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Chapter 1

	 

	The ghostly noises had kept Mihail up for days now.

	A combination of dull thuds and grinding cranks that echoed from the depths of Castle Vaduva. They had become an ever-present part of Mihail’s daily life, one that set his teeth on edge and made something sour and bitter line the pit of his stomach. When he tried hard enough, he could forget about it for a while.

	But he couldn’t dismiss the screams.

	They came sporadically. Each one, shrill and violent. A cry filled with so much agony that they barely sounded human anymore. His grandmother, the only other living person within the castle walls, was able to ignore it. Whatever event the ghosts were reliving down there, it wasn’t something Mihail wanted to know, but he couldn’t just pretend that he didn’t hear their pain.

	A priest had blessed the house over and over, but the screams, and clanks, and groans refused to be silent. Desperate for a moment of peace, he had broken and decided to do what the spirits wanted. He would investigate the sound. But, he wasn’t going to be an idiot about it. He had with him a sturdy flashlight, a fully charged phone, and chalk to mark his way. Most importantly, he had brought Abe Claymont.

	Abe was a loyal friend, but as a physical medium, he detested the castle. He could hear, see, and touch any ghost that ventured near, and very few of them were happy about that. Some even tried to claw their way under his skin. Abe had once told him it was like being allergic to the dead. All those natural defenses a living body was supposed to have to fight off possession just didn’t work for him. So, a place as haunted as Mihail’s ancestral home was a perilous place for him to be. He very rarely went beyond the courtyard, and Mihail had been prepared for some very undignified pleading to get him to agree. In the end, all it had taken was for Abe to hear the screams himself. After that, everything had been about ensuring the proper precautions were in place for their trip.

	Mihail had been confident that Abe could get them in and out unharmed. But as they headed down yet another flight of damp stone steps, with the low roof forcing Abe to stoop and the narrow walls crowding against them, fear began to simmer through his veins anew.

	“Why didn’t the blessings work?” Mihail whispered.

	For a long time, the only sounds around them had been their footsteps and the constant commotion that drew them ever deeper into the subterranean labyrinth. It didn’t seem right to break it now.

	Abe, apparently, didn’t share that feeling. “They have nowhere to go.”

	“I’m sorry,” Mihail said, speeding up a little to keep Abe’s longer stride from leaving him behind. “I’ve been trying to read all of those books you gave me, but it’s surprisingly complicated. Who even knows what ‘echolalia’ means, anyway?”

	“It’s when a ghost repeats back what you said.”

	Mihail ignored the comment. “And all those winter break assignments are proving to be time-consuming.”

	“Still can’t believe you failed chemistry.”

	Mihail scowled. “This is my first time doing high school by correspondence. Not to mention that it’s my senior year. It’s a big workload.”

	“Right.”

	“Do you know how hard it is to study in a haunted house?”

	Abe paused. His flashlight beam remained on the sloping stairs while he looked over his shoulder to fix Mihail with a disbelieving look.

	“Oh. Right,” Mihail smiled weakly. “Sorry. You were saying?”

	Snorting, Abe turned back around and started walking again.

	“Cliff notes version; blessings force evil spirits out and appease the good ones so they can move on. The problem here is that someone put up a whole heap of boundaries to cage them in. There ain’t nowhere for them to go.”

	“Who would do that?”

	Mihail didn’t need to see Abe’s face to know the expression that was covering it. “Oh, gee, if only there were a witch we could blame this on.”

	“Just because Bunica Draciana can do a few spells doesn’t mean that she’d do something like that.”

	“Ya kiddin’, right? There has to be a limit to your ability to look the other way.”

	Mihail knew that there wasn’t any use in pushing the point. His grandmother and Abe had despised each other since the moment they met. And nothing they uncovered about each other had eased the situation.

	Still, Mihail felt compelled to say something. “It wasn’t her fault the Coven came here. She didn’t have a choice.”

	“So she says. That woman lies like she breathes.”

	A scream ripped down the narrow corridor. Mihail plastered himself against the wall, sure that some monstrosity was going to come crashing out of the darkness. While Abe winced, he didn’t stop walking.

	To anyone else, he would have looked completely unconcerned. Mihail, however, knew his friend well enough to understand that the more graceful the lumbering giant was, the more trouble they were walking into. Years of boxing had left Abe with a natural tendency to become agile when he was expecting a fight. The looser he got, the tenser Mihail became.

	Their flashlights barely carved into the darkness as they moved around the damp abyss. The oppressive cold and constant darkness began to play tricks on Mihail’s mind. In one instant, he could believe that he and Abe were alone. The next, it sounded as if a hundred people were shuffling along behind them. There could be. The thought whispered in his head, making fear snake through the pit of his stomach and urging him to slink a little closer to his friend and only line of defense. Mihail had made peace with the fact that he wasn’t a fighter.

	It hadn’t occurred to him how close he was until Abe stopped short. Running into his back was like hitting a brick wall. And it was a little embarrassing that the collision didn’t even make the larger man sway. Given the difference in their heights, Mihail didn’t have to duck to allow Abe to scan the space behind them. So he held his ground, rubbed his forehead, and tried to smother the sparks of panic that threatened to catch light inside of him. Clanks, scrapes, and thuds grew louder to fill the silence.

	Unable to take it any longer, Mihail whispered, “What is it? What do you see?”

	“Nothin’,” Abe mumbled.

	Even as he said it, he tipped his head to the side, as if listening to something. Mihail strained but there was never any chance that he would hear it, too.

	“Abe,” he whispered a little more urgently.

	“Just ...” the word trailed off as he began to suck on one of his long incisors. Since he used the same habit to express a thousand thoughts and emotions, Mihail still had no hint as to what had changed. When he thought the tension was about to rip him apart, Abe finally added, “I think someone’s back there.”

	He shone his flashlight over the hallway again, craning his neck slightly like he might somehow increase the strength of the beam.

	“Who?”

	“Settle down,” Abe smirked. “They ain’t trying to hurt us. I think they’re just curious.”

	Forcing a smile, Mihail spoke through his clenched teeth. “Next time, could you perhaps start with the ‘no threat’ bit?”

	Mihail flinched and lifted a hand to try and block the light of Abe’s flashlight. It didn’t make his friend turn the beam away.

	“Why are ya talkin’ like that?”

	“I don’t want whoever’s following us to think I’m impolite.”

	Abe clicked his tongue, took a deep breath, but decided to walk on rather than say whatever it was he was thinking.

	“Life and death are no excuses to be rude,” Mihail protested, blinking rapidly to try and get his eyes to readjust to the dimness.

	“I’ll be sure to tell them that,” Abe scoffed. “Ya know, they probably don’t speak English, right? Not much need to be bilingual in small town Romania.”

	“Which is why I’ll keep smiling while I insult you,” Mihail said under his breath, too low for Abe to hear.

	It always struck him as odd how quick people were to dismiss the value of a kind smile and some well-tailored praise. For the vast majority of his life, it was all he had needed to get his way. Admittedly, they didn’t seem to work all that well on ghosts, but that didn’t mean he was going to abandon them all together.

	Finally, reaching the bottom of the stairs, the slick walls opened up to form several pathways. The combined strength of their flashlights failed to illuminate more than a few feet in any direction. They all looked the same. Narrow corridors constructed from large, uneven stones that perpetually bled icy water.

	The phenomena had kept Mihail up for countless nights. Castle Vaduva was technically in the middle of a raging current. But it was situated on top of a single spike that rose from the water, like a rotted tooth. High enough that it was only accessible by a weathered drawbridge that crossed the vast canyon. Unless they had traveled down a lot further than Mihail had realized, there should still be miles separating them from the river. He didn’t know why it bothered him so much. It was hardly the only nonsensical thing about the castle.

	A crashing thud snapped him out of his thoughts. The stones began to shake violently, shuddering like a living beast and forcing a flash flood from between the rocks. Mihail’s slight frame couldn’t stand against the sudden onslaught. He struggled to keep upright as the raging torrent attempted to throw him off of his feet and carry him down one of the foreboding hallways. It didn’t take him long to lose the fight. Before he could hit the stones, however, Abe snapped a hand out and latched onto Mihail’s slender arm. As unrelenting as an iron shackle, Abe hurled Mihail against the wall beside him. It wasn’t a gentle motion, but Mihail was relieved to feel the pain.

	Neither of them moved until the trembling slowly subsided and the torrents had reduced once again to haphazard drips. Mihail swallowed thickly, already numb to the bone, and pushed his wet hair back from his forehead.

	“Ya okay?”

	“Yes.” Speaking made pain pulse across his ribs and down his chest. He coughed, licked his lips, and made his voice a little louder. “I’m fine.”

	Releasing his arm, Abe patted Mihail’s head a few times, the motion forcing his now slick curls back down into his eyes.

	“Sorry. I didn’t mean to be so rough.”

	“I’m not going to complain about your methods,” Mihail said. In his panic, he had clutched his flashlight so tight that it now hurt to loosen his grip. He trailed the beam down the path he would have been carried through. “What do you think is down there?”

	“Don’t really care right now. We’re going that way.”

	Abe swept his beam down a different hall.

	“Why that one?”

	“Because the castle doesn’t want us to go that way.”

	Mihail swallowed and hesitantly peeled himself from the wall. “That doesn’t seem like the best reason.”

	“I’m driven by spite,” Abe shrugged. “Come on.”

	Mihail’s thick pea coat had done a lot more to protect him than his slacks had, although it was now waterlogged and heavy. It made it harder to keep up with Abe’s stride, but at least the movement kept the cloth from freezing over.

	Abe walked as if he knew the way, and after another hour of meandering, they came to a dead end. Mihail’s gut twisted painfully when the light of their flashlights fell upon the wooden slats of a door. The boards were rotten and chipped, but still looked solid. Strips of iron crossed the surface and forged an ancient lock with a hanging loop for a handle. Despite the condition of the wood, the metal stood untouched by time, still maintaining a slight polished shine. The contrast made Mihail uneasy. He shrunk back when he realized that the noise was coming from the other side. As if sensing his fear, a scream shattered the tense silence. Lurching back behind Abe, he grabbed a handful of the taller man’s jacket. While he did tilt his head to the side, Abe was kind enough not to comment on the cowardly reaction.

	“Maybe we should head back up,” Mihail mumbled.

	“You’re the one that forced me down here.”

	“How could I have possibly forced you down anywhere?”

	“Emotional manipulation?” Abe said.

	“Abe–”

	“I acknowledge and respect your feelings,” Abe muttered like it was a legal waiver he had to get out of the way. “But I ain’t going anywhere. Ya castle made this personal and I’ll be damned if I let it win.”

	“Is your pride worth dying for?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Oh.”

	The banter had allowed Mihail to find some peace. But all of that shattered as he watched the colossal man inch towards the door. His broad shoulders blocked Mihail’s view of what he was doing and most of the door itself. There was a slight rattle which he assumed meant that his friend had taken hold of the metal loop.

	A deranged scream ripped through the door, loud and crazed enough to have Abe flinch back. It was impossible for Mihail to hear what Abe was shouting as they tried to protect themselves from the ear-piercing sound, but he knew that they would have been somewhat creative curses in a few dozen languages. The noise died soon enough, but the ringing remained. Still, Abe gripped the door ring again and yanked. The lock held in place.

	“I don’t have a key for this room,” Mihail whispered.

	Abe huffed as he examined the door. “Your granny hasn’t given you a key for anything.”

	“That’s not true,” he snapped, regretting the outburst, as Abe turned his head just enough to cast him with a challenging look. “I have a key to my bedroom.”

	“And, how many rooms are there in this place again?”

	Mihail’s mumble of ‘somewhere in the hundreds’ didn’t go unmissed by Abe. With a humored grunt, he turned his full attention back to the door.

	“This feud of yours is getting out of hand,” Mihail noted, trying to keep the conversation going and prevent his nerves from getting the better of him. “It’s like you’re just trying to mess up her territory or something.”

	“Oh, I’ll be willing to destroy everything she owns.”

	Lifting his hand, Abe hesitated for a moment before he knocked. Three sharp taps. Mihail held his breath, every hair on his body rising as he waited for the response. After a moment of crushing silence, the clanks resumed. Abe knocked again. Both of them were surprised when whatever was on the other side repeated it back to them.

	Abe leaned one shoulder against the door and called out in his best attempt at a parental voice, “Hey, you guys called us down here. Aren’t ya gonna let us in?”

	To Mihail’s ears, there was only silence. It took a few seconds for him to realize that Abe wasn’t hearing anything either. Grumbling under his breath, Abe held his flashlight with his mouth, unzipped the chest pocket of his new snow jacket, and pulled out a Swiss army knife. He unfolded a slip of metal from the base as he crouched down.

	Mihail couldn’t bear to hear the sounds echoing from the room a moment longer and surged into the first conversation that came to mind. “New jacket?”

	Caught off guard, Abe glanced at him before he grunted and went back to what he was doing.

	“It looks good. Way better than your old one.”

	He didn’t spare him another glance, but gave a slight muttered sound that still somehow conveyed perfect dismissal.

	“Something about it is really familiar.” Delighted to have a mystery he could solve – that in all likelihood, wouldn’t involve death – Mihail devoted himself to the task. Unfortunately, Abe cut in and ruined it all.

	Switching the flashlight into his now free hand, he said, “It’s an old police issue. It needed a bit of patching up so Radu removed the lettering and let me have it.”

	“Radu Constantin? The officer that arrested you a month ago?”

	Abe grunted again but was more concerned with trying to work the flat of the metal between the bolt and base of the door hinge. Coming closer, Mihail squatted down next to his friend.

	“Isn’t that a little strange?”

	“Nah, everything around these parts gets reused.”

	“I meant making friends with the officer that arrested you for attempted murder?”

	“I wasn’t going to murder Owen,” Abe snapped. He gave the army knife a hard shove and worked the bolt up. It clattered to the floor as he continued. “I only wanted to hurt him. A lot.”

	“Still.”

	His shoulders heaved with a heavy, annoyed sigh. “Owen was a sexually sadistic child murderer. I just did what Radu wished he could have, which I guess is as good a basis as any to build a friendship on. That, and we’re in the same boxing club.”

	“The same club? Doesn’t it take an hour to get to his town? More than that with all of this snow.”

	“He comes here.”

	Mihail eyed him out of the corner of his eyes, “Right.”

	“Ya have no idea how hard it is to find a good sparring partner,” Abe retorted, meeting Mihail’s look with a narrowed glare. “Everyone else around here is barely bigger than you. It’s like boxing with a china doll. Damn easy, but not exactly what I’m there for.”

	Before Mihail could decide if he should be offended or not, the door shook upon its hinges. Mihail threw himself back, scrambling away with wide eyes. Abe stood his ground. Crouched in place, he began to idly adjust the bandages that were looped around his knuckles and wrist. It was a boxer’s wrap, one that he had perfected to keep his hands from taking too much damage in a fight.

	These ones, however, were covered with Hebrew prayers. On his own, Abe was able to do a considerable amount of damage to any attacking entity. With those wraps, he was a force to be reckoned with. And that was before accounting for the prayers he had scrawled across his shirt and pants before agreeing to cross the threshold. He had been the most particular about that safety measure.

	“So, I’m guessing this means that we’re not walking away?” Mihail said once the door had settled.

	A scream cut off Abe’s response. It was the same hopeless, terrorized cry that had made Mihail’s blood run cold more times than he could count. It was the one that kept him up at night and running in his head throughout the day. Telling Abe this was a mistake. It seemed to confirm with Abe that they needed to get in there.

	He tapped against the door again and shoved the items back into his pocket. The answering knock was swift and loud. Mihail longed to run, but that would entail making his way back through the corridors by himself. So, he stayed. Abe stepped back, lifted one hand to make sure Mihail was far enough back, and started in on the remaining hinge.

	“Wait. What if Frank is back there?” Mihail answered instead. “We still haven’t been able to find him. If he’s settled back there, breaking in would only make him mad.”

	Abe smirked as he scanned his flashlight around the edges of the door. “He’s a demon. ‘Mad’ is their natural state.”

	“That doesn’t mean that we should antagonize him,” Mihail said.

	Abe looked at him over his shoulder, his expression one of both humor and conviction. It made Mihail shrink back. Nothing good ever happened when Abe Claymont had that look. Before he had a chance to try and talk his friend out of it, Abe hurled himself towards the door. His impossible bulk slammed against the wood, the blow creating a thousand spider-web like cracks within its surface; but it held strong enough to make him stumble back. He seemed to take it as a personal affront as he tried to regain his footing. Stalking back past Mihail, he lifted one hand, as if to cut off any comments that he might make. Lifting his hands, Mihail sunk back against the wall. He still couldn’t keep the amusement from playing across his face.

	Abe noticed it and his scowl deepened. This time, the assault managed to crack a gaping wound into the center of the door. The damage released a feral shriek and a blasting breath of foul air. Thrown off his feet, Mihail’s back smacked against the floor hard enough to knock the wind out of his lungs. His vision reduced into broken patches of light as he struggled to choke down a breath. Even as a high-pitched whine filled his ears, Mihail could still hear Abe’s bitter and continued string of profanity.

	Without pausing in his tirade, the massive man smacked his fists against the ground, lurched to his feet, and charged at the door with a vengeance. The scream came once more. It was forceful enough to push Mihail further down the hallway but wasn’t enough to stop Abe. He crashed into the wood, this time successful enough to crash through it. Only the metal bars remained in place.



	
Chapter 2

	 

	Silence engulfed them. It was crushing. Rolling onto his stomach, Mihail pulled in a deep breath, his fingers clawing at the stones until he was able to choke out a few words.

	“Abe?”

	“I’m good.” The normally light twang of his Scottish accent thickened as he groaned.

	Mihail pushed his unruly curls off his forehead and forced himself up onto his knees. At some point he had lost his grip on his flashlight and was searching for it now. The sharp swing of the beam made his head spin anew, and he had to brace one hand on the wall to keep himself upright. The door had been reduced to an open pit, with only the minimal glow of Abe’s flashlight to battle it back. Waiting for some sign that Abe was actually okay was excruciating. He had personally seen Abe claim he was fine even while losing a great deal of blood.

	The flashlight finally shifted and Mihail released a long, relieved sigh. Awkwardly shuffling to his feet, he staggered over to the door, keeping himself braced upon the wall as he swayed.

	“Abe, what’s happening in there? Can you see what’s making the noise?”

	“I can’t really decide if you want to see this or not.”

	The response brought his anxiety back with a vengeance. Cautiously, he braced his hand against the remaining shreds of the door and tipped his head inside. Abe stood before it, his back to him as he slowly scanned the room with a flashlight. Dust particles danced across the beams. The air was stale and tainted with the scents of damp wood and rust.

	Nothing stirred. Gathering his conviction, he slipped through the gap and came to his friend’s side. By their combined light, he tried to spot what had caused Abe’s caution. The room itself was far deeper than Mihail had anticipated. Their beams couldn’t make it all the way to the other side. As his eyes adjusted, he was able to make out a few things amongst the layers of gloom.

	They stood on what seemed like a precipice or a balcony. Just like all the other places that made up the castle, there was no protective measures in place to keep anyone for plummeting off the edge. To their left, a stone staircase curled around the circular wall. Unable to force the light all the way down to the deeper recesses of the pit-like room, the items at the bottom were barely more than overlapping shadows. He could make out the shapes but couldn’t quite understand them. Or why they would cause Abe’s hesitation.

	“What do you think made the clanking noise?” Mihail asked in a whisper. It didn’t seem right to speak any louder.

	“That one,” Abe said, as he swept the beam out.

	It was a strange looking slate of wood with the pinwheels at either end. Staring at the contraption for a little longer, he tried to combine the objects into something that made a little more sense. There was something oddly familiar about it that he couldn’t place. Then it hit him, like an icy breeze slicing up along his spine. A rack. One used to sever people apart. A torture device.

	“This place is a dungeon,” Mihail whispered. He whipped around to face Abe, his wet clothes clinging to his legs and deepening the chill. “Maybe it was never used. All for show.”

	“Show rooms don’t tend to get haunted,” Abe replied.

	The taller man stalked across the small landing, heading for the top of the staircase. Propelled by habit alone, Mihail followed. The sounds that had lured them here had died the moment they had entered. Mihail hoped that it meant the ghosts had gone into hiding, not that they were still there, lurking in the musky shadows, waiting for them to venture closer. The walls seemed perfect to capture noise. In the stillness, the squish of Mihail’s wet socks rolled endlessly around them. They had wanted to hear the screams. The thought came unbidden, offering more questions than answers. Shuddering, he pushed it aside and quickened his pace to keep close to Abe.

	The sensation of being watched thickened as they followed the curving wall. While it made Mihail’s skin crawl, it wasn’t enough to force him to lift his flashlight beam from the stairs. There was nothing in this room that he wanted to see. Once more, Abe proved to be of an entirely different mind. Without hesitation, he swept his flashlight around, exploring the vast cylinder room as they descended.

	After every few dozen stairs, the stones flattened to form a short landing. It took three of them to reach a point opposite of where they had entered. They still hadn’t reached the bottom. The further they went, the greater the sensation of being watched became. It now carried with it a malicious edge that dug into his bones. Unable to stand it a moment longer, Mihail flicked his gaze across the room, trying to catch sight of who was glaring at him.

	Slips of metal and iron flashed in the light of Abe’s beam. The place was too spaced out to get a view of everything at once. There was the rack, situated in the middle of the room; its shackles curled upon the raw wood slats like slumbering pythons. Further back, he caught a glimpse of a chair covered with spikes, each one forged into a point so sharp that time hadn’t been able to dull them. Chains dangled from the wall, suspended between clusters of hanging tools. While Mihail couldn’t name any of them, there was no way to deny what they were for.

	“Watch ya step,” Abe muttered as he came to the last stair.

	Mihail had been so distracted that he hadn’t noticed the increasing deterioration of the stones until they began to crumble under his feet. It hit him that this was the only place he had come across in the catacombs that was bone dry. The walls were flat and dull when the light touched them. Even so, the stench of mold persisted. It took a few more scans to see the pit of water tucked away in the shadows. The pool looked dark and rancid. There was a chair suspended above it, held aloft by a series of beams and cranks. He looked away as quickly as he had seen it.

	“Stay here a second,” Abe said.

	Mihail glared at him. “You are not leaving me here alone. I swear to God–”

	His words cut off into a pained hiss as Abe twisted around and pointed his flashlight into Mihail’s face. Squinting against the glare made the edge of his rage dissolve.

	“I ain’t going nowhere. But I’m pretty sure there’s a power box over there and I wanna see if we can get some decent light in here.”

	Mihail shuffled on his feet. The squelch of his socks didn’t help to ease the churning of his stomach.

	“Is that something we really want?”

	“I’m a big fan of seeing my attackers. And given the number of sharp things they have around here to toss at us,” he clicked his tongue with teasing thoughtfulness. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s something we want.”

	Mihail hadn’t known he was going to laugh until the sound was tumbling out of his throat. He resented himself a little for the slip-up. It seemed disrespectful to chuckle in a place like this. But Abe seemed to approve. The smile he offered Mihail would have been more reassuring if it wasn’t for the tricks of light. Between the shadows cast by the coarse, short-cropped hairs of Abe’s beard, and the glow of the flashlight, it looked more like a feral flash of fangs. Faced with it, Mihail couldn’t keep his thoughts from spiraling. If the ghosts here are violent, if they get inside Abe, I’m never leaving this room alive.
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