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			PROLOGUE

			It is a dark age, a bloody age, an age of pike and shot. It is an age of devastation, an apocalypse born of man. And yet, amidst the fire, pestilence, and death, it too is a time of high art and fledgling science, of testaments to man’s reason and the tragedy of his promise.

			In the wake of enlightenment, schism, and uncertainty sweep the abbey and manor alike, ushering in the question of faith and doctrine yet to be written. With the Word of God and grievous miracle in the common tongue, man is cursed with a great and terrible freedom—the gospel of the self. With the way to heaven in one’s hand, hell vomits forth a hate unrivaled.

			Come the clarion call, brother turns against brother in tides of torrential carnage. Mortars fire with thunderous booms across acres of carrion and scatter the crows. The Ecclesiarchy stands as a hollow edifice of piety and prestige, its indulgences spent on gilded works and greased palms, belfries tolling only to sound the alarm. The farms and fields are trampled and robbed to the lowest root. Swaths of parishes are razed by desperate brigands, the innocent hanged from gibbets for sport, the very soil sodomized by suffering. Even the Imperial Cities, with their bastion walls and lecture halls, are not exempt from the horror, their decadence, but a veil over cesspits of revolt and violent agitation—feeding the worms of the earth.

			In such an age, is it the destiny of mankind to suffer a world of perdition? Is it the Hand of God that conducts the Music of the Spheres, binding us to these atrocities? Or is there something else—the will to act, beyond the book or the preacher? At least, it is true that sin not only stains our hands, but those of our fathers and forebears.

			Those who laid the foundation of ruin.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			The mists thickened. Swirling in dampness, they enveloped the upland moor, as if conspiring to blot out the sun. Sequestered in the relative safety of the stagecoach, Rufus lifted the curtain with slender fingers, eyes fixed upon the brooding mountains. Gaunt trees loomed on either side of the Old Road, and brooks cleaved their way through the hills, bleeding into loathsome mires where leeches swam in sullen waters. Distant peals of thunder filled the valley. His only companion was the silhouette of the driver. Stone and soil shuddered under the wheel, and yet, the coach lumbered on its due course. 

			Something snapped. Whether branch or spoke, Rufus could not say.

			“Sir,” he called, “would you kindly slow down a bit? Are we in such a hurry?”

			“That we are,” the driver said. “You’ll thank me when we reach the hamlet. Only a fool travels the Old Road at night.”

			Rufus unscrewed his pewter flask and took a shot of whiskey. His face was pale and betrayed his sickly nature. Though he fancied himself a member of the peerage, his hair was disheveled and oily. Dressed in a violet vest and black trousers, Rufus sported brass buttoned cuffs and would not dare leave home without his tailcoat—a weather-worn shield against that which addled his humors. Even now, he reread the letter, trying to make sense of it all.

			Urgent. I have a job for you. Return home to the family estate.

			Baron Matthias Grünewald

			A sudden shift in the road summoned a wave of nausea. What was he to make of this? What manner of job? What was so urgent? Regardless, the seal was unmistakably of House Grünewald with its arboreal heraldry. Rufus had not seen the estate since childhood and only remembered it vaguely, though its surrounding acres had clearly seen better days.

			“You’re a long way from the city, lad,” said the driver. “Who are you, really?”

			“Does it matter?” Something about the driver unsettled Rufus. Maybe it was the way he stared over his shoulder, or how his lips were peeled in a grin, but if this was a local’s way of conversation, then Rufus preferred silence. “I am the grandson of the baron, for what it’s worth.”

			“What?” the driver scoffed. “Now that you mention it, I can see the resemblance. I wouldn’t go flaunting that around, though. Just a bit of friendly advice.”

			“I assure you, this is hardly my idea of a holiday.”

			“On business?”

			“Something of the sort.”

			Rufus took another sip from his flask. A fortnight had passed since he had left the comfort of his loft. He missed his feather pillows and garret window overlooking the theater district, where he frequented the cafes, drank with playwrights, and flirted with barmaids. It was hardly sustainable. With tabs unpaid and goodbyes unsaid, Rufus had answered the letter. Desperation had gotten the better of him, and so, he found himself on the Old Road. 

			Suddenly, a wheel shattered as the shriek of horses filled Rufus’s ears. Before he could grasp the door, the coach swerved and toppled, and he fell prone against the wall. Winded, he gasped for air and heaved himself upright, pushing past the bludgeoning pain in his back as he crawled out of the wreckage. Moments bled together in a montage of misery as Rufus salvaged his luggage. Such were his priorities. The coach had stumbled into a pothole. It was not until after Rufus had gathered his belongings that he realized something—the driver was nowhere to be seen. Even the horses had vanished into the woods. 

			Silence stung the air.

			Rufus’s heart sank into his chest. Dread cast a pall upon his thoughts. He found himself in a particularly dense stretch of woodland. Skeletal branches clawed at the setting sun, and a faint mewling reached his ears. Slowly, he opened a trunk and drew his blackthorn shillelagh—head hollowed and filled with lead, imported from Skellige. It was the only practical thing he had brought. The Old Road lay before him, and so, step by step, he began the trek to Altstadt.

			“Nothing for it,” he muttered.

			Rufus attempted to tread lightly, but the creak of his wheeled trunks betrayed any notion of stealth. The clouds darkened as a cold breeze whisked piles of dead leaves. Passing by shallow graves and thick, gnarled trees, Rufus propped his coat’s collar, if only to ease his own lingering fear. Then came the rain, pattering in torrents against roots and foliage. Before long, his clothes were soaked and his thighs began to chafe. In the wake of the silver hour, Rufus spied a palisade of sharpened logs blocking the roadway. A pair of broad-shouldered figures emerged from the mists. Clad in slashed doublets and voluminous breeches, armed with matchlock pistols and halberds, they sported a range of colors and luscious beards—landsknechts, so-called “servants of the land,” by the look of them.

			“Halt,” the taller one shouted. “In the name of law, there is a toll. Pay up or face justice.”

			Rufus halted in his tracks. “Ah, yes, of course.” He reached for his coin purse, only to find a meager handful of coppers. “Uh,” he managed, “may I ask what the toll is?”

			“Depends,” said the other. “You look pretty well off.”

			Rufus brushed his wet bangs out of his eyes. “I wouldn’t go that far, but my grandfather is the baron you serve.” He offered the damp letter from his pocket. “I assure you, it’s authentic.”

			“Yeah,” scoffed the shorter of the two, “you get the friends and family discount.”

			Rufus watched the men reach for their pistols. He raised his hands and stepped back. “Easy, gentlemen,” he said. “What’s the toll, exactly?”

			“For you?” One of the brutes eyed his luggage. “Half.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Half of whatever you’ve got.”

			Rufus bit his lip but was not one to argue. He kicked open a truck and bid the “guards” to take their pick. As they rummaged through his belongings, Rufus crossed his arms and mustered the courage to speak up. “How do you know the baron?”

			“Oh,” said the tall one, “we’re part of the ‘local militia,’ if you take my meaning.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t.”

			The landsknecht tipped his feathered hat with a sneer. “Make no mistake, we’re the best of what you could’ve encountered out here. And we’re going easy on you.”

			“How thoughtful….”

			After parting with his silk shirts, a spare coat, and more than a few bottles of bourbon, Rufus conceded with a sigh. “Now, may I pass?”

			“I’ll tell you what,” said the tallest. “Since we’re on our way back, how about we escort you to town?” He grinned, revealing a gap in his yellowed teeth. “Free of charge.”

			Rufus raised a thin eyebrow, unsure as to what to make of this. Given his luck so far, they would likely shank him and dump his corpse in a ditch. Then again, there was something off about this country—an eerie forbearance that defied explanation. 

			Though he hardly took stock in local legends, Rufus had his suspicions that things far worse than bandits dwelled in the gathering dark.

			“I accept your offer,” he said. “May I have your names?”

			“No.”

			Rufus and his escort left the barricade behind. Night had befallen the Grünewald, though not a star shone in the sky. The darkness was thick and unnatural, as if wafting from the earth in a miasma. Roughly a mile down the road, one of the bandits raised an oil lamp, shedding scant light upon the trees and muddy trail. The other drew a long knife with care. Rufus clutched his shillelagh, gripping its heavy head, trusting neither of the mercenaries—a moan carried from off the road, belonging to no known beast and too warped to be human. His thoughts were flooded with images of ill-defined creatures, defying natural science and the taxonomy of learned men. From the edge of sight, he spied a shadow in the forest, only for it to vanish as soon as it appeared. At first, Rufus thought it was a trick of the light, but the color had drained from his captors’ faces. Then he looked down. Rufus cupped a hand over his mouth. There lay a carcass of woodland game, perhaps a fawn. Judging by the sliced wounds and entrails, whatever had eviscerated the creature took its time, relishing in an agonizing kill, reflecting a brutality that no animal possessed. The guards crept around the carrion, eying the shadows for any sign of danger. 

			Nothing emerged. No one dared to speak.

			Rufus weighed his options. The lamp would undoubtedly attract whatever lurked in the dark—he could flee blindly into the woods, taking his chances. Then again, he hadn’t the faintest idea of how many leagues were left, and should he be caught, whether by bandits or the thing, death wouldn’t be far behind. With a deep, shuddering breath, Rufus carried on. 

			Eventually, he spied lights beyond the forest, flickering from tall silhouettes, recognizing them as village dwellings.

			“Altstadt?” he whispered.

			His escorts nodded in silence. As they emerged from the Grünewald, Rufus was greeted by rows of wheat upon the outskirts—wheelbarrows and threshing flails were left strewn by mills and granaries, acres guarded by scarecrows in cruciform poses with heads of rotting turnips. A low granite wall separated these fields from the hamlet proper, where half-timbered houses loomed with slender gables and glowing windows. The gates were reduced to a few planks on rusty hinges, as if subjected to countless fires and raids. Not a soul lingered in the open street. Rising from the marketplace was the clock tower of the Rathaus, though the nearest establishment of note was the Hofbräuhaus—a coaching inn wafting with the smell of sausage and fresh bread by the west gate. Rufus assumed that would have been his destination regardless.

			“We’re safe here, no?” he asked.

			“Safe as you’d expect,” said the taller, “but yes.” He heaved his payment over his broad shoulder and waved. “Take care, now.”

			Left with a single trunk, Rufus rid himself of the bandits with a grimace. Though hardly at ease, he opened the swollen door to the taproom, welcoming the warmth of the hearth. Under rafters and candled chandeliers, wooden tables and seats sat low in the dimness, and above the fireplace rested a poorly taxidermied head of a boar. A few huddled men took refuge at the bar, swigging swill as the night wore on. The ceiling moaned under the weight of its second-story business, salacious as it was, and the clink of bottles filled the air. 

			Rufus pulled up a seat only to be met with silent stares.

			“Ah,” he said, “I’ll take a…drink.”

			The innkeeper, a burly middle-aged man sporting an artisanal mustache, nodded and poured a draft into a stein. Rufus shifted its contents with studious intent. It was flat. Stomaching the lukewarm brew, he pined for a bourbon but doubted the bar offered such luxury.

			Forcing a smile, he offered a gloved hand in mock politeness.

			“Hello,” he said, “I’m—”

			“We know,” said the innkeeper. “Grandson of Matthias Grünewald. Heir apparent to the estate and its surrounds.” He went back to polishing the glasses. “Welcome home, such as it is.”

			“Heir?” Rufus asked. “Well, a technicality, I suppose.”

			“What brings you to this godforsaken place?” asked a one-eyed patron.

			“A letter, and work. Apparently, the baron has a job offer.”

			

			The locals murmured in low laughter. The innkeeper leaned on the counter, locking eyes with Rufus. “Just how much did your grandfather explain to you?”

			“Not much, I’m afraid,” he managed.

			“Well, I’m not privy to say,” the innkeeper shrugged, “only that you’d best stay indoors.”

			Keeping to his beer, Rufus wondered what the tight-lipped locals meant by such warnings. “I’ll say this much. The journey here was…unnerving.”

			The innkeeper smirked. “Surprised you made it, to be honest.”

			“I don’t suppose anyone can introduce me to the baron at this hour,” Rufus said. “No matter. There’s always tomorrow.”

			The innkeeper took a deep breath. “About that.”

			“What’s the fuss? If I don’t know any better, I’d say he’s—”

			The door swung open, and another local staggered into the inn. Balding and bespectacled, he groped his way to the bar, dressed in a thick, black coat and lambskin boots. Rufus inched back as the oddly well-to-do drunk raised a pair of wrinkled fingers, as if to wordlessly order a double. The innkeeper nodded in familiar understanding, pouring him a generous shot of the Hofbräu’s finest rotgut.

			“Gottfried,” the innkeeper said. “He’s arrived.”

			“Really now?” He raised his weary head. “The master’s blood and kin?”

			The innkeeper nodded in Rufus’s direction. “So it would seem.”

			It took him a moment to understand the implications of the exchange, but Rufus soon caught on. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said with a nod. “Are you the burgomeister of this town? A servant of the household?”

			Gottfried downed his shot like a python on a dying rat. “Yes, I am.” His eyes gleamed with inebriated resignation. “You are the spitting image of the master. God rest his soul.”

			“Excuse me?”

			Gottfried turned to eye the innkeeper. “How much did you tell him?”

			“Figured you’d want to do the honors.”

			“I beg your pardon,” Rufus said, cheeks flushing with indignation, “b-but no one has explained so much as anything. I understand that you folk prefer to keep to yourselves, but if my grandfather is dead, I’d like to know how and why!” Though he felt many things, grief was not among them. He recalled nothing save the shade of an old man, obscured by the fog of distant memory. Truth be told, Rufus did not know him in the slightest. “What is the meaning of this?”

			Gottfried uttered a sad laugh. “Come, I’ll enlighten you of your ancestor’s folly. Turn in your luggage and join me at the town hall. We keep the stronger stuff there at any rate.”

			The burgomeister slid a few thalers across the countertop. Laying a hand against Rufus’s back, Gottfried ushered his ward down to Main Street. Houses and shops were locked for the night, many wholly abandoned, windows boarded and shut. Near the Abbey of Saint Hildegarde, Rufus passed by rows of gray headstones, where the earth was damp and soft. Climbing the shallow steps towards the Rathaus, he fixed his eyes upon the clock tower—its strange dials and zodiacal rings, which shimmered with stained glass, encircled by wooden grotesques. 

			Bleak as it was, Altstadt was not without gothic sophistication.

			“When was this town founded?” Rufus asked.

			“Oh,” Gottfried said, “difficult to say. Between fire, plague, and war, Altstadt has been destroyed more than once, and yet, folk always manage to resettle in the shadow of Schloss Fleischburg.” Upon the threshold, he rummaged through his pockets and dug out a ring of iron keys. “House Grünewald has long presided over the hamlet and its surroundings.”

			With a click and creak, Gottfried unlocked the heavy doors and bid Rufus to follow him inside. Past the rows of wooden benches and columns sat a black curtained stage crowned with a slender podium. Flanked by staircases to the surrounding balcony, a handful of doors led to a variety of archives, most dilapidated by neglect. Oil paintings were framed about the walls—moody landscapes and portraits of long-dead magistrates. Musty and faded, the Rathaus was a shade of civility—a trove of records and ledgers that had not seen council in generations. Gottfried raised an oil lamp and led the way up the stairs to his own office, which housed a fine mahogany desk, brown hangings, and shelves of antique books. 

			The smell of dust and liquor permeated the air.

			“Would you care for a vintage?” Gottfried opened a bottle with a thunk and poured himself a generous snifter of brandy. “Very good year. Almost as old as I am.”

			Rufus accepted the offer with as much grace as he could muster.

			“Let’s begin with the legalities,” the burgomeister said, rummaging through drawers of documents. “Ah, here we are.” He laid a contract and a pen on the tabletop. “Sign here, please.”

			“Why?”

			Gottfried gazed at the heir from over his spectacles. “The baron’s left you, Altstadt, along with all his possessions. The estate and its environs are yours now.”

			Rufus read the contract carefully. Most of it was self-explanatory or superfluous, but a few phrases, such as “personal responsibility for any injury—physical, mental, or fiscal—that befalls the party in question,” and “I hereby claim my birthright and pray that God have mercy upon my immortal soul,” raised more than a few questions. He tapped his pen on the desk. The endeavor was absurd, and yet, what had he to return to? Crippling debt and an eviction notice? This was his only escape from poverty—a new beginning, though a far cry from the life of a socialite. With a deep breath and nothing to lose, he scrawled a shaky signature. Crimson ink bled into the parchment. Morbid certainty gripped Rufus’s heart, and the implications of what he had signed swept over him like a gale. He reached for a snifter and took a drink—the liquor burned his throat yet carried a certain sweetness.

			“Tell me,” he asked, “what happened to my grandfather?”

			“The baron was…eccentric,” Gottfried began, “even by the standards of rural gentry. He kept himself locked away in the castle. Indeed, I was one of the very few to see him often.” He eyed a particularly grim portrait above the fireplace. “He had a keen interest in occultism. Such passion drove him deep into study as he sought to master a power underneath the estate.”

			“And what is this power?”

			An uncanny draft wafted through the open window, stirring cobwebs and motes of dust, as if the slightest mention disturbed an entity pervading the Grünewald.

			Gottfried sipped his brandy, seemingly unfazed. “Centuries ago, Schloss Fleischburg was built upon a fissure in the hill from which foul-smelling fumes escaped. So deep that no light could reach the bottom. Evil portents and sightings have been reported in the region since the earliest records, but it wasn’t until recently that such phenomena were explored. Your grandfather rallied a troupe of convicts to explore the Pit, promising them freedom in exchange for this simple task. When the first was lowered into the darkness, he was told to shout out should he encounter any trouble.” He finished his glass with a gulp. “Within seconds, there was a shriek, and the prisoner begged to be let up, raving and crying. He was driven insane by the experience and locked in the Narrenturm—the Fool’s Tower. Of course, the other prisoners refused to participate in the expedition thereafter. Word spread and, by imperial decree, a chapel was consecrated over the Pit to prevent whatever lurked down there from clawing its way to the surface. Inner fortifications were constructed in haste, facing into the courtyard. However, this did nothing to stop your grandfather’s meddling.”

			“What then?” Rufus asked.

			“You can imagine that he didn’t take kindly to such precautions. He delved deeper in secret and, eventually, descended into the Pit himself. It’s been months since. Before he left, however, your grandfather sent out a letter to his next of kin. To ensure the estate would be governed properly, should something happen to him down there in the dark.”

			Rufus caught his leg trembling as he lifted a brandy to his lips. Though disturbed, he clutched his kneecap and mustered his reason. “Did you find a corpse?”

			Gottfried did not reply.

			

			Rufus refrained from scoffing. Surely, he was not expected to believe this. Eerie as this country was, whatever had killed his grandfather was of flesh and blood, assuming that he was truly dead. “Strange, to be sure,” he said, “but I’m not one for ghost stories. I intend to administer an investigation. If only to put these superstitions to rest—”

			The sound of shattering glass carried from down the hall, followed by a thud.

			Rufus jolted out of his chair. “What was that?”

			Gottfried rolled his eyes. “Mincemeat.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			A four-legged shadow crept along the wall, and the lady of the manor revealed herself with a meow. She was massive, more of a sloth than a cat, and better fed than most of the townsfolk. Rolling on her side as if to demand scratches with an imperial stare, Mincemeat purred loudly, her thick double coat peppered with browns, grays, and blacks, mismatched eyes gleaming in the candlelight.

			“Well, hello,” Rufus said, relieved. “Aren’t you a chunky one?”

			Mincemeat recoiled at the heir’s attempt to pet and swatted his hand lazily. Before Rufus could plead for companionship, she leapt with surprising agility midway up the bookshelf, content to glower at the unwelcome guest, ignorant of the wood groaning under her weight.

			“I fear the baron has spoiled her,” Gottfried said, words oozing with disdain. “Fat and slow in her dotage, I’m sure she misses the nightly morsels under the table.”

			Rufus eyed Mincemeat as she postured proudly, as if she were the true successor of the estate. Gottfried drummed his fingers against the table, regaining the heir’s attention.

			“At any rate,” the burgomeister said, “you are proving quite agreeable.” He refilled his own snifter with the last of the vintage. “More than I expected.”

			“Well, this is my estate,” Rufus said. “How far is the castle?”

			“Not thinking of venturing there yourself, are you?”

			“I trust we have outriders?”

			Gottfried gave a sardonic smirk. “Only the mercenaries hired by your grandfather to keep the townsfolk from revolting. Bandits and thieves all.”

			“That’s what I feared. However, an expedition in broad daylight shouldn’t prove too dangerous, should it?”

			Gottfried sighed, deeply. “Get some rest, my lord. You certainly have work to do.”

			Rufus nodded and returned to the Hofbräuhaus, eager to rest. His quarters were fine enough—a modest bed with a thick quilt and plenty of pillows. He shut and barred the windows, not daring to test his luck. Pale slivers of moonlight pierced the mists, illuminating the broken battlements of Schloss Fleischburg, whose spires loomed stark in the wilderness. Then it dawned on him. There were no trade routes leading to or from Altstadt, nor military frontiers or points of strategic value. Why would a castle be constructed in this miserable stretch of a valley? It was a tactical anomaly. Unless the legends had a grain of truth to them. Regardless, sleep would prove a fickle beast. Rufus’s thoughts wandered to the woods and unseen terrors, trying to rationalize what he had witnessed on the Old Road.

			Something stirred in the darkness.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Rufus woke to muted rays of sunlight piercing the drawn curtains, causing him to moan and stir. He tossed off the blankets and reached for his morning shot of whiskey, forcing the “medicine” down with a cough—the aftertaste was smoother than laudanum. He stood slowly and cracked his spine. Dressed in the same clothes as yesterday, Rufus crept down the steps to the taproom, aged panels creaking underfoot. The bar was vacant, save for the proprietor who had seemingly spent all night polishing the same collection of glasses and steins.

			“How’d it go last night?” the innkeeper asked.

			“Well as it could’ve,” Rufus said. “I’ve signed the contract.”

			The innkeeper snorted and shook his head. “Mustn’t have much to come back to.” He reached for a cask and poured a couple of beers. “Care for a sample?”

			Rufus shrugged and took a sip. If last night’s brew was anything to go by, it would wash itself down. He was pleasantly surprised. With sweet and slightly roasted notes, it carried a certain bitterness, reminiscent of a ripened brie and sour cherries.

			“Just a triple from Waldesrand,” said the innkeeper.

			Upon paying his tab, Rufus left for Main Street, greeted by daily life under a forlorn sky. Townsfolk went about their business, dressed in clothing typical of common folk—breeches, doublets, and the occasional beret or bonnet, mostly linen with bits of leather and salvaged finery. Sweeping porches and fetching water from the well, they eyed Rufus with suspicion, as if they had not seen an urbanite in years. Only the stonemason smiled as he chiseled a yet unnamed gravemarker, not far from the cemetery. Further up the street, the smell of spices and roasted meats lured Rufus into the open green. Rows of costermongers served rural cuisine from pushcarts and open fires. Luncheon was of modest fare, consisting of bratwurst with stone-ground mustard—tough on the throat yet savory and spicy to taste. 

			Rufus paid the locals little heed, though they spoke in hushed whispers, ever in the monstrous shadow of Schloss Fleischburg, which loomed atop the wooded tor.

			“Did you hear?” 

			“Yeah, another’s gone missing.”

			“Whatever the baron woke’s behind this, I’m sure.”

			“It’s not natural, none of it.”

			At the hour’s end, Rufus approached the Rathaus when its clock tower struck noon with bronze bells, reverberating across the square. Crows took flight from ledges as tiny windows creaked open, revealing a rotating display of shadowed figurines—pope and king, child, and commoner. Even the wooden gargoyles stirred, animated by little mechanisms, tilting their heads like curious hounds. Upon the last toll, Death swung its scythe in a memento mori and bid the mundanity of life to resume.

			As if on cue, Gottfried opened the door and greeted him with a rigid grin. 

			“Ah,” the burgomeister said, “to what do I owe the pleasure, my lord?”

			“We’ve much to discuss. I’d like to learn more on the state of affairs, if you please.”

			“Of course, of course.” Gottfried ushered him to his office, which was a bit brighter than Rufus had remembered. “As you know, Altstadt is a rural parish. We have very little in the way of trade, and most of what passes through is intercepted by highwaymen. Schloss Fleischburg and its grisly reputation are enough to deter most commerce.”

			“And how do we manage upkeep?” Rufus asked.

			“Besides digging ourselves deeper into debt?” Gottfried laughed, bitterly. “Most imports come from the lakeside hamlet of Innsbruck.” He handed Rufus a pile of documents. “Income taxes under normal circumstances are one percent, though in times of particular hardship they can reach as high as three.” He pointed at a particularly lengthy chart of brackets and inked numerals. “These are the records for the past five years. As you can see, our coffers aren’t exactly brimming with gold.”

			Rufus’s eyes widened at the figures. “We’re flirting with destitution.”

			“That we are,” Gottfried continued. “Most of your family fortune was exhausted by your grandfather’s excavations. And there is, of course, his vast collection of trinkets and baubles in the castle proper. We could sell off an assortment of the oddities cached throughout the estate.”

			Rufus laid a thumb to his chin. “Salvage what we can to repay our debts.”

			“Shall I send out a word to the antiquarian?”

			“Yes, appraisal will be in order.”

			Gottfried straightened his papers and tucked them away in a messy drawer. “Is there anything else you wish to ask, my lord?”

			“I plan on setting out for the castle today.”

			“Oh? Not alone, I hope.”

			“No,” Rufus said. “But I’d like an escort. I want you to post notices about the town. A ‘substantial reward’ will do, but a small party is needed.”

			“With all due respect,” Gottfried said, “the townsfolk live in terror of Schloss Fleischburg. I sincerely doubt farmers and tailors will risk their lives for—”

			“Then what do you suggest?”

			Gottfried did not reply. The burgomeister picked and peeled at the quicks of his fingernails, beginning to bleed. Rufus knew better than to comment.

			“You mentioned mercenaries?” he asked.

			“Well, yes,” Gottfried said with grave hesitation. “There are landsknechts who frequent the Hofbräu, unfortunately. Brutish and greedy. Hardly suitable for protection.”

			“I understand your concerns,” Rufus said, “but can we afford to be choosy?”

			“No, I suppose not.”

			“Thank you for your time, burgomeister.”

			With a swift nod, Rufus stood and saw himself out the door. Though scarcely half an hour had passed, the country seemed veiled in twilight—wind whispered through the barren trees as red leaves fluttered to earth in heaps of sickly foliage. He strode down Main Street to the west end of town, only to watch the people make way for a pair of familiar figures striding down the open way—dressed in patchworks of colors and codpieces of obvious compensation. With halberds propped over their shoulders and arquebuses at their sides, the landsknechts reeked of overconfidence. Rufus did not flinch at their approach. 

			The taller of the two gave a boisterous wave.

			“Ah, the heir apparent,” he said. “Do you find Altstadt to your liking?”

			“It’s certainly…rustic,” Rufus replied. “Thank you for ‘escorting’ me to safety last night,” his voice oozed with sarcasm, “in fact, as baron, I may have need of your services.”

			“So, you weren’t lying after all,” the taller one said. “Call me impressed, ‘milord.’ What is it that you had in mind?”

			“Firstly, I’d like to talk about this over a drink.”

			“On your tab?”

			“Not likely.”

			“Very well,” the taller one laughed. “We’ll play along. To the Hofbräu, then?”

			Flanked by these miscreants, Rufus led the way to the coaching inn. He opened the door in a delicate manner, only for the landsknechts to barge in and drop their weapons with a deafening clatter. Rufus sheepishly signaled for three glasses and claimed a hearthside table.

			“Now then—”

			“Hold on.” The taller one raised a hand. “How about some introductions first? I’m Leopold,” he thumbed at his stout accomplice, “and this is my brother-in-arms, Hupert.”

			

			“Rufus.”

			“Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Again.” Leopold leaned forward and shook his hand, grip firm and coarse. “So, what’s this proposition of yours?”

			“I need fighting men to escort me to Schloss Fleischburg,” Rufus said. “Our mission would be to recover everything of value from its halls to be sold. If rumor is to be believed, there is…something down there. And I’m not exactly a soldier.”

			The mercenaries exchanged nervous glances. Leopold lifted a stein to his lips and took a swig of stale lager. “You mean something that drove grown men to madness? That’s a tall order. Aren’t your coffers dry? We charged your grandfather a pretty penny for our services.”

			“Haven’t you been to the castle?”

			“No. We’re swords for hire, not the royal guard,” Leopold said. “Besides, the Old Road is easy pickings for us. We’ve done jobs for the baron, true, but never met him in person.”

			“Yeah,” Hupert added. “No one goes to the castle.”

			Rufus crossed his arms. “Schloss Fleischburg has no shortage of plunder. I’d be willing to part with a share of what we uncover. Say, as much as you can fit in your pockets?”

			A glimmer of greed shone in Leopold’s eyes as he drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “As much as we can carry without a horse. I’m going light on you.”

			“Fair enough.”

			“So,” Leopold kicked up his feet on a spare stool, “when do you want to set out?”

			“After our drinks.”

			Leopold cracked his stein against the heir’s snifter. “Prost! To a worthy haul.”

			Rufus swirled the contents of his chipped glass. “Indeed.”

			Within the hour, Rufus finished his business and paid his tab. Leopold and Hupert heaved halberds over their broad shoulders and led the way to the path beyond the Rathaus. Past the north gates, the company took to an uphill trail towards the castle. Black-barked trees pressed close to either side—even the grass was dead and dry underfoot, little more than patches of gamboge against desiccated soil. Slowly, the sights and sounds of Altstadt began to fade, until even the clock tower had vanished into the mists. 

			The landsknechts strode on as Rufus lagged, winded by the steep slope.

			“What’s wrong?” Leopold grinned. “Do we need to slow down?”

			Rufus quickened his pace and swore under his breath, footfalls heavy against the dirt trail—perhaps too heavy. He was hardly accustomed to rough travel, oblivious to eyes in the woods. When the road began to widen, he sighed and raised his weary head.

			Then he beheld their destination.

			Schloss Fleischburg was an indomitable blight upon the valley, perched upon the edge of a great basalt cliff. It was squat and unremarkable with fortified masonry and teal tiled roofs, more of a prison than a keep. The iron-banded gates stood as indomitable doors that were designed to endure centuries of neglect. Constructed of four thick walls, the castle bore a certain malevolence. Everything about it was designed to intimidate. For these were the monstrous halls of Baron Matthias Grünewald, meant not to repel intruders but to contain something within.

			“Charming bit of architecture, isn’t it?” Leopold nudged the heir sharply.

			Ill-timed humor aside, Rufus gazed in awe upon this bleak hold. The gates of Schloss Fleischburg stood slightly ajar, as if beckoning the company to test their mettle, promising them riches and ruin in equal measure. Yard by yard, the landsknechts advanced, halberds at the ready.

			“Rufus,” Hupert called. “Are you coming or what?”

			“Y-yes, just catching my breath.”

			Through the front gates, Rufus and the landsknechts were greeted by the courtyard and silence. Fortified towers rose from old battlements like pillars of bone—windows gazing out as lightless eyes. Cloistered walkways lay in the shade of alcoves and bare columns, doors leading to wings of unknown chambers. Rufus took a few shaky steps, overwhelmed by the sheer scale. These were the halls of his lineage, though he felt no familiarity towards them. Constructed beside the gatehouse was a chapel braced with simple buttresses and a square turret. 

			Leopold pressed an ear against the panels and laid a finger to his lips. 

			Silence passed until the soldier pushed open the door. One by one, the company crossed the threshold into the chapel. Its walls and ribbed vaults were composed of mild stucco, and a series of faded frescos lined the niches, portraying scenes of danse macabre.

			“How quaint,” Rufus muttered to himself.

			He was never fond of such imagery. In village pageants and courtly masquerades, folk dressed as corpses of varying walks of life, frolicking to a troubadour’s song at the parish cemetery. The Great Pestilence was in living memory, and these festivities served to honor the grave that awaited all earthly things. A nasty prank had left Rufus with a livid scar on his ankle. 

			He shuddered, shoving his hands in his pockets. 

			These illustrations were not of mischievous ghosts, but fresh out of a mad monk’s manuscript—an army of the dead, reaping the living as wheat in the open field.

			“Eerie place,” Leopold said, “but there’s coin to be had.”

			Rupert nodded. “Check the alms box, will you?”

			As his escorts passed the pews, Rufus approached the clothbound altar and noticed its candelabras—something was off in their placement. The landsknechts plucked coins from offering tablets and stuffed them into their codpieces and purses. Rufus rolled his eyes. When all was properly desecrated, he tipped the left pricket back and felt the floor tremble. 

			The altar slid back with a cloud of dust, revealing a stairwell descending into utter darkness. A faint ticking echoed from under the pulpit. 

			Leopold came to his side, lantern at hand, and peered into the passage.

			“What do you see?” Hupert asked.

			“Nothing,” Rufus said. “Just a way down.”

			The heir clutched his shillelagh. Slowly, the company crept down the steps in a single file. The smooth stone walls were bare of décor. Not a sconce lined the staircase. At last, they came to the upper foundations of Schloss Fleischburg—the brink of the abyss.

			“Wait,” Hupert said. “Do you hear that?”

			The slow grind of stone carried from the way back. Rufus turned to the stairwell, eyes widening in terror. Before the company could bolt up the steps, the altar had locked in place—sealing them in the undercroft. Not a word was spoken. 

			Swallowing his panic, Rufus drew a sharpened letter opener. The landsknechts followed his lead. Hours had passed. Darkness enveloped the way forward. Rufus raised the lantern, barely illuminating the labyrinthine halls beneath Schloss Fleischburg. Step by step, he tried to soften his shallow breathing, lest he disturb whatever lurked in the dark. Leopold kept a firm hand on his shoulder, prodding the stagnant air with the point of his halberd. Hupert stuck to the rear, a matchlock loaded and aimed blindly at whatever awaited them.

			“What is this place?” Rufus whispered to no one in particular.

			Something trickled on his shoulder. Rufus spun around and brandished his letter opener, expecting a nameless predator to lurch down from the ceiling—no such thing emerged.

			“What are you doing?” Leopold snarled. “Nearly gave me a heart attack.”

			“I thought I felt,” Rufus began to explain, yet thought better of it. “Never mind….”

			He recognized architecture from studies at the university—pilasters and columns of gothic orders, supporting high stone arches where the routes diverged. The ceilings sagged with the weight of the earth. The company felt their way along the ossuaries, cradling yellowed bones. On occasion, they would come to a stairwell promising to lead them ever deeper into the crypts. The floor shifted in Rufus’s wake. He raised the lantern. The flagstones were splattered with sewage and sanguine fluid. At the end of the hall was an intersection split in two—presumably east and west. It was impossible to tell where they were in relation to an exit. Rufus eyed the flow in hopes of finding a culvert to the woods.

			

			“Keep up,” Leopold called from the bend. “We don’t know how far these go.”

			With a shuddering breath, Rufus pressed on. Distant clatters and clangs echoed from behind locked doors and heaps of crumbled masonry, and dried blood streaked the near wall.

			“A tad underwhelming,” Hupert said, “I must admit—”

			Metallic whining erupted from under the flagstones. Something sank under Hupert’s heel—a pressure plate. Before he could so much as shout, a host of iron spikes sprang from slits in the floor and pierced his foot. Hobbling yet hardly unharmed, he collapsed loudly.

			“Hupert!” Leopold’s voice cracked. He ran to his comrade’s side, who inched away from the slowing trap. “What happened? Are you alright?”

			“Is it b-bad?” Hupert stuttered, ignorant to his own blood pooling onto the floor. “I….”

			Though Rufus’s face paled with sympathy, he stuck to the shadows, lantern aquiver in his grip. Something else stirred in the depths. His eyes darted about the far corners of the labyrinth—faint guttural whispers and the crunch of bones echoed from deeper halls. Leopold wrapped the gaping wound with a bandage and firm care, and handed Hupert a drought likely pilfered from the apothecary. With the empty bottle cast into a heap of rubble, he nodded, rapidly, as if the pain was beginning to numb. Leopold hoisted his comrade’s arm over his shoulder and slowly came to Rufus’s side. Limping down the corridor, they continued at a sluggish pace.

			Leopold helped his wartime companion along the way until the corridor opened to yet another antechamber. “We can’t keep trudging on like this. Let us rest.”

			“And let whatever horror descend?”

			“The only horror is gangrene; should we keep this up.”

			Rufus knew that was a deflection of the true peril at hand. Leopold and Hupert clung to each other and slumped with fatigue. Shadows seemed to close ranks in a phalanx of blackness. The heir imagined forms of unseen terrors yet knew that an aimless march would get them killed just as well. “Then what do you suggest?” Rufus asked. “Camp here?”

			“Certainly a start,” Leopold said.

			Rufus conceded with a sigh. They settled for the remains of a torture chamber, with displays of pliers and prongs, and half-mummified corpses hanging from their thumbs and stretched across the rack. He could almost hear the screams of the past. Disturbed by the implication of his family’s cruelty, Rufus approached the desk and uncovered a moldy diary.

			On the baron’s orders, I am to carry out the sentences of three convicts taken from the Imperial City of Chimay. Guilty of arson and immoral relations, they are to be put to work for his lordship’s studies. As to what this entails, I am uncertain, but the baron frequents the dungeons to oversee their punishments. Much to my relief, this is not a reflection of my duties, rather of the baron’s own curiosities. Namely, his interest in pain. He is writing a definitive work on the matter, but I cannot help but feel there’s more. However, the baron appears to hold me in favor, for which I am grateful. I could not say the same for my predecessor.

			Rufus shuddered, unsure as to what to make of this. As if in response to his own lingering fear, the skulls of the imprisoned seemed to stare at him. Meanwhile, Leopold foraged for dry wood to form a bonfire. Rufus lifted Hupert’s leg upon a stool and tore off his boot. The soldier said nothing, face dripping with sweat. His lacerations had putrefied at an unnatural rate.

			“Are you well?” Rufus asked.

			“Oh,” Hupert sighed, weakly, “fantastic….”

			Leopold returned with an armful of planks and tossed them in a clattering pile. With the strike of flint and steel, he lit a fire, and the company huddled together around its meager flames. Rufus took a sip from his pewter flask—whiskey soothed his nerves. Leopold kept watch, leaning on his halberd, his back to the others as he peered into the fringe of firelight. 

			Frightened though he was, Rufus’s eyelids were heavy and exhaustion got the better of him, if only to bask in a moment’s rest. They were being watched. Drifting in and out of slumber, a silhouette lingered in the licking shadows of the fire, rippling along forked flames, looming as a man dressed in fine robes. Still as a corpse, the apparition stared at Rufus without eyes, and yet, there was something off about its height and posture.

			Grasping weakly, Rufus gasped as the image vanished in a wisp of smoke.

			“Grandfather?” he asked, weakly.

			Rufus woke to silence—the campfire was exhausted, little more than a pile of ash and embers. Leopold eyed him oddly and shrugged, returning to his watch. Hupert was far worse for wear, feverish and struggling to stand, keeping a firm hand on his matchlock pistol.

			“We’d better keep moving,” Rufus said.

			Leopold nodded and offered Hupert a hand. Despite the ceiling’s height, the odor of woodsmoke was overpowering, and the air was a haze. Rufus kept his shillelagh close. Pebbles clattered in the corridor near the campsite, followed by the folly and creek of a crossbow.

			“What was that—?”

			An iron-tipped bolt flew out of the darkness and impaled Hupert through the chest—serrated with wicked barbs. He collapsed on his back and coughed a lungful of blood. Leopold knelt to his companion’s side, trembling in shock that gave way to rage. Drawing his sword in a flash of steel, the landsknecht sprinted down the corridor and swung his blade in wild fury.

			“W-wait!” Rufus cried and gave chase.

			Whatever had slain Hupert had already gone. 

			Rufus kept his dagger close, desperate to fend off the lurkers waiting to strike. The corridors echoed with a chittering parody of speech. Something tackled the heir with a monstrous shriek. Pinning him to the ground was an emaciated corpse of a man—skin stretched tight over its frame, face drawn to a fleshy skull bearing rows of supernumerary teeth, erupting through its jaws. Dressed in scraps of leather, rags, and rusty mail, it clutched a longsword in its left hand—perhaps a conscript who died in battle generations ago, reanimated by foul magic.
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