”

Eld caught Lea’s gaze. Her shadows writhed more intensely now, responding to whatever unseen force watched them from the darkness. The tension that filled Bathurst’s halls felt like a drawn bowstring—and they all knew the arrow would fly soon enough.

“We need to talk to Spinderella-Hemlock immediately,” Eld said. “Figure out just what my father is planning.”

As always, I was a chaotic mess to make it into school, with countless nightkin hurrying inside at breakneck pace and tripping over the bat maw. At this point, Eld couldn’t help but feel jealous of the spirit-like nightkin’s translucent nature, which they took full advantage of, phasing through the crowd.

Of course, Talbot meandered at his usual leisurely pace. “Oh. By the way. I need to install the coffee machine. I had it shipped to our room. Nothing like some prophecy coffee to start the day off right. It tastes even better when it’s a cold brew. We should charge the other students...but keep it to ourselves on test day. We’ll wreck the grading curve.”

As Eld and Lea slowly passed their way through, whispers and knowing looks spread through the crowd. Since the events at Necropromicon, Eld and Lea had become something of a celebrity couple. Eld’s defeat of Grimthorpe had earned him newfound respect, while Lea inspired equal parts admiration and fear since the revelation of her divine nature.

A group of freshman girls giggled and pointed, while several older students nodded approvingly. Even some of the professors exchanged meaningful glances.

“Hah!” Wolfgang chuckled. “The pair that’s defeated Grimthorpe are now living legends. Well, just make sure when you’re a big shot, tell everyone who taught you how to fight! Speaking of which, I’m going to unearth Orlando from his gaggle of fans. If he enrages Lilith too much, we’re finished in the finals.”

He peeled off, forcing his way through the crowd with his usual, well, force.

“Lea! Lea! Can you believe this?” An irritated voice called out to them—Wysper, now free of her mannequin disguise.

“What’s going on?” Lea asked.

“I’ve been reassigned to a different room!” Wysper groaned. “Headmistress’s orders.”

“What? But why?” Lea asked, disappointed. The shadows around her feet darkened slightly, responding to her mood.

“No idea,” Wysper sighed. “But we can still hang out!”

“Yes, we should,” Lea replied.

Meanwhile, Talbot let out a joyous cheer. “Hah! I knew it! I knew you’d get split up! I was right! Prophecy Coffee...I’m going to be stinking rich!”

As both women gave him the death glare, Talbot Wilting wilted. “Ah. So that’s why it told me not to celebrate my good fortune too much.”

As Talbot fled from Wysper, Eld walked Lea back to her room.

The corridors were quieter now, most students having returned to their own quarters. Their footsteps echoed off the stone walls, accompanied by the occasional distant screech or moan—typical evening sounds at Bathurst.

“I mean it, you know. Whatever you need, I’m here to help. And so you don’t have to be alone…” He reached into his coat pocket, producing Franky. “Would you mind if he kept you company? He can fetch me in an instant if you need anything.”

The centipede skittered onto Lea’s desk, antennae waving in greeting. His mechanized legs clicked against the wood as he made himself comfortable in his new observation post.

“Thank you,” Lea murmured, managing a small smile.

Eld lingered in the doorway, watching as she settled in. The room felt emptier without Wysper’s ghostly presence. He understood why Spinderella-Hemlock had separated them; he knew firsthand the danger of living with Lea’s void, but still, the visual reminder of her dangerous nature must sting.

But Eld had a plan.

Lea loved learning—it brought her joy and confidence. Now that they were back at school, with proper professors and resources, he could help her explore her abilities safely. The structured environment of Bathurst would provide the perfect setting for her to gain mastery over her powers.

Unlike their previous attempts to understand her powers, they would now have access to expert guidance and proper facilities. The professors at Bathurst possessed knowledge and experience far beyond what they’d found in their independent research.

Tomorrow, he decided, they would begin.

No more running or hiding from her power. It was time for Lea to discover who she truly was, one lesson at a time.
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Chapter 15: Back to Ghoul (A Pun-filled School Day)

When Eld returned to his first floor room on Revenant’s Rest, he found Talbot drifting at the opening of the corridor, lounging on the air with a lazy expression on his face. “Oh. Eld. Good to see you here. I was just thinking about how annoying it is that our room is at the end of the hall. It’s your second quarter now, Eld. You’d think that when they were shuffling Lea and Wysper around, they would have bumped us forward.”  

Eld raised an eyebrow. “If anything, wouldn’t your seniority help us? After all, you’re the infamous Ghost Haunting the First Year.”

Talbot groaned. “You’d think that being enrolled for so long would help, but all my failures have demoted me to last place in the housing lottery. On that note…did you get a look at Lea’s new roommate?”

“She’s alone,” Eld replied. “Probably for safety reasons.”

Talbot frowned. “Oh. Huh. Maybe I have to try again with Wysper. Perhaps that’s why my latest cup of Prophecy Coffee told me not to give up.”

“I think that they were talking about your winter break homework,” Eld quipped. Bart chittered in his cloak, waggling his tail back and forth. To Eld, it was low effort content, but it seemed like the rat had really liked that sassy remark. “Speaking of which, why aren’t you inside resting already? That’s a bit unusual of you, Talbot.”

“Oh, you know. Just thought it would be better if we went in together,” Talbot said. “Second quarter living together and all.”

Eld grinned. “Is that so? Well, it’s nice to feel appreciated.” He tried to clasp Talbot on the shoulder, but his hand phased through.

“Let’s not get too buddy-buddy,” Talbot joked. “Considering how everyone’s treating you, they might expect something from me next.”

The two walked together to the iron-bound door at the end of the room. Their names had been magically inscribed on the tarnished brass plaque after moving in, magically replacing all the students who had lived before him, including, in a truly twisted coincidence, Eld’s own father. His inscribed promises to dominate the world were still carved into their room.

Shuck barked loudly as he bounded in, with Bart chittering behind him, leaping out of Eld’s robes and wagging his lizard tail.

“Feels a little quiet without Franky around,” Eld said.

“And you’ve even got Spinderella-Hemlock gainfully employed. Come to think of it, maybe we can get a share of her Headmistress's salary.”

“I don’t know about that,” Eld laughed. “But I was thinking maybe it’s time for another pet. You have any ideas?”

“Whatever it is, make sure it isn’t nocturnal. I don’t want anything bothering me when I sleep at night.” Under normal circumstances, many nightkin tended to sleep during the day and awake during the night. However, Bathurst was protected by a shimmering veil, creating ideal nighttime conditions twenty-four hours a day, so long as the pesky magical curtains didn’t try and prank the students. For the sake of a standardized education schedule, the school followed the same day-to-night schedule as the outside world.

The spacious room looked like it normally did, with high ceilings, a bookshelf stocked with grimoires, a large wardrobe, two wooden desks with accompanying four-poster beds, and arched windows overlooking the misty graveyard.

“Hopefully, we don’t dig anyone else up this year,” Eld remarked.

“What? Now that’s unfair! You find your destined girlfriend in the graveyard, and you’re trying to shut it off for everybody else?” Talbot countered.

As Eld blushed and stammered out protestations, Talbot drifted over to a wrapped package. He unwrapped it, revealing the prophetic coffee machine from their apartment room. “Ah. Excellent. I knew the mole people wouldn’t mess up our delivery. Paid a pretty penny for it, but the coffee said it was a good idea.”

Eld paused. He couldn’t quite tell if his roommate had somehow been scammed by a coffee machine, but when put that way, it seemed impolite to bring it up. “Well, at least it’s delicious.”

“Oh yes,” Talbot replied. “Would you like a cup before bed?”

“I’m alright,” Eld said. “Need to sleep. Got a big day tomorrow. All these worries about Lea, plus whatever my father’s up to. I need the energy to deal with it.”

“Huh. Coffee’s never kept me from sleeping. Maybe you should have one cup first. See if it tells you to get a second one.”

“I’m alright, Talbot. I can tell it’s a bad idea.”

Eld walked to the wardrobe, grinning to see that the pajamas he’d left were still there.

Outside of Bathurst, that wouldn’t have been a question, but even during the holidays, the school was filled with familiars, or worse, gremlins. Besides, considering his luck, there was a chance his wardrobe was some kind of pajama-eating mimic.

He got changed, then hopped into his bed. But despite his head start, he was awake long after Talbot’s sipping morphed into snoring.

***

The next day, Eld awoke to persistent buzzing around his face. He groaned, slowly forced out of his weary haze. Sleep had come late last night, and he was paying the price this morning.

“What’s going on?” he groaned. He was so tired that he kept his eyes squeezed shut, hoping that denial could keep him from awakening.

Beneath his bed, Shuck let out a lazy yawn. It seemed like his companion was just as tired as he was. Unfortunately, the buzzing only grew more persistent the longer Eld ignored it.

“Alright, fine, I’ll look,” he said, finally surrendering. A pair of mosquito familiars buzzed around him, carrying a roll of parchment. He reached out, and the insects dropped it into his hand.

The paper unfurled automatically, revealing crimson bloodstained letters. Under normal circumstances, Eld would have expected some kind of ransom note, but this was simply Professor Spinderella-Hemlock’s typical hemomancy.

“Thank you,” Eld replied.

The mosquitoes buzzed off.

Meanwhile, a pair of bats had roosted in Talbot’s four-poster bed, diligently waiting for him to arise. The animal’s ears were folded in, likely to protect themselves from the poltergeist’s forceful snoring.

Eld turned to the bats. “I don’t know how he’s still asleep, but want me to just hand the schedule to him? I’m going to see Headmistress Spinderella-Hemlock later anyway. I’ll take care of this, just let her know that Lea and I are coming.”

The bats glanced at each other, then nodded, dropping the parchment in Eld’s hand before eagerly flying out through a newly installed flap in their door. “So that’s how they got in,” Eld groaned. He raised his fingers, considering a sealing spell, then shrugged. Considering her insistence on being respected, he wouldn’t be surprised if cutting off Spinderella-Hemlock’s little pet doors resulted in some terrible detention. Besides, he needed her help and wanted to stay on her good side.

Eld forced himself out of bed, leaving the schedule on Talbot’s desk. As he did, he eyed the coffee machine, the lure of prophecy was significant, and the lure of an energy boost was even greater. He took one of the white mugs Talbot had brought with his machine, then made himself a cup, pouring a bit extra in a saucer for Bart.

The voice echoed through his head. “You shall wear your navy blue socks today, the ones your mother bought you for the winter solstice.”

Eld frowned. It was, again, a very mild prophecy, one that he likely could have ignored. He walked over to the wardrobe, pulling open his sock drawer. Indeed, the navy blue socks from his mother were first on the pile, but just to see what would happen, Eld tried to pick the next pair in the pile, blood red ones from Aunt Arienne.

“Ow!”

Eld cursed, pulling his hand back. “What was that?”

He pulled the socks aside carefully, finding a sharp piece of silvery metal. “So that’s where that went…” Eld groaned. “Was looking for it for ages when repairing Franky. Can’t believe I splurged on that new piece from Necropolis instead.”

With a quick necromantic salve, Eld fixed his wound. Then he begrudgingly put on the navy blue socks, just to avoid another miniature disaster.

Fully clothed, he headed down the hall, going back to the opposite end of the school. The gap between his and Lea’s rooms was far enough for a long-distance relationship, but on the bright side, he supposed it kept him in shape.

Shuck certainly enjoyed the walks. Bart enjoyed them less so, choosing to ride on the patchwork dog’s back instead.

As he left Revenant’s Rest, he noticed skeletal servants installing additional pet doors in nearly every room. Shaking his head, he hurried down the hall and turned into a corridor where a group of freshman zombies practiced their shambling technique. Come to think of it, Wysper had said something about Multi-Cultural Week performances coming up soon, and despite the drab darkness around the school, Bathurst’s students loved their traditions.

As he made it past the very slow-moving zombies, Professor Albright’s classroom door trembled on its hinges, and multicolored smoke seeped through the cracks. A demonic voice boomed from within, accompanied by what sounded like tap-dancing imps. “No, no, no! The sulfur goes in after the moonshine! And who summoned the dancing demons? This is Advanced Infernal Chemistry, not So You Think Imps Can Dance!”

If Eld had to guess, the Professor had been possessed again. Hopefully, it was the same daemon as last quarter—he might have been eccentric at times and inhumanly cruel at others, but Eld had developed a fondness for him after working together to overthrow Grimthorpe.

He thought about stepping inside to ask about Qarathil, but thought better of it as something exploded, showering the hallway with glitter and tiny screaming souls. A harried-looking gorgon burst out of the room. Her snake hair was tied into an unruly bun, and she muttered under her breath as she hurried past Eld, hastily trying to wipe the fog off of her black rimmed glasses. “This school…the methods are nothing like what I studied at the teaching coven. They don’t even use the SATAN test anymore!”

Eld remembered Cloudehill struggling with his SATAN test—Standards and Training for Academically-inclined Necromancers. Cloudehill hadn’t been academically inclined, nor had he done any training. As a result, he was hardly up to standard, and, in Eld’s honest opinion, barely a necromancer to begin with. He couldn’t stitch his way out of a burlap sack.

When he knocked on Lea’s door, he found that she’d already awoken.

“Everything go well last night?” Eld asked.

“Mostly. I mean, it’s easier when I’m sleeping soundly, and the eye helped too. But I’d really like to get everything under control as soon as possible. I mean…it’s kind of embarrassing, not being able to stay with Wysper at all. Franky was a big help.”

“Were you now?” Eld asked, smiling as Franky rattled out from beneath Eld’s desk. Bart was so overjoyed to see him that he leapt from Shuck’s back onto Franky’s, chittering in delight.

“Yes. It was a pleasure to stay with Lea, Boss,” Frankly replied. “I can do so as long as it’s needed.”

“Well, I don’t know if it’s the eye, Franky, you calming down, or just everything combined, but there’s a definite improvement,” Eld said, peeking into her room. The shadows still crept around her body, and there was definitely some twisted furniture, but it was nothing like the havoc of their apartment.

Eld, however, noticed that Spinderella-Hemlock hadn’t installed a pet door here, likely to avoid traumatizing her familiars.

“You probably want to pick that one up,” Eld said, nodding at a scroll on the ground.

She unfurled it and they found to their delight that they had a great deal of shared classes together.

“I guess there are some benefits to having had the Headmistress literally in my pocket,” Eld chuckled.   

The Bathurst campus was alive with its usual brand of supernatural activity as Eld and Lea made their way toward the faculty offices for their meeting with Spinderella-Hemlock.

Lost in thought, Eld swore as he stepped on a puddle of water and Franky, once skittering behind him, leapt right back into his robes. “Curses. This flood will damage my circuits.”

“I don’t even know what happened,” Eld muttered. He squinted down the hall, where angry shouting was rapidly escalating into a full-on necromantic duel. It seemed like a ghost had tried to possess the water fountain, only to flood the entire hallway.

When they made it to the faculty offices, they found that Spinderella-Hemlock had wasted no time redecorating Grimthorpe’s former domain. Gone were the austere furnishings and dark artifacts, replaced by a fantastical landscape of webbing. Silk structures created distinct spaces—a damp mosquito nursery in one corner, dark caves for roosting bats in another, and everywhere, geometric webs that caught the lamplight like diamond lattices.

“Wait a second…” Lea muttered. “Eld, look closer. Is that—”

“Wow. It is.”

Lea had a good eye. The magical webbing wasn’t just random decorations. There were genuine magical formulae written there. The professor-turned-spider hybrid scratched notes with one leg while absent-mindedly catching flies with another.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Eld said.

“Thank you,” The Headmistress herself descended on a silk thread, landing gracefully on her desk. She seized up for a brief moment as the Spinderella side took control, jumping with joy to see Eld again. After a few pats, she shifted back to her professor form, attempting to reclaim her dignity with a prim and proper curtsy. “Yes. We are truly happy to see you! Although I have to admit that things are more complex than I thought. Hopefully, I’ll spin you two a solution soon! Ms. Azalea’s condition presents quite the puzzle.”

“Any progress?” Eld asked, watching as the professor subconsciously began weaving a small web over a pair of old spectacles sitting on her desk.

“It’s like trying to detangle a web of cosmic proportions,” Spinderella-Hemlock mused, then caught herself. “Oh dear, another spider pun. They just keep crawling out of my mouth these days.”

She scuttled across her desk, retrieving several scrolls covered in arcane calculations. “The void energy surrounding her…it’s unprecedented. Traditional magical theory suggests it should be impossible, and yet—”

She paused to snatch a passing moth. “Sorry, instinct. As I was saying, the power doesn’t conform to any known magical framework. She truly is the Black Sun, a new star shining from a different age. But Eld. This is something strange. As far as I can tell, Lea’s magic is older than the era of the Black Sun. That means… If my suspicions are correct, Lea was once able to control herself,” she lifted two of her spider-like legs.

Eld eyed Lea warily, but she gulped and asked the question herself. “Professor Hemlock. Rafflesia. Does the name mean anything to you? Whoever they are…I believe they stole my powers.”

Spinderella-Hemlock stared back at them solemnly. “I’ve never heard that name before, though it is a flower, same as Azalea. Perhaps there’s a connection there.”

“Wysper said the same thing,” Eld groaned. “No offense, Professor, we need clues. Not a botany lesson.”

Spinderella-Hemlock bristled. “Ancient enemies don’t show up often on the historical record—especially when they don’t want to be found. But whoever they are, their work is clear. She had two different stages of existence. A life before she was the Black Sun. And then her life after. If we could find a way to return her to that state…”

“That means I can be free,” Lea said. Her happiness was reflected in the environment. As she perked up, shadowy flowers began blooming from the darkness around her chair. The delicate shapes danced and swayed, creating an otherworldly garden in miniature.

Eld reached over, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. The fact that they were able to touch each other certainly seemed like a good sign. It was still so inconsistent, so fleeting. The flowers stabilized, neither growing nor withering. Their shapes held steady, much like Lea herself seemed to steady under his touch.

“We’ll work on it together,” he promised quietly.

“As we start looking for solutions, let’s try to make sure the two of you maintain a stable mood. Now, do you have any leads of your own?”

“Professor. I encountered the strangest thing in my family’s crypt.”

“Your family crypt? Well, your ancestor was the one who made that pact with Lea to begin with. What did you find?”

Eld described the strange clay eye he’d found, and how it had socketed perfectly into Lea’s body. “The eye didn’t do much by itself, but it still helped. I think if we find more of these artifacts, she’ll be able to control herself. And, well, Grimthorpe thought he could control her. Maybe he had some of those artifacts in his possession.”

Spinderella-Hemlock chittered irritably, snapping her mandibles. “Ah yes. Grimthorpe. Well, perhaps it’s time we examined the Splintered Dimension.”

“The Splintered Dimension?”

“Yes, not just the Splintered Dimension, but the books from the Restricted Section of the library. If you remember…our former Headmaster had hidden a few of the books there last quarter, with additional ones in his private office.”

The Restricted Section consisted of necromantic tomes that only the most seasoned Bathurst students were allowed to peruse, and even then, there were strict limits on how long they could stare at those forbidden spells. Eld had heard that even his father struggled to read the pages for too long while maintaining his sanity.

Last term, Eld had risked stealing them to save Lea, only to find the answers in his Familial Tome. As for the texts on the Black Sun, Grimthorpe had sealed them all in his office.

“Oh. Um. Yes. I remember now. Did we ever find those books? Perhaps some of them could help Lea.”

“Well…here’s the thing…a platoon of husks completely cleared out his office the day of Necropromicon, taking everything and barricading it in the Splintered Dimension. It made it a lot easier to move in, but the bad side is that now everything is under guard.”

“I thought we defeated in husks at Necropromicon.”

“Well, with Grimthorpe, there’s always more husks. We’ll just have to clear it out. In truth, I hope that his fortune may also be hidden there. We’re going to, um, struggle to pay for everyone’s salaries. Not mine, of course, but, ah...”

“There may be another threat, too,” Eld said. He told Spinderella-Hemlock about his father and the mysterious figure Franky saw in the mirror. Though they hadn’t seen where exactly that monster was, Eldritch Sr. had hidden in the Splintered Dimension himself last term, so it was as good a guess as any.

“I see,” Spinderella-Hemlock replied. “An agent of your father. Well, it’s possible. I’m sure he uncovered many secrets of Bathurst during his time here, and considering his friendship with Grimthorpe, it’s also very likely that the two added a few secrets of their own. Gather your friends and let’s move quietly. Others are searching for Grimthorpe’s fortune, and a schoolwide hunt may not serve us well.”
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Chapter 16: Pride and Practice

Eld and Lea left the office, muttering to each other.

“Are we really going to have to fight our way through the Splintered Dimension?” Lea worriedly asked. “I mean, those husks…I’m just not sure what I can do, with my magic so unpredictable.”

“It seems like our best bet,” Eld replied. “But maybe you don’t have to fight directly. You can help Talbot fix his mech suit instead. His personal customizations seem to have made more of a mess of it than anything else.”

“I’ll talk to him, but he was awfully possessive of it the last time we spoke. Do you think we should tell the others?”

Eld nodded. “Yes, but keep it quiet. I would hate for Mortimer Vex to inform my father. I’ll talk to the people at the Combat Club today at practice.”

Unfortunately, Eld and Lea’s friends could not keep things quiet.

A piercing screech shattered Eld’s contemplation, ripping right through his thoughts like a crazed serial killer gutting a victim. They poked their heads out the window, only to see Lilith and Orlando screaming at each other in the courtyard again. Unsatisfied with their previous argument, it seemed like they’d decided on a rematch.

“I thought she said she didn’t need him anyway…” Lea sighed.

“You know how stubborn she is. And Orlando isn’t any bit better. Acting like he’s above it all and hanging out with his...well, based on how they act, I can’t tell if they are fans or thralls.”

As the two stared, Eld noticed Lea twining her hand anxiously through her hair. As she moved, the shadows seemed to grow deeper, more chaotic. With every screech from Lilith or angry booming protest from Orlando, Lea’s shadow spiked as if it were a sound monitor. She didn’t like to see their friends arguing like this.

“You know what?” Eld said. “I can go down and talk to them.”

“Can you?” Lea asked.

“Well, I mean, anyone can talk to them. I didn’t say it was going to work.”

“I just don’t want to see them fighting,” Lea sighed. “They helped us so much at Necropromicon.”

“How about this? I’ll go down, and you can take some notes for class.” He pulled out his schedule. “Looks like we’ve got Blackforge first. I wonder what his class will be like...”

“I’ll assist her, Boss. My recording procedure will document everything. Besides, I was rebuilt using repurposed Blackforge technology.”

With that, the two left, leaving Eld, Shuck, and Bart to undergo a dangerous diplomatic mission in the courtyard.

As he hurried outside, Eld warily watched the trembling windows. If the two somehow managed to calibrate the right frequency, they’d shatter the whole thing with a single unified scream. Of course, the two didn’t seem like they could work together on anything right now.

To Eld’s surprise, the halls seemed livelier thanks to the screeching and yelling. Despite the bizarre darkness around the school, hearing two of Bathurst’s most infamously argumentative students yelling at each other established a bizarre sense of normalcy.

Lilith Nightshade stood in the courtyard, hair whipping around her face as her banshee powers manifested. Spectral energy rippled outward, disturbing the morning frost and sending dirt and gravel into the air. Across from her, Orlando von Ravenscroft maintained his aristocratic poise, deflecting her sonic assault with his claymore, cutting the shrieks in half.

“You pompous, blood-sucking peacock!” Lilith screamed. “You think everything revolves around your precious reputation!”

Orlando twirled his blade in a practiced arc. “And you, my dear banshee, allow your emotions to cloud your judgment. As usual.”

Bart poked his head out of Eld’s pocket, chittering and waving his tail. Though Bart couldn’t speak, Eld was familiar enough with him to know what he was suggesting.

“No, I don’t know if they are arguing about going to Necropromicon II together. According to Wolfgang, they just seem to like arguing.”

Bart sighed, then gestured at Orlando with his patchwork tail.

“Oh? You think it’s Orlando’s fault? What makes you think that?”

The rat chittered again. It seemed like he’d developed quite the protective streak towards Lilith, likely because of her help patching up the pets after run-ins with Mortimer’s gang or battles in the Nocturnal Combat Club.

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it. I think Lilith can handle herself.”

Another sonic blast knocked several ceramic pots off the courtyard walls. To Eld’s surprise, Orlando debuted a new spell he hadn’t seen before, a wave of crimson energy that froze the falling debris mid-air. The vampire’s lips curled into a snarl, and his eyes turned blood red.

Students hurried aside as the two slowly advanced towards each other, the clash of powerful energies both frightening and awe-inspiring.

By the time Eld made it to them, the two now stood nose-to-nose, their magical auras intertwining in a display that looked almost intimate.

“Perhaps…” Orlando said slowly, “We should continue this discussion somewhere less…public?”

Lilith’s response stopped short as both of them noticed Eld watching. Her pale cheeks flushed slightly, while Orlando merely raised an eyebrow.

“Enjoying the show, Blackwood?” Orlando asked, sheathing his blade with a theatrical flourish.

“Just passing through,” Eld raised his hands. “Though you might want to repair those pots before Hemlock sees them. You know how she gets about property damage.” He gestured to the shattered pottery, pulling out his necromantic chalk. In the past, Eld hadn’t been able to use his necromancy on non-living objects, but after last year’s lessons from McGrath had covered using it for minor repairs. “Want to help me fix these?”

Orlando scoffed. “I have an appointment with my adoring public.” He swept away, cloak somehow billowing dramatically despite the complete lack of wind.

Lilith rolled her silver eyes but stayed, helping Eld trace reanimation circles around the broken pieces. As they worked, Eld noticed her occasional sidelong glances.

“Something on your mind?” he asked, directing the ceramic shards to reassemble themselves.

“Just…everything.” She sighed. “Orlando, the Necropromicon, and, well, what you guys are up to. Lea’s condition and the whole mess with the Black Sun. I tried to do some research on my own over break, but I didn’t find anything. And now I’m back on campus and see these looming shadows...Sometimes I wonder if we’re in over our heads.”

“That’s how I felt, too,” Eld said. “But I found a clue.”

“What?”

Eld told her about the strange clay eye they’d found in the family crypt and how it’d been smoothly absorbed in Lea’s body, triggering an additional set of unlocked memories.

“Fascinating...” Lilith whispered. “So you think we need to find these other pieces?”

Eld nodded. “Spinderella-Hemlock thinks the same thing.”

A familiar voice interrupted their work. “Speaking of being in over our heads…” Talbot materialized, lounging mid-air. “How was your meeting with the Headmistress this morning, oh great pet doctor?”

“She’s thinking of letting us into the Splintered Dimension.”

Talbot chuckled. “The Splintered Dimension? I seem to remember another brilliant plan to save your cosmic girlfriend by breaking into the Splintered Dimension. It didn’t work so well last time, did it? Isn’t there a famous saying about the definition of insanity?”

“Well, now it’s different. We’ll have the approval of the school. Actual backup. Of course, the enemies we fought there are still remaining...plus maybe some more nasty stuff.”

Eld told Lilith and Talbot, but the husks remaining in the Splintered Dimension, plus his suspicion that his father had hidden assets there as well.

“Husks and an unknown daemon?” Lilith asked. “Wow. She really means that much to you, doesn’t she?” There was another hint of unknown emotion in her voice, though Eld couldn’t tell if it was jealousy towards Lea or simply Lilith’s desire to have a simpler and less tumultuous romantic life of her own.

“She saved us all,” Eld quietly replied. “When Grimthorpe tried to force the Black Sun ritual, she could have let the power consume her. Instead, she fought back. But it’s like she left a door open to…whatever this is.”

“That’s true,” Lilith admitted. “Well, I’m in. The faster we clear out the Splintered Dimension of Grimthorpe’s nonsense, the faster I can use it for studying.”

“It was an excellent mid-day nap spot...” Talbot dreamily admitted.

Before Eld could respond, Qarathil’s words from his dream echoed unbidden through his mind. “The happiness you want with her will not be possible without me.”

At the same time, a shadow passed overhead, drawing Eld’s attention. For a brief heartbeat, it resembled the creature that had attacked them inside their apartment—all tentacles and impossible angles, with jutting fangs and claws that would have been impossible on any physical beast. 

But when he looked again, nothing marred the perpetual twilight of Bathurst’s sky.

“You okay?” Talbot asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Which, given our location, isn’t actually that remarkable.”

Eld stared through the skies, then shook his head and decided not to worry his friends further.

Still, Qarathil, deceitful daemon or not, was right about one thing. If he was going to the Splintered Dimension to fight all those husks, he had to get stronger.

“Alright. Let’s get to class. And Lilith, I’ll see you tonight at Nocturnal Combat Club training.”

***

The combat arena’s runic plates thrummed with necromantic energy as Eld readied his stance, dagger held loosely in his right hand. Across from him, Orlando raised his claymore in an elegant flourish that made several watching students swoon.

“Ready to lose again, pet doctor?” Orlando twisted the enormous blade in a figure-eight pattern.

“Funny, I remember winning our last match.” Eld’s grip tightened on his dagger’s hilt. The two had been brawling for the better part of an hour now. At the start of practice, Eld had hoped to ask Orlando and Wolfgang for help investigating the Splintered Dimension. Unfortunately, Orlando’s taunts had driven all thought of asking for assistance from his mind. As always, the vampire’s words were sharp enough to draw blood. He might have been much more honorable than them, but he had the exact same ‘unholier than thou’ demeanor that Eld hated in his father and Cloudehill.

Wolfgang groaned from the sidelines. “Can we practice without the trash talk for once? This is supposed to be a friendly sparring match.”

Neither combatant acknowledged him.

Orlando lunged forward, claymore whistling through the air. Eld sidestepped, letting the blade pass within inches of his shoulder. As he moved, he traced a quick symbol with his free hand, sending a burst of necromantic energy toward Orlando’s feet.

The vampire leapt over the spell, dark cape billowing. “Predictable. You always lead with that move.”

“And you always telegraph your jumps.” Eld flicked his wrist, releasing a second spell he’d prepared while Orlando was airborne. Sketching magical symbols while hiding his hand inside his cloak was difficult, but extremely handy against observant foes like Orlando.

Shadowy tendrils erupted from the ground, wrapping around Orlando’s ankles. The vampire cursed, slashing at the bindings with his sword. “Cheap tricks won’t save you forever.”

“They seem to work well enough.” Eld darted forward, dagger aimed at Orlando’s chest.

Orlando broke free just in time, parrying the strike. Their weapons locked together, faces inches apart. “I saw you at the Necropromicon, you know. Trying to kiss Lea. Shame you couldn’t manage even that.”

Eld’s concentration wavered for a fraction of a second. Orlando seized the opening. The vampire’s eyes flashed red, and a nimbus of crimson energy exploded from his palm as he shoved Eld back with supernatural strength.

Eld stumbled, barely maintaining his footing.

Orlando lunged, sensing weakness, but Eld had a counter. He jerked back, giving Bart a chance to release his trusty detachable tail. Eld amplified it with a quick spurt of his necromantic energy, transforming it into a snare, his familiarity with Bart’s body allowing him to skip some of the typical necromantic gestures.

Orlando cursed, slicing the tail aside with his claymore. The vampire’s eyes narrowed, his irritation increasing after a string of foiled attacks. “Can’t you do anything on your own, Blackwood?”

“At least I don’t need thralls throwing themselves at me to feel validated.” The words left Eld’s mouth before he could stop them.

Orlando’s perfectly composed expression cracked. “Better than pining after someone who can’t even touch you without reality warping.”

Red flared around his body, so bright it looked like a solar ray. His next attack came with crushing force, the claymore swung so quickly that Eld didn’t have time to react.

Eld, completely unprepared for such a reckless assault, cried out as the sword cut deep into his shoulder. Only the protection of the Nocturnal Combat Club training room and enchanted plate kept him alive. Orlando had struck with lethal intent. Under normal circumstances, the strike would have bifurcated him.

Instead, Eld felt the pain, but the wound was rendered non-lethal.

Orlando himself soon felt some pain of his own. The sheer chaos of the all-out attack was totally different from his usual composed swordsmanship. He fell over, inadvertently falling face-first on his own blade.

Even if that hadn’t been a lethal blow, Eld’s pets would have gotten to him. Bart lunged from his cloak, squeaking furiously, and Shuck bounded onto the arena.

As for Eld and Orlando, they forced themselves back to their feet despite the extreme pain.

“Enough!” Wolfgang stepped between them, forcing them apart. “This is supposed to be practice, not a death match. We all know the rules! The battle ends once a lethal blow is dealt...though in this case, it seems like Orlando accidentally performed a murder-suicide.”

Eld lowered his dagger, noticing for the first time how hard he was breathing. On the other side of Wolfgang, Orlando straightened his collar with exaggerated care.

“Perhaps if our dear necromancer spent more time improving his skills and less time making snide remarks, we might actually progress,” Orlando drawled.

“Perhaps if our resident vampire stopped treating every practice like a personal vendetta—” Eld started.

“Both of you, shut it.” Wolfgang’s claws extended slightly. “Orlando, go cool off. Eld, you’re with me.”

Orlando gave an elaborate bow that somehow managed to be more insulting than any gesture Eld had seen. As the vampire stalked away, a small crowd of admirers trailed after him, offering congratulations and comfort.

Wolfgang turned to Eld. “You’re better than this. Both of you are.”

“He started—” Eld caught himself, recognizing how childish the words sounded. “You’re right. I shouldn’t let him get to me.”

“No, you shouldn’t.” Wolfgang retracted his claws. “But he’s not entirely wrong about one thing. You need to work on your close combat skills. Your spell work is creative, especially when you wind your pets into the mix, but you rely on it too much.”

Eld nodded, pushing aside thoughts of Orlando. “Show me?”

They spent the next hour drilling basic sword techniques.

Wolfgang was a demanding teacher, correcting Eld with occasional growls of frustration. By the time they finished, Eld’s arms ached from holding proper guard positions, and his smarting shoulder didn’t help matters either. He would have to attend to it tonight with some salves and necromantic rituals.

“Better,” Wolfgang grunted. “Now go clean up. We’ve got class soon.”

Eld gathered his things, including several vials of reagents that had fallen unnoticed from his cloak during practice. As he bent to retrieve them, he noticed Lilith watching him as her team, the Banshee Bunch, split up.

“Interesting practice session,” she remarked, gliding across the room.

“That’s one word for it.” Eld pocketed the last vial.

“Orlando seemed more aggressive than usual.”

“When isn’t he?” Eld started toward the exit, Lilith falling into step beside him.

“True. Though perhaps if you didn’t deliberately antagonize him…”

“I don’t—” Eld stopped himself. “He—he just makes it so easy.”

Lilith’s lips curved in a slight smile. “He does, doesn’t he? Still, did you ask him about the Splintered Dimension?”

“No, I—”

Eld sighed, then turned and called across the room. Considering what the vampire had said about his inability to do things on his own, asking for help was the last thing Eld wanted. But this was bigger than him. “Orlando! Wolfgang! I, um, need some help.”

“Help?” Orlando sneered. “That doesn’t sound like you at all, Blackwood.” Despite his feigned nonchalance, Eld noticed distinct irritation in the vampire’s eyes as they darted between him and Lilith.

“Can it, Orlando,” Wolfgang groaned. “You know Eld wouldn’t ask us if it wasn’t important. Think about what happened at Necropromicon.”

Eld took a deep breath and decided to explain himself before he grew too irritated to speak. He outlined their need for backup at the Splintered Dimension, plus the possible dangers.

“All those husks? Sounds like a real brawl,” Wolfgang said. “I seem to remember a bunch of them escaping at the end, when everyone was celebrating. If they fall under the sway of a new master, things will be dangerous.”

Orlando shrugged with feigned nonchalance. “I suppose the school’s continued existence goes beyond our vendetta. Besides, it will allow me to test my progress in becoming the Ultimate Being.” When he spoke, the strange crimson aura appeared again, this time seeming to morph into bat-like wings at his back and claws at his arms. “Just make sure you can survive in the Splintered Dimension, Blackwood. I noticed you’ve relied heavily on the practice area’s protection today.”

“No more than you did,” Eld hotly replied.

But before they broke into one last fight, Wolfgang stepped between them, arms crossed. “Practice is over. And from now on, there’s going to be new rules when we fight. No talking except for spell casting. No personal remarks. No showing off.” He glared at Orlando. “First one to break these rules sits out for a week. Clear?”

Eld and Orlando nodded stiffly.

“Good. Now, let’s see some actual teamwork for a change. I think this Splintered Dimension raid will be excellent practice. We’ll have real combat experience the other teams lack.”

As they left, the tension between them crackled like static electricity despite Wolfgang’s attempts at peace-making. Part of Eld wanted nothing more than to wipe that superior smirk off Orlando’s face next practice.

But he knew that Wolfgang was right. He had to be better than this, better than Orlando’s petty provocations. He had more important things to worry about—like helping Lea, advancing his studies, and preparing for whatever challenges lay ahead.

But as he rubbed his smarting shoulder, Eld couldn’t help thinking that some challenges were more immediate than others.
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Chapter 17: A Tool for Every Task, a Friend for Every Problem

After the first week of school, Eld staggered out of bed, cursing under his breath. “At this rate, maybe I should have let Cloudehill kill me in the Bog of Fear. I didn’t know how much worse this could get.”

A week of class had left his brain as smooth as a marble. Spinderella-Hemlock’s aggressive additions to the curriculum were much faster-paced than he would have liked, and so was Wolfgang’s training, with additional sparring sessions interspaced between classes. Sometimes, Eld couldn’t help but wonder if this was all some kind of practical joke played on him personally. It was just his second quarter at Bathurst, but the school had turned into a twisted test of mental and physical stamina, like some grand undead version of chess-boxing.

Of course, Eld’s emotions were tested just as much as his mind and body. Acquiring the eye had helped Lea some and maintaining his confidence had been equally important, just as Wysper recommended. Still, it was hard to act cheery all the time, especially a week after the dark shadow sapping everyone’s spirits. Eld knew it wasn’t just him suffering from these effects either. After a week of school, Mortimer Vex and his henchmen Vlad were wrecking the grade curve, and for the first time in Bathurst History, Erik the Drowned wasn’t in last place. Whatever their strange protection was, they were thriving, and the rest of Bathurst was suffering.

Out of curiosity, he’d also done some of his own research into Qarathil, hoping to find some hint of the ancient creature, but the name didn’t seem to exist anywhere. It seemed like his best bet was to listen to Gur and just wait for Qarathil to contact him again.

“Whatever,” Eld groaned. “Things will be better after tonight, when we figure out what’s going on with the Splintered Dimension and the Restricted Section books. What do you think, Talbot?”

Talbot did not reply.

Eld craned his creaky neck around, only to find that his friend had vanished. “Where did he go?” Eld asked.

Shuck barked loudly, turning his head to the corner of the room. The pile of damaged scrap metal Talbot called a mech suit was gone. From what Eld could tell, it had undergone some mild improvements over the first week, but nothing like the fighting shape it’d been at Necropromicon.

“He went to fix it?’

Shuck barked again.

“I just hope he’s able to make it on time. We’re meeting after Spinderella-Hemlock’s class. Leave it to Talbot to put everything off until the last moment.”

Eld walked over to the coffee machine. To his relief, Talbot had already made a full pot. Eld was so tired that just the thought of one additional task had seemed dramatically agonizing. He poured himself a cup, his arm aching.

“By the Black Sun—” Eld cut himself off mid-curse. He had cursed by the Black Sun for over his century of unlife. Since everyone thought it was a myth, it was more of a cultural thing than anything else, but now he realized he’d been taking his girlfriend’s name in vain. He quickly swapped to a different mythological nightkin, hoping he wouldn’t encounter them next. “I mean, by the Scaled One. Why would Orlando cut me there again? I’m not the one who is arguing with him between every class.”

Shuck barked and Bart chittered, eager to support him.

“No, I think I was a jerk to him, too. That comment about his thralls. Besides...you know, apparently, Orlando struggles with his family too.”

Bart chittered irritably, as if to say there was no excuse. Since he was also close with Lilith, he was particularly peeved with Orlando. Shuck, however, let out a curious whine, his tail shaking.

“Yeah. Just something he told me before he teamed up with us at Necropromicon. I think he sees them a lot more often than I do, though, at least according to Wolfgang. I think he’s working from within, trying to overthrow them. It’s probably related to this scheme to turn into the Ultimate Being. You know, that red magic and all that.”

Bart let out a tepid chitter, waving his reptile tail in an accusatory manner.

“No, I think he’s loyal. Pompous, sure, but loyal. I don’t think he’d hurt us. At least, that’s what he showed at Necropromicon, and hopefully, that’s what he shows today...” Eld trailed off, then shook his head irritably. He had enough problems. He didn’t need to be trailing off ominously on himself. “Whatever, let’s just get going.”

As he finished his coffee, a voice rang in his head. “Something interesting will happen today.”

Eld set the cup down, frowning. He still couldn’t tell if these were mere prophecies or simple observations, but perhaps he just needed a larger sample size. He poured himself another cup, and the voice spoke again. “Drinking too much coffee too quickly will give you a headache.”

Chuckling under his breath, Eld walked out of the room, his pets hurrying behind him.

Like before, Franky was still staying with Lea. “I’m just glad this isn’t Hemomancy. Spinderella-Hemlock’s just terrible when you show up wounded to class.”

He could almost hear her voice echoing through the classroom. “Well, Mr. Blackwood, seeing as your blood is already so close to the surface...why don’t you be our volunteer for the day?”

Thankfully, she was teaching Advanced Reanimation today instead, one of the courses where she’d replaced Grimthorpe.

After his group’s keen work at Necropromicon, including creating the fanged cloak, Spinderella-Hemlock had immediately moved him, Lea, and Lilith up to the highest level, passing them out of their lower and mid-level courses.

“Speaking of which, you guys come along too,” Eld said, nodding at the wardrobe. “We’ve got an appointment after class today.”

A rattlesnake skin boot kicked open the wardrobe, and his usual combat uniform drifted out, a patchwork fanged cloak and rattlesnake skin boots. Technically, his raccoon hat was part of the ensemble, but that was just an ordinary fur hat, mostly used as a decoy to hide weapons.

The reanimated clothing chittered at him.

“Oh. You guys want me to wear you out more often?”

They chittered again, the fangs of his boots and cloak clinking together. “Sure. Don’t want you guys to just be ‘board’ in the cupboard. Get it?”

They replied happily enough, but promptly went dormant as he put them on.

“Okay, so why did you—” Eld broke off. “You know what? Maybe it makes some sense. Animals like sleeping in the dark, but they also like tanning in the sun after all. Now let’s get out of here before we’re late. If I fail her class after she went through all that trouble boosting us up, I’m sure Spinderella-Hemlock will do something truly sadistic, some kind of curse that makes me fight myself.”

The walk to Intermediate Reanimation was short, just two floors above Revenant’s Rest. As always, the halls were decorated by the academy’s perpetual twilight,

Bart and Shuck squeaked and barked eagerly at each other.

“Oh, I’m sure you guys will see Franky,” Eld smiled, guessing what they were talking about. “Lea is in this class too.”

When he arrived outside the classroom, he found Lilith hesitantly peeking inside, a frown on her pale face.

“What’s going on?”

“Lea looks a little bothered. Is she alright?’

Eld peeked in with her. Through the open door, Eld spotted Lea already seated, a faint purple aura rippling around her, the rest of the students giving her a wide berth. The shadows beneath her depicted faint abstract visions of a zombie apocalypse, with just enough skulls and munched brains for Eld to tell what she was worried about. Franky darted beneath her, scanning them all with his glowing red mechanical eyes.

He winced. “Things have been getting better after finding the eye. But, well, she’s nervous. About what we’re doing tonight.”

“She thinks you’re doing too much for her,” Lilith intuited.

Eld stammered. He didn’t even know where to begin protesting. Before meeting Lea, he felt like he was just drifting through life. As much as he loved being a pet doctor, he felt like he was running from his family, running from the society of nightkin. Lea had given him a home and a purpose at Bathurst. Sometimes, it felt like nothing would be enough.

“Well, I—”

“Hold the protests, Blackwood. I didn’t say you were doing too much for her. I said she thinks you’re doing too much for her. I—you know what? Never mind.” Before he could respond, she quickened her pace, entering the classroom ahead of him.

Eld hurried after her, with them taking their typical seats on either side of Lea, who greeted them with a nervous smile. He supposed the one good thing about her fearsome reputation was that they always had good seats at the front of the class. Nobody else wanted to sit next to her.

Eld’s reunited pets were similarly happy to see each other.

Spinderella-Hemlock danced down from the roof, her various blood-sucking familiars already perched in their usual places behind her. Eld supposed that some of them were indeed reanimated, but they were far less useful in Reanimation than in Hemomancy. Rather than providing any educational benefit, they were solely here for intimidation purposes.

“Hello, class. Today we’ll be practicing precision reanimation. The goal is not simply to restore motion, but to maintain the subject’s original personality and capabilities. You must treat the soul as delicately as the spider treats her web.”

She gestured, and bats flew across the room, depositing covered cages on every desk. In the earlier-level necromancy classes, some of the nightkin might have flinched, but the upper-level students were all experienced. They recognized the crow as a learning opportunity rather than an ill omen or ransom threat.

“You have all received a recently deceased crow,” Professor Hemlock continued. “These birds were known for specific talents in life. Your task is to restore not just their bodies, but their unique abilities.”

Lifting back the fabric, Eld carefully examined his bird. Its feathers held a blue-black sheen, and a small note attached to the cage indicated it had been trained to mimic human speech.

“Begin,” Professor Hemlock commanded.

Eld opened his grimoire, then opened the large text tome beside it, carefully reviewing the modifications compared to his usual reanimation technique. To his surprise, he realized that he wasn’t as efficient as he thought he was. His self-taught reanimation circle had a few extraneous runes.

“Huh. So I can cut off there...and that sigil works as a contraction for the other four...not to mention my hand gestures could be a bit more rigid.”

Technically, Eld had successfully restored Spinderella-Hemlock with most of her powers, but that was the importance of a class. Despite Eld’s pride, he knew that there was always more to learn.

When he finished his circle, he paused, studying the last few lines in the text tome.

“Huh. Now this is interesting.”

Eld’s previous animal reanimations centered around bringing back pets—he wanted to revive the soul in addition to the body. But sometimes, souls were happy staying in the afterlife. It was possible to reanimate corpses with a facsimile of the old personality, or to even create a new one as his father had done with their butler, Graves. Eld had once shied away from such actions, viewing them as overly manipulative, but the truth was that most necromancers were different from his father or Cloudehill. Bringing back a body without a soul did not have to mean enslaving it.

Beside him, he noticed Lea staring at her crow, grimacing as she carefully copied the symbols from the book.

“You alright?’

“Just thinking about after class...and then I’m thinking that if I’m distracted, I’ll do something dangerous.”

Their conversation was interrupted by Lilith bellowing beside them. “Rise and serve!”

Professor Hemlock glided over to inspect Lilith’s work, dancing around the desk in a circle as she examined the bird. She poked at it with her leg, and the bird snapped back angrily, forcing Hemlock to dodge under the table.

The Headmistress pulled herself back up by sticking a globule to the roof, careful to stay away from the irritable crow, who eyed her with a suspicious yellow eye. “Adequate restoration of motor function, but where is the personality?” Spinderella-Hemlock asked. “This bird was known for its playful nature.”

Lilith frowned, adjusting her spell. The crow’s rigid posture relaxed slightly, head tilting with more natural curiosity.

Eld returned his attention to his own subject, carefully weaving the necessary enchantments. He took extra care with the throat and vocal cords, ensuring they would retain the flexibility needed for mimicry.

“Impressive work, Mr. Blackwood.” Professor Hemlock materialized beside his desk. “Though perhaps too much focus on the physical mechanisms. The bird’s willingness to speak came from its relationship with humans, not merely its capability.”

Eld nodded, modifying his approach. He thought of Shuck, of the loyalty and personality that made him more than just an animated corpse. Gradually, he felt the crow’s essence responding, its spectral energy taking on familiar patterns.

The bird opened its beak. “Hello,” it croaked, eerily human-like. “I’m a pretty little bird.”

A surge of void energy rippled through the room. Eld turned to see Lea’s crow floating several inches above its perch, surrounded by cosmic light.

Squawking, it opened its beak and started speaking rapidly, “And the shadowed wings did tremble, and it spake, Behold, the Black Sun rises in the hour of reckoning. Its light is not light, but a consuming void, and its warmth shall bring the cold of eternal decay. Woe to those who cling to the frail breath of life, for the great unraveling is nigh!” The bird’s eyes blazed with the same otherworldly radiance.

“Miss Azalea.” Professor Hemlock’s tone held a note of warning. “Control.”

But neither Lea nor the bird heard her.

“From the beak of the fallen,” the crow continued, “the words spilled like oil upon the waters, the gears of the world halt, the rivers turn to ash. No stone shall hold its shape, no spark its flame. All shall be unmade, for the Weaver unravels the tapestry of being!”

Lea’s hands trembled as she tried to rein in her power. The crow continued to rise, its body beginning to distort.

The creature grew louder as extra eyes sprouted from its head. “And it cried aloud with a voice not its own. Lo, the veil is torn, and the chasm of endless night yawns wide. None shall escape the whisper of entropy’s breath. The Black Sun shall consume the heavens, and time itself shall bow in surrender!”

Without thinking, Eld reached toward her—then stopped, remembering the risks of physical contact. “Lea, focus on the bird itself. Not the power, just the bird.”

She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. The purple aura dimmed slightly, but the crow remained suspended.

“Perhaps you should step outside,” Professor Hemlock suggested. “Take a moment to—”

“I can do this.” Lea opened her eyes, now swirling with galactic depths, and made a gesture Eld had never seen before, his fingers a tangled claw-like mess.

“And the voice became a dirge! The Black Sun does not rise—it devours! It consumes the firmament, and the stars dissolve into its maw. Even memory shall perish, for it feasts on the past, the present, and the yet-to-come. None shall escape the hunger that knows no—”

The void energy collapsed inward, condensing around the crow. For a moment, the bird hung motionless. Then it settled gently back onto its perch, nearly perfectly restored. When it opened its eyes, they held only a hint of purple.

Professor Hemlock studied the crow intently. “Interesting. Not quite what was asked for, but…interesting.” She moved on to evaluate other students’ work.

Eld noticed Lilith watching Lea with an expression that mixed concern and something else he couldn’t quite discern. Perhaps admiration, perhaps envy.

As the class continued, Eld found his attention divided between his own work and checking in on Lea. She had managed to maintain control over her restored crow, but the effort clearly strained her. Occasionally, small wisps of void energy would escape, causing nearby objects to shiver.

When the bell finally rang, Lea was one of the first to leave, gathering her things with unusual haste. “I’ll be back,” she said. “I need to calm down. I was able to get the bird under control, but with things like this...”

Eld started to follow, but Lilith caught his arm.

“Let me talk to her,” she said. “I think I understand what she’s going through.”

Eld hesitated, watching Lea retreat. “Are you sure?”

“Trust me.” Lilith squeezed his arm briefly before pulling away. “Sometimes it’s easier to talk to someone who isn’t…”

“Who isn’t what?”

“Someone you’re afraid to disappoint.”   

She hurried after Lea, leaving Eld to consider her words.

The rest of the students streamed out as Eld waited by the door for Spinderella-Hemlock.

In the distance, through the crowd of students, he saw that Lilith and Lea had caught up to each other. Lea gestured with obvious agitation, while Lilith listened intently. Eld frowned, his chest tightening. He wanted to help Lea, to be there for her, but maybe Lilith was right. Lea had other friends at Bathurst, and she’d built a strong community aside from just Eld. They could help her, too.

“Trouble in paradise?” Orlando’s mocking voice echoed from behind him. “Though I suppose paradise isn’t quite the right word when you can’t even consistently hold hands without reality breaking.”

Eld turned slowly. “Don’t you have some thralls to entertain?”

“Don’t you have some pets to resurrect?” Orlando’s perfect features arranged themselves into an expression of exaggerated concern. “Oh wait, you can’t even do that properly anymore. Too busy mooning after our resident cosmic horror.”

But despite Orlando’s words, Eld noticed that he seemed unusually flustered, his eyes darting from Eld to Lilith.

Eld knew they were supposed to work together, but his features warped into a sneer. “At least I don’t need to compel people to spend time with me.”

Orlando’s hand dropped to his sword hilt, and crimson flashed around his body. “Careful, Blackwood. We’re not in the practice arena anymore.”

“Good. Then I won’t have to hold back.”

“That’s enough.” Wolfgang loomed behind Orlando. “Both of you, walk away. Now.”

For a moment, Orlando looked ready to argue. Then he stepped back. “Another time, perhaps.” He swept away, cape billowing dramatically.

Wolfgang fixed Eld with a stern look. “What did I say about antagonizing him? We’re supposed to have each other’s backs right now!”

“I know, I know.” Eld ran a hand through his hair. “It’s just—everything about him gets under my skin lately. I mean, everything is getting under my skin lately. I—”

“Figure it out. We can’t afford this kind of division, especially since we’re going into a real battle soon.” Wolfgang’s expression softened slightly. “Look, I know things are complicated with Lea, but don’t let Orlando use that to get to you.”

“How did you—”

“I have ears, don’t I? And unlike some people, I actually use them.” Wolfgang clapped Eld on the shoulder, nearly knocking him over. “Now come on. Take a deep breath and get ready. We have a practice session coming up.”

Eld was frankly baffled by how Wolfgang could consider a dangerous incursion into the Splintered Dimension a mere practice session, but perhaps he needed to boost his confidence a bit more. Though Eld felt battered and tired, his skills had improved significantly even after just a week at Bathurst.

It was time to apply it.

But as soon as Lea and Lilith walked back, he noticed his mind wandering again.

“Focus,” Wolfgang growled, noticing his distraction. “You can sort out your love life later.”

By then, Spinderella-Hemlock had skittered out of the classroom. She turned her head around, examining the group. “Ah. Not just Ms. Nightshade and Ms. Azalea, but also Mr. von Ravenscroft and Mr. Salzburg. I see you’ve gathered quite a group, Mr. Blackwood.”

“Talbot is supposed to be here too,” Eld said, his eyes scanning the corridor. “I think he’s making a last-second modification to his mech suit.”

A loud zap echoed down the corridor, and Talbot materialized in a puff of blue ectoplasm. “Hah! The Spectral Striker Mark Four, now modified into The EXORCISER. It all stands for stuff, I assure you.”

Eld stared back at the distinctively normal Talbot. “Um...Talbot? You didn’t bring anything with you...”

“Great Horned One!” Talbot exclaimed. “The teleportation feature was supposed to teleport me with the suit, not just blast me here!” A glowing watch on his wrist beeped, and his eyes widened, going from irritation to despair. “And it sounds like it self-destructed at our original location.”

“Um...do you still want to go with us?” Eld asked.

“I suppose I have to,” Talbot said. “I would be too embarrassed to float back on my own...and besides, I need your help cleaning our room after. It sounds like our desks might have disintegrated. Hopefully the coffee machine knew to run away...”

Bart and Shuck eyed him reproachfully as Franky wiped fake sweat off his brow. “Hah. Good thing I’m stationed elsewhere, huh Boss?”

“Well. We’re glad to have you anyway, Mr. Wilting. Though after assessing the damage to school property, we will leave you with a bill.”

“Um, Professor?” Eld asked. “Do we have anyone else coming with us?”

“Oh, she’ll meet us there. And keep quiet...we don’t want anyone hearing us when they shouldn’t. Ms. Nightshade. That lovely cloaking spell of yours, perhaps.”

“You got another professor to help us?” Lilith asked, obeying Spinderella-Hemlock’s orders and cloaking the group.

“Um. No. You see, that’s the thing about being Headmistress. There’s a lot of administrative work to be done, and they leave it to me.”

“The Professors aren’t willing to fight for the very integrity of the school?” Orlando asked. “They sound worse than Talbot!”

“Erm. No. I’m just annoyed at them for leaving me with all the paperwork, and I was too proud to ask them, alright? Let’s fix this ourselves. I can’t wait to shove it in their faces. Besides, other than my special guest, my beautiful familiars are all the help we’ll need.”

Wolfgang let out a rumbling laugh, turning to Eld and Orlando. “I was wrong. You two boneheads aren’t the worst.”

“Careful, Mr. Salzburg...” Spinderella-Hemlock hissed.

“What does Wolfgang have to be careful about?” Lilith wondered. “He flunked out of Necromancy and Hemomancy years ago.”

“Wouldn’t it be so much worse if I forcibly re-enrolled him?”

“I suppose so,” Wolfgang hastily replied. “Apologies, Ma’am.”

Eld was still wondering who Spinderella-Hemlock’s secret helper could be as they slowly descended into the catacombs. But the longer they walked, the softer their steps seemed to become. Eld turned to the group. “Hey. Do you guys hear that? Isn’t that weird?”

To his shock, his voice had gone down to a whisper, and the typical echo of the catacombs had vanished completely.

“Wait,” Eld replied, his eyes widening as his voice grew ever softer. “Headmistress...you invited the Librarian?”
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Chapter 18: Husks Just Want to Feel Something

“Of course I did. She’s more eager to get the Restricted Section books back than anyone. She was overjoyed when I reversed Grimthorpe’s orders,” Spinderella-Hemlock replied. Her voice would have been so much smugger if she hadn’t been quieted just like Eld’s had.

The Librarian materialized down the hall, a leaking miasma of ectoplasm slowly drifting towards them like the morning fog. Her entire body was covered by a thick and heavy black robe, obscuring almost all of her appearance save for the strange shifting faces poking out from beneath the hood. Sometimes there were two faces, other times four, sometimes even over a dozen.

The librarian’s appearance reminded Eld of a painting he’d seen once, which had been cleverly drawn to depict an old woman and a young woman at the same time, only in the librarian’s case, it was just a bunch of old women. Nobody knew what age she was—she might have been older than the school itself.

Normally, when spotted in the library, all of her faces showed disapproval, but now her expression had hardened for battle, her shifting eyes seething and angry.

“I don’t know about this…” Lilith whispered, taking a step back.

Orlando stepped in front of her, practically bowing as he walked. “Well. If you’re frightened, I’m more than happy to protect you.” His hand rested on the side of his massive claymore.

Lilith’s eyes narrowed. “I meant it would affect my main form of combat. It’s hard to scream with the Librarian around. If you remember, it was my team that won the Nocturnal Combat Club Championship, not yours.”

Orlando eyed Eld. “Yes. I do remember. Though I think it had more to do with who matched up against you in your bout. Perhaps you shouldn’t hold the person you fought in such high regard.”

The remark, the insult equivalent of a discovered check, managed to offend both Eld and Lilith at once, but before they could say anything, the Librarian had arrived, her aura of silence dwarfing their whispers to nothing at all.

“Headmistress. I am at your command,” the Librarian replied. Her voice was soft, yet in the eerily unnatural quiet, it boomed like thunder.

To Eld’s surprise, Spinderella-Hemlock was able to speak as well. It seemed like the Librarian’s silencing was selective. She clapped her legs together in delight. “Excellent. Excellent. To have such a powerful being under my command…Perhaps I will plant missing library books on misbehaving students! Won’t that be an excellent disciplinary method?!”

Her cackling instantly dwindled to nothing. The librarian’s faces shifted towards her, the black rope rippling as she twisted her head out of the fabric, elongating far longer than any neck should have been able to.

“Ah. Um. I mean. I was just thinking out loud there. Or. Oh. Um. Sorry, that is to say…I was reverse thinking out loud. Saying the opposite of what I was thinking.”

Before Spinderella-Hemlock fell into a web of her own lies, Eld nudged her pointedly. While he wasn’t very experienced in actual combat yet, his time at the Nocturnal Combat Club told him that it was important that everyone on his side could talk, both for spellcasting and for clear communication.

“Ah, yes,” Spinderella-Hemlock chittered. “Would you be so kind as to unmute the students as well?”

The Librarian turned to them for a moment, observing them curiously with her morphing faces.

“It will let us get the books back faster,” Spinderella-Hemlock said. “And then you can get back to your lovely cataloguing.”

The silence slowly vanished, and a new voice cried out to them, an unmuted student they hadn’t realized was there. Wysper poked her head through the wall. “Hold on! Hold on! Wait for me!”

She phased fully through, huffing and puffing. “Whew. Had to rush to get here.”

Eld turned to Lea. “Did you tell her about it?”

“No,” Lea replied. “I thought it would be too dangerous.”

“I figured it out for myself,” Wysper replied. “There was a big hubbub around the school, you know, most people are confused. They don’t know why Spinderella-Hemlock is meeting with Eld so often. Some suspect favoritism, but there’s some, uh, dicier allegations out there too.”

Eld groaned. He didn’t even want to think about what those allegations might be.

“So what’s wrong with having favorites?” Spinderella-Hemlock replied, not even bothering to go the usual route of denial. “Grimthorpe took a special interest in Eld, too.”

“Hopefully, your relationship ends better than his and Grimthorpe’s did,” Lilith quipped.

“Oh, I’m sure it will,” Spinderella-Hemlock breezily replied. “Though Ms. Conjuring, I must say, I’m not sure you’re suited for this task.”

“What do you mean? I have magical powers,” Wysper indignantly replied.

“Yes, but we all have magical powers,” Spinderella-Hemlock replied. “That’s the point of this school. The key is knowing how to use them in battle. For instance, I don’t believe you’re a member of the Nocturnal Combat Club.”

“Sure, but I’m still a Bathurst student. If I’m not prepared for this mission, you must be a lousy Headmistress. And besides, I want to prove to you that I’m strong enough to be Lea’s roommate again. The new girl you paired me up with snores up a thunderstorm at night.”

Spinderella-Hemlock couldn’t properly argue against her own competence, though the way her eight eyes swiveled suggested that she was considering siccing the Librarian on her. “Very well. We will find the bronze doors. Let’s go.”

Talbot turned to Wysper and groaned. “Ugh. If I knew you were here, I would have been more careful with my mech suit. I suppose I’ll do my best to be heroic without it.”

“Right you are, Talbot. True heroism comes from within,” Wolfgang declared.

For a while, the unlikely group wandered through the Catacombs, sifting through pitch black tunnel after pitch black tunnel, the floating bronze double doors that opened up into the Splintered Dimension nowhere to be found. There were supposed to be thirty-nine different entrances scattered across the Catacombs, but from the looks of it, every single one of them had gone on strike.

“Those blasted doors never show up when you need them to,” Orlando grumbled.

“Well, that reminds me of someone I know,” Lilith replied, her eyes narrowing.

Eld and Lea shot each other an uneasy glance. If this continued further, things might lead to friendly fire.

Thankfully, Wolfgang intervened, putting himself between the two of them and throwing a burly arm on each of their shoulders. “Alright, alright. Time out for now, you too. We’ll talk about it more after our fight for the school’s future.”

As if the universe itself were conspiring to aid Wolfgang’s peacekeeping, the bronze double doors materialized before them, floating through the stone Catacomb wall. The bronze door’s magic automatically triggered a blaring message in Eld’s mind.

“Splintered Dimension, no students allowed. Splintered Dimension, no students allowed.”

Eld noticed Orlando opening his mouth to make an unflattering comparison, but Wolfgang grabbed him a bit harder, practically putting the pale vampire into a furry headlock.

“Hopefully nobody snuck in against my orders,” Spinderella-Hemlock said. “Without Grimthorpe’s fortune, we can’t really afford a legal dispute.”

As they drew closer to the bronze doors, Eld heard a chorus of groaning echoing from inside.

“Ominous,” Talbot muttered.

Wysper looked a little reluctant that she’d come. “I’m not quite sure we can prank our way out of this one, Talbot.”

As always, it fell to Wolfgang to brighten up their spirits. “I can’t wait to relax in the Splintered Dimension after we reclaim it!”

“It was a good place to plot out my next prank,” Wysper said.

“Or to take a nap,” Talbot added.

“It’s a good place to hide from my fans when they become a bit too much,” Orlando conceded.

Eld and Lea had never seen the Splintered Dimension before Grimthorpe’s machinations, but they suspected that more secrets lay inside. They glanced at each other and nodded firmly. “Alright. We’re ready.”

“By my authority as Headmistress, I command you to open!” Spinderella-Hemlock declared.

This time, having the Headmistress on their side meant there was no need to sneak in. The bronze doors blared one last time, then opened, revealing the Splintered Dimension.

Their group peered into the shifting ethereal space, an endlessly expansive pocket dimension in the school. The last time Eld had been here, he’d seen bookshelves and a desk stacked high with necromantic reagents, along with his father and the Familial Tome. The Tome was gone, but everything else was still there, only they’d drifted far away, floating through the endless white space as they were displaced by row after row of husks.

There weren’t quite as many husks here as there’d been at the first Necropromicon, but it still had to be well over a hundred. As always, the husks themselves were a misshapen and slovenly lot, even worse than Mortimer’s newly raised army of servants. Some had maggot infestations, others were downright decomposing. They wore a mixture of ordinary clothing and battered pieces of armor, likely whatever Grimthorpe had left over to equip them.

But despite their unimpressive appearance, Eld staggered back, instinctively fearful.

Husks were mindless zombies, reanimated without souls, designed solely as servants. They had no thoughts other than obedience to their master, though occasionally, the magic that animated them would cause uncontrolled rages, a contagion of madness and rabid ferocity that rapidly spread from husk to husk, leading to the well-known zombie apocalypse trope.

The husks turned towards the group as one.

When they opened their mouths to speak, no sound came out. A few of their unmaintained jaws clattered to the floor, equally silently. A wave of magic had emanated from the Librarian, promptly silencing them.

“Brace yourselves!” Spinderella-Hemlock declared. She waved her upper legs like a conductor at a symphony. Red portals opened in reality, and her blood-sucking familiars slowly manifested themselves.

“Wait,” Lea whispered. “Something’s...different. Look at them.”

She was right.

Some of the husks looked fearful, their eyes darting endlessly across the group’s weapons and familiars. Others looked almost eager to have guests, totally unaware that they were here to fight. A few of them looked like they might have been spellcasters, a rare breed of husk that Eld and Lea had battled before, but they were just as silenced as the rest of them, unable to use the verbal components of their spells. Still, they didn’t look like they wanted to attack either. They seemed more confused than anything else, baffled by the magics from the Librarian and Spinderella-Hemlock.

Eld had never seen such emotion in husks before. They were necromantically programmed such that they could only think about their task. The usual husks would have either thrown themselves at the group. They wouldn’t sit around gawking.

“Boss, my analysis suggests they are looking to make peace,” Franky replied.

“Husks? Make peace?” Eld whispered. “What do you mean? They tried to kill you last time you were here.”

“Yes, but it’s what the data suggests,” Franky replied. “I can’t disagree with the data, can I, Boss?”

It wasn’t just whatever data Franky was collecting. Eld’s eyes saw it too, but everything he knew about necromancy suggested it was impossible.

“Don’t attack!” Lea called, raising her hands and stepping towards the husks. Even though they were supposed to be little more than mindless flesh automatons, she did not want them to hurt them. As always, Lea saw the best in everyone, which unfortunately, based on her fractured memories, might have been what got her in this mess to begin with.

Eld tried to place a protective hand on her shoulder, but the spatial pressure was too much, and he found himself staggering back.

Seeing the frightened husks had affected her deeply. Lea’s emotions were running hot.

“What do you mean...” the librarian hissed. “The books are behind them...”

“And we need to see what remains of Grimthorpe’s fortune! These husks were clearly left here to guard something!” Spinderella-Hemlock replied. “Come, my beauties...we will dine on Type O blood tonight!”

But Lea stepped between both sides, spreading her arms wide. As the Librarian and Spinderella-Hemlock approached, they were blasted back by spatial distortions, flying across the Splintered Dimension. The interaction between Lea’s spatial distortion and the Splintered Dimension’s stretched-out space created a bizarre effect. Normally, the Librarian and Spinderella-Hemlock would have gone flying through the door, but instead, they were seemingly warped back to their original position after whirling through the entire Splintered Dimension and back around again.

Just like back at Necropolis, even though Lea couldn’t exactly control her powers, she was clever enough to take advantage of them when they were active.

“What are you doing?” the Librarian demanded.

Spinderella-Hemlock just chittered happily and jumped on Eld’s shoulder. The force of the blow had sent her spinning right back into her pet spider personality.

The husks, meanwhile, still hadn’t attacked, despite the disorder in their lines. Still unable to talk, they just turned towards each other, staring and blinking in confusion at the magical anomalies blossoming before their eyes.

“Clearly, something is going on,” Lilith said. “And we need to talk to them to figure it out.”

“It seems like this is one of the rare times violence isn’t the solution,” Wolfgang reluctantly conceded.

“I think we should let them talk,” Lea said, turning to the Librarian. “They might have something to say.”

The Librarian turned to her and then to Spinderella-Hemlock, still dancing on Eld’s shoulder.

“I’m sure that’s what she wants,” Eld said.

“Oh yes. Please do exactly as Eld says,” Spinderella-Hemlock ordered. “He saved my life, after all.”

As the Librarian conceded, Eld’s eyes widened in surprise. It seemed like the split personality was benefiting both sides. Just like how Hemlock was slowly gaining the ability to command spiders, it seemed like Spinderella had gained human speech.

“Excellent! Excellent!” Franky declared. “We shall have many delightful philosophical conversations!”

The husks regained the ability to speak, though mostly they just groaned in surprise.

“Excuse me,” Lea said. “Um. We’re trying to get through you guys. We want to take a look at those desks over there. And I think there’s supposed to be some kind of hidden treasure? From Grimthorpe?”

The husks glanced at each other, grunting again. Through the awkward guttural noises, Eld thought he heard some hint of speech. Via a process Eld did not understand, they managed to democratically elect a representative.

A husk with a shock of orange-red hair sticking out of his skull spoke, his words slow and hesitant, but intelligible. “Unfortunately, Headmaster Grimthorpe has told us we must die to protect his artifacts. We don’t want to do that, but he will drain our life away if we disobey him.”

“Grimthorpe is dead,” Spinderella-Hemlock declared, her Hemlock personality resurfacing as she leapt back off of Eld’s shoulder with as much dignity as she could muster. “I am Headmistress now, and I say you let us through.”

The husks stared at each other, relief evident on their zombified faces.

“Oh. Well, what are we doing here then?”

“What a stroke of luck. I should enroll as a student.”

“Freedom at last. I shall travel the world.”

Without another comment, the husks charged out of the room, a much more joyful version of the mad zombie rampage.

“Wait!” Lilith cried. The academic banshee’s eyes were wide with shock. Even now, she was interested in this research opportunity. “How...what...aren’t husks supposed to not have personalities?”

“I mean, it’s hard to develop a personality when working all the time,” a husk with a half-decomposed face replied.

“A husk is born without a soul or personality, true, but even an empty vessel can be filled,” a particularly philosophical husk wearing a pair of broken spectacles noted.

“Yeah, it gets easier with some peace, quiet, and time to think. Being in the Splintered Dimension was good for us,” agreed a husk with a pale green face.

“But what about the infamous husk rage?” Lilith cried.

The husk with the plume of red hair, perhaps more labor leader than representative, turned back to her. “Working conditions like ours...you try not going insane.”

“I suppose there are Old One texts about going postal,” Lilith muttered. “Maybe the husks just need to unionize.”

Spinderella-Hemlock, befitting her newfound position as administration, was more concerned with keeping the school financially afloat. “Wait! Didn’t Grimthorpe have a fortune hidden somewhere? Is it in the Splintered Dimension?”

The husks stared at each other, their formerly dull eyes brightening with excitement.

“A fortune?”

“First I’m hearing of this.”

“Wow, let’s be treasure hunters!”

“Wait—his fortune wasn’t here?” Spinderella-Hemlock cried, slumping over.

“Nah. There were just artifacts and books, boring stuff like that,” a husk replied.

Spinderella-Hemlock slumped over, but the rest of the group was happy. They had what they were looking for. They all walked in, save for the Librarian, who seemed to be debating the benefits of staying at Bathurst if she had to take yet another salary cut.

They moved into the clear white space, the bookshelves and desk slowly re-anchoring themselves now that they were no longer displaced by the husks. Eld’s eyes flickered across the rows after rows of books, many of which had been restored after Grimthorpe previously brought them to his quarters. Surely, some of them would hold the answers.

But just as keenly, his eyes searched the desk, hoping for some hint of artifacts. If not there, perhaps they were deeper in the Splintered Dimension. Knowing Grimthorpe, he had to have at least one of Lea’s pieces...maybe even two.

A shadow came to life, somehow peeling itself off the infinite white space of the Splintered Dimension—darkness where there should not have been darkness.

The massive figure leered down at them, a hulking miasma of darkness with two glowing red eyes. “How did you scare all the husks off? I was just wondering how I was going to escape...”

Lea suddenly gasped. “Wait, Eld, I—"

Eld’s eyes widened as the shadow further materialized out of the wall, revealing a pair of clay arms that it wore over his own. The magical tie was unrecognizable. They were Lea’s.
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Chapter 19: A Bad Time to Call

The figure looming before them carried an ancient witchlight lantern in his left hand—a traditional one, made from the skull of a witch. The bleached white bone was old and decrepit, the skull cracked with age. It was hollow at the top with a flaring light where the brain should have been. He held the light gingerly, far away from his body, as if the skull still carried some ancient disease.

The gleaming light from the lantern revealed his full form, which slowly came into focus as he carefully regarded them. A coyote’s head with blood red eyes on a muscular human body, all made of endlessly shifting black shadows.

Eld’s eyes widened as he recognized it for what it was—a wraith, a vicious creature of the shadows. Unruly and cantankerous, most of them lived in seclusion. Very few of them came to a place like Bathurst. Even among the nightkin, their abilities were largely unknown.

“Who are you?” Wolfgang asked, puffing out his chest. The sight of a fellow muscular part-canine part-humanoid seemed to have triggered some kind of buried territorial instinct.

“What I see is an organ thief!” Wysper declared. “Give those arms back immediately!”

“Are you sure arms are organs?” Talbot yawned. But despite his usual mix of sluggishness and pedantry, his translucent body subtly shifted, ready to fight.

“I apologize, Mr. Shadow Wolf,” Spinderella-Hemlock chittered, making up a name when she wasn’t sure what to call him. “But we need those clay artifacts back. Ending spatial anomalies and whatnot.”

Orlando and Lilith simply looked confused.

“Eld? What’s going on?”

“Who is this guy?”

Belatedly, Eld realized he probably should have explained Lea’s missing body parts to them, but there was no time for that now.

Eld eyed the wraith carefully, his words tight. “Rafflesia. Are they…loving and caring to you? Did they make some grand promise? It’s, um, well, I don’t know what they told you. But maybe we can help you. We do need those arms back, though. I—”

The wraith cut him off, bloodstained teeth splitting his face as he laughed. “What? Love? Care? What in the hells are those? No, Master Rafflesia allows me to do whatever I want, so long as I serve him. Though I got to say, the fun ended for a while there. Went right to sleep when the Black Sun set. That was a flaw in his plan, wasn’t it? But now that our power source is awake again, we’re up and ready to go!”

Eld saw red.

Power source.

That was all they thought of Lea as.

Without any hesitation, his fingers darted through the air, his sickly green eyes blazing. Chains clinked into existence, surrounding the shadowy coyote, but when Eld clenched his fist, they phased right through him.

The wraith howled with laughter. “What are you, stupid? I’m a living shadow!” He carefully aimed, then threw his lantern in the air, the glowing witchlight spiraling and creating new shadows as it twisted. The coyote-faced creature sank into the white light of the Spatial Dimension, temporarily vanishing before reappearing right in front of them, his fangs bared.

Lilith let out a banshee scream, but it simply rippled right through the shadowy wraith. If anything, it stunned their group instead.

Spinderella-Hemlock gestured vigorously with her spindly legs, but her hemomancy was equally useless, as were her familiars, whose attacks simply passed through the darkness.

The wraith let out a crude laugh before slamming his two clay arms straight into Eld’s chest, who was hit so hard he couldn’t even cry out in pain.

Eld spat out thick congealed blood as he flew back; the punches had the same force as Lea’s spatial manipulation, only far more directed and vicious. Unlike Lea, the wraith knew how to control these powers, and he wanted to make it hurt. It felt like Eld’s bones were being ripped apart from the inside by tumorous black holes.

“Eld! No!” Lea cried.

Magical energy exploded from her body, violent ripples of inexplicable eldritch energy. Orlando, who had just drawn his claymore, went flying to the side, as did Lilith, Wolfgang, and all the rest of them. Talbot and Wysper tried turning translucent to avoid the outburst, but that failed as well, their bodies rippling as they all went flying around the Splintered Dimension.

Just as before, the combination of two spatial anomalies distorted and amplified each other. Their entire group scattered, then returned before being split yet again, thrown around like dirty clothes in a laundry machine.

Eld felt every fiber of his being rippling and billowing, like a sail in too wind. His body undulated wildly, and his very thoughts were temporarily reversed—he somehow began thinking of sentences from end to beginning.

Somehow, Eld found himself holding on for dear life to a stray bookshelf. Bart and Franky had been ripped right out of his robes. He had no idea where they’d gone, and Shuck was missing too.

His friends had similarly vanished, all chaotically strewn through the Splintered Dimension. Even Lea and the wraith were nowhere to be found.

As the universe continued thrashing about, something very hard and very sharp hit him in the back of the head, and he collapsed.

***

Eld’s mind crumpled under the sheer force of ancient confrontations and interdimensional displacement, not to mention whatever had collided with the back of his skull.

The darkness claimed him.

Until it didn’t.

He found himself flickering back to consciousness, mist coiling around his ankles.

When he blinked, he was in what appeared to be Bathurst’s main courtyard—only if the courtyard had been partially melted and reassembled by someone who’d only heard vague descriptions of architecture. The buildings were technically made out of wood, only whoever built them had forgotten the all-important step of turning trees into lumber. The familiar clock tower’s hands were made of spinning branches, and that was just the beginning of the weirdness.

“What? What just...”

Like usual, Eld was keenly aware that he was dreaming. Not only that, he knew he had to wake up, to help his friends and Lea in the fight against the wraith, though the flaring pain in the back of his mind made that nearly impossible, as if it were a lock on his consciousness.

The haze wrapping around his ankles thickened, swirling into tendrils that rapidly enveloped his whole body.

Eld groaned. “No, get away. I need to go back. I need to wake up.”

The thought of Lea’s pained and terrified face sent shivers down his whole body.

When the mist vanished, a figure emerged from the shadows between the twisted arboreal pillars of the imitation-Bathurst.

A crown of horns and antlers branched from its head, silhouetted against the dream-warped sky. Patches of rotting fur clung to its emaciated body, and mushrooms sprouted from its shoulders and spine. Its eyes burned like twin lanterns in the gloom.

Qarathil.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Eld muttered. “Now, of all times?”

The creature cocked its antlered head, eyes fixed on Eld. “Are you displeased to see me?” The air around the creature darkened, coalescing into swirling clouds. The stench of decay intensified, earthy and ancient. Mushrooms sprouted from the cracked stones beneath its hooved feet as it lumbered towards him. “I thought you had need of me.”

Eld groaned. “I do. I just...now isn’t the time. I—"

The creature took another step forward. More of Qarathil became visible. A ribcage so prominent that each bone could be counted, skin stretched taut in some places and hanging in decayed tatters in others. The antlers weren’t just branches but living wood, with small creatures nestling in their crevices.

It shook its head, snorting like a bull. “Eldritch Blackwood. Finally, you’ve acknowledged me...only to forestall the power I offer? You don’t realize your desperate situation, descendant of usurpers.” The creature seemed to grow larger, antlers scraping the dream sky. “The necromancy you practice is but a shadow, a corruption of your true family magic, that which embraces life and death alike.”

Under normal circumstances, Eld would have been overjoyed to see Qarathil. The living mushroom buried deep beneath the family crypt had confirmed his suspicions, and the warm strength in his chest after the family blessing had felt natural, right in a way that his father’s lessons never had.

But the long-winded spirit’s words could not have come at a worse time.

“Look. I need to wake up now. I’m happy to talk later, but—”

“I know why you must awaken. I know the enemy that awaits you on the other side, I know the torment you felt as you were unable to aid your companions. I even know about the fragments that your cosmic companion seeks, the apocalyptic machinations your father has put into place. I know everything.”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” Eld said. “And I want to learn all that. It sounds really interesting. But I’m kind of in the middle of a fight right now and—”

Qarathil plowed on, acting with all the determination of a possessed telemarketer.

“I have watched for centuries as the Blackwoods twisted the old ways, as they locked away what they feared, as they sought power through dominance rather than symbiosis.” Qarathil extended one of its arms towards Eld, twisting his hand until it was palm up as if waiting for Eld to take it. “But I intend to rectify this. I bring knowledge you’ve long sought. The ancient formula for Familiar Immortality, the Perfect Familiar Reanimation spell you glimpsed in your father’s tome as a child.”

Despite Eld’s fear and trepidation, despite his worries, he froze.

That spell, the one he’d only seen for moments before his father had snatched the Familial Tome away, had haunted him for years. The possibility of giving his companions true immortality, not just undeath. That’s why he agreed to attend Bathurst in the first place.

If he could learn it from the original source, that would solve all his problems. He could grant Shuck, Bart, and Franky immortality. Maybe even Spinderella-Hemlock, so long as she agreed to leave the Spinderella side in control more often.

He and his pets would finally have the strength to keep Lea safe.

“I’ll do it!” Eld declared.

“Excellent. A pact centuries dormant, finally bound again. You need but accept.”

“I—”

Eld’s acceptance was drowned out by voices breaking through from the waking world.

“Where is Wolfgang?”

“Get that thing away from Lea!”

“Someone, help me!”

Eld jolted upright, the dream vanishing as he found himself back in the ethereal blankness of the Splintered Dimension.

***

Wysper flew by him, screaming for help, still caught in the ever-shifting distortions created by Lea’s panic. As for Eld, he was now inside a crumpled bookshelf, belatedly realizing he’d been knocked out by a tumble of books.

As she spun chaotically by him, Eld managed to reach out, grabbing onto her and pulling her to temporary safety, just as Talbot crawled into the shelf just beneath them. Orlando and Lilith had landed together on top of Grimthorpe’s old table.

With a loud creak, the books flew haphazardly from the shelves, and the Librarian let out a cry of shock, chasing after them, the fight completely forgotten.

As for Spinderella-Hemlock and Wolfgang, they were nowhere to be found, just like the pets. Eld could only hope they were elsewhere in the Splintered Dimension or they’d somehow been blasted to safety.

Only the wraith was immune.

He cackled. “Weaklings. The world has fallen apart since the glorious days when we nightkin roamed the world, free to do as we pleased.” He leered at Lea, his lipless mouth of fangs curling as he examined her. “Though it seems like you got a few more pieces back, Black Sun. If I reclaim them, you’ll float back into the sky eventually. Master Rafflesia will be pleased. Very pleased.”

He stepped towards Lea, who trembled in terror. “Someone! Help!” she called. “I—”

She tried pushing him away, using magic at first and her hands when she couldn’t, but it was no use. The shadow seemed immune to her powers. He was able to grab and hold her, ignoring the spatial anomalies that Eld risked every time they approached each other.

“Well, I don’t know where Master Rafflesia is, and I can’t extract these parts myself. Perhaps I’ll—”

He let out a wailing cry, dropping Lea and spinning around as smoke billowed from his shoulder, a hole burned straight through him.

“You fools!” Orlando cried, his lips curled in a strenuous sneer as he directed his new power, the red light concentrated into a beam of light. “He’s a shadow! We must burn him with light! Remember how carefully he was holding the lantern?”

Eld had never been happier to see Orlando’s ego justified. The glowing beams caused the shadow very real pain.

“Clever boy…” the wraith hissed, ignoring Lea to vanish again.

Though Orlando’s light had managed to hurt the wraith, it also created a new shadow. The wraith emerged, slamming his hand into Orlando’s chest. The punch, empowered by Lea’s magic, ripped straight through the bookshelf, shattering the wood and sending him spiraling off into the ether.

Even worse, diving into the darkness had seemed to heal the wraith; the wound created by Orlando’s red light had vanished.

“No!” Lilith cried.

“Oh, you can follow him,” the wraith snickered. He hit her with a vicious uppercut, shattering the rest of the shelf and sending her blasting out into the Splintered Dimension as well.

“No! Please! Stop hurting them!” Lea cried. Unfortunately, her fear and terror only added to the problem. Shadow portals rippled, opening throughout the Splintered Dimension, darkness created sui generis.

“What are we going to do?” Wysper whispered.

Eld had no idea, but to his surprise, Talbot did.

“I have a plan,” the poltergeist declared. “We need to go all out. Show him our best outfits.”

“What? What would—oh!” Wysper replied.

As the wraith turned back to the shivering and terrified Lea, the poltergeists burst as one from their hiding place.

“Boo!”

Their shout itself did nothing, but making him look did everything.

The wraith whirled around. “What are you trying now? I—"

Talbot was dressed in a glowing and sparkling suit that seemed to be made from diamonds and Christmas lights. Meanwhile, Wysper had on a plunging ball gown, its threads woven from starlight and pearls.

Even with Lea’s spatial distortion pushing Talbot and Wysper back, the sheer combined radiance of the two poltergeists’ full-effort outfits was too much.

The wraith screamed in pain as the countless sparkles punched countless holes through his body. He writhed in place, slowly and steadily dissolving, until all that was left were a pair of clay arms and a few trickling tendrils of darkness, desperately trying to escape.

Sparks flew as Talbot and Wysper’s excessive poltergeist magic short-circuited, their ghostly bodies sinking due to the over-exertion.

Eld braced himself, kicking off of the bookshelf.

He had no idea what exactly he was going to do, but he had to make sure the wraith didn’t escape, didn’t regenerate again. He landed before the arms, sketching basic light spells with his fingers, drawing stars, suns, and moons as he created miniature orbs above the clay arms, burning out the remnants of the shadow.

A familiar and always welcome voice called out to him. “Ah. Boss. Looks like you need my services.” Franky scrabbled back, carrying Bart and Spinderella-Hemlock on his head as Shuck bounded behind him, woozy but nonetheless celebrating their victory.

“Head beams activated.” The bright lights scoured the clay arms, and Franky chittered merrily. “Excellent. My scanners detect that the enemy is one thousand percent obliterated, banished to the Shadow Realm!”

“The Shadow Realm?”

“Or, well, whatever place shadows go when they die,” Franky shrugged. “I haven’t read much of theology yet. Now, Lea, you can take back your parts. I myself know just how irritable a missing part can be.”

But Lea trembled, shaking her head and sobbing. “No. I just. I don’t deserve it. I don’t want to.”
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Chapter 20: It’s a Community AT a College, Not a Community College

Lea’s shoulders slumped, sinking into the strange white terrain of the Splintered Dimension. “I...I made it all worse for everyone. We could have all died. And that man was horrible. But he was using my power. I must have...I must have given it to him somehow, but I don’t even remember how it happened.”

She stared at them, her eyes glistening with silver tears. “That’s the worst part. Why would I give such horrible people my power? It’s not just him either...the shadow beasts earlier, and...”

Eld didn’t know what to say.

It felt like he was all out of arguments. Everything he’d wanted to tell Lea had already been said. He didn’t want her to go back to sleeping forever, but no matter how hard he tried to tell her that, it felt like his words fell on deaf ears. But as he stammered, Wysper drifted up from the ground.

“Oh come on, Lea,” Wysper drowsily laughed, too tired to be her usual chipper self. “Don’t tell me I burnt myself out there for nothing. If you’re missing some memories, take those arms back. That’s the only way we can find anything out.”

“But all these people...they’ve come back because of me. That’s what the man said. I just, I’m just afraid...”

Lilith brushed smoke and dust off her black clothes. “I don’t fully understand what’s going on, but let’s think about it logically, Lea. If you go back to sleep, that might make things safer for now. But what if you wake up again without your memories? These things could all come back and make things even more dangerous.”

Orlando sniffed. “Besides, it encourages us to grow stronger. Your cosmic power sets up a standard for everyone else to follow.”

“Bah, I just didn’t like that another dog man was strutting around like he owned the place,” Wolfgang joked. “But for you, Lea. You should do what you want. My father was always trying to bring out my rage, always conducting this experiment or another. It seemed like this happened with those artifacts. And besides. Whoever did this to you might still be out there. We need to fight him! I’m sure it’ll be a fight of victory and justice!”

“Look, Lea, this might be way too tiring and a total pain in the butt, and I’m still not sure if I’m properly back in existence yet...” Talbot drawled. Wysper hit him on the head with a glowing elbow. “But, um, I mean, you have the ultimate excuse, don’t you? You can’t control yourself right now, and you can’t remember what you did wrong. I would dream of an excuse like that.”

Wysper hit him again, harder this time. Talbot let the elbow phase through him, but she pointedly kept through his throat until Talbot changed tact.

“Ah, I mean, that is to say...you know, I want to help you because I’m your friend,” Talbot finished. He turned back to her and whispered. “Oh you know I love Lea. I was just trying to take the opportunity to remind you what a great guy I am.”

“Not the time,” she hissed back.

Lea turned to Eld, her eyes wide.

He smiled back at the happiness in her face, forced there despite the circumstances by the support of their friends. He thought back to what Lilith said, about how it was easier to hear from people you weren’t afraid of disappointing. She might have come back from the past because of her bond with Eld, but her life was bigger than just him.

She had friends, a community.

The pets circled her, wrapping themselves around her for a hug. Spinderella-Hemlock, not ducking the favoritism allegations, joined them.

“We’re all going to work together to get through this,” Eld declared.

She took the clay arms, which dissolved into her body just as the other parts had, glowing with ethereal starlight before being absorbed. As she took them in, it felt like Lea got stronger somehow, her muscles becoming more defined, her back straightened, and for a brief moment, she seemed stronger, more confident.

But that lasted for only a brief moment before the confusion returned.

Lea froze. “Rafflesia,” she whispered, half-breathing out the word.

“What?”

“Rafflesia. He, um...” Her eyes blinked, first with confusion, then realization. “He...he gave me a flower. A black flower that bloomed in my hand and spread outwards...I...I really liked it. I think...I...”

Everyone in the room seemed to turn to stare at Eld at once, further amplifying Lea’s awkward confession. A faint red blush bloomed on her white cheeks, which rippled and dissolved into darkness as her emotions amplified.

Eld thought back to the ogress Gur had told him about. Lea wouldn’t want to be friends with someone who used her powers to hurt people, but maybe Rafflesia had reached him in another way. “Do you think he...was...” Just saying the words hurt. His throat was tight, strangled by an invisible hand. “He...do you think he made you fall in love with you? And then...took your powers?”

“I...I don’t know Eld,” she admitted, a bizarre mixture of guilt, confusion, and joy on her face as the memories continued flooding it. “I...the memories I got. All of them are happy. But...how could I love someone who was friends with him?” she asked.

“You said you’re missing most of your memories, right?” Lilith asked. “Maybe you were lied to. Tricked. Someone played with your insecurities or pretended to be someone they weren’t. The thing about manipulation is you don’t see it at the time. Manipulation plus memory wiping, that just sounds terrifying.”

“Maybe, but I don’t remember any of that...I only remember the good. That’s the scariest thing. And even if I was tricked, it sounds like I made a horrible mistake giving these people my powers.”

Eld thought back to last year, when he’d seen the visions dancing in Lea’s mind. Before the Black Sun ritual, she’d been surrounded by cultists, their eyes wide and manic as they gazed upon the darkness radiating from their bodies.

After having actually met one of the cultists beneath the family crypt, he’d learned that little snippet had been far from the true reality. Every little fragment could be taken out of context, turned into something it wasn’t.

“The only way we’ll find out more is if we keep going,” Eld said. “We’ll gather back all your lost body parts, let you control your powers, and figure out all the missing memories.”

Lea’s memories bothered him, not because she had some past lover, but because Rafflesia had been able to approach Lea safely, to deliver her this flower. Judging from how it had bloomed, it might have meant he had powers on his own.

He couldn’t help but feel inferior, like he wasn’t strong enough. That was what he wanted more than anything—the strength to make Lea feel safe around him. If only Qarathil hadn’t contacted him at the exact wrong time...

Spinderella-Hemlock chittered, dancing with delight as she pointed to the stacks of tomes. “Well, one way to remember is to get back to work. Librarian, gather up these tomes. We will have to study them at once!”

“Careful...” the Librarian hissed. “These books...they are restricted for a reason.”

“But I’m Headmistress!”

“Yes, and if you’d like to keep your head about you, you must be careful. These ancient tomes...anyone would go mad reading more than a page a day. Only a being like I, created during the founding of Bathurst, made from a mixture of knowledge, vindictiveness, and stubbornness, can handle it...”

Spinderella-Hemlock inadvertently shivered. “Well. Um. Okay. When you handle it, can you please make sure the tomes are turned to the right page when delivered to the professors?”

“Very well...”

The Librarian drifted off, her faces tilted into mocking smirks.

“As for you, Ms. Azalea, I wouldn’t worry too much about past lovers, manipulative or not. Soon, there will be a grand announcement—Necropromicon II! You will be able to enjoy times with a new paramour there.” All eight of her eyes swiveled pointedly at Eld.

Lea winced. “Necropromicon? I...well, I mean, I would want to go. But, well...it might be dangerous like this. I might lose control again. And now that I’ve gotten the arms, I’ve gotten stronger. A lot stronger.”

Eld’s eyes widened. Each of the fragments were pieces of Lea’s original power. Smaller pieces like eyes or a mouth were one thing, but arms were very different. As she flexed her hands, the shadows danced around her, a dark corona that gave Eld a brief sample of exactly why they had called her the Black Sun. Her shadows radiated like light but were somehow sharp as razors, cutting strange black voids into the white, ripples inside the Splintered Dimension.

Just like before, the anomaly within an anomaly shoved the rest of their group back. This time, it was slower, much more in control, but the lurking danger was still there. The progress she’d made before this fight hadn’t vanished, but she was far less sure of herself.

“Well, that’s too bad,” Spinderella-Hemlock replied, verbally ignoring the distortions as her legs twisted in crazed gestures to avoid them. “It’s mandatory! Or, well, not mandatory, but highly encouraged. Yes, I want you to go and be happy, to build new memories to replace the ones that were lost. But much more importantly, I want to throw a party bigger than Grimthorpe’s! That’s when everyone will accept me as Headmistress! Come, Librarian! Come, familiars! It’s time to make the invitations...we’ll need to do something truly special!”

Spinderella-Hemlock left, carried away by a tide of bats and mosquitoes. The Librarian briefly glanced at her back, her faces briefly twisting as she regarded the madwoman she now served, before she returned to sorting the books.

Despite her worries about Necropromicon, Lea managed to smile. “Well. I don’t know about the dance...but thanks for helping me, everyone. You’ve made coming back to life a lot more fun than it would have been otherwise.”

“No problem,” Wolfgang grinned. “Let me know when the next fight is about to happen! And you know, Lea...just because you have extreme power doesn’t mean you can’t learn to control it. There are some werewolf meditation practices that might interest you...”

They strode off, the pets in tow.

Eld smiled. There wasn’t really anyone at Bathurst more positive than Wolfgang. He was just who Lea needed right now.

His smile promptly slid off his face as Orlando sneered behind him. “I can see the hesitance on your face, Eld. Clear as the moon in the night sky. You fear that Lea will reject you if you ask her to Necropromicon.”

“Well, I mean, I don’t want her to do something she doesn’t think is safe,”

Orlando rolled his eyes. “We vampires have a saying. Grab every moment by the throat.”

“He’s just thinking about someone else’s feelings,” Lilith pointedly replied. “Something you can learn from.”

Orlando whirled on her, baring his fangs. “Oh, there you go again, making comparisons between us,” he snarled. The camaraderie of their battle dissolved in an instant, and Wolfgang was too busy consoling someone else to break up the fight. “You know who saved us? It wasn’t Eld. I was the one who identified the beast’s weakness. You should be thanking me. Why, I’m surprised you weren’t so overwhelmed by my brilliance that you asked me out to Necropromicon on the spot!”

Eld and Lilith were both furious, but as usual, Lilith was able to get a sentence out first.

“What? I ask you?”

“You better. Think of all the other people who want to go with me.”

Lilith seethed at the mention of Orlando’s thralls. Only the tiredness of the battle kept her from unleashing another banshee scream. “I thought you said you weren’t talking to them anymore.”

“Well, I only promised that after you promised to stop with these pointless comparisons,” Orlando replied, glowering at Eld.

Eld hurried off, joining Wysper and Talbot. As always, their argument rapidly surpassed the point of being utterly unbearable.

“You know the good thing about a thrall? They know how to appreciate a good thing.”

“If you don’t apologize to me, I will reject your proposal no matter how elaborate it is!”

“Is that a challenge?”

“What? No. It’s a statement of fact!”

“You know, if Orlando were more focused on acknowledging Lilith’s accomplishments instead of forcing her to acknowledge his, things would go a lot better,” Talbot stated, his voice unconventionally wise.

“Wow, Talbot. Maybe you’re more observant than I thought,” Wysper replied.

“Oh, you know, I’ve grown a lot since last term,” Talbot said. “I’m more just a guy in a mech suit, you know. I also have a new business that combines coffee and fortunetelling. Not to mention my secret technological project.”

When they stepped out of the bronze doors, Eld was relieved to discover that they were no longer forcing intrusive thoughts into their minds. His brain remained blissfully his own, which was exactly why he noticed something strange stepping back into the corridor.

The miasma around Bathurst had vanished, the shadows receding and fading before his eyes, yet a faint part of Eld thought they might have been temporarily withdrawing, as if with the death of the wraith, they’d found the perfect patsy.
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Chapter 21: Professors Just Want to Help…Mostly

But despite Eld’s fears, it seemed like the shadows really had vanished.

The miasma around the school vanished, and even Mortimer and his gang seemed to have pushed aside their usual aggressive and condescending ways.

Over the next two weeks, Eld’s attempts at confronting them were met with a mixture of disbelief and outright condescension. As much as they disliked Mortimer and his pompous friends, the majority of the student body was just glad to see things go back to normal.

Lilith and Wolfgang doggedly investigated for him, only to find just as much nothing as Eld himself.

Meanwhile, Orlando and Talbot pointedly reminded Eld that if he was afraid of supernatural phenomena, Bathurst was the wrong school for him.

As a result, Eld’s worries had mostly fallen to his usual excessive levels by the time the Professors called him and Lea into their offices to witness the culmination of their Restricted Section research.

Professor Spinderella-Hemlock scuttled across her desk, mandibles clicking thoughtfully as she examined the pilfered tome. Eld and Lea watched her with worried expressions on their faces.

Spinderella-Hemlock shifted uncomfortably as she opened up the book, which seemed to be bound in black dragon skin. She scuttled across the page, which hissed and whispered like a live volcano with every step. As she read, her eyes flickered endlessly, some opening and others closing. “You know, I always thought my shared spider body was inferior to my old vampire form, but I must say, eight eyes are very useful for reading these pages.”

“Um, what exactly are you doing?” Eld asked.

“Just wanted to get one last refresher before we started. As you know, the books from the Restricted Section are incredibly powerful, their very pages woven from forbidden curses, all interlocked together with the intricacy of a beautiful web. Most students think the restrictions exist to control the spread of dangerous knowledge. In reality, the authors of the text are simply spiteful. They want us to suffer to learn their secrets.”

“I see,” Eld replied. “Come to think of it...that sounds like the book that my father used to read to me before bedtime.”

“Your father used to read to you?” Lea asked.

“Yeah...back before he abandoned me for loving animals too much. Honestly, it wasn’t very fun. Most kids got bedtime stories. I got these...um...aggressively jarring chants. About one page a night before bed.”

“Your father was a curious man. I remember him well from our school days. That black beast in the Splintered Dimension...do you think that was his servant?”

“It might have been,” Eld said uncertainly.

“Well...whether the school is safe or not, Necropromicon II will definitely happen,” Spinderella-Hemlock pointedly replied as Lea shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Then she closed the dragon skin bound book with a whack of her eight legs. “Mr. Blackwood, if you don’t mind, can you move this tome back to the shelf over there? Make sure you’re quick with it.”

Eld grabbed the stack of tomes, letting out a pained exhale as he felt his hands burning. The wood where the book had rested was now permanently distorted, the gentle brown wood twisted to bleach white, perforated like Swiss cheese.

Eld placed the tome back on the shelf, which glowed bright red. Runes spiraled through the air, temporarily sealing the dangerous contents.

“Thank you, Mr. Blackwood. I will summon the Librarian when we’re finished here. The other tomes have already been delivered to the other professors. Please visit them when we’ve finished with this ritual.”

“Ritual?” Lea asked, glancing at Eld.

“Yes, ritual. An oath was made long ago between Mr. Blackwood’s ancestor and the Black Sun Azalea. With my newfound knowledge, I will create a similar oath—one to share the burden, not to send you to sleep. Mr. Blackwood, with this ritual, you will serve as a necromantic tuning device to help Lea calibrate her powers.”

Lea looked hesitant, but Eld nodded eagerly. “That sounds like it’ll help, Professor.”

“I don’t know about that. I mean, I already have both eyes now. And my arms are back. I’m sure that—”

“Lea. It’ll be fine,” Eld said. “This is what I want. And besides, it’s not just about you now. If there’s still something hiding in the school, we need your power to defeat it.”

As Eld spoke, he thought of Qarathil again. Unfortunately, his dreams had been ancient being-free. With everything going on, Eld had accidentally developed the ultimate immunity, being so tired that his sleep was dreamless.

Lea nodded reluctantly. “You have a point there. Well, if you think it’ll be alright...”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Eld replied, nodding firmly. If Eld were being honest with himself, it wasn’t just about whatever dangers lurked in the school. With these clay artifacts, Lea had already regained some control of her powers. But maybe, with Eld’s help, they could go to Necropromicon together. Make up for what had happened after the last one...

By then, Spinderella-Hemlock had sketched a ritual circle around them, using webbing instead of the usual ink. “Now then. Miss Azalea, if you would place your hand in the center.”

Lea reached out, but her hand passed straight through the webbing. The silvery strands disintegrated, crumbling like ash.

“Fascinating.” Spinderella-Hemlock tapped her front legs together. “You truly are something unique, my dear.”

“I’m sorry.” Lea withdrew her hand. “I didn’t mean to ruin your web.”

“Nonsense! This is valuable research data.” The spider professor paced back and forth. “I must reinforce it, thrice as strong as before.”

She created the web again, and this time, it held when Lea placed her hand there.

“Now, it’s your turn, Mr. Blackwood,” Spinderella-Hemlock primly said.

Eld placed his hand on the book as well. Spinderella-Hemlock’s familiars flew over the web, spitting out globules of drained blood, and the web glowed bright crimson.

Thumping echoed in Eld’s mind as his heart began beating again, and beside him, he heard Lea’s beating in time with his own. The bond was a modified version of what they’d had back in the first quarter.

In the past, when Lea fell asleep, Eld could wake her back up again. Now, he felt when her emotions spiked, when her magic went haywire. The feelings would appear in his mind, but he could help battle them down too.

He stared at the shadows twisting behind her, fighting to keep his mind as serene as possible.

As he did, he noticed the darkness stilling, slowly and steadily.

Beside him, Lea’s eyes widened. “Wow. Eld. It...thank you.”

“Excellent! Excellent! I believe the original bond has been restored in a different form,” Spinderella-Hemlock stated. “Now, Lea. This won’t be enough to keep your powers from truly going haywire, but it’s at least established a defensive basis. As for the strange...interference from that other figure Rafflesia, I believe that contact with dear Mr. Blackwood here will help nullify such incursions.”

“That’s good,” Lea nervously replied, clearly thinking back to the Splintered Dimension.

“I believe your next appointment should be with Professor Albright,” Spinderella-Hemlock stated. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to help. And I do have one last piece of guidance.”

Eld leaned forward. “What kind of guidance?”

“The matters of the heart.” Spinderella-Hemlock took on a dreamy quality. “You see, there’s this rather handsome tarantula who’s been lurking around the library lately. Such magnificent leg hair! But I digress.” She cleared her throat. “The point is, sometimes the most powerful magic comes from simply trying your best with love. You might have a cosmic bond, but please, never neglect your actual bond.”

Lea’s cosmic purple swirls in her eyes twinkled. “Even if you’re afraid of everything failing?”

“Especially then.” Spinderella-Hemlock nodded sagely. “Fear of failure often holds us back more than failure itself. Take it from someone who’s currently sharing consciousness with an arachnid—unexpected situations can lead to unexpected blessings. Speaking of which, I have an unexpected situation to share with you two.”

“What is it?” Eld asked.

But before she could respond, the spider half of her brain took over. The Headmistress leapt from the table, skittering off, her eyes rapturously focused on a nearby fly.

Eld and Lea glanced at each other, then Eld shrugged.

“You know what? Let’s just go to the next Professor. I’m sure she’ll tell us when she’s back.”

***

Eld knocked on Professor Albright’s closed door and was promptly greeted by ominous silence.

“I think he might not be inside,” Lea whispered.

“No,” Eld replied, frowning. “If he weren’t here, it would be normal silence. This is ominous silence.”

Indeed, when he tried opening the door, he found it locked.

Franky buzzed. “I detect whispered arguing from the other side, Boss. Would you like me to blow a hole in the door?”

A mixture of growling and groaning echoed from the other side. “There’s no need for that,” a daemonic voice snarled.

With that, the door opened, and Professor Albright stepped outside. The mild-mannered professor looked like the consummate scholar with a neat suit and wire-rimmed spectacles. However, the right side of his face was completely twisted by a vile growth shrouded in darkness—his daemonic familiar.

It looked painful, but he acted perfectly normally. “Ah. Mr. Blackwood. Ms. Azalea. Nice to see you. We have finished studying our portion of the tomes. Welcome inside.”

“Absolutely not!” protested Professor Albright’s daemon familiar, who manifested from the professor’s ear. The daemon crossed its arms, nearly knocking the professor off balance. “I refuse to participate in any ritual involving her.” He jabbed a clawed finger toward Lea. “Do you have any idea how much power she has? Even the bouncers wouldn’t dare bounce her!”

“Come on,” Albright adjusted his ritual circle. “Where’s your sense of academic curiosity?”

“Buried under my sense of self-preservation,” the daemon muttered.

Albright ignored his familiar, carefully drawing the final sigils. “There! This containment circle should help us measure and analyze your abilities, Miss Azalea.”

Lea stepped into the circle. Purple energy immediately crackled around her.

“Fascinating!” Albright leaned closer. “Now, if you could just—”

The circle exploded.

When the smoke cleared, Albright lay flat on his back, completely motionless. His daemon pulled himself out from the professor’s ear and poked him with a clawed finger.

“Well, he’s catatonic,” the daemon announced cheerfully. “Honestly, serves him right. Always biting off more than he can chew.”

“I’m so sorry!” Lea started forward, but the daemon waved her off.

“Please, don’t apologize. You’ve done me a favor. Now, I won’t have to fight with the good Professor for control.” The daemon shrugged and forced open the professor’s mouth. “At least until he comes out of this.”

The daemon’s form dissolved, stepping inside Albright’s body. Albright twitched and convulsed, then went still. Lea and Eld exchanged nervous glances and took a step backwards, and the possessed Albright awkwardly crab-walked towards the wall, using it to stand upright.

Then he leered at Eld and Lea, his eyes wide with inhuman delight.

Eld and Lea frowned back at him.

“What?” the daemon asked, his voice an inhuman growl. He sounded mildly offended at their expressions.

“Aren’t you going to run?” Lea asked.

“What? No. I was just tricking him. A little reverse-psychology. What can be more exciting than life-risking research? Especially if I’m playing with house money. This body isn’t even mine to begin with!”

Albright’s neck cracked as the daemon tilted his head way too far to the side as he examined Lea, narrowing Albright’s eyes. “You know, you shouldn’t hold back that power. Imagine what I could do with that kind of juice...” A dreamy look entered the daemon’s eye. “Freedom for my kind...death to exorcists.”

“Well, that sounds, uh, rather violent,” Lea tittered.

“Well, but someone should get the brunt of your power. It was shattered by someone on purpose. It’s obvious just looking at it.”

“Rafflesia,” Lea whispered.

“Well, I’m not too good with names,” the daemon replied. “But I don’t think I know who that is. Still, his nasty work is obvious to my eyes, just horrible stuff. Now, let me see what I can undo.”

The daemon redrew the circle, chuckling to himself. “The good Professor forgot about these extra safety runes, or, well, I forgot about them for him. And now...”

He clapped his hands onto the ground, chanting in a guttural language Eld couldn’t understand. The discordant sounds blared in his mind, somehow blurring together into a bizarrely beautiful primal chorus.

Light flared, quickly enveloping Lea. Soon, her eyes began glowing, turning a deep and shimmering violet, like twin oceans had sprouted in her face. Her eyes widened, the shadows beneath her feet flickered, and she let out a shocked gasp. “Eld...I...I remember now. Rafflesia.”

“You do?” Eld asked. “What...what about him?”

“It wasn’t all good. I could see, sometimes, through his kind words. But he...he took my heart. Once I trusted him, he stole my power. And then he walked away. And then the rest of me, I was so hurt. I felt like I was splitting apart, and...” Her voice was achingly pained.

“Yes, that’s common. To steal memories along with stealing power. There’s no better way to hide the culprit.”

Eld was furious. Every heartbroken word from Lea made him burn with rage. He couldn’t believe this. Someone had taken advantage of her, betrayed her. The shadows around the room darkened and twisted, lengthening into blades. Cracks rapidly spread across Albright’s office, the windows shattered outwards, only to reveal the void of space rather than the outside of Bathurst.

The daemon let out a shocked cry, black claws sprouted from Albright’s hands as he forcibly anchored himself to a nearby desk, fighting to keep himself from being dragged through the void.

“Eld!” Lea cried. “No! I...um...I might have given him my heart, but I didn’t mean it, and it was so long ago, and—”

Hearing Lea’s panicked words brought Eld back to his senses. He took a deep breath, his heart pounding angrily as he realized that his newfound bond with Lea went both ways. It wasn’t enough for him to help her stay calm and manage her emotions. Until they recovered all the artifacts, he had to stay calm too.

“I’m sorry,” Eld said. “I didn’t realize that would happen. I was just so shocked and angry, I—” He turned and hurriedly shook his head as he glimpsed the worry on Lea’s face. “No,” he firmly said. “That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m not worried about some ex-husband or anything like that. That was so far in the past. A different life for you.”

“I don’t know if he was an ex-husband, or some boyfriend, or, you know, just some man who tricked me, or what.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Eld firmly replied. In a way, Spinderella-Hemlock was right. Even with their cosmic bond, he needed to cultivate their actual bond. He really wanted Lea to understand how he felt. “I don’t care who you were with. I care that you’re with me now. I’m upset because someone hurt you, made you sleep all those years. We’re going to get back your lost memories and take back your stolen powers—on your terms.” As Eld spoke, he grew increasingly confident with each word, like he could will his wish into reality.

Lea smiled peacefully, and together, they felt the shadow calming, the roiling blooming into a peaceful scene of lily pads and lotus flowers as the void slowly disappeared from the windows outside.

“Disgusting,” the daemon groaned. “For such a loving scene to be in my office, though perhaps I can pick the flowers and sell them off on the black market. A word of advice, however. Dealing with a fiend like this Rafflesia will not be simple. He took advantage of love to steal your heart. Sometimes, the power of love isn’t enough. You must never forget the power of incredible violence.”

Eld and Lea laughed, but he wagged his finger.

“No. I’m serious. If you meet this foe, strike him down at once with all your magic. Now, speaking of incredible violence, I would like not to suffer it, so let me fix up this broken neck real fast.”

Crimson light flared across Albright’s body, and with a vicious snap, the neck twisted itself back in place right as the daemon’s presence vanished.

Albright woke up, blinking in confusion. “What just...oh. He took control again, didn’t he?”

Eld and Lea nodded.

“Was he helpful at least?” Albright asked, exasperated.

“Very much so.”

“Oh, that’s good at least. I never know what he’s up to when he takes over. As for the manipulator we uncovered...he seems to be a cosmic being who preys on the lonely. But the good thing is that now, Ms. Azalea, you are far from lonely at Bathurst. Don’t forget the friends you are making now or the friends you made back then. Don’t just ignore the good memories to focus on the bad.”

“That’s a good perspective.”

“Take it from a constantly possessed daemonologist. I find it useful to look at things from a different perspective. I—” Albright broke off, grabbing his neck. “Speaking of looking at things differently, the neck feels off. Time to see the chiropractor again, I suppose.”

***

“Behold!” Professor Blackforge, the newly appointed gnome artificer declared as Eld and Lea walked in, unveiling his latest invention. “The Cosmic Power Analysis Engine! Just what we need to diagnose your problem. Step right up, Ms. Azalea!”

The machine looked like a telescope crossed with a meat grinder. Strange symbols covered its surface, and it made an ominous humming noise.

“Is it supposed to smoke like that?” Eld hesitantly asked. He protectively stepped in front of Lea, but she shook her head. “The last two rituals worked. I got information. Let’s figure this out.”

“Absolutely not!” Blackforge smacked the side of the machine. “Come on, you beautiful piece of garbage, work!”

Lea stepped in front of the device. The humming intensified.

“Power levels rising!” Blackforge squinted at the dials, then his eyes widened. “This is incredible! It’s over nine thou—”

The machine exploded.

Blackforge emerged from the wreckage, his beard singed but his enthusiasm undampened. “Well! Back to the drawing board.” He licked his fingers and twirled the edges of his mustache. “You know, I never thought I’d get this job after what happened with the last artificer position. But then McGrath died, and here we are!”

“That’s—uh—great, professor.” Eld brushed soot from his coat and turned to Lea. “Um, is there any chance of a redo?”

“A redo? No, that would be impossible! Unfortunately, I had hidden the schematics inside the device. Excellent for security, not the best for replication.”

“Schematics? Didn’t you get the design from the tomes?”

“What tomes...oh. The one that the Headmistress sent? Yeah, I read it, but they didn’t have artifice back in the day. So I burnt my hand for nothing.”

“So why are we here?” Eld asked, glancing at Lea.

“I just wanted to try my own device, so I lied to get you over.”

Eld and Lea frowned. It felt like they’d wasted a good amount of time, but at least the other professors had shared some personal wisdom. Maybe Blackforge would too.

“Do you have any life advice at least?” Eld asked.

“Yeah. Don’t be so gullible.”
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Chapter 22: Are We Human or Are We Undead Dancer?

Eld and Lea left the professor’s corridors together.

Just like before, people seemed happier, the shadow around the school lifted—at least as far as Eld could see.

With every step, the two felt their emotions faintly touch. It was nothing like the mind-sharing phenomenon that Lea had inadvertently caused at Necropolis, nor was it as direct as what they’d experienced last year.

Instead, Eld felt Lea’s mind gently pressing against his. He felt her anxiety and worry about letting him down, her lingering guilt at what had happened beneath the school. For a brief moment, those feelings threatened to overwhelm him, to drag Eld into a similar miasma of negative thinking. Everyone knew that he was already prone to it by himself.

But with Lea here, he felt pushed to be a better self.

He took a deep breath and smiled, thinking of the things he’d wanted to tell Lilith earlier, about how Lea had helped him fit in at Bathurst and find a home. He thought about how they had succeeded in defeating the shadow, in acquiring more pieces of her memories. Though he was worried about what was to come, he could look back at what they’d accomplished with pride and satisfaction, and soon he felt her growing happy too, spurred on by his happiness.

In turn, Lea’s happiness encouraged Eld, and soon the two of them were grinning ear to ear as they walked down the hall.

In a way, Eld supposed that emotional connection was what all relationships were about, even without considering the magical bond.

On that note, Eld figured it might have been time to have The Talk. This seemed as good a time as any with shadows vanquished and safety acquired, at least temporarily. They’d just undergone a blood bond together. Surely, that was more serious than simply asking her to be his girlfriend.

But as always, Eld was naturally risk-averse, and the mere thought of The Talk pushed him towards anxiety, even as he was fairly certain he knew what she would say.

She turned to him, confused. “Is something wrong?”

But before Eld could reply, her anxiety abruptly swelled again as Spinderella-Hemlock skittered towards them, all eight legs moving at maximum speed. Her mandibles clicked with unbridled enthusiasm as she swung down in front of them.

“Ah! I almost forgot! That was what I wanted to tell you in the first place, before I was distracted by that succulent fly!” She raised her front legs. “Everyone! I have the most spectacular announcement! We’re having another Necropromicon!”

The hall was almost entirely silent. The students were eagerly anticipating Necropromicon…it just didn’t come as a surprise. Eld himself had shouted out the suggestion after finally vanquishing Grimthorpe.

“Oh, come on! I expected some cheering. Perhaps a boost in popularity!”

The crowd applauded, mostly out of obligation. Almost everyone still wanted to go to the dance, and they didn’t want to be uninvited by their crazed Headmistress.

Only a single tepid-looking ghoul seemed confused. “Are you sure? After what happened last time?”

“That’s precisely why we need a do-over, Percival!”

“My name is Franklin.”

“Ah. Erm. A misspoke. You know, new students and all.”

“I’m a senior.”

Confused muttering echoed around the crowd. Rumors had always swirled around Bathurst regarding Hemlock’s favoritism, and the rumors had only increased after Eld revived her in her spider form.

Desperate to regain the initiative, Spinderella-Hemlock tapped the ground and produced a tiny stack of envelopes seemingly out of nowhere. “And unlike Grimthorpe’s mandatory mess, this one is completely optional. Though you really should attend, if not, you’ll receive mandatory detention when everyone is having fun.”

Eld wrinkled his nose. “So…isn’t that just mandatory…in a different way?”

“Yes,” Spinderella-Hemlock bluntly replied. “But this time there may be a special surprise!” She punctuated this with what might have been a wink, though it was hard to tell which of her eight eyes did the winking.

The envelopes flew across the crowd, and Lea grabbed one of them, frowning.

“Professor, what are those envelopes covered in?”

“Web-infused ink! Mixed with just a dash of preserved blood for that classic Spinderella-Hemlock flair.” The spider professor was practically bouncing in place with enthusiasm. “You all are lucky to get the first batch. My familiars will be delivering them throughout the day! I’ve added a few new ones, figure I should take full advantage of this form.”

On cue, a swarm of spiders descended from the ceiling, snatching up the envelopes for point-blank delivery. Students in the hallway outside started yelping as arachnids dropped onto their heads.

“My eyes!” Someone screamed. “The webbing got in my eyes!”

“Oh dear.” Spinderella-Hemlock paused. “Perhaps I should have considered the logistics more carefully.”

A deep rumbling echoed down the corridor. “Coming through! Medic on duty!”

An enormous ogre in a pristinely white uniform shouldered his way through the crowd. Despite his size, he was delicate as he administered eye drops to affected students.

“Chirurgeon Bonecruncher,” Spinderella-Hemlock greeted him. “How fortunate you were nearby!”

“Always am these days.” The ogre chirurgeon sighed, pulling spiders out of another student’s hair. “Between your invitations, Professor Blackforge’s explosions, and whatever that incident with Albright was, I need to stay alert at all times. A student has been selling me a cup of coffee each day…keeps me energized, and it occasionally whispers about accidents before they happen.”

“Excellent initiative!” Spinderella-Hemlock turned back to Eld and Lea. “So, you’ll come? You must come. It would mean ever so much to me. My handsome tarantula friend has agreed to help with decorations!”

Eld noticed that the other students looked a little peeved at being ignored, especially Franklin. Eld tried nodding his head at the other students, but all eight of Spinderella-Hemlock’s eyes were fixed on him.

“So, what do you say?” she asked.

“We’ll be there,” Eld assured her, watching as Chirurgeon Bonecruncher expertly bandaged someone’s spider bite.

“Wonderful!” All eight of Hemlock’s eyes sparkled. “And remember—there’s a surprise!”

“Should we be worried about the surprise?” Lea asked as she skittered off.

“Are you just worried about the surprise?” Eld asked, raising an eyebrow. Her worries weighed on his mind, a magical anchor that was almost physical. The shadows twisted from her body, and her eyes flared purple.

The students around them murmured, others hastily ducking away. Like Franklin, they were here just to get a degree and find a job, not deal with cosmic forces.

Eld opened his mouth to intervene, but this time, Lea was able to control it herself, flexing her arms and dismissing the shadows, though her face was still worried.

“No, it’s not just the surprise,” she admitted. “It’s just…well, with my powers like this, I don’t know if I can go. I’m afraid I might be a danger to everyone.”

But even if Eld couldn’t sense her emotions, he knew how she felt. He remembered how excited she’d been last year to go to Necropromicon, to attend Bathurst in general. Fear battled yearning in her heart.

He took a deep breath, making sure not to overreact, to let her worries get to him. The last thing they needed right now was for him to accidentally pull her down with him.

“You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” he said. “You know, I don’t need to go either. I can take Hemlock’s wrath. We can take a stroll with the pets. Um, maybe walk by the graveyard where you were buried.”

Her worries were abruptly replaced by confusion. “What? I spent so long there. Why would I want to go back?”

Eld groaned. “Honestly…it was just the first thing I thought about. I mean, there aren’t too many other open spaces at Bathurst for strolling. In hindsight, I should have suggested a visit to Necropolis instead.”

Lea laughed, and then the tense moment was gone. The aura of threatening magic around her receded, and the two walked side by side again. But beneath the surface, Eld knew her feelings remained, her desire to go to Necropromicon, to be a normal student at Bathurst, battling her fears about her cosmic power.

It was a strange conundrum for the divine to want to be ordinary, but Eld supposed everyone wanted what they couldn’t have.

And what Eld wanted was to give Lea what she wished for.

He needed to find some way to ask her, some way that wouldn’t convince her to go, but rather convince her it was safe. It needed to be the most amazing yet simultaneously the gentlest Necropromicon ask ever.

Of course, that concept was very anxiety-inducing, once he thought about it that way. It was honestly bizarre. After all, they had faced down cosmic horrors together—surely a simple invitation couldn’t be that terrifying. Especially not if he combined it with officially having The Talk.

***

Eld paced back and forth in his room, scattering a trail of necromantic ingredients across the floor. Franky skittered between his feet, gathering up the various bat wings and vampire teeth that tumbled from Eld’s overstuffed pockets. He’d gone back to their room with the rest of the pets, now that Lea’s magic was under better control.

“Thank you,” Eld muttered. “Last thing I need is to trip on these while practicing.”

“You seem distracted, Boss,” Franky chittered, depositing the salvaged components on Eld’s workbench.

“Can’t imagine why,” Talbot drawled from his favorite spot near the ceiling. “It’s not like there’s a Headmistress possibly plotting something nefarious…”

“Wait. You think the famous surprise is some nefarious plot?”

“Well, the last one was, so just statistically speaking, yes. Though I don’t want to bother you too much. How’s your own nefarious plot going?”

Eld halted mid-step. “I’m working on it.”

“Working on what exactly?” Talbot drifted down, solidifying just enough to prod Eld’s shoulder. “Your plan to ask Lea? Or should I say, your complete lack of a plan?”

“I have a plan,” Eld announced. “Several plans, actually. I just haven’t decided which one…”

A thunderous explosion rocked the building, rattling the windows and sending Bart scurrying deeper into Eld’s coat pocket. Shuck lifted his mismatched head from his bed, letting out an inquisitive bark.

“What in the thirteen hells was that?” Talbot phased through the wall, then immediately phased back. “Oh. Oh no. Talk about a misfire. You might want to see this.”

Eld rushed to the window. Outside, multicolored fireworks painted elaborate patterns across the eternal twilight sky. The smoke gradually coalesced into words.

WYSPER - WILL YOU BE MY DATE TO THE NECROPROMICON?

YOURS TRULY, THE DASHING AND SOPHISTICATED TALBOT WILTING

P.S. I HAVE INVESTED HEAVILY IN CRYPT-O CURRENCY

“When did you…” Eld turned to his roommate.

“About an hour ago.” Talbot adjusted his bow tie, which sparkled with tiny Christmas lights. “Unfortunately, the timing was less than perfect. Imagine my embarrassment when I walked her out and she didn’t see anything.”

“Well, she can hardly miss this.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Talbot replied. “Glad it wasn’t completely wasted. The fireworks cost me a fortune in Crypt-O coins.”

“What?

“Crypt-O coins.”

“No, I heard that right. I meant, what are Crypt-O coins?”

“I’m glad you asked.” Talbot pulled out a glowing CD from his pocket. “Check it out! They’re the future of supernatural commerce!”

Eld took the disc in his hands. “Um, isn’t this just a CD?”

“Sure, but when you put the disc in a TV, you see pictures of zombies and stuff. It’s the future of supernatural commerce!” Talbot loudly repeated himself, as if something proclaiming he was the future would make him the future. “Unfortunately, people haven’t caught on just yet. That’s why I had to pay a fortune. Also, I may have used the mechanized suit to launch the fireworks. And possibly drained its power supply. A bit. Completely.”

“Didn’t you just repair it?”

“Well, if Wysper goes with me to Necropromicon, maybe we’ll have earned ourselves a valuable ally for the next fight we get into. That could be more valuable than any mech suit.”

Talbot’s logic was as faulty as his mech suit, but another explosion interrupted their conversation before Eld could reply—this one an explosion of several stained-class windows caused by an ear-splitting screech.

Through the window, they watched as Lilith stormed across the courtyard, leaving a trail of withered grass and cracked stone in her wake. Orlando stood frozen in place, surrounded by the remains of what appeared to be an elaborate ice sculpture proposal, now reduced to glittering shards.

“Well,” Talbot mused, “That’s one way to get rejected.”

“Not helping my confidence,” Eld muttered.

“I mean, you and Lea are totally different,” Talbot replied. “If she rejects you, it’ll be because of some horrific prank.”

“I mean, she was roommates with Wysper.”

“Speaking of which, I’m sure Wysper will come to our room any time now to accept my promposal.” A scratching noise drew both their attention, and Talbot whirled around. “There she—oh.”

Spinderella-Hemlock dangled from the ceiling on a silvery thread, her eight eyes focused intently on Eld.

“Mr. Blackwood,” she clicked. “While I appreciate young love’s dramatic gestures, perhaps something more thoughtful would be appropriate for Miss Azalea?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.” Eld slumped onto his bed. “But everything I think of seems inadequate. Wait…what are you doing in our room?”

“Never mind that. Consider her perspective,” Spinderella-Hemlock suggested. “What would speak to both her current situation and your understanding of it?”

Before Eld could respond, Wolfgang’s voice boomed from the courtyard, “ATTENTION BATHURST ACADEMY! BEHOLD THE GREATEST PROMPOSAL IN HISTORY!”

The three rushed back to the window.

Wolfgang stood in front of a wall decorated by poster after poster, each depicting him and the woman he was asking in heroic poses. The woman, Selina Killjoy, who Eld recognized from the Nocturnal Combat Club, regarded his display with amused interest. 

“MY HEART BEATS FOR YOU LIKE A WARRIOR’S DRUM!” Wolfgang proclaimed.

“WILL YOU…”

The rest of his speech was drowned out by yet another explosion. Dueling promposals were getting utterly out of hand, possibly threatening the very integrity of the school itself.

By the time Eld looked back, Wolfgang had fallen to the ground, and Selina laughed as she helped him up, kissing him on his furry cheek.

Spinderella-Hemlock cleared her throat, clearly irritated by the other students’ romance getting in the way of her advice. “You see? Ms. Killjoy and Mr. Salzburg have a mutual love of bloodsport and gratuitous violence. Focus, Mr. Blackwood. What matters most to Miss Azalea?”

Eld thought back to their conversations, their shared moments. “She worries about her power, about hurting others. But she has such a gentle heart, especially with animals.” He scratched Shuck behind the ears. “She’s afraid of the shadows she creates, but she still tries to help everyone around her. And at the end, she really just wants to be an ordinary person, beneath all of her powers.”

“Then perhaps,” Spinderella-Hemlock suggested, “You should show her that you see both sides of her nature and accept them equally. And not just that. You should let her know that you will accommodate her. Grow alongside her. You’ve already done plenty of that…but everyone likes a reminder that they are appreciated.”

An idea began to form in Eld’s mind. He turned to his companions - Shuck with his wagging tail, Bart peering from his pocket, Franky perched attentively on his shoulder.

Perhaps he’d been overthinking things. Maybe this was what they had in common from the start.

“Would you help me with something?” he asked.


[image: Hand]

Chapter 23: Every Dance is a Social Construct Anyways

Later that afternoon, a sharp knock at the door interrupted their preparations. Eld opened it to find Lea standing there, wringing her hands nervously. The shadows around her seemed more pronounced than usual, writhing with barely contained energy.

“Eld,” she said, “Can we talk? Somewhere private?”

“Of course.” He stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind him. “Everything alright?”

“I just spoke with some of the professors,” Lea said. “About my powers. They said they discovered more in tomes from the Restricted Section.”

“Oh,” Eld blinked confusedly. That sounded like a positive development, but she certainly didn’t seem to think that. “Did they find anything new?”

“Well, they think that as we continue finding these pieces, I’ll grow even stronger. The shadows might become even harder to control.” As if to emphasize her point, a tendril of darkness curled around her arm, but then it dissipated like smoke.”

“That must be frightening,” Eld replied. “The solution to the problem might cause more problems.”

“It should be. But honestly? I feel braver somehow. Like maybe I can learn to work with this power instead of just containing it.” She managed a small smile. “The professors think I’m making progress. It’s better now that I have you to help me,” Lea smiled. “It’s just…with the Necropromicon coming up…” She trailed off, looking down at her hands.

The moment stretched between them, filled with unspoken words. In the distance, another explosion heralded yet another elaborate promposal. This time, it was accompanied by an otherworldly growl - not from Lilith, but from somewhere much deeper in the school, like the school itself was trembling.

Lea froze. “Wait, did you...”

But then she broke off and shook her head.

Their eyes met, and Eld could tell they were thinking the same thing. Perhaps their fears were true, perhaps there was another enemy deep in the school.

But for now, they both pretended not to hear it. They were tired of supernatural beings ruining the moment.

“Actually,” Eld said, “About the Necropromicon…and, well, about you in general...actually, would you wait here? Just for a minute?”

At Lea’s puzzled nod, he ducked back into his room. “Places everyone,” he whispered to his companions. “Just like we discussed.”

Moments later, he emerged with Shuck at his side. The patchwork dog carried a small basket in his mouth, covered by a black cloth.

“What’s this?” Lea asked.

“A gift. Well, several gifts, actually.” Eld gestured to the basket. “Would you like to see?”

When she nodded, Shuck set down the basket and nudged off the cloth with his nose. Inside, arranged carefully on a bed of dried roses, sat three items: a delicate corsage made from shadow-touched flowers, a small clockwork butterfly crafted from obsidian and silver, and a crystal vial containing what appeared to be liquid starlight.

“The flowers came from the shadow portal you created last week,” Eld explained, lifting the corsage. “They’re beautiful, just like the shadows that gave them life.” He activated the clockwork creation, watching it flutter up to dance around Lea’s head. “I made it to remind you that even in darkness, there can be grace and joy.”

“And the vial?” Lea asked, her eyes widening with excitement.

“That’s actually from Professor Spinderella-Hemlock. She says it's starlight captured during the last cosmic convergence. You know, to show your balance between light and shadow.”

Lea reached for the vial with trembling fingers. The moment she touched it, the liquid inside began to swirl, mixing with her shadow-essence to create patterns like galaxies being born.

“There’s one more thing,” Eld said. He whistled, and Bart emerged from his hiding place in the basket. The zombie rat scampered up to Lea’s shoulder, offering her a small rolled parchment tied with a black ribbon.

She untied it carefully, unrolling the message written in Eld’s neat script.

Would you do me the honor of attending the Necropromicon with me? We can dance in both light and shadow.

“I know it’s not as grand as exploding fireworks or ice sculptures,” Eld said quickly. “But I wanted to show you that I see you, all of you. The cosmic power and the gentle heart. The shadows and the light. And I—”

He broke off, feeling her emotion, the desire and fear.

“Eid…I want to go. I really do. It’s just…I’m so worried. And what if I hurt you? Last time you went straight into a wall! We can touch if I concentrate, really concentrate, but who knows how long that can last?”

Eld smiled back at Lea, at the universe contained within her eyes, at the stars that glimmered in her hair. “Conventional dancing might be the least interesting option available.”

“What?”

“I know a different kind of waltz,” he offered. “One my mother taught me. It’s from the old country. Before the nightkin and humans separated their realms. They called it the Celestial Circuit.”

Lea raised an eyebrow. “That sounds suspiciously made-up.” But by the way she leaned forward, he could tell that she was interested.

“All dances are made up at some point,” Eld replied with a slight shrug. “This one just happens to be designed for partners who can’t touch. All you’ve got to do is mirror me.”

He stepped forward, imagining her dorm room was a dance floor, and extended his arm, palm up, stopping at a safe distance. “May I have this dance, Lady Azalea?”

She inclined her head in a gesture both regal and playful, then stepped forward to mirror his stance, her hand hovering inches above his.

“You may, Eldritch Blackwood.”

They began to move. Rather than holding each other, they orbited. Eld took three steps clockwise, then reversed as Lea circled counter to his movement. Their hands remained suspended in the space between them, never touching yet aligned. From above, they would have resembled celestial bodies locked in a gravitational dance. A sun and its planet, forever pulling at each other yet never colliding.

Their feet tapped on the roughly hewn floor, but her smile was so bright it was like they were dancing before an entire orchestra.

“Did your mother tell you how this dance originated?” Lea asked as they completed another circuit.

“Would you believe a book on extinct necromantic rituals?” Eld replied, executing a pivot. “After a point, it was the only thing my father would let her read me before bed. Turns out what we now call dancing was once considered a sophisticated form of sympathetic magic.”

“Of course it was.” Lea laughed, causing tiny ripples in reality around her. “Leave it to necromancers to take something joyful and make it about death alignment.”

“In our defense, we make everything about death alignment. We’re very consistent.”

They continued their dancing, and the space between them began to glitter. Tiny pinpricks of light burst in the air where their auras met, creating constellations that trailed behind them.

“You know what’s amazing?” Lea whispered after a sequence that left them facing each other, palms almost touching. “I feel different.”

“Different how? Different good? Different bad?” Eld asked.

“More stable. Like I’m remembering how to contain myself.” Lea’s eyes drifted half-closed in concentration. “Before, it was like trying to hold back an ocean with my bare hands. Now it feels more like directing a river. Doing this…Celestial Circuit is helping.”

As she spoke, the gap between their hands narrowed.

They continued to dance, each caught in the other’s spell. Their orbit tightened, the space between them shrinking further until barely an inch separated their hands.

They completed another circuit, their dance growing more synchronized.

Their hands remained separated by that final, paper-thin barrier of energy—close enough to feel each other’s warmth, yet forever a breath apart. In that small space existed all the complexity of their relationship: the potential for both creation and destruction, intimacy and catastrophe, perfectly balanced on the edge of possibility.

But then Lea’s eyes widened. “I’m getting better at this,” she said, staring at their hands. “Maybe I could—”

She extended her fingers, and for a breathtaking moment, it seemed as though their hands might actually meet without her having to focus intently. The space between warped like heat waves above summer stone.

And then, a breakthrough.

All at once, the pressure vanished, shimmering away like it was never there. Their hands met, and Lea’s face was serene.

It was different than what they’d experienced before, touching with her mind still at peace.

She smiled at him, an earnest smile that seemed to reverberate before her entire being, and before Eld could think, she launched herself forward to hug him, her joy causing nearby shadows to ripple and dance.

Eld stared down at her, his heart beating. It felt like it was pumping courage through his being. “Oh, and Lea...um, I, uh...will you be my girlfriend?”

To his surprise, her face wrinkled in surprise. “I thought I was already your girlfriend.”

“Oh, um, I meant, you know, officially asking you to be my girlfriend...”

“Orlando and Talbot frequently refer to me as your girlfriend.”

“Well, you know, they’re being sarcastic assholes like always, and, uh...”

Lea laughed, cutting through his mumbling. “I’m just giving you a hard time. I officially accept being your girlfriend.”

They kissed—the kiss they’d never gotten at Necropromicon.

Eld didn’t know how long their lips met; he only knew what brought them apart—a clockwork butterfly landing on Shuck’s nose, making him sneeze.

They turned to laugh, then deep beneath their feet, something sent tremors through the building. The shadows reappeared again, suddenly blanketing the ground beneath them—an eclipse on land. A voice like ancient stone grinding against itself rumbled through the hallway, somehow sounding impressed and mournful at the same time. “Young master…your happiness…”

Then silence again.

Lea pulled back slightly, though she kept her arms around Eld’s neck. “Was that...?”

“I…what?” Eld blinked. He had no idea what to even begin thinking. “Maybe that was…” He stared at the walls. “Something beneath the school? Apparently, it approves.  I think? Or it hates it? I’m not sure.” Eld managed a shaky laugh. “Though, let’s be clear. Your approval matters much more than whatever that was.”

Lea pulled him closer, and as their hands met again, the shadows around them surged and swirled, but instead of their usual chaotic patterns, they formed into gentle shapes. Delicate creatures that danced through the air. A shadow-kangaroo bounded past, carrying smaller shadows in its pouch. Tiny shadow-birds fluttered overhead, trailing stardust in their wake.

“Look!” Lea gasped. “They’re beautiful!”

“They are,” Eld agreed, watching the shadow-creatures cavort around them. “Just like their creator.”

From inside the room, they heard Talbot, “Well, that’s certainly more impressive than my fireworks. Though I still say Crypt-O currency is the future! Anyone can use it, not just cosmic beings!”

“Perhaps we should go somewhere more private?” Eld suggested. “Away from eavesdropping roommates?”

Lea nodded, still watching her shadow-creatures with wonder. “The anomaly observation tower? We could watch the stars come out, what few manage to shine through Bathurst’s eternal twilight.”

“Perfect.” Eld offered her his arm. As they walked away, their companions fell into step behind them. Shuck with his wagging tail, Bart perched on his back, Franky skittering forth, and finally the clockwork butterfly leading the parade of shadow-creatures.

They had almost reached the end of the hallway when another explosion rocked the building.

Eld glanced outside, smiling as ghostly lights danced across the sky.

TALBOT WILTING, YOU ABSOLUTELY RIDICULOUS POLTERGEIST!

FINE, I’LL GO TO THE NECROPROMICON WITH YOU – WYSPER

P.S. WHAT IS CRYPT-O?

“Should we tell him she said yes?” Lea whispered.

“He’ll figure it out eventually,” Eld replied. “Though knowing Talbot, he’ll probably drain another three mechanical suits trying to thank her with more fireworks.”

“You know, it’s interesting how much Talbot relies on technology. He, um, knows we can use magic, right?”

“Yes, but usually, someone makes the technology for him,” Eld laughed. “Just look at how long it’s taken to get his mech suit running again by himself.”

They climbed the anomaly observation tower steps hand in hand, followed by their strange procession of undead pets and shadow-creatures. Behind them, the school buzzed with activity. More promposals, more explosions, more moments of unexplained darkness that everyone pretended not to notice.

But up here, watching twilight fade into true night, none of that seemed to matter. They had each other, they had their companions, and for now, that was enough.

Though Eld couldn’t help but notice that even the daemonic voice of approval had sounded strangely sad. As if it knew something they didn’t, something about happiness and its inevitable price.

But that was a worry for another day. Tonight was for shadow-creatures and starlight, for acceptance and joy, for two people who saw each other completely and chose to dance together anyway, no matter what darkness lurked beneath their feet.
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Chapter 24: Tales of Topside

Two weeks later, Eld and Lea sat together in a newly created study pod inside the repaired Splintered Dimension.

The newly installed study pods had been created through a combination of almost all the teachers’ efforts, a mix of silk, metal, and necromantic tissue that created countless warm cocoons drifting through the endless space of the Splintered Dimension, with comfortable desks and chairs anchored inside them.  Thankfully, Blackforge’s risky and chaotic machines had been kept out. Instead, Professor Mammon of the Human Studies department had acquired miniature air conditioners so that each pod could modulate its temperature. According to Spinderella-Hemlock, the cocoon design was apt, as the comfortable pods were designed to metamorphose minds and inspire the growth of new ideas.

Between navigating their newly forged blood bond and the usual business of classes and Nocturnal Combat Club practice, Eld remained busy, but no more so than was typical of Bathurst. The shadows remained still too, despite their strange outburst at Eld’s happiness.

Unfortunately, Qarathil remained silent despite Eld’s peaceful sleep. The creature had certainly picked a tricky time to contact him, and other than through dreams, Eld was unsure if there were any alternative methods to get back in touch.

But for now, Eld decided not to worry about it. He was too busy enjoying himself with Lea. It was just the two of them, their pets off playing by themselves. The peaceful liminal space of the reclaimed Splintered Dimension drifted endlessly around them.

“Blackwood! Azalea!” a gruff voice called.

When they poked their heads out, they found a gruff-looking zombie, his body made of sutured flesh from countless different corpses. He was bare-chested, displaying his many stitched-on ab muscles, and he had four arms. Clearly, he was a body builder like Erik the Drowned, but he had a much more scholarly and gentle expression on his face, including a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles.

“Yes?” Eld asked. From his brief glance at Lea, it was clear that neither of them recognized him.

“Oh, just wanted to thank you,” the zombie replied, his refined voice again a contrast to his massive body. “My name is Pennington. I’m a PhD student in the philosophy department, working on my thesis on Cosmic Indifference. Last quarter was the toughest time in my academic career. There was nothing better for my work than sitting in the Splintered Dimension, pondering the vastness of the universe. Just wanted to thank you for freeing this place up.”

With that, he bustled off.

Eld shot Lea a jaunty smile. “Cosmic Indifference, huh? Well, I’m glad to know that cosmic beings care about me.”

Lea giggled, peeking out of the pod and watching fractals of void energy dance around her fingers. “It’s so nice here. So peaceful. I don’t have to worry about hurting anyone.”

“Hemlock did a good job redesigning it.” Eld pulled out his grimoire. “Though I still wish we’d found the Familial Tome here. Father must have taken it when he fled.”

“Maybe that’s where I can help you,” Lea smiled. “Once I figure out how to channel my power, we can stand against your father, too.”

Eld nodded. “Yeah. Maybe we can. It’s been getting better, hasn’t it? Now that you have the arms?”

“It has, and having you here is even more helpful. But I have to admit that I’m a little worried. I know more about Rafflesia now, but it feels like it isn’t enough. I still don’t know exactly what he did to me, and the parts could be anywhere. Hidden in countless different places. What if it takes forever to find them all?”

“Well, that’s exactly what I made myself undead for. To help track down pieces of a cosmic goddess.” Eld smiled. To his pleasant surprise, his words were firm and earnest. Ever since his conversation with Wysper, he’d been working on his confidence, and the more confidently he acted, the more confident he really felt.

“Well, they could even be Topside,” Lea said.

Eld chuckled. “Honestly, I’m more familiar with Topside than the Underworld. Back when I was a full-time pet doctor, I spent a lot of time there, to rather mixed results. At least this way I’ll have company while everyone runs away screaming.”

That earned him a small laugh from Lea. “You always know what to say.”

“Not always. But I try.” Eld looked into her eyes, and for a moment, the world fell away. “You know, speaking of Topside, there’s this place called New York. Used to be a huge city before the Old Ones blew themselves up. Now it’s this giant maze of ruins and strange magic.”

“What’s it like?”

“Well, there’s this building called the Empire State Building. Picture a mountain of steel and glass stretching up so high it scrapes the clouds.” Eld traced the shape in the air with his hands. “But the really interesting part is what happened after wyld magic leaked into it. Now vines made of pure life energy crawl up the sides, and sometimes the whole thing shifts and groans like it’s breathing. It’s one of the few places Topside where magic is just as strong as it is down here.”

“Does anything live there?” Lea leaned forward.

“Mostly sky-krakens.” Eld grinned. “They nest in the upper floors, tentacles dangling down like party streamers. Had to dodge them whenever I passed through. Though there was this one that actually helped me once—I’d lost a client’s parrot around the fiftieth floor and—”

“You’re making that up!” Lea giggled. She leaned in, placing her hand on his. At first, her motion was tepid, well aware of the dangers after what had happened at Necropromicon. But the two of them had grown together, sharing the burden of her powers and training—by dancing—every single night.

As he felt her touch, Eld’s heart skipped multiple beats. That was the strange thing about hearts. When it never pumped, he didn’t notice it. When it started pumping again, only to stop, that was the strange feeling.

For a brief moment, he forgot where he was, but he managed to stumble back to his story. “I’m not making it up!” Eld laughed. “The sky-kraken grabbed the parrot right out of the air, gentle as could be, and dropped it in my hands. Then it just waved a tentacle at me, like it was saying goodbye.”

“What else?” Lea asked, squeezing his fingers.

“Oh! My favorite place, Central Park—now that’s a real sight. According to the stories the humans told me, it used to be this nice, orderly place where humans would walk their dogs.” Eld chuckled, gesturing with his hands. “But wyld magic turned it into something else entirely. The trees developed a taste for shiny objects. You’ll see them uprooting themselves, shuffling around the abandoned stores like they’re shopping.”

“Shopping trees?” Lea uncurled from her tight position.

“There’s this one oak that’s absolutely covered in watches. Call him Old Burls. He’s very proud of his collection. He gets into arguments with the maple next door about who the best pop star used to be.”

“So they talk too?” Lea asked.

“Kind of,” Eld replied. “They more kind of…rustle with an attitude. You need to really strain to hear what they are talking about.” Eld mimicked a grumpy tree trying to talk, making Lea laugh. “Oh, and then there’s the subway tunnels. The trains down there are alive now. They slither through the dark like giant metal snakes, collecting anything that falls onto the tracks.”

“What do they collect?”

“Mostly rats. Living ones, dead ones—doesn’t matter. When I went there with Bart, it seemed like he recognized a bunch of them,” Eld shrugged. “No one knows why, though. Maybe they’re lonely.”

The energy around Lea rippled with her giggles. “Now I know you’re making things up!”

“I swear on my unbeating heart! It’s all true.” Eld placed his other hand over his chest solemnly. The sincerity of his oath was, unfortunately, slightly affected by his heart beating again when Lea laughed. “Ask anyone who was there. One of the trains was humming New York, New York the whole time.”

As they traded stories and laughter, the shadows shifted around them. The white walls of the study pod absorbed and reflected Lea’s cosmic energy, creating strange patterns that looked remarkably like the New York skyline Eld described. The cityscape shifted and changed with each tale—trees walking through abandoned streets, trains coiling through darkness, buildings dancing under a star-filled sky.

“Wow,” Eld breathed. “Look at that.”

Lea turned, her violet eyes sparkling. “If only I could control these scenes…we could show everyone your stories!”

Unfortunately, as soon as she said that, they vanished, turning back to ordinary shadows.

“Oh.”

“It’s alright,” Eld grinned, taking her hand. He didn’t need anyone else to hear his stories. He just wanted to share them with her.

They spent hours like that, sharing stories and meaningful silences alike. Eld described the wonders and horrors of the surface world, painting pictures with words. In that moment, surrounded by the fractured reality of the Splintered Dimension, they’d found a pocket of peace in their chaotic world.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new mysteries to unravel. But for now, they had a quiet connection, growing stronger with each shared story and gentle laugh. The fact that they were doing this here, in the place where Grimthorpe had once plotted their demise, only made it all the sweeter.
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Chapter 25: Tailored For Chaos

“This is the place?” Eld asked.

“Oh yes,” Talbot replied. “The finest tailor in all of Necropolis.”

Eld frowned. He understood that a tailor wasn’t a carpenter, but this building seemed awfully worn down. If Talbot hadn’t pointed it out to him, he would have thought that this was a stray straw hut, not a business establishment. “Are you sure?”

“Oh, I’m sure. Trust me. Think about it, Eld...I can generate my own clothes. Why would I go to someone who wasn’t great?”

Eld nodded hesitantly. “Well, I guess we could try it. The old fur coat is excellent, but I heard Spinderella-Hemlock has a terrible punishment in mind for anyone who dares to repeat their outfit.”

His fur coat and rattlesnake skin boots growled irritably. Following their request to wear them more often, he’d brought them to this Necropolis outing.

With that, Eld nudged the door open to Spectorfield’s Clothier, the groan of the wooden hinges immediately informing him that the tailor shop rarely welcomed visitors.

A small brass bell jingled overhead as he slipped inside. Shuck shoved past him, quickly settling onto a small carpet near the center. The interior was very dim, barely lit by wispy orbs that floated near the ceiling like faint moons on a cloudy night. Eld was used to the artificial twilight of Bathurst. This was similar, but an even dimmer setting, one that forced even his eyes, so accustomed to darkness, to adjust further. He caught a faint outline of a line of headless wooden mannequins standing at the far wall, arms twitching as if they were impatient to greet new customers.

He could practically feel Talbot’s excitement radiating behind him as he spun a Crypt-O disc on his finger. Eld’s friend never seemed to tire of the weird corners of Necropolis.

“See?” Talbot said, drifting forward and spinning through the air. “I told you. This place has been here literally forever. The Necropromicon’s a big deal, Eld, and this time it’s a proper ball. No scheming…” He paused. “Well, hopefully less scheming, so we’ll need to dress the part.”

A quiet sigh slipped out before Eld could hold it back. “I can’t shake the feeling something big is right around the corner. You know? Like an impending doom.”

Talbot stared at him for a moment, then slowly shrugged. “Well. Tracking down the first source of impending doom took a great deal of effort. So let’s just wait for this one to find us.”

Eld paused. His friend’s lackadaisical approach to life was incredibly frustrating, but after everything, it felt like he and Lea were finally moving in the right direction. Maybe he should take this as a moment of peace, a chance to enjoy happiness.

“By the way...is the tailor coming soon?” he asked.

The headless mannequins turned towards him as one. They couldn’t speak, so they instead bent their bodies to form letters, the wood creaking hideously as they contorted unnaturally. “SOON.”

From somewhere deeper in the shop, Eld heard pages rapidly flipping on a ledger.

An impeccably dressed ghost emerged, floating a few inches above the floor. His suit was lavender, the buttoned-up shirt beneath green with yellow stripes. His bow-tie was black and purple, decorated with a strange array of cats’ skulls. The lower half of his body trailed off into an ectoplasmic tail.

“Greetings, gentlemen.” He inclined his head. “I assume you’re both here for custom suits befitting the Necropromicon?”

Eld attempted a polite nod, one he hoped disguised how tired he felt. “Yes. We need something…appropriate.”

“More traditional than a living fur coat, he means,” Talbot added.

The coat and boots rattled, as if to say they had officially retired to become casual wear.

To Mr. Spectorfield’s credit, he seemed overjoyed rather than frightened. “Ah yes. That’s what I always say: an outfit for every occasion. My mannequins will measure you right away. They can be overly enthusiastic, so try not to panic.”

Before Eld could even cry out a protest, the tailor snapped his fingers, and half a dozen headless mannequins lurched forward. Sickly green light flashed as the mannequins clasped their wooden hands together, an eerie echo resonating through the room.

When they pulled their hands apart again, each had manifested a different tool. Measuring tapes, pincushions jammed with pins, or fluttering fabric swatches. They advanced on Eld and Talbot, half welcoming committee, half merciless horde.

Talbot drifted back, raising both hands. “All right, easy there, I’m ticklish.” He shot Eld a roguish look, elbowing his side. “Guess we’re about to find out just how enthusiastic these mannequins are.”

“I don’t think—”

One mannequin seized Eld by the sleeve, another pinned a measuring tape across his shoulders. “Hey! My limbs only twist one way!”

Mr. Spectorfield held an open ledger in one hand, frantically scribbling with the other. Runes glowed at the tip of a floating quill, capturing every measurement the mannequins collected. “A fine start,” he remarked.  

Talbot snorted, tilting his head as a tape measure swished right through his torso. “Guess ectoplasm is tricky to size up, hmm?” he teased. The mannequin holding that tape spun around in clear confusion.

Shuck seemed more interested in a separate measuring tape that skittered off to the side like a panicked mouse. He lunged with a playful growl, snatching it in his jaws. One mannequin tried to intercept, only to trip over a fallen pincushion.

“Fantastic,” Mr. Spectorfield said as if nothing were amiss. With a flick of his wrist, he swept arcs of glowing information from the mannequins’ glowing tools, siphoning it into his ledger’s pages. “Now, preferences? The Necropromicon is rather grand, so don’t be afraid to request something unique.”

“More unique than a fur—” Talbot started, but Eld’s coat cut him off, growling with countless fangs.

Talbot cleared his throat and straightened. “If we’re going for unique, how about black velvet? With a high collar that stands out? Maybe illusions along the cuffs, something that flares when I shift from tangible to intangible.”

Eld grimaced when a mannequin spun him a second time. One persistent measuring tape insisted on checking his inseam in a particularly sensitive area. “I just want something functional. A black jacket, maybe with some subtle pattern.”

“So…what you always wear?” Talbot rolled his eyes.

Spectorfield examined Eld thoughtfully. “Yes, a more understated approach for you. Possibly embroidered motifs.” He glanced at Shuck, who was proudly parading around with the captured tape. “Pawprint embellishments, perhaps?”

Eld rubbed at his temples. The idea intrigued him more than he cared to admit, but he was afraid that Spectorfield would add a surcharge for such a keen fashion suggestion. “That…yeah, that could work.”

One mannequin tried to measure Eld’s chest again, inadvertently tugging open his coat. Franky, his undead centipede, peered out. Mr. Spectorfield paused, eyebrows lifting at the sight of extra legs scuttling within Eld’s lining.

“The more I see of your work, the more impressed I am, young man.” The tailor leaned in to observe more closely.

Eld cleared his throat, fighting a small flush of embarrassment. “He’s harmless, I promise.” He tucked Franky away as best he could, though the centipede chittered in mild protest.

Talbot sauntered over, arms folded. “Don’t sweat it, Eld,” he said, tossing a playful grin. “We’d have to try really hard to out-weird the rest of the student body. Sometimes I forget, even though you’re a Blackwood, considering how little time you’ve spent in the Underworld.”

The mannequins carried on measuring collars and cuffs, smoothing out wrinkles, and in Talbot’s case, passing through limbs when he grew bored. Eld was surprised the mannequins hadn’t assaulted him by now for his constant pranks, but they remained consummately professional.

Eventually, Spectorfield lifted a hand. “Excellent. I believe we have enough to craft your garments. Remain still while we finalize a few details.”

Eld found that easier said than done, especially with multiple spectral tapes swirling around him, but he forced himself to relax. Ribbons of faint magical light coiled around him and Talbot both. He felt a subtle tingle across his skin as the tapes finalized the measurements into the ledger. Talbot merely yawned.

“Just let me know when it’s time to see the finished product,” Talbot said, stretching one arm languidly. “I have a nap scheduled, and I hate being late.”

Spectorfield ignored the banter, stepping away with his ledger to the back of the shop. Several mannequins rattled after him, carrying notes or fabric samples. For the first time since stepping through the door, Eld found a moment to breathe. The hush settled again, and now that his eyes had adjusted to the room’s strange darkness, he let his gaze wander across the displayed fabrics, each shimmering faintly under the overhead orbs.

As he anticipated his suit arriving, he couldn’t help but wonder what Lea might think when she saw him. Though they were far apart, they were still tied by the newly reforged blood oath. Hopefully, she was eagerly anticipating it.

After a few minutes, Spectorfield glided back, now holding two protective garment bags. “Here we are. I trust these will fit like a dream. Though do be gentle if they, ah, resist a bit at first. Magical cloth can have a mind of its own.”

The fur coat purred, and the boots hissed. “Needless to say, I’m used to my clothes having a mind of their own,” Eld chuckled.

Eld stepped behind a portable screen where two mannequins dutifully held up draping curtains. Within moments of slipping into the new suit, he realized how perfectly it hugged his body. Delicate lines of embroidery curved along the shoulders and cuffs, stylized bone designs, and nearer the hem, he spotted subtle pawprints.

When he walked out, he spotted Talbot with a tailored velvet ensemble that shifted color in faint pulses, triggered whenever Talbot phased in and out of physicality.

Shuck pranced around them, wagging his tail at the swirl of fresh fabrics.

Spectorfield folded his arms across his chest, face glowing with professional pride. “Do let me know if there’s any discomfort, but I suspect it’ll hold up superbly at the Necropromicon.”

Eld nodded. “It’s fantastic.” He grabbed his coat and fished out coins.

He paid quickly, and to his utter shock, Spectorfield accepted Talbot’s disc of Crypt-O without any complaints, though he did ask the poltergeist to sign a waiver on glowing parchment. Talbot, of course, signed without reading through the fine print, despite Eld’s protests.

“I’m just happy to make another purchase with Crypt-O!”

“I missed out on the Beanie Babies stuffed with spiders craze,” Spectorfield explained. “Not going to miss out on the next one.”

Then he bowed in midair. “If you find yourselves in need of adjustments, return anytime. And Talbot, try not to phase in and out too much. The flashing lights can cause seizures.”

Talbot ran a hand along his new collar with an impish grin. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“The waiver you signed without reading holds you liable for any injuries you may cause.”

“Oh. In that case, I’ll definitely keep it in mind.”

With that, they gathered the suits, both now sealed in crisp garment bags, and headed back to the door. Shuck still had the stolen tape measure, which he refused to surrender, carrying it like some proud trophy.

Stepping onto the quiet street, the hush of Necropolis greeted them once more. Eld let out a long, tired breath. At least the fitting had gone smoothly, no small victory considering the usual chaos that accompanied Talbot’s suggestions.

Talbot sidled closer, giving Eld a friendly bump with his shoulder. “See? We survived the tailor shop without setting it on fire,” he quipped. “Told you we could handle something as simple as new suits.”

Eld’s lips curved into a faint, lopsided smile. “If simple means no mannequins were injured, then sure.”

As they wandered deeper into Necropolis, Talbot spun in midair, phasing his hand through a nearby lamppost. “You know what I love about Necropolis? No matter how many times I visit, the city always feels like there’s something new.”

Shuck trotted ahead, measuring tape still dangling proudly from his jaws. He sniffed at a crack between stones where a faintly luminescent mushroom had taken root, then backed away when it puffed a cloud of spectral spores.

“Come on, admit it,” Talbot nudged Eld. “Even you have to appreciate the ambiance.”

“I do,” Eld replied. “Especially when there’s no spreading void vortex.”

Some of the damage and warping left by Lea’s outburst over winter break remained, but the damage had been mostly nullified. The warped buildings had taken advantage of their extra rooms, and the street cleaners had even managed to fix the potholes. Unable to fill in their boundless depths, they had simply used the immortal technology of wooden planks.

A group of nightkin passed by, a family of ghasts dressed in their evening finery. The parents nodded politely while their children gazed at Shuck. One of them tugged at her mother’s sleeve, pointing at the patchwork dog with glowing fingers.

“Mommy, can I pet him? His bones are showing just like Uncle Marrow’s!”

Before Eld could intervene, Shuck bounded over and sat in front of the child, his tail thumping against the cobblestones. The little ghast giggled as she reached out.

“What a well-behaved familiar,” the father commented, tipping his hat to Eld.

“He’s not exactly a—” Eld began, but Talbot cut him off.

“He’s one of a kind!” Talbot proclaimed. “Top-tier reanimation by none other than Eld Blackwood, pet necromancer extraordinaire.”

The family’s polite smiles froze. “Blackwood?” the mother whispered, pulling her daughter back a step. “As in...?”

“Yes, yes, that Blackwood family,” Talbot waved dismissively. “But don’t worry, Eld here is the black sheep. Or should I say the compassionate sheep?”

Eld pinched the bridge of his nose. “Talbot…”

“We should be going,” the father said hurriedly, ushering his family along.

As they rushed away, the little ghast turned to wave goodbye to Shuck, who wagged his tail in response.

“Why did you introduce me like that?” Eld shifted his garment bag to his other arm.

“Introduce you how? Accurately?" Talbot drifted backward, facing Eld. “Besides, your family reputation adds mystique. The ladies love mystique.”

“The ladies love not being associated with infamous liches. And besides, I’m not trying to get any ladies. Neither should you. You seemed a bit too flirtatious with the mannequins at the start.”

“What do you mean? I literally didn’t let them touch me!”

“Only after you got annoyed at being ignored.”

“Details, details,” Talbot replied, spinning yet another disc of Crypt-O.

They rounded a corner and came upon a tattered poster flapping against a weathered wall. Despite there being no breeze, the paper swished from side to side, animated by some enchantment. Bright green letters oozed down the page.

GHOUL GOURMET. NOW SERVING THE FRESHEST DELICACIES FOR THE DISCERNING UNDEAD PALATE!

Talbot drifted closer, squinting at the smaller text. “Hmm. It seems like they specialize in ethically-sourced brain cuisine—whatever that means.”

The poster suddenly flapped vigorously, swatting at Talbot’s face before pressing itself flat against the wall, its edges quivering as if embarrassed.

“I think it’s shy,” Eld remarked dryly.

“Or it has good taste,” Talbot replied, adjusting his non-existent tie. “Not everyone can handle this much charm up close. Want to give it a try?”

Eld shook his head. “I’ve never liked brains, and after the bond with Lea, I think I have more than enough thoughts to get me through the day.”

The soft strains of a violin drew their attention further down the street. A lady with long black hair and a paper-white face sat beneath a crooked awning that looked ready to collapse. Somehow, without even using a bow, her fingers danced across the strings, coaxing forth a melody of such sorrowful beauty that passersby slowed their pace to listen.

Shuck’s ears perked up. He sat, head cocked to one side.

Eld’s shoulders relaxed, and Talbot closed his eyes, swaying gently to the melody. He began humming along, then started singing, harmonizing with the violin. His voice had shifted to a deep and strong baritone.

“I didn’t know you could sing,” Eld murmured, not wanting to break the spell of the music.

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Talbot replied with a wink. “I was quite the performer in my living days. My uncle on my mother’s side was a famous bard from another realm. Maybe you’ve heard of him, Baxter Vesterland?”

Eld pulled up his bottom lip and slowly shook his head. “Can’t say that I have.”

“That’s the Topside in you, Eld. People used to smuggle Uncle Baxter’s music across the very lines of reality.”

When the final notes faded away, they continued their stroll, coming upon a floating market stall that hovered inches above the street. The vendor materialized before them, her booth building around her in a swirl of mist.

“Night-Blooming Buttons!” she called, echoing oddly. “Keeps your cloak clasped in any dimension! Never worry about dimensional drift again!”

Talbot floated closer, examining the wares. “Ooh, these would look splendid with my new suit.” He picked up a button that glowed a sickly green. “How much?”

“For you, handsome specter, merely three soul-shards or equivalent currency.”

“Well, dimensional drift is a serious concern for a poltergeist of my caliber.” Talbot held the button up to the ghost-light. “And while materializing in the nude is hilarious, it’s terribly inconvenient. Just think about what happened after my mech suit blew up.”

“I’m not sure we have time for this,” Eld replied.

“What’s the rush?” Talbot asked. “It’s not like we have class today.”

Unfortunately, the lengthy negotiation over accepting Crypto-O took just as long as Eld feared.

By the time they staggered away, Eld was distinctly irritated.

“You’re no fun today,” Talbot complained.

“Oh, you know. Just baffled about the future of the economy. How could a full tailored suit cost one disc of Crypt-O whereas a button costs five?”

“You should have how many I paid for the fireworks.”

They crossed a broad intersection where purple-and-silver streamers drifted overhead, anchored to nothing yet somehow maintaining their positions rigidly in the air.

A wooden sign swayed gently, and Eld raised an eyebrow as he read the words.

NECROPROMICON II: ONE MONTH AWAY

The sign rearranged itself, shifting from DON’T MISS OUT to SCHOOL OUTSIDERS WELCOME and STUDENT ATTENDANCE KIND OF MANDATORY before finishing with FORMAL ATTIRE REQUIRED! NO LIVING OR UNDEAD FUR COATS!

Eld palmed his forehead and slid his hand down his face as his attire growled irritably. “Really? I mean, you guys helped me save everyone’s unlives.”

A group of Bathurst students huddled nearby, their animated conversation carrying across the square.

“—planning to enchant my mask to show the constellations as they appeared on the night I died,” a skeletal student was saying. “Professor Hemlock says it’s too morbid, but I think it’s thematically appropriate.”

“Well, I’ve been brewing a potion that makes the drinker temporarily transparent,” another replied. “Perfect for making a dramatic entrance.”

“Speaking of dramatic,” a third added, “did you hear how much Bonecrusher paid to rent that authentic plague doctor ensemble? Nearly emptied his coin purse, from what I heard.”

Talbot gestured to the garment bag slung over his shoulder. “See? Everyone’s going all out. We’re going to be the best-dressed pair there. Trust me, nobody can compete with velvet. It’s a classic.”

Eld couldn’t reply.

His attention was abruptly drawn to a very familiar lich taking up space on the streets ahead.
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Chapter 26: The Chase of Lamentations

Eld’s eyes widened.

Cloudehill stood near a vendor’s stall, juggling an armful of bizarre supplies with his back turned to Eld and Talbot. Spell scroll tubes poked out between his finger bones, while jars of suspicious powders clinked against half-bound tomes balanced precariously against his runic-carved ribcage.

“Isn’t that your brother?” Talbot remarked, hovering confusedly behind Eld. “He’s carrying way too much stuff.”

“Yeah, let’s try to sneak out of here.”

But as the two walked past, Cloudehill fumbled with a crinkled parchment, muttering loudly as he checked items against his list.

“Essence of Phantasmal Agony…check. Grimoire of Ossified Transmutation…check.” He shifted, almost dropping a bubbling violet potion. “Blast it all! How am I supposed to manage this inventory?”

He squinted at the list again. “Soul-Binding Spirit Box. Check. Dust of Obstruction. Check.”

Eld frowned to himself.

Those ingredients didn’t sound very innocent. He thought back to the dinner with Wysper posing as Cloudehill and his brother’s subsequent jealousy. He wanted nothing more than to return to Bathurst, but he had a feeling ignoring this would come back to bite him.

***

Cloudehill fumbled with the parchment as he balanced the teetering stack of oddly shaped parcels against his exposed rib cage. The marketplace of Necropolis bustled around him, but all Cloudehill cared about was his precious shopping list. Unfortunately, reading the list was just as difficult as balancing all the packages. His crystal black eyes spun in their sockets, threatening to roll right out.

“I thought I already bought that. Where is it?” His bony finger jabbed at the parchment, tearing a small hole through it. “Oh! Crystallized banshee tears! Still need those. What shop do I buy it at again?”

The packages teetered again, and the thought of additional shopping became nearly too much to bear. Besides, he was almost out of his allowance, with only enough to make a few more purchases. With his stooges overthrown from the Eastern Kingdoms and insufficient undead soldiers of his own to declare additional wars, Cloudehill was entirely dependent on Drizella’s generosity.

“Whatever,” Cloudehill grumbled. “I’ll use Father’s pickled ogre urine, should be fine. Just need to wait for a day he’s off consulting with that thing in the mirror.” Three spell scrolls dropped to the ground, and he bent awkwardly to retrieve them, knocking over a display of enchanted trinkets in the process.

“Sorry! Not sorry! Important business!” he called to the angry vendor without turning around. “This would be so much easier with a few minions. That’s the problem with stealth missions. You have to slum like the plebs,” he grumbled, dropping another vial and stomping on it accidentally.

The jewelry merchant beside him slowly backed away as Cloudehill continued ranting to no one in particular. The lich didn’t notice or care. He was too busy marshalling up arguments for the next time he confronted his father. “Well. I guess I will have to replace what I just lost. Very well. Apothecary next, then that weird little shop with the ugly shopkeeper,” he announced loudly enough for several passersby to turn and stare. “My plan is perfect. I’m the most organized lich in Necropolis.”

He puffed out his chest so much that he didn’t even notice the additional items he’d dropped in the process.

This was it. His masterpiece. Not Father’s spell, not someone else’s idea. His plan. His brilliance. Or, well, not quite his plan. It was the plan a voice in the shadows told him. But still...it was a plan his father or Eld didn’t know about, and the voice in the shadows was awfully nice. It never yelled at him the way either Eldritch did, Jr. or Sr.

When he finished, even Eld would finally admit that Cloudehill was the superior son.

“Three more stops, then everyone will see how amazing I am!” Cloudehill declared, his jaw clacking. “Won’t stupid Eld be jealous when he finds out what his much more talented brother has accomplished? Wait, I don’t need Eld. It’s the girl who matters. And once I capture the girl, I’ll be able to give her to the voice in the shadows. Capture the girl, then summon the shadows to help me take over the world. Sounds simple enough.”

As if summoned by his thoughts, a familiar voice cut through the market chatter.

“Cloudehill? Is that you?”

The cry sent a jolt through his bones. Slowly, Cloudehill turned, his jaw literally dropping at the sight of his brother.

Of all the rotten luck.

Here he was, caught in the middle of his scheme, and neither his plan nor his father’s plan was operational. The Festerwhatever was somewhere at home, and Cloudehill’s ingredients weren’t ready yet!

He stooped over, dropping a few more packages as he retrieved his jaw. He wanted nothing more than to vanish with his father’s transportation spell, but he still struggled with using it while bringing objects along with him. He didn’t want a repeat of the Bog of Fear again.

Eld stood a few yards away, that ridiculous patchwork dog at his heels and his ghostly friend floating nearby.

But wait!

The girl, the one the voice in the shadows had called the power source, was nowhere to be found. Cloudehill thought that maybe, just maybe, he could bluff his way out of this.

His brother’s gaze moved from Cloudehill’s face to the obviously arcane supplies in his arms. Cloudehill hastily worked to cover them up, doing his best to hide the contents. This couldn’t be happening—not when he was so close to a true necromantic ambush!

Machinations flooded through Cloudehill’s mind. He could pretend this was some innocent shopping trip, but the glowing ingredients and forbidden tomes made that excuse laughable. He could claim Father sent him, but that would just exacerbate things further.

Even worse, Eld had that blasted cloak and rattlesnake skin boots with him. Eld might have been weak, but his pets were full of tricks and nonsense.

Caught in social zugzwang, Cloudehill made the only move available.

“Cloudehill?” Cloudehill said in falsetto. “Who is this Cloudehill, you speak of? I’m…uh…my name is Cloude—mount, yeah, Cloudemount!”

Genius, Cloudehill, pure brain-gobbling genius. It was a good thing he’d eaten all those servings at Ghoul Gourmet.

Eld started towards him, shaking his head and rolling his eyes. “Cloudehill, I know it’s you! What are you—”

“No time, no time!” Cloudehill clutched his treasures tighter against him and bolted down the nearest alley.

The passage was narrow, but Cloudehill charged through it like a skeletal battering ram, knocking over trash bins and startling a pair of zombies mid-conversation.

“Out of my way, rotters! Very important lich coming through!” he shouted, his foot catching on a loose stone. He stumbled, dropping three scrolls that sprouted legs made of words and ink before sprinting off into the darkness.

“No! My scrolls!” he wailed. He stopped, taking two steps back. But he had no time. Eld and his ghostly friend were drawing closer and closer. “I need those! But I can’t—ugh, this is your fault!” he made a crude gesture at the fallen zombies as he continued to run. Without the time to genuinely curse them, he could only stick up his middle finger and hope the worst befell them.

As Cloudehill emerged onto a wider street, he glanced over his shoulder, spotting Eld and Talbot gaining on him.

Unfortunately, by battering through all obstacles, he’d inadvertently cleared the path for them.

“Go away!” he shouted. “Can’t you see I’m busy being brilliant?”

Cloudehill reached for the first thing his bony fingers touched. A jar of luminous slime.

“No! Not that one, you stupid hand! I paid good money for this!” He looked at the jar, then at his pursuers, his jaw grinding together for a moment. “Why does this always happen to me?!”

With a theatrical moan, he hurled the jar directly at Eld. The glass shattered, and the sickly slime burst outwards. The material rapidly reacted with the air, creating a haze of illusions that blocked off the street, blocking off Eld, his pets, and his stupid clothes.

“My best slime!” Cloudehill cried, even as he reached for another item. “I was going to do something amazing with that!”

He stumbled through a group of näkki musicians, the ethereal water spirits hastily ducking back as he barged right through them. A flailing elbow knocked over a cellist, who dissolved into gentle mist upon impact.

Cloudehill had no idea if he survived. He didn’t know how other species of nightkin worked, and he definitely didn’t care.

“Your music is terrible anyway!” Cloudehill declared, grabbing a scroll from his dwindling collection as the musicians advanced towards him. “Everyone stop following me! I know I’m amazing, but you can’t have my autograph!”

He tore the seal off the scroll and tossed it behind him like a discarded candy wrapper. Half-formed apparitions exploded from the parchment, filling the air with shrieking phantoms.

“I was going to use that at the night club later!” he bellowed, already reaching for a pouch of glittering black powder. “This isn’t fair! My plan was so perfect that I even had the post-plan celebration planned!”

The Dust of Obstruction went next, flung with such poor aim that some of it blew back into Cloudehill’s face. He sneezed violently, as the dust was sucked into the crevasse where his nose used to be and around the edges of his eye sockets.

“My eyes! My beautiful gem eyes!” He stumbled blindly forward while furiously wiping at his face. “I hate everything!”

A jar of pickled toad eyes went flying next, splattering across the cobblestones. “Those cost twelve gold coins each! Stop making me waste my stuff, Eld, erm, Eld’s dog, and...well, whatever the rest of your names are!”

Cloudehill darted across a small square, running across a dried-up fountain, its stone fish perpetually gasping in an airless void. The route ahead forked into three possible paths. Having rarely visited Necropolis, Cloudehill opted for the optimal strategy—choosing randomly.

But as he rounded the turn, a spirit materialized directly in his path, arms spread wide to block the way.

“Surprise!” The poltergeist—Eld’s friend—floated before him. “Now, do we do this the easy way? Or the hard way. I’m warning you, I have a fortune in Crypt-O and a mech suit just around the corner.”

Cloudehill skidded to a halt, nearly dropping the rest of his dwindling supply of goods. “How did you beat me here?”

“I’m a poltergeist. The name’s Talbot, by the way,” Talbot breezily replied. “Phased right through the wall. We can do that, you know.”

Cloudehill was angry at himself for not figuring that out, and he decided to take that anger out on Talbot. “Just get out of my way,” he growled. “I’m warning you.”

“Not happening, bone-boy,” Talbot replied, solidifying. “Whatever masterpiece of mayhem you’re planning, it ends here.”

Cloudehill imagined himself in one of the old western action flicks he’d seen on his haunted television. He narrowed his eyes, facing down the spirit.

Unfortunately, Cloudehill’s imagination continued down an unproductive path, the thoughts bouncing around his ghostly skull.

Wait.

Talbot.

Incorporeal.

Ghost.

Hungry.

Another helping at Ghoul Gourmet.

“Are you alright?” Talbot asked, genuinely concerned. “Are the flashing lights really bothering you? I didn’t think it would actually work.”

Cloudehill didn’t know what Talbot was talking about. Lost in his barren and decrepit mind palace, he hadn’t even noticed the poltergeist’s outfit. As his two remaining brain cells inadvertently bounced off each other, a brilliant idea formed. His gem eyes brightened as if someone had lit candles inside his head.

“I have the smartest idea ever!” he announced to no one in particular, dropping his remaining items in a haphazard pile. He held up a finger towards Talbot. “Wait one moment, spirit.” Several items rolled away down a nearby drain. “Oops! I’ll get those later. Probably.”

He finally found a small ornate box at the bottom of the pile. The spirit-binding box had cost him dearly at the market, but he had been assured it would capture any spectral entity.

“I was supposed to use this for someone really important,” Cloudehill declared, holding the box upside-down and shaking it before realizing his error. “But your annoyingness is forcing my hand!”

Talbot’s confident smirk faltered. “Wait, is that—”

Cloudehill jabbed at the box with his bony finger, turning the knobs and pressing the buttons at random until it suddenly snapped open. Spectral chains exploded outward, flying in all directions, several wrapping around a nearby lamppost before finding their target.

“Ha! I meant to do that!” Cloudehill crowed as the chains finally located Talbot, dragging the poltergeist toward the container.

“Oh come on!” Talbot yelled as he was stuffed into the tiny box. “Wait! Let me go! I’m the founder of Crypt-O! You’re holding back our society by years, no centuries!”

The box snapped shut with a click, nearly pinching off the end of Cloudehill’s finger bones in the process.

“Ow!” He rattled the box next to his skull, hearing muffled cries from within. “Be quiet in there! I’m trying to think!”

Cloudehill looked at the box, then at his scattered supplies, several of which were rolling away down the street.

“This is terrible! I used my ghost-catcher on this stupid poltergeist!” He stomped his foot, accidentally crushing a vial he’d dropped earlier. “I was going to catch something way cooler! Like a daemon! Or a…a…bigger poltergeist! Wait, no. I was supposed to get Eld’s girlfriend...but wait. The voice said that if I couldn’t, all I had to do was stall them...maybe this could do the trick!”

Grabbing whatever supplies hadn’t rolled away, Cloudehill sprinted toward a nearby stone bridge, dropping several more items in his haste. The dark waters of the river churned below, black and ominous.

“My stuff! My beautiful stuff!” he wailed, stomping across the bridge while stuffing scrolls into the spaces between his ribs for safekeeping. “Eld ruins everything!”

Halfway across, Cloudehill stopped abruptly, nearly toppling over the railing. He held up the spirit box.

“This box is ruined now!” he declared loudly, as if announcing it to the entire city. “I can’t use a box with a stupid poltergeist in it! I needed a box with no poltergeist! For my very smart plan!” The box wiggled in his hand as Talbot desperately tried to escape. Cloudehill shook it harder. “Stop moving! I’m trying to complain about you!”

A passerby gave Cloudehill a concerned look, then hurried away when the lich’s gem eyes flared angrily.

“What are you looking at? I’m having a crisis!” From inside the box, Talbot yelled more muffled cries for help, which Cloudehill interpreted as personal insults. “How dare you call me that!” he shouted at the box, though Talbot had said nothing intelligible. “I am a very accomplished lich! I have many important friends!”

His eyes whirled to the side as Eld slowly grew closer. He would have to make his escape soon. He was confident he could win a fight with Eld, but after rampaging through the town, it seemed like half of Necropolis was looking for him.

“This is the worst night of my life!” Cloudehill proclaimed dramatically. “Do you know how hard it is to find quality ingredients in this podunk town?” He shook the box one last time for good measure. “This is all your fault!”

With an exaggerated grunt, Cloudehill kicked the spirit box, nearly losing his balance in the process. “Time to sleep with the fishes, whatever your name is! I hope you get eaten by river monsters!”

The box sailed through the air in a wide arc before plummeting into the dark current with a distant splash.

“Wait, no! My favorite box! My only box!” Cloudehill immediately lamented, stomping his foot on the bridge. “I just remembered how much I liked that box! It still could have been a good paperweight!” He dropped two more vials as he gathered up his supplies. “Everything is terrible! I’m surrounded by incompetence! I’m the only one who knows what they’re doing!”

Footsteps pounded closer. Eld was nearly upon him.

“Not worth the confrontation,” Cloudehill decided, hurrying off the bridge. “I still have enough to start the preliminary work, kind of. Not really. Well, without my items, at least I can make an escape. And besides, throwing away Eld’s friend should stall him a little bit. I’ll just improvise the rest when I get back!”

He vanished into the warren of streets that comprised Necropolis’s eastern district, then hid in an alleyway as he activated his teleportation spell.

This setback was frustrating, but ultimately surmountable.

After all, he hadn’t become a lich by giving up at the first sign of trouble, or by following instructions.

***

“Talbot!” Eld burst onto the bridge just in time to see the spirit box disappear beneath the water’s surface.

His blood pounded in his ears as his gaze darted between the churning river and the distant outline of his brother disappearing into the maze-like streets. The spirit box was sinking rapidly. He could still catch Cloudehill if he abandoned Talbot to the current.

The choice took less than a heartbeat and wasn’t really a choice at all.

“I’m coming, Talbot!” Eld shouted. He tore off his boots, then his coat, hurling Franky and Bart away along with it as he vaulted over the bridge’s railing. Shuck barked frantically, pacing along the edge as Eld plummeted toward the dark waters below.
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Chapter 27: A Sorrowful Dive

Water slammed into Eld like a wall of cold, driving the air from his lungs. Before he could even process the shock, the current immediately dragged him downward.

He forced his eyes open against the sting of the river. Inky shadows swirled around him, and ghostly spots danced at the edge of his vision. Tiny glimmers of light spiraling through the water like drowned stars. Several coalesced into shapes that reminded him of faces. Mouths stretched in silent screams, their eyes wide with eternal anguish.

Of course, the water here wasn’t normal. This was the Cocytus, the River of Lost Regrets. These waters carried not just physical current but the lingering sorrows of countless souls.

One of the ghostly faces drifted close enough that Eld could almost make out features that seemed hauntingly familiar, but then it dissipated before he could place it, leaving only trailing wisps.

As he sank deeper, the first whisper reached him.

“I should have told her the truth.”

The voice seemed to come from everywhere around him.

Eld kicked against the pull, trying to orient himself in the darkness. “Let’s just hope me not finding Talbot doesn’t become another lost regret...”

His words burbled uselessly in the water, though thankfully, as an undead, he didn’t need to breathe.

“I never got to say goodbye.”

Each murmur slipped into his mind like tendrils of living despair, cold and insidious. He twisted, searching for the spirit box.

“All those years I wasted.”

A current caught him, dragging him sideways. Eld fought against it.

“Why did I wait so long?”

The whispers grew louder as he descended. He could almost feel the weight of the regrets pressing against him from all sides.

“I could have saved them all.”

He pushed forward, ignoring the ghostly lamentations that swirled around him like the river’s currents. As sorry as he felt for the people speaking, he wasn’t going to wait around for details, not with Talbot lost.

“No one will remember me.”

As he strained his eyes through the murky spirit-infested waters, something glinted below him, a faint glow that flickered in and out as the current shifted.

Eld’s eyes widened.

The spirit box, its runes, knobs, and buttons all fading as it tumbled ever deeper.

Eld drove himself downward, arms outstretched, forcing his straining limbs to obey him. The box disappeared behind a swirl of silt, then reappeared several feet farther down. As he pushed toward it, he thought he heard Talbot.

“Eld! Help me!”

His friend’s voice was muffled and desperate. Whether it was real or just his imagination playing tricks amid the river’s ghostly murmurs, Eld couldn’t tell. The voice might have been Talbot’s, or perhaps it was a misheard regret joining the river’s endless lament.

Either way, it drove him deeper.

The pressure increased as he descended, tightening around his chest. In the water’s crushing embrace, unbidden memories surfaced, his regrets reflected at him.

His father’s voice, cold and cutting, a far cry from the day Eld had shown him his first successful reanimation.

“You are no longer a child. Stop wasting your potential on these beasts. Another sparrow who fell out of its nest? A true Blackwood bends the forces of death to achieve power, not to win the affection of mongrels and simpletons.”

Eld pushed away the memory, but another rose to take its place.

“Your brother is already growing in power. Meanwhile, you fritter away your talents on pets. Is sentimentality truly worth sacrificing your heritage?”

Eld thought back to the secrets deep within the Familial Tome, to the ancestors in the crypt. But as he devised a retort to his father, the current swirled around him, dragging him sideways and away from the box’s fading glow.

He was wasting his time!

Panic rose like bile in his throat as he fought against the water’s pull.

“Cloudehill understands what it means to be a Blackwood. He embraces his destiny without these foolish qualms about compassion and friendship. Such weakness will be your undoing, Eldritch.”

Doubt crept in. Perhaps Father was right. Perhaps chasing the box was just another example of his sentimental weakness. A true necromancer wouldn’t risk himself for a friend. He should have recognized the tactical advantage of pursuing Cloudehill instead. After all, whatever his brother was planning involved dangerous components and strange magic.

The spirit box winked in the darkness, sinking into a deeper ravine. It would be so easy to turn back, to abandon this hopeless rescue.

But Eld fought through his worries, remembering Talbot’s lazy grin, the way he found humor in even their darkest moments. He thought of his pets waiting anxiously on the bridge, loyal and trusting. Of Lea, who had seen the worth in him that his father never had.

Somehow, that gave him the strength to push through.

His father’s words faded beneath the echoing whispers of the river. Eld kicked harder, driving himself downward. The current fought him, tugging at his clothes, trying to pull him back to the surface. But he pressed on, fingers outstretched toward the fading light of the spirit box.

Something brushed against Eld’s ankle, too deliberate to be the current. He kicked instinctively and looked down. A pale, translucent hand had wrapped around his leg. More shapes materialized from the gloom. Wisps of former souls reduced to fragmented limbs and torsos.

“Join us.”

A second hand clutched at his coat, tugging with surprising strength. Eld jerked away, but three more arms reached for him, drawn to him like moths to flame.

“Share our sorrow.”

As they grabbed him, Eld felt their minds touch, like a twisted version of his connection with Lea—this was an innate ability of the River of Lost Regrets, forcing both sides to feel each other’s sorrow. The spirits around him weren’t malevolent, not exactly. They could only be described as hungry and desperate, starved for connection, for someone who could understand their pain.

But while Eld felt pity for the spirits, they sensed weakness. Their touch chilled him, colder than the touch of undeath that held him together, seeping past flesh and into his very thoughts.

“He’ll leave you, too, in the end. He’s only your friend because he’s bored.”

Eld pulled against their grip, but more hands emerged from the murk. They tugged at his clothes and stroked his hair with ghostly fingers. A face appeared in the water before him. Its features were indistinct except for wide, mournful eyes that seemed to peer directly into his soul.

“You couldn’t become a lich. You’re not worthy of Lea’s love or her power.”

Eld flinched as if struck. The words weren’t his own thoughts, yet they resonated with fears he had buried deep. He kicked harder, breaking free for a moment, only to be snagged by another cluster of limbs.

“She’ll see your weakness eventually.”

An image of Lea flashed before him. Her cosmic eyes watched him with disappointment as he failed yet again. The memory of his vow to protect her surfaced. Just when he thought he might have conquered his doubts and fears, they were back again.

The insults, each cutting deep into Eld’s core, continued pouring down on him.

“Failed son. Failed necromancer. Failed protector.”

“Descended from greatness only to wallow in mediocrity.”

“You don’t deserve to stand by her side. Rafflesia was better.”

The cold intensified, penetrating to his marrow. His limbs grew heavier with each stroke. A wave of hopelessness washed over him, so profound it nearly made him give up right then and there. The river seemed to sense it, currents shifting to drag him deeper into a swirling vortex where the spirits clustered most thickly.

Each regret he harbored gave them another handhold on his conscience.

A hand wrapped around his throat. In the distance, the spirit box grew fainter with each passing moment. Talbot was slipping away while Eld remained trapped.

Something hardened within him, and he finally managed to force out the feelings that didn’t belong. The river’s murky waters forced him to see the worst of himself, but his mind was his own. His training with Lea, working to keep their emotions in check, Wysper’s encouragement, telling him to always remain confident.

Eld had left her behind at Bathurst, but their minds were still connected. What would she think about him beating himself down like this, river or no river?

Like sparks in darkness, memories came flooding in.

A manticore reawakening under his hands, its owner’s joy as the creature recognized him.

Holding hands with Lea in the Splintered Dimension, her beaming as she heard his stories of the world above.

Talbot’s echoed laughter after they had defeated Grimthorpe, his voice amplified by that ridiculous mech suit.

His life wasn’t full of failures at all. He’d earned hard-won and improbable victories, achieved despite his father’s scorn and the world’s judgment. They proved something that Eldritch Sr. had never understood. That friendship and compassion weren’t weaknesses. They were strengths that had saved Eld time and again.

Whatever Cloudehill was planning, Eld knew he could face it with Talbot by his side.

Whispers surrounded him, but they seemed less convincing now, more desperate.

“Give up!”

“It’s too late!”

“At least let him join us!”

Eld didn’t even bother to respond.

He kicked hard, breaking free from the last clutching hands. The spirit box was visible again, caught in a tangle of river weeds only a few yards below.

The box’s runes darkened alarmingly. It seemed like it was damaged by the water pressure, and the box itself might collapse. If the enchantments failed completely, the box might vanish into the river’s expanse forever, taking Talbot with it.

The river weeds swayed in the current, revealing and concealing his target, but Eld was locked on.

Talbot’s voice reached him through the water, muffled and distorted, but unmistakably his voice. “This is an absolute disgrace…square footage…rental property of this box…”

Even trapped and sinking, Talbot was complaining. The familiar grumbling, so quintessentially to Talbot’s Talbot-ness, gave Eld all the more reason to press forward.

With a final burst of strength, Eld paddled forward, arm outstretched. His fingers brushed the metal surface, slipped, then gripped on one corner. He pulled the box toward him, clamping both arms around it protectively. The current immediately strengthened, tugging them both downward. The waters seemed unwilling to surrender their prize.

Voices echoed again, but Eld knew that the river was out of tricks.

His father’s condemnation seemed to fade away as he kicked upward, clutching the box tight against him. The current wrapped around his legs like chains, trying to anchor him to the riverbed.

Inch by painful inch, Eld forced his way toward the surface, never more grateful for the fact that he didn’t need to breathe. The river buffeted him with every stroke, and the box felt far heavier in his arms than it should have, but he refused to loosen his grip.

The spirits made one last attempt to hold him, pale fingers clutching at his ankles. Eld immediately kicked free.

Each upward stroke required more effort than the last. His waterlogged clothes dragged at him, but Eld felt hope.

Something had changed in the water. A subtle shift that told him the surface wasn’t far now.

Eld spun, angling his ascent as much as possible with the awkward burden of holding onto the spirit box.

A few more strokes. Just a few more.

The whispers faded, replaced by terrible pain in his arms. His bones were so achingly cold, and his muscles felt ready to unravel, but he refused to give in. Not when they were so close. Not when Talbot was counting on him.

Some distant part of him wondered if this was how his father’s servants felt. Bound by unbreakable compulsion to a task, no matter how difficult. With Eld, there was a crucial difference.

He chose this.

No magic compelled him except his own stubborn loyalty.

Eld burst through the surface, water streaming from his hair and clothes. His eyes burned, and his vision was blurred by the briny residue that clung to him.

From above came the sound of frantic barking. Shuck, still faithfully waiting on the bridge. The sound was distant. The bridge was far upstream from where the current had carried him.

Before Eld could do anything, the river surged around him. The current grabbed at him, twisting and thrashing, enraged by his escape. The river wasn’t finished with him. It wanted both him and its claimed prize back in its depths.

A whirlpool swirled, trying to drag him under once more. Eld wedged the box between his arm and ribs to keep his grip secure. With his free arm, he paddled awkwardly against the current, fighting to keep his head above water.

He scanned the nearby banks, searching desperately for any potential handhold. The embankment rose steeply on both sides, slick with moss and mud. A few scraggly roots protruded, but most looked too weak to support him.

The river yanked him sideways, spinning him and nearly making him lose his orientation.

Eld forced his breathing to slow, rolling on his back and paddling more methodically, conserving his strength. The current continued to fight him, but he worked with it when he could, swimming toward the nearest bank rather than fighting directly upstream.

A rocky outcropping jutted from the embankment. Eld kicked toward it, hard. The Cocytus seemed to sense his goal and surged again, trying to sweep him past the potential salvation.

His fingers brushed stone, slipped on the slick moss, but then he caught the edge of the outcrop. Pain shot through his arm as he clung to the rough surface, refusing to be pulled away. The river tugged at his legs, almost wrenching his shoulder from its socket, but he held fast.

He pulled himself toward the bank. His nails broke against the stone, fingers bleeding, but he barely noticed the pain.

When he finally cleared the water, Eld dragged himself fully onto the narrow ledge of rock. He rolled away from the edge, putting distance between himself and the hungry waters.

For several moments, he just lay there, chest heaving, limbs shaking uncontrollably. Then a spasm wracked his body, and he lurched onto his hands and knees, violently retching river water onto the moss-covered stone.

Coughs tore from his throat, each one bringing up more of the river’s bitter essence. While Eld didn’t need to breathe, the water and its foreign magic felt like some kind of ever-shifting parasite. He had to get it all out.

When he’d finally finished spewing out his guts, the spirit box lay beside him. Eld reached for it, pulling it close.

Collapsing backward, he pressed his back against the damp earth of the bank. His clothes clung, chilling him in the night air. Despite the discomfort, despite the echoes of whispers still ringing in his ears, Eld felt a flicker of triumph.

“Well. We did it, Talbot.”

Whatever Cloudehill was plotting could wait for later.

The spirit box suddenly twitched, startling him.

“Talbot? Is that you?” Eld brought the box closer to his face.

The container rattled again, and Talbot’s muffled voice drifted through its seams. “Eld? If you can hear me, put me on your rescue tab.” Talbot, though distorted, carried his usual dry humor. “Also, is there a punch card for near-death…near-death-death? Near-undeath? Near-double-death? You get what I’m saying, right? Insert-close-call-of-choice-here experiences? I think I’m due for a free coffee or something.”

Relief washed over Eld, so intense it nearly brought tears to his eyes. A smile tugged at one corner of his mouth despite the cold that made his teeth chatter uncontrollably. Leave it to Talbot to joke at a time like this.

“I got you. Prophecy Coffee on me, as soon as you get out of there. Just need to figure out how to get you out now.”

Eld held it above his face, inspecting the box. The latch mechanism was more complex than anything he had ever seen. Layers upon layers of interlocking magical wards were carved into the metal. He pressed what looked like a release button, but nothing happened. When he tried to pry at the seam with his fingernails, a spark of defensive magic burned through his body, setting every nerve on fire.

“That’s unfriendly,” Eld said through gritted teeth.

He tried another approach, channeling a small amount of necromantic energy into the runes, hoping they might respond to his magic. The symbols glowed brighter momentarily, but the box remained stubbornly sealed.

“I think it’s jammed. Or maybe Cloudehill activated some kind of locking ward when he threw you in.”

“Figures.” Talbot clicked his tongue. “Your brother’s spite has excellent craftsmanship. You know, he was blathering on about...”

Eld wanted to listen, but his exhaustion was rapidly becoming overwhelming. Each attempt to focus his magic felt like trying to thread a needle during an earthquake.

“I’m sorry, Talbot.” He rested the box carefully on his chest as he lay back against the embankment. “I need to rest first.”

His eyes drooped despite his best efforts to keep them open. He needed to rest, to let his body focus on necromantically repairing itself. After all that swimming, his muscles felt like moldy string cheese.

“No rush, I guess,” Talbot responded. “It’s cozy enough in here. Maybe put on some music? Something atmospheric, nothing with drums though, there’s a terrible echo in this acoustically challenged prison.”
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Chapter 28: Boxed In and Bedeviled

It was late in the evening by the time Eld awoke again, his body well-rested. To his surprise, he found himself back in his apartment building, the one he had rented out with Lea and Talbot. His hands were still wrapped around the bizarre puzzle box, which remained stubbornly closed.

Talbot’s voice whispered to him. “Hey, Eld. You’re awake again, aren’t you? It sounds like the mole people found us.”

“What?”

A mole person popped up in his field of vision. “Ah. Mr. Eldritch. You’ve awakened. I received a raven from Ms. Azalea. She told me where you’d be and that you needed help.”

“Oh.”

Eld laughed. “Funny—this time, she’s waking me up.”

“No, it’s not funny!” a breathless voice called.

Eld turned to find Lea approaching, worry lines creasing her face as she walked through the door. The shadows roiled around her, and her palms were clasped tightly. The mere sight of her made him feel guilty. She had gone through extreme lengths just to restrain herself, and Eld didn’t want to worry her.

“I’m sorry, Lea. I just…um. Things got a little bit out of hand.”

“What happened?” Lea asked. “I thought you were just looking for your suit. The pets came back without you. They only had your clothes, and everyone was calling frantically for help. I was only able to find you because of the bond. And uh…where is Talbot?”

“Here,” Eld said, lifting the box.

“What?” Worry lines creased her forehead as she studied the box.

“Yoohoo,” Talbot called.

That only confused Lea further.

“Yeah. He got trapped. It’s a long story.” Eld sighed, shifting the spirit box. “We ran into my brother in the marketplace. Cloudehill was gathering supplies for something. Spell components, artifacts, you know, the usual ominous magical paraphernalia.”

“Your brother?” Lea’s brow knitted. “What was he doing in Necropolis?”

“I wish I knew.” Eld shook his head. “But it had to be something shady, because when he spotted us, he panicked and ran. Probably the first time Cloudehill decided to flee instead of taking a desperate fight. We chased him through half the city, but he kept throwing things at us to slow us down. Expensive things too, from the way he complained about wasting them.”

Talbot emerged from the box. “Don’t forget the part where I heroically attempted to cut him off!”

“Right.” Eld nodded and continued. “Talbot phased through some buildings to head Cloudehill off. But then Cloudehill trapped him in this,” He tapped the spirit box. “Apparently, it’s designed to trap spirits. He caught Talbot inside, then kicked the whole thing into the Cocytus River.”

Lea’s eyes widened. “The Cocytus? You jumped in after him?”

“Of course he did,” Talbot answered sardonically. “Because Eld has the self-preservation instincts of a drunken lemming.”

“I couldn’t just leave you there,” Eld said simply.

Lea studied him more carefully and perhaps saw the lingering shadows in his gaze. “That river is dangerous, Eld. I remember it. Even from my time. People don’t usually come back from it. The regrets and sorrow can overwhelm you.”

“They nearly did,” he admitted quietly. “But I found the box, and here we are. One slightly damaged necromancer and one extremely cramped poltergeist.”

Lea reached out, her fingers hovering just above the spirit box. “I can sense the binding wards. They’re complex, but I think I can break through them. Just, um, give me some space, alright? And I might need you to help keep my power under control.”

Eld took a deep breath, retreating as Lea took hold of the box. He took a deep and calming breath, steadying his mind. Even bedraggled and exhausted, he felt safer and happier with Lea around. Thinking back to their peaceful time in the Splintered Dimension, smiling with each other…

He needed to bring that same mindset here, to let her use her powers to her fullest. Lea cupped her hands around the box, her eyes closing in concentration. The air around her fingers began to shimmer, void energy swirling in delicate purple tendrils.

“Careful!” Talbot called from inside. “I’m wearing designer ectoplasmic pants!”

Lea ignored him, focusing her power. The energy intensified, darkening to deep violet as it probed the box’s enchantments.

For a moment, it seemed to be working. Several of the runes shimmered and went out. The buttons and knobs whirled of their own accord.

Then, without warning, the box’s wards flared bright blue, absorbing Lea’s magic and using it to reinforce themselves. The runes glowed more intensely than before, doubling in number as they spread across the box’s surface.

Lea stumbled back, frustration flashing across her face. “It’s resisting me. Using my own power against the spell.”

“Try again,” Talbot urged. “Maybe with more force. Think about all the good I can do if I get out of here as an evangelist for Crypt-O.”

“Shouldn’t you be excited to go on your date with Wysper?” Lea hesitantly asked.

“Oh yeah. That too.”

This time, Lea didn’t bother with subtlety. Cosmic energy erupted from her palms, raw and powerful, engulfing the box in a storm of purple light. Eld’s mind felt like it was being pulled violently in every which direction, and he gritted his teeth, cursing as he forced himself to focus.

For one breathtaking moment, the box’s runes dimmed, then they blazed with renewed intensity, absorbing every ounce of power Lea directed at them. More wards materialized, creating a defensive lattice around the item.

Lea broke off the attempt with a gasp, sweat beading on her forehead. “I can’t believe it! Who made this thing? It seems like it’s designed to feed on magical attacks!”

“Fantastic. So we’ve upgraded from locked box to impenetrable magical fortress.” Talbot announced. “That’s what I call progress.”

Eld’s shoulders slumped. He’d never been good at removing curses, plus he didn’t have Lea’s power. If she couldn’t do it, there was no way he could. “So he’s stuck? Permanently?”

“Well, I—”

Before Lea could feel too discouraged, he stood up straight again and shook his head. “No. There’s no way it can be permanent. We just need to find the right approach. Maybe Professor Spinderella-Hemlock would know what to do.”

“Spinderella-Hemlock?” Talbot groaned. “Now I regret skipping all those classes. What if she decides that it won’t make a difference to Bathurst if I stay inside this box?”

“Well…I guess our only hope is to ask,” Eld said. “Let’s get out of here.”

They walked out of the apartment complex, nodding to thank the mole people. Thankfully, the trip back to Bathurst was largely uneventful, without any scheming brothers.

The grand foyer of Bathurst Academy buzzed as Eld pushed through the heavy doors. His clothes still clung damply to his skin despite his best drying efforts, and even with Lea’s support, exhaustion threatened to pull him down into unconsciousness.

The ordeal with the Cocytus River had left him drained in ways that went beyond physical fatigue. The river’s whispers still echoed in the corners of his mind. Even Lea’s gentle and supportive hand felt more distant than normal.

Students darted around him, their arms laden with decorations and mysterious parcels. Overhead, enchanted banners unfurled themselves, displaying animated announcements for the upcoming Necropromicon. Enchanted skulls drifted between the floating candelabras, occasionally stopping to recite the evening’s schedule in sepulchral tones.

The spirit box vibrated in his hand as Talbot launched into yet another monologue.

“—and furthermore, the ventilation in here is abysmal. Would it have killed your brother to include at least one window? I’m developing claustrophobia, which I didn’t even know was possible for a poltergeist. That’s like a fish developing hydrophobia. It’s just wrong on fundamental levels—”

“Eldritch Blackwood! There you are!”

The shout cut through the foyer’s noise like a knife. Students scattered from the path of an approaching specter. Wysper glided toward him. Her eyes blazed with fire.”

“Oh. Hello Wysper.”

“Where is he? Is he avoiding me? He hasn’t said a word to me since asking me out last night! I know we’re ghosts…but ghosting is a bit much, isn’t it?”

Eld shook his head, pointing at the box. “To Talbot’s credit, he has a suit, but he was captured. It’s not his fault. I actually—”

“What?” Wysper asked. “He’s possessing a box? I can’t bring a box to the dance—he’s my date, not my luggage! Talbot, get out of there!”

From within the box came Talbot. “Hey, at least I’m compact. Think of the dance floor space we’ll save!”

“This isn’t funny, Talbot!” She gestured dramatically. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been preparing for this?”

“A couple of days since it’s been announced?” Eld attempted to joke.

Wysper groaned, her usual laughing and joking gone. Eld bringing her to meet his family as a decoy was one thing, but she took these actual social events seriously. She shot him a death glare. “Do you know how exhausting this is? He’s…he’s…packaged!”

“I’m really sorry,” Eld said, swaying slightly with fatigue. “Talbot phased through a wall to try and capture my brother Cloudehill, who trapped him. I’ve been trying to get him out since I fished him from the Cocytus River, but the box is locked tight from the inside.”

“The Cocytus—” Wysper began, then stopped, her anger momentarily giving way to concern. “You jumped into the Cocytus for him?”

“He would’ve done the same for me.” Eld shrugged.

Wysper softened slightly. “Well, that’s admittedly noble. But it doesn’t solve my current predicament.” She tapped one finger against the box. “I need him out. Now.”

“I’m working on it,” Eld promised. “I just need to find someone who understands spirit-binding enchantments better than me and Lea. We, uh, accidentally made the problem worse.”

“Worse?” Wysper protested.

“Um, yeah. We’re really sorry about that,” Lea said.

Wysper groaned. “Look. That’s all well and good with your special bond and star-crossed love, but we normal people need dates too!”

“You tell them, Wysper!” Talbot agreed, eager to get on her good side. “An innocent businessman was apprehended because of Eld’s selfishness.”

“Oh, don’t act like you’re all innocent,” Wysper cried. “This is your fault too, Talbot!”

Eld and Lea shared a worried glance. The threat of a ruined Necropromicon had caused Wysper to completely lose her usual cool.

“My fault?” The box vibrated indignantly. “How exactly is getting forcibly imprisoned in a tiny box my fault?”

“If you hadn’t been showing off, phasing through buildings—”

“I was heroically attempting to apprehend a villain!”

“You were being reckless! I bet you wanted to show off to someone else on the street!”

Eld and Lea went from worried to weary as the argument continued, Talbot’s muffled protests competing with Wysper’s increasingly creative threats.

The patter of multiple legs against stone drew their attention upward. From a shadowy alcove near the ceiling, Spinderella-Hemlock descended on a silken thread, coming to a rest atop a nearby gargoyle’s head.

“I do hope I’m not interrupting anything important.” Her mandibles clicked thoughtfully. “Though judging by the raised voices and crackling void energy, it seems I’ve arrived at precisely the right moment.”

“Professor.” Eld straightened, trying to look more presentable despite his river-soaked appearance.

“Ah, Eld. My favorite—ah, that is to say, good to see you!” Spinderella-Hemlock skittered down the gargoyle and onto a wall sconce, then leapt to a protesting student’s shoulder before finally landing on the floor beside them. She focused her eight eyes on the spirit box.

“Well, well,” she remarked, circling the container with professional interest. “A Binding Box of Wailing Confinement. Quite the collector’s item. They stopped making these after the Spectral Uprising of 1742. 1742 BC, mind you, so a few time tracking systems ago.” She tapped one leg against the box’s surface. “This particular model appears to be enchanted with triple-layered binding wards. Fascinating craftsmanship.”

“Can you open it?” Wysper asked hopefully.

Hemlock’s fangs twitched in what might have been a laugh. “Ah, yes!”

But as the group turned to her excitedly, she shook her head. “Hah! Got you! That was a joke, you see. Trying to catch you in my conversational web.”

“Wait, so you can’t free him?” Eld asked.

“Unfortunately, no. Hemomancy, familiar taming, and just being a spider are all useless in light of this spirit box. It’s specifically designed to contain the undead, with a powerful curse on it. If you want to open that, you’ll need the help of the box’s owner.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Eld said.

“Well, then you need an exorcist.”

“An exorcist?” Eld repeated. “Where would we even find one of those?”

“I could try using my powers again.” Lea started. “But the first time I tried, the box just absorbed my magic and got stronger.”

“Of course it did.” Hemlock put two arms on her thorax. “These boxes were designed during the height of the Ghost Wars. They’re specifically enchanted to feed on magical attempts to break them. The more power you throw at them, the stronger they become.” She climbed up to Eld’s knee for a closer look. “Like I said, what you need is someone who specializes in undoing spectral bindings rather than overpowering them.”

“And where do we find someone like that on such short notice?” Wysper demanded. “The Necropromicon is in two weeks!”

“I believe Professor Albright might be of assistance,” Spinderella-Hemlock suggested. “He keeps interesting contacts in the exorcism community. Something about an unfortunate incident with a possessed sock puppet in his youth.” She waved a dismissive leg. “He never shares the full story, but he’s maintained those connections.”

“Albright?” Eld felt his entire body cringe. Professor Albright was the most possessed man in history. He didn’t seem very good at exorcisms.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Lea added, clearly thinking along the same lines. “The last time he tried to help me, he knocked himself out. And didn’t he have an incident in class the other day?”

Wysper nodded. “Yeah. I was there. Another possession. The daemon got very upset about his Chthonian Species Tier List and put his head through the blackboard.”

“Professor Albright recovered quite well, I assure you,” Spinderella-Hemlock said. “Well, the daemon has at least.”

“Is there anyone else who might help?” Lea asked. “Someone who doesn’t have a history of complications?”

Hemlock’s eight eyes blinked in sequence. “There was Professor Hollowgrave, but he retired after that unfortunate incident with the academy’s ghost choir. And Professor Wraithmire now teaches exclusively via astral projection from her cottage in the Mountains of Madness.” She tapped her front legs together contemplatively. “I’m afraid Albright is your best option on such short notice.”

“I don’t care if we have to summon the Ghost of Exorcisms Past,” Talbot complained from inside the box. “Just get me out of here before I develop permanent spiritual compression!”

“I suppose we could talk to him. It’s not like we have any other options,” Eld conceded. “Where would we find Professor Albright at this hour?”

“In his new study, most likely,” Spinderella-Hemlock replied. “I moved him to a new office. The wailing was making it hard for my bats to concentrate. Nice little privilege of being Headmistress. Might get a new room for my tarantula friend as well.”

Spinderella-Hemlock trailed off dreamily as Eld groaned again. “So where exactly is the new office?”

“Oh. Third floor, east wing. We recently added a bunch of warning signs and magical wards to his door, so you can’t miss it.”

***

The corridors leading to Albright’s study grew progressively dimmer with each step. Torches sputtered in their sconces, the flames shrinking as if reluctant to fully illuminate the path ahead.

“Does anyone else smell sulfur?” Wysper asked, hovering behind Eld.

Lea nodded, glancing over her shoulder. “It’s getting stronger. That’s not a good sign.”

As they rounded the final corner, a faint red glow seeped from beneath a heavy oak door. Arcane symbols had been carved into the wood, their edges charred as if burned by some internal heat. Low, rhythmic chanting came through the walls, the words were inaudible but carried a strange weight, almost a presence that pressed against their ears.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Eld whispered.

Talbot moved inside the box. “Maybe we should reconsider this plan? I could get used to box life. It’s minimalist. Very Zen.”

“You’re not wriggling your way out of this one,” Wysper said.

“I wish I could wriggle my way out,” Talbot countered. “Then we wouldn’t be in this predicament.”

Eld took a deep breath, then squared his shoulders and raised his hand to knock. Sure, the ambiance was more terrifying than usual, but the daemon had been good to them before. Hopefully, he wasn’t playing the classic daemonic trick of establishing trust so they could betray him more ruthlessly later.

The moment his knuckles touched the wood, the chanting stopped abruptly.

The door swung open of its own accord, revealing a room in complete disarray. Books lay scattered across the floor, pages torn and fluttering in an unfelt breeze. Desk chairs had been pushed against the walls, creating an open space in the center where multiple summoning circles had burned themselves into the floorboards, overlapping in patterns.

And there, suspended three feet above the largest circle, floated Professor Albright. His limbs twisted at unnatural angles, as if his joints had been rearranged. His head was cocked sharply to one side, neck bent beyond what should have been possible. A red glow emanated from his eyes, and his mouth moved continuously, spilling guttural phrases in languages Eld had never heard.

Upon noticing the intruders, Albright’s body descended slowly, limbs untangling until he stood in a semblance of normal posture. His head remained tilted, but he smiled, and that was somehow more disturbing than his previous contortions.

“Welcome, Eld.” His voice oscillated between his normal tone and something deeper, raspier. “Lea. Fancy seeing you.”

“Professor Albright?” Lea stepped forward cautiously. “Are you feeling better?”

A laugh burst from Albright’s throat. “Better? Oh, much better than poor Albright ever felt. He was already feeling vulnerable after your little power play, so I thought, why not move back in? I’ve got my own academic agenda. Classes to teach. Curriculum to write. Research to continue. There are some interesting tomes here...including by our predecessor who went on leave.” He tapped his temple with a finger that bent backward. It was painfully clear that his research wasn’t exactly on the school’s agenda.

“We need your help,” Lea said directly, clearly deciding to address the situation head-on. “Or rather, your expertise.”

“My expertise?” The daemon seemed genuinely surprised. “How intriguing.”

Eld stepped forward, holding out the spirit box. “We need to open this. Professor Hemlock suggested you might know an exorcist who could help.”

The daemon circled the box, examining it with unnerving intensity. “A Binding Box of Wailing Confinement. High-grade spectral trapping. Your necromantic heritage served you poorly here, young Blackwood. You overvalued the flesh and misunderstood the spirit.” He prodded the box with an elongated finger. “As a result, you’ve managed to strengthen the wards considerably. Impressive failure.”

“Can you help us or not?” Wysper demanded, her patience clearly wearing thin as she tapped her foot in the air.

“I personally cannot, but I know a man who can.” The daemon’s lips curled into a smile that showed too many teeth, more teeth than a human should have. For Albright’s sake, Eld hoped that he was in control when they went to the dentist. “A hermit who dwells in the Leukas. Ancient, powerful, bitter. He might help you. For a price.”

“The Leukas?” Eld was unfamiliar with the term.

“The White Rock Cliffs.” Spinderella-Hemlock startled everyone as she suddenly appeared on a nearby bookshelf. No one had noticed her following them. “They form the border between the Underworld and the realm beyond.”

“Far from here,” the daemon added, seeming amused by their surprise. “Very far. Certainly not a journey to be completed before your little dance.”

Wysper floated back and forth, balling her fists at her sides. She passed through a suit of armor, causing it to shudder and release a mournful groan. “Great. This is just great! All I wanted was a real date, and now Talbot is stuck in the box! I’ll do anything to get him out!”

“Really?” Talbot asked, his voice shockingly hopeful.

“Wait. Um. Well...you know what? Let’s get you out of there before we get too many ideas…” Wysper replied, still whizzing around in obvious anguish.

The daemon-Albright leaned against the wall, watching their distress with obvious amusement. His borrowed face twisted into an expression that resembled sympathy but fell several miles short of sincerity.

“A pity, truly.” He examined his fingernails that had grown unnaturally long and sharp. “The Leukas are at least a month’s journey from Bathurst, even by the fastest conventional means. And that’s assuming you find the hermit immediately. The old exorcist is reclusive. Finding him could take days, and convincing him to help?” The daemon made a dismissive gesture. “Let’s just say that he’s not known for his charitable nature.”

“We don’t have a month.” Eld clutched the spirit box against his chest as if afraid it might disappear. “Considering how mad Wysper is, we barely have hours.”

“And let’s not forget the other complication,” the daemon added, his red eyes gleaming. “Your father’s minions have been increasingly active in that region. They patrol the approaches to the Leukas with particular vigilance. Travel would be perilous and excruciatingly slow.”

Eld’s jaw tightened. The daemon was right. His father’s servants would recognize him instantly. Every hour of travel would bring dangers, delays they couldn’t afford.

“I don’t care,” Eld sighed, straightening despite his exhaustion. “We have no choice. If the hermit is our only hope to free Talbot, then we leave for the Leukas immediately.”

“I’d offer to lighten the mood,” Talbot commented. “But I’m literally stuck in here.”

The daemon observed, his head tilting at that unnatural angle. Then, slowly, his lips curled into an unsettling grin. He extended one hand toward Eld, palm up.

“If you truly want to get to the Leukas in time, why not let me facilitate a shortcut?”

“A shortcut?” Spinderella-Hemlock asked.

“Consider it a field trip,” the daemon replied. “A supervised educational excursion to broaden your horizons. Isn’t that what Bathurst is all about?”

“You’re offering to teleport us?” Eld asked, unable to hide his skepticism.

“Just you, me, and the box. Direct transport. No perilous journey, no wasted time.” The daemon’s smile widened. “You’d arrive with plenty of time to spare before your precious dance.”

Lea stepped toward Eld. “I don’t trust—”

Before she could finish, a surge of purple energy erupted from her fingertips. The magic swirled between them, creating a momentary barrier that pushed them apart. A lamp nearby shattered, and the floor beneath Lea’s feet cracked in a spiderweb pattern.

Lea stumbled back, looking at the ground. “Sorry.”

She glanced up at him, and Eld met her gaze. Despite their reforged bond, the magic remained unpredictable, especially in moments of strong emotion. It was an ongoing struggle, one they now both felt keenly.

“It’s alright,” Eld said. “We’ll figure it out together, remember? That’s our motto.”

“Well, you won’t be together,” the daemon said. “It’s just going to be you, me, and the box.”

Eld turned back to him.

The daemon had helped them thus far, but he was still far from trustworthy. Everything about this screamed that it was a trap.

But what choice did they have?

Dance or no dance, this was their only obvious way to free Talbot. And besides, he didn’t want to face Wysper’s wrath. He knew just how ruthless she could be, and he was sure that if they ruined her date, they’d be pranked until the end of time.

He glanced at Hemlock, hoping for guidance or caution. The professor merely shrugged. “Your decision.”

“We need to be back in time for the Necropromicon,” Eld said firmly. “No tricks, no detours.”

“Of course, of course.” The daemon nodded, his extended hand remaining steady. “A simple journey, there and back. Nothing more.”

Eld took a deep breath. He stepped forward, his free hand reaching out to grasp the daemon’s.

“This is definitely going to end badly,” Lea muttered, but she eyed the box worriedly and made no move to stop him.

“Stay calm without me,” Eld said. “Plus, you already saved me once today. If anything bad happens, I’m sure you’ll be able to do it again.”

“This is all very sweet,” the daemon said. “But I don’t have all day. Come.”

The moment Eld’s fingers touched the daemon’s palm, reality fractured around them. Colors bled into one another, swirling like wet paint being stirred. The room, Lea, Wysper, and Spinderella-Hemlock stretched and warped, everything elongating until they vanished into streaks of light.

The floor beneath Eld’s feet disappeared, replaced by a sensation of falling and flying simultaneously. His stomach lurched as space folded in on itself.

“If I barf up ectoplasm, I’m blaming you!” Talbot shouted from inside the box, his voice strangely clearer than before despite the chaos surrounding them.

Then everything—sound, light, sensation itself—compressed to a single point of blinding intensity before exploding outward into darkness.
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Chapter 29: Roll The Bones

Reality slammed back into place. Eld stumbled forward, his knees buckling as his feet touched solid ground. He barely managed to keep his balance on the narrow rock ledge, one arm spinning while the other clutched the spirit box tightly.

The teleportation had dropped them onto a precarious outcropping that jutted from the face of a towering white cliff. Hundreds of feet below, waves crashed against jagged rocks, sending plumes of spray skyward. The air tasted of salt and something else, something ancient and otherworldly.

Eld drew in a harsh breath, his head still spinning from the magical transport. He blinked hard, trying to orient himself in this new environment. The Leukas, the White Rock Cliffs, loomed high around them. Bleached stone gleaming under a strange, muted light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

“Charming location, isn’t it?” Daemon-Albright stood nearby, looking completely unaffected by their instantaneous journey. He brushed imaginary dust from Albright’s shoulders, a smirk playing across his borrowed features. “The view is to die for. Quite literally, if one isn’t careful with their footing.”

Upon hearing the indirect warning, Eld took a step away from the cliff’s edge.

“Eld...keep me in mind. You’re walking for two now,” Talbot said. Even imprisoned, Eld could imagine his friend’s smirk.

Suddenly, the cliff face opened into a jagged mouth of darkness just a few feet away, the stone seeming to erode before their very eyes. Before Eld could even react, hanging vines grew, partially obscuring the cavern entrance. The rock around it had been carved with faded symbols that reminded Eld of the ones on Talbot’s spirit box, only older and stranger.

“How...”

“Like I said. Time works differently in the Leukas. The cycle spins indefinitely before us, unmoored from the turning of the earth.”

Trying to process all that made Eld’s head hurt. “Is that where the hermit lives?” Eld nodded toward the cave, hopping to cut through the daemon’s riddles.

“Indeed.” Daemon-Albright approached the entrance, gesturing with exaggerated courtesy for Eld to go first. “Your friend’s locked tight in there,” he said with feigned sympathy, tapping the spirit box. “So let’s see if the old recluse can help. Though I should warn you—he’s not particularly fond of visitors.”

“Then why did you bring us here?” Eld asked, fighting to keep his voice polite.

Daemon-Albright’s expression shifted to something darker, more calculating. “Oh, I suspect he might make an exception. He and I are acquainted.”

“So when you say visitors, you mean—”

“I mean me. When I say he’s not fond of visitors, he’s not fond of daemons, particularly me.”

Eld had no idea what the daemon was talking about. The hermit and the daemon were acquainted, but badly. So why would coming here with the daemon help him? This was classic daemonic logic—everything his mother had warned him to stay away from. The problem was that with no way to free Talbot, he had no choice but to follow. “Alright. Whatever. Let’s just hope for the best.”

The mouth of the cave loomed before them, dark and unwelcoming, exhaling a cold breath that carried whispers just below the threshold of hearing. The cave mouth narrowed quickly into a tight passage, forcing Eld to hunch to avoid scraping against the rough ceiling. Albright placed a hand on Eld’s shoulder, fingers digging in.

“I wouldn’t rush ahead if I were you,” the daemon said.

As they approached what appeared to be the actual entrance to the cave system, Eld felt resistance pushing against him, an invisible barrier that grew stronger the deeper they went. It reminded him of Lea when she lost control of her spatial magic. There was a repelling force designed to drive away unwanted visitors.

“Protection wards,” Eld muttered, recognizing the magic from his studies. “Strong ones, too.”

Daemon-Albright’s grip tightened on his shoulder. “Quite effective against most visitors. Perhaps you could persuade it to let us pass. A bit of...remote learning, if you will.”

Eld shoved the spirit box under one arm and raised his free hand, channeling necromantic energy through his fingers. Black tendrils of magic spread outward like ink in water, probing the invisible barrier.

“Stand back,” Eld warned, though he didn’t actually expect the daemon to heed him. He was right. Albright remained latched to his shoulder, unconcerned with Eld’s warning.

Ignoring the daemon’s rigid grip, Eld concentrated, drawing on lessons from Bathurst and past experience alike. The barrier pushed back, but Eld persisted, weaving counter-sigils in the air. Where his necromantic energy met the ward, frost spread through the air, the clash of magic revealing the structure of the spell.

With a final push, Eld sent a surge of power into the weak point he had identified. The barrier shattered with a sound like breaking glass, sending a cascade of ethereal shards evaporating into the air.

The moment they crossed the threshold, the temperature plummeted. Torches lined the walls, though their pale blue flames provided more shadow than light, bathing everything in an eerie, shifting glow.

“Impressive.” Albright finally released Eld’s shoulder. “Not many with your experience could dismantle a ward of that caliber.”

Eld winced instead of acknowledging the compliment. “It feels like just a test. It’s far less complicated than what was on the box’s lock.”

“Bah. That’s the vestiges of your human humility. You should never forfeit a chance to flaunt your superiority.”

Eld was too busy studying their surroundings to acknowledge the daemonic life lesson.

The cave walls were deeply unnatural. They had obviously been carved, and every surface was covered in magical circles and binding wards. Some he recognized from his studies at Bathurst, but others were entirely unfamiliar.

“Whoever built this place really didn’t want anyone else getting in.” Eld moved closer to inspect the symbols.

“If we’re stepping into a gauntlet of lethal traps, can we do it quickly?” Talbot asked.

“Oh, come on,” Eld groaned. “You’re safe in the box. But I guess we don’t have a choice.”

“You first,” Daemon-Albright chuckled. “I might be a Professor, but I prefer my students to experience first-hand learning. By that, I mean they are the first to lose their hands if we’re caught stealing.”

They moved deeper into the cave, the passage widening into a proper corridor that gradually expanded into a vast chamber.

At the chamber’s center stood two ivory dice, each taller than Eld himself. They rested in a huge chalked circle, their pips inlaid with obsidian so black it seemed to swallow the torchlight. Behind them, a brass lever jutted from the floor, molded to resemble a skeletal hand.

“What is this?” Eld stared up at the enormous dice with bewilderment. The scale was absurd—dice large enough to crush a man if they rolled the wrong way.

Daemon-Albright laughed. “Did I forget to mention that the hermit exorcist was a devout gambler? Spirits and games of chance. His two passions in life. Sometimes combined to fascinating effect.”

As Eld approached, torches around the room flared higher. Their flames shifted from orange to an eerie blue. The sudden illumination revealed an inscription carved above the entryway.

FORTUNE PUNISHES THE FOOLISH

“We need to play to get past?” Eld asked.

“Good thing I’m in the box and can’t see,” Talbot replied. “I suck at games.”

“The game is Hazard,” the daemon explained, leaning against a wall with the casual air of someone who had nothing to lose. “A medieval favorite. Kings and peasants alike would wager everything on the turn of these dice. Simple rules, and knowing the hermit, deadly consequences.”

“I don’t understand.” Eld pushed the spirit box into his coat for safekeeping. “There’s no way I can pick up these dice.”

“That’s what the lever is for,” the daemon chuckled.

The floor tiles around the perimeter of the room shuddered, then fell away with a crash that made Eld jump backward. Where solid stone had been moments before, now yawned a bottomless pit. Eld was surrounded, standing on a floating island with the dice, with only a few remaining tiles making a path from the entrance deeper into the cave.

The giant dice and lever were a precarious island in a sea of darkness.

“Win, you progress,” Daemon-Albright said with a casual wave. “Lose…” He gestured to the abyss surrounding them. “Well, you’ve seen what happens to the floor.”

Eld peered over the edge, but could see nothing in the darkness below. No bottom, no sound of the fallen tiles hitting the ground. Just endless emptiness.

“I’m sensing a dramatic change in altitude potential,” Talbot called from inside the box. “Please tell me we’re not gambling with our lives now.”

“We don’t appear to have much choice.” Eld took a cautious step toward the lever.

Suddenly, the rules of Hazard appeared above the chalk circle, projected in glowing script that hung in the air like smoke.

Both dice are always rolled at the same time.

First, cast the main. You must land on a number between 5 and 9. If not, roll again.

Then cast the chance. If equal to the main, you win immediately.

If your chance lands on 11 or 12 with a main between 5 and 8, you lose.

If your chance lands on 11 or 12 with a main of 9, you win.

If your chance lands on 2 or 3, you lose—except with a main of 7.

With any other combination, the newly rolled chance becomes your point.

Continue rolling until you either make your point (win) or throw your main (lose).

You will be given 3 chances to win.

Eld read the rules a few times over.

“Sounds simple enough. Other than all the exceptions, I either need to match my first roll right away or never match it at all.” Eld eyed the dice with trepidation.

“The beauty of Hazard is in its deceptive simplicity,” Albright commented, examining his fingernails with affected nonchalance. “Even the most skilled players can be undone by a capricious roll. Fortunes won and lost in an instant. Lives too, in this particular version.”

Taking a deep breath, Eld gripped the lever with both hands. The brass was cold beneath his palms, and the moment he touched it, a faint vibration ran through the metal, as if the mechanism had been waiting for someone.

When he pulled it down, the gears beneath the floor engaged with a grinding shriek. The floor beneath the dice tilted with, groaning as if it were alive. As if the cave itself were pained by the movement.

The giant ivory cubes tumbled across the chamber with impacts that shook dust and small stones from the ceiling. Each collision with the floor or walls sent tremors through the entire chamber, their force and momentum increasing as they careened across the floor.

Eld hastily backed up. It wouldn’t do him any good if he were crushed by one of the dice.

Finally, the dice came to rest in the center of the circle, and the floor gradually leveled itself.

The pips displayed a three and a four.

“Seven!” Albright clapped his hands together with a sharp crack that echoed through the chamber. “A favorable main in traditional Hazard. Now for the chance.”

Eld turned back to the lever. Seven was indeed considered lucky in most gambling games, but something about how Daemon-Albright said “traditional” made him uneasy.

He grabbed the handle again and pulled. Once more, the floor tilted and the dice launched across the chamber, spinning wildly. One nearly bounced into the pit before rolling back toward the center. They eventually settled, showing a three and a one.

“Four! A famously unlucky number. Some say it represents death itself!” the daemon exclaimed. “No matter your main, that’s a loss!”

The floor tiles behind Eld began randomly crumbling, falling away into the darkness, the platform rapidly narrowing itself, the tiles obeying a pattern that Eld did not understand.

“What is going on?” Eld yelped, hastily leaping from tile to tile in a bid for safety. “Four and seven weren’t even on the rule page, and it said I had three chances to win!”

“I don’t think this game cares about fairness,” Albright replied, examining a nonexistent speck of dust on his sleeve. “Only results. Much like life itself, wouldn’t you say?”

Eld landed on a seemingly sturdy tile, taking a tepid breath. Rather than completely eliminating the floor panels, the loss had simply narrowed the margins. The platform was now perforated with holes, but thankfully, none of them were big enough for the dice to fall in. He had another chance.

Eld whirled on the daemon. “How was I supposed to know not to roll a four? And even if I did know, this game is just random!” he snapped. “Win or lose, it’s just chance!”

“Not so, Eldritch.” Albright wagged a finger admonishingly. “Nothing is truly random when magic is involved. Perhaps the lever has some clues? The hermit was devious, but never without purpose.”

“You talk like you know the guy well,” Eld replied.

“Well, I mean, you don’t show up in someone’s cave for no reason.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about the lever earlier, then?” Eld groaned.

“I’m your teacher! I can’t just provide you with answers. Besides, I suspected he would give you a second chance to play. After all, I’m hoping he’s forgiving enough to see me after our last parting.”

Gritting his teeth, Eld knelt by the lever. This time, he examined it more carefully, running his fingers over the surface. Tiny runes had been inlaid into the mechanism, nearly invisible unless one knew to look for them. Looking closer at the giant dice, he could see matching sigils carved into their corners. Binding marks that influenced their movement.

“These dice are enchanted,” he realized aloud. “This game isn’t even chance. It’s rigged from the start.”

The runes were variations on binding sigils, designed to guide the dice toward certain numbers. No wonder the first roll had gone so poorly. The hermit had ensured the odds favored the house.

“Now you’re beginning to understand,” Albright said with a smile that genuinely reached his eyes.

When he pulled the lever again, Eld channeled a small bit of his magic through the handle, attempting to force the dice to land on a low number. The brass grew warm beneath his palms, and the runes shone briefly.

The floor tilted, the mechanism fighting him as if aware of his interference. The dice tumbled with slightly less predictable motion, bouncing off the walls. They eventually came to rest, showing a five and a three.

“Eight for the main,” Eld said to himself.

He frowned, turning to the rules. Clearly, they were misleading, too.

But no matter how much he focused, he couldn’t find any hidden patterns. He would simply have to rely on his normal knowledge of magical numerology...it was a good thing two dice couldn’t possibly roll a 13.

Eight wasn’t as good as a nine, which would have allowed him to immediately win with an 11 or 12, but it was workable if he could maintain his disruption of the binding magic.

On his next pull, he sent more magic into the lever, fighting harder against the enchantment. The dice bounced across the chamber. One die teetered on the edge for a moment before spinning back toward the center to join its partner.

Together, they displayed a six and a five.

“Eleven,” Albright declared. “With a main of eight, that’s another loss.”

Eld leapt back instinctively, fearful of another disappearing panel. But this time, the tiles instead narrowed the bridge, leaving a path so precarious that Eld would need to walk sideways to avoid falling. Eld eyed the darkness. With one more loss, he would be trapped on this tile island forever at best. At worst, he would fall endlessly for the rest of his existence.

“The hermit was quite thorough with his traps.” Albright watched Eld stare at the treacherous pathway. “The binding magic on these dice is centuries old, layered with the expertise of someone who spent a lifetime manipulating spirits. Most challengers never make it past this chamber.”

“How would you know?” Eld turned to Albright, narrowing his eyes.

Albright raised one brow. “Do you think you’re the first student I’ve brought down here? Over the centuries, plenty of students have struggled with curses, and, well, I’ve always figured having someone with me makes the hermit a bit more merciful. Worst comes to worst, well, I can fly away.”

Eld closed his eyes and groaned. Of course, the daemon had ulterior motives, but he could figure them out when he met the hermit.

For his final attempt, Eld knew he needed to go beyond disruption. The sigils were too powerful, too deeply entrenched in both the lever and the dice themselves. He would have to temporarily neutralize them entirely.

Eyeing the daemon suspiciously, he recalled Professor Albright’s lessons on counter-sigils. Normally, these were meant to dismiss daemons after summoning, but they could also be used on charms like this. However, there was a risk in applying too much power. Perhaps defensive mechanisms could trigger, or worse, any spirits bound to the dice might be released, but he had no choice.

Tracing counter-sigils through the air, he slapped his hands together so that the sparks of magic rested on his palms before he grabbed the lever. When they made contact, he poured magic into the lever through the sigils. The runes along the brass mechanism flickered, dimmed, then went dark.

The floor tilted at a steeper angle than before. The dice careened across the chamber like boulders, smashing into the walls with enough force to crack the stone before rebounding. They spun, bounced, and finally came to rest near the center of the circle.

This time, the main showed nine. Not quite as good as his seven before, but the next box option, considering this ruleset.

“Well played,” Daemon-Albright smiled. “One more roll to determine your fate.”

This would be the crucial moment. With a final, desperate heave on the lever, Eld channeled everything he had into disrupting the magic. The runes on the mechanism flared, then sputtered as his counter-magic overwhelmed them. The floor dropped suddenly, as if the mechanism itself had partially broken under the magical conflict.

The dice launched into the air, spinning wildly as they arced across the chamber. They bounced off opposite walls, ricocheted off each other in mid-air, then tumbled toward the center of the circle, gradually slowing. They spun a final time, wobbled, and finally came to rest showing six and five.

“Eleven,” Daemon-Albright announced, letting out a sigh that wasn’t quite relieved. “With a main of nine, that’s a win.”

The remaining floor tiles glowed, expanding outward to create a proper path deeper into the cave.

“I must say, I’m somewhat impressed,” the daemon admitted as he pushed off the wall. “Most challengers never discern the enchantment on the dice, even with my hints, let alone successfully counter it. The hermit would appreciate your insight, if not your interference.”

“Care to try again?” he added, gesturing to the dice with a mischievous glint in his eyes. Despite his seemingly casual gesture, however, Eld noticed that he was careful not to touch it directly. “Double or nothing, perhaps? Your friend might enjoy spending a bit more time in that box.”

“I think I’ll quit while I’m ahead,” Eld replied dryly.

As they continued, Eld glanced back at the gambling chamber, the dice now sitting innocently in their circle as if they hadn’t nearly cost him his life. “Why would an exorcist create a test based on games of chance?”

“Besides him being a drunkard and a gambler? Perhaps because exorcism itself is a gamble,” Daemon-Albright suggested, following with languid steps. “You never know which technique will work, which spirit will respond. Sometimes, all your training means nothing in the face of sheer luck. Good or bad.”

The daemon had a point, though Eld was loath to admit it. No matter how much you prepared, some elements always remained beyond control.

“Just promise me one thing,” Talbot called from the box, his voice carrying a note of weary resignation. “If we run into a chamber full of giant chess pieces, we’re turning around. I hate chess.”
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Chapter 30: Blades, Blades Everywhere

The gambling chamber fell away behind them as the passage abruptly narrowed, forcing them into a tunnel barely wide enough for Eld’s shoulders. The walls pressed in from both sides, and rough-hewn stone scraped his elbows as he shuffled forward. Only the ceiling remained generous, stretching up twenty feet or more, visible in the steady illumination of blue-flamed torches mounted at regular intervals.

“Quite the architectural contrast,” Daemon-Albright remarked, somehow managing to avoid brushing against the narrow walls despite walking directly behind Eld. “The hermit believed in testing flexibility as well as wit. Some visitors found these tight spaces more unnerving than the lethal challenges.”

Eld stretched his body to the side, wishing he had as many segments as Franky. If he’d been allowed to bring his pets, the challenges might have been a lot easier, but then again, there hadn’t been much room left on the platform for anyone to stand. “Hopefully, what comes next isn’t too difficult.”

“We need to pay your brother back double Eld...put him inside a box inside another box,” Talbot grumbled.

Just as Eld’s shoulders began to ache from the constant compression, the tunnel widened without warning. A mechanical grinding sound echoed all around them. The noise reminded Eld of the clock towers in the old districts of Necropolis. Ahead, dozens of metal blades hung from the ceiling, suspended on chains of varying lengths. Each blade was sharper than sharp and as long as Eld was tall. Their edges gleamed in the torchlight like silver teeth eager for a meal.

As they got closer, the blades shuddered to life. The grinding sound intensified as hidden mechanisms engaged, setting the pendulums in motion. Some swept low across the floor, while others cut through the air at waist height. The most terrifying, however, were the blades that spun in circles, creating whirlwinds that seemed to leave no safe passage through.

Eld took a step backward as a horizontal blade swung past the threshold, close enough that he felt the air against his face.

“Let me guess.” He turned to Daemon-Albright. “You won’t be very helpful with this one either.”

The daemon settled against the wall with the comfortable posture of a theater patron preparing for an entertaining show. “I’ll consider intervening if you’re about to get sliced in half.”

“Why not just teleport us to the other side?” Eld gestured to the visible exit on the far end of the chamber. “You clearly have that ability.”

“Ah, well.” The daemon smiled thinly. “The matter is rather complicated. Daemonic translocation involves a precise calculation of metaphysical trajectory through parallel dimensional interstices. The presence of these blades creates a trisecting planar disruption that would shatter the spatio-temporal continuity of any attempted teleportation involving physical cargo. It’s why your father's technique only works for liches.”

Eld frowned. He had no idea what the daemon was talking about, but the last comment piqued his interest. “Do you know my father?”

“Not very well, thankfully.”

“He’s making that up," Talbot called from inside the box. “I’ve seen daemons teleport people through way worse than this.”

“Oh really? Are you suddenly an expert in daemon physics?” Albright scoffed. “The complexities of transdimensional momentum transfer alone would take centuries to explain to mortals. It’s all trajectory calculations and void-matter displacement, things you really wouldn’t understand, Eldritch. Also, it’s far more entertaining this way.”

Eld thought back to how the daemon had been careful not to touch the handle earlier. If Eld had to guess, Daemon-Albright could teleport, but only once someone else cleared the traps. For now, Eld was on his own again.

He studied the swinging blades, searching for logic beneath the apparent chaos. After a few minutes of observation, he noticed a few recurring sequences. Some blades moved simply, while others followed complex trajectories that intersected at repeating intervals.

“Was the hermit a mathematician as well as a gambler?” Eld asked himself, watching as two curved blades narrowly avoided colliding, parting at the last possible moment like dancers in a lethal ballet.

“Any advice, Talbot?” he opened his coat to address the box.

“Try not to die?” came the muffled, sardonic response from within. “And if you do get chopped to pieces, at least try to throw the box far away from you with your dying breath. I’d hate to spend eternity listening to your bloody remains dripping down the walls.”

Taking a deep breath, Eld approached the first blade. He watched its swing, counting the seconds between each pass.

One-two-three-swing, one-two-three-swing.

The timing was exact, never varying by even a fraction of a second.

When the moment was right, Eld darted forward, clearing the blade just as it swung behind him. The swish of air against his back told him how close the timing had been. Immediately, he was forced to duck as another blade sliced through the air where his head had been a second before.

The dance had begun.

With no time to celebrate clearing the first obstacle, Eld twisted sideways between two vertical blades that passed in opposite directions. The narrow gap between them was barely wide enough. As soon as he cleared them, he dropped to a crouch as a third blade passed overhead.

He found a pocket of safety, a small circle of space untouched by the blades’ paths. He paused to catch his breath. Instantly, Albright appeared beside him with a pop of displaced space, the daemon’s possessed body contorted impossibly like a snake to avoid the whirling blades.

“Excellent start,” the daemon commented casually. “Most lose at least a finger by this point.”

“Just admit you can’t do these traps without me,” Eld groaned. “At least give me something.”

“Perhaps I could, perhaps I couldn’t,” the daemon waved dismissively. “Self-translocation operates on completely different principles from passenger transport. It’s all about mass-energy equivalence across the planar boundaries. The calculations for a single entity are trivial, but add a second body, particularly one carrying a container of interdimensional compression housing a spectral entity, and suddenly you’re dealing with cascading probability vectors that could result in, well…” He made a vague exploding gesture with his hands.

“That’s not even remotely how it works,” Talbot protested from inside the box.

“And you’d know this how, exactly? If I recall, you’re failing most of your classes.” The daemon raised an eyebrow. “And remind me again which plane of existence you originated from? Oh, that’s right. This one.”

A blade whistled dangerously close, and Eld lunged forward out of the safety zone. The spirit box complicated matters considerably, forcing him to adjust his balance and limiting his mobility. When he needed to turn sideways to slip between blades, the box jutted out awkwardly, threatening to catch on the passing metal.

“I’m starting to appreciate my current accommodations,” Talbot commented. “At least in here, the only thing I have to worry about is claustrophobia.”

“Mind the spinning one on your left. The rock beneath it is uneven,” Albright called out helpfully, his neck snapping as he craned it to call a warning.

Eld threw himself backward, feeling the blade whisper past his face. The edge was so sharp it seemed to cut through reality. He rolled to his feet, adrenaline surging through his veins. If Albright hadn’t warned him, he would have been decapitated.

He took a deep breath, then passed through again, this time minding the imperfection in the stone. It wasn’t enough to walk through these blades. He had to mind his footing, too.

Eld came to rest in another safe pocket, and once again, the daemon materialized beside him.

“Thanks for the heads up,” Eld panted. “But the teleportation is disorienting—plus it just reminds me that you refuse to really help!”

“Just providing moral support,” the daemon replied cheerfully. “Besides, I find these little chats invigorating. Nothing builds camaraderie like shared danger—or in my case, watching you experience danger from a safe distance.”

“Next time, bring refreshments,” Talbot suggested. “If I’m going to be tossed around like a die in a cup, I should at least get dinner and a show.”

Eld didn’t waste breath responding. He jumped, ducked, sidestepped, and pivoted, navigating the blades and finding the gaps.

A horizontal blade caught the sleeve of his coat, slicing clean through the fabric without touching the skin beneath. Another nicked the heel of his boot, removing a thin slice of leather.

Eld didn’t slow down.

This was just like his experience with the Cocytus. Hesitation would be fatal.

He was coming up on the halfway point, where the blades were most densely packed. Without warning, the pattern changed. The blades accelerated and became less predictable. Some shifted direction entirely, while others began to oscillate in new ways. The carefully plotted course Eld had been following suddenly became obsolete.

He froze for a second, recalculating. A blade zoomed past his ear, close enough that he felt its cold caress against his skin.

“Watching you almost die is quite entertaining,” the daemon commented from somewhere behind him. “Though I’d hate to return to Bathurst with nothing but a box and bad news. Do try to survive. For the sake of my tenure application, if nothing else. Vice Chancellor or not, I’m somehow still technically an adjunct. Funding and the like.”

The new formation was even more complicated than the first, but it still followed a pattern.

If he could just discern the underlying logic...

Eld’s eyes widened as he saw it—or at least, he hoped he saw it. A brief moment when three blades moved apart simultaneously, creating a narrow corridor of safety. It would last less than a second, but it was his best chance.

He sprinted forward, tucking into a roll beneath a horizontal blade, then immediately springing upward as a low sweeper passed beneath him. The spirit box bounced against his chest as he moved, Talbot presumably being thrown about inside like a pebble in a shaken jar.

For a second that lasted for what seemed like forever, Eld found himself surrounded by blades on all sides. He twisted mid-air, contorting to avoid the converging edges. His coat caught and snagged, the fabric parting with a hiss.

Eld forced himself to stay calm, treating the whirling obstacles just like Orlando’s ever-obstinate claymore. If he could survive that, he could survive this, too.

With one last lunge, he was through, landing in a tumble on the other side of the gauntlet. He rolled to his feet, chest heaving, body trembling with fading adrenaline.

“Whew...” Eld groaned. “Thank god Wolfgang made me do all that physical training. I’ll have to thank him when I get back.”

“That wasn’t so bad,” Talbot announced from within the box. “Though I’m fairly certain I just experienced second-hand motion sickness, which I didn’t think was possible as a ghost. Also, would it have killed you to move a little more smoothly? I feel like I’ve been inside a rock tumbler for the past ten minutes.”

Once again, Albright simply appeared beside Eld, completely bypassing the danger. No cautious navigation, no fear of being sliced into ribbons. He simply vanished from one side of the chamber and materialized on the other.

One day, if Eld ever became a Professor, he resolved to do more work himself.

“Impressive reflexes,” the daemon smiled a smile that showed too many teeth for Albright’s face.

“That wasn’t so bad now, wasn’t it? The hermit’s final challenge awaits just ahead.”

“Besides, the hermit’s challenges are meant to be experienced, not circumvented. He would be quite disappointed if I robbed you of the opportunity to prove your worth. Like I said, I’m a teacher. I’m not going to just give you the answers. You’ve survived, plus you built a teensy little bit of character. Now let’s get moving.”

The blades behind them continued their endless dance, waiting patiently for the next unfortunate visitor. Eld turned away with a shudder and followed Albright deeper into the cave.
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Chapter 31: Spectral Combo

“Any chance the next challenge involves comfortable seating and refreshments?” Talbot asked. “My ectoplasm is getting cramped in here.”

“Bear with it,” Eld grumbled. “If those blades had done their work, I would have been small enough to fit in the box alongside you.”

The corridor ahead was a simple tunnel hewn from the white rock, leading to a distant chamber. Carved sconces lined the walls, giving off a warm, inviting glow that seemed oddly welcoming after the deadly blade gauntlet he had just navigated.

“Don’t get too comfortable,” Albright warned, watching Eld. “The hermit never makes it this easy.”

As if summoned by this, the passage transformed. The solid stone beneath his feet suddenly felt insubstantial, like walking on wet sand. The walls began to shimmer and warp, like heat rising from sunbaked stone. Ripples of distortion spread outward from his footstep, and suddenly the passage was filled with swirling illusions.

The single corridor multiplied before his eyes, splitting and branching into a dozen identical passages. Each looked equally solid, equally real. Perfect replicas down to the cracks in the stone and the flames of the torch. Phantom obstacles appeared in some paths, pitfalls yawning open in the floor, revealing bottomless darkness below. In others, razor-sharp spikes protruded suddenly from walls, and creatures with too many limbs lunged from shadowy alcoves.

The floor undulated beneath Eld’s feet, rippling like the surface of a disturbed pond. The torch flames along the walls danced, sometimes multiplying into clusters of flame, sometimes vanishing entirely, leaving sections of the passage in disorienting darkness.

“I’m seeing double in here,” Talbot complained from inside the box. “No, triple. Actually, I’ve lost count. Is it quintuple? Hard to count when everything’s spinning. Please tell me you can make sense of this magical funhouse, because I’m getting dizzy just thinking about it.”

Eld blinked hard, trying to distinguish reality from illusion. A path that had looked solid a moment earlier now revealed itself as a wall when approached. A wall on his right suddenly became a steep drop-off.

“When in doubt, go left!” a disembodied voice cackled from somewhere overhead.

“No, right! Always go right!” countered another, this one seeming to emanate from the floor itself.

“Straight ahead is clearly the way!” a third insisted, echoing from all directions at once.

“Who’s there?” Eld demanded, spinning around only to face another set of branching corridors that hadn’t been there a moment before.

“Nobody important!” the first giggled. “Shut up, you two.”

“Yeah! Just figments of your imagination!” the second added with a snicker.

“Illusions of illusions!” the third concluded.

“Great,” Talbot groaned. “Our hallucinations are hallucinating. That’s just what we needed.”

“Focus,” Eld told himself, ignoring the phantoms.

He turned to the daemon for suggestions, but to his surprise, Albright looked angry, almost furious. “That’s the old hermit, alright. Always imprisoning others for his own ends. These spiritualists are a bane on all daemonkind!”

“Uh, any chance you can help us stop this bane?” Eld asked hopefully.

Unfortunately, the daemon seemed too angry to think, leaving Eld to his own devices.

Funnily enough, he found himself thinking back to Grimthorpe’s lessons, back from first term. Other than his unfortunate habit of sacrificing students to fulfill his delusions of grandeur, the lich had been an effective teacher. His lesson on unraveling illusory magic in Intermediate Disenchantments had taught them to look beyond the surface, to seek the inconsistencies that betrayed even the most masterful illusions.

“Remember, illusions are just like poorly tailored clothes,” he had declared, gem-like eyes glimmering deviously. “They may look convincing from a distance, but up close, the seams always show.”

Eld closed his eyes briefly, shutting out the overwhelming visual chaos. When he opened them again, instead of looking at the illusions directly, he observed their edges, the places where the magic was thinnest.

“Look at him, trying to see through our masterpiece!” the first jeered.

“How adorable!” the second cooed mockingly.

“He’ll be wandering in circles for days!” the third predicted with glee.

Despite their taunts, Eld spotted inconsistencies. A subtle flicker where one corridor overlapped another, the spell struggling to maintain consistency where the paths intersected. A phantom spike that passed through a section of the floor without disturbing the stone. The illusions were masterfully crafted, but they weren’t perfect.

As Eld continued to analyze the phantasms, something else caught his attention. A faint presence at the edge of his necromantic senses. Something familiar, yet different from Talbot’s spectral energy.

“These illusions aren’t perfect,” Eld said aloud, finding confidence in the realization. “There’s a pattern to the fluctuations, places where the magic can’t quite maintain internal consistency.”

“Very observant.” Daemon-Albright sounded genuinely impressed. “Most visitors simply run screaming into the walls, convinced they’re being pursued by their deepest fears. A clear mind is your only defense.”

But Eld was only half-listening. The presence he had detected was growing stronger, or rather, his awareness of it was sharpening. He had spent years studying necromancy, developing a sensitivity to undead and spectral entities. Now, he deliberately extended those senses, reaching out through the illusions.

There they were. Three distinct spectral signatures, hovering just beyond the range of normal perception. The sources of the mockery.

“There are spirits here.” Eld pointed to the three silhouettes. “Three of them. They’re the ones creating these illusions.”

“What? No!” the first exclaimed.

“Don’t listen to him!” the second insisted. “We’re illusions, too!”

“Absolutely! Figments of your imagination! Nothing to see here!” the third added hastily.

Eld turned in a slow circle, picking each out with his necromantic senses. Then, he channeled three quick bolts of magic, sketching lightning in the air. It wasn’t enough to banish or harm, just enough to interrupt their magical workings.

“Ow!” the first yelped.

“Hey, that stings!” shouted the second.

“We may be incorporeal, but that still smarts!” complained the third.

The illusions wavered as the spirits’ concentration broke. The true corridor shimmered into view before being hastily obscured again, but with noticeably less coherence.

“Show yourselves,” Eld commanded, conjuring a ball of magical fire in his palm. “I know you’re there.”

A long moment of silence followed, then three spirits reluctantly faded into visibility. They hovered near the ceiling, three ghosts dressed in antiquated exorcist robes, outlined with faint light.

“Fine, fine, you caught us,” the first ghost, a thin specter with a pointed beard, conceded with a dramatic sigh.

“Was going so well, too,” the second, a plump ghost with round spectacles perched on his transparent nose, added glumly.

“Probably for the best,” the third, who sported an impressively curled mustache, concluded. “Creating the corridor of ultimate doom was starting to give me a headache anyway.”

Eld stared up at them, raising an eyebrow as he took in their clothing. “You’re exorcists?”

“Former exorcists,” the bearded ghost corrected.

“Apprentices, technically,” the plump one admitted.

“Failed apprentices, if we’re being completely honest,” the mustachioed one clarified.

“Let me guess,” Talbot said from the box, laden with sarcasm. “You botched an exorcism and got yourselves bound here as punishment?”

All three ghosts looked offended.

“We didn’t botch anything!”

“It was a simple clerical error,” the plump one insisted.

“Followed by a misplaced decimal point in our binding contract,” the mustachioed one explained, twirling his ghostly facial hair. “We were supposed to be bound here for 10 years, but somebody—” he glared at the plump ghost, “—accidentally added two zeros.”

“So now we’re stuck here for a thousand years,” the plump ghost concluded miserably. “Eight hundred and sixty-two years to go.”

Eld noticed the daemon smirk, his attitude quickly adjusted. All daemons loved a good ironic punishment, and spiritualists getting trapped certainly qualified.

“And our binding terms require us to challenge anyone seeking the hermit,” the bearded ghost added. “It’s in our contracts.”

Eld frowned. “And your idea of a challenge is driving people insane with illusions?”

The three ghosts exchanged uncomfortable glances.

“Well, when you put it like that, it sounds rather mean,” the plump one frowned, staring down at the floor.

“We’re limited in our options.” The bearded one placed his hands on his hips. “Can’t exactly offer a physical challenge, being incorporeal and all.”

“Besides, most visitors give up long before reaching this point,” the mustachioed one pointed out. “You’re actually the first in…how long has it been, Wendell?”

“Seventy-three years, Bartholomew,” the plump ghost, Wendell, replied.

“See? Seventy-three years!” Bartholomew exclaimed. “We’re a bit out of practice.”

“Look,” Eld said, rubbing his forehead, “I just need to reach the hermit to free my friend.” He opened his coat and gestured to the spirit box. “Driving someone mad with illusions is hardly a fair challenge.”

The three ghosts huddled together, whispering urgently among themselves.

“He has a point,” the bearded ghost conceded.

“Hmm, yes, quite right, Percival,” Wendell agreed.

“We should give him a proper challenge,” Bartholomew nodded vigorously.

They broke their huddle, turning back to Eld with suddenly brightened expressions.

“Very well!” Percival announced. “We shall give you a proper challenge. A riddle!”

“Yes, a riddle!” Wendell nodded enthusiastically.

Bartholomew cleared his throat. “Answer this, if you can. I am the beginning of eternity, the end of time and space, the beginning of every end, and the end of every race. What am I?”

“The letter e?”

The three ghosts deflated.

“He got it right away,” Wendell said, disappointed.

“Wait, I’ve got a better one!” Percival exclaimed, slapping his knee. “What has roots that nobody sees, is taller than trees, up, up it goes, and yet never grows?”

“A mountain,” Eld replied without hesitation.

“Blast!” Percival muttered.

“My turn!” Bartholomew insisted. “Forward I’m heavy, backward I’m not. What am I?”

Eld thought for a moment. “Ton. Forward it’s ‘ton,’ which is heavy, backward it’s ‘not.’”

“How is he so good at these?” Wendell whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. It wasn’t so much that Eld was good; it was that he and Talbot had spent an inordinate time in the library last year, reading almost everything they could get their hands on to research Lea’s origins. All of these riddles had come up during their frantic research.

“One more try!” Percival insisted. “What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, three legs in the evening, and no legs at night?”

“That’s the Riddle of the Sphinx,” Talbot called from the box. “Everyone knows this one. It’s a human. Crawling as a baby, walking as an adult, using a cane in old age, and then lying in a grave after death.”

“That’s not fair!” Bartholomew protested. “A box can’t answer!”

“Well, technically, it’s the ghost in the box answering,” Wendell pointed out pedantically.

“Even worse!” Bartholomew threw his transparent hands up in exasperation.

“Gentlemen, please,” Percival tried to restore order. “Let’s think of something truly challenging.”

The three ghosts huddled again, their whispers growing increasingly frantic and occasionally punctuated by wild gesticulations. Finally, they turned back to Eld with expressions of determination.

“Alright, final challenge,” Percival said, narrowing his eyes. “I’m thinking of a number between one and infinity. What is it?”

“That’s not a riddle, that’s just impossible!” Talbot immediately called out.

“Precisely!” Percival clapped his transparent hands together triumphantly. “The challenge is in recognizing the impossibility of the task, thus proving your wisdom through surrender! Though...you don’t win. We do!”

“That’s the most convoluted way of kicking us out that I’ve ever heard,” Talbot retorted. “Stop wasting our time!”

“Is it a waste if you’ve gained enlightenment?” Percival countered, floating in a small circle with his fingertips pressed together. “The wise necromancer knows when the answer lies in asking a different question entirely.”

“The wise necromancer is rapidly losing his patience,” Eld huffed.

“Oh fine,” Percival sighed, descending a few feet mid-float. “I suppose that was a bit unfair, wasn’t it?”

“This is ridiculous,” Eld sighed. “Look, I don’t have time for games. We need to reach the hermit before it’s too late.”

“Well, what sort of challenge would you prefer?” Wendell asked, adjusting his spectral spectacles.

“None,” Eld said firmly. “Just let us pass.”

The three ghosts looked at each other uncertainly.

“Can we do that?” Bartholomew asked.

“I’m not sure.” Wendell stroked his chin thoughtfully. “The contract requires us to present a challenge…”

“But it doesn’t specify what constitutes a challenge, or that the challenger must complete it,” Percival reasoned. “Perhaps the challenge was simply enduring our conversation?”

“That’s stretching it a bit,” Bartholomew said doubtfully.

“Do you want to risk violating the terms?” Wendell countered.

“Absolutely not!” Bartholomew looked horrified. “Remember what happened to Eustace? One minor contract violation and—poof!—eternal hiccups!”

“I suppose our illusion maze counts as a challenge, technically speaking,” Percival mused. “And he did overcome it by finding us.”

After another moment of deliberation, the three ghosts nodded in unison.

“Very well,” Percival announced grandly. “You may pass, Eldritch Blackwood.”

“But,” Wendell added quickly, “If the hermit asks, please tell him our challenge was absolutely brutal.”

“Yes, nearly impossible to overcome!” Bartholomew insisted.

“The most diabolically difficult test any mortal has ever faced!” Percival elaborated.

“Will do,” Eld promised. All he wanted was to move on—he didn’t even want to bother asking how the spirits knew his name.

With synchronized gestures, the three ghosts dispelled their illusions. The multiple corridors collapsed into a single passage, the phantom obstacles vanished, and the floor solidified beneath Eld’s feet. The true path to the hermit’s chamber lay revealed. A simple archway at the end of the corridor.

“Thank you.” Eld inclined his head to the spectral trio.

“Good luck with the hermit!” Wendell called after him.

“He’s a bit cranky these days!” Bartholomew warned.

“Hasn’t had a visitor in decades, so mind your manners!” Percival added.

As Eld approached the archway, the scent of old books and burning herbs wafted through the opening. The spirit box seemed to grow heavier in his arms, as if responding to the powerful magic that lay beyond.

“That’s the last of them?” Eld asked Albright, who had remained remarkably quiet throughout the ghostly exchange.

“The hermit’s physical defenses, I believe so.” Albright stepped up beside him. “But I wouldn’t consider yourself safe just yet.” He gestured toward the chamber entrance with courtesy. “After you. I believe it’s time you met our reclusive host.”
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Chapter 32: A Little Crabby After 200 Years

After the elaborate traps and deadly challenges, Eld had expected something grandiose from the Hermit’s lair. A looming stone temple, perhaps, or a majestic hall filled with arcane artifacts. Instead, he found himself in a modest cave lit by dozens of mismatched candles arranged in concentric circles.

The pungent scent of exotic incense clouded the air, each plume of smoke curling into shapes that momentarily resembled faces or creatures before dissolving into formless clouds. Bookshelves carved directly into the stone walls sagged under the weight of ancient tomes and scrolls. Their spines had titles in languages Eld had never seen.

At the chamber’s heart knelt a shrunken, hooded figure, surrounded by an eclectic arrangement of artifacts. Crystal orbs containing swirling mists, bones inscribed with tiny runes, and amulets that hummed with power. A collection of small brass bowls encircled the figure, giving off thin trails of differently colored smoke that mingled into a rainbow haze overhead. Above all of the decorations were three framed Bathurst diplomas, looking comically out of place among everything else—a degree in daemonology, a master’s degree in spiritualism, and a doctorate of education.

“So,” Talbot’s words emerged from the spirit box, “What does a thousand years of social isolation look like? I want some decorating ideas.”

The hermit remained motionless, seemingly oblivious to their arrival. Eld cleared his throat, uncertain of the proper protocol for interrupting an ancient hermit exorcist.

“Um, excuse me—”

Before Eld could finish, the hermit’s head snapped up. The hood fell back.

And Eld gasped.

He’d expected a wizened human face or perhaps a skull, not this...

The hermit was...a hermit crab.

He was nearly the size of a small dog, his shell was encrusted with glittering gemstones and metal fragments arranged in protective sigils. One enormous claw was adorned with tiny silver bells that chimed, while the other had tattoo-like markings.

Two eyestalks extended from his head, topped with surprisingly expressive eyes that blinked rapidly as they focused first on Eld, then on the spirit box, and finally on Daemon-Albright. Then those eyes narrowed.

“Hello again, Vexly,” the hermit said. He sounded unexpectedly melodious despite emerging from mandibles that clicked between words. “Clever of you to use students to get through the wards.”

Vexly—presumably the daemon inside Albright—stepped forward, offering a single curt nod of acknowledgment. The body of Professor Albright seemed to stand stiffer, as if the daemon within was making less effort to maintain its human charade.

“You know each other?” Eld asked, glancing between them.

“Most exorcists and daemons develop a professional relationship over time. Though I would say our relationship has veered towards the unprofessional at times,” The hermit scuttled sideways to face them properly. One claw gestured to the spirit box. “I see you’ve brought me a trapped soul. Interesting choice of container. A Binding Box of Wailing Confinement. Quite the collector’s item. Triple-layered binding wards with an entropic lock mechanism.”

“You know your boxes,” Talbot commented.

“I know all containers designed to hold spirits,” the hermit replied with what might have been pride, but Eld couldn’t tell. “It’s rather my specialty.”

The crab moved fast despite its bulky shell, navigating around the incense bowls without disturbing a single one. “I am Scratchner the Seventh, Exorcist of the White Rock Cliffs, Last of the Crustacean Conjurors, Binder of Six Thousand Spirits, and…” he paused dramatically, “Terrible at small talk. So let’s get to business.”

Eld carefully placed the spirit box on the floor before the hermit. “We need this opened before Necropromicon II at Bathurst Academy. My friend is supposed to be someone’s date.”

“A romantic engagement?” Scratchner’s eyestalks swiveled toward the box. “How quaint. Most visitors seek my assistance with apocalyptic threats or immortality pursuits.”

The hermit crab circled the spirit box, tapping its surface with his smaller claw. The silver bells chimed in ways that seemed to correspond with the box’s runes.

“Whoever sealed this was either very clever or very rushed,” Scratchner commented. “The binding sequence is inverted at the third layer, creating a recursive loop that feeds on magical attempts to break it.” He cast a sidelong glance at Eld. “You wouldn’t happen to be related to the one who trapped your friend, would you?”

“My brother,” Eld admitted. “Though if I had to guess, someone skilled put him up to this.” Though he hadn’t thought about it in the chaos, that actually bothered Eld more than he wanted to admit. Buying a good item was one thing. Adding his own creativity was another. Just who was helping Cloudehill? This didn’t seem like Eldritch Sr.’s doing.

“Ah, family.” Scratchner clicked his mandibles. “The source of life’s greatest joys...and the most convoluted entrapment spells.”

Without further preamble, the hermit raised his tattooed claw above the box. The markings began flowing more rapidly, merging into symbols that matched the box’s runes, but inverted. Scratchner muttered a short incantation, nine syllables in a language that made Eld’s ears pop, and tapped the box’s lid once, twice, and then a third time in quick succession.

The spirit box’s runes flared brilliant blue, then red, then purple, cycling through colors. The box itself began to vibrate, then to hover several inches above the ground. A high-pitched whine emanated from its seams, rising in pitch until it was almost beyond hearing.

Just as Eld feared the box might explode, Scratchner flicked his claw dismissively. “Oh, stop showing off,” he scolded the box. “It’s just an inverted necrospectral counter-resonance with a temporal twist. Basic stuff, really.”

The box shuddered once more, then dropped back to the ground. The runes faded to dull gray, and the lid popped open with a squeak.

A wisp of silvery mist rose from the box, swirling and expanding until Talbot materialized before them.

“Air!” Talbot exclaimed, stretching his translucent arms wide. “Finally! Not that I need to breathe, but you have no idea how cramped it was in there. Like being stuffed in a metaphysical sock drawer.” He patted himself down, as if confirming all his ectoplasm was still attached. “Everything intact? Yes. Dignity? Questionable, but recoverable. Not that I had much to begin with.”

Eld breathed a deep sigh of relief. One crisis averted, at least.

“Thank you.” He gave Scratchner a bow, who had already returned to arranging his incense bowls.

“Yes, yes, you’re welcome,” the hermit crab replied distractedly. “Been a while since I had a simple box-opening. Makes for a nice change from the usual things people need help with. You know, stuff like ‘I’m possessed by seventeen wraiths with conflicting interior design preferences’ or ‘my soul’s been split into nine fragments and scattered across dimensions.’ Those sorts of requests.”

Talbot drifted over to examine the hermit. “So you’re literally a hermit crab. And also a hermit. Is that intentional, or just a cosmic pun?”

“Familiarity with multiple planes of existence gives one an appreciation for irony,” Scratchner said cryptically.

“Well, now that we’ve freed Talbot, we should head back to Bathurst,” Eld said, turning to Daemon-Albright. “We’ve got what we came for.”

But the daemon wasn’t listening. He had moved to stand before one of the carved bookshelves, examining a particular scroll case with intensity. Something in his posture had changed.

“Vexly?” Scratchner gurgled. “You’ve collected your boon. The boy has his friend. Our transaction is complete.”

Albright turned slowly, and Eld felt a chill run through him. The borrowed face that had worn Professor Albright’s features now seemed stretched, and his eyes burned with an internal fire that was definitely not human.

“Is it?” the daemon asked. “I rather think not.” With a casual flick of his wrists, Vexly conjured spheres of black fire in each palm.

Eld took a step back. “What are you doing? We got what we needed. Let’s go back.”

Albright’s lips curled into a sneer that split his face almost to the ears. “Old debts die hard, Eldritch. The exorcist and I have unfinished business.”

“Now wait just a moment—” Scratchner eyestalks went rigid with alarm.

Before he could finish, Vexly lunged forward. The daemon crossed the chamber in a blur, black flames trailing from his fingertips. He seized the hermit crab with both hands, the dark fire immediately engulfing Scratchner’s shell.

“Stop!” Eld shouted, trying to think of a spell, anything that might help.

Scratchner’s tattooed claw flashed with counter-sigils, and the hermit muttered a rapid sequence of wards. Silver light flared where claw met daemon, but the black flames surged stronger, overwhelming the exorcist’s defenses.

“Damn it all,” Scratchner hissed between clicks. “I knew I should have renewed the daemon-specific wards last century!”

Eld rushed forward, channeling necromantic energy into his palms, ready to cast a spell to help the hermit. Talbot moved with him, fist cocked back, ready to strike the daemon’s possessed body.

Vexly merely glanced in their direction and snapped the fingers of one hand. A wave of energy swept outward, freezing Eld and Talbot mid-stride.

“I don’t think so,” the daemon said, his voice almost pleasant. “This is between old acquaintances.”

With his free hand, Vexly traced sigils in the air. Reality itself seemed to warp around the gesture, the chamber’s solid walls suddenly becoming fluid, colors bleeding into one another like watercolor paints in the rain.

“Farewell,” the daemon called. “The contract I signed when becoming a Bathurst professor forbids me from hurting students, and besides, I’ve grown rather fond of you. Please give my regards to Spinderella-Hemlock. I’ll see you boys soon.”

The last thing Eld saw before the scene collapsed entirely was Vexly’s grip tightening around the struggling hermit crab, both of them engulfed in roiling black flames as the cave’s shadows twisted. Then everything blurred into incomprehensible chaos.

The world compressed, stretched, inverted, and imploded all at once. Eld felt as if his body was being pulled in a thousand directions simultaneously while remaining perfectly still. Colors he had no names for flashed across his vision, and sounds beyond description filled his ears.

Then, with a sensation like being forcibly pushed through a keyhole, he was ejected back into normal reality.

Eld hit the floor, his momentum sending him sliding across polished tiles until he collided with a wall. His head spun from the violent teleportation, and for several moments, he could do nothing but lie there, trying to remember how breathing worked.

Nearby, Talbot materialized with a startled yelp, wobbling unsteadily in the air. “What was that? Did we just get daemonically yeeted across dimensions?”

As Eld’s vision cleared and he recognized their surroundings. They were back at Bathurst.

“We just can’t have a normal day, can we?” Talbot sighed, hovering a few inches off the ground. “One simple outing to find an exorcist, and we end up abandoned by our daemon tour guide after he kidnaps our hermit crab helper. If I’d known adventure was this exhausting, I might have reconsidered haunting you.”

Eld pushed himself to his feet, checking for injuries. Apart from what would definitely be impressive bruises tomorrow, he seemed intact. “Whatever that was, it can’t be good.”

The click of eight legs on stone announced a new arrival. Professor Spinderella-Hemlock appeared at the corridor’s entrance, skittering rapidly toward them. All eight eyes widened at their disheveled state.

“Where in the Underworld have you been?” she demanded, mandibles clicking with agitation. “The dance is tomorrow!”

“What? Tomorrow? But...the daemon teleported us there! He said we would have plenty of time. And that time worked differently in the Leukas!” Talbot stammered, clearly practicing his excuses for Wysper.

“Ah, yes. About that. It works differently in the Leukas...by moving faster,” Spinderella-Hemlock chittered. “I’m afraid you were tricked by classic daemonic double-speak. And, um, speaking of which. Where is...”

Eld grimaced, brushing stone dust from his coat. “Albright’s gone. The daemon took him and the exorcist, too.”

“The daemon has a name,” Talbot added. “Vexly. Apparently, he and the hermit had some unsettled business.”

Hemlock froze. “Vexly?” She dropped to a whisper. “Are you certain that was the name?”

“The hermit called him that.” Eld nodded. “Do you know him?”

The spider-professor skittered in an agitated circle. “And you’re certain he’s gone?”

“He’s gone. Not sure about the hermit, though.”

“Good. Vexly isn’t just any daemon. He’s a soul collector. Particularly fond of exorcists, whose spiritual attunement makes them especially nutritious.”

“Fantastic,” Eld muttered. “So we delivered Scratchner right to him.”

“Scratchner?” Spinderella-Hemlock groaned, pressing one leg against what would have been the bridge of her nose if spiders had noses. “Fantastic. Another professor I’ll have to replace. The hiring never ends around here.”

“Replace?” Eld asked, confused. “But Albright—”

"Not Albright," Spinderella-Hemlock interrupted. "Scratchner. He was Bathurst’s original Demonology professor, centuries ago, before he went into self-imposed exile. We’ve kept his position open on permanent sabbatical, just in case he ever returned.” She sighed, a surprisingly human sound from an arachnid. “The paperwork to formally close a faculty position is absolutely nightmarish. So when Albright showed up, Grimthorpe hired him as an adjunct without giving him a second glance.”

Eld and Talbot exchanged weary glances, the relief of Talbot’s freedom now overshadowed by guilt for abandoning the hermit to Vexly’s clutches. Still, though, Eld had never seen the daemon Vexly lose his cool like that before. The whole thing had seemed intensely personal, more than just a desire for food.

“Is there anything we can do?” Eld asked. “To help find them, I mean.”

Spinderella-Hemlock seemed to consider this for a moment, then shook her head. “Not at present. If Vexly wanted you dead, you would be. Just be glad he’s gone.”

Unimpressed by their obvious fatigue, she gestured for them to stand straighter. “Come on. I suspect you still have a dance to attend, and I have some damage control to handle. The other professors must be informed about the open position.”

“But—” Eld began.

“No buts,” Hemlock cut him off. “The Necropromicon is a crucial Bathurst tradition, and we’ve already had to reschedule once after Grimthorpe’s debacle. Life, undeath, and everything in between, must continue.” She softened slightly. “Besides, Ms. Conjuring and Ms. Lea have been quite distraught about their missing dates.”

“Have they?” Talbot perked up.

“Indeed. She’s trapped three students in ice blocks already.” Hemlock’s tone suggested this was a perfectly reasonable reaction to being stood up. Eld didn’t want to know what would happen if her handsome tarantula skittered off.

“And have you seen anything more of the rumbling that occurred? During the Necropromicon asks?”

Spinderella-Hemlock shook her head. “No, but the bouncers have returned, and we’ll keep an eye out. Despite the anomaly, we have no reason to suggest an attack at Necropromicon. After all, Grimthorpe had a ritual planned...there’s no reason a bunch of happy students would be a particularly notable occasion.”

Eld supposed not.

There was nothing wrong with being happy...was there?

***

That night, Eld slept restfully, like someone who hadn’t slept for two weeks. Going through all those obstacles, he hadn’t even felt tired. But when his head hit the bed, all of his anxieties about Necropromicon, the shadows around him, and the lingering unease that they were falling into yet another trap vanished, his body magically set to the optimum for catching up on lost sleep.

As he slumbered, a familiar antler pierced through the white fog of his dream, and Eld stirred.

“Qarathil! It’s you! Thank the Great Horned—” Eld broke off. He’d been planning to thank the Great Horned One, but as he stared at Qarathil’s proud crown of horns and antlers, he couldn’t help but wonder if the problem with cultural curses when dealing with legendary beings had reared its head again.

“It is I, Eldritch Blackwood Jr.,” the nature spirit’s voice boomed. “Qarathil, also known as the Great Horned One. Your thanks are welcome. I have been trying to reach you. Where have you been? For a moment, I feared the worst, but even in some permanent death, I should have sensed your passing. It was as if you’d been brought to some realm beyond dream.”

“Um, yes, well, funnily enough,” Eld answered.

He told Qarathil of his trip with Vexly and the obstacles they’d passed in Scratchner’s realm.

“Curious…” Qarathil boomed. “I have never heard of such a realm. Though daemonic figures and spiritualists alike should be looked upon with suspicion. Their ways of cheating death are not for us, young Blackwood.”

Eld thought of Scratchner and Vexly drifting into the darkness, furiously battling each other. “I don’t know if they’ll be cheating death for long,” he said.

“Their fate does not concern us,” Qarathil replied. “Unless you will be awoken by another distraction?”

“Um, no, I don’t think so,” Eld replied. “Well, I mean, my roommate snores sometimes, but, um, shouldn’t be anything too big. And yeah. I’m ready for my training. In fact, I think I might need new power. Something is hiding at the bottom of the school. Some kind of big shadow. I don’t know just what it is...I mean, honestly, sometimes it seems to support me. But, you know, just in case.”

“A mere shadow is nothing before the power of life and death itself,” Qarathil replied. As the great beast spoke, its head seemed to rot before Eld’s eyes, fur dropping to the ground, flesh decaying to nothing to reveal a black skull crawling with flies and worms. Yet death slowly reversed back to life, the eggs left by the scavengers somehow growing back into Qarathil’s flesh and proud horns.

Eld thought back to the few pages of the Familial Tome that Franky had read, back to his meeting with Gur Blackwood deep beneath the family lands, then nodded. “I’m ready for my training.”

“Excellent,” Qarathil breathed. “Place your hand on my crown and let the power slowly flow into you.”

Eld reached out, gripping a horn. It felt strangely supple and waxy beneath his grip, more like the stem of a mushroom than anything else.

The creature seemed to read his thoughts. “Yes, Master Blackwood. Fungi. Insects. Vultures.” As he spoke, the horn seemed to morph in Eld’s hand, transforming into a tightly packed bunch of chittering insects with sturdy shells, then shifting again into a proud vulture’s talon before returning to its prior form. “Scavengers were once most beloved by your family, for they sat at the intersection between life and death. They may seem modest, yet once you make the oath your ancestors once had, you will realize just how deep your power lies.”

A calcified white mass slowly began to grow, spreading up Eld’s arm. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have feared a trap, that he really had fallen for some daemonic takeover, but the fungi were identical to what he’d experienced beneath the family crypt. He understood on a bone-deep level that this was the path forward. Power slowly surged into him as the fungi slowly expanded, morphing into a soft and comfortable substance Eld recognized—the silk of a cocoon.

“Excellent,” Qarathil breathed. “Your potential is great…far beyond anything I’ve encountered before. Even the first Blackwoods didn’t take to the bond so easily. After a lunar cycle, once you emerge from the Cocoon of Rebirth, you will be ready to begin your training.”

Eld froze.

“Wait. What? A lunar cycle? You mean like...a full month?”

“Of course,” Qarathil replied. “To gain my power, your body must be properly attuned.”

“Well, so, the thing is…” Eld stammered. The spores continued growing on his body, hardening in place before transforming into silk. His arm and chest were completely immobile at this point. He struggled, shaking his head and moving.

“Halt,” Qarathil replied. “You are disturbing the process.” The great being’s fur abruptly bristled, sticking straight up like a dog raising its hackles. “Wait. Is this hesitance I detect? After you’ve made me wait so long?”

“I’ve kind of got this dance coming up…and, uh, my date is really excited. You know, I put a lot of effort into convincing her to go with me, and, um…”

“What? A dance? Utter frivolity. You would rather do that than learn about your powers?”

“Well, she’s really looking forward to it. And like I said, I had to put in a lot of effort convincing her to go. And, um, she’s been building a lot of confidence and…”

Qarathil’s posture abruptly changed, going from angry to accommodating. “It sounds like you truly care for this woman. My ravens observed the same thing when I saw you in that apartment, many moons ago.”

“I do,” Eld replied.

“Interesting. Is it serious?”

“Um…well…”

Eld stared at Qarathil. The giant nature spirit’s fur had turned pink and lavender, as if in celebration of love. Petals seemed to bloom from its body. Eld was shocked. The creature almost always looked eerie and terrifying, now it was something that he would see on a particularly creative Valentine’s Day card.

Qarathil seemed to sense his surprise. “Well, young Master Blackwood. Love is part of life and death, after all. How would new life spawn if it weren’t for love? How would the dead be properly respected and remembered? Now, tell me. Is it serious?”

“Ah, you know. I mean. I feel very serious about it. And, uh, I mean, technically, we had the Talk. So I know she likes me. She certainly acts like it. And we’ve done a lot for each other. But, you know...”

Qarathil groaned. It seemed like the very fabric of the dream trembled. “You are as hesitant with women as you are with gaining new powers.”

His accurate words were like a dagger in Eld’s unbeating heart, but he still felt the need to defend himself. He already got enough crap about this from Orlando and Talbot, he didn’t need to hear it from his familial patron, too. “Look, Qarathil. There’s been a lot going on. We’re dealing with her powers and fighting to maintain her cosmic bond. It’s, you know, very complicated.”

“She has divine powers, does she not?”

“She’s a goddess,” Eld confirmed. “Literally. And, I mean, figuratively. You know, she’s very important to me, nobody makes me feel that way…” He trailed off. In hindsight, he probably should have been telling these things to Lea rather than Qarathil.

“Children!” Qarathil exclaimed. “Do you intend to have more children? Many children, perhaps? The remnant that pierces through the mire of the Blackwoods…that spark that allows you to bear living children even as an undead…do you intend to use that remaining gift with her?” Qarathil grew more excited with each word, the calcified spores and soft silk slowly receding as he spoke.

“Um, I, uh…”

At this point, Qarathil sounded as pushy as Aunt Arienne.

“Don’t you have a cosmic bond?” Qarathil asked. “Where is your uncertainty coming from?” Before Eld could reply, the nature spirit bowed his head. “Yes. You must go to this dance with this woman. And you must produce many heirs with her. Carrying on my patronage with divine power.”

“Okay, but there will be some danger. Is there a chance that, um, maybe you could…”

Qarathil groaned. “This is exactly why I said you should have started earlier. You cannot attain my power before your body leaves the Cocoon of Rebirth. It would be far too overwhelming otherwise. You would tear yourself apart, transform into some mad mutant shifting ever more between the bounds of life and death.”

Eld winced. “Yes. I, uh, don’t want that.”

“Well, it seems like you don’t have a choice then. I shall return, young Master Blackwood, to spread my power, but it shall not be tonight. Do your best to survive until then.”

With that, Qarathil vanished, and Eld returned to his restful slumber, sleeping not in a magical power-granting cocoon but in a mere ordinary cocoon of cloth blankets.
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Chapter 33: Plans And Delusions

Candle flames guttered in the corners of Cloudehill’s private chambers. Outside, decorative thunder rumbled, promising a storm that never seemed to arrive—a permanent atmospheric condition surrounding the ancestral home of the notorious necromantic dynasty.

Glass jars of every imaginable shape and size crowded together on a half-broken shelf, propped up only by a broomstick. Dried herbs hung from strings alongside desiccated appendages of unidentifiable origin. Liquids bubbled without heat, solids floated without support, and several containers appeared to hold nothing but darkness that occasionally moved of its own accord.

A collection of mortars and pestles in varying sizes lay scattered across a workbench, containing half-ground ingredients abandoned partway through preparation. Knives with specialized blades for harvesting different magical components jutted from the wooden surface where Cloudehill’s name had been carved dozens of times in a variety of increasingly incorrect spellings.

Much like with Eld’s room, a large mirror hung on the wall, the glass bizarrely darkened and filled with shifting shadows. Ever since he was a child, Cloudehill had occasionally peered inside, seeing twisting faces, bulging eyes, and grinning teeth, but as of late, he’d preferred talking to the new shadows, the ones that had only appeared after the return of Eld’s little girlfriend.

The new voice in the shadow, with the very complicated name that started with Ra-something, was much nicer than the mocking faces in the mirror, and Cloudehill liked people who respected his greatness.

Against the far wall, pushed carelessly aside to make room for more important matters, sat a battered wooden trunk. Its ancient iron hinges had long since rusted, and the lid hung permanently open, unable to close properly. From within spilled an avalanche of clothing. Ornate robes of ceremony, everyday vestments, and outfits suitable for different necromantic occasions. None were folded. All lay in jumbled disarray as if tossed in haste or forgotten entirely.

Atop this textile mountain, carelessly discarded, lay the Festerblade, the weapon his father had given him to kill Eld. Unlike the chaotic energy that permeated the room, the dagger projected an aura of focused malevolence. Its curved blade seemed to drink in the surrounding light, creating a pocket of deeper shadow around itself. The hilt, fashioned from the knucklebones of some enormous creature, fit perfectly into a lich’s skeletal grip.

The weapon grumbled with hungry anticipation, as if aware of its intended purpose, yet Cloudehill paid it no mind. The Festerblade, capable of severing a soul from the Ethereal Plane permanently, ending even a lich’s existence, lay neglected among dirty laundry while its appointed wielder busied himself with more important matters.

Cloudehill’s workspace sprawled across a few workbenches and gaudy tables he had stolen from the dining room. Large tomes of forbidden knowledge, taken from his father’s study, lay splayed open across the floor, leather bindings cracked from mistreatment. Some balanced precariously on overturned furniture, and others made makeshift staircases that wound through the chamber.

Reading them had been difficult, but worthwhile. Eldritch Sr. had always warned Cloudehill against studying his personal tomes, claiming that he simply wouldn’t understand them. But the voice in the shadows had told Cloudehill that he could read them however he wanted, even skipping all the parts that didn’t make sense.

Cloudehill felt no small satisfaction duplicating those runic circles. Sure, they were all half-finished and some looked a little childish, but an honest night’s work was an honest night’s work.

White chalk overlapped with blue pigment, which in turn intertwined with crimson sigils drawn in substances best left unidentified. None were completed. All of them had been abandoned in turn when Cloudehill had jumped to the next revolutionary idea.

The result resembled a deranged spider’s web, complicated yet fundamentally broken, incapable of channeling even the most basic magical energies.

“The alignment must be precise,” Cloudehill muttered, stepping carelessly across a simple pentagram that had taken him three hours to sketch that morning. His skeletal foot smudged the careful lines, and he cursed. “Erm. That was a, um, deliberate step. Anyways, astronomical precision is essential for a summoning of this magnitude-dom! Magnitude? Magni-dude? Did I just coin a new phrase?” He took out a badly bent notebook and jotted down the word. “Genius. Pure genius. Like a bard of old!”

In the center of this magical maelstrom stood a small brass brazier, its three clawed feet gripping a pedestal carved from obsidian. The fire within sputtered and popped, belching acrid smoke that should have vented through the chimney but instead swirled lazily around the ceiling. Occasional sparks leapt from the flames, landing on nearby parchments. Several small fires had started and extinguished themselves throughout the day, leaving charred circles on ancient manuscripts and blackened spots on the carpets.

Cloudehill examined his work again, pulling out a scribbled piece of near-indecipherable parchment. The voice in the shadows needed Cloudehill’s help. It was a far cry from his father viewing him as a mere minion.

In fact, the voice in the shadows had praised him for trapping Eld’s little friend. Turning a mistake into a brilliancy, that was the exact kind of mentorship Cloudehill preferred.

“No, no, the osseous matter must combine with essence of spectre before adding the crystallized despair,” he grumbled, scratching out an entire page of calculations before tossing it over his shoulder. The parchment fluttered down to join hundreds of its discarded brethren on the floor. “Father always rushes the preliminaries. That’s why his summonings lack panache.” He raised his bony fingers, wagging them at the side of his face.

“Where did I put that essence of void?” Cloudehill muttered, pushing aside jars containing pickled specimens of questionable origin. “Can’t perform a summoning of this caliber without proper void essence. Premium quality only.”

He lifted a crystal vial containing swirling mist the color of bruises. Other components joined it. Powdered grave moss, crystallized banshee wails, and the distilled terror of nightmare victims.

“Father thinks himself so clever,” Cloudehill said to a shrunken head that sat on his desk, used primarily as a paperweight. The talking shadows had told Cloudehill they had other matters to attend to, leaving Cloudehill with far quieter but no less charming company. The desiccated face offered no response, yet Cloudehill nodded as if it had spoken. “Yes, exactly! No vision, no ambition. ‘Just kill your brother,’ he says. ‘Use the blade I gave you,’ he says."

The lich paced his workshop, carefully stepping around the more volatile ingredients while completely disregarding the priceless tomes underfoot. His ceremonial robes billowed around his skeleton as he gestured dramatically.

“Father always thinks too small,” Cloudehill muttered, measuring dried ingredients into a mortar. “Focusing on mundane assassinations. That’s why I’ll surpass him. My approach demonstrates true necromantic artistry. Anyone can stab someone. Where’s the innovation? Where’s the statement? When I’m finished, using only a quarter of the reagents this ritual needs, Father will finally recognize my superior intellect and the Blackwood legacy will ultimately be mine to shape.”

Thunder rumbled again outside the manor, punctuating his declaration with appropriate dramatic timing. Cloudehill’s permanent skeletal grin grew. Clearly, the thunder was a cosmic endorsement of his brilliance.

Cloudehill pirouetted away from his workbench, knocking over three precariously balanced jars in the process. Their contents mingled on the floor, the puddle smoking ominously. Cloudehill decided to address that at a later time. For now, he admired his latest creation, a concoction that glowed an improbable shade of green and smelled vaguely of overripe bananas.

“Perfect!” He held the vial up to the candlelight. “The final component for my masterwork! Once I add this to the summoning circle, I’ll—”

The mirror on the wall interrupted his self-congratulation. Its surface rippled like disturbed water. Cloudehill’s reflection distorted, stretched, and then vanished entirely, replaced by a looming being who seemed to consist primarily of jagged angles and writhing shadows.

The daemon that Eldritch Sr. had summoned to hunt Eld filled the mirror.

Upon seeing Cloudehill and the state of his chamber, its eyes narrowed, and its mouth, a jagged tear across the lower portion of its face, twisted into a grimace.

“What happened here?” the daemon demanded. “You call this a ritual space? It looks like a magical tornado hit a library and then vomited.”

Cloudehill whirled around, sloshing green liquid over his bony fingers. “Do you mind? I’m in the middle of groundbreaking research!”

The daemon’s gaze shifted to Cloudehill’s slowly disintegrating hand. “Your fingers are melting.”

“What?” Cloudehill glanced down, yelped, and flung the vial across the room. He had failed to notice that the spilled concoction was eating through his finger bones like acid, small wisps of smoke rising from the dissolution.

The vial shattered against a bookshelf, immediately setting several ancient tomes ablaze with green fire. “Minor setback! Happens all the time!” He shook his hand vigorously, sending droplets of corrosive liquid and small fragments of bone flying in all directions.

The daemon closed its eyes briefly, as if praying for patience. When they reopened, its voice had taken on a forced calm. “The Necropromicon begins tomorrow night. The convergence of magical energies between Jupiter 1 and Jupiter 2 makes it the perfect time to strike. Your father’s command clearly states we must kill Eld at the height of his happiness. He has overcome great obstacles and will know joy tomorrow.”

The daemon sounded sad, almost regretful.

But Cloudehill was too focused on his own regrets. He frantically patted out the book fire using a nearby tapestry. Father had said something about how it was an irreplaceable treasure from the Age of Wonders, but Cloudehill wasn’t too worried. Surely, his work would eventually lead to a Second Age of Wonders. “What? Speak up! I’m dealing with a small catastrophe here!”

The green flames leapt to the tapestry. Cloudehill dropped it, stamping on it with one foot while simultaneously trying to rebuild his damaged finger bones with a hasty regeneration spell. The result was a hand where seven new fingers now pointed in anatomically impossible directions, like he’d sprouted antlers.

“Cool!” Cloudehill exclaimed.

“Necropromicon! Tomorrow! Your brother! Vulnerable!” the daemon shouted.

“Oh, right. I know about Necropromicon. Annual bore-fest. Father made me attend every year until I was a lich. ‘Network with other necromancers,’ he says. As if any of them appreciate true genius. I’m not going.”

The daemon’s face contorted, and it raised a shadowy appendage to its forehead in what could only be described as a supernatural facepalm. The mirror vibrated with its frustration. “Your. Father. Gave. You. The. Festerblade.” It spoke each word with exaggerated slowness. “You are supposed to use it against Eld. Tonight. At the Necropromicon. Have you forgotten?”

Cloudehill’s gemstone eye sockets glittered as he processed this information. He glanced around the room as if seeing it for the first time, until his gaze finally landed on the battered trunk with its spilling contents.

“Oh!” Recognition dawned slowly. “That sword thing! With the screaming runes and the soul-severing capabilities!” He pointed at the trunk with his misshapen hand. “I was wondering what that was doing there.”

“It’s not a sword, it’s a ritual dagger,” the daemon corrected, dripping with disdain. “A legendary artifact capable of permanently ending any undead being’s existence, entrusted to you by your father for one specific purpose.”

Cloudehill waved dismissively. “Yes, yes, I remember now. Eh, that was the old plan. I’ve got a new one now! Much more impressive. Revolutionary, really.”

The daemon’s many eyes blinked in sequence, creating a rippling effect across its face. “A new plan. Of course you do.”

“Indeed!” Cloudehill beamed, completely missing the daemon’s sarcasm. “Father always thinks so linearly. Stab this, banish that. No creativity! My approach leverages multi-dimensional arcane principles to not only eliminate Eld but also harness his essence for—”

“Your father,” the daemon interrupted, “is going to incinerate you when he discovers you’ve abandoned his carefully orchestrated scheme.”

“I wouldn’t say abandoned,” Cloudehill objected, attempting to straighten his crooked fingers and succeeding only in bending them into even more unnatural configurations. “More like improved upon dramatically. I’m going to summon a supernatural being to do my bidding.”

“Your family has already done that. That would be me. Contracted years ago via an oath with your mother and now shared with your father.”

“Oh. I seem to remember my mother telling me that as a bedtime story once. But look...I’ve got a better being. A voice in the shadows. I call him Raff, since his full name is a real mouthful. He says I’m a genius. He wishes I were his son.”

“Does he now?” the daemon asked.

“Yeah. Father’s never said anything like that before. But he will, after I follow Raff’s plan. He says if I summon him, he’ll obey me and grant me great power. Honestly, daemon, I wouldn’t even bother going to Necropromicon. You’ll just fail and look bad without me.”

The daemon took a deep, calming breath, the mirror seeming to draw away all light from the room itself. “I am a daemon bound to the very stones of Bathurst. Some would say I’m irrevocably a part of it. Me? I just say you can’t spell Bathurst without ‘hurt.’”

“I don’t know how to spell Bathurst at all. That’s why I liked Hel Academy better,” Cloudehill replied. “Sure, Underworld Today didn’t rank it that high, but it made sending and receiving mail much easier.”

“Look,” the daemon breathed. “Therapy isn’t part of my contract, but I figure I’ll help you out a little, kid. Have you considered that you’re searching for another father figure due to your cold and lonely upbringing? And that perhaps, just perhaps, this ‘Raff’ is manipulating you?”

“No. I haven’t considered that at all.”

“Will you start considering it now?”

“No, that sounds hard.”

The daemon seemed to deflate within the mirror. “Well, you can’t say I didn’t try. So you’re not coming with me?”

“Nope.”

The daemon’s eyes narrowed, making one last attempt. “Do you have any idea what your father does to people who disobey his orders? He once turned a fellow daemon inside out and used his entrails to redecorate his study. And that was for a minor setback!”

“Father does have a flair for interior design,” Cloudehill agreed, nodding appreciatively. “But that sounds like a you problem, not a me problem.”

“Again. I am bound to Bathurst. It would not be a problem for me. I fear the consequences you may suffer.”

“You worry too much,” Cloudehill assured the daemon, patting the mirror with his mangled hand. “Father’s always unhappy about something. Too much salt in his soul broth. Not enough screaming in the dungeon. My robes aren’t pressed properly. The bar is constantly moving. Once Father sees the results of my superior plan, he’ll forget all about his simplistic stab Eld approach. Trust me. I wouldn’t expect a mere daemon to comprehend the subtleties of advanced theoretical necromancy.”

“I’ve existed for eighty thousand years. I witnessed the birth of necromancy. I personally taught the art to the first human practitioners. For the umpteenth time. I am bound to Bathurst. How do you think the school started?”

“Yes, well,” Cloudehill fumbled, “things have evolved since your day. We modern necromancers use advanced techniques now. Very cutting-edge. Extremely theoretical.”

The daemon’s patience thinned. “Your father will not accept excuses when Eld continues to live. And for that, the Festerblade is crucial.”

“Will you shut up!” Cloudehill finally snapped, his jeweled eye sockets flaring with green fire. “Shut up about Father! Shut up about Eld! Shut up about the stupid Festerblade!”

In his frustration, he stomped across the room to the battered trunk, kicking aside smoldering debris. He snatched up the Festerblade. “If Father wants it used so badly, you take it!”

Without thinking, Cloudehill jabbed the blade toward the scrying glass. To his surprise and the daemon’s visible shock, the weapon didn’t bounce off the surface but instead slid through it as if the mirror were liquid. The tip vanished, then the hilt, until only Cloudehill’s bony fingers remained on his side of the glass.

The daemon stared at the blade now protruding into its realm, momentarily speechless. Then, with careful movements, it wrapped its shadowy appendages around the handle from its side.

“You…you actually just handed me the Festerblade,” the daemon said, incredulity dripping from each word. “An artifact your father spent centuries crafting, designed specifically for eliminating cosmic threats, and you just…shoved it through a scrying glass in a temper tantrum.”

Cloudehill released the handle. “Well, there you go! Problem solved! Now you can do the stabbing, and I can focus on my important work!”

The daemon examined the blade, turning it over in its shadowy grasp. “How in the Nether did you become a lich while Eld remains merely undead? It defies all logic. The universe itself must be playing some cosmic joke.”

“Superior intellect,” Cloudehill preened. “Natural talent. Raw magical potential. Also, Father helped with the difficult parts.”

“Of course he did,” the daemon muttered.

“Now get out of here. Go do whatever Father wants. Stab Eld or whatever. Raff and I have got more important matters to attend to.”

The daemon began to fade at the edges, pulling back from the mirror’s surface, the blade disappearing into the shadows.

Cloudehill folded his arms, sneering at the now-empty mirror. “Pfft, that daemon’s so dramatic. Always with the doom and gloom. Your father will be angry. The world will end. Typical supernatural burrow crat.”

He turned back to his cluttered workbench, where a few unbroken vials still contained the components he had bought earlier. The half-completed summoning circle on the floor, now sporting several burns and scorch marks, awaited completion.

“Finally!” He rubbed his skeletal hands together. “No more distractions. Time for my ultimate plan. Once Raff joins me, I’ll rewrite the fundamental magical equations of necromancy itself!”

Swept up in his own grandeur, Cloudehill raised his arms dramatically, addressing an imaginary audience. “No one can stop me! Not Father, not Eld, not even Cloudehill!”

He froze. “Wait…”

Slowly, he lowered his arms, looking around as if searching for the source of his logical error. “I am Cloudehill.”

A moment of silent contemplation followed as he grappled with this self-evident fact. Then he shrugged, dismissing the slip entirely. “Well, of course I am! And that’s why my plan will succeed where all others have failed!”
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Chapter 34: Necropromicon II, Ominous Through and Through

By the following night, Bathurst Academy had completely transformed for the Necropromicon.

Gothic architecture was draped by floating lanterns that illuminated the stonework in their prismatic reflections. The typical gargoyles had abandoned their stations, instead trudging along with the rest of their students, and the corridors had magically rearranged themselves, creating labyrinthine paths that all inevitably led to the Grand Ballroom no matter which way one took.  

Eld and Lea came to a set of copper doors inlaid with silver symbols that marked the entrance to the Necropromicon. The symbols radiated magical energy, wards to keep out potential party crashers.

Beside him, Lea adjusted a crystalline hairpin that kept her hair from obscuring her face. She wore a gown of deep purple fabric that seemed to contain galaxies in its folds.

Twenty paces from the threshold, Eld stopped. Frigid air blew by him, seeping through his formal attire. Goosebumps raced across his pale skin. Part of him wished he’d brought his fur coat and rattlesnake skin boots, but the ensemble had gone on strike for formal events, wanting to spend more time outdoors.

And besides, Lea liked this current outfit more.

That was all for the better, but if danger struck—

She turned to him, frowning. “You’re wearing your worried face. The one where your left eyebrow creeps upward and your mouth does that flat line thing.”

“I have a worried face?” Eld asked, consciously trying to relax his features.

“You have several,” Lea confirmed. “This is worried face number three. Sensing danger but trying not to alarm others.”

“That’s oddly specific.”

“I’ve had time to catalog them.” Mischief glinted in the smile she flashed. “So what’s triggering worried face number three tonight?”

Eld glanced upward at the occluded star. “Everything feels wrong. Like we’re missing something important.” He paused, trying to gather his thoughts. “We did beat Grimthorpe, right? Actually defeat him?”

“Exterminated him thoroughly,” Lea replied. “And Eld, aren’t things so much better than they were back then? I got back a lot of my power, and it’s under control now. And you even freed Talbot. Things are going better—aren’t they?”

Since regaining and slowly processing the additional powers granted by the clay arms, subtle changes had manifested in her appearance. Her eyes now contained swirling universes instead of merely reflecting them, and when she walked, her feet occasionally hovered half an inch above the ground before touching down again. Occasionally, her hair lashed out against people who walked too close, an irritation at times, but now, a good way to keep people from ogling at her glimmering dress.

“I don’t know...” Eld replied. The other students seemed happy. Maybe it really was just him, but the knot in his stomach was wound tighter than a disguised gorgon’s hair. “This feels weirder than last time. Colder too. Well, colder than it usually is in Bathurst. It’s just like we’re missing something.”

“I think you’re overthinking things,” Lea replied, fidgeting with her dress. “It’s just another fancy party. And don’t forget what you told me, Eld.”

“What did I tell you?”

“Necropromicon is what you make of it. I’m sure for Mortimer and his ilk, it’ll just be the spawn of undead aristocrats comparing phylactery designs and pretending to enjoy each other’s company. But think of how much fun we had last time.”

“I guess you’re right,” Eld admitted.

“I know I am,” Lea grinned. “And now, time to prove it to you and to myself.” She straightened her posture, squaring her shoulders in the way she did when steeling herself for a challenge. Months of training in her awakening cosmic abilities had given her a fragile confidence.

Eld found himself smiling, buoyed by not only their entwined minds but also the simple sight of her smile. Over the school term, he’d been doing his best to maintain their strangely joined mental state, but now, it was her turn to help him.

As they approached the entrance, two large daemons stepped from alcoves on either side of the doors. The daemonic bouncers towered higher than the doorframes, almost touching the ceiling. Their muscular bodies were covered in crimson scales that faded to black at their extremities. Their eyes, smoldering pits of ember and flame, swept across the approaching students.

The larger daemon’s gaze locked onto Lea. His nostrils gave an involuntary flare, and his clawed hand tightened around the ceremonial halberd he carried. A muscle twitched along his jaw. His companion shifted position, angling slightly away from Lea while maintaining his stance.

Eld caught these tiny expressions instantly.

He had spent years over-analyzing body language to determine when villagers might turn against the strange necromancer in their midst. These demons, entities that regularly faced down elder nightkin without flinching, were nervous. Maybe even a little afraid? No, not afraid—eager.

To their surprise, the larger daemon’s stoic expression cracked. His razor-toothed mouth split into an unexpected grin, switching his fearsome visage into something almost boyishly excited.

“It’s you!” The daemon bouncer straightened to attention, his halberd striking the marble floor with a ceremonial clack. “The hero from the last Necropromicon!”

His companion abandoned all pretense of formality, nodding enthusiastically. “We heard all about it! You’re the one who took down Grimthorpe! The cosmo-witch who kicked his bony behind!”

Lea blinked rapidly, her eyes widening in surprise. “I…what?”

“Total badass move,” the first daemon continued, leaning down to her level. “The way you unleashed that void-blast thing? Legendary! We’ve been hoping you’d show up tonight.”

The second daemon extended a hand toward Lea, palm up in a traditional sign of respect among the Underworld’s warrior classes. “Would be an honor if you’d leave your mark on our guest register.”

Eld watched Lea’s expression transition from wariness to bewilderment to a hesitant pleasure. A faint purple blush colored her cheeks as she placed her palm against the daemon’s much larger one, leaving a faint starlight impression that sank into his scales.

“The honor’s mine,” she managed to choke out through the emotion bubbling up within her.

“Excellent!” The larger daemon stepped aside with a theatrical sweep of his wings. “Please, enter! The festivities await. I think you’ll find much has changed since your last attendance.”

As they passed through the threshold, the bouncer leaned down to Eld. “You picked a good one,” he gave him a conspiratorial wink. “Strong enough to make even the Lord of Brimstone nervous. Smart move, necromancer.”

Eld opened his mouth, unsure of whether to thank him or tell him off, but Lea had already moved ahead, and he hurried to catch up. The doors swung closed behind them with a thud that vibrated through the floor.

In the dimly lit antechamber beyond, Lea released a long breath. “That was unexpected.”

“Understatement,” Eld replied, studying her reaction. “How do you feel about that?”

Lea nodded slowly, a cautious smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “They weren’t afraid. They were impressed.” She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and took a deep breath. “Just what I needed to start off the night, really.”

“This is just the beginning,” Eld declared, swept along by her confidence. “We dance together tonight, and tomorrow, we go back to hunting down these fragments. Eyes, mouth, arms, there’s probably still a lot to do.”

“And the heart, Eld. That piece is the most important of all.” Determination gleamed in her eyes.

Eld gently took her, sweeping him with his hand, their amplified confidence making him feel smoother than he’d ever felt before. “Well, for tonight, I better care for the heart beating right in front of me.”

They continued toward the sound of music that drifted from the Grand Ballroom ahead.

The hallway opened into the magnificent Grand Ballroom, transformed for the Necropromicon into a phantasmagoric wonderland. Huge chandeliers crafted from crystallized moonlight cast rainbow illumination across the marble floor. Ghost musicians performed on a floating platform, swaying as they coaxed melodies from ethereal instruments.

Hundreds of Bathurst’s students and faculty swirled across the dance floor in unsynchronized waltzes. The attire ranged from traditional black tie to extravagantly macabre costumes. Specters drifted between corporeal guests, some acting as servers with trays of smoking drinks, others joining the dance with partners who wore special gloves enchanted to touch the immaterial.

The students were gleeful and joyous, but the high table where the professors sat could not have been more tightly wound. It was like a haunted cuckoo clock about to burst. Tense laughter punctuated their conversations—the forced merriment of people determined to enjoy themselves despite underlying anxiety. Rather than dancing, faculty members clustered in tight groups, exchanging furtive glances and whispers behind jeweled fans or smoking pipes.

It seemed like Eld wasn’t the only person who felt nervous, though he couldn’t tell if that was due to the strange chill he’d felt or simply because of Spinderella-Hemlock’s tyranny.

A ghost server drifted by them. “A drink?’

“Thank you,” Eld smiled, accepting two smoking goblets and handing one to Lea. He sipped his drink and winced. The concoction tasted of blackberries and midnight frost. Delicious enough, but the cold only amplified the chill around the rooms.

“You know, the students are mostly happy with me and the daemons are outright joyful, but I’m not sure about the teachers,” Lea nodded toward a group of professors who quickly averted their gazes when she looked their way. “I’m still the unpredictable cosmic entity who destroyed their headmaster.”

“Destroyed their corrupt headmaster,” Eld corrected. “The one who was planning to sacrifice them all.”

“A minor distinction in academic politics, I’m sure, especially with Spinderella-Hemlock replacing him.”

Eld chuckled, but the sound died in his throat as he caught sight of something unusual.

Near the grand staircase at the far end of the ballroom, a shadow moved contrary to the light. Flowing upward instead of down, crawling against gravity like spilled ink traveling backward. His eyes whirled across the crowd. There were countless students here, not to mention all the Professors. Last term, Grimthorpe had assembled everyone for a ritual. The bodies and souls were a necessity.

But what reason would anyone else have to attack them at Necropromicon?

It just didn’t make sense.

But when he blinked again, he saw that the shadows were gone. But though the shadow vanished, the bone-deep chill remained, prickling along his back like frozen fingers.  

“Something wrong?’ Lea asked.

“Maybe I’m just seeing things...” Eld muttered. “But I don’t think so. Hang on.”

He scanned the crowd, looking for more shadows he could point out to Lea, but before he found any, a familiar voice called their names. Orlando von Ravenscroft approached, resplendent in burgundy velvet formal wear, his vampire fangs polished to gleaming points and coated in gold.

“Come. Wolfgang was able to muscle a table for us.” Orlando gestured toward a corner where Talbot, Wysper, Wolfgang, and Selina waited. Eld was a little surprised to see that Orlando hadn’t brought a single thrall with him, but he figured now wasn’t the time to ask.

As they strode after him, the orchestra began playing a nocturne that sounded like screaming souls. Eld winced at a piercing high note. Either a violinist had missed their mark, or someone was being murdered very musically.

“It’s like they’re trying to summon something with sheer musical dissonance,” Lea murmured, sipping her drink.

“Don’t give them ideas,” Eld replied. “The music department’s always looking for new ways to—”

The doors to the ballroom crashed open with unnecessary force. A gust of frigid wind swept through the room, extinguishing several floating candles and sending spectral servers wobbling off-course. Silence fell as every head turned toward the entrance.

Mortimer Vex stood framed in the doorway, his pale skin practically glowing under the chandeliers. He had outdone himself tonight. A tailored pitch-black suit with silver thorns protruding from the shoulders, a cape lined with what appeared to be still-moving shadow fabric, and a circlet of burning black flame hovering an inch above his perfectly coiffed hair.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and assorted abominations,” Mortimer announced. “The Necropromicon may now officially begin.”

Eld rolled his eyes so hard he momentarily worried they might fall out of his skull. “Is there a spell for spontaneous modesty? Because someone needs to cast it on him.”

Behind Mortimer, his usual cronies filed in with matching smirks. Erik the Drowned zombie shuffled forward, seawater still dripping from his waterlogged tuxedo despite what must have been hours of preparation. Vlad the vampire glided in with aristocratic aloofness, though the effect was somewhat undermined by a bit of blood punch staining his cravat. Instead of their usual group of reanimated zombie thugs, they’d been joined by a fourth figure, a headless man who somehow seemed supernaturally attached to a black horse. He carried a carved pumpkin under his arm, the face etched in an expression of permanent surprise.

“Oh. He’s with them now?” Orlando sneered. “It’s hard to tell if Hallo is a dullahan or a dullard.”

“I’m more worried about those...um, can you even call them dates?” Eld whispered.

Four women drifted into the ballroom behind Mortimer’s gang. They wore identical white gowns that seemed to float several inches above the floor, the fabric rippling in an unseen breeze. Their coarse black hair hung in sheets that occasionally parted to reveal faces that were mostly too perfect to be natural, but as they turned their heads, Eld caught sight of vicious jagged scars on their cheeks. When they moved, they didn’t quite step. Instead, they glided, as if their feet never quite touched the ground.

“Those aren’t students,” Lea whispered.

One of the women turned her head 180 degrees without moving her shoulders to stare directly at Lea, as if she’d somehow heard her. Her face remained expressionless, but the temperature around them plummeted.

“Definitely not students,” Eld agreed, fighting a shiver.

As Mortimer’s entourage made their way across the ballroom floor, the crowd parted like a sea for the theatrical villains.

Talbot, no longer at the table, materialized beside Eld, nearly causing him to spill his drink.

“Gods below, would it kill you to make noise when you appear?” Eld hissed, dabbing at his jacket.

Talbot ignored the complaint. “Well, well, well. Looks like someone’s compensating for something. And I don’t mean his lack of magical talent.”

“Who are those women?” Lea asked.

“Women is a generous term,” Talbot replied, snagging a ghostly hors d’oeuvre from a passing tray. “Those are onryō. Japanese vengeful spirits. Very nasty pieces of work. They’re basically rage and vengeance wrapped in white dresses and perpetual bad hair days.”

“What are they doing with Mortimer?” Eld asked.

Talbot snorted, the spectral hors d’oeuvre passing straight through his transparent throat. “Those aren’t dates. They’re mercenaries in dresses. Looks like our favorite jerk is trying to make himself appear more intimidating by hiring supernatural muscle.”

“Can you even hire onryō?” Lea wondered. “Back in my day, they were known for their unfriendliness. That was a big part of their brand.”

“If you’ve got the right connections and enough to offer, you can hire anything,” Talbot replied with a shrug. “I once saw a guy rent a banshee choir for his ex-wife’s wedding. Talk about showstoppers. Three guests died of fright before the vows.”

Eld watched as Mortimer directed his entourage toward the refreshment table, the onryō moved like a choreographed dance troupe. “Are you sure there isn’t some scheme?”

“Well, it’s definitely suspicious. But maybe it’s just Mortimer being Mortimer. You know how he loves making an entrance,” Lea said.

“True,” Talbot conceded, “But look at how those spirits are scanning the room.”

Sure enough, the onryō’s heads rotated and their dead eyes methodically assessed every corner of the ballroom.

“You know...I guess they’re looking for someone,” Lea murmured.

“Or something,” Talbot added.

“Or practicing for their synchronized swimming routine,” Wolfgang suggested, also appearing beside them. He and Selina seemed very happy. For once, the werewolf didn’t want a fight.

“I don’t like this,” Eld muttered.

“But what can we do?” Lea asked. “Accuse Mortimer of bringing dangerous spirits to a school function? That’s basically the theme of the Necropromicon, if not the theme of Bathurst entirely.”

“I just wish they hadn’t barged in at such an inopportune time,” Orlando sniffed. “Coming here single, I had hoped to attract attention by flying to the top of the grand staircase before descending during the crescendo of Moonlight Massacre in D Minor. Now I’ve missed my moment.”

“There’s always the second movement—Disembowelment at Dawn.” Wysper popped in, appearing right beside Talbot. “Great rhythm for a dramatic stair descent.”

Orlando tapped one fang thoughtfully. “Perhaps. The violins do have that lovely screeching quality during the third act.”

A commotion near the punch bowl interrupted their discussion about musical timing.

Lilith Nightshade, wearing a dress that seemed crafted from solidified shadow, had just collided with Erik the Drowned. Punch splashed across the front of her gown, staining the darkness with crimson droplets.

“You absolute barnacle-brained fool!” Lilith’s shout carried across the ballroom. “Do you have any concept of spatial awareness, or did your brain rot along with the rest of you?”

Erik puffed up his waterlogged chest, seawater dribbling from his ear. “Maybe if you weren’t strutting around like you own the place, you’d notice other people exist!”

“I wouldn’t strut if I had to drag those waterlogged feet,” Lilith shot back, gesturing at the puddle beneath Erik. “You’re still a washed-up zombie braggart who thinks volume compensates for substance.”

“And you’re still a self-important banshee whose personality is somehow only the second most annoying thing about her.” Water squished from his shoes as Erik stepped closer.

The temperature around Lilith dropped noticeably, frost crystallizing on the punch bowl as her magic rapidly built. “Would you care to experience the first most annoying thing?”

Nearby dancers edged away, recognizing the telltale signs of an impending banshee scream. The onryō accompanying Erik turned to watch, her head rotating independently of her body in a way that would have required hours of surgery to fix on a living person.

Eld set his drink down and slid between the former couple. “Hey, hey, let’s bring the temperature back up a few degrees. Literally.” He placed a gentle hand on Lilith’s arm. “Pretty sure they just redid the acoustics in here, and a full banshee wail might bring down the chandelier.”

“I’d aim for his head.” Lilith didn’t take her eyes off Erik, but the frost stopped spreading.

“Come on,” Eld said. “Sit with us if you’d like.”

At the same time, Orlando appeared behind Erik, clapping a paw on the zombie’s shoulder with enough force to make water squirt from his collar. “Come on, buddy, let’s find you a nice dry spot near the fireplace. You’re creating a swimming pool for the first-years.”

Erik angrily shrugged off Orlando’s hand, but when he turned around and saw the vampire, fear flickered across his face. He knew the vampire was not to be trifled with.

“Thank you,” Lilith said to Orlando, practically spitting out each syllable.

“You’re welcome,” Orlando replied, equally stiffly.

Eld, unwilling to experience more romantic awkwardness, turned to pointedly stare at something else, only to find Mortimer conspicuously watching their group. The onryō at his side leaned close, whispering something in his ear. Mortimer nodded and smirked.

“They’re definitely up to something,” Lea murmured, following Eld’s gaze.

We do have a talent for attracting supernatural catastrophes,” Talbot chimed in, surprisingly cheerful. “It’s practically our brand at this point. I got to say, a schoolyard brawl sounds a lot easier than a sacrificial ritual.”

“Perhaps we can razzle-dazzle them away,” Wysper said. “I like it when enemies crumple before our outfits.”

“Yeah, I don’t know about that...” Eld muttered. “Maybe we should just attack them first. Nothing wrong with a good old-fashioned pre-emptive strike.”

Before the group could even begin their debate on combat ethics, three loud taps echoed through the ballroom, magically amplified to cut through the murmur of conversation. The orchestra abruptly silenced, a violin’s final screech lingering uncomfortably in the air.  
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Chapter 35: Danse Macabre

“Ladies, gentlemen, energy beings, constructs, and everyone in between,” boomed a voice that echoed from every corner of the room.

All eyes turned toward the raised dais at the front of the ballroom. Professor Hemlock stood at a podium carved from what appeared to be fossilized bone. She wore a high-collared Victorian gown of crimson velvet that draped over her abdomen, the dress jingling with countless academic medals of dubious merit and even more dubious construction. Some of them looked like they were made of bone shards, others crystallized blood.

Most notably, a large tarantula perched next to her, wearing what appeared to be a miniature bow tie fashioned from black lace. The arachnid adjusted the accessory with one fuzzy leg, somehow managing to look both dignified and deeply uncomfortable.

“As acting Headmistress—” She paused to clear her throat, composing herself. “Or rather, as actual Headmistress, welcome to the annual Bathurst Academy Necropromicon II!”

When she theatrically raised two legs, the air above the ballroom shuddered, then darkened as droplets of crimson materialized from nowhere. The blood hung suspended for a moment before swirling into elaborate cursive letters, spelling out WELCOME TO THE NECROPROMICON in dripping calligraphy.

“Subtle,” Wolfgang remarked dryly.

Orlando tilted his head. “Is that actual blood? Smells like B positive with notes of fear and a hint of hemoglobin substitute.”

“Trying a bit hard to match Grimthorpe’s theatrics.” Talbot passed a ghostly hand through a droplet that had drifted too low. “I’d argue blood script is so last century.”

Hemlock used four legs to reach beneath her cloak and produce a miniature silver pistol. The weapon seemed absurdly small in human terms but proportionally large for the arachnid wielding it.

“And now, let the festivities officially—” Her leg suddenly jerked downward. “No! Too dangerous!” The pistol aimed wildly, pointing at terrified students before pointing ceiling-ward again.

“It’s traditional!” Hemlock argued.

“It’s a weapon!” a squeaky voice from within countered as her face contorted.

“This is a terrible sign. Spinderella as the voice of reason…” Eld groaned.

“Well, at least you raised her right,” Lea said.

The crowd watched as the professor-turned-spider fought an internal battle for control of her limbs. Front right leg versus front left, mandibles clicking in agitation.

“Is this normal?” a first-year whispered loudly.

“For post-merger faculty? Absolutely,” a senior replied. “You should have seen Professor Gorgonzola after he combined with that sentient cheese mold. Cafeteria banned dairy for a month.”

The personalities finally settled the internal struggle, aiming the pistol at the ceiling with three steadied legs and firing three rapid shots. Each bullet struck the enchanted dome overhead and exploded into different manifestations. The first released butterflies, the second showered musical notes that chimed, the third changed into miniature fireworks that spelled out DANCE OR ELSE in sparkling letters.

Several students shrieked at the gunfire, diving for cover behind refreshment tables and decorative urns. A zombie lost an arm in the panic, watching in resignation as other students inadvertently kicked it across the floor.

“That was entirely unnecessary,” Eld muttered, emerging from his defensive crouch.

“I don’t know.” Talbot chuckled as Lea brushed a spectral butterfly dust from her gown. “There’s something charmingly desperate about it. Like watching someone who read Hosting Formal Events for Dummies five minutes before guests arrived.”

Spinderella-Hemlock approached the other spider on the podium and, to everyone’s bewilderment, stood on four hind legs while extending her four front legs in formal dance position. The second spider mirrored the posture, creating the arachnid equivalent of a dance couple.

“I now declare the dance officially open!” Hemlock immediately began a lopsided waltz with her eight-legged partner.

The orchestra, after a moment of stunned hesitation, struck up a halting melody that gradually found its rhythm. Couples cautiously returned to the dance floor, giving the dais a wide berth as the two arachnids performed an unsettling approximation of ballroom dancing.

“That spider looks like it’s trying to eat her, not dance with her.” Eld winced. “The relationship is clearly under strain.”

Whenever Spinderella’s personality emerged, their movements became frantic scuttling, before reverting to ballroom steps as Hemlock reasserted control.

“I bet my left fang one of them tries to devour the other before midnight.” Wolfgang appeared with goblets balanced on his paws. “My money’s on whichever one gets hungry first.”

“Keep an eye out,” Eld said. “We’ll step in if Spinderella needs help.”

Couples gravitated toward the dance floor, including two of the onryō who partnered with each other instead of dancing with Vlad and Hallo, seemingly Mortimer’s most awkward stooges.

“Shall we?” Lea extended her hand toward Eld.

Eld smiled. “Just promise not to judge my dancing. When you spend most of your formative years reanimating dead animals, you don’t get many opportunities for dance lessons.”

“I promise nothing.” Lea grinned impishly back at him.

Eld took her hand, not even hesitating as she guided her forward, no small satisfaction in how well she controlled her powers.

As they moved onto the dance floor, Eld caught a glimpse of Mortimer’s dates scanning the room. Whatever was coming, it wouldn’t wait long.

“Look at that,” Eld muttered.

This time, the shadows grew as Lea turned instead of fading away. Beneath the grand staircase, the shadows pooled deeper and deeper.

The daemon bouncers seemed to notice, too.

They exchanged worried glances and tightened their grips on their halberds. One whispered urgently into an enchanted communication device, only to shake his head at whatever response came through.

“Something’s wrong,” Eld said under his breath to Lea, nodding toward the darkness. “It’s not just Mortimer and his goons. There’s something else going on.”

A drunken student stumbled past, pointing toward the enchanted ceiling. “It’s just the celestial alignment! Look at the moon’s conjunction with Jupiter 1 and Jupiter 2. Textbook formula for ambient weirdness.”

Indeed, the illusory night sky displayed above the ballroom showed an unusual configuration. The moon hung bloated and red, while double Jupiters glowed with seemingly boundless internal energy. Students nodded in agreement, relieved to have a somewhat conventional explanation for the strange shadows.

“That’s not it,” Eld whispered to Lea. “The cross-dimensional alignment might explain some magical interference, but not that.”

He nodded toward a patch of darkness that had briefly turned into a clawed hand before dissolving back into shadow. Similar manifestations now appeared throughout the ballroom, mostly unnoticed amid the swirling dancers and flamboyant displays of magical prowess.

“Alright. I definitely see that now. But I’m not worried,” Lea smiled.

“What? Not worried?” Eld asked.

Lea chuckled. “The way you say that, you make worrying sound like gravity. It’ll be fine.

“Fine? Look at the onryō.”

After only a few brief dances, the ‘dates’ had positioned themselves strategically near exits and chokepoints. Their faces remained blank, but their posture suggested anticipation, like they were awaiting a signal.

“Keep dancing,” Lea insisted.

“What?”

“Just keep dancing. We’ve grown stronger, Eld. To hold your hands like this, to dance with you…this is what I got my powers under control for. I don’t care about fighting. I want to enjoy this. If trouble does come…” She flexed her fingers, causing tiny voids to momentarily appear between them. We’ll handle it. We’ve gotten pretty good at that part.”

“Oh, so now you’re telling me we’ll handle it.” Eld chuckled. “That’s my line, remember?”

Eld’s heart began thumping louder and louder in his chest. It beat so often these days it was hard to remember he was undead, but after a hundred years, he was finally standing with someone who made his heart sing.

“Alright then,” he conceded, far shorter of breath than he’d have liked to admit. “But we stay alert...I’ll at least call the pets, tell us to wait outside.” He traced stars in the air, then whistled, magically calling Shuck and telling him to bring the others.

“And now?” she asked.

“Well, let’s just have fun...but also stay ready for whatever’s coming. Because something definitely is.”

The music swelled as dancers twirled across the floor, blissfully or deliberately ignorant of the darkness gathering at the edges of their revelry. Above them all, the blood-red moon in the illusory sky grew larger. The ballroom dimmed noticeably as the celestial bodies aligned, painting everything in a murky purple twilight.

“That can’t be good,” Talbot remarked as he and Wysper twirled past Eld, their bodies taking on a lavender tint in the altered light.

Wysper smacked him on the side of the head. “Eyes here!”

Eld and Lea continued their waltz, slowly dancing past a group of students near the punch bowl who pointed upwards, muttering among themselves.

“It’s the Bathurst Alignment.” One of them pointed after a moment of squinting through some whirling instrument. “The moon is occluding the Necromancer’s Star.” She hiccupped, causing the telescope to morph briefly into a stuffed bat before returning to its original state. “Happens once every few decades. No big deal.”

“Let’s slow down for a bit,” Lea whispered. “These people seem to know what they are talking about.”

Until meeting Lea, Eld had always thought that astrology was fake. Falling in love with a fallen star had a way of changing that. He slowed his steps, bringing their dance to a gentle halt beside the speculative students.

“Actually.” A skeletal senior with a bowtie lodged between his exposed vertebrae raised a finger. “It’s considered quite auspicious. The last time this happened, three new schools of necromancy were founded.”

“I thought the last time this happened, the Great Ghoul Uprising decimated half of Europe,” a nearby vampire countess challenged.

The skeleton waved dismissively. “Details, details. Who cares about Europe? It doesn’t even exist anymore. The point is, it’s perfectly natural.”

To Eld’s surprise, the students’ casual banter seemed to have spread through the crowd, once again defusing the building tension. Couples returned to the dance floor, dancing more freely as the strange ambiance became just another quirky feature of the Necropromicon.

Lea smirked. “Just like us, Eld. They just want to dance. Have fun. Besides, they have a point. This is a school that studies bad omens. Before I met you, I spent who knows how long buried in that graveyard. Then months running, hiding, fighting.” She gestured around the ballroom. “Maybe this is what normal is supposed to feel like. A little weird, a little off, but if we work hard, we can make sure things are fundamentally okay again.”

“Normal,” Eld repeated, tasting the word. “I’m not sure I’d recognize normal if it introduced itself with formal credentials.”

Lea laughed, the sound somehow both musical and vaguely cosmic. “That makes two of us. But that’s why we need to make our own normal.”

A ghostly server drifted past, offering a tray of delicacies. Lea selected something that resembled a pastry, if pastries occasionally beat like a heart.

The two stood in silence for a moment. Around them, the party continued unabated. Spinderella-Hemlock and her arachnid partner had concluded their bizarre dance and now presided over the festivities from the dais, eight legs tapping to the music.

Back at their table, Selina challenged Lilith to what appeared to be a drinking contest involving phosphorescent blue liquid, forcing the surprised banshee to agree as Wolfgang laughed and laughed. Talbot hovered nearby, acting as referee while simultaneously flirting with a giggling Wysper. 

Eld had never seen his friends this happy, had never seen Lea this happy. Her eyes reflected the light from the sky, glowing ever brighter, and her smile was loose and carefree.

“Look at that, Eld!” she smiled.

He turned and saw a group of phantom dancers performing an aerial waltz, floating fifteen feet above the ground.

She broke away from him for a moment. “Do you mind if I go and watch a bit?”

“Of course,” Eld replied.

She strode off, almost skipping.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen her genuinely enjoying herself.” Orlando appeared silently at Eld’s side. “Quite a transformation from the terrified entity you unearthed in the graveyard.”

Eld turned. “I guess so. How do you feel about all this?”

“Oh, beyond suspicious. The shadow anomalies, the onryō dates, our delusional Headmistress. Something nefarious is afoot, but that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy ourselves.”

Eld raised an eyebrow. “You? Enjoying yourself?”

“Oh yes. I’m enjoying myself by imagining killing Mortimer and his buddy Erik for good. I find this music rather optimal for it. Puts me in a real slaughtering mood.” As he spoke, the strange red light flared around his body again. “I think everyone else is enjoying themselves because of the dance, though.”

He sauntered off, his eyes glowing blood red. Not for the first time, Eld was grateful that despite the tension with Orlando and Lilith, the vampire remained a loyal friend whenever the greater good was at stake.

Lea returned, gently taking his left hand in hers. “You’re smiling. Good talk with Orlando?”

“You know what?” Eld said. “You’re right.” He straightened his jacket. “We deserve a moment of peace. One normal, only moderately dangerous school function.”

“That’s the spirit.” Lea grinned.

As they moved toward the dance floor, Eld stared up at the strange moon and then at the skittering shadows. The sense of wrongness lingered, but for now, whatever threat lurked beyond the ballroom doors could wait. This moment, this dance, deserved his full attention.

And perhaps that was enough. To recognize the danger but choose joy anyway. To dance in the purple twilight of an occluded star and let the next hour’s battles wait for the next hour.

Eld had no idea how long they stood there dancing. Every moment felt like a joyful eternity, but sooner than he wished, the song drew to a close.

The violinist drew his bow across ghostly strings for a crescendo that should have soared toward the ceiling. Instead, the note faltered, then died with an almost comical squeak. The drummer’s rhythm stumbled. Within moments, the entire orchestra fell silent, instruments lowering as they fixated on something at the ballroom’s edge.

Something stepped out of the darkest corner of the room, where shadows had been gathering like uninvited guests. Tall and angular, with skin the color of cooling magma and eyes like geothermal vents, the daemon moved with the casual confidence of someone who had seen the rise and fall of civilizations and remained perpetually unimpressed.

He wore what might have passed as a suit for daemons. All sharp angles and volcanic glass buttons, but it hung on his frame like a reluctant afterthought. The daemon paused, surveying the ballroom, then exhaled a sigh so heavy it extinguished three nearby candles.

His voice boomed across the room.

“Man…” The daemon ran a clawed hand over his face. “Look, Eld, sorry, but this has gotta happen, buddy.”

His tone carried the weariness of someone doing a job they neither enjoyed nor opposed. Like a tax collector or a dentist specializing in dragon root canals. The crowd parted, an unnatural hush spreading as their attention fixed on what the daemon held.

Gripped in his four-fingered hand was a sword that seemed to absorb rather than reflect the ballroom’s light. Not merely dark, the blade appeared to be a physical slice of nothingness. A wound in reality itself. Runes crawled along its surface like maggots through decaying flesh, rearranging themselves.

“Is that—” A nearby vampire countess couldn’t finish her sentence, her words strangled by sudden fear.

The daemon raised the blade in a casual salute, revealing just how unusual the weapon truly was. Rather than remaining solid, the sword’s edge occasionally separated into tooth-like segments that snapped hungrily. A low, keening wail emanated from the weapon itself, not the sound of metal cutting air, but something more primal.

Eld froze, recognizing the blade instantly. It was the same stunted little blade Cloudehill had back at the Bog of Fear, but in the daemon’s hands, it had grown far larger—large enough for Eld to recognize it.

“Wait. That...that’s the Festerblade,” he whispered.

Across the ballroom, students scrambled backward, drinks and desserts forgotten as they pressed against the walls. Even Mortimer and his onryō dates looked alarmed, exchanging glances that suggested this development wasn’t part of whatever scheme they had planned.

The daemon took a step forward, the blade’s wail intensifying. “Your father wants you gone. I don’t.” He motioned towards Lea. “I think what you two got is great, but this blade’s hungry. Been promised a meal of Blackwood soul for weeks now, and that’s all it talks about. You know how it is. Blood of its creator, Oedipal complex thing...” The daemon paused, extending his hand. “Promise me, no hard feelings?”

Eld stepped between the daemon and Lea, though they both knew which of them held the true power between them. His mind raced, searching for options. According to his father’s stories, the Festerblade was lethal to, well, anything, even demigods. It was designed to sever a soul’s connection to the material plane permanently. No afterlife. No second chances. Just nothingness.

“I take it you’re not one of the entertainment acts,” Eld said, buying time as he tried to come up with a plan. “Unless Hemlock booked a particularly morbid magic show.”

“Just a job. Nothing personal. Your brother was supposed to handle this, but—” the daemon shrugged his shoulders. “—apparently, he had better plans. Whatever that means.”

Spinderella-Hemlock scuttled forward on the dais, her eight legs bristling with indignation. “This is an outrage! Who authorized a daemonic assassination at a school function?”

“Pretty sure that permission slip came from higher up the food chain than you, professor-spider,” the daemon replied without looking at her. His focus remained on Eld, pupils contracting to reptilian slits. “Let’s make this quick, yeah? I’ve got a poker game in the seventh circle in an hour. Need to make it back to my scrying mirror in time.”

The crowd’s panicked whispers crescendoed. The daemon bouncers moved toward their colleague, halberds raised, but stopped short when the Festerblade swung in their direction.

“Don’t,” the assassin warned. “Daemon union rules. No interference with official contracts.”

The bouncers hesitated, torn between duty and protocol. In that moment of uncertainty, the bigger daemon moved.

One second, he stood fifteen paces away; the next, he appeared directly before Eld, the laws of physics bending around him like tissue paper. The daemon swung his blade.

Time seemed to slow.

Eld saw each individual rune on the descending blade pulse with hungry anticipation. He registered Wolfgang’s roar from across the room, too far to help. Orlando’s attempt to blur into motion, vampire speed still insufficient to cross the distance. Talbot lunging forward, doomed to pass harmlessly through solid matter.

But beside him, Lea’s fingertips flared with a sudden light. Not the gentle starlight that usually swirled within them, but the raw power of a universe being born. The purple glow surrounding her intensified until it hurt to look directly at her. Galaxies spiraled outward from her hands as she raised them toward the descending blade.

“No,” she said, the single word containing power that made the boundaries of reality shudder.

The space between her and the daemon distorted and began to tear apart at the seams. Through the widening gaps, glimpses of something vast and incomprehensible, a realm of pure cosmic energy unbound by physical laws, became visible.

The daemon’s swing went wide as the sword passed through the distortion. His previous confidence gave way to dawning comprehension, but to Eld’s shock, he showed no fear.

“You’re her,” he grinned. “The one they call Azalea. Yeah, I was warned you’d be the biggest problem.”

Pulling his sword out of the void, he simply swung again. The Festerblade’s hunger was too great, its purpose too singular to be denied.
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Chapter 36: Festerblade Follies

The Festerblade slashed downward, wailing a triumphant shriek as it cut through the air toward Eld’s chest.

Lea’s magic flared. With a sharp flick of her wrist, she yanked Eld sideways with telekinetic force that nearly dislocated his shoulder. His mind, bound to her magic, felt like it was being rattled around in a particularly thorny container made entirely of edges. This magic explosion was far greater than anything they’d experienced before.

The blade missed his torso by a hair, cleaving through his cloak. Black fabric fluttered to the floor in tatters. 

Eld stumbled, catching himself against a pillar. His breath came in ragged gasps, not from exertion but from the sheer impossibility of what nearly happened. The Festerblade could sever souls. Any soul. Even an undead necromancer’s final tether to existence.

The daemon stood motionless, staring at the ragged scrap of cloak draped across his weapon. His magma-cracked brow furrowed.

“Wait…” The daemon held the torn fabric up to the light. “I thought this was your monster cloak.”

“What?” Eld blinked, still processing his near-obliteration. “I…didn’t wear it tonight.”

“No animated fur coats allowed tonight!” Spinderella-Hemlock called from the podium.

The daemon lowered the Festerblade, tilting his head with genuine curiosity. “Uh, so you, uh, chose not to wear it? Huh.” He scratched his chin with one claw. “I was told that cloak was basically your trademark.”

“Trademark? Who told you that?”

“Cloudehill…” The daemon slowly came to a realization and rolled his eyes along with his shoulders. “Figures. Bad information from a bad seed. Though I guess within the context of the family, you’re the bad seed.’

Eld glanced toward Lea, then back to the assassin discussing fashion choices while holding a soul-devouring weapon. The daemon seemed determined to kill him, but not outright hostile. Maybe he could talk his way out of this one.

“I have more than one coat, you know,” Eld said, unable to keep the bewilderment from his tone.

“Well, obviously. Just thought you’d wear the important one to a fancy shindig like this.”

“That coat retired from formal events. It wanted to be casual wear. You know, you could change your job too, if you want.”

“I’ve been considering alternate employment. Bound the school like this, there’s just not much vacation time. And don’t even get me started on the hours.”

For a surreal moment, they might have been two acquaintances chatting at a social function. Then the daemon’s expression hardened.

“Listen, Eld. Like I said, I’ve kind of been watching your romance from afar. It’s really cute stuff—the kind of thing I wished for in my first millennia of being bound to the school. But I’m under contract to kill you, so…” He shrugged.

The Festerblade swished through the air again. Its edge separated into snapping, hungry teeth, yellowed with calcified plaque and stinking of rot. This time, the daemon moved like lightning, avoiding Lea’s telekinetic interference.

Lea thrust her palm outward. A swirling vortex of purple energy erupted from her hand, colliding with the descending blade. The Festerblade halted, vibrating against an invisible barrier as though it had struck solid steel.

The daemon’s eyes widened. He pushed harder, veins bulging along his forearms as he tried to force the weapon through Lea’s shield.

Eld felt the thrum of Lea’s power resonate through his mind.

Again, the pressure of new and stronger powers was on an entirely different level than what he’d experienced before. He felt painfully ordinary, a lesser being brought to the realm of the gods. But he steeled himself, resolving to stay with Lea as long as he could, to help her marshal the chaotic forces echoing through her mind.

“What the—” The blade wouldn’t budge, even as he struggled. Sweat beaded on the daemon’s brow, evaporating instantly into sulfurous steam. “Come on, I’m just trying to do my job!”

He withdrew the weapon and attempted a different angle, slashing horizontally toward Eld’s neck. Again, Lea’s aura flared, creating a wall of shimmering energy. The Festerblade bounced off with a clang.

“What in all the hells,” The daemon stared at his weapon, then at Lea, whose eyes now blazed with galaxies in miniature. “I didn’t realize how difficult cosmic interference would be. Perhaps I should have negotiated an exit clause all those years ago.”

Lea stepped forward, fingers curling into claws as magic crackled between them. Her power bulged outward, then she halted, grimacing. The chaotic energy surrounding her threatened to expand beyond control. One stray blast could vaporize innocent bystanders.

“Eld...” she whispered. “Can you help me guide this?”

Eld wasn’t sure. The cracking energy in her palm felt like it was forcibly expanding his mind. His brain oozed from within his cranium, transformed into distended putty.

But if it could win them the fight, he would do it.

He placed his hands just near hers, but not quite on it. The pressure emanating from Lea was just too much. In that moment, she was the Black Sun again, a roiling mass of eldritch energy. But though her strength was beyond Eld’s comprehension, her mind was not.

As she moved her hand slowly towards the daemon, it felt like he could guide her, like they were aiming by dancing the Celestial Circuit together.

The daemon lunged forth, a ripple of darkness and magma as he tried to strike again, but he was pushed back by her barrier, blasted up towards the roof.

“Oh come on!” he howled. “A partner attack to obliterate me from existence? I like this no more than the two of you do! I’m just an innocent member of the working class!”

The pressure in Eld’s hand and body grew. He felt his skin rippling like waves twisting and turning before a falling moon, his skin inverting and peeling off to reveal blackened flesh and congealed blood.

But then, the pressure vanished.

The blast slammed straight into the diving daemon’s face, searing straight through his body.

Two bisected halves of the daemon, divided along the center of his body, slumped to the floor. Lea breathed.

Eld nodded, staggering back, his ruined hand touching his battered mind. “Whew. That. Wow. Took a lot out of me. But we did it.”

She quickly grabbed onto him, gently supporting his body against hers. “I’m sorry it was so tough,” she whispered. “I put everything into it, just in case.”

Eld shook his head as his mind slowly and steadily came back to consciousness, the spinning stars slowly dissolving before his eyes. “No. That was good. That was what we needed.”

All around them, the flabbergasted student body stared at the two who had just obliterated a building-sized daemon. Eld couldn’t help but imagine how the upperclassmen felt about all this. Until he and Lea had arrived here, this had just been an ordinary school. In fact, it had been the highest-ranked school in all the Underworld, but now it seemed like a place for daemonic machinations and endless Necropromicon brawls.

Still, everyone seemed happy enough. After all, most of these issues were the result of corrupt administration and donors.

A cheer rose up from around the school as the bifurcated daemon corpse sank into the stones, the shadows melting away.

“The heroes of Necropromicon II! Just like in Necropromicon I!”

“Thank all the gods and all the devils for Eld and Lea!”

“We must appoint them the king and queen again!”

Eld turned and smirked as he saw Mortimer Vex and his band of undead underlings glowering angrily, the band of onryō looking particularly befuddled.

“Can’t tell if they are angrier about their scheme failing or them losing their social status,” Eld smirked.

But as Lea giggled, a dark voice echoed from deep within the stones.

“I don’t know how many times I have to explain this. I thought you guys were smart. I am bound to the school. To defeat me, you must disassemble every brick of Bathurst, without a single particle remaining. You must raze the castle to the ground and salt the earth, and even that would not be enough. The school has a great deal of paperwork confirming its existence. Not even I know where the land deed is stored. And on top of all that, you would have to revoke the degree of every single graduate!”

Darkness slowly gathered around the room, the obliterated daemon slowly reforming.

Lea turned to Eld. “Um...do you think you’d be able to help me do what he’s saying?”

“What? You would be able to do that?” Eld gasped.

The process sounded utterly impossible. Though even if she somehow could do that, Eld didn’t have enough existence left in him to guide her for one of those big blasts. An enormous degree revoking campaign would be nearly impossible, especially as Scratchner’s hut implied that some of those degrees were held interdimensionally.

“Uh...I think I could do it. Maybe. Especially if I tried hard enough?” But one look at him caused Lea’s face to go pale, her eyes widening as she sensed his overtaxed mind.

She stepped back, maintaining her defensive position between Eld and the assassin.

“It’s alright,” she whispered. “I can protect us.”

As the shadows continued growing, the bricks around the ballroom seemed to shift and crumble, the room slowly shrinking around them as Bathurst itself gave up its essence to rebuild the daemon, who let out a long and windy sigh. “Oh man. This isn’t good. Look. I need everyone here to know this isn’t personal. I just got some new information. I’m supposed to kill everyone who fought against Grimthorpe and, uh, everyone who just cheered for Eld and Lea right now. The guy who has my contract wants fewer free-thinking students for when he takes over.”

Fighting against Grimthorpe’s thralls was one thing, but a near-immortal being wielding the legendary Festerblade was far too much, and unlike Eld, the rest of the school didn’t have a cosmic goddess to protect them. Terrified cries echoed through the ballroom.

“I only helped them when I thought they were going to win!”

“Wait! I was a triple-double agent!”

“Please! I just needed a few winning fights to put on my resume!”

Students scrambled over refreshment tables, trampled decorations, and shoved each other aside in their rush toward the exits. A terrified banshee used her date as a living shield. A vampire countess transformed into a flock of bats, several of which flew directly into the chandelier and dropped like fuzzy stones.

Atop the dais, Spinderella-Hemlock reared up on her hind legs, academic medals jangling against her arachnid thorax.

“Everyone, remain calm!” she shouted through her mandibles, activating the same voice-enhancing spell as before. She punctuated her command by firing her miniature pistol toward the ceiling.

The amplified gunfire only added to the chaos.

“She’s got a gun!”

“Festerblade and a firearm!”

“It’s probably a Festercannon! Get out of my way!”

As for Hemlock’s bullet, it ricocheted off an enchanted beam, pinged against a crystal sculpture, and embedded itself in the posterior of a fleeing zombie. The undead student didn’t even notice.

Spinderella-Hemlock continued firing her pistol into the air, ineffectively demanding attention.

A portly ghost with a folically impossible mustache rose from the dais—Professor Mammon, the Head of the Human Studies Department. From the looks of it, he was the only Professor remaining who had any desire to stay; the rest had already fled, half-terrified of their mad Headmistress and half-terrified of the daemon. “Bouncers! If you can’t fight him anyway, just get the students out of here safely!” Mammon cried, pulling out a megaphone from his bag of Old One technology.

The daemon bouncers, stationed at the main doors, attempted to maintain order but quickly found themselves overwhelmed. One flattened himself against the wall as a stampede of panicked students rushed past. The other tried directing traffic, only to be carried away by the tide of bodies.

The beginning of a head emerged from the stone, a trickle of lava followed by shadows as he regenerated himself from Lea’s devastating blast.

With a rolling volcanic rumble, the daemon’s face burst out. “No! Don’t run! You’re making this way too difficult! I’m bound to the school! How will I fulfill the contract if you—”

The excessively talkative daemon broke off, cursing as he inadvertently revealed his weakness.

Professor Mammon drifted towards the head, calling out again on his megaphone. “We must stall this foe until the most vulnerable have escaped the school! There will be extra credit for students who stay and fight!”

“Oh, what now?” the daemon head moaned. “I haven’t even fully regenerated yet...don’t tell me you’re going to head off the problem. Wait. Aren’t you the Human Studies Professor? What now? You’ve got a brainwashed human army waiting in the wings. That’s a violation of the Geneva Conventions...the frost giants didn’t copy that treaty for nothing, you know!”

Professor Mammon pulled out a gleaming black rifle. “I have a human wand. They call it the AK-47.”

He began blasting straight into the daemon’s face, each blow sending out sparks of magma and shadow. But the damage just as quickly regenerated, the ballroom continuing to shrink as it sacrificed itself to heal the daemon bound to its very existence.

In turn, the shrinking room pushed the fleeing students backwards, the terrified crowd wailing at the terrifying mix of daemonic and architectural terrors.

Still, the number of students was dramatically falling. Once the crowd was gone, Lea would be able to go all out, without as much fear of backlash from her powers. 

Slowly, the daemon continued to form.

Professor Mammon had stopped attacking it with his AK-47, realizing that it was only giving them less space to maneuver. Under normal circumstances, waiting for an enemy to appear was foolish. In this twisted scenario, it was all they had.

Eld and Lea nodded at each other. “We need to stall him out until everyone gets out at least. But with the Festerblade here, I’m scared to call the pets in.”

She nodded. “Don’t worry. I can hold it off just long enough for us to run.”

The rest of their group gathered together—with the room increasingly shrinking and the crowd increasingly fleeing, it was easy to see who had stayed to fight.

Orlando didn’t have his claymore, but his red magic glowed bright from his hands as he appeared beside them, his whole body seeming to brim with unknown vampiric power. “The good thing about slowly becoming the Ultimate Being is you can dress without needing to account for a sword.”

Wolfgang and Selina followed closely behind him, flexing their muscles.

“This is amazing, Eld!” Wolfgang beamed. “Every Necropromicon has ended in a huge fight since you’ve come. You’re the best thing that’s happened to this school!”

“Final battles are much more fun than final exams,” Selina purred.

Spinderella-Hemlock landed on Eld’s head. “This is a disaster,” Spinderella-Hemlock moaned, sagging on her eight legs. “We’ll have to rebrand the Necropromicon after this. Second year in a row! Maybe Spring Fling or Souls Soiree would be less prone to catastrophe.”

“I’m not sure rebranding is going to do it,” Talbot moaned. “Another dance, another few hours of alienating my date. I can’t believe Wysper didn’t want to hear about Crypt-O.”

“Where is Ms. Conjuring, exactly?” Spinderella-Hemlock asked. “If she fights this daemon with the same rage she felt at Talbot’s disappearance, this might be just what we need.”

“Oh, she’s hiding in the room,” Talbot said. “Though I can’t tell if it’s from my sales pitch or because she’s waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike.”

“And what if Ms. Nightshade?” Spinderella-Hemlock asked. “She seems to love defending the school. Come to think of it, you lot are my favorites for a reason. Yeah, that’s the excuse I’ll give at my next school meeting.”

“If we even have a school meeting,” Orlando replied, his eyes narrowing.

“Oh, shut it, Mr. von Ravenscroft. If Ms. Nightshade isn’t here, it’s because of your antagonizing!”

“We need unity!” Wolfgang groaned. “The daemon has almost formed again. Wait, why am I telling the Headmistress what to do?”

“Oh, better you than me,” Professor Mammon yawned, drifting before them. He’d pulled out a sidearm as well, a gleaming silver pistol.

“Have all the other Professors fled?” Spinderella-Hemlock hissed. “They should be demoted immediately! I was furious when my date fled! I didn’t know tarantulas had yellow bellies. I hope a student steps on him! Oh, I wish Vexly was still here...he was a daemon, but he was our daemon. He would have fought! Everyone else should be fired!”

“Well, I do believe Professor Blackforge went to get his weapons, but he’s probably blown himself up by now.”

As if on cue, a colossal bang echoed through the ballroom, followed by the sounds of a crumbling tower.

“Sounds like he’s blasting off again,” Mammon sighed.

“It might be good, we do need to destroy the school,” Lea said.

“What? No way! Destroying the school? Then I can’t be Headmistress! I waited centuries for this!”

“Didn’t you hear what he just said?” Eld asked.

“Oh, what is this?” Spinderella-Hemlock disgustedly asked. “Now we’re going to trust a daemon on how to exorcise it? I need to buy you Daemonology for Dummies?”

The daemon reformed, looming over them. “Oh great. Not only do you hate the working class, you also use offensive and outdated stereotypes. I told you. This is just a job. No need for personal remarks.”
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Chapter 37: Final Battles Involve More Practical Learning than Final Exams

As the daemon regenerated, it was soon flanked by Mortimer Vex’s gang and their onryō dates. The spectral women’s red scars crinkled eerily as they smiled, identical expressions that didn’t reach their dead eyes.

“Finally!” Mortimer crowed, straightening his bejeweled cuffs. “Blackwood Sr. promised us an opening, and here it is! Erik, Vlad! Hallo! Take your positions!”

Erik the Drowned lumbered forward, leaving puddles in his wake. “So we’re supposed to grab the cosmic chick, right? That’s what the old lich wanted?”

“No, you waterlogged imbecile,” Mortimer hissed. “We’re the backup. We’re supposed to eliminate Eld if Cloudehill fails. Or, well, I guess if it’s if the daemon fails now. The cosmic floozy is a bonus objective.”

The onryō dispersed through the crowd in a puff of smoke, materializing behind unsuspecting students. Their white dresses billowed without wind as they grabbed random victims, tossing them aside without breaking a sweat.

Three of Mortimer’s mercenaries darted toward Eld. They closed half the distance before Lea’s peripheral awareness triggered a defensive reaction. A wave of cosmic energy radiated outward, catching the onryō. They skidded backward across the polished floor, leaving scorched trails where their feet touched stone.

The lead onryō hissed something in an ancient tongue, and they rose again, but before they could charge, rattling echoed from the roof. The chandelier fell, surging towards the Mortimer’s gang and the onryō, who hastily backpedaled.

It landed with a colossal bang, glass shards and flames flying towards them.

“There’s our chance,” Orlando cried. “We strike as one!”

He surged forth, his body an alabaster and crimson blur, his eyes locked onto Erik the Drowned. Wolfgang and Selina hurried after him, their bodies rippling, fur exploding out of their bodies. “We’ll deal with Mortimer and the onryō. Eld, Lea, you focus on the big guy!”

“The big guy? I’m sensitive about my size!” But to Eld and Lea’s shock, the daemon didn’t strike. He simply watched the fight, his eyes wide. “Despite their rudeness, you do have some interesting magic. You know, this is what I founded Bathurst to see in the first place! Let’s all take a deep breath and watch for a while.”

Before Eld could even comprehend the daemon’s bizarre words, Mortimer hissed, the pale-faced man hastily scrawling in the air. Twin pentagrams appeared behind him, belching out sickly black flames that drove Orlando, Wolfgang, and Selina back.

He snarled, then pulled a flaming blade out of thin air, only to get slammed hard in the chest by the chandelier itself, which had somehow picked itself off the ground.

“I got it, Boss!” Erik the Drowned grabbed the chandelier, then whipped it back at them like a frisbee.

“I’m here by the way!” Wysper exclaimed, her voice echoing from within. “Don’t hit me, team!”

Eld nudged Lea, whispering in her ear. “Let’s just watch for now. I need to calm down. Build up my mind again. And then we’ll catch the daemon by surprise with another blast.” Even the thought of a spell seemed like too much, his fingers far too numb to scrawl stars and symbols in the air.

“Are you sure?” Lea asked, her face pale.

Eld nodded. The sight of his friends fighting filled him with strength. “Yeah. I just need a bit. Besides...he has the Festerblade. We’re dead anyway if we don’t fight.”

“Alright then,” Lea said. “But no need to bother for now, if he’s just going to wait there.”

The magmatic daemon continued watching, his eyes wide and interested as Professor Mammon flew back in with his AK-47. The bullets ripped holes in Erik the Drowned and forced Vlad to hastily transform into a pile of bats, but the bullets melted before Mortimer’s unholy flames and were utterly ineffective against the onryō and Hallo.

“Focus on the ones you can hit!” Spinderella-Hemlock shrieked, riding into battle on a giant mosquito. Her other familiars burst into existence behind her, materializing through blood red portals. “I can’t wait to discipline these students. Make sure you vouch for me that it was self-defense on the report to the school board!”

“Of all times not to have my mech suit!” Talbot hovered beside Eld. “A mech suit and a chandelier, it would be the perfect complement!”

A banshee wail cut through the cacophony. Lilith swooped down from a balcony, her silver hair streaming behind her like a comet’s tail. With one hand, she directed a focused scream that sent Erik tumbling backward. With the other, she pressed a crystalline device strapped to her wrist.

“Here! Use it!” she shouted to Talbot, tossing the device his way.

“See? Look at this, Headmistress. She’s back! I told you I wasn’t that rude!” Orlando cried, focused on the wrong thing at the utterly wrong time. He was rewarded for it by a soggy punch in the face.

The crystal glowed with violet light. The air lit up, and with a sound like thunder compressed into a hiccup, Talbot’s mech suit blipped onto the dance floor. Seven feet of gleaming metal, adorned with skull motifs and what appeared to be bumper stickers from haunted tourist attractions.

“Sweet!” Talbot dove into the contraption. The suit’s eyes glowed as panels closed around him.

Instead of attacking, the daemon paused, eyebrow raised. “Is that technology? In the Underworld?” He sounded personally offended. “That’s not what I built Bathurst for. At least the ghost pretends his gun is a wand.”

“All right, you big Luddite. I’ll take you out first for the glory of Crypt-O!” Talbot boomed through the suit’s speakers. “Let’s see how you handle—”

The mech lurched forward, metal fists cocked back for a devastating punch. It connected with the daemon’s chest with a resounding clunk.

A moment of silence followed.

The daemon looked down at the now-crumpled fists pressed against his torso. “Was that supposed to hurt?”

Warning lights flashed in the suit’s eyes. Sparks erupted from joints and seams. The missile launchers on its shoulders popped open, revealing nothing but empty tubes and what looked suspiciously like a half-eaten sandwich.

“Systems failing,” an automated voice announced from within the suit. “Power levels critical. Weapons offline.”

“Can we at least blow up on him?” Talbot asked, his voice pathetically hopeful.

“Self-destruct sequence unavailable due to lack of explosive material.”

The mech slouched, deflating into a metal hunchback. The eyes remained lit, displaying Talbot’s dismayed expression as everything else powered down.

“System recalibration required,” the suit’s automated systems announced. “Please contact customer service.”

“There is no customer service!” Talbot wailed. “I rebuilt this thing myself!”

Lilith landed beside the defunct suit, her silver hair settling around her shoulders. “It worked perfectly when Lea and I gave it to you. You never maintain that stupid suit, do you?”

“I did use the missiles for my promposal…” Talbot said from the speakers. “How was I supposed to know we’d need them for actual combat?”

The daemon shook his head, almost sympathetic. “Amateur hour.”

“If you look right at me, I can give you a seizure,” Talbot hopefully suggested.

“Now, why would I do that?”

Lilith let out a banshee wail, screaming straight at the daemon. His entire body rippled, magma and darkness spiraling wildly before the sonic assault. But just like with Mammon’s AK-47, the damage was healed off by the school.

“Professional hour,” the daemon begrudgingly admitted. “But I’m out of your pay grade.”

An onryō surged at Lilith, silver blades materializing in thin air to slice at the banshee. The two spirits whirled off, a twirling dervish of hair and black clothes.

The daemon turned back to Eld, raising the Festerblade once more. “Well, that’s enough spectating for now. I suppose I’ll have to get them later, but you’re first on my list. Now, where were we?”

The daemon circled Eld and Lea, the Festerblade humming in his four-fingered grip. Each step left sizzling footprints on the polished ballroom floor.

“Look,” the daemon said, feinting left before slashing right, “this would go faster if you’d just accept the inevitable. I’ve got a quota to meet. Places to be, people to see, you know the drill.”

“You’re ready now?” Lea whispered.

Eld nodded.

Once again, he placed his palm beside hers, their minds and bodies alike crackling with power.

“Oh, not again!” the daemon groaned.

The concentrated blast of energy surged forth, rippling black power directed straight at the creature’s face.

But at the last second, he dodged it. The blast hit a decorative pillar instead, dissolving the ornate stonework into subatomic particles.

“Whew...” the daemon sighed. He went to wipe his brow, then thought better of it as he remembered he was holding the Festerblade.

As he charged, Eld and Lea’s only chance was defense.

The Festerblade met Lea’s barrier with a sound like a thousand windows shattering simultaneously. The impact sent concussive waves across the ballroom, knocking over tables and shattering the remaining glassware.

Lea staggered backward, her eyes narrowing. The daemon didn’t let up. He swung his blade again. Though Lea couldn’t go on the offense, she still had enough control to defend herself. Even with her barrier shattered, a nimbus of violet let surrounded her body, until the daemon landed a glancing blow against her shoulder that sent her spinning sideways.

“Lea!” Eld’s panic propelled him forward, surging towards her as she fell.

The Festerblade could kill any being with a single blow.

But when he caught her, her eyes still shone, violet and starlight. “Just got my clothes.”

As the daemon surged again, Eld thrust his hands outward, fingers weaving necromantic sigils that furiously flared with sickly green light. His fingers were numb, barely able to move, and he found himself repeating flubbed sigils as he strained to make the proper gestures. His mind was dull, even this basic magic almost too much for him, but he forced the spell out, a simple cast that nonetheless felt like someone had drilled a hole in his temples. A net of energy weaved itself into existence and shot toward the daemon, who simply batted it away with a casual backhand.

“Nice try, Jr.,” the daemon chuckled. “Unfortunately, your father warned me about your parlor tricks.”

Eld pulled a small bone whistle from his pocket and blew into it. The shrill sound made the daemon wince, but nothing else happened.

“That was supposed to do something?” The daemon cocked an eyebrow.

The summoning spell was supposed to call up a horde of undead insects, but it seemed like they were too frightened to fight. Eld couldn’t blame them. There was a reason he hadn’t called his pets inside. He hurled the magical whistle at the daemon instead, who battered it aside.

“Amateur hour continues.”

But by then, Lea recovered her balance.

“I’ll knock him back,” she whispered. “Something smaller. That doesn’t need your help.”

Black lightning crackled between her fingers, and smoky tentacles of void energy whipped outward, carving gouges in the floor and walls.

The daemon eyed these manifestations warily. “Look, lady, I’m not here for you. You’re not even registered in the official student database. Eld snuck you in last year. “You could just walk away.”

“Not happening,” Lea replied, her words overlaid with harmonic frequencies that made Eld’s teeth vibrate. “You aren’t going to hurt the man I love.”

“You love me?” Eld asked.

Before she could reply, the daemon shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

He charged again, this time leaping upward and descending with the Festerblade held high. Lea thrust both hands skyward, creating a dome that the daemon crashed against. The blade skidded across the surface, sending cascades of sparks showering down.

Eld darted between overturned tables, positioning himself near Lea while keeping his distance from the barrier’s edge. He needed to stay close, to gather his focus again to help Lea with another significant strike.

“You’re badly outmatched,” the daemon called to Eld. “How many centuries did your father train? How many souls has he consumed? And what have you done? Reanimated some pet goldfish?”

Eld winced. “I thought you said there was no need to get personal.”

“Look, man. I’m trying to figure out some way to remove your will to live. It’s a classic daemon combat tactic. When real warfare doesn’t work, we turn to psychological warfare. It might sound personal, but trust me. It isn’t.”

“I’ve stopped Grimthorpe.”

“With help.” The daemon nodded toward Lea. “Always needing someone else to fight your battles. And you—what are you going to do when he’s gone, Azalea? Won’t you simply lose control again?”

Lea’s concentration faltered for a split second, enough for the daemon to press the Festerblade closer to her barrier. The shield thinned dangerously.

“Don’t listen,” Eld warned. “He’s trying to break your focus.”

The daemon’s attacks grew fiercer, each strike testing different parts of Lea’s barrier. Her brow furrowed with concentration as void energy swirled chaotically around her. A stray tendril of power lashed out, narrowly missing Eld’s head before pulverizing a marble bust.

“Sorry,” she gasped, sweat beading on her forehead. Her face seemed to dissolve, her skin vanishing and replaced by black void swirling with unknowable stars. “It’s getting harder to control.”

Eld recognized the danger signs. Lea’s power was building toward critical mass—the point where control became impossible. Soon, she might revert to her state in Necropolis, indiscriminately destroying everything around her.

“Lea! You need to dial it back!”

“If I do, he’ll kill you,” she answered through clenched teeth.

“Better me than everyone else in this room.”

Her eyes flashed with sudden anger. “Don’t you dare play martyr.”

The daemon watched their exchange with growing impatience. “Touching, truly. But I’ve got places to be.” He raised the Festerblade again. “Last chance to say goodbye.”

Eld felt a strange prickling sensation at the back of his mind. A strange yet familiar tug. For a second, he expected guidance, for Qarathil to arrive at the last second.

Nothing came.

No divine intervention.

No mysterious ally.

Just Eld, as always, caught between forces far greater than himself, two almighty beings flying above him as he desperately followed, unable to cast even a basic spell.

“Some hero, " the daemon taunted, reading Eld’s expression. “Maybe I was wrong about you, and your father was right.”

The daemon’s relentless attacks forced Lea backward. Each collision of blade against barrier sent shock waves through her defenses. Black lightning crackled outward, striking at random. Students screamed and dove for cover as bolts scorched the walls and ceiling.

“I can do this all night,” the daemon grunted, parrying a blast of cosmic energy. “Eld must die. Orders are orders.”

The Festerblade caught a corner of Lea’s barrier and peeled it back like an onion skin. She gasped, concentration breaking as she struggled to maintain the shield. Sweat poured down her face.

“You’re slipping,” the daemon observed, pressing his advantage. “And when you fall, he dies.”

Lea glanced beneath her, meeting Eld’s gaze, desperation written across her features. They both knew she couldn’t hold out much longer. Not without unleashing a cataclysm that would dwarf the daemon’s threat.

Eld needed a plan, and fast. Before the stalemate broke and took everything with it.

The daemon’s eyes narrowed. For several seconds, he continued his frontal assault on Lea’s barrier, each strike more powerful than the last. The Festerblade howled with hunger as it skidded across cosmic magic.

Then, mid-swing, everything changed.

The daemon pulled back suddenly, breaking the rhythm of their deadly dance. Lea took the moment to strengthen her shield, bracing for a new angle of attack.

Exactly as he had anticipated.

“Predictable,” he muttered.

The daemon feinted toward her left side. Lea pivoted to counter, cosmic magic surging to intercept the blade. But instead of following through, the assassin twisted beneath her, using her own barrier as a springboard to launch himself in a spiraling dive, sending her flying to the sky and allowing him to dive straight towards Eld.

Heartbeats stretched into eternities. The Festerblade loomed overhead, its edges separating into hungry teeth that snapped at the air as it descended toward Eld’s unprotected skull.

“Eld!” Lea’s scream tore through the ballroom as she whirled to see the trap sprung. 

She thrust both hands forward, desperation obliterating caution. The cosmic energy she had been carefully containing exploded outward in a tidal wave of void-black power, a blast without any of Eld’s previous guidance.

Purple lightning crackled through the darkness as reality itself bent and warped around her.

“No!” she cried, already knowing it was too late to control what she’d unleashed.

The void surge moved faster than physically possible. The daemon’s triumphant grin morphed into a frown as the magic caught him in the back. Milliseconds later, the black energy enveloped his body, the Festerblade freezing inches from Eld’s face.

“That’s not supposed to—” was all the daemon managed before darkness engulfed him.

The void wave, previously aimed just at the daemon, expanded exponentially, swallowing everything in its path. It caught Eld first, lifting him off his feet and suspending him in a maelstrom of cosmic energy. He felt his body stretching, atoms straining to separate as reality lost cohesion around him.

Through the chaos, he glimpsed Lea at the epicenter, her silhouette barely visible through swirling darkness. Her face contorted in horror as she watched what she had done. What she couldn’t stop.

“I can’t hold it!” She echoed strangely, as though coming from multiple directions simultaneously. “Eld, I’m sorry!”

As it continued bouncing off the daemon’s body, the wave expanded into an eruption that didn’t discriminate. It swept outward, engulfing friend and foe alike.

Eld felt consciousness slipping away. His perception fractured into countless fragments, each showing a different slice of the chaos around him. Lea struggling to contain the explosion. The daemon writhing in cosmic agony. Students and professors suspended in the void, their mouths open in silent screams.

Pain burned through every nerve of his body as gravity and other fundamental forces ceased functioning properly. He was being unmade, not just killed but erased from existence itself.

“Eld!” Lea’s voice penetrated the darkness. Her terror vibrated through the void, a beacon in the all-consuming night.

Throughout the ballroom, the remaining conscious guests collapsed like puppets with severed strings. The Necropromicon, with all its pageantry, drama, and danger, plunged into a strange compressed state where Eld could feel and see everything at once.

Talbot’s mech suit crumpled like paper as the darkness washed over it. Lilith’s banshee wail went silent. Mortimer tumbled from his podium, his smug expression replaced by dawning terror.

Hemlock scuttled frantically up the wall, legs working in desperate coordination. “Not again!” the spider-professor chittered. “Every term, something catastrophic—”

Darkness claimed her mid-sentence.

The daemon thrashed within the void, the Festerblade carving futile gashes in nothingness. His teeth gnashed as he fought against power beyond even his comprehension.

“This wasn’t in the contract!” he howled, distorting as cosmic forces pulled him apart and reassembled him randomly. “Hazard pay! I demand hazard pay!”

“Eld! Help!” Lea cried.

Through their link, Eld felt her terror amplifying the chaos, which continued expanding far beyond the school.

Eld felt consciousness slipping away. His perception fractured into countless fragments, each showing a different slice of the chaos around him. Lea struggling to contain the explosion. The daemon writhing in cosmic agony. Students and professors suspended in the void, their mouths open in silent screams.

As frightened as Eld was, he knew he needed to by the calm by her side, to be a source of strength for her fear.

Though they couldn’t touch each other, couldn’t guide each other as they had through the Celestial Circuit, Eld reached out to her, trying to touch her mind from even farther away. He thought of how frightening they’d been at Necropolis, back when they had no idea how to guide her, and how they’d made it through that anyway.

That sad memory unlocked more thoughts—happy ones. How he felt finding her first in that graveyard, the laughter they shared in class together, the joy of defeating Grimthorpe, their reforged bond, and asking her to Necropromicon, their happiness in the Splintered Dimension.

And Lea felt Eld trying. Their minds joined, and he could feel his efforts calming her. He didn’t know what to do; he had no idea what was happening, but he resolved to always try.

Her powers slowed, and existence was saved.

But there was a cost.

Pain burned through every nerve of Eld’s body as gravity and other fundamental forces ceased functioning properly. His last coherent thought was a strange mixture of clarity and regret. He didn’t know who would maintain his pet’s stitches if he were gone.

And then, for Eld, there was nothing at all.
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Chapter 38: Out with the Old, In with the Great Old

Cloudehill crept down the winding stone staircase that led to his father’s ritual chambers.

The steps were carved with protective runes that glowed red whenever a being with Blackwood magic passed over them. Had anyone who wasn’t either a descendant—or at least animated by a descendant—attempted this descent, magical wards would have reduced them to smoldering ash.

Family privilege had its advantages.

The walls narrowed as Cloudehill descended deeper, the temperature dropping with each level. Occasional alcoves housed exhibits from the Blackwood historical collection. A petrified heart here, a mummified hand there, and all labeled with meticulous calligraphy in Eldritch Sr.’s handwriting.

“Distinguished victims of the Blackwood lineage,” Cloudehill read from a small plaque. He paused to admire a desiccated eyeball that supposedly belonged to an ancient wizard. “Father does have excellent taste in trophies.”

As he neared the chamber’s entrance, his father grew clearer, as did the sound of objects being hurled against walls.

“Incompetence! Absolute incompetence!” Eldritch Sr. bellowed, his rage palpable even through the enchanted oak door. “My wonderful plan, all of it ruined by a simpering daemon with performance anxiety and a deadbeat son without a thought in his head!”

Cloudehill pressed his skull against the door. Witnessing his father’s wrath directed at someone else always provided a delicious combination of entertainment and relief. The oak panel was cold against his cheekbone, a faint hum suggesting the wood itself had been harvested from a funeral grove.

“I gave you one task,” Eldritch Sr. continued, dropping to a dangerous hiss. “Ensure my worthless son carried out his duty. And when he inevitably failed, you were to complete it yourself.”

Cloudehill’s non-existent stomach lurched.

Was Father talking about him?

No, wait. The task. The Festerblade. The assignment to kill Eld that Cloudehill had so casually handed off to the daemon. In lieu of that, Cloudehill had been planning to animate Raff, to summon that friendly daemon that had promised him eternal respect and glory.

Unfortunately, he had completely forgotten about that particular errand. He’d moved onto a much more immediately concerning venture, namely his Crypt-O investment. Eldritch Sr. loved real estate investing, and as far as Cloudehill was concerned, Crypt-O was the real estate of his generation. The only thing better than the real landscape was a digital one.

“Well, I feel a little bad about that...” Cloudehill muttered. “Raff seemed like he needed help. He said he wanted to get summoned right away, and only I could save him. Maybe I could give him some of my Crypt-O. The scrying glass ad said it was a buy now or regret it forever situation...”

Cloudehill shook his head, refocusing himself as he peered back into his father’s study.

“Sir, with all due respect,” came the daemon’s raspy answer. “Your second son practically threw the Festerblade at me. What was I supposed to do? And regarding the assassination attempt, cosmic entities were not covered in the hazard clause. I did my best, but the entire school collapsed. I’m still re-gathering myself.”

Cloudehill suppressed a snicker. So the daemon had failed! No doubt Eld was still alive and annoying as ever. It would fall on him and Raff to deal with Eld once and for all.

“Don’t you dare use the Black Sun as an excuse,” Eldritch Sr. cut in. “My spies at the school told me that she hasn’t controlled her powers yet.” The lich clenched his fist so tightly his bones cracked. “He and that decoy made a fool of me in my own home...all the more reason you were supposed to kill him!”

Cloudehill blinked in surprise. Eld’s weird girlfriend was a fake? How much else had he missed while focused on his financial empire?

“Her control was significantly greater than your spies reported,” the daemon said. “Your son was able to guide her powers.”

“How could that be? I was told she could barely control her powers when she stepped on campus. The Necropromicon was merely months after that.”

“I believe it’s called the power of love,” the daemon replied.

“Don’t be smart with me!” Eldritch Sr. hissed. “If Eld and the girl are able to control her power, my plans are finished! How does he still live? Everything I’ve worked towards for centuries hangs in the balance!”

The daemon sighed. “Nothing I hate more than a boss who doesn’t get it. Well, to stick to things you do understand, the void eruption was also unexpected.”

Something shattered—likely one of Father’s prized skull chalices.

“Void eruption! An excuse I never should have had to hear, if it weren’t for your sheer incompetence!”

Cloudehill risked peeking through the keyhole. Eldritch Sr. paced before the fireplace, his body—or rather skeleton—was draped in midnight robes that seemed to devour all light. The flames in the sconces burned an unnatural blue-black. Unlike Cloudehill’s gaudy jeweled eye sockets, Eldritch Sr.’s sockets housed twin points of crimson flame that flared with each angry word.

“Uh oh,” Cloudehill muttered. “Dad has his mad eyes on. This is not good.”

The daemon, meanwhile, was considerably less impressive than when Cloudehill had last seen him. Still housed inside that black mirror, he seemed significantly smaller than before. Now he was a head on a trail of darkness, almost like some overgrown tadpole. His volcanic skin had paled to the color of cooling ash, and the shadows struggled to maintain their shape. Several of his impressive horns had snapped right off.

The Festerblade was nowhere in sight.

“And as for you letting Cloudehill avoid his responsibilities…” Eldritch Sr. folded his arms behind his back and paced back and forth. “That may be even more unforgivable. The boy needs to learn commitment. Discipline. Instead, you indulged him. Now, tell me what happened at Necropromicon.”

“I confronted your son as planned. You know, when the odds are stacked against him, he fights much harder than you would.”

“Silence!” Eldritch Sr. hissed. “Any more insolence and I will have Bathurst razed to the ground before I rebuild it.”

“Do your best,” the daemon yawned. Even in his weakened form, he seemed unafraid. “I need a vacation anyway, after a job like that. Even a permanent vacation doesn’t sound too bad right now.”

The two glowered at each other, the silence slowly dragging from uncomfortable to excruciating.

“I’ll just keep talking, I suppose,” the daemon chuckled. “I like the sound of my voice more than you like yours. The cosmic entity—Azalea—was with him. I almost had him, but then she detonated. Void energy engulfed the entire ballroom. Students fell unconscious. Dimensional barriers thinned. I was lucky to escape intact.”

“And Eld? My son?”

“Unknown. When I left, he was at the epicenter.” The daemon hesitated. “Could be dead. Could be worse than dead. Could be scattered across seventeen dimensions. Cosmic void energy is notoriously unpredictable.”

Eldritch Sr. resumed pacing, his bony fingers steepled before him. “This complicates matters.”

“Why? Still afraid of him and the girl?”

“Afraid? On the contrary. After what you’ve told me, I would like to acquire his body. There’s an interesting ritual I would like to try. Yet if Eld has been dimensionally displaced, retrieving his body for the ritual becomes significantly more difficult.”

“If I might make a suggestion.” The daemon straightened slightly. “Perhaps your other son could serve as a substitute? The ritual only requires Blackwood blood, correct?”

Cloudehill nearly choked. Him? A sacrifice?

He clutched the doorframe for support, bones rattling with sudden anxiety. Wait, his father wouldn’t actually consider that, would he? After all, Cloudehill was the favorite son. The heir apparent. The future of the Blackwood line.

To his immense relief, Eldritch Sr. waved a dismissive hand. “Impossible. Cloudehill lacks the necessary qualities.”

“Qualities?” the daemon asked.

“My second son couldn’t pour water from a boot with instructions on the heel. His…lack of intelligence might corrupt mine,” Eldritch Sr. explained with exaggerated patience. “Besides, does it look like the boy has any blood left? He’s a full lich. I was once frustrated by my elder son’s lack of progress, but I’ve realized a way to make the best of it. Besides, the ritual requires specific necromantic resonance. The victim must have a frequency that matches both my power and Azalea’s.  Eld, for all his frustrating ethical constraints, possesses raw talent that Cloudehill simply lacks.”

It took him a while, but Cloudehill eventually figured out it was an insult—and bristled at it.

However, his indignation evaporated when something on his father’s desk caught his attention—the Blackwood Familial Tome, open to a page covered in complex diagrams. From his limited view, he could make out circles within circles, strange symbols, and what appeared to be a stylized black sun at the center. His father had made several additional modifications, editing spells and altering summoning circles with blood red ink.”

“You intend to use your son’s bond to control the entity?” the daemon asked, raising a molten eyebrow. “Far be it from me to counsel caution, but I suffered the consequences of their bond myself. You will not be able to imitate them, try as you might. Just look at your relationship with your wife. The two of you need a marriage exorcist, not just a counselor.”

Eldritch Sr. ground his teeth with irritation, the red flames in his eyes flickering brighter. “Fool. Azalea isn’t a being meant to love or cherish. She’s a vessel of change, the Black Sun herself.” He rapped a bony knuckle against a page of the Familial Tome. “Find Eld. Bring his body to me. The ritual demands it.”

The daemon sighed. “If I find him, I’ll let you know. But he was dimensionally displaced—that means he’s anywhere but Bathurst. You’ll need another agent to find him. Might I recommend—”

Unable to contain himself any longer, Cloudehill pushed the door open and strutted into the chamber. “So you still plan to kill Eld, right? Contract not finished? I know just the man for the job—me.”

Both Eldritch Sr. and the daemon turned toward him.

“What are you doing here, Cloudehill?” his father demanded.

“Passing by. Overheard. Got curious.” Cloudehill waved a bony hand before focusing on the daemon. “So Eld’s still alive?”

“You again.” The daemon rolled his eyes. “As for your brother…well, who knows? He was alive before his girlfriend’s meltdown. Now he’s probably scattered across the realms. I suppose there’s a one in a million chance he managed to still her fear in time, but who can say?”

“Realms,” Cloudehill repeated, envy bubbling up inside him. Even when Eld messed up, he did it spectacularly. “You know, it’s not fair. Why does Eld get a goddess at his side? I was supposed to summon my own otherworldly entity, but I forgot all about it.”

“That sounds like a you problem, not a me problem,” the daemon chuckled malignantly.

“Well, I tried to summon something good that other time,” Cloudehill retorted.

“All you got was a minor imp who stole your socks. And it’s because you used the wrong incense and only half the reagents.”

“I most certainly did not!” Cloudehill bristled. That was the annoying thing about having the daemon spy in his room…nobody was supposed to see that. “I followed that summoning diagram perfectly.”

“The diagram you sketched on a cocktail napkin after six hellfire whiskeys? The one where you couldn’t decide if you wanted to summon a daemon or order a pizza, so you combined the rituals?”

“That was a deliberate hybridization of traditional summoning techniques!”

“You drew a pentagram and wrote extra cheese in the center.”

“It was a metaphysical representation of—”

“Enough!” Eldritch Sr. cut through their bickering like a blade. “Cloudehill, I will deal with your incompetence later. For now, find your brother. Use the Festerblade and—”

“Well, I’ve got some bad news. During the chaos at Necropromicon, the Festerblade vanished.”

“You lost the Festerblade!” Eldritch Sr. slammed his fist against a stone table, sending cracks across its polished surface. “A priceless artifact forged in the bowels of the deepest parts of the underworld, quenched in the essence of seven archliches, and you lost it?”

The daemon scratched his damaged horn. “I didn’t lose it so much as I failed to hold onto it during a cosmic explosion. There’s a difference.”

“A difference?” Eldritch Sr. whispered harshly. “Enlighten me.”

“Well,” the daemon began, showing off his four-fingered hand, “losing implies carelessness. What happened was more physics. Dimensional displacement. Void energy tends to scatter objects unpredictably across the multi-realms.”

Eldritch Sr.’s eye flames narrowed to pinpricks of crimson rage. “And you couldn’t hold onto a sword during these physics?”

“Have you ever been caught in a cosmic implosion? It’s like being inside a magical blender. I was lucky to keep all my limbs attached.”

Cloudehill watched the exchange. It was much more fun watching the daemon irk someone other than him. This was so better than the theatrical performances in the Blood Gardens Father sometimes forced the family to attend.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter. The blade can be located later. What matters now is finding Eld,” Eldritch Sr. turned to Cloudehill. “Find Eld, or what remains of him, and bring me his blood. The ritual requires it. Festerblade or not, you should be able to handle him.”

“Um, yes,” Cloudehill replied, nodding so vigorously his skull almost fell off his neck. “Of course I’ll be able to manage him.” The last time he’d fought Eld, he’d wound up in a cage, but if he remembered to summon Raff, he wouldn’t have any problems at all.

The daemon sighed, rubbing his neck. “Look, not that it matters, but your son is oddly likable. Kid’s got spirit.” He whistled appreciatively. “And his girlfriend. A cosmic entity with that kind of power? You don’t see that every millennium.”

“Likable?” Eldritch Sr. tilted his skull, the bones in his spine crackling. “Are you forgetting who holds your contract, daemon?”

The daemon shrugged. “Just being honest. I’ll keep an eye out if they show back up at the school again.”

Even Cloudehill could see the tension between them. His father expected unquestioning obedience, but the daemon chaffed under the constraints of the contract. He was clearly a free spirit bound to servitude by magical law.

This time, Eldritch Sr. ended the staring contest by waving dismissively at the daemon, who dissolved into shadow and vanished from the mirror, but not before one last act of disobedience—an explosion of sulfur. The great gouts of stinking yellow clouds stained the walls and floors as Eldritch Sr. gnashed his teeth.

He turned to Cloudehill, his body posed with similar dismissiveness. “Alright, son. Let’s see what you’re made of. Once you acquire Eld’s blood, the Black Sun will rise again under my control. A new era awaits, and—”

The chamber doors crashed open, interrupting his villainous monologue. Drizella Blackwood stood in the doorway, her waxy face twisted with rage. Unlike her husband and son, she hadn’t fully transitioned to a skeletal lich, maintaining much of her original appearance, though considering her age, her skin had the distinctive pallor and texture of preserved parchment.

“You sent a daemon whose contract I gave you after Eld?” Drizella’s tone was ice. “I can’t believe you’d stoop so low!”

Eldritch Sr. didn’t bother turning toward his wife. “He was an obstacle, Drizella. Now he’s not.”

“An obstacle? He’s your son!” She stormed into the chamber, her black dress billowing around her. “Our son!”

Cloudehill pressed himself against a pillar, trying to become invisible. Mother’s rage was legendary, capable of peeling the paint from walls and wilting plants at twenty paces.

“Mother,” he squeaked, then cleared his throat to sound more lich-like. “Mother, it’s not that bad. Eld’s probably fine. Just spread thin across several realms.”

Drizella’s gaze snapped to him. “You! You were part of this? You did this to your own brother?”

“I didn’t actually do anything,” Cloudehill protested. “I just delegated the task.”

“Delegated murder,” she hissed. “How thoughtful.”

She turned back to Eldritch Sr., who continued examining his bony fingers, trying his hardest to do anything but look at his wife. “This is the last straw, Eldritch. First, the necromantic experiments on the neighbors. Then, converting the guest bathroom into a blood fountain. And now attempted filicide? I’m leaving you.”

For the first time, Eldritch Sr. looked up. “Leaving? Don’t be dramatic, Drizella. Where would you go? The Summer Cottage of Eternal Suffering?”

“Anywhere is better than here.” She pointed an accusing finger at him. “You never supported Eld’s choices. Always pushing him toward lichdom when the boy clearly has other passions.”

“Pet resurrection,” Eldritch Sr. scoffed. “Hardly a worthy pursuit for a Blackwood.”

“At least he has passion! Empathy! Unlike some in this family.”

Eldritch Sr. gave a dismissive wave. “Fine. I already got my heir. Don’t let the coffin lid hit you on the way out.”

Cloudehill glanced between his parents, then began slowly inching toward the exit.

“And where do you think you’re going?” Drizella demanded.

“I just remembered,” Cloudehill said hurriedly, “I have a thing. An important thing. With…stuff.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” Eldritch Sr. cut in. “You have a task ahead of you, remember? Unless you would like to join your mother.”

Cloudehill glanced from Drizella to Eldritch Sr. On one hand, Mother was Mother, but on the other hand, Father had all the money. Cloudehill needed some backup in case his Crypt-O investment failed.

Drizella looked between them, her expression hardening. “You’re both impossible. When I return—if I return—perhaps you’ll have gained some perspective.” She turned sharply and marched toward the door. “And Cloudehill? Don’t think I’ve forgotten your role in this. We’ll discuss it later.”

She swept from the chamber, leaving a chill in her wake.

“So. Um. Father, what do I do now?” Cloudehill asked. “Just go after Eld? I, uh, need to make a few preparations first. There’s this—”

Eldritch Sr. cut him off, his bony fingers grabbing onto Cloudehill’s robes. “Before you leave, there’s something I need you to do first.”

“What is that? With your mother gone, you’ll need to take on additional responsibilities. Start by cleaning up this ritual chamber. I don’t want this place stinking of sulfur.”

Cloudehill froze. The surroundings somehow seemed even worse than before. “But…but…but sometimes creepy statues walk in. And the floor starts vomiting bone worms!”

“It’s high time you learned the family business properly.”

With that, Eldritch Sr. strode off.

Cloudehill slumped against the pillar. Somehow, he’d managed to displease both parents simultaneously. A new personal record. And now he was stuck helping his father with the ritual chamber too, which smelled perpetually of despair—and not the good kind.

With circumstances like these, Cloudehill couldn’t help but wonder if Eld’s realm displacement might be preferable to his current situation.

***

Cloudehill knelt in the ritual chamber, scrubbing at a stubborn stain on the outer rim of the summoning circle. The circle itself was crusted to the floor, painted with a mixture of crushed gemstones and blood. If it were left open, various daemons would be able to visit the Bathurst family home at their whim.

His cleaning had thankfully rendered the summoning circle inoperable, but the floor was far from sparkling. If anything, he’d spread the mess further, staining his sleeves like some abstract painting.

“Mother would know how to remove this,” he muttered, thinking of Drizella’s departure three days prior. Despite the seeming urgency of Cloudehill’s mission to find Eld’s body, Eldritch Sr. had refused to let his son leave until the cleaning was finished. His mother’s absence had left the mansion eerily quiet. No more impromptu singing in the dungeons. No more freshly baked soul cakes appearing mysteriously in the kitchen.

Eldritch Sr. stood at a podium across the chamber, flipping through the Blackwood Familial Tome. He paused occasionally to make notations on a separate parchment. “By the Abyssal Gods. This is the answer! A way to twist this spell from giving to receiving!” He shouted as he continued to furiously write.

“Father?” Cloudehill dropped his scrub brush into a bucket of murky water. “Shouldn’t we be chasing after Eld? To ensure he’s truly dead? I know he dimensionally exploded and whatever that was, but what if he escapes? I should probably be off, shouldn’t I?”

Eldritch Sr. didn’t look up from his work. “The servants can’t touch the summoning paint without dissolving, and if you leave, I’ll have to do it myself.”

Cloudehill looked up hopefully, only to turn his gaze down again when he realized that Eldritch Sr. had no interest in painting by himself.

“I have better things to do than scrub floors.” Eldritch Sr. explained as he turned a page, the vellum crackling beneath his fingers. “Your father is becoming an increasingly important person. I’ve taken over Bathurst thanks to my generous donations to the board. They’re still reeling from Grimthorpe’s downfall, and the school’s destruction meant that they badly needed a cash infusion.”

“You’ve taken over the school?”

“Indeed.” Now, Eldritch Sr. raised his head. “I’m transforming it into a military academy under Blackwood control. The Blackwood Military Academy has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?”

“Military academy?” Cloudehill tried to picture Bathurst repurposed for martial training. “What would they learn? Advanced skeleton animation? Strategic grave-robbing?”

“Necromantic warfare,” his father replied. “Battle-ready revenants. Tactical soul harvesting. Everything Grimthorpe was too weak to implement.” He slammed shut the Familial Tome. “I now have what Grimthorpe never did. Unstoppable authority over the school’s resources. The faculty is gone, scattered to the winds just like the students. Thanks to my new contract with the daemon, I will be able to slaughter the disloyal on sight. What I need is disciplined soldiers, not free-thinking.”

Cloudehill abandoned his cleaning duties entirely, rising to his feet. “And I will be disciplined too,” he said, hoping he sounded promising. This school of super soldiers sounded like a school of competitors to his father’s legacy.

Eldritch Sr. turned to him, confusion and disdain battling on his skull-like face. “If you were disciplined, you would be cleaning, not talking. Now get back to work. I have a curriculum to plan, and an army to build. That Mortimer Vex sounds like a particularly promising teaching assistant.”

Cloudehill turned back to the floor, jealousy churning in what remained of his stomach. Even scattered across dimensions, Eld somehow commanded more respect than he did. Eld had a cosmic entity at his side, a literal goddess, while Cloudehill couldn’t even summon a decent familiar. And now, Eldritch Sr. had a shiny new school to play with, filled with promising students. Cloudehill had no idea who this Mortimer Vex was—he just knew that his father had never praised him like that before.

It seemed Cloudehill was destined to remain an afterthought, forever failing to prove his worth.

Eldritch Sr. stood, the Tome tucked under the crook of his bony arm. “I expect this chamber to be immaculate by sunrise. The initial consecration begins tomorrow. By then, I expect you gone. Return within a fortnight with your brother’s remains. No, make that three weeks. It’s taken you three days just to clean the floors, a potentially moving mess like your brother must be far more difficult.”

“Yes, Father,” Cloudehill replied automatically, picking up his brush once more.

As Eldritch Sr. left the room, Cloudehill returned to scrubbing.

A voice whispered to him from the shadows, friendly and conversational. “What a fool. He can’t appreciate greatness right before his eyes.”

Cloudehill whirled around, smiling as he saw the shadows curling into darkness. “Oh! Raff! Sorry about not contacting you before. I, um, have been preoccupied. Cleaning the floors.” He felt embarrassed admitting that. “Not that I’m a servant, of course, just, uh, doing a favor for my father. You know, helping around the house and stuff. Or. Well. Mansion. We actually have a mansion, not a house.”

“Your existence is a favor to your father, dear Cloudehill. But I must admit…” Raff’s voice grew weak. “I need your assistance, my brilliant friend…my existence is ebbing away. If I’m not summoned, I might just vanish forever.”

Cloudehill’s eyes widened.

He was alone here, without his mother and without Eld. His father was horrible company. If Raff was gone too…

Cloudehill stood, slowly and steadily closing off the ritual chamber, making sure he was quiet so his father couldn’t hear him. If Cloudehill couldn’t earn Father’s respect, maybe it was time for him to help someone else instead.

He muttered angrily under his breath, his tone a mocking falsetto he never would have dared to use if his father were around. “Clean the ritual chamber, Cloudehill,” he mimicked. “Fetch my tome, Cloudehill. Stop being an embarrassment to the family name, Cloudehill. Don’t put that in your nose hole, Cloudehill.”

He kicked a stack of books, sending them tumbling across the stone floor. A skeletal mouse scurried out from beneath them, chattering before disappearing into a crack in the wall.

“Well, not anymore.” Cloudehill marched toward his bookshelf. “Time to show Father what a real Blackwood can do.”

“Yes, yes, that’s the way, Cloudehill…” Raff chuckled. Shadows crept up the walls, transforming into fingers that twisted and pointed.

Cloudehill pulled down several grimoires, flipping through them with bony fingers until Raff told him to stop.

“This one! That’s perfect!”

It was a leather-bound volume so old the pages threatened to crumble at Cloudehill’s touch. If he remembered correctly, his grandfather had salvaged it from a garbage heap behind a witch’s cottage. Most of the pages were stained with mysterious substances, and several appeared to have been used as coasters.

“Here it is,” Cloudehill whispered, tracing a diagram with one finger. “The Summoning of Raffanar Va’Shathar the Whisperer Between Stars.”

“Yes, that’s me,” Raff grinned.

Cloudehill read through the page, frowning. “Look at this, Raff. It says that you’re rarely summoned due to your unpredictable nature. You’re known for your cunning and malicious intelligence. It says you’re a double-edged sword whose summoner rarely gets what they want.”

“Oh, you can’t believe everything you read.”

Cloudehill skimmed further down the page, past the invocation phrases, until he reached a section boxed in red ink.

WARNING: If you must summon this entity, trust nothing it says. Its craftiness surpasses mortal cunning. Many who sought its power were driven mad by what they learned or became unwitting pawns in cosmic games beyond comprehension.

He nodded, his skull clattering. This was perfect. Craftiness surpassing mortal cunning. “Excellent, Raff. It sounds like you’re just the kind of ally I’m looking for. Eld loves his little tricks, but it sounds like you can trick him right back.”

“Oh I will, Cloudehill. Now, hurry! My essence wanes…I must be summoned soon, or I will fall into slumber again. But together, we can triumph over your brother. Your Father will have no choice but to recognize your superiority then. Perhaps he’ll even rename the academy in your honor!”

“The Cloudehill Blackwood Academy of Superior Necromancy and Awesome Cool Things,” he tried aloud, nodding in satisfaction. “That has a nice ring to it.”

Gathering his supplies, Cloudehill cleared a space in the center of his room. According to Raff, the summoning required a specific configuration and specific reagents. Unfortunately, he’d thrown most of them at Eld and his stupid ghost friend. Thankfully, his father had plenty of resources to spare, here in the ritual room. Of course, Cloudehill had been warned not to touch them, but father would understand once he met Raff.

He began to scrawl, carefully working through the lines. Unfortunately, Cloudehill had never been very artistic. The star he drew leaned rather heavily to the right, and his circles looked like misshapen eggs. He’d copied the symbols carefully from the book, but he’d occasionally fallen back into ordinary letters.

“Close enough,” he decided, stepping back to admire his handiwork. “All these safety runes just overcomplicate things anyway.”

“Oh yes, they do, Cloudehill, yes they do. You might as well erase the rest of them.”

Cloudehill grinned, kneeling over to scratch out the two remaining marks. It was good to have such an understanding partner. He reached for his trunk of Crypt-O coins, dumping them around the perimeter of the outermost circle. The brightly glowing discs clattered against the floor, their crudely carved symbols facing inward.

“It just seems auspicious,” Cloudehill explained as the shadows waver. “Summon you into fortune, you know?”

With preparations complete, Cloudehill consulted the grimoire one final time. The invocation was short. Just three phrases.

“Right then.” He positioned himself at the edge of the circle, arms outstretched dramatically, deformed fingers pointed in different directions. “Raffanar Va’Shathar! Narg’fhel myx’al kravos! Zin’thur nex’aval k’than! Mord’relth nyxos k’vaal!”

The smudged circle blazed with malignant purple energy, so bright that Cloudehill fell backward, raising a hand to shield his jeweled eye sockets.

“Oh yeah, baby! That’s more like it!” the lich exclaimed, scrambling to his feet. “Time for my own cosmic entity! Eld thinks he’s so amazing. Well, now Cloudehill’s gonna get his dues!”

The energy intensified, swirling within the confines of the circle. Smoke poured upward, creating a column that reached the ceiling before spreading outward like searching tendrils. The Crypt-O coins began to vibrate, then rise into the air, spinning faster and faster around the perimeter.

From the center of the maelstrom came a sound. Not quite a voice, but something that bypassed Cloudehill’s ears and spoke directly into his mind.

Ah. Wonderful, Cloudehill. Thanks for everything.

The words burned like acid, searing themselves into Cloudehill’s thoughts. Each syllable echoed with the force of a thousand screams. He staggered back, suddenly uncertain of his brilliant plan.

Time for me to take full control.

The mental voice slithered through his consciousness. The spinning coins accelerated until they were just a blur. Several shattered into dust, while others melted into puddles of molten stone. The energy within the circle merged, taking shape. Tentacles of pure darkness lashed outward, probing the boundaries of Cloudehill’s circle.

“What? Full control? Of what?”

As if in response, one tendril touched the smudged section of the circle where Cloudehill had erased the safety runes. It paused, as if testing, then pushed through.

“Oh,” Cloudehill whispered, watching the protective boundary fail. “Well, that’s not good.”

More tentacles followed, writhing through the gap, stretching toward him. The voice returned, louder now, drowning out all other thought.

You have invited me in. Azalea awaits, isolated from her friends, driven away from Bathurst. Everything has gone according to my plans. Now I will claim my prize.

Cloudehill’s jaw dropped, his jewel eyes glittering in horror as the full implications of his actions became clear.

“What have I done? Father! Help me, I—” he gasped as the tentacles surged forward, enveloping him in darkness beyond imagination.

And then, silence.


[image: Moon]

Chapter 39: The Ethereal Elevator

Eld’s eyelids fluttered open to darkness.

His head throbbed. Cold metal pressed against his cheek. He was lying face down on a hard surface with the metallic taste of blood on his tongue.

As his awareness slowly returned, he found himself confined in a small metal-walled room. Symbols and numbers lined the walls. The room was claustrophobic, barely larger than a wardrobe.

His mind slowly returned, consciousness trickling back like water forcing its way through a dam.

An elevator.

He was in an elevator.

Eld pushed himself to his knees, pain shooting up his side as he moved. His once-fine coat hung in tatters around his shoulders, the fabric scorched and torn from the daemon’s attack. Unlike normal, his pockets were empty. Franky and Bart were somewhere else. He hadn’t called them in, even when they were waiting outside—he wanted his pets anywhere near the Festerblade.

His memory returned in fragments. The Necropromicon, the Festerblade descending, Lea’s power unleashed, the desperate battle to keep her from erasing existence itself, and then nothing.

Just darkness swallowing everything.

The elevator hummed around him, vibrating slightly beneath him. He was moving. Descending.

Going down, but where?

Forcing himself to stand, he reached for the wall to stabilize himself as his legs wobbled. A control panel displayed rows of buttons indicating floors. Most were standard Underworld destinations. Levels of Bathurst, the Necropolis, and various administrative sectors of the afterlife.

But near the bottom, one symbol stood apart from the rest. A skull icon, drawn in crimson, surrounded by warning marks. Beneath it, carved into the metal, read the words Soul Severance Floor.

Beneath it was a note.

Only Authorized Personnel are allowed to use the Ethereal Elevator.

Unauthorized Personnel will be brought to the Soul Severance Floor.

It was flashing bright red. Someone, perhaps even Eld himself when he was unconscious, had pressed it.

A steady whir filled the small chamber as the elevator continued its descent. A counter above the doors tracked the progress, numbers ticking downward.

“No,” Eld whispered.

The Ethereal Elevator.

Stories of it had circulated among Bathurst students. A mysterious conveyance that connected all realms of existence, both physical and metaphysical. Supposedly, it could take its passengers anywhere in existence...but most of the time, it just erased its passengers from existence.

According to legend, passing the Soul Severance threshold without proper preparation resulted in exactly what the name suggested. Eld’s soul would be forcibly ripped from his body, leaving behind nothing but an empty husk. Those who returned were rumored to be left nothing more than hollow shells, if they returned at all.

Eld lunged for the control panel, hammering random buttons. Upper floors, middle floors, emergency stop, anything to halt their descent.

Nothing happened.

The counter continued its steady progression downward.

Level 98…Level 97…Level 96…

According to the flashing red lights, the Soul Severance Floor waited at Level 78.

The elevator showed no signs of slowing. If anything, it seemed to accelerate.

Eld frantically scanned the panel, searching for hidden mechanisms, override systems, anything. His heart raced as panic set in.

Level 93…Level 92…

He pressed his palm against the panel, channeling what little necromantic energy he could muster in his weakened state. The buttons flickered momentarily, but the descent continued.

Level 88…Level 87…

Eld closed his eyes, desperately trying to recall anything useful from the rumors swirling around Bathurst.

The Ethereal Elevator responded to intent, didn’t it? Some said the buttons weren’t the key—mental strength was.

Or was it keyed to specific users from prominent families? Others said connections were the most important.

Whatever it was, Eld continued desperately pressing, his mind scrambling.

Maybe he could escape if he focused on a destination, but every destination seemed pointless. Bathurst was destroyed, and he had nothing good waiting for him at home. Though none of the buttons or windows displayed Topside, there was nothing to suggest he couldn’t go there, but what was the point without his friends and Lea?

He thought of his friends instead, scattered across the Underworld after their fight. He had no idea if he could go to all of them, but maybe...

Level 80…

The control panel sparked suddenly. One of the symbols Eld didn’t recognize began glowing with golden light. Without hesitation, he slammed his palm against it, hoping beyond hope that a new option had become available.

The elevator shuddered violently, gears screeching. Eld was thrown against the wall as the cabin jerked to an abrupt halt, the counter freezing between Level 79 and Level 78.

With a hiss, the doors slowly slid open.

Eld stared into the open corridor, relief washing over him. Whatever lay beyond the elevator doors couldn’t possibly be worse than the Soul Severance Floor. Gathering what remained of his strength, he stepped out of the elevator and into the unknown.

His body still wasn’t in proper shape to move. It felt like his legs had been scrambled and abruptly jammed back into place. A forceful yet staggering leap was all he could manage, and he collapsed as the doors clanged shut behind him. The elevator’s hum faded, leaving an eerie silence in its wake.

Eld cursed under his breath, pushing himself up from the dirt.

Lifting his gaze, he froze, stunned by his surroundings. A cavern stretched before him, shaped like a city street yet encased beneath a stone ceiling that loomed at least fifty feet overhead. Water trickled down in thin rivulets through cracks in the rock, creating small puddles that reflected the glow of neon signs hanging from dilapidated buildings.

“Where is this?” Eld whispered, taking in the impossible sight.

The signs advertised products and services in languages both familiar and alien. A theater marquee still announced, TONIGHT: FINAL SHOWING, though the letters that named the feature had long since fallen away.

Cracked gray stone lined what must have been roads, half-buried under piles of rubble and debris. Chunks of asphalt jutted up where thick roots had forced their way through from below.

Eld stepped around a crack that split the street in two, revealing dark emptiness beneath. He stared into the void, so similar to what Lea had inadvertently spawned near Necropolis.

Was she nearby?

He stared into the darkness, pondering, then shook his head and continued onward. As he’d told Lea back in Necropolis, plenty of nightkin caused spatial anomalies.

“First things first, Eld. Find some hint of where you are and hopefully someone you can team up with.” After that massive void eruption, he had no idea where anyone was, but he knew they were alive. He’d felt their presence when his mind had joined with Lea. He knew that she’d gotten her powers under control in the nick of time, that she hadn’t hurt them.

As he strode forth, buildings rose on either side of him, a bizarre fusion of art deco facades and sleek, futuristic elements all now crumbling into disrepair. Glass-and-steel towers stood shoulder to shoulder with brutalist concrete structures, all unified by the common element of abandonment. Many windows were shattered, the ones that remained intact so grimy they revealed nothing of the interiors.

“Is this...a city?” Eld struggled to comprehend what he was seeing. He had seen the ruins in Topside, the vast steel bones of the world before, but this was something else entirely. As if it had been plucked out of time and shoved into this cavern. “An entire Old One city jammed underground.”

Rust-colored stains ran down many walls, and posters for bands and movies long forgotten hung in tatters. A newspaper dispenser standing on one corner had a date visible through its dirt-encrusted window. March 6, 2086.

“Over eight hundred years ago.” Eld clicked his tongue and let out a whistle.

Sporadic sparks from broken streetlamps created an uncanny glow across graffiti-stained walls. Gang tags competed with pleas for help and cryptic warnings:

THE SYSTEM FAILS AT LEVEL 78 ½ was written over an advertisement for milk depicting two robotic cows shooting each other with their utters. Further down, SHE WATCHES FROM THE SHADOWS, was sprayed across an overturned bus.

A battered old Cadillac sat at the intersection ahead, rusted and damaged. Instead of wheels, the chassis rested on four metal bulbs that looked like they might have once been levitation devices, like the ones in Talbot’s mech suit.

The hood gaped open like a hungry mouth, the engine block long since stripped of anything valuable. Vines with heart-shaped leaves crawled over it, and mushrooms with caps the size of dinner plates sprouted from the backseat where the roof had partially collapsed.

Eld approached the vehicle cautiously and peered inside. The dashboard was covered in a thick layer of dust, but the key still hung in the ignition. In the passenger seat, a coffee cup remained upright, whatever liquid it once held now replaced by a calcified black mass.

“That should have dissolved a long time ago,” Eld muttered. He thought about poking his finger in, then thought better of it as he continued walking.

He turned in a slow circle. There were vast empty spaces beyond what he could see, endless blocks of abandoned city stretching in all directions. The city street ran straight before curving out of sight. Side streets branched off, creating a grid typical of modern urban planning. Above it all, the stone ceiling created the impression of perpetual night, a twilight realm where the sun would never rise.

“Everyone left in a hurry,” Eld said aloud, his words bouncing unnaturally between the buildings.

The entire place existed in a strange limbo.

It was hauntingly abandoned, yet somehow still alive. Electricity still ran, and currents of arcane energy hidden in the winds raised goosebumps along Eld’s arms. He recognized the sensation from his studies. Residual magic, the kind that lingered long after spellcasters had departed. But this was old, layered like geological strata, magic upon magic accumulating over what must have been centuries.

He took a step forward, wincing as his tattered boot crunched on shattered glass. The sound echoed far down the empty streets, followed by a scuttling noise from a nearby alley. Eld whipped around, ready to defend himself, but nothing emerged from the shadows.

“Just rats,” he assured himself. “Or whatever passes for rats here.”

The vermin of other realms often grew to unnatural sizes and developed peculiar abilities. Thankfully, he was fairly confident he could befriend them.

He continued into the eerie silence, calling out. The Ethereal Elevator had frozen after he thought of his friends...so maybe, just maybe. “Talbot? Lilith? Lea?” he called. “Lea, are you here?”

No answer came, only the distant drip of water from some distant cavern ceiling.

Eld tried again, louder this time. “Lea!”

The name echoed across silent blocks, stretching and distorting until it no longer sounded like a name at all. Then it faded into nothing, swallowed by the vastness of the dead city.

A sudden gust of cold air swept down the street, carrying with it scraps of paper and dust. One piece slapped against Eld’s leg. A faded flyer for a nightclub called The Endless Night.

The irony wasn’t lost on him.

He sighed, tightening his tattered coat around him and scanning the streets before him. He had no idea where he should go.

Left toward what appeared to be a commercial district with taller buildings? Right toward what might have once been residential blocks? Or straight ahead into the heart of this buried world?

Trusting his instincts, Eld chose the straightest path, heading deeper into the heart of the buried city. The further he ventured, the more the silence bothered him. It pressed against him, quickly going from a mere concept into a tangible thing that made even the slightest sound feel intrusive.

He had walked three blocks when a sound broke through the stillness.

A bark. Distant but unmistakable.

Stopping, he listened intently. He wondered if his mind was playing tricks, conjuring familiar sounds from the void.

Then it came again. Sharper. Closer. A distinctive bark he would recognize anywhere.

“Shuck?” Eld called. “Shuck!”

He broke into a run, following the sound. Hope surged through him. If Shuck were here, perhaps others were too.

The barking grew louder as Eld approached an intersection where a billboard with a particularly ominous message had crashed onto the street— “Permanent Solutions—Your Problems are Permanent. So are We.” Ignoring his unease, he vaulted over the twisted metal frame and skidded around the corner.

There, in the middle of a fractured roadway, stood Shuck. The patchwork dog’s mismatched eyes glowed with joyful recognition as he spotted Eld. He barked again, tail wagging so vigorously that one of his back leg stitches threatened to come loose.

“Shuck!” Eld rushed forward, dropping to his knees and wrapping his arms around the reanimated canine. “How did you—never mind. I’m just glad you’re here.”

Shuck licked Eld’s face enthusiastically before turning back to what he’d been doing before Eld arrived. He tugged at something half-buried in the cracked asphalt—a rectangular object with cables snaking into the broken ground.

Eld leaned closer. The battered screen with its dented frame and cracked corners looked vaguely familiar. Digital numbers and letters raced across its surface in chaotic sequences. As he stared into the digital disorder, he felt drowsy, like it contained subliminal messages encouraging him to take a nap.

“Wait, is that—”

The screen stabilized, digital fuzz clearing to reveal a familiar face.

“About time you showed up,” Talbot’s disembodied head complained from the display. “I’ve been stuck here for hours while your dog tried to excavate me like some kind of archaeological treasure.”

“Talbot?” Eld stared at the monitor in disbelief. “What happened to your mech suit?”

“What didn’t happen to it?” Talbot lamented. “One minute I’m preparing to unleash mechanical fury on that daemon, the next minute—BOOM! —explosion, and suddenly I’m digital. The entire machine is gone, vaporized, kaput! Only the interface screen survived.” His pixelated face contorted dramatically. “First the box, now this. Of all times for my hardware to fail, I get stuck as a talking monitor! My brand synergy is in ruins!”

Shuck barked and resumed tugging at the cables.

“Easy there, Fido,” Talbot winced. “Those are my lifelines. Well, deathlines. Whatever connects my spectral essence to this technological abomination.”

Eld bent down to help, carefully working to free the tangled wires from where they had melted into the asphalt. “How are you even functioning without a power source?”

“Magic, my necromantic friend,” Talbot replied. “Literally. My ghostly energy is powering this thing. I think when Lea went supernova, my spirit got quantum-entangled with this screen. Physics and necromancy having an unholy love child.”

With a final tug, Shuck and Eld managed to free the monitor completely. A mess of wires trailed from its back like technological entrails, occasionally sparking.

“Can you move?” Eld asked, examining the screen.

In answer, the monitor rose several inches off the ground, hovering unsteadily. “Barely,” Talbot admitted. “It’s like learning to float all over again, except I’m dragging this ridiculous rectangle with me.”

“Better than being trapped in the pavement or in a spirit box,” Eld pointed out, rising to his feet.

“Marginally.” The screen wobbled as Talbot adjusted his spectral grip on it. “So. Underground city. Very noir. Very apocalyptic. Very demure. I give the ambiance eight out of ten tombstones.”

“All that matters is we survived.” Eld scratched Shuck behind the ears. “Three of us, at least.”

“Four, if we count my missing dignity,” Talbot quipped. After a moment, his expression grew more serious. “The others? Lea? Wolfgang? That banshee girl who’s always scowling at me? Lillian? Ligma?”

“Lilith. I’m not falling for that joke again.”

Talbot chuckled. “It was worth a shot. Brighten up this gloomy mood. But have you found anyone else?”

“I just got here myself,” Eld admitted. “I woke up in the Ethereal Elevator heading toward the Soul Severance Floor.”

“The what now?!”

“I’ll explain later. Right now, we need to find Lea.”

Talbot’s pixelated face raised an eyebrow. “Ah yes, the cosmic girlfriend who saved us. That giant daemon Eld...who had any idea it was lurking beneath Bathurst? Talk about choosing between death or exile. Think she’s around here somewhere?”

“If you’re here, she has to be,” Eld insisted. “If we all got scattered by the same blast, we can’t have landed too far apart, right?”

“I don’t think that blast obeyed the laws of physics, but I think it’s our only choice,” Talbot conceded.

Shuck suddenly barked, nose to the ground. He circled once, twice, then pointed his muzzle down a side street.

“What’s he doing?” Talbot asked.

“Tracking? I think?” Eld replied, watching intently. “He must have caught Lea’s scent.”

“Can you smell cosmic energy?” Talbot sounded skeptical.

“Shuck can. His sense of smell transcends normal physical boundaries. A side effect of being patched together from three different canine species from different realms.”

Shuck barked again, more insistently, and began trotting down the street.

“Looks like we’re following the leader,” Eld said, starting after Shuck.

“Brilliant,” Talbot sighed, his monitor bobbing along behind them. “A walking corpse, a ghost trapped in outdated technology, and a zombie dog. We’re like the setup to a particularly niche joke.”

“At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” Eld remarked as they ventured deeper into the underground city.

“Humor is all I have left,” Talbot replied. “That, and these surprisingly high-definition pixels. Do you think that when we find Lea, she could upgrade me to a smart TV? With streaming capabilities? I always wanted to be binge-worthy.”

Eld shook his head, but couldn’t suppress a smile.
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Chapter 40: Shuck, I’ve A Feeling We’re Not In Bathurst Anymore

Eld, Shuck, and the monitor-bound Talbot ventured deeper into the subterranean metropolis. The underground city stretched beyond what seemed possible, a maze of abandoned storefronts and crumbling infrastructure that defied rational explanation.

Street after street revealed neon signs still clinging to life after centuries of abandonment. A diner advertising, BEST COFFEE IN THE EIGHTH REALM, stood adjacent to a motel whose vacancy sign blinked erratically. Further down, the remnants of arcane technomancy shops displayed dusty products behind shattered windows.

“Charming place,” Talbot remarked from his screen, his face occasionally breaking into static. “All the ambiance of apocalyptic decay with none of the fresh air.”

“Are we even in the Underworld anymore?” Eld asked. “Where is this Eighth Realm?”

“Who knows how far the blast went?” Talbot said. “Could be everything is jumbled up. But besides, the Underworld is a very broad term. There’s plenty of realms and dimensions down here I’ve never been to.”

Eld shrugged. “Yeah. I suppose there’s a lot of continents Topside too, especially after the Old One’s Wars split them up.” He thought he heard something as they carefully stepped around a collapsed vendor stall. “Stay alert. We may not be alone here.”

As if to confirm his suspicion, something skittered across their path. A rat the size of a small dog, its fur embedded with glowing quills. It paused, red eyes studying them before it disappeared into a drainage grate.

“Did you see those quills?” Eld pointed to where the creature had vanished. “It seems like some kind of mutant.”

“Hard to miss,” Talbot replied. “Not exactly standard pest control tagging.”

Above them, a murder of crows the size of buzzards perched along a broken power line. When one took flight, its wings seemed to bend reality around them, leaving momentary tears in the air that sealed themselves seconds later.

“These changes aren’t natural evolution or even standard magical corruption,” Eld observed, watching as another crow’s feathers seemed to shift between states of matter.

“Lea?” Talbot asked.

Eld nodded. “When she’s scared, her energy warps everything around her. I bet she’s terrified after what happened at the school. Let’s get going. She’ll be really happy when she finds out we’re alright. I gather the closer we get, the more pronounced the effects will be.”

Shuck trotted ahead, occasionally stopping to sniff the air. His reanimated body appeared unaffected by the strange energies permeating the space, perhaps protected by the necromantic spells binding him together.

“I hope when we find her, she can help me get back to normal,” Talbot said, his monitor tilting slightly as he struggled to maintain his grip. “This screen existence is torture. Do you have any idea how limiting 1080p resolution is? I can’t even render my full magnificence.”

“At least you’re alive,” Eld reminded him. “Or as alive as you ever were.”

“A ghost trapped in outdated technology is barely existence,” Talbot grumbled. “I had plans for that mech suit. Upgrades. Weaponry. A cup holder.”

“A cup holder?”

“With so much madness going on, I need to be amped up on Prophecy Coffee at all times. I just hope that machine is still around when we get back. And I hate the thought of that daemon using my favorite mug.”

Eld managed a small smile despite his lingering anxiety. “You know what, Talbot? All this talk about the future is giving me hope we have a future. Keep going.”

Their path led them through a plaza where a statue loomed in the center—a robed figure, one arm raised toward the cavern ceiling. The statue’s face had eroded, leaving only a smooth blank surface. Water pooled at its base, creating a reflecting pool that somehow showed a night sky that didn’t exist.

“This place gets weirder by the minute,” Talbot observed as they skirted the plaza.

“I think that’s a good sign, all things considered,” Eld replied. He studied the stars, hoping for some reflection or clue in the constellations, but then Shuck suddenly froze, his nose pointed due east. He barked twice—sharp, urgent sounds.

He sounded worried, almost hostile. Without waiting for them, he bounded off.

“He’s got something,” Eld said, hurrying to catch up with the reanimated dog. Talbot whizzed behind them, groaning about the weight of his screen. Under normal circumstances, Eld would have ducked back to grab him, but something felt wrong.

They turned down a narrow street where the buildings leaned inward, creating a metal tunnel high above them.

Here, the distortions became truly abnormal. The asphalt became some kind of non-Newtonian fluid, water that somehow remained solid underfoot regardless of the pressure they put on it. Debris hovered inches above the ground, suspended as if gravity had partially given up.

Eld moved around a crackling fire hydrant that phased between solid metal and translucent energy. “I think we’re getting close.”

The distortions got stronger with each block. Street signs twisted into Mobius strips of metal. Windows reflected impossible scenes of the city, depicting it as the hustling and bustling metropolis it might have once been, populated by a bizarre mix of humans, nightkin, and aliens with gray skin and oversized heads. Partial illusions appeared in doorways, mysterious silhouettes that vanished as soon as they approached.

“Physics, causality, realm stability. They’re all breaking down,” Eld replied, watching a raindrop fall upward into the ceiling. “Classic signs of uncontrolled cosmic energy. I think.”

“Less science, more finding Lea,” Talbot groaned from behind them. “Number one, I need to get out of this screen. Number two, I’m worried her magic is going to consider me an object and twist me up like everything else.”

They arrived at an intersection where four roads met in a perfect cross. At its center, reality itself folded and unfolded like origami, creating momentary glimpses into other places. A forest of crystalline trees, an ocean of silver liquid, and a desert where the sand flowed like water.

Shuck growled, his attention fixed on something above them. A shapeless shadow drifted across the buildings, larger than it should have been given the available light sources. It moved with purpose, circling the intersection like a predator.

The creature felt different, hostile, just like the one that had attacked them back in the apartment.

“What is that?” Talbot’s screen dimmed slightly as if trying to hide.

The shadow paused directly overhead, seeming to notice them for the first time. It stretched, contracted, then dove toward them.

Shuck stood his ground beside Eld, hackles raised as he bared his teeth at the approaching darkness. Talbot’s screen buzzed, his face dissolving into artifacting pixels before resolving again.

The shadow spiraled around them, creating a vortex of pure void energy. Within it, stars and galaxies grew and died in microseconds. The temperature plummeted, then soared, then vanished entirely as normal atmospheric rules ceased to apply.

“Back off!” Eld roared, summoning courage he wasn’t sure what he had.

The shadow spun, reality continuing to warp around them. For a moment, Eld feared the worst, that it would come to a fight. His fingers twirled, preparing a spell to empower Shuck, but then the darkness fled.

The shadow dissipated as quickly as it had appeared, leaving behind a trail of cosmic residue that pointed like an arrow down a narrow side street. Eld exchanged a glance with Shuck, who whined before padding forward, his nose low to the ground.

“Something’s not right.” Eld set after Shuck.

“Maybe Lea’s getting her powers under control?” Talbot’s screen wobbled as he floated alongside them.

“Or something else is controlling her,” Eld replied. “She wouldn’t hurt people. I know she wouldn’t. It’s just like the shadow from before...maybe another piece of her. Maybe even the heart.”

They hurried towards an intersection where a department store had once occupied an entire block. Its windows were intact but dark, mannequins still posed in decades-old fashions behind the glass. A faint lavender light emanated from behind the building.

Shuck froze, growling deep in his throat. The haphazard stitching along his spine bristled as he crouched into a defensive position.

“What is it, boy?” Eld asked, though he already knew the answer.

Something waited for them just around the corner, but before they could move, the clicking of tiny feet approached. Franky came careening around the corner.

“Thank the gods! Franky! You’re alive!” Eld let out a sigh of relief.

“Eld! Just the necromancer I was looking for!” Franky scurried up Eld’s leg and into his coat pocket. He peeked out of the pocket, antenna twitching. “Glad to be back…But I don’t think you're gonna like what you find down that street. Miss Lea…she’s…well, you’re just gonna have to see for yourself.”

Taking a deep breath, Eld steeled himself and moved forward. The moment he rounded the edge of the building, the world seemed to contract around him, cosmic magic prickling against his skin.

In the middle of what had once been a loading dock stood Lea. Her eyes were vacant, unfocused, her expression dazed as she stared at nothing. The galaxies that usually swirled within her irises appeared sluggish, dimmed by some unknown influence.

She stared at them, not even a flicker of recognition in her eyes.

A tall, skeletal being stood beside her, one arm draped across her shoulders in a gesture that was both protective and possessive. The contact point between them puckered with dark energy that flowed from the figure into Lea’s body like ink in water.

Eld’s breath caught in his throat as he recognized the elaborate, jewel-encrusted eye sockets that gleamed from the skull-like face.

Cloudehill.

But not Cloudehill as Eld had known him.

His brother’s body was wrapped in what first appeared to be luxurious furs that shifted and moved of their own accord—spectral tentacles disguised as high fashion. Beneath this ostentatious display, viscous darkness flowed like muscle, granting the normally awkward skeleton a predatory grace he’d never possessed before.

“Cloudehill?” Eld whispered, too shocked to maintain caution.

The being turned, regarding Eld with an expression that had the same haughty disdain Cloudehill typically wore, yet amplified by something ancient and malevolent. The jewels set in his eye sockets had turned black, galaxies swirling within them. A twisted mirror of Lea’s cosmic gaze.

“Oh, there you are, the meddling necromancer,” the possessed Cloudehill sneered. His words carried dual tones. Cloudehill’s pompous whine layered beneath something deeper, something older, as though spoken from the bottom of an oceanic trench.

Shuck snarled, advancing a step before Eld placed a restraining hand on his back.

“What have you done to her?” Eld demanded.

“Done to her?” Cloudehill laughed. “I’ve merely reminded her of what she once was. Of whom she once loved.” His grip on Lea’s shoulder tightened, tentacles curling firmly around her. “She belonged to far greater powers than a mere mortal like you.”

Lea’s brow furrowed slightly, as though struggling to process his words. Recognition flickered in her eyes when she looked at Eld, but it was clouded, uncertain. As if she were viewing him through murky water.

“You?” she murmured, thin and distant. “I know you, don’t I?”

“Yes,” Eld took a cautious step forward. “I’m Eld. We’re, um...we went to Necropromicon together. We—”

“Necropromicon,” Cloudehill scoffed, interrupting Eld. “A childish event. How utterly insignificant compared to the cosmic bond we once shared.”

Eld’s hands clenched into fists, protective anger sweeping through him.

In those words, he recognized who this was. It was someone who had hurt her badly before, and now, seeing her manipulated by whatever entity had possessed his brother ignited something primal within him.

“Rafflesia.”

The entity’s demented grin cracked the bones of Cloudehill’s skull. “It’s good to know my fame precedes me.”

“Let her go,” Eld demanded, taking another step forward.

Cloudehill’s jeweled eye sockets flared. With a dismissive flick of his wrist, a wave of dark energy erupted from his skeleton, striking Eld squarely in the chest and sending him skidding backward across the pavement.

“Stay back, plebeian,” Cloudehill warned, the tentacles beneath his furs writhing with anticipation. “You’re out of your depth. As always.”

Eld pushed himself up, ignoring the burning sensation across his sternum where the energy had struck. “Cloudehill, whatever’s happened to you, whatever’s controlling you—fight it. This isn’t you.”

“Technically accurate,” Talbot said from the monitor as he hovered nervously behind Eld. “That is definitely not the Cloudehill we know. Unless your brother downloaded a few more personality problems since the last time I saw him.”

Rafflesia’s attention shifted to the floating screen, his expression one of amused contempt. “A ghost trapped in technology. How appropriate. The perfect metaphor for mortality’s futile grasping at relevance.”

“I preferred being insulted by the regular Cloudehill,” Talbot muttered. “At least his insults didn’t make me question my existence.”

Cloudehill returned his gaze to Eld. “She betrayed me, you know. Azalea. She chose your miserable company over the glory I offered her.” His free hand stroked Lea’s cheek with false tenderness. “But I’m forgiving. I’ll welcome her back into the fold, restore her to her rightful place among the cosmos.”

Lea’s expression remained conflicted. “I don’t…remember…” she whispered.

“You will,” Cloudehill assured her. “Once we’ve dealt with this distraction.”

The tentacles beneath his furs expanded, flowing outward to encircle both him and Lea in a protective barrier of writhing darkness. The air around them crackled with malevolence, reality itself bending to accommodate him, his power so similar to Lea’s own.

Eld glanced at Shuck, who stood ready to attack, then at Talbot’s screen. Neither would be much help against the power radiating from his possessed brother. This was not the bumbling, incompetent Cloudehill he’d grown up with. This was something far more dangerous, an ancient malevolence with access to cosmic understanding.

“I won’t let you take her,” Eld declared, drawing on what little necromantic energy he could muster in his weakened state.

Cloudehill’s jeweled sockets blazed with black fire. “You have no say in the matter. She was mine long before she was yours.” The darkness around him swirled faster, tendrils lashing out like whips. “And what Azalea and I once shared transcends your pitiful mortal conception of love.”

The underground city seemed to respond to the confrontation, the buildings around them creaking as reality strained under the pressure of cosmic forces.

Eld stood his ground, uncertain how to fight an entity capable of possessing a lich and controlling cosmic power, but unwilling to abandon Lea to whatever fate this Great Old One had planned for her.

Cloudehill loomed before him, power and pomposity united in the worst possible way.

But then, Lea’s eyes met Eld’s, a momentary spark of recognition fighting through the haze of confusion.

And in that spark lay everything.

Hope, fear, and the fate of bonds that transcended even death itself.
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Chapter 41: Love, Death, and Other Awkward Life Circumstances

Dark energy tentacles flowed from beneath Cloudehill’s osseous body as if an infestation was passing between them.

He was touching her, just like Eld had, only without the build-up, without all the work they’d put in forging their old bond anew. A forcefield existed around Lea’s body, flickering, keeping out everyone but him. Every so often, her violet eyes would flare, but it didn’t matter.

The cosmic barrier that had once sent Eld hurtling through walls didn’t matter at all to this stranger.

“How…how is he strong enough to hold her?” Eld whispered, the words escaping before he could stop them.

The creature turned toward him, wearing Cloudehill’s bones like a suit.

“How delightful that you could join our reunion,” the skeleton drawled, carrying only the faintest echo of Cloudehill’s nasal whine.

“Reunion?” Eld’s eyes darted to Lea, searching for answers.

She met his gaze. “Eld. This is…he says we knew each other. Before.”

“Indeed.” Cloudehill’s jaw shifted and rearranged into what might have been a smile. “Allow me to introduce myself properly. I am Raffanar Va’Shathar, Lord of the Seventh Void and Keeper of Starless Nights.” He pulled Lea closer, tentacles tightening around her.

It was him. The cosmic entity that had hurt Lea. But why was Lea with him right now? Was it just because of the heart? Or was there really something more?

Something flickered in her. “Beloved is a strong word,” Lea murmured. She attempted to create space between herself and Raff.

Raff chuckled. “Always so modest, my dear. The eons we spent traversing the cosmic void together were nothing if not intimate.” He turned his attention back to Eld. “Your little mortal friend here has been keeping you entertained during your convalescence. How quaint.”

The relief Eld felt at finding Lea alive curdled into hatred as he watched Raff’s possessive display. Every time Lea tried to move toward Eld, Raff would smoothly reposition, pulling her back against his side.

Something was wrong here. Very wrong.

“She’s not your anything.” Eld took a step forward. “And her name is Lea now.”

“A temporary designation for a temporary state,” Raff dismissed with a lazy wave of his free hand. “Azalea will reclaim her true name along with her true nature. Won’t you, starlight?”

Lea winced at the pet name, glancing toward Eld with a silent plea. “I…this feels…wrong. I think…I’m missing something,” she said slowly. “There are gaps forming.”

Eld’s eyes widened. This was why Lea had paused, why Lea hadn’t just obliterated him from the start. Her memories were being wiped again with Rafflesia around.

It was too much for Eld to deal with.

He raised his arm, his fingers clawed like talons as he sketched out his magic in the air. Burning with rage, he sketched out chains, knives, cannons, bonfires, calling forth all of his rage and killing intent, all of his lessons from the Nocturnal Combat Club.

Nothing happened.

His magic had abandoned him—not even the faintest green spark remained. It was like it had been dampened somehow; it was completely unable to show itself before their power.

“I shall help you fill those gaps,” Rafflesia patted her on her head, before turning to glare at Eld with obvious mockery and disdain. As far as Eld could tell, the creature possessing Cloudehill hadn’t even noticed his attempt to cast a spell. “Look at me, necromancer.” He said the word as if it were a slur. “See how I can hold her, see how I’m meant to be with her. With you…Didn’t it always feel like you were lagging behind? Like you were struggling just to stand on the same stage as we gods? I mean…can you even cast a spell in our presence?”

Eld remained silent, too proud to admit the truth. For some reason, Rafflesia’s words seemed to hang heavy in the air. They echoed around Eld’s mind, his taunts haunting him like a ghost.

“Such a shame,” Rafflesia smirked. “To be so close to divinity, yet forever separated by her power.”

Eld’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. Every interaction with Lea flashed through his mind.

“Our connection doesn’t require physical contact,” Eld said, forcing confidence.

“How convenient for you,” Raff replied with mock sympathy, frowning. “And how utterly inadequate for her.”

As he spoke, something gleamed at Raff’s throat. A pendant of some kind, hanging from a chain of what appeared to be solidified starlight. It emitted a faint purple glow that matched the color of Lea’s eyes.

Eld’s eyes widened as he realized what it was.

The heart.

“If that’s the case, try touching her without that thing around your neck,” Eld said.

As he spoke, Lea’s eyes turned to stare at the pendant as well. “What is that?” she asked. It seemed like she was slowly being roused.

Rafflesia’s jaw clenched as he moved to cover it. “It’s a token of our bond. You gave it to me years ago.” But his hasty motion caused the pendant to swing, and each time it drew closer to Lea, her cosmic aura expanded slightly, reaching toward it as if recognizing a lost part of itself.

“I didn’t give that to anyone,” Lea said, growing stronger as she focused on the fragment. “That’s…that’s part of me. Part of what kept me sane when my powers were at their height.”

“Of course it is, dear,” Raff cooed. “And I’ve kept it safe all these millennia, waiting for your return. Without it, you’d be unstable, dangerous. A goddess without an anchor. And I’ll be happy to give it to you again, once we leave these…lesser beings. They could not bear to see your true glory.”

Shuck growled, moving between Eld and Raff. The reanimated dog’s eyes never left the man, muscles tensed for action.

“I see you keep pets, Azalea,” Raff observed with distaste. “Some habits transcend incarnations, I suppose.”

“Friends,” Lea said firmly. “They’re our friends.”

“A distinction without difference,” Raff said, though his tone had hardened slightly at her correction. “Come, Azalea. We have much to discuss, and your friends are clearly overwhelmed by our presence.”

But as he tried to guide her away, something small and fast darted from the shadow.

“Enemy identified, boss,” Franky chirped.

Franky, scuttling across the ground with chitinous legs clicking against concrete. The centipede reached Rafflesia’s foot and, without hesitation, climbed upward.

Rafflesia glanced down, momentarily startled by the tiny creature ascending his leg. “What—”

Franky let out an angry, high-pitched squeak and bit down on one of the being’s cosmic tentacles. At the same moment, Shuck lunged forward, teeth bared as he aimed for Raff’s ankles.

“Get him, Franky!” Talbot cheered, wires slithering. “Show that overdressed skeleton what happens when you mess with our friends! And you know what? Mess up Cloudehill a bit too…I’m still mad about that box!”

Raff’s surprise changed instantly to cold fury. With a swift gesture, he sent a wave of telekinetic force through the air. The invisible blades caught Shuck mid-leap, flinging the reanimated dog backward with a pained yelp. Franky was dislodged, torn from his perch, and flung against a nearby wall so hard that several of his legs snapped.

“Is this the army you’ve assembled?” Rafflesia sneered at Eld. “A broken ghost, a mangy dog, and an insect? You should be embarrassed.” ‘

He raised his hand, magic coalescing around his fingers in preparation for a devastating spell.

“Stop!” Lea stepped between them, her cosmic eyes blazing with sudden fury. She thrust both hands forward, channeling a blast of void directly at Raff.

The magic surged from her palms, but instead of striking Raff, it curved around him, drawn to the heart hanging at his throat. The talisman absorbed the blast completely, leaving Raff untouched and smirking.

“You see?” he said, gesturing to the now-glowing fragment. “You cannot harm me, little starlight. Even your power recognizes our bond. And now, one little redirection and your friends will be left where they belong, in the dustbin of history.”

He grabbed the amulet, turning it towards Eld and Talbot, brushing Lea aside as she screamed.

But then, for a split second, Rafflesia’s entire appearance seemed to glitch just like Talbot’s screen. The purple tendrils froze, briefly vanishing and receding. Cloudehill’s body slumped, going from a confident pose to his unusual slouch. The skull’s sneer vanished, replaced by an expression of confusion and terror.

Cloudehill trembled, his voice barely calling out a plea. “Eld! Help me!”

“Cloudehill, fight him!” Eld yelled back. “Come on! Why are you just letting this guy control you? How in the hells did you get into this mess?”

He was irritated beyond belief. He had no idea how Cloudehill had gotten himself into this situation, but the results were disastrous as always. Like usual, his idiot brother was just causing problems for no reason.

But as Eld yelled, he saw Cloudehill’s remaining vigor disappear, like he’d lost the will to fight for his own body. The trembling bones grew still, and the remnant Eld recognized seemed to recede within, vanishing.

Moments later, Cloudehill’s back straightened and purple tendrils flared out.

“Ah. That idiot wasn’t even able to do the possession ritual properly. Figures. Now, where was I…” He grabbed the glowing heart and turned it upon Eld, trying to fire it, but Lea created a barrier, redirecting the energy away, causing it to trail around the city in sizzling arcs.

Though Lea couldn’t attack Rafflesia, she could still fight to stop him.

“No,” she murmured, her voice still weak and foggy. But then she repeated herself again. “I said no!”

Rafflesia grabbed the heart, his voice simpering and saccharine. The clay object glowed brightly in his hands. “My sweet…what lies have they told you? What have they done to your mind?”

But by now, Lea had shrugged off the magical control. “No! I said no! Get away from me! Get away from us! I know what you are!”

The furious rejection would have made Lilith proud.

Rafflesia paused for a moment, judging her, and then Cloudehill’s face warped, twisted into an expression of utterly feral rage. “Okay. So you know. What does that matter?”

He turned the heart upon Lea, and purple light flared, her own magic used against her.

Just barely, Lea was able to dodge it, twisting to the side.

The two flew high into the sky, furiously dueling. Rafflesia recklessly used Cloudehill’s body, treating him as little more than a puppet as he viciously attacked Lea with his spells, absorbing everything that she tried to send back at him.

Even worse, Eld saw that Lea was still tired, far from her full strength. Her spells weren’t working, but she had already used her magic to its full strength against the daemon rising in Bathurst. She was exhausted, and if something didn’t change, Rafflesia would break through, maybe even seize her by force.

And he was stuck watching it all from the ground, with no magic and no way to fly. He could only use his voice, only call out, only somehow hope that Cloudehill could break free of Rafflesia’s control.

“Um…I, uh…” Eld didn’t even know what to say. The truth was that he didn’t know Cloudehill very well, in large part because his father had worked so hard to separate them. “Um. You know what, Cloudehill? You’re a better necromancer than me!” Eld shouted. “You should be the heir! Father was wrong to ever trust me!”

Nothing.

The battle continued whirling above them, even though Eld thought he had said what Cloudehill wanted to hear. His mind scrambled, desperately trying to think of something else to say, something that might jerk his brother out of this mess, but it all came up blank. All Cloudehill ever talked to Eld about was his necromantic superiority, how he was a lich.

“I…um…I’m sorry, Cloudehill. I don’t know what to say. I…”

As he stared at his brother’s twisting body, Eld realized that he was genuinely sorry. He wasn’t just saying stuff to help Lea. He didn’t want anyone to suffer under Rafflesia’s control, and despite everything Cloudehill had done to Eld, he felt sorry for him.

For a brief moment, Rafflesia faded away again, giving Lea the briefest of reprieves. But it was only a flicker before he returned, cackling. “It won’t work,” Rafflesia chuckled. “His mind is weak. He’s lonely. My perfect prey.”

But through his boast, Eld realized what he had to do.

He’d always thought of Cloudehill as malicious—a threat and a brute. But there was something that distinguished him from Mortimer Vex or Erik the Drowned. Cloudehill had wanted fame and power, but only as a tool to gain his father’s approval. What Cloudehill really wanted was someone to do stuff with—even if that stuff was sometimes evil.

“I’m sorry, Cloudehill. I’m sorry I always just saw you as competition, as nothing more than an obstacle to the Familial Tome, to being heir.”

At that, Cloudehill froze again, and his body seemed to contort, seriously battling with Rafflesia now.

“You fool!” Rafflesia cried. “If you take over…you can’t fly!”

But common sense had never been Cloudehill’s strong suit. If anything, that remark only seemed to make him fight harder.

Franky walked up, the battered centipede favoring his undamaged legs. “Boss. Allow me to amplify your voice.” Microphone attachments burst from his body.

“I’m sorry for letting our Father come between us, Cloudehill. Aunt Arienne was right.”

The tendrils disappeared, and Cloudehill let out a cry of fear, first staring at Lea, who was about to strike, and then at the ground, which he rapidly plummeted towards. He furiously flapped his hands to absolutely no avail.

“Eld! Help!”

Eld felt a spark between his fingers. His magic had returned to him. He furiously sketched with his hands, hastily creating wings that sprouted behind Cloudehill’s shoulder blades. It was some of Eld’s finest spell work, the sheer speed of his dancing fingers something even Orlando could have been proud of.

Unfortunately, Cloudehill didn’t think to use those wings.

He crashed to the ground, hard.

Thankfully, Eld’s brother had always been far superior when it came to physical toughness.

He groaned, his onyx eyes spinning, but managed to pick himself up.

“Cloudehill!” Eld exclaimed. “You’re alright!” He was genuinely relieved.

“Eld! I…uh…Father! He was horrible! Made me a servant! Mother left father! I was alone! Rafflesia talked to me! But he used me!” Cloudehill kind of blubbered on and on, speaking in such fragmented sentences that Eld could hardly put the whole thing together.

He resisted the unfair urge to call Cloudehill an idiot for listening to his Father and Rafflesia. Honestly, they’d both probably treated him better than Eld had. Maybe if he’d listened to his mother and Aunt Arienne from the start, they wouldn’t have been in this mess to begin with.

“It’s alright, bro,” Eld said. The word sounded strange coming out of his lips. He’d never actually earnestly called Cloudehill his bro before. “We’re together now. We’ll get through this.”

Cloudehill groaned, grabbing his skull. “He’s here,” he said. “In my head. Threatening me to let him out…and he says he’ll find a way to get out soon. That’s not normal, right? The mean voices in your head?”

“No, definitely not,” Eld frowned. Cloudehill might have gotten in control, but their problems with Rafflesia were far from over. “We’ll have to figure out how to get rid of him for good.” He tilted his head to the side, examining Cloudehill’s body. Since there was no flesh or organs to speak of, it was easy to do a quick diagnosis. “Physically, are you alright? Do you need healing or anything? Doesn’t seem like you have any broken bones.”

“Yeah. I’m alright.”

“Let me help the pets out then,” Eld said.

He knelt beside Franky, giving him a few extra gentle rubs for the help with the microphone. Several legs had snapped from the impact, and his exoskeleton showed fractures. Nearby, Shuck whimpered, the dog’s stitches torn along his flank where the telekinetic blast had struck. His mending would hold, but he would need proper stitching soon.

Supplies. Food. Allies. There were a lot of things they needed, out in the open like this.

But that was a problem for later.

“Can you walk, boy?” Eld gently stroked the dog’s head. Shuck responded with a weak wag of his tail.

Talbot’s monitor buzzed with intermittent static, the screen cracked from where it had been struck during Raff’s attack.

“Reception’s terrible down here,” Talbot quipped, distorted. “Did anyone catch the license plate of that skeletal juggernaut that ran us over?”

Cloudehill winced, looking genuinely abashed. “Uh. Yeah. Sorry about that. And, um, sorry for locking you in the box. I, uh, that wasn’t my idea.”

“Speaking of which,” Eld said. “Hand over that talisman if you will.”

Cloudehill removed the heart from his neck, handing it over to Eld. The simple piece of clay was shaped like the heart symbol rather than an actual heart. Eld supposed that for a divine being of pure energy, the idea mattered more than the reality.

For a bizarre moment, Eld considered holding onto it, using its power to stand as an equal to Lea, but the idea was as selfish and ridiculous as it sounded. He handed it to her, and she took it. Her hands glowed, and like the eyes and the arms, they seemed to sink into her body, vanishing yet increasing her strength.

Eld felt her power flare, saw her stand up straighter.

Her eyes twinkled as her memories returned to her.

“I feel whole again,” she said. “Or, well, mostly whole. That was the most important one, but there are still many missing parts. We’ll have to find them.” She stared off into the distance, her eyes filled with resolve. “Once I’ve gotten all my power back, we’ll be able to stand against the daemon, Eld. We’ll be able to take back Bathurst.”

“We got this far,” Eld said. “Even without Bathurst…we still have us. We still have our trust.”

His hand took hers, and their fingers entwined.

“Wait. What about me?” Talbot asked.

“And me?” Cloudehill asked.

Shuck and Franky also indignantly spoke up, barking and chittering.

“Alright. Well, that’s true. We also have Talbot stuck in a screen and Cloudehill, who is possessed by your evil ex-boyfriend. Plus half of the pets. Well, first things first, we'd better get the whole gang back together. Let’s figure out where Spinderella-Hemlock and Bart have gone.”

And so, they set off, venturing deeper into the Underworld.
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