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	Child neglect/abuse

	Death, including death of a child

	Suicide

	Anxiety



No one came to the village of Hastings unless they wanted something. That was as true now as it had been decades before, centuries before.

The weather was damp. The earth was coarse and where it was not coarse it was sticky clay, unfit for anything but making mud. The roads flooded with every rain and, after only the briefest attempt, even the railroad had swung around Hastings in search of better, more scenic stops that it might make. Those that still bothered to come to Hastings came for a reason. To marry. To work. To grow old and die in a place untouched by god. They came seeking. They came hungry. And in time, if they were still able, they left.

All save one.

One soul who never left. One soul who sought.

And sought.

And sought.

One who called on misty afternoons when any decent person knew the power of daylight and goodness kept danger at bay.

Come play.

After all, what could be wrong with a game or two on a spring afternoon, too wet to be abroad. Come in. Come play. Let me open my doors to you.

At the end of the lane, the immense wreck of a house that overlooked Hastings, all crumbling pillars and cracking plaster, opened its doors and sometimes its calls were answered. Children stepped over the threshold. They came to play. They came to seek. They never left again.

Not alive anyway. But usually not at all.

Year after year, over and over, the house at the top of the lane opened its hungry maw and it devoured.
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Ebenether Virtue, a long and gangly young man with more than ample hair for several heads in addition to his own, stood on the platform and waited in vain to be noticed. In the distance, a train whistle sounded out three short blasts. He flinched.

Not his train. Most likely. Ebenether wasn't adequately acquainted with the intricacies of train signals, but he knew the sound of distance and that one seemed to be heading away rather than approaching. The only thing he knew for sure was that his train would be stopping here. At this station. There was only the one train station in the city so he couldn't have made that mistake even if he wanted to.

Ebenether flicked a glance at the large face of the clock standing nearby. The thing was near eight feet tall so it might be seen from far down the track and had a white moon face on all four sides of its square head. In his younger years, he'd imagined the clock to be some kind of monster. It was too large. And something about the slant of the numbers had a habit of turning them into eyes watching him. He didn't like it. Even now when he was old enough to know better.

Out of habit, Ebenether stayed where at least one of its faces was visible at all times. The clock's eye hands showed an hour still before his train's arrival. Ebenether had endeavored to be early, the need owing on one hand to his eagerness to begin his first appointed task for the Hunter's Association and owing on the other hand to his anxiety over meeting his advisor. He might have overshot a bit.

The cool spring breeze plucked at his hair with increasingly malicious fingers as if determined to undo all the careful brushing he had administered before departing home. Ebenether patted down the worst of the fly aways and checked the monstrous clock again. Fifty-eight minutes now and still no sign of his advisor.

Everything must go well today. It was absolutely vital. After years spent training at the academy, learning spells, the methods for alleviating the distress of unwilling possession, identifying the signs of a haunting, finally—finally—he was ready. Only one step away from certification.

Once his advisor arrived.

Once they got underway on Ebenether's first field mission.

Once he proved himself and received clearance for future cases. Unassisted.

Such a short list of steps stood in his way now. Hardly a hurdle between him and becoming a full-fledged hunter.

Mother would hate it of course. She had been against him taking up the field from the start, but once he received clearance there was no taking it back. Once a hunter, forever after a hunter. Even she couldn't undo that.

When he'd first told her of his plans she'd responded with a scathing: "We don't do that anymore." He knew the tone. It was the same one she used when anyone attempted to invite her to a dinner party where social climbing might be on the menu. Which it always was. That was why she never attended any function to which she was invited.

She hadn't always been this way and it wasn't as if Ebenether didn't understand her concern. Ebenether had plenty of concerns of his own. But he also had a strong desire to take this one chance to set himself apart from his three sisters and one elder brother. They were all making good progress at being busy and important in a variety of ways, all of them miles away from the legacy of grandfather and the great-greats who had built their family's fortune the old fashioned way—through a gift for divination and a talent for difficult exorcisms.

Carnival tricks, according to Mother. Tomfoolery. Nonsense. She called it anything that would allow her to ignore what it really was: their fate. Exorcism was the root which supported their family. It was their blood. Without it, they toppled and fell. The world hadn't grown any safer since Father's death. Willful ignorance didn't change that fact.

His siblings might be happy to play pretend with her, but Ebenether couldn't. He didn't have that choice.

Ebenether fidgeted with his gathered cuffs and did his best to look relaxed and self assured. From the looks he garnered, he failed at both.

Perhaps he had arrived a bit too early. The designated time for the rendezvous with his advisor was still a quarter of an hour away. Or more. Mr. Merriville had been somewhat vague on that specific point before handing him a case file and sending Ebenether on his way.

And what a file it was. His first case promised to be either a spectacular waste of time or the stuff of future tales. His advisor was no less so.

Ebenether studied each passing face on the platform. He didn't know who to look for precisely. A name was what he had, not a face. His advisor could be any of the people bustling about him. Probably not that elderly man struggling to mount the outbound train. But perhaps that short person with a flat, purple hat. Or the tall, skeletal man whose pants were too short by several chilly inches—a pain Ebenether also knew far too well. Any of a dozen others. No one looked in his direction.

He had been told to expect one Belar Tomerian, senior Hunter specializing in monstrous infestations of all types.

Age: 37 according to the file

Schooling: adequate

Family connections: undisclosed

Belar Tomerian had come up through the ranks under the tutelage and mentorship of Ysabel Denai nearly twenty years ago and nary a pair of hunters in recent memory had closed as many cases successfully as they had. They were legend. That legend had dimmed only slightly after Denai's retirement six years ago. Hunter Tomerian still inspired plenty of gossip on his own, just more quietly now.

But Ebenether hadn't needed the file to know that. He had been following their exploits with interest almost as long as he'd been able to read. At his grandfather's knee he'd heard the first, the matter of a phantom cat wreaking havoc in a small, dockside town. That moment had forever changed him. Before that, Ebenether had known of his grandfather's work, everyone in the family knew of the work, but that was the first moment in which he understood the purpose of it. The glory. The... he hesitated to call it joy, but why shouldn't it be joyful? Helping people. Unraveling mysteries. Solving puzzles. It was good work. Necessary work.

Even his siblings had gawked the day that he announced his enrollment in the academy, but look at him now.

He had only to get through this first assignment, his final assessment.

Overseen by Belar Tomerian.

A flutter went through Ebenether. A pitter and a patter which started beneath his breastbone and traveled outward.

Over the years, Ebenether had fashioned a mental image of what Hunter Tomerian might look like. The accounts never bothered to describe the hunter himself, always too concerned with the trail of supernatural occurrences to mention the color of his hair or his manner of bearing or whether he was known to toss a wink and a smile to any onlookers, so Ebenether had been forced to fill in the blanks himself. Blue eyes seemed too whimsical for the man. Red hair too frivolous and rare. A decade had whittled the imaginary form to a fine point and now here he was meeting the object of all those musings. After this, he would finally be able to put a proper face to the stories.

Ebenether checked himself over again. One last time. His coat was buttoned. His cuffs were neat. His tie needed straightening. His hair—well, his hair was still a lost cause. But everything else... he was as presentable and ready as he was ever likely to be for this moment.

Belar Tomerian. Guiding him. Guiding him. Ebenether's chest fluttered again.

Hunter Tomerian had a reputation for being unfriendly and no nonsense, but no doubt that was a product of the stories and perhaps a tinge of jealousy. His storied career was liable to get anyone's hackles up. And how daunting could a single man be? Ebenether had grown up in the shadow of a family well-acquainted with greatness. The mention of his mother made government officials tremble. Promenading couples routinely crossed the street to avoid her on instinct. Nothing could be more fearsome than spending two decades at the dinner table with that.

Ebenether would complete this case with every bit of skill he possessed. He would be quick. Efficient. Faultless. No one would interfere with that, not even his admittedly legendary advisor. Belar was only a man no matter what the stories said.

The clearing of a throat pulled Ebenether from his thoughts.

The lips of the man before him quirked up in the faintest smile. There was a certain unnerving prettiness to his features and to the silky tail of black hair, almost unnaturally glossy, draped over one shoulder. He was not terribly tall, few were beside Ebenether, which should have been a comfort, but in this case only made him feel as though he was exposing his vital organs to potential danger. Beneath an aged and well-maintained leather coat, he wore a waistcoat of amethyst silk speckled with embroidered stars and silver seed beads. An odd choice for a man with the air of someone who spent a great deal of time skulking in shadows.

He regarded Ebenether with steady black eyes. "Virtue, yes?"

"Who might be asking?" Ebenether couldn't quite keep the edge of suspicion out of his voice, or keep from slipping one hand into his pocket to check for a missing purse.

The movement wasn't missed. The man's smile widened, which only drew Ebenether's attention to how sharp it was. It wasn't an expression. It was a weapon. "How silly of me. Introductions first, hmm? That is the proper way." He presented a gloved hand to shake. Ebenether stared at it, anticipating the appearance of a knife in the palm. "Belar Tomerian. I believe I'm to be your minder on this endeavor. Let's try to get along, shall we?"

"You are my liaison?" Ebenether gasped.

Oh no.

Barely a minute in and he'd already made a mess of things.

"I'm so sorry, sir. I didn't recognize you otherwise I never would have ever dreamed of—"

Belar held up a hand to stop him. The palm of the leather was scuffed from hard use and a dark stain blotted the palm just below the littlest finger. He tried not to consider what that might be from. "I have the feeling we'll be late for our train if you complete that sentence and I've already purchased our tickets."

"Yes. Yes of course, sir."

"Come along then," he said, advancing with a speed that left Ebenether scrambling to catch up despite his longer legs. "If you still feel like apologizing, you can do it once we're underway."

The station was familiar to Ebenether after family trips to the seaside and up north but this was the first time he'd ever visited it without them. Not that trailing after this unfamiliarly familiar man wasn't somewhat reminiscent of following the line of his mother and siblings as they zigged and zagged through crowds and across platforms.

Ebenether studied Hunter Tomerian's back. Ebenether had always liked puzzles, but he couldn't fathom how Belar fit together, how each piece connected to the next and formed the whole of him. The stunningly expensive waistcoat in the latest style and the decades old coat. The barely contained sneer and the smile which overlaid it like a lace tablecloth, only allowing glimpses of what lay beneath.

Hunter Tomerian was a mystery. Unfortunately, Ebenether was unlikely to have the time to unravel him. He had only been hired to solve one mystery and that wasn't it.

The crowds parted to reveal the shining black side of the steam engine with the conductor beside it calling out to boarding passengers and porters, directing them in his booming voice. Ebenether hadn't even heard the train's arrival. Where had the last hour gone?

Belar bounded up the step into the train and glanced back. "All right back there? No second thoughts?"

"Should there be?"

The question drew a slight nod that might have been approval from the hunter. "It's not uncommon. If so, speak now. No one will think any the less of you if you decide to back out now."

Ebenether very much doubted that was true. Plenty of people would think less of him, himself included.

He shook his head.

And with that, they set off.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




The story of Hastings was a common one, repeated endlessly throughout the country as the war drew to a close and new enterprise rushed in to fill all the gaps that it had left behind. Spaces once filled with people and places, now gone. Gashes where the life had been torn out. All of them waiting for someone or something else to take their place.

Hastings had been hit harder than most, half the town decimated in a battle that, if not particularly bloody, had been ruinous to all when the yearly rains came in ahead of schedule and turned the fields to a soup that swallowed everything which stood upon it. Wagons and horses and men were all consumed body and soul by the ravenous earth that cared neither for friend or foe. The cries carried for miles, but none went near lest they add themselves to the number of the lost.
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