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Chapter 1

	 

	In the walls of Castle Vaduva, only the flimsiest of veils hung between life and death. As meaningless as that which separated the waking world from dreams. Everything reduced to a matter of perspective, never truly one or the other.

	That truth was the only thing Mihail knew with certainty as he descended the winding staircase.

	The narrow walls echoed his footsteps. Water oozed between the gargantuan stones of the walls, carrying the scent of moss and rotting earth. The thin trails of liquid caught the soft wisps of light that radiated from the glow stick dangling around his neck. Mihail wished that he had chosen a different color. The red was innocent enough within the tube. On the walls, however, it looked like the castle was bleeding.

	Mihail no longer went to bed unprepared for nightly wanderings. He kept the source of light around his neck, shoes on his feet, and a piece of chalk in his pocket. The small scraping sound it made as he dragged it across the walls silenced each time it found a thicker line of water. It had already dwindled down, and he could feel the stones against his fingertips. For months, he had searched the corridors of his ancestral home and he still hadn’t seen every room. The upper levels of the structure were a labyrinth of dead ends, sheer drops, and hidden passageways. Underneath, dug into the broken spire of a mountain that the castle sat upon, was a maze of windowless catacombs. It was easy to get lost in the utter darkness. If it weren’t for the trails of chalk he left as he went, he would have never been able to find his way back to the surface.

	Tonight, however, there was a gentle, pulsing light in the distance. It had come to Mihail’s room. He wasn’t sure if it was part of his dream, or if it had woken him, but the result was the same. It had beckoned and he had helplessly followed. But no matter how long he walked towards it, he could never reach it. The haze of light pulsed like a beating heart, the source always just out of sight around the next corner. It had led him down to the depths of the castle until he was forced to mark the walls with chalk or run the risk of never finding his way back.

	He reached the bottom of the staircase. The seeping water had become a trickle. Each droplet met the damp, raw earth with a solid thud that rattled within his chest. The scrape of the chalk became uneven, the surface of the wall broken by random dips. Mihail turned but the little light around his neck could barely make it to the stone. He pulled the chain off from around his neck and wrapped it around his free hand.

	Holding it out before him, he smothered a cry.

	The rocks were gone, the roof now held up by stacked layers of human bone. The phantom light pulsed, its glow running along the curving tunnel with a strength it hadn’t possessed before. The whole structure was built from the dead, their bones withered and tarnished with age, the empty sockets that had once held the eyes staring at him with something between accusation and mockery. Then the light reseeded until Mihail only had the glow stick to see by.

	Mihail snapped his hands to his chest, clutching them to his sternum until he could barely breathe. The thick haze inside his skull smothered his thoughts until all that remained was the need to follow the light. And his fear to do so. He took a step forward, unable to stop himself or even lift his trembling arm to mark his passage.

	The water turned into a thin layer of sleet that cracked under the soles of his slippers. As he rounded the bend in the hallway, he hit an unexpected patch of ice and was thrown against the wall. Mihail scrambled back, frantically brushing at his arms, hair, and hands, desperate to erase the sensation of the bones against his skin. His panic was shattered when the light came again. This time, when he turned to see it, he got his first real look at the source. It was a small dancing orb, too bright to tell if there was anything solid within it. While it had been moving fast enough to always keep beyond his sight, now it remained where it was. Pulsing. Waiting for him to follow.

	The chill of the catacombs had long since turned Mihail’s hands numb. His quickening heartbeat tried to surge his blood through his icy fingers, adding a repetitive spike of pain as he watched the orb dance impatiently. The sight sent shivers down his spine. He locked his knees in an attempt to keep from taking another step. He didn’t want to go. He knew he shouldn’t and clenched his muscles to the point of pain in an attempt to keep him in place. At his hesitation, the orb swirled, shimmered, and began to emit a sweet, delicate voice. A woman’s voice as smooth as silk and carrying an unmistakable hint of flirtation played across his skin.

	The voice called to him again. Mihail felt it like a physical touch wrapping around his stomach. A tingling warmth that tightened until it began to drag him forward. Resistance was a lost thought. A notion that no longer had any meaning. He began to stagger forward, each step adding to his need to be closer to the orb. The light flashed as if in approval. Each rendition grew brighter until it lit the walls and washed over him with a tropical warmth.

	When the light touched him, he felt incredibly light, like he might float away. Its absence left his limbs heavy enough to be sure he’d be crushed under their weight. His feet scraped over the glassy ice, drawing him ever closer to the voice, the light, the heat. Under the layers of fog, his mind screamed at him to turn back. To run. To just freeze in place until the creature left. The light was so bright now that, when it receded, the darkness seemed more profound. Colder. His heavy, panicked breaths filled his ears, growing louder each time the light died. This time, when it returned, Mihail found that it wasn’t a sphere anymore. Now, the glow carved through the cracks of a wooden door that had appeared a few feet in front of him. They blazed through the darkness at odd angles, white-hot and brilliant, before they started to recede. Despite himself, Mihail rushed forward and wrenched the door open. A bitterly cold wind hit him. It stole the air from his lungs and he longed to lift his arm to protect his eyes from the snowflakes that bombarded him. But his body remained rigid and he was forced to endure it as the light died out.

	The majority of Mihail’s life had been spent in an elite boarding school in America, where life had been so mundane that he had leaped at the chance to complete his final year online and return to his ancestral home. He had barely been in Romania for a day before he learned his first painful lesson that, despite what he had always been told, he should be afraid of the dark. And everything that could be lurking in it. Unable to move, and close to hyperventilating, Mihail squinted into the abyss. The snow hit him like needles as the wind cut through his clothes. It wasn’t until the orb’s light returned that he was able to see where he was.

	Beyond the doorway in which he stood, there was a small patch of barren, undisturbed snow. The woods encroached around the edges, thick and impenetrable. With the orb weaving its way through the branches. It called to him. Beckoning him to follow. While thinking was difficult, Mihail’s desire to flee was almost palpable. But his body wouldn’t move. Rising panic brought with it a realization. He had only ever traveled downwards and had never crossed a bridge. This can’t be real, he realized.

	Castle Vaduva was built to stand against an army. It sat upon the single spike of stone that rose up in the middle of a wide ravine, with a rushing torrent of a river protecting its base. The drawbridge was the only point of entry or exit. So there was no way that he could be here now, standing a few feet away from the forest, without having passed it. Even if the spirits that lurked inside the house were strong enough to mess with his sense of direction again, the layout itself made it impossible.

	The light faded, drawing him from his labored thoughts. Even as it extinguished, the tantalizing voice remained, louder than it had been before but still somehow a whisper. She called him by name and his body responded. Against his will, he took his first step across the threshold. With a soft crush, the top layer of sleet gave way, allowing his foot to plummet into the soft powder. The thin material of his sweatpants didn’t offer much protection against the chill. He could feel it pressing against the bones of his shins and numbing his toes. Away from the protection of the walls, the wind ravaged him, whipping at his hair and freezing his skin.

	With only his crimson glow stick to see by, his field of vision was reduced to just a few inches. The snow looked like blood and was as cold as the grave. Movement made him hesitate. The shadows shifted. He longed to lift his arm to use the light of the glow stick at its most effective, but his arm remained stiff and useless by his side. However, the orb returned, its silver light washing out from the woods. By its light, he saw the snow twitch. A dark stain bled out across the pristine landscape. Rotten hair and fresh earth. As he watched, something moved under the surface. Bit by bit, the hair domed, pushing up as a head emerged from the ground.

	Thin, small arms dragged themselves free. It moved in jolted, broken lurches. As if every joint was dislodged, its bones shattered. One moment, every movement looked labored. Painful. The next, it possessed an incredible speed. As it drove its hands into the snow, it lifted its head. Mihail couldn’t breathe as he found himself staring at the deformed features of a child. Its face was distorted, and pale, with only the most basic representation of features. Like an unfinished mask. Twin red dots marked its cheeks but there was nothing sweet about the appearance. Its glassy eyes were unblinking. Its smile stretched wide enough to nearly split its face in two.

	With a flurry of activity, it crawled its way free, crushing the snow as it forced itself onto its feet. The child twitched and shook as it charged towards him. Mihail tried to run but his feet were rooted to the spot, unable to move as the haggard, broken figure lurched towards him. The light grew brighter, glaring, burning his eyes. Blinded and locked into position, Mihail couldn’t protect himself as the creature slammed into him, hands raking at his clothes, searching for flesh.

	A ghastly scream shattered the night. Not animal, not human, and emitting from the woods around them. The child’s movements froze. Within a second it was gone, both the child and the light. Unprepared to have his body back in command, Mihail was left toppling into the abyss. The snow puffed around him as he fell onto his back. A thousand touches, each one making him flinch.

	Panting wildly, he looked around, trying to force his eyes to adjust. Nothing stirred. The blistering cold ravaged his skin as he held the glow stick up, swinging it back and forth. The ring of light it created was too small. He could barely see further than an inch into the darkness. Holding his breath, he strained to hear even the faintest sound of movement. It was impossible to tell how far off it was, but there was the distinct sound of unfurling wings. He snapped his gaze up, over the haze produced by the glow stick. Peering into the darkness, his lungs aching for breath, he shivered at the first flicker of movement. A pair of eyes stared back at him, reflecting the minimal light like silver disks.

	Mihail lurched to his feet, scrambling through the fine powder, trying to retrace his footsteps back to the door. Colossal wings beat at the air behind him. He could hear them swiftly drawing closer as he fought for every step. The snow thrashed as the unseen creature swooped. Icy breath washed across the back of his neck. He barely had a second to notice the doorway before he hurled himself through it. Grabbing the wood’s edge with both hands, he swung around to close it.

	He froze in place as the darkness was suddenly replaced with a dim twilight. It wasn’t much, but all the abrupt changes left his eyes watering. A new wave of frigid air struck him like a physical blow and rocked him back on his heels. Mihail clung to the door, half hidden behind it, and tried to catch his breath. Snow pricked his fingers but he didn’t dare move. Not until the world made some kind of sense again.

	Like a receding tide, his panic drained away and his mind cleared. He found himself standing at the castle’s grand entrance. The door itself was a mammoth work of art. Detailed faces were chiseled into the towering hunk of wood. It was so large that each time Mihail opened them, it was as if he was peeling back the roof itself. The winds that lashed at him created snaking tendrils of snow that slithered deep into the massive foyer. The moment winter had set in, a rotten-blue film had fallen over the castle, as if the air itself was bruised. The deprivation of color made it impossible to tell the time or ignore the smothering silence.

	The only thing to break both were the bats. Mihail hadn’t been able to find their roost, but they took to the sky in their thousands, becoming the only marker for dawn and dusk. They were also the only animals he had ever seen within the walls. For months, there hadn’t been a single insect or chirp of a bird. Not even a rodent looking to escape the cold. Only the bats that filled the air now, flooding back to the peaks of castle. It’s dawn. Relief coursed through him, making him sag against the door. It took his weight without swinging.

	The more violent and malicious ghosts were active at night. Some were still active during the day, but they were weaker and seemed content with being creepy and annoying rather than physically dangerous. Exhausted and drained, Mihail watched the bats for a while, taking comfort in the sight. Snow gathered in the nooks of his cable knit sweater. It was the thickest one he owned. A soft green cashmere that was comfortable enough to sleep in. He always went to bed fully dressed these days because, more often than not, he didn’t wake up in his bedroom anymore. It terrified him. Sooner or later, he would get lost. Or walk off some unguarded ledge, and fall to his death never to be found. Just like what happened to granddad.

	The man’s disappearance was a pain that his family had started carrying long before Mihail was born. Mihail shared his grandfather’s name and sometimes he wondered if his mother regretted it. When she had decided upon the tribute, she hadn’t known he would grow into an almost exact doppelganger of her father. The older he got, the less they saw of each other. Last year, she hadn’t invited him home for Christmas and he couldn’t help but think his appearance played a part.

	Upon seeing him again, Bunica Draciana’s reaction had been the complete opposite. She had welcomed the living reminder of her husband with open arms. But Abe’s insistence that Mihail senior had never left the castle was too much. Bunica had a will of iron that Mihail envied. A powerful pride that refused to bow, break, or show the slightest weakness. But the notion that her husband could have starved to death lost within the walls, that she had lived with his corpse for decades, was just too horrific. She refused to discuss it and had been cold to Abe since their first encounter.

	The soft shuffle of feet made his heart lurch and he whipped around. A nervous little chuckle escaped his lips when he spotted Bunica Draciana coming down the stairs. For a moment, she was little more than a face hovering in the perpetual gloom of the castle. The grizzly bear coat she always wore covered her tiny frame, flowing over her hands and hiding her feet. Her dark, wild ringlets were a dominant gene in their family. And while hers had started to gray, it still bled effortlessly into the shadows.

	“Close door,” she said, her Romanian accent running thick through her broken English. “Too cold.”

	“Yes, Bunica.”

	The word for ‘grandmother’ had been one of the first he had learned on his arrival. She had insisted on it. Shamefully, despite his best efforts, he hadn’t made much headway in adding to his vocabulary. Bunica Draciana, however, was having much more success in mastering English. They could now have complete conversations without the need for his interpretation app.

	Reaching the end of the stairs, she clasped the top of her coat with one hand and waved at him with the other. “You are not dressed for such cold.”

	“I didn’t intend to go out,” he said.

	How did I even get this open? The thought came to him as he struggled to get the door closed. For the sake of his pride, he decided it was because he was now working against the wind and snow buildup. As the door finally latched into place, something caught his attention. Crouching down, he plucked a wooden button from the snow, rubbing it clean with his thumb. He couldn’t tell at first sight if it was something that had come free from his jacket or if the ghosts had been messing with his collections again. A few ghosts seemed to have their fun by hiding the things precious to him. Pocketing the button, he decided to think positive. At least they’re giving it back.

	Straightening, he smiled brightly and went to greet Bunica. Despite her age, Bunica Draciana was in incredible health. She was swift on her feet, sure in her stride, and possessed more strength than her willowy frame suggested. Sometimes, he suspected that it was her sheer determination that kept her immune to the ravages of time. They exchanged the usual morning greetings, each asking how the other slept.

	“Alright.” It was a kneejerk reaction. One that he had to catch himself on. “Actually, I was sleepwalking again,” he said, waiting for some kind of recognition to pass across her face. She didn’t give him one. “I made it all the way down here this time. Had the door open and everything.”

	She reached up and patted his cheek, a simple but sweet gesture. “You are just restless. I know a sleeping tonic. It will do your soul good.”

	“That doesn’t exactly sound safe,” he said, already shivering at the thought of having his senses dulled. Numerous spirits that roamed the halls weren’t shy about coming into his room. “What if I walk off the battlement?”

	“The tonic will help you.” She spoke as if the subject was settled, and in her mind, perhaps it was. “You don’t have time to worry about such things.”

	“I feel like I have the time.”

	Mihail’s eyes widened as he realized what had just left his mouth. He had never been comfortable sassing authority figures and Bunica detested being on the receiving end of it. He clamped his mouth but the damage had been done. Her eyes narrowed slightly and she pointed at his chest.

	“Abe is a bad influence on you. He is poison to your manners.”

	“Sorry, Bunica.” He wanted to defend Abe but, honestly, the man wasn’t that refined.

	Her eyes remained narrow, but she seemed placated. “Your schoolwork has suffered since the move. If you don’t pass your make-up exams, you run the risk of repeating a year.”

	“It won’t come to that,” Mihail assured, slipping a hand into his pocket.

	It was a habit developed over a lifetime of having a lucky button always in his possession. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about Abe’s declaration that the button had come from his grandfather’s coat. The one he was wearing when he had died. Mihail had spent countless nights awake, thinking up different scenarios of how the tailor-made button could have come into his possession. That perhaps it had fallen off before he disappeared and Mihail had simply stumbled across it was his favorite. He couldn’t stomach Abe’s answer. That his grandfather’s body was still somewhere within the labyrinth of hallways. That Mihail had once found it. And, too young to understand the significance, had collected the button and forgotten it all. All he knew was that the button was lost somewhere in the lake, and he missed it like a limb.

	“At worst, I’ll take some extra winter courses over the Christmas break. I’ll graduate on time.”

	“You had better or your mother will not be pleased with either of us,” Bunica Draciana said. “You need to focus.”

	“I was thinking,” Mihail ventured. “Maybe we could get Abe to bless the house.”

	Her reaction was swift even while being subdued. A slight narrowing of her eyes was all that was needed for him to feel a chill colder than the snow. He rushed to continue.

	“I just think that it might settle the spirits. And with them calmer, I’ll be able to sleep and then focus on my schoolwork.”

	“Not Abe.”

	“Bunica—”

	She cut him off. “That boy is a problem.”

	No matter the context, any conversation including Abe was bound to have this utterance. She would never elaborate or explain why she thought this. It seemed that she just assumed he knew exactly why she would believe this. And any questioning of her judgment, she took as a personal offense. An insult she didn’t tolerate. With any other topic, Mihail would agree just to avoid the battle of wills he was sure to lose. Abe was a different matter.

	“He saved our lives,” Mihail said.

	She made a dismissive noise and waved her hand at him. “He stirred everything up. Angered the spirits. Almost killed you.”

	“That wasn’t his fault,” Mihail replied on instinct before catching himself. Abe’s abilities as a physical medium was still something he couldn’t quite wrap his head around, let alone explain to someone else. “Besides, he’s my friend.”

	She scoffed, the sound dismissive but knowing.

	“The point is that we need help,” Mihail said. “And it’s best to do it now before things get out of hand again.”

	This time, she didn’t bother to give him any sign of acknowledgement. They were drawing closer to the dining room and he was running out of time. Bunica Draciana was reluctant to talk about these things at the best of times. And never over a meal.

	In a last desperate attempt, he gently pulled her hand, coaxing her to look at him. “I’m scared.”

	She stopped short, turned to him, and reached up to cup both of his cheeks with her warm, boney hands. He went easily when she pulled and let her place a swift kiss to his forehead.

	“I will protect you.”

	“I know you will,” he assured before hesitantly continuing. “But you can’t watch me every second. Please, Bunica, it will help put my mind at ease.”

	At seeing the annoyance that crossed her eyes, Mihail employed his best line of defense. Beseeching puppy eyes. For every one of the seventeen years of his life, this expression had been his strongest weapon in getting his way. There were very few people that could stand against it. Her lips tensed into a thin line, but eventually she heaved a sigh.

	“Fine,” she declared. “If it means that much to you, have the blessing.”

	“Thank you,” he beamed.

	“But not that boy.”

	Mihail’s joy instantly shifted to confusion. “I’m sorry?”

	“I want a Catholic priest,” Bunica Draciana said with finality.

	She turned and continued on towards the dining room as if the matter was settled. Mihail rushed to catch up with her.

	“Abe told me once that religious domination doesn’t matter to ghosts,” he stammered.

	“May not matter to dead,” she declared as she tapped her chest. “Matters to me. If someone is to be in my home, doing a religious service, I want them to be of my faith. Is that such a grand request?”

	“No,” he said reluctantly.

	“Am I not allowed such considerations?”

	“No, of course, grandma,” Mihail rushed to say, scared that she would retract her approval.

	She looked over her shoulder and pointed at him. “Bunica. Your blood is Romanian. Have some pride.”

	Mihail nodded, hunching his shoulders to show his remorse. “Sorry, Bunica.”

	It was enough to ease her annoyance but not her disapproval. She clicked her tongue and looked over the walls.

	“Your mother should never have removed you from your homeland. You’ve been gone too long.”

	“But I’m back now,” he smiled sweetly.

	Draciana lifted her chin higher as she looked to him, a hint of pride shining in her eyes. “As you should be.”

	“Now, no more talk of this. You find a priest and have your blessing. And we leave Abe to his own issues.” She glanced at him from the corner of her eyes, never breaking stride. “After all, he has my doll to worry about. I am sure it is causing him many problems. Oh, I forgot, it is going in his ... vault, I believe he called it.”

	Bunica Draciana was the only woman Mihail knew who could live in a haunted house for half of her life, be faced with indisputable evidence of the paranormal every day, and still be more or less a skeptic.

	“What a sight that vault must be. Did he let you inside when he placed my poor doll in there?”

	“He hasn’t put it in yet,” Mihail admitted.

	“But there was such urgency.”

	Mihail cringed, trying to keep his mind from returning to the demon he had seen within the vault. “His ribs broke helping us, Bunica. He wasn’t in any condition to go into the vault.”

	She turned her head, a slight sign of interest. “So where is my doll?”

	“I don’t know exactly, he wouldn’t tell me. But now that he’s better, he’ll be adding it sometime soon.”

	Bunica considered that for a moment. “How soon?”

	“Sometime this week, I think. Do you want me to ask?”

	“No,” she said the word softly, lost in thought. She turned to him abruptly and smiled. “It’s of no matter. Come, let us have breakfast.”

	Mihail smiled and gratefully headed to the kitchen as she carried on to wait within the dining hall. The path to the kitchen was the one route he knew with the most certainty. Bunica Draciana had no interest in cooking. So it was a task that had readily been handed over to him when he first arrived to help take care of her. It was a relief that he didn’t try and wrestle the task from her. There were three things that never failed to bring him happiness. Botany, buttons, and cooking. He had found it difficult to find anyone that cared about the first two, but cooking had proven to be a salvation as well as an icebreaker. Bunica enjoyed being catered to and never protested his preference towards fine dining.

	Gradually, the time he spent within the kitchen had increased until he was more comfortable there than in his own bedroom. The paranormal activity was always the lowest within the kitchen. It was still there, of course. But it had lessened over time to being only a mild inconvenience. Mostly items being moved from one drawer to another, cups sliding across the countertop, or doors moving with no explanation. Now, they only threw things if he cooked with anchovies. He didn’t know why and doubted he ever would.

	The kitchen was also the only room in the castle that seemed capable of holding onto even a shred of warmth. Perhaps it was just a simple matter of the restaurant quality ovens being in a room with a low ceiling. But he couldn’t help feeling maybe it was a sign that the spirits weren’t lingering close by. That he was alone. Naturally, the kitchen became his safe haven. He set up one end of the prep table to be his study, and the other boasted his collection of buttons and dried flowers.

	When he had first had the idea of doing his last year of boarding school through their online program, his head was filled with daydreams. Romania had seemed exotic and alluring. There was a certain romanticism in returning to the very castle he had been born in. An excitement and freedom that his life was sorely lacking. Adding to that the chance to finally learn something about his family, and there was no way Mihail could have resisted. Now he had exactly what he wanted. It still struck him as odd, however, that no one in his family deemed it necessary to tell him that the castle was haunted.

	Normally, he was a good student and only needed the slightest effort to keep his head above water. He was now discovering how hard it was to study when you were sleep deprived and your textbook was being hurled across the room. As he set the kettle to boil, he eyed his laptop. It was the same debate every morning. As a son, he felt it was his responsibility to tell his mother about her father’s fate. His logical side, however, told him that it was only cruel to open old wounds without proof.

	The squeal of the kettle boiling drew him from his thoughts. On autopilot, he made a cup of tea, the familiar notes of peppermint calming his nerves, and made the same decision he always did: he’d call her tomorrow.

	The warmth of the kitchen made his skin tingle, the sensation increased with each mouthful of tea. Leaning his hip against the counter, he took the moment to enjoy his tea, waiting. If anyone, alive or dead, was going to intrude, they normally did it rather early on. It wasn’t until he placed the empty fine china cup onto the counter that he believed he was alone. Still, he eyed both exits from the room carefully as he climbed onto the countertop. And again before he opened one of the highest cabinets. It was filled with gold plated punch bowls and silver candleholders. He carefully moved them all aside to reach the box he had stashed away in the back.

	The box was the only thing within the castle that was cheap plastic. Abe had taken a Sharpie to it. Mihail couldn’t read a word of Hebrew, so had no idea what any of the sentences actually meant. But Abe assured them the prayers would be enough to keep the ghosts from being able to hide the box. So far, it had worked, and his research, notes, and search grids had been protected.
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