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Chapter 1 Master of Space
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"It really does look quite eerie. I wouldn't be the least bit surprised if we walked in and encountered a dozen ghosts waiting to greet us."

Jonathon gazed at the building before him and couldn't help but complain. This house, which by its scale might well be called a small castle, appeared to be several hundred years old. Its design still faintly hinted at former grandeur, but that was all in the past now. Currently it resembled a silent tomb, dilapidated and utterly devoid of life. Withered vines crawled across the walls, and when Jonathon touched one with his hand, a dried branch snapped with a sharp crack and fell onto the snowy ground.

Riley glanced at him: "Stop complaining. You've seen far more eerie houses than this."

"Though that's true, you can't deny me the right to complain." Jonathon kicked at the base of the wall with his shoe tip, scattering a trail of snow, "Today is Christmas Eve, and yet here we are forced to work in this place! Think about it! Christmas Eve! Everyone else is in warm houses, sitting before tables laden with delicacies, surrounded by family. But look at us. No wine, no food, no parties. Only this eerie house!"

"And the gun in your hand," Riley said without the slightest note of comfort, "If you ask me, instead of complaining about this and that, you'd do better to finish this job quickly and then start your long overdue vacation."

"I hope Morgan keeps her word this time. She's been saying she'd give us time off for a month now, but we're still working. She's absolutely a damned bloodsucker!"

Riley said, utterly expressionless: "She is a bloodsucker."

"Ah, quite literally. How wonderful," Jonathon said. "I've been wondering whether her insistence on not letting me have today off is because she doesn't need Christmas at all."

"Who knows. Can you shut up now?"

"All right, all right." Jonathon raised his hands. "I'll do whatever you say, darling."

Riley kicked Jonathon squarely in the back of the knee. Jonathon cried out and nearly collapsed into the snow. Riley looked at him with mock pity, let out a cold laugh, and then turned and walked directly toward the main entrance.

"Your temper is as bad as ever. We've been partners for half a year now. Can't you be a bit gentler with me?" Jonathon rubbed the back of his knee, muttering complaints as he followed.

"You can ask Morgan, 'Why can't Riley be gentler with me?' I swear she'll treat it as a joke and laugh at you nonstop for a week straight," Riley pushed at the door, but the heavy door didn't budge. He raised his gun without hesitation, shot directly at the lock, and then kicked the door open.

"Cool." Jonathon whistled.

Riley was of French English descent, with shoulder length curly brown hair and a handsome face that seemed refined. If one judged by appearance alone, no one would guess his methods were so rough.

When Jonathon first joined Crimson Silver, Morgan had grabbed his hand with great enthusiasm and sighed, "Thank goodness! Finally another one! Riley has a partner again!" She then told him about Riley's various exploits, such as how he had gone through eleven partners in two years, and no one could tolerate him for more than three months.

After Morgan had given him sufficient psychological preparation, what finally appeared before Jonathon's eyes was this: a man with his shirt buttoned to the very top, curly hair carelessly draped at the back of his head, and a cup of black tea in hand, looking absolutely elegant.

According to Morgan's account, Jonathon's expression at that moment was as ridiculous as if he had seen an alien. He pointed uncertainly at Riley, then looked at Morgan, and finally asked with great hesitation: "Is there some mistake here?"

However, Riley's first words confirmed what Morgan had said: "What sort of joke is this, Morgan? Even if I need a partner, it certainly wouldn't be this dopey looking boy. Look at him, wearing that stupid half asleep expression."

His voice was low and magnetic, carrying a slight French accent, speaking sarcastic words in a tone as courteous as that of a nobleman.

Jonathon's expression froze for a few seconds.

To be honest, Jonathon actually did not look foolish at all—no one had ever described him as "looking like an idiot" before! His hair was pure gold, and if people often used the metaphor of flowing flecks of gold to describe blonde hair, then it must be referring to his particular shade of gold. His golden hair was cut quite short, standing somewhat messily on his head. He wore a black fitted sleeveless top that exposed his powerfully defined arms. Altogether he appeared sunny, sharp, and handsome—yet someone had called him "a complete fool"!

This had somewhat wounded his pride.

However, that was merely the beginning of the assault. Ever since teaming up with Riley, he had frequently been on the receiving end of blows from this partner—whether physical or emotional.

At the time, no one held any expectations for the prospects of this pair, yet Jonathon persisted for half a year with his extraordinary determination and unexpectedly good temperament—though Morgan felt this sentence should perhaps be revised to: Jonathon persisted for half a year with his extraordinary vitality and unexpectedly thick skin. 

On this level, Riley actually held some respect for him.

They walked into the house.

Although some light reflected from the snow outside still penetrated the darkness, the interior was quite dim. Riley pulled out a glow stick from his backpack, bent it, and then swung it to brightness.

The surroundings were empty, with nothing but dilapidated furniture, dust, and cobwebs.

The two of them gripped their guns tightly, moving forward with extreme caution. Broken stones crunched beneath their feet from time to time, somewhat uncomfortable.

"Do you hear anything?" Jonathon asked in a low voice.

Riley stopped and listened carefully for a moment. But his ears only caught the sound of wind passing through the corridor or rushing in from the windows: "No."

"I think I heard something..." Jonathon looked around, "This way."

Riley followed him without any doubt.

Although he had never spoken any compliments about Jonathon to his face, after half a year of collaboration, he had come to understand Jonathon to a certain degree. Although Jonathon usually appeared carefree and thick-skinned, once it came to work, he was sharp and reliable.

They passed through a corridor, and the damp air carried a choking smell.

At the end of the corridor was a door, with a sliver of light leaking through the crack. Riley and Jonathon exchanged a glance and slowly pushed the door open.

Light poured out, accompanied by melodious music.

That single door seemed to divide two completely different worlds, one side silent and decayed, while the other side was lively and brilliant.

—It was a masquerade ball. In a lavishly decorated hall, a small orchestra was performing. Everyone wore clothing from centuries past, and the young ladies' elaborate and ornate skirts spun out one beautiful circle after another.

The two of them observed it all with composure.

"What do you think it is?" Riley asked.

"The tricks of some hundred year old ghost." Jonathon appeared quite excited, constantly examining everything around him; Riley felt that any moment he would drop his gun and run off to dance with the crowd, "Or perhaps it is the house's own memory."

They walked into the great hall, and the door gently closed behind them without making a sound.

Riley put away his glow stick. They still held their guns firmly in their hands, and no one around them noticed these two strangely dressed men, as if they did not exist at all.

"At least it is not a space time rift." Riley said. He slowly swept his gaze across the room, carefully observing each person—if this was a scene created by some ghost, then it would certainly be able to sense them.

After several dozen seconds passed, his gaze suddenly met that of someone.

The man stood quietly in the corner of the wall, dressed like a butler, without a mask. He stood there with a certain mocking smile, watching the two intruders calmly.

Riley suddenly pointed the gun at him and pulled the trigger.

The bullet pierced through the man's forehead. But in just an instant, the wound on his forehead vanished without a trace. People were still reveling around them, no one had noticed this scene at all, as if nothing had ever happened. Yet the faint smell of gunpowder lingered in the air.

Jonathon cried out: "What are you doing? This is a space he created, he is just an illusion! It is pointless to shoot at it."

"I know." Riley shrugged and put the gun away. "I just thought he was smiling in an irritating way, and I would feel unsatisfied if I didn't shoot at him."

Jonathon's expression became awkward.

Riley hooked the corner of his mouth provokatively, for he enjoyed seeing others helpless against him. He straightened his body and spoke: "Area restriction—the entire room."

"Hey, wait!" Jonathon grabbed him by the arm. "Are you planning to resort to force right from the start?"

Riley looked at him with an expression that said "so what": "It is faster that way. I hate going about things in a roundabout manner."

"Alright... do as you like." Jonathon withdrew his hand.

He knew what Riley was about to do. Energy fields generated by ghosts are mostly related to electrical charges, and Riley was extremely skilled at manipulating them. He could designate a spatial area, weaken the connections between electrons and nuclei within that space, then separate and manipulate their flow to create the electrical field he desired—this was highly effective in countering a ghost's tricks.

The air around Riley began to undergo a transformation. Minute electrical sparks flickered in the air, accompanied by faint crackling sounds. This transformation gradually expanded throughout the entire room, with bright electrical arcs appearing in scattered locations.

The surrounding scenery began to distort. People continued to dance, but their figures started to flicker in and out of view. In some places within the bright and orderly hall, the illusion had already been stripped away, revealing the true dilapidated and murky reality beneath.

Jonathon carefully positioned himself five meters away from Riley, with no unusual phenomena occurring in his immediate surroundings.

When Morgan initially and firmly demanded that they team up, one of the reasons was that Jonathon's abilities were highly compatible with Riley's. Jonathon could adjust the density of air, and when Riley went wild discharging electricity like an electric eel—only the fearless Miss Morgan would dare make such an assessment—Jonathon could establish a vacuum zone around himself, thereby ensuring his own safety.

The main reason Riley had never requested to dissolve their partnership was also because of this.

Previously, whenever he designated a space, he always had to divide his attention to create a safe zone where his partner was located, which greatly increased his workload. But this problem did not exist with Jonathon, which made Riley extremely satisfied.

In fact, Jonathon's advantages went far beyond this. Before joining Crimson Silver, he had been a criminal investigator, highly skilled in both weapons and hand to hand combat. In actual operations, he would be an extremely ideal assistant—though these qualities held little appeal for Riley.

Most partner combinations in Crimson Silver were formed because one person's ability was not strong enough, so Morgan selected suitable people to partner with them, thereby strengthening their abilities and reducing risks. But Riley was quite the opposite; his offensive power was too strong, and he needed someone who could remind him not to act recklessly.

Most people thought this was an extremely dangerous mission with an exceptionally high casualty rate, but to be honest, Jonathon rather enjoyed it. It was almost like an easy job where one could earn a paycheck without doing much, as long as one could tolerate Riley's violent tendencies and sarcastic remarks.

Riley continued to command his space. Electrical arcs appeared with increasing frequency, while Jonathon stood idle with his hands in his pockets, calmly admiring the marvelous spectacle created by his partner.

All the human figures in the hall had completely disappeared, and the entire room lay in ruins under the illumination of electrical light—this was what it truly should have been, everything before had merely been a beautiful illusion created by a ghost.

The air began to return to normal, and Jonathon dissolved the vacuum zone.

"Hey, Mr. Ghost, would you mind making an appearance? There's a rude intruder who's ruined your ball."

Jonathon said to the empty hall, while Riley let out a disdainful snort.

By the wall, a figure suddenly materialized. It was the man Riley had locked eyes with at the ball, still dressed in a neat butler's uniform that stood incongruous against the decaying surroundings.

He stood exactly where he had been before, still bearing a mocking smile.

"This is quite a composed ghost," Jonathon murmured, "or should I call this 'the gentleman's grace of a butler'?"

Riley raised his gun again, its ammunition loaded with bullets whose heads were pure iron. Though less lethal than steel-core rounds, they proved far more effective against ghosts.

He pulled the trigger.

In that instant, the stone floor suddenly fractured. A skeleton shot up from the broken rubble with a speed almost too quick for the eye to follow.

The bullet struck the skeleton's skull, leaving a small hole between its eyebrows, yet it paid no mind, standing upright before the butler, its hollow eye sockets fixed upon Riley and Jonathon.
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Chapter 2 Christmas Party
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"I have to say, this looks absolutely cool," Jonathon's voice wavered slightly as he excitedly tugged at Riley's sleeve. "The skeleton stood up! It's still moving!"

Indeed, the skeleton began lurching toward the two men. And as it did, one skeleton, then another, more and more rose from the rubble. The bleached bones cast an intense, eerie glow in the shadowy room.

Riley jerked his arm away from Jonathon's grasp. "I don't understand what you're excited about."

"Because this scene is so rare! I mean, we've encountered mutated creatures, ghosts, vampires, or whatever else, but we've never seen anything like this! They're all skeletons! Even if some force animates them, structurally speaking, the muscles, ligaments, tendons... all the tissues that would normally sustain their movement have long since ceased to exist, but—"

Jonathon extended his hand and swept it through the air.

The density of the air shifted, and a violent gust of wind crashed into the skeleton directly ahead. It stumbled backward but quickly continued its advance.

Jonathon glared at the skeleton. "It's not that easy to fall apart! I assure you, that gust just now had enough force to scatter a skeleton to pieces."

Riley glanced at him. "Must you discuss biology at a time like this? What bearing do such rational and scientific matters have on our work?"

"You're right, but I still think this scene is absolutely brilliant," Jonathon's eyes gleamed.

Many men harbor an inherent yearning for adventure deep in their bones, and he was a textbook example. His choice to become a detective and later to join Crimson Silver both stemmed from that very yearning. He could not live comfortably in circumstances that were too peaceful; it left him feeling as though something were missing.

He needed these strange, eerie scenes that quickened his pulse and filled him with drive.

Being partners with Riley—yes, he did like it—stemmed from the same reason. Though many believed he was simply tolerating Riley's volatility and danger, in truth Jonathon relished it. Not that he was a masochist, but if one had to choose which was more dangerous between Riley and the work itself, most would certainly choose Riley.

Just as horror films provided a thrill for horror enthusiasts, Riley had much the same effect on Jonathon as a stimulant would. Though Jonathon himself found this notion rather perverse, such was the reality, and he saw no reason to deny it.

However, he would never dare voice such thoughts to Riley. He could imagine how the other would react to such words, flying into an absolute rage. Riley might well summon lightning to strike him dead on the spot.

"It seems," Riley said, "that even though this omnipotent butler is dead, he still oversees everything in this house."

"If you ask me, I'd guess this butler fellow is a serial killer with a taste for the macabre." Jonathon said, the skulls already drawing near, "He orchestrated a massacre at a masquerade ball, buried the corpses underground, and has been controlling them ever since, endlessly hosting galas in his kingdom. What do you think of the story? Personally, I find it rather appealing."

"I'm not interested in the why." Riley said coldly, "I only care about how to dispose of them."

Jonathon had grown accustomed to Riley's pragmatic tone long ago. He watched the skulls continue their relentless approach and asked Riley, "What's your plan? Incinerate them outright? Or shall we see who can eliminate more?"

Riley said flatly, "My spatial rules haven't been revoked. I can annihilate them all in one sweep."

"But I suspect the smell of burning bone won't make for pleasant company." Jonathon said, "Think back to when you incinerated that zombie. While zombies have more protein, there's an entire house full of skulls here. Burning them all at once won't smell any better."

Riley said decisively, "Then go dance with your skulls. But the one lurking in the back this whole time belongs to me."

"Now that's what I call partnership!" Jonathon snapped his fingers, "Though I do enjoy close combat, hacking each one to pieces until it can't move anymore would take quite some time. So, would you mind if I let loose with a scythe wind in this room for a bit?"

"Do as you please." Riley said, then began walking slowly toward the specter. He stepped into the circle of skulls, and the death puppets grabbed hold of his arm, shoulder with their hands, if they could be called that, while another skull seized his hair.

Riley frowned slightly, and after a brilliant flash of light swept through, only charred fragments remained on the ground.

He lowered his gaze to what was left, his expression utterly unmoved, "Happy second death."

He walked toward the butler, electric arcs flickering constantly around his body.

Jonathon raised both hands with a delighted smile, "Welcome to tonight's Christmas gala!"

The air began to dance wildly.

Jonathon's face was all sunshine and innocence, as though he were merely playing with some childhood toy, perhaps a frisbee or darts. Yet the wind blades he conjured were perilous and lethal. Those raging wind blades danced wantonly through the room, severing every bone they passed, only to terminate against the walls.

But when these weapons approached Riley, they became impossibly gentle. The soft wind merely lifted a few strands of his auburn curls, brushing lightly across his cheek, before transforming back into lethal blades once they left him, shredding every skull that dared near.

Jonathon flipped his palm, and the wind swept up the scattered bone fragments from the ground, slicing them into smaller pieces in the air.

He repeated this process endlessly until the bones had been pulverized into fine powder.

Riley paused mid-step and turned to survey the room.

Now the flow of wind had become visible to the naked eye, thanks to the bone dust mingling within it. White currents drifted through the room, appearing light and graceful. Jonathon stood amid fragments of debris, wind gathering around him, the white hue growing ever richer.

"Though this party turned out rather brief, I did make it look beautiful."

Jonathon said with a smile, lowering his hands. The wind ceased, and bone dust descended around him, accumulating in a thick pile on the ground.

"Hey, Merry Christmas!" he called out to Riley.

Riley glanced at Jonathon, then turned away without response.

Now he and the butler stood face to face. The man's posture hadn't changed, not a flicker of alarm on his face, still wearing that infuriating smirk.

"This ends now, Mr. Calm." Riley raised his gun, pointing it at the ghost's head, "Or do you have any new tricks up your sleeve?"

"I think you've misunderstood something," the man spoke, "I am not your enemy at all. I'm merely a butler."

"Anyone can see you're a butler," Riley said, firing the shot.

The bullet pierced through the man's body, the projectile lodging itself into the wall. The butler's form twisted and contorted in the air, then gradually dissipated.

Riley knew that iron bullets alone were effective enough to repel him but could not truly destroy him. He generated an electromagnetic field, pulling the projectile out from the wall.

The iron projectile, controlled by magnetic force, floated in the air with electrical sparks constantly crackling around it.

Riley did not move, waiting for the ghost to reappear. But after a long while, the room fell completely silent.

Riley furrowed his brow, sensing that something was amiss. He could perceive the electrical charge fluctuations throughout the room, yet they now seemed to have entered a state of slumber, with no disturbance whatsoever.

The ghost's faint electrical charge appeared to have vanished entirely, and the powerful force that had animated the corpses seemed nothing more than an illusion.

Jonathon walked to Riley's side, his gaze fixed on the bullet floating in the air: "A creature capable of controlling an entire room of skeletons was eliminated so easily by a single pure iron bullet? I find that hard to believe."

"So do I," Riley said. He relaxed his control, and the bullet fell to the ground.

"He said he was merely a butler. If he only managed these bones without being the driving force behind them, then who is our actual adversary?"

"You just called him a psychotic killer moments ago."

"That was merely a story I fabricated," Jonathon said, spreading his hands, "I simply wanted to provide a sufficiently romantic explanation for that scene that rivaled a horror film."

Riley walked toward the doorway: "I'll check the other rooms."

"Wait, hold on," Jonathon called him back, pointing downward, "The ground beneath us is gradually restoring itself."

Riley looked down at the floor. Still covered in rubble, yet the fragments were moving and fitting together, the cracks slowly disappearing as the ground became increasingly level.

"What on earth is this?" Jonathon murmured, "I've never seen anything like it."

Riley could sense the electric field stirring restlessly, yet without any clear focal point. He looked around and said to Jonathon, "We were wrong. This wasn't created by the ghost. It was the house itself."

"But even if an ordinary house could recreate a scene from a particular period, it would have absolutely no way to produce an army of skeletons," Jonathon said, pulling out his phone from his pocket.

"Give up. There's no signal possible. The electromagnetic waves in this house are going haywire."

"What a pity. I had some questions I wanted to ask Morgan."

"I know what you want to ask me." The door was suddenly kicked open, and a young girl stood in the doorway. Her long black hair was arranged in delicate waves, her face exquisitely fine, appearing no older than twenty, "From the moment you entered this house, radio, mobile phones, all communications have been severed."

Jonathon whistled.

"I couldn't find any construction records for this house. Although according to the records it has existed for over five hundred years, there's not a single document showing when it began construction or when it was completed. It has had several owners over the years, but they all died unnatural deaths. Fires, fallen chandeliers, drowning in pools, and many other causes. The last owner of this house was named Danny Henson, a young man of twenty-eight, who died during a home invasion robbery. After that, someone sealed this building."

Jonathon said, "I assume he died while hosting a masquerade ball."

Morgan nodded, "How did you know?"

"We just saw it," Riley said, regarding Morgan with considerable displeasure, "Shouldn't you have told us about this sort of thing earlier?"

"How should I know!" Morgan cried out, "This house has been sealed for over three hundred years. I only let you come take a look because some punk recently forced his way in and died here!"

"You're really irresponsible." Jonathon pursed his lips, "If you had told us from the start that the problem was this house itself, instead of all those ridiculous things, we wouldn't have wasted time dealing with ghosts and skeletons and whatnot. I could have made it to some party to celebrate a wonderful Christmas by now."

"Fine! I apologize! As compensation, you can start your vacation immediately after finishing this task!" Morgan rolled her eyes, "I really don't understand why you two big men always have to quibble with a little girl."

"Little girl?" Riley gave Morgan a contemptuous look, "That's truly shameless."

"Your chivalrous manner toward ladies is truly touching. Anyway, I've delivered the message. The rest is up to you. Oh, by the way, Jonathon, I celebrate Christmas too! Merry Christmas!" Morgan patted both of them on the shoulder, transformed into a bat, and fluttered away lightly.

"She won't even send her message herself, only her pet!" Jonathon's mouth twitched, "So the fact is, we're laboring here while she gets to celebrate Christmas? Why would a vampire even celebrate Christmas anyway?"

"I have no idea."

"So what do we do now? Just demolish the house?"

"It won't work." Riley released his spatial domain and walked toward the door, "This house can repair itself. You smash it, and it repairs on its own. We can't destroy it. It's alive."

"Then what do we do?" Jonathon followed him.

"There must be something important somewhere in this house, something equivalent to the entire house's power system. Once we destroy it, the problem is solved. We need to find it."

Jonathon sighed: "All right, search the entire house. This sounds just wonderful."

"I can show you the way."

The two men turned around. The butler's ghost stood behind them.

Riley looked at him while Jonathon raised his eyebrows in surprise: "I thought you were with them."

The ghost smiled: "No, I told you. I'm just a butler, not your enemy."

"If you try any tricks, I'll send you straight to meet God." Riley said coldly, toying with the gun in his hand, looking every bit the tyrant ready to snap at the slightest displeasure.

"I won't try any tricks, because I was once someone who wanted to destroy it too. Unfortunately, I failed." The butler bowed respectfully: "Please follow me, honored sirs."
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Jonathon followed the ghost, holding a glow stick in his hand. Riley couldn't be bothered with it, so he had simply tossed it to Jonathon.

"Butler, sir, can't you produce some light? A torch, perhaps." Jonathon asked.

"I'm afraid not. My power is too weak. There's basically nothing I can do except pass through walls."

"What a pity... By the way, I'm Jonathon Davenport, and this is my partner Riley Sellers. What should I call you?"

Riley glared at Jonathon. He didn't see any need for self introductions with a ghost.

The ghost fell silent for a moment: "My name hasn't been used for over three hundred years. Like this house, it no longer represents anything."

"Were you the butler of Danny Henson?"

The ghost's silhouette paused for an instant, just a fleeting moment, but Jonathon noticed it.

"It's been so long since I heard that name. Yes, my master was Mr. Henson. He was a very good man. He loved balls, so we held one every month, right up until that last one... It was terrible. Bodies everywhere, like hell itself."

"Weren't you there?" Jonathon asked.

"No, I was not here. That day I went out to attend to some matters for Mr. Henson, and I returned quite late. I suppose that was my dereliction of duty, and I have blamed myself for it countless times over. I should have protected my master, yet in the end, he departed before I did." The ghost's voice carried a note of melancholy, and Jonathon sensed that even after more than three hundred years, he remained tormented by self-reproach.

"I am deeply sorry," Jonathon said sincerely.

"I quickly dismissed the remaining servants and later found distant relatives of the Henson family, persuading them not to allow anyone to inhabit this house again. Fortunately, for everyone it had become a symbol of sorrow, so the house was soon sealed off, and no one ever entered it again."

"You discovered that something was amiss, did you not? That is why you did what you did."

The ghost fell into silence.

Just when Jonathon had nearly convinced himself that the ghost would not speak again, the specter's voice resumed: "Yes, I discovered that something was wrong. A week after Mr. Henson was buried, I exhumed his grave. I knew what a heinous thing that was, and I had steeled myself for whatever punishment might follow. But I had to do it; I had reasons that compelled me. Yet his corpse was gone. The coffin was empty, containing nothing at all. I watched him be laid to rest; he was clearly inside then. A few days later I opened the graves of several servants and some guests from that ball, and those coffins were empty as well."

"No wonder the hall below contains so many skulls. This house has collected the corpses of its victims," Jonathon said to Riley.

"So I investigated for some time and discovered that many people had died in this house. Poor souls." The ghost sighed and continued, "Moreover, these strange deaths always occurred in cycles of twenty four years. All of this led me to believe that something was wrong with this house, so I returned here. I searched every corner, and ultimately I found a hidden chamber, and inside it I saw that clock."

"A clock?" Riley finally interjected.

"Yes, though it is not quite like any clock I have ever seen, it is unquestionably a clock. But it is most peculiar, it—"

"Is made of bone," Riley finished.

The ghost paused and turned back to look at Riley in astonishment: "Yes, it is made of bone. But how did you know?"

"That is the Bone Clock. It absolutely ranks in the top ten on Crimson Silver's list of dangerous artifacts," Jonathon explained, "though Crimson Silver only possesses some rumors about the Bone Clock, true or false as they may be. No one knows whether it truly exists, nor does anyone know where it could be."

"The Bone Clock, good heavens," Riley said, and Jonathon rarely heard this word from his lips. His tone was pitched somewhat higher than usual, yet Jonathon knew it was certainly not from fear. Jonathon could see in Riley's blue gray eyes that gleam of fervor and excitement, and he knew that Riley's blood was stirring, for his own was too.

The blond youth suddenly thought of something and raised his head sharply to look at the ghost: "Oh, good Lord. You wished to destroy it, but an ordinary person could never destroy the Bone Clock. You were killed by it."

The ghost displayed once more that ironic smile: "Yes, I was incredibly foolish. My mind was consumed with the desire to destroy this instrument of evil. And this is what I received for it. It took revenge upon me, imprisoning me in this house, showing me the scene of that ball every day. My dear sirs, you have arrived rather early today. If you had come a bit later, what you would have witnessed would not have been a ball, but a massacre."

Jonathon stared at the ghost in utter astonishment, and even Riley could not help but furrow his brow.

"That clock is truly perverse," Jonathon murmured.

"Is it not?" the ghost replied.

"Our conversation ends here," Riley said, narrowing his eyes and quirking the corner of his mouth slightly. "Now take us to the Bone Clock."

The ghost nodded and continued forward.

After a short while, he stopped before a stone wall. He pointed with his finger at a particular stone brick in front of him: "Press down on this stone."

Jonathon touched the stone, which appeared completely unremarkable—no one would have thought that pressing it could open a hidden chamber. The ghost must have spent a considerable amount of time searching for this chamber, Jonathon thought.

He pressed the stone firmly, and it sank into the wall. The stone wall began to rotate slowly, coming to a halt after turning ninety degrees.

A small stone chamber appeared before them.

Riley entered without hesitation. The ghost and Jonathon followed suit.

The chamber was tiny, with an area that appeared to be less than two hundred square feet. A clock stood in the center of the room, reflecting an eerie light under the illumination of the glow stick.

It was a clock constructed entirely of bone, not particularly large. It was remarkably exquisite, and Jonathon found it could even be considered a work of art. It resembled an old-fashioned pendulum clock, yet its face did not display numerals from I to XII. Instead, it bore twenty four markings—a twenty four hour clock. Its pendulum had been fashioned into an intricate five pointed star, which swung with perfect regularity and emitted a faint sound.

Jonathon's gaze traveled downward and suddenly froze.

"Good Lord..." he could not help but cry out in a low voice.

The Bone Clock was not placed directly on the ground. It rested upon a body lying flat. The figure wore black clothing, and the face was identical to the ghost's. The Bone Clock sat upon the man's chest and abdomen, with its base embedded into his body. From the torn fabric below, one could see that the flesh and blood at the point where the Bone Clock was inserted had vanished, exposing white bone beneath, which was tightly fused with the Bone Clock.

The ghost gazed upon this scene with eyes full of hatred.

"You...you are not an undead spirit. This body has not completely died! You are a living being!" Jonathon stammered, staring at the butler in shock, "This is utterly cruel!"

"Yes." The butler stared intently at the accursed clock, "It has made me a part of itself. My body has been ossifying gradually from the point of contact, yet it has not claimed my life. I can feel the pain as my body slowly transforms to bone. By now I have grown accustomed to it entirely."

"Damn it, this is absolutely obscene!" Jonathon muttered a low curse at the Bone Clock.

Riley let out a snort and without hesitation raised his gun, firing a bullet toward the Bone Clock. Yet the bullet could not touch the clock face. It stopped less than an inch away from it, then fell to the ground with a sharp, clear sound.

"Bullets are indeed useless." Riley said. He lowered his gun and swiftly confined the space.

"Gentlemen butler, I think you should leave this chamber." Jonathon advised the ghost—now perhaps more accurately termed a "living being"—"This space is now under our control. Remaining inside would be quite dangerous for you."

"There is no such necessity. That sort of hypocrisy holds no meaning whatsoever." Riley spoke coldly, "He should have died long ago. It is the power of the Bone Clock that has kept him lingering here. The moment we destroy the Bone Clock, he will perish immediately."

Jonathon frowned slightly. "Riley, that is too harsh."

"I am speaking the truth." Riley showed no willingness to compromise, "Your sympathy for him cannot change the facts."

"I only wish for you to destroy it. That is my only means of escaping this suffering." The butler spoke with perfect calm.

Riley nodded.

Electrical charge began to accumulate. Jonathon established a vacuum region. He glanced at the ghost standing motionless behind the two of them and created a vacuum region around him as well.

Riley cast Jonathon a glance but said nothing.

At that moment, the second hand advancing across the clock face suddenly stopped, and the pendulum ceased its swing. Then the second hand abruptly moved backward one notch. The two men watched the clock face gravely as the second hand continued to retreat, one notch after another, faster and faster. Finally all the hands began to spin wildly in reverse, and the Bone Clock gradually emitted a white radiance.

"It is manipulating time." Riley said, "Time is running backward."

A burst of intense light erupted before their eyes, and both men quickly shielded their faces with their arms.

After the white light dissipated, Jonathon opened his eyes. He stood in a narrow corridor with no Bone Clock before him, no butler, no secret chamber.

Riley still stood beside him, his face etched with impatience: "Damn it, who knows what time space it's thrown us into."

Jonathon looked toward one end of the corridor, where there was only a blur of darkness, impossible to see the end. He turned to look the other way, and it was the same, completely impossible to determine where the exit lay.

"This way." Riley chose a direction without hesitation.

"How do you know to go this way?" Jonathon asked.

"I don't know which way we should go." Riley said quite straightforwardly, "But I know that standing still is the most wasteful thing we could do. When we get back, I'm going to blow that wretched clock to pieces immediately."

His mood was terrible. As a man full of control and violent impulses, he had to admit he possessed considerable self awareness, yet now he had been thrown into another time space by a clock at its whim, and he couldn't even resist. This infuriated him.

Jonathon followed behind him: "The key question is how we get back."

Riley glanced back at him with a fierce glare: "If you don't shut your mouth right now, I'll send you to meet God immediately."

Jonathon obediently fell silent. Any person who still possessed reason would never deliberately provoke Riley when he was in a foul mood. That would be suicide.

The corridor was extraordinarily long and led nowhere anyone could discern. It stretched straight ahead with not a single turn. At regular intervals along the stone wall on the left, a stone was mounted. Jonathon was uncertain what kind of stone it was, but they emitted light. Those faint blue glows were not particularly bright, but they were at least enough for one to see the path beneath their feet.

The watch had stopped. Jonathon could not determine the exact time. He felt they had already walked for over twenty minutes, but the surroundings had not changed in the slightest, still a straight corridor and dim illumination, as if the space kept repeating itself.

There were no other sounds in his ears, only the habitually muffled footsteps of two people echoing through the corridor.

After walking for quite some time longer, light finally appeared ahead. It did not look like natural light, but thank God, at least it was not this monotonous repeating corridor.

It was a room, or more precisely, a prison cell.

Black iron bars blocked what should have been the doorway, separating the room from the corridor. It was furnished with many of those luminescent stones. The space was not small, with a bed in one corner and various other objects.

A child stood in the middle of the prison cell, watching them without a trace of alarm. He looked not yet ten years old, his skin an unhealthy white, frighteningly thin.

The child's face was beautiful, his hair and eyes both a pure black. He walked to the iron bars, tilted his head, and with an innocent expression looked Riley and Jonathon up and down. After a moment, he laughed: "This is amusing. You do not belong to this time."

Jonathon looked at him in surprise. For a moment just now, he had wondered why someone would lock up a child, but now he thought he understood the reason.

Riley looked down at the child, his tone as cold and hard as always: "Who are you?"

"I have no name." The child looked up at him. "I have been here for a very long time. The person who locked me in here likes to call me Clock."

Jonathon crouched down and asked Clock: "Can you manipulate time?"

Clock smiled slyly and said to Jonathon: "No, I can only sense it. No one can directly manipulate time."

"But you can create an artifact to manipulate time." Riley pointed a gun at the child's forehead. Jonathon had no idea when he had drawn it. "You created the Bone Clock."

There was not a trace of fear in Clock's voice. "No, I do know what the Bone Clock does, but I have never made one. Not yet, anyway. Its design exists in my mind, and I have no idea when it first appeared there. Have you ever seen a Bone Clock?" he asked, his black eyes fixed on Riley and Jonathon, catching every subtle shift in their expressions. "No, you have done more than merely seen it. You were sent here by it."
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Chapter 4 A Futile Wager
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"That's right, we were sent here by it," Riley said. "How do we get back?"

His gun was pressed against the boy's forehead. Jonathon sensed that the question was not truly a question at all—it was an interrogation, or rather, a threat.

"Rest assured," Clock said in a soothing tone. "Although the Bone Clock can manipulate time, the energy from the temporal rifts around you is not particularly strong. I suspect that clock was damaged by someone beforehand, or perhaps its composition was contaminated with foreign elements. You see, the Bone Clock's design is very precise. The entire clock is constructed from the complete skeleton of a single individual. If bones from a second person are incorporated, its efficacy would be greatly diminished. I believe that after a while longer, you will return to your original location."

Riley received his answer, but he did not move the gun from Clock's head.

"Are you certain you want to do this?" Jonathon looked up at Riley, still crouching. "This guy looks like nothing but a child. Are you sure you can bring yourself to do it?"

"You said it yourself—he 'looks like' a child. I don't believe a truly ordinary child could remain this calm under such circumstances," Riley said. "And he has the design of the Bone Clock in his memory. You know the rumors about the Bone Clock, don't you? The method of its creation is passed down according to bloodline, much like genetic inheritance. You have also seen what the Bone Clock can do—kill people, manipulate the dead, toy with time. That thing is far too dangerous, and this guy is essentially a walking design blueprint. Do you think we should let the blueprint survive?"

Riley had been working for Crimson Silver for nearly fifteen years. He had carried out countless missions, destroyed many things, and killed many people. Riley had never believed that Crimson Silver was some organization that upheld justice, nor did he consider himself some champion of righteousness—which sounded absurd anyway. They were simply doing what only they could do.

Eliminating dangerous things that had killed people.

"I understand what you're trying to say," Jonathon stood up and put his hand in his pocket. "But when it comes to dangerousness, we're not necessarily any less so than the Bone Clock."

"That's true," Riley said matter-of-factly. "So you'd better be mentally prepared: if you happen to take a wrong step, a colleague you were having drinks with today might kill you tomorrow."

"That sounds rather cold."

Riley quirked the corner of his mouth. "You get used to it."

Clock looked at them and said, "Your work environment sounds absolutely twisted."

"I think so too," Riley said. "But it works out well."

Jonathon shrugged, offering no comment. If Riley truly intended to pull the trigger, he would not intervene. Riley had been doing this for far longer than he had and was the more experienced of the two. Although his methods of handling matters were perhaps somewhat questionable, he rarely made errors in judging whether the action itself was correct.

"'The past cannot be changed,'" Clock said with a smile to Riley. "The Bone Clock brought you here, which at least proves that its creator was alive and well when they made it. Care to make a wager? Shoot, or don't shoot. If you don't shoot, you will never know whether I created the Bone Clock. If you do shoot, either you cannot kill me, which proves I am the creator of the Bone Clock and you cannot do anything about me. Or you can kill me, which proves you killed the wrong person. If I were you, I would choose to shoot."

"Thank you for the explanation, but that is not really a wager at all," Riley said, looking down at Clock. "I pull the trigger because, after witnessing the true destructive power of the Bone Clock and happening to learn that you know how to make it, there is nothing more to consider."

Jonathon turned his head away, having no desire to witness anything too graphic or violent.

He waited for several seconds, but no gunshot rang out. Instead, there came a dull thud. He turned back and found Riley's fist pressed against Clock's abdomen, with faint sparks of electricity flickering across his knuckles.

The man withdrew his hand, and Clock collapsed to the ground, losing consciousness. Jonathon could hear Riley's breathing, slightly more rapid than usual. He thought Riley must have exercised considerable restraint to keep from pulling the trigger.

Neither of them spoke.

After a while, Jonathon sat down against the iron bars and said to Riley: "He said we could go back soon enough. Standing here doing nothing is foolish, and I don't want to walk through this tedious corridor again. So why don't we just sit here?"

Riley sat down beside him: "I thought I could pull the trigger, but the truth is, I'm not as cold blooded as I imagined myself to be. It's rather funny."

"I don't find it funny," Jonathon said. "Sometimes your reason tells you how you should act, but that doesn't mean you must act that way. After all, humans are emotional creatures. I don't know if what you did was right, but at least I can say it was far from wrong."

"You certainly know how to sweet talk," Riley laughed, his laughter low and deep, though mercifully neither bitter nor mocking. That was something, at least. "When you were a criminal investigator, were you particularly good at interrogation?"

"Perhaps, I'm not sure how my superiors judged me," Jonathon blinked and put on an innocent expression. "In fact, I think he was always hoping I'd get out sooner. I wasn't exactly a well behaved investigator back then. I often went against him."

Riley glanced at him: "You're much better behaved now."

Jonathon flashed a brilliant smile, thinking that one should always maintain some sense of self preservation. If one knew full well that what lay before them was a fierce beast yet still insisted on plucking its fur, then that would be truly foolish.

"Why did you come to Crimson Silver?" Riley asked.

"I discovered long ago that I could do these things," Jonathon said, wiggling his fingers as the wind swirled around them both. "But I kept it hidden from my parents, completed my university education obediently, and became an investigator. Later they passed away, so I finally let loose."

Riley uttered an "oh."

"What about you? Why did you come to Crimson Silver?" After a brief pause, Jonathon asked somewhat hesitantly. "You were only fifteen or sixteen at the time, weren't you? Life at Crimson Silver can hardly be described as normal. I think at that age, a more ordinary environment would have been better for you."

"I was never normal anyway, so I might as well make use of what I have," Riley said. "Besides, if I weren't at Crimson Silver but used my abilities freely as I pleased, my name would probably appear on Crimson Silver's list of hazardous materials."

He glanced back at the cell where Clock lay on the floor, unconscious for some time yet. He turned to Jonathon and said: "I'm not joking. If I hadn't joined Crimson Silver, you would find me in the top ten of the danger list right now. My name appeared there for several years. At that time, I was confined just like this fellow, though not in a place as crude as here. Still, the nature was the same."

Jonathon was somewhat taken aback: "I'm very sorry. No one mentioned any of this to me."

"Because no one dared speak of it, and no one dared ask. Not many people know about it anyway, and they probably thought if they talked carelessly, I would kill them." At this, Riley let out a cold laugh. "But on that point, they're overthinking it. For me, this was merely a past way of survival, an old fact. Since it is a fact, what is there that cannot be discussed? Are you interested?"

Jonathon nodded. Riley rarely spoke about himself, so Jonathon was filled with curiosity about it.

Riley brushed the hair that had fallen across his forehead and narrowed his eyes: "Children always lack self control. When I was young, I once destroyed the entire house during a nightmare, and of course, my parents were caught in the aftermath. They were severely injured and nearly died. This happened more than once. Although they always tried to be tolerant of this peculiar child, everyone's patience has its limits, doesn't it? So later, Crimson Silver brought me from France to England. They initially prepared to train me properly, but at that time I could barely speak English. Imagine a child not yet seven years old in a completely unfamiliar environment, surrounded entirely by strangers. It made my mood absolutely terrible. If you had seen me back then, you would definitely say thank goodness about the situation now. They had no choice but to lock me up. But even so, I still destroyed five of Crimson Silver's prisons over time. They simply couldn't contain me. In the end, they could only suppress me with medication. I was imprisoned under those circumstances for nearly nine years, and my name stayed near the top of the danger list."

Riley paused and flashed a cold smile: "In fact, I'm rather proud of this. It at least proves I'm a strong one. They tried to kill me many times, but they never succeeded. So later, Crimson Silver made a proposal. If I could maintain basic moral principles and work for Crimson Silver, then I wouldn't have to be locked up anymore. I agreed. After that came a series of psychological counseling, along with various tedious studies and training."
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