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“One is cast from morning till night into a sort of spurious family circle composed of total strangers, among whom there will doubtless be always a pleasant element, but amongst whom, as in all gatherings of poor human nature, there are sure to be uncongenial or offensive people.”


Lillias Campbell Davidson, regarding boarding houses




Chapter 1
A House of Many Mysteries
Isabeau Agarwal stood before Spindle Manor at seven o'clock in the evening with every intention of killing someone.
Rain pounded on her umbrella. Thunder rolled deep and low. Isabeau adjusted the heavy luggage hanging off her shoulder and lifted the gaslamp in her other hand to cast its glow over the building. The manor was old and foreboding, three stories tall with slender windows flickering orange. It was commonly known as a hostelry situated on the outskirts of Lamplight, but in truth it was more boarding house than proper inn. Isabeau noted the lack of footmen or help of any kind.
As her stagecoach disappeared toward the stables, Isabeau walked the distance to the porch. Safe from the rain, she turned to admire the sprawl of Lamplight in the distance below. From miles away on the hilltop, she thought the name a fitting one, with its thousands of twinkling gaslamps visible through the torrent.
And there, close by in the woods, the spirits had already begun to dance in the darkness. Little dots of light bobbed happily about, thrilled to take a traveler away were she daft enough to stumble about the night without a gaslamp in hand.
One could almost mistake the lights of those will-o'-the-wisps for the lights of the city, thought Isabeau, kicking water from her boots. And sometimes it seems as if the two are equally dangerous.
She opened one of the big oak doors and caused a loud creaking, as if the house were alive and was quite upset at being bothered. A small foyer led into a pair of rooms joined together. The light was low and the air was still, chasing away the chill of outside. A cheery fire crackled off to one side—a drawing room—where a lone gentleman sat. There was a front desk to the other side where a tiny woman stood motionless.
The man at the fire slowly turned in his seat, making a low, murmuring sound. He was an older fellow, with a grand mustache and red, ruddy cheeks and greying hair. A bowler hat sat on a nearby table, and he wore a coachman's coat. A sleeping dog curled up near the fire by his feet. It took too long for Isabeau to realized it was stuffed.
“Ah,” said the man, eyebrows raising as he saw Isabeau. “Another lost traveler in the night. Come, warm yourself by the fine fire. Share a drink.” He lifted a silver flask and gave it a rattle.
A far more traditional coachman than my own, thought Isabeau, and then promptly ignored the man. She reached into her coat pocket, first double-checking the time on her pocket watch, and then she produced her compass.
The needle spun in mad circles.
This is certainly the place.
Isabeau strode to the desk, where the small, young woman waited silently. She hunched over with horrible posture, her arms hanging limply at her sides. She had ghostly pale skin, and chin-length, pure black hair that almost hid her sleepy eyes.
“One room, please,” said Isabeau. The receptionist didn't respond, and Isabeau was about to educate the woman on proper hospitality, when she noticed the stitching that held the girl's mouth closed, along with the placid, flat look of her face. Her lifeless eyes were halfway closed, and her wide, stitched mouth had the very faintest trace of a tiny smile on one end, and only one end.
“Ah,” said Isabeau. “A living doll girl. I haven't seen one in quite some time, now. Apologies. Let me see, then...”
A name tag was pinned to the receptionist's uniform that read:
Penelope
or “Penny”
“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Penny,” said Isabeau. “I am Ms Isabeau Agarwal.”
A violent clattering came from the floor behind the desk, and Isabeau craned her head to see a rat trap had just closed its door on a happy rat nibbling at a bit of cheese inside the cage. The cage sat next to an identical copy, only the rat inside the second cage had already eaten his cheese apparently, and so he took to his incarceration with far less grace than his fellow jail mate.
Isabeau ignored the rats, and looked about the desk area, spotting a sign nailed to the wall.
One room—2s 6d per night
Breakfast—1s 6d
Table d'hote—2s
Coal—6d
“One room for the night, please,” said Isabeau, giving a thought to how much cheaper hostelries were in the country compared to the city. “No coal, but I'll be present for dinner.” She paid four shillings and sixpence, which the living doll girl smoothly took without a sound. Penny then pushed forward an old, leather-bound ledger and flipped it open to the most recent page, where the current date read at the top. She gave Isabeau a pen, and then pointed to a quaint sign next to the book, the sole purpose of its existence to help clarify how to sign the guestbook.
First initial, last name, time.
She filled out her information. Before giving back the book and pen, Isabeau took a moment to memorize the names that were signed that very same night on the same page as her own.
The guests currently residing in Spindle Manor.
V Mulgrave
H Fernand
A Keystone
T Field
H Field
E Valdez
Colonel Abigail Thrall (this was in large, sprawling cursive)
J Prescott
Spud
C Homes, Coachman
Ten guests, thought Isabeau. Ten possibilities.
Penny reached for one of two remaining keys on the keyboard and began walking without a word. The board listed eight rooms total: 201 through 204, and 301 through 304. Isabeau followed the receptionist to a hall and then to a staircase at the hall's end that was narrow and twisty with big, smooth, wooden railings and carvings of gargoyle's faces at each corner. Lightning flashed through windows at the staircase, giving life to the creatures' pained expressions.
“Is the landlady in tonight?” asked Isabeau, taking note of the quiet hall and empty rooms on the first floor. “Marguerite Blanchet is still the owner, yes? I've never stayed at Spindle Manor before, but I've heard much about it. A well-respected establishment, as I understand, away from the hustle and bustle of the city, but not so far away as to feel marooned. I would enjoy a conversation with the proprietress.”
The living doll girl, of course, didn't answer, but Isabeau found Penny to be a fine person to verbalize thoughts to nonetheless.
As they ascended the first flight of stairs, they caught a young man off guard as he came downward. He couldn't have been much past eighteen, gangly with wispy arms and legs and a patchy line of something that attempted to be a mustache. He bore a fading bruise on the right side of his face.
“Good evening,” said Isabeau.
The young man's eyes were wracked with nerves as he stared at Isabeau, and when lightning flashed and thunder shook the banister a second later, he flinched and ran down the rest of the steps, nearly tripping on his way.
Isabeau traded a look with Penny, who had also stopped, and it almost seemed as if the living doll girl shrugged, but of course she didn't, because living doll girls simply didn't do things like that. Shrugging was beyond their communicative abilities. And so the two continued their journey up the stairs.
They reached the second floor, and Isabeau got a handle on the simple layout of the second and third floors. While the first floor surely had its nooks and crannies and many rooms, the higher levels were laid out plainly, with a central hallway down the middle and two rooms on each side, creating a square of four rooms.
Isabeau's room evidently was not on the second floor, as Penny continued on up the stairs. Before leaving, however, Isabeau spotted two women at the far end of the hallway casually talking to each other, one of them holding a drink in her hands. They watched Isabeau as if she was a primate at the Lamplight Menagerie.
As Isabeau and Penny climbed the second flight of stairs, they came upon a pair of men having some difficulty getting a large suitcase up the steps. Or rather, one of the men was having difficulty, while the other stood around and gave instructions.
“Lift with your legs, good man, not your arms,” said a tall, handsome gentleman of middle age. He had striking blue eyes and well-groomed hair, and he wore a fine suit with a dark waistcoat and jacket.
His footman was almost as tall, but wider across, with small eyes and an unreadable face. He struggled with a piece of luggage caught on a step.
“Ah, another guest,” said the first man, and he gave a little bow of the head. “And I thought it was only going to be our party staying at the famed Spindle Manor tonight. Good evening, madame. I am Dr Victor Mulgrave, mesmer and chief member of the Societies of Harmony.”
“Good evening. The name sounds familiar,” said Isabeau, nodding curtly back.
“I should hope so. I'm only one of the most esteemed mesmers in Lamplight. This here is my man, Hector. Say hello, Hector.”
Hector grunted.
“There's a good fellow,” continued Victor. “And you have the pleasure of being?”
“Somewhat damp, still,” said Isabeau.
“Aren't we all? They say this will be a lingering storm.”
“What storm doesn't linger? But I've been rude. My name is Ms Isabeau Agarwal. A fellow third floor tenant, it seems.”
“Traveling alone, then?”
“With my coachman.”
“Oh my, both daring and indulgent. Must be on important business to be riding stagecoach alone. Our own little excursion has been split nine ways, and it's still a bit overpriced, if I must say.  But that's Gillet and Whitlock for you. Don't tell Mr Homes I said that, he gets protective of his employer, the loyal simpleton. But here, I've held you up far too long, and you with what looks like heavier luggage than mine hanging off your shoulder. I'll let you free. Are you coming to dinner?”
“I intend on it.”
“I shall see you there, then. It would be a shame for a woman of such intriguing grace and beauty to be absent tonight.”
Lovely, thought Isabeau, moving on.
Isabeau and Penny arrived on the third floor to find it empty and perfectly still. A deep red carpet ran its length, and spiderwebs coated the paintings along the walls. Lightning flickered through the window at the end of the hall, thunder softly rumbling behind. The left door at the far end of the hall creaked open of its own accord.
Penny wouldn't step away from the stairs. Her placid face turned up to Isabeau, and she held out the key. Isabeau took it, reading the number tag attached to it: 304.
“Right then,” she said, nodding farewell to the receptionist. She walked down the hall, passing the first pair of doors, which were labeled 301 and 302. Turning back, she saw that Penny still stood at the top of the stairs, slouching forward, watching Isabeau.
Cheery help, she thought, reaching her door on the right. To the left was room 303, whose door was wide open. Within stood the silhouette of a woman in white in front of windows looking out into the thunderstorm. Isabeau paused, curious over her neighbor.
The woman wore a dress with a large bustle making the drapery flare outward wildly below the waist. A fashion not popular for over a decade now. There were frills up and down the dress, and they looked frayed, although Isabeau could only make out the woman's silhouette. She held a dainty parasol upright in skeletal thin hands, the pose quite absurd indoors, and simply watched the rain fall outside.
“Good evening,” said Isabeau, taking a step forward. “It looks as if you are to be my neighbor tonight. My name is Isabeau Agarwal.”
The woman in white didn't respond or move. She simply stared out the window, her back to Isabeau.
Thinking nothing more of it, Isabeau turned away. She spared a glance down the hall, and Penny was gone. Isabeau entered her room, shutting the door behind her. She lit the single gaslamp in the room, gilding the place in a soft glow, and set her luggage on the bed. A giant stuffed moose head dominated one wall, his eyes beady and shiny, his antlers spreading outward impressively. Isabeau took off her black frock coat and draped it over a chair, leaving her in her black trousers, waistcoat and white shirt.
Along with her gun belt and gun, of course. That rarely came off.
The gaslamp flickered at a report of thunder, and Isabeau paused, hearing a scuttling above. She cast her eyes across the undisturbed ceiling, and then promptly brought forth her can of Peating's Insect-Destroying Powder (“Never Travel Without a Can!”). She sprinkled it liberally around the bed, like any good traveler would.
There was a rapping at her chamber door, and Isabeau opened it to find a woman of mature elegance and beauty. She was tall, of a height with Isabeau, but with pale skin instead of her own shade of brown. Her hair was dark and her gown matched, with pearls adorning her decolletage. She wore a wide-brimmed hat at an angle.
“Ms Agarwal,” said the woman. “I hope you find your accommodations acceptable. With your arrival, we have a full house tonight.”
“Madame Blanchet, I presume,” said Isabeau. “A pleasure to meet you. Yes, the accommodations are quite acceptable, thank you for the concern.” She peeked over Blanchet's shoulder, the door across the hall now closed.
“I understand you'll be attending dinner this evening?” asked Madame Blanchet.
“You understand correctly.”
“It will be served at eight o'clock in the dining room you passed on the first floor. Please be prompt.”
“Of course.”
“We've coffee available if you'd like, although our tea has run out for the time being.”
“That's quite all right.”
“May I inquire as to the reason for your traveling, Ms Agarwal?”
“You may. But I didn't think it common information for hostelries to collect. I didn't see that column in your guestbook.”
Madame Blanchet smiled politely, inclining her head. “My home is a respectable one, Ms Agarwal.”
“A lone woman traveling by herself is enough to warrant questions, is she?”
“By no means. I have nothing but respect for whatever a lone woman traveling by herself may aspire to in her personal endeavors. We are a welcoming hostelry, after all, and I do not judge. But a lone woman traveling by herself wearing a firearm at her hip is enough to warrant questions.”
Isabeau felt the weight of the Cull Single Action Revolver on her gun belt. “Traveling alone is dangerous. The gaslamp is for the spirits of the night, the gun metal is for the corporeal. And as for my reason for travel, my business is my own.”
Madame Blanchet nodded. “Completely understandable. And I'm relieved. It would be unfortunate, for instance, if a delegate of a city criminal organization were to find shelter under my roof. I settled here outside and away from Lamplight for a reason, after all.”
“Of course, Madame Blanchet. Rest assured I am as far removed from any criminal underbelly as possible. I can hardly blame you for settling away from the rest of civilization, packed and chaotic as it is.”
The landlady's warmth seemed to fade, and a melancholy fell over her face, a melancholy that Isabeau was intimately familiar with. It seemed more authentic than the smile she had shown before, as if this was Marguerite Blanchet's true bearing, and Isabeau saw a strange beauty in it.
You live here alone, with your living doll girl, thought Isabeau. An old house set aside from everyone and everything else, with only passing souls for company, here one night, gone the next. The landlady famed yet ever alone. It's said the house itself is your only true love. Wood and nail and stone, the only warmth found in its fires and ovens, the only pulse in the rattling of windows at storm. I do believe I understand you, Marguerite. I understand that melancholy, that divorce from the rest of humanity.
“Enjoy your stay, then, Ms Agarwal.” Madame Blanchet turned to leave, but paused, looking back. “Oh, and Ms Agarwal?”
“Yes?”
“The storm will be powerful tonight, and the spirits restless. Don't wander the halls alone.”
Oh, I'm never truly alone, thought Isabeau. Like you, I have my loves.
Isabeau closed the door and locked it. She set the compass on the bed—its hand still spinning in dizzying circles—and then unlocked her suitcase and opened it.
The Springman Model 1870 lay long and elegant in the case, its bolt-action metal softly shimmering as if it wanted to be picked up. The Windsor Lever-Action Rifle lay beside it, the brass lever looking gold in the low light. The Smithing Safety Hammerless rested snug against her ankle in its tiny holster, the small gun a last resort. A backup Cull Single Action Revolver sat atop boxes of cartridges in the case.
And of course, nestled between the rifles and below the revolver, slept the most primal, angry firearm in Isabeau's collection. A thing that had no place in polite society. As much an outsider as Isabeau herself. A construction of wood and metal reserved for only the most offensive of beasts that never should have been alive in the first place. The Boomstick, custom made. A sawed off, double-barreled shotgun. Firing it felt like firing a cannon.
The Huntress held it up and closed her eyes, feeling its history and its violence passing through its smooth surfaces and into her fingers.
It was hungry. But it wouldn't be long now. The Hunt was nearing its end.
Tonight, Isabeau Agarwal, Huntress, would kill one of ten guests in Spindle Manor.




Chapter 2
Ten Little Guests
“Ah, stroking the ol' gun collection tonight, are we? I prefer a good book or a newspaper and a glass of whiskey to unwind, but everyone has their quirks.”
Evelyn Turnstall—or Evie, rather—barreled into the room, pocketing her own copy of the key and shutting the door behind her. She was Isabeau's coachman, and an unfortunate one. During their week or so together, whenever Evie launched into a never-ending spiel about completely inconsequential things, Isabeau would often dwell on how the young woman was as opposite from herself as a person could get. Short and compact, she wore the familiar coat of Gillet and Whitlock Co., along with a tweed flat cap that she was prone to flip off to scratch at her blonde, tomboy hair in the most unladylike way imaginable before slapping the cap back down on her head. As unlikely a stagecoach driver as she appeared, she had handled the four horses with sufficient skill the past many days, and so Isabeau couldn't rightfully complain, but she did anyway, and often.
“They handed out a copy of the key without confirmation from me?” asked Isabeau, a bit put off at being intruded on without warning. She placed the shotgun back in the case.
“I'm fine, thank you,” said Evie. “The horses are stabled and comfy under gaslamp. Nothing to worry about there. Why you're very welcome, Izzie, it was no trouble at all. Oh, and I bought some coal from the front desk. Chilly in here.”
Isabeau sighed. “It's Isabeau, for the last time. Or Ms Agarwal, actually. My how you've worn me down. Standards slip so easily.”
“If we're working together as partners, we could at least get something going for us. Evie and Izzie. We match, see? We're more memorable that way, like circus performers or something.”
“We are not working together as partners. You're my hired, temporary means of transportation. And I most certainly don't want to be memorable.”
Evie shuffled about the room, throwing the rest of Isabeau's luggage in a corner and getting a good look at the accommodations, hands on her hips. “Now that's a moose. How'd they get it in here? Nice room, otherwise. This room is a perfectly cromulent room.”
“What?”
“I said it's a cromulent room. Have I confounded you? It's a word. A perfectly cromulent wor—”
“Please do shut up.”
“We're going to dinner, yes? I'm famished.”
“Did you come across any of the other guests on your way here?” asked Isabeau, ignoring Evie's frivolities.
“There was a coachman at the fire, drunk. Then the receptionist, wonderful conversationalist. Besides that, our next door neighbor is a doctor with his footman. He's a handsome one. The doctor, not the footman. Hey now, this place has indoor plumbing, and way out from the city. Look at this. A marvel! I've never seen shining porcelain more brilliant than this. Why do you ask, anyway? Do you suspect any of them?”
Isabeau's eyes motioned to the spinning compass on the bed, and Evie grew serious for once, hunching down and lowering her voice.
“So it's here? Truly? In this very building?”
“There's nothing else for miles, and the range of this effect is limited. We've cornered our quarry.”
“So that means...” Evie covered her mouth with a hand. “One of the guests, then! Oh, but it has to be.”
Isabeau nodded. “There are ten of them, and they've all been traveling in one party, apparently. Once I ascertain where they've been, that will be the final evidence. I'll be convinced it's one of them.”
“And we can guess at that. They'll be coming from Blackmourne.”
“We don't know for sure. Assume nothing, remember.”
Isabeau considered her intrusive coachman. On past jobs, her drivers had been far less concerned with Isabeau's business and more concerned with finding the next drink or nap. Most of the time they never even realized Isabeau's occupation. Evie, however, armed with her unending questions, had been determined to be a part of things. And if that was how it was going to be, then Isabeau was forced to accommodate.
“Dinner is at eight o'clock,” she said darkly. “We have some time. Listen to what I say, and listen well. Your life may depend on it tonight.”
And so they prepared during the hour before dinner.
The storm still raged when the pair began their journey through the hall. Isabeau had put her frock coat back on, hiding the bulk of the revolver she still wore. She noted Evie's strange walk once again; her gait was slightly asymmetrical and her right arm swung outward just an inch further than her left.
“Fearsome storm tonight,” said the stagecoach driver, peeking out a window on her way down the stairs.
There were a few guests already gathered at the long mahogany table when Isabeau entered the dining room. A young, handsome couple sat together, the man eagerly talking to Dr Mulgrave beside him, while the woman nodded along quietly. The man was a small, agreeable fellow with a light blue suit and a fine mustache. He wore an easy smile as he talked, and his accent gave him away as a Northham man, with its stretched o's and the overly polite tone.
“Oh yeah, don'tcha know? It's a mighty complex world, the world of pocket watches, you betcha.” He lifted up his own pocket watch, holding it like it was a holy chalice to be venerated. “The history of them, the development, the way they've changed over the years. Why I don't think there's anything more fascinating than the pocket watch.”
He was speaking to Dr Mulgrave, who lit up with life once Isabeau appeared. Hector, his footman, sat next to him, his face stoic as ever. Dr Mulgrave stood and spread his arms. “Ah, the lovely Ms Agarwal arrives. You're just in time, madame. You've saved me from another lecture about pocket watches.”
“Hey there,” said the Northham man, rising and nodding his head with a smile. He reached out, roughly taking Isabeau's hand as she drew near and shook it. It wasn't what one did in Lamplight or Ghastia, that was for certain, but Northham was a strange country and full of confused people, so Isabeau allowed it. “Nice weather we're having tonight, isn't it? The name is Theodore Field, but you can call me Teddy. It's a dandy meeting you now, Ms Agarwal.”
“A pleasure meeting you as well, Teddy,” said Isabeau.
“Oh, and gosh, this here is my wife, Heloise.”
“How do you do,” said Mrs Field. She was physically a match for Teddy, young and on the small side with a wispy frame, but her demeanor was reserved and quiet, and her smiles came with great effort. She had fair skin, and wore a demure mantle that matched her gentle nature.
Teddy pulled out a seat and motioned for Isabeau to take it. “I was just regaling the good doctor here with some facts about pocket watches. Don'tcha love pocket watches, Ms Agarwal? I'm sure you have a lovely one. I can already tell just by looking at you. May I see it?”
Isabeau and Evie exchanged a glance, but she produced her watch, and this pleased Teddy greatly. And then he saw the flash of the gun beneath Isabeau's coat from when she moved it get her watch, and his face lost its excitement for a breath. Mrs Field tried to chime in.
“It's a fine watch, wouldn't you say, Teddy?” she asked as he stooped over it, quickly recovering himself.
“Oh yes, yes, you betcha. Made of coin silver, I can tell. Stem-wind, stem-set, no need for a key for this beauty. But it's no Thomas Graham, though.” And here, Teddy lifted his head, a great big smile on his face. “Thomas Graham, Co., accountant. They think they should have put me in sales, though, ah hah!”
Evie shifted about and loudly pulled out her own chair, seemingly forgotten for the moment. “Huh,” she grunted, giving Teddy a curious stare. “You're a bit mad over watches, aren't you?”
Dr Mulgrave huffed a disarming laugh. “Try spending two whole weeks with the man. It seems every conversation winds its way back to pocket watches or clocks somehow. And now look at me, I'm even doing it! Wind its way!”
Teddy looked mildly ashamed, but still wore his optimistic smile. He handed back Isabeau's watch. “I just find them fascinating, is all. You can tell a lot about a person by the kind of watch they have.”
“Oh?” said Isabeau, carefully placing her watch back in her waistcoat pocket. “And what can you tell about me from my watch, Teddy?”
Teddy paused, and it felt to Isabeau that he now paid no heed to the small audience watching their conversation, but spoke only for Isabeau.
“Why, I'd say it tells me that you're a woman of means, since it's very new, quite modern. And yet you're not excessively concerned with fashion, as it's light on ornamentation or design. You wanted it for the utility of it. You're busy, and lead a vigorous life. You don't want to concern yourself with a winding key. And yet, there must be the hint of violence in your life.”
Thunder softly strummed through the wooden bones of the house.
“And how do you figure that, Teddy?”
Teddy's eyes had seemed plain and simple at first, but upon staring into them, Isabeau saw rich colors.
“The small crack in the glass near the leftmost edge.” He gave a little laugh, and the room seemed to breathe again. “You're quite clumsy, obviously. I'm guilty of being so myself. I've gone through several watches, in fact. Always falling off tables where I put them.”
“But enough of that, or we'll be talking of watches all night,” said Dr Mulgrave. “Here, Ms Agarwal. Have some pinot. Madame Blanchet is a generous landlady. Hector, pour Ms Agarwal a glass.”
“No thank you, that's quite all right,” said Isabeau. I don't drink when working, came the unsaid thought.
“I'll take that, thank you, good man,” said Evie, reaching across the table and snatching the glass.
“Did I hear someone pouring pinot?” came a voice from the doorway, and the coachman, whose name was apparently C Homes according to his helpfully labeled signature in the guestbook, stood with one hand in his front pocket. “It sounds like an 1867...no! A '68!”
“Good God, the man is right!” said Dr Mulgrave, showing off the label.
The coachman beamed down at Isabeau and nodded. “I'm a man of many inspiring talents, an owner of mighty wits and sharp intellect, with a nose for keen observation. Mr Homes is my name. Is this a dining room? What hour is it? Is it supper time already?”
Mr Homes was quite drunk. He made his way sportingly to a chair and sat down, already forgetting about the wine and producing his flask. “Ah,” he said upon seeing Evie. “A Gillet and Whitlock lass. Happy to see another fellow jacket-wearer of the good company.”
“Cheers to that,” said Evie, downing her wine.
Coachmen, thought Isabeau.
A woman arrived after him. She appeared a few years older than Mr and Mrs Field, but still young, with a mysterious yet familiar look about her. She was small, comparable with Mrs Field in height and stature, and she wore a fluttering shawl about her body that floated as she moved, along with a black band around her forehead. “Hmm,” she murmured upon entry, as if just now waking from sleep. “Other guests.” On further examination she did, in fact, appear very sleepy.
Dr Mulgrave apparently took the responsibility of introductions upon himself. “Ms Isabeau Agarwal and her coachman, Evie, traveling on business,” he said, hands out. “And this is Ms Esmeralda Valdez.”
Now Isabeau remembered where she had seen the face. Ms Valdez was a medium, and had been quite the successful one for a short period of time. She had filled both the homes of good society with her displays of spiritualism, as well as theater halls, and had assisted many a mesmer with feats that required both the skills of the medium and the mesmer combined. It was no wonder that she was traveling with Dr Mulgrave. They were very different professions, one manipulating the animal magnetism of a living body, the other communicating with the spirits of the dead, but they were often adjacent for certain wondrous miracles, such as the creation of living dolls—Spindle Manor's very own receptionist being an example of one.
But Isabeau recalled reading in the paper something scandalous about Ms Valdez. Something that put an end to her fame, and possibly her wealth as well.
“Hmm,” the medium murmured again as she slid into her seat with the grace of a cat. “I'm so very sleepy this evening. Heavy storms do tend to push me toward bed early.”
Evie swallowed loudly beside Isabeau. “Hector, any more of that pinot?” she whispered.
A man entered next. He wore all black clothes, and walked with a swagger that said he didn't belong in the same company as a mesmer, a medium, and an accountant for a pocket watch company. He was handsome in a dangerous way, with prominent, dark lashes around dark eyes, and he kept his hands in his trouser pockets. Isabeau immediately spotted the presence of a firearm in a shoulder holster partially hidden by his jacket.
Isabeau recognized the model. She wore the same kind holstered around her ankle at the moment. The Smithing Safety Hammerless.
The man produced a cigarette in one hand as he sat down, a silver automatic lighter in his other.
“Mr Prescott,” said Teddy, his friendly face only faltering slightly. “Again, cigarettes would be for after dinner.”
Mr Prescott gave him a flat look and lit the cigarette. He puffed at it, then blew out a cloud of smoke. “Who's the cop?” he asked.
The cloud of smoke drifted toward Teddy and Dr Mulgrave. Teddy coughed profusely, but it didn't seem to affect the doctor at all. “Ms Isabeau Agarwal here isn't a police officer, of course,” he said. “She's on business. She's a businesswoman. Ms Agarwal, this here is Johnny Prescott. He's on business as well. He's not a part of our holiday, you must know. He only joined up with the stagecoach as it left Blackmourne en route to Lamplight. But the storm hit hard, and well, here we all are, cozy and warm and dry in the good Spindle Manor.”
Evie snapped her head obviously at Isabeau at the mention of Blackmourne. Have you never played poker in your life, horse-wrangler? thought Isabeau.
“That isn't what I asked, but all right,” whispered Mr Prescott through his tobacco. “Ms Agarwal it is. On business it is. How very important-sounding, it is.” Instead of putting away his lighter, he flicked at it, and fell back into flicking it repeatedly, staring at Teddy as he did so, and Teddy looked as if it vexed him greatly, which wasn't too surprising, because it was quite vexing.
Mrs Field sat forward, smiling. “Oh, but Ms Agarwal doesn't even know us or what we're about, Victor, and here you are going on about our holiday. The polite thing to do is to catch her up. There's eight of us, you see. All close friends and acquaintances. We left out of Lamplight some three weeks ago, and have had a lovely time touring the east coast for a holiday. We've worked our way back, and now we end our journey at the doorstep of Lamplight.”
“Oh?” said Isabeau. “And what cities have you had the pleasure of visiting on this holiday?”
“We started with St Newchester first. The loveliest old buildings there, and a library to get lost in. Then we made our way to Portsmith. There we saw Madame Bonet perform at the Heath-Hall Theater, an experience you must have if you've never been. You could feel her voice in the chairs. And then we ended up in Blackmourne, of course. Not so exciting, in truth, as we've all been far too often already for our own good, and to be honest, we've all grown a bit weary in the last leg of this trip, and are eager for home.”
“Weary indeed!” came the delightful voice of a woman having a marvelous time. Isabeau looked to the room entrance, and there she saw an attractive middle-aged woman she almost confused with the most flamboyantly upholstered furniture she had ever seen. Her dress was far removed from that of Mrs Field's, as it seemed very expensive, and very modern as well, with bright colors and a more fitted form and plunging cleavage and all manner of accessories such as fur and gloves and flowers and a tightened bodice and ripples and layers that all combined to give her a presence. There was quite a bit to her. She strutted in with a lit cigarette in a long, ivory cigarette holder, and her smile shone brilliant through the smoke as she materialized into the room.
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat, sitting back in his seat. “This is Ms Angelica Keystone, the lead conspirator in putting together our little holiday. Angelica, this is Ms Isabeau Agarwal and her coachman Evie. Ms Agarwal is traveling on business.”
“Oh, but how do you do?” said Ms Keystone, leaning down and taking Isabeau's hand in her own gloved one. “You're not suffering too badly under the weight of this boring lot, are you? Weary, they say! The trip has been anything but weary, in actuality, and I would even go so far as to say it's been a thrilling three weeks.”
Isabeau watched Ms Keystone sit down—not at one of the head seats, mind—and thought she had recognized the name from somewhere. In fact, she was getting the idea that this little traveling group was a collection of some well-to-do socialites of Lamplight. Isabeau made an effort to keep separate social circles from anyone too popular out of principle, and so she didn't truly know them, of course, but she was getting an inkling of what she could expect from these guests.
“I'm happy to hear that, Ms Keystone,” said Isabeau.
“Tell me, what kind of business are you in? I don't believe we've ever met before. It's always a boon to make new contacts, you know.”
“I find things for certain people. Things that are difficult to find.”
“And what company do you work for?”
“I'm a contractor.”
“Brilliant. And did you meet everyone else already? Teddy here adds up numbers all day at a watch workshop in a small, silent room, while Heloise tries her best to be useful, the darling. Victor is a highly respected mesmer, I'm sure he's already told you. The beautiful Esmeralda is a medium, of course, but oh, not so much anymore, are you dear? And then of course we have Mr Prescott, who recently joined up on our travel group, and who I assume is some kind of criminal. What was it you did, again, Mr Prescott?”
“Sell women's shoes,” said the man, flicking his lighter and sucking at his cigarette.
“Marvelous. And of course our lovable coachman. Mr Homes, what's seven times five?”
“What now?” grunted Mr Homes, rousing from a world only he populated. “Who's it with maths now, is it?”
“He's been a delight all trip,” continued Ms Keystone with her dangerous smile, leaning forward and placing her cleft chin on her fist as her elbow rested on the table. “Some people detest having to interact with their servants. I, however, am a rabid enthusiast. The sport of it does wonders for the vapors.”
Isabeau kept her eyes on the woman. “Apologies if I seem rude, but I rather recognize your name. What is it you do, Ms Keystone?”
“What is it I do? Why, I do anything and everything. Or dabble in it, at least. But what I'm most proud of, my greatest accomplishment, is that I've provided a goal for the grasping elite in Lamplight. A target to aim for. You see, when I attend a party, that party is a success. When I see a show, that show is a success. When I pay for a séance, that séance is a success. The spirits of generations centuries past push and shove for a chance to rub their ghostly shoulders with my own, only so they can brag to their ghostly peers back home they met Ms Angelica Keystone. I make friends, Ms Agarwal. I collect them, and I play with them, and I pet and feed and categorize them. And I watch them beam with happiness or pout with despair at my affections or disapproval. Who am I, you ask, Ms Agarwal? I am Lamplight's greatest socialite.”
Silence permeated the room, even the rain quieting through the walls. Teddy looked at his pocket watch. Mrs Field into her drink. Dr Mulgrave coughed and straightened his shoulders. Hector looked precisely the same as always.
“If that isn't the greatest load of hogwash you've ever heard,” came a grizzled woman's voice from the hallway just outside the dining room. From the entrance came a cloud of mist or smoke or steam. It wasn't mere tobacco smoke. It was something else, as if a portal to hell had opened and a demon came stomping out with the mist. A great thumping reverberated through the wood floor, and the walls shook.
A woman appeared, middle-aged and hard, with close-cropped military hair. But she wasn't only a woman. She was brass and bronze and gears and fire and steam, packed underneath a smartly fitted officer's uniform replete with a collection of medals on display. The woman limped heavily as she walked. On her left side, her arm and leg were quite flesh. On her right, they were made of metal, and whirred and clicked and cranked with every movement. Her right foot stomped noisily on the floor. Tubes led to the small steam engine on her back, powered with burning coal and refined with mesmer science. Steam hissed from this engine, creating a perpetual cloud around the woman wherever she went.
The right side of her face consisted of a brass plate bolted into her skin and skull. A large emerald shimmered in the eye socket.
In her human hand she held the largest pipe one could possibly hold. It measured no less than two feet long, with a massive bowl and nearly a whole fireplace simmering inside. Its smoke mixed with the steam and it was difficult to tell where smoke ended and steam began.
“Ah, and here we have the cheeriest member of our group,” said Ms Keystone. “Col Abigail Thrawl, war hero of the Ravaged Continent.”
The Colonel stopped behind the closest head chair, and waited impatiently.
“Spud!” she spat, her voice loud and harsh.
The small, young man Isabeau had run into earlier while going up the stairs came jumping out from behind Col Thrawl, scrambling to pull out the chair. “I'm sorry, Colonel,” said Spud, wincing as he held the chair.
“Hmph. You certainly are sorry, Spud. The sorriest excuse for a footman I've ever seen. You would've been eaten alive on the Continent within two minutes of stepping off the boat.” She sat down, and her footman took the chair next to her. Her giant pipe had four little legs at the bottom of the bowl, and she placed it on the table. “Pay no mind to the harlot sitting before us, Ms Agarwal. Angelica so enjoys getting a rise out of others.”
Isabeau arched a brow. “I don't believe we've been introduced, Col Thrawl. How is it you came to know my name?”
“When I heard another guest had arrived, I sent my Spud to check the guestbook post haste. I like to be aware of my surroundings, Ms Agarwal, and know the people I'll be spending time with. Preparation is most of the battle, after all.”
And with that, she made a quick motion with her left hand, pulling a military issue revolver from a holster and placing it on the table next to her pipe. Then she retrieved the pipe, and began puffing at it.
“It's eight o'clock,” grunted the Colonel. “Dinner should be served already.”
Thunder rumbled outside the walls, the dining room protected from the flashes of light by its lack of windows. Only one chair sat empty at the table: the head chair furthest from the entrance, closest to the fire at the end of the room.
Isabeau's eyes carefully watched over the people at the table as they talked and prodded at each other.
Ten little guests, all collected and sat, met and filed away. Ten souls in one room, one of whom was not who they said they were.
Victor Mulgrave, exemplary mesmer and charming, if forward, gentleman.
Hector Fernand, loyal footman of immense bulk and few words.
Theodore Field, accountant and pocket watch enthusiast.
Heloise Field, timid yet supporting and loving wife.
Clayton Homes, aging and drunken coachman and buffoon.
Johnny Prescott, mysterious outsider of dubious origin.
Esmeralda Valdez, graceful medium and prone to lethargy.
Angelica Keystone, outgoing socialite with questionable manners.
Abigail Thrawl, gruff officer who gave much of herself to her country.
And Spud.
Ten little guests.
One monster that needed killing.




Chapter 3
Everyone is Cross With Ms Keystone
Marguerite Blanchet arrived the minute after eight o'clock with Penny the receptionist following behind and pushing a food cart. Penny apparently wore several hats in Spindle Manor, and receptionist was just one of them. She now wore a cook's uniform.
“Dinner is served,” said Ms Blanchet, taking the head seat by the fire. Penny made a slow circle around the table, serving the different dinner courses one after the other. Isabeau had expected something small and quaint, considering it was only Madame Blanchet and Penny in the kitchen, but she was presented with quality fare. First was a fish soup, which everyone slurped with quiet reverence. Then came the main course of mutton with several sides, including an assortment of salted and peppered vegetables, heron pudding, and toast with bone marrow spread (the bone marrow apparently taken from the herons before the pudding was made, as everyone knows one never makes heron pudding with the marrow intact). A block of cheese finished off the presentation.
“Oh hey now, look at all this,” said Teddy. “You've outdone yourself Madame Blanchet and Ms Penny.” Penny paused in her duties and gave Teddy her queer little half smile at one edge of her sewed lips, her eyes heavy and placid. “I just hope it's all agreeable with me, now.”
Mrs Field warmly smiled. “Teddy here has a delicate stomach,” she explained. “It grows ever so irritable if he doesn't watch what he eats.”
“My pa was like that,” added Evie, pointing across the table with her fork. “He used to gas up a storm back home, oh but he did. The upholstery was plagued with mighty powerful fumes. 'Open the windows!' he'd call out as a warning. 'But it's raining fierce,' ma would say. And then but two minutes later me and the siblings would be fighting over that window latch, crawling over each other to dunk our heads into the pouring rain. That's how little Edna caught cold one winter.”
There was some awkward silence after Evie's story, filled only with the sounds of forks scraping against plates.
“So then,” said Col Thrawl, her voice loud and full of texture. “What's the reason for your travel, Ms Agarwal?” Her mechanical hand was just as adept at using silverware as her flesh hand.
“Business,” said Isabeau.
“Oh? And what business is that?”
“Important business.”
“Hah, now that's a good lass. No need to cave in to Curious Carols. That's some good metal you have, by the by. A solid choice for any woman traveling alone.”
Isabeau glanced down at the Cull Revolver at her thigh, then back up at Col Thrawl.
“My boy spotted it on the stairs,” explained the Colonel. “He may be almost entirely useless, but every once in a while he's observant.”
Spud, her footman, winced and shrank inward, as if trying to become invisible.
“Myself, I prefer something larger.” Col Thrawl hefted up her massive, military-issued revolver. “Just seeing it is enough to make anyone think twice before committing a nefarious act.”
“I imagine it's seen plenty of good use in the south,” said Isabeau.
“Certainly. I've been on seven tours of duty to the Ravaged Continent, and I've sent many a monster to hell. Chittering bugs, scaly behemoths, flying fiends. They all go down if you know where to hit.”
“And I thank you for that service.”
“No need for gratitude. It was the life I was born for, even if I picked up a scar or two from it, you could say. Hah!” She cheered her glass of wine, and Mr Homes, the drunken coachman, stirred from a half slumber and cheered his flask, looking quite confused before throwing back some whiskey.
Ms Keystone sighed. “Ah yes, the expeditions to the Ravaged Continent. We're all ever so glad our tax money is being spent on a place so far away.”
Col Thrawl was not at all thrown off by Ms Keystone's sarcasm. “Ms Keystone here is against the military.”
“I am not. I'm against them being sailed across the ocean to kill a bunch of horrible yet innocent creatures that in no way pose any threat to any human whatsoever.”
“They most certainly do pose a threat to humanity.”
“They're literally across the ocean.”
“The Ravaged Continent is easy to dismiss by the civilians,” said Col Thrawl to Isabeau, apparently finding it easier to not directly address Ms Keystone in making her point. “Few know just how alien and horrible the place is. It is the only geographic location on all of Ahgra without a perpetual cloud cover. The harsh deserts are directly exposed to the sun. Everyone sitting at this table would die of heatstroke within minutes if you were to wear what you're wearing now. And the monsters who live there, the giant bugs and the reptiles and the mammoth horrors and the flying abominations, they are all hungry. Voraciously hungry. And they enjoy nothing more than the taste of human flesh. I know this first hand.”
She deliberately tapped the brass half of her face with her brass hand, her emerald eye glittering.
“They are smart, too, and they will one day find a way across the ocean and invade our country, and all others. Our little petty wars with each other will become nothing compared to that day. And so we hold the Great Northern Shore. Our small bulwark against the hordes. Our only beacon of light and hope against annihilation.”
“Yes, yes,” said Ms Keystone. “We've all heard the propaganda before.”
“Hmph,” grunted Col Thrawl, fixing her hard gaze on Ms Keystone. “This one is only against the effort because her family has zero ownership in the mines along the Great Northern Shore.”
And here, a rare frown fell on Ms Keystone's lips.
“Not only does she not profit from those invaluable resources we protect,” continued Thrawl, “but their existence actively diminishes the value of the mines her family does own here in Ghastia. Don't let this one lull you into thinking she's only capable of harmless dinner conversation, either. It's more than just an opinion. She's actively lobbied against the Great Northern Shore effort, and I'm sure she's flicked her snake's tongue in many a Minister's ear. And so you can see, Ms Agarwal, the true reason why Ms Keystone and I do not quite get along well. But none of this even matters, though. The Nobles decree that we fight on the Ravaged Continent, and so we do.”
Ms Keystone raised her glass. “Cheers to the Nobles, then.”
Mr Homes took that as another opportunity to sip from his flask, and the group ate in silence for several mouthfuls.
“This food is perfectly cromulent,” said Evie, and Isabeau tightened her grip on her knife.
“Oh, but isn't it quite palatable?” said Mrs Field.
“Are you not eating tonight?” asked Madame Blanchet, noticing that Dr Mulgrave hadn't so much as touched his food.
Dr Mulgrave smiled and politely bowed his head. “I do so apologize, Madame Blanchet, but I take very little food. For health purposes, you must know. I pride myself on a long and sleek frame, and I've found it requires a limit of sustenance to maintain. I've eaten a small supper beforehand, but I've decided to join in to be polite, and of course my man Hector here is ravenous. He eats enough for the both of us.”
“Hah,” sang Ms Keystone, a glass of wine precariously held between two long fingers. “One would almost think you're worried about being poisoned. What's wrong, good doctor? Is an angry patient after you? Or perhaps a scorned lover?”
Dr Mulgrave didn't respond to Ms Keystone, but cleared his throat and addressed Madame Blanchet. “The food looks lovely, though. It clearly has Hector's seal of approval. It's a wonder you're able to handle so much with just the two of you here. I take it you're the cook?”
“Quite the contrary,” said Madame Blanchet. “Penny here is a natural talent in the kitchen.”
“Really now? That's surprising. Living dolls usually aren't so adept at higher level skills. I must say, whatever mesmer and medium worked on Penny, they did quite the impressive job. Who was she in life, if I may ask? A relative?” Penny fixed the good doctor with her strange smile as she served him his block of cheese, her posture poor, shoulders slumped.
“Oh, nothing so close as that,” said Madame Blanchet. “Penny was simply another lost soul who I took on as an employee. No family or home to speak of. She came down with a dreadful sickness one day, and before she passed she made it clear to me that she didn't want to move on after death. She wanted to stay here with me as a living doll, despite that new life being but a shadow of what we enjoy. And so I called the closest mesmer and medium I could find when she died. They arrived and performed the procedure. And now, thankfully, we still have Penny. Different, of course, but still here.”
When Penny passed by Ms Keystone, Ms Keystone grinned from ear to ear and reached out, pinching at Penny's cheeks. “Oh, but whenever I see one of these I just have the most wicked compulsion to reach out and pull those little stitches right out of their lips.”
Penny, for her part, kept the same tranquil expression on her face.
“That would be akin to murder, dear,” said Ms Valdez the medium down the table. “Do try to resist those perverse, intrusive thoughts of yours.”
Dr Mulgrave loudly cleared his throat again, which Isabeau began to realize he was wont to do, especially if it was shortly after Ms Keystone said something. “I will most certainly report back to the Societies of Harmony on your Penny here. They will find her most fascinating, as we mesmers find any display of powerful mesmerism fascinating.”
Isabeau watched the doctor carefully. I see a loose thread of clothing here that I can pick at, she thought, and put forth an inquiry.
“You seem wholly devoted to the practice, Dr Mulgrave. Tell me, have you any other interests?”
Ms Keystone answered for him. “Mesmerism is his life, I'm afraid. He's clearly uninterested in anything else, even when it's right in front of him.”
Isabeau raised an eyebrow.
Dr Mulgrave smiled politely. “What can I say? Angelica is right, as poor as that may sound. I have devoted my life to the practice. And why wouldn't I? It's among the greatest sciences of mankind. Much like Teddy here loves pocket watches more than anything...”
Mrs Field looked only slightly upset.
“...I love mesmerism more than anything else this world has to offer. Are you familiar with the basics, Ms Agarwal?”
“Only in passing,” said Isabeau. “Please expound on them if you'd like.”
“But isn't it how that usually goes? We passingly know, in a vague sort of way, what's going on in that steam engine at the front of a train to make it pull all those cars along, but only in passing. The details of science are ever a confounding mystery to the masses. But let me begin. Surely you've heard of animal magnetism?”
“In passing.”
“It's the name for the invisible natural energy that resides in all living things. It courses through each one of us. In people, in animals, in the Nobles, and even in the vegetables we eat at this moment. Mesmerism is simply manipulating this energy to create a desired effect. We can heal, cure any number of ailments, put to sleep, transfer power, even assist with the trapping of a lost soul in a dead body, like with wonderful Penny here. Why, this animal magnetism is even used in Col Thrawl's personal steam engine there. The engineers who built that contraption and those metal limbs are truly brilliant, but none of it would even work without the gentle touch of a mesmer who manipulated Col Thrawl's very own animal magnetism so that she could move the metal limbs just as well as she moves her flesh and blood limbs.”
Col Thrawl lifted her glass. “Cheers to the mesmers and all they do, the bloody fine chaps. I would be wallowing away on the Continent were it not for your peers.”
“Thank you, good Colonel. But it's nothing compared to your bravery in leading our troops to victory on the Great Northern Shore. Mesmerism is powerful, true, but oh, it has so much further to go!”
“And here is where the good doctor will go on and on about his great dream,” said Ms Keystone. “Get ready for it, Ms Agarwal. Here it comes.”
“Am I that predictable? But yes, I do have a sort of life goal I've been scrambling after. The rest of the mesmer community calls me a madman, but I'm convinced it's possible.”
At this, Isabeau had to confess she was a bit curious. “And what are you convinced is possible?”
“Why, astral projection, of course.”
The thunderstorm was polite enough to provide appropriate thunder in the short silence that followed.
“Astral projection,” said Isabeau.
“Yes, astral projection,” said Dr Mulgrave. “The ability to project a consciousness from the body to another location, and retain the five senses.”
The Colonel grumbled at that. “I've much respect for mesmers, Dr Mulgrave, but this astral projection business is quite hogwash.”
Isabeau stirred in her seat, leaning forward. “Apologies, doctor, but can you clarify what you mean? What exactly is it you wish to accomplish?”
“Let me put it more clearly. What I would like to do is—using mesmer abilities and the manipulation of animal magnetism—transfer my consciousness to not only another physical location, but even go so far as to manifest a complete visual appearance of myself. For example, I could be sitting right here in this very chair. I could close my eyes, I could concentrate, and if successful, then a double of myself would appear across the room. My consciousness would now be in that double, and my real body, still sitting with its eyes closed, would be right here in this chair. But it would be as if it was sleeping. My mind would be over there, inside the illusion, and I could walk and talk and do anything else I would normally want, even going as far as touching and manipulating physical objects, if I concentrated hard enough. The ancient masters of mesmerism were said to have been able to do so, interacting with physical objects, although strenuous or complicated activity and interaction wasn't possible.”
“That sounds...profoundly dangerous.”
“Profoundly dangerous?”
“One doesn't need much of an imagination to conjure up the long list of foul deeds an evildoer might use the ability for. He could rob a bank at no risk to himself. He could cheat and swindle. He could spy or molest. He could even murder. All at basically no risk to himself.”
“Ah, everyone always jumps straight to how to misuse a great power. But imagine all the great things a man could do. He could brave the dangerous mines along the Great Northern Shore without fear of the beasts that dwell there, or even strike further south into the heart of the Ravaged Contingent. Travel might one day be a thing of the past. Why spend weeks riding across the islands when you could astral project yourself there? Communication across long distances could be trivial. It was said the ancient masters of mesmerism could project short distances, but with study and training these distances could be lengthened. There is a long list of practical purposes this power could be used for. I have yet to work out the last mysteries of this grand ability, but I believe I will achieve it in my lifetime.”
“For now, we aim for slightly less lofty sights, don't we?” said Ms Keystone with a smile. “Perhaps you've seen one of the good doctor's shows in Lamplight, Ms Agarwal? Sometimes he sells out seats.”
Dr Mulgrave looked a bit bashful. “Well now, I'm flesh and blood as much as the next man. The medical field only compensates so much. The theater is rife with potential when it comes to a steady income, and so of course I've thrown my hat in with a great many mesmers who perform shows.”
“I've never been to a mesmer show,” said Isabeau.
“Really? Why you're missing out, my good woman. There you will see the greatest feats of hypnosis, mentalism, healing, mind-reading and displays of strength you've ever seen. All thanks to the power of animal magnetism and its manipulation.”
“But the good doctor isn't our only showman,” said Ms Keystone, her voice biting over any other. “You used to sell out entire theaters, didn't you Esmeralda? Go on, go ahead, tell Ms Agarwal how famous you were.”
Ms Valdez lifted her dark gaze, and to Isabeau it seemed as if the light from the lamps in the room failed to fully reach the woman's face, as if she was halfway in the world of the other, and only barely deigning to grace the table with her physical presence. “I am a medium, yes.”
“Oh, but not just any medium,” said Ms Keystone. “You were the Great Madame Esmeralda! You were quite something. Your séances were the talk of the town. Communicating with the dead, table rapping, table turning, and all manner of interaction with those who've taken a chomp out of the proverbial dust. Isn't that right?”
Ms Valdez looked like a cat who didn't care at all for the toy in front of her face.
“Oh, but go on, please!” continued Ms Keystone. “Tell our new friend here. Tell Ms Agarwal all about it.”
Ms Valdez turned her otherworldly gaze to Isabeau. “It's true. I was a successful medium, who held both private and public showings.”
“I do believe I recall your name in the papers,” said Isabeau. “Or perhaps some signage around the city.”
Ms Keystone quietly clapped her hands together like an excited schoolgirl. “But then she got caught out! She's a fraud, you see. Esmeralda used trick tables and all sorts of underhanded sleights to pull one over on her paying audience. The word got out, and she was ruined. Isn't that true, Esmeralda dear?”
Ms Valdez set icy eyes on Ms Keystone, as if summoning a vengeful spirit of the afterlife so that she could unleash it. “It is true that spiritualism is not a science, unlike mesmerism. It is true that the spirits of the dead choose when to talk to a medium such as myself. It is true that no medium is able to force a spirit to communicate, that we are simply conduits, and that we have no control or power over them. And so it is true that every medium ever has resorted to common tricks of the trade to entertain paying audiences. Yes, I engaged in those tricks. I, unlike other mediums, only had poor luck in who my social circle was comprised of when I was ruined.”
Isabeau could feel the air crackle. There was much unsaid here, and the two women's eyes locked together from across the room, one pair accompanied with scowling, dark lips, the other with grinning, bright rows of teeth.
“But she still thinks she's a real medium. Isn't that adorable?” said Ms Keystone. “Even after all this time. Even after being caught. Even after everyone in Lamplight found out she's a complete fraud, she still thinks she has some kind of spiritual ability. It's simply adorable, really. But I'm only glad I was there for you, dear Esme. Why, without my generosity, you would be destitute, wouldn't you?”
Ms Valdez looked away, taking a glass of wine and quietly drinking it, and the room went silent.
The medium's voice, dark and small, crept back into the void of that silence.
“Have you ever heard the tale of The Black Hair?”
The fire flickered as a powerful gust of wind swept over Spindle Manor. The lack of answer was answer enough. With all eyes and ears fixed on her, Ms Valdez began her tale.
“Long ago, before industry made our cities great, before science put the power of gunpowder in our hands, a skilled and handsome young warrior roamed the land. One day, he came upon a cabin nestled against the wood near a riverbank, and there he found a beautiful young woman. Her eyes made him welcome and comfortable, but it was her long, black hair that he admired most of all. It blew like silk in the gentle wind.
“She invited him into her home, as he was weary and hungry from his travels on the road. There he told her of his great feats on the battlefield, and she listened rapt, falling more in love with each word he spoke.
“They spent the night in each other's arms, and although the young warrior meant to leave the next morning, he stayed another day, and spent another night, and another and another. The two fell in love.
“But one day, the young warrior admitted that he had stayed too long. He had obligations to his liege lord, for he was a great fighter, and was needed for the land. With tears in her eyes, the woman sent him off. Before going, the young warrior touched the sides of her face, and promised he would be back as soon as possible, that nothing could keep them apart for long.
“Upon leaving, he made for the nearest tavern and drank with his comrades, where he told them all of the whore in the cabin nestled against the wood near a riverbank. They joked and laughed and cheered to the gullibility of women, and in the morning the young warrior went on his merry way.
“Over the years, he bedded many women, leaving them all in much the same manner. Hundreds of promises made, hundreds of promises broken.
“Many years later, he found himself traveling against a wood near a riverbank, and there, as if sprung from a deep memory, was the cabin of the woman with the black hair.
“He stopped and considered. 'I could continue on my way,' he said. 'But, it hasn't truly been that long. Perhaps she'll still be beautiful, perhaps she'll be happy to see me.'
“And so he knocked upon her cabin door. It opened, and his hope was realized. Though matured by the years, the woman was still beautiful, with her welcoming eyes and long, black hair. He explained all to her, how he had been captured by the enemy and had lived a long, hard life of fighting. That he had now finally come back to her after all these years. She embraced him, and they made love like they used to so long ago.
“In the morning, the young warrior awoke to the smell of rotting meat.
“He opened his eyes, and saw the sun shining through a hole in the cabin. He hadn't noticed that before. He hadn't noticed how the door was completely gone now either. In fact, the entire cabin was in a state of decay and rot. Water dripped from trees and onto the mud floor. None of this was apparent the night before.
“The woman still slept next to him. He felt her weight, but not her warmth. Her long, black hair covered him as it had every morning all those years ago. But when he stirred, she failed to wake. And when he rolled her over, he saw not a beautiful woman, but a rotting corpse, its flesh wet and dripping off its body, writhing maggots pulsing in its eye sockets, flies buzzing about its head.
“He looked down at his naked body to see it covered in slippery fluid. He tasted the vile liquid in his mouth from when he had passionately kissed the body the night before. And with that, he realized the woman had died waiting for him, but her spirit had welcomed him back into her home, and into herself.
“She had made him keep his promise.
“He had made love to this decaying woman, he had spent himself inside of her, and only now, in the morning, when the magic of darkness had gone away, did he see the vengeful spirit as the lifeless form it truly was.
“He ran naked and screaming from the ruined cabin, and until the end of his days he roamed the land as a madman, mumbling of the woman with the black hair.”
Everyone at the table had mutually decided, without any planning or conspiring amongst themselves, to temporarily stop eating their dinner.
“And what was the purpose of this long and unlikely story?” asked Ms Keystone.
“The purpose, Angelica, is to beware the wrath of a woman wronged.”
And then a great rumbling came. At first, Isabeau thought it was some creature, possibly a feral cat in the throes of death, but then she realized it was only Teddy's stomach.
“Oh, gosh,” he said, sitting up straight and placing his hand on his belly. “And that's something now, isn't it? Oh my, here we go now, yes indeed...”
He looked like he was about to jump up and dash out the room (while certainly knocking over a poor Penny who currently stood with a plate of strawberries in her hands), but then he calmed down and exhaled.
Mrs Field wiped her mouth. “Teddy has the most delicate stomach, truly.”
“Yes, like you said before,” said Ms Keystone, tossing aside her conversation with Ms Valdez as if it was a plaything to discard.
“Well it's only for Ms Agarwal's understanding, Angelica,” said Mrs Field. “Teddy has the most delicate stomach. So very sensitive to what he eats. It's been a challenge sometimes during this trip of ours.”
Ms Keystone rolled her eyes. “An understatement if there ever was one. We've had to make frequent stops while traveling, and he's had to make use of the bushes on the side of the road. Go ahead, Teddy. Tell Ms Agarwal how you've had to defecate in the bushes on the side of the road.”
Teddy laughed, his face turning a shade darker, and shook his head. “Oh, Angelica, you are a funny one, you are. Always ribbing me, she is. I've always had to watch out for this one.”
“When dear Heloise told the rest of the family who she'd be marrying, we were...well, we were confused, to be honest.”
Isabeau paused, looking between the two women.
“Oh,” said Ms Keystone. “We're cousins, you see.” She smiled and placed a hand on Mrs Field's shoulder. “Dearest of cousins. Well, not dearest, but very dear cousins. Heloise is from the side of the family who didn't buy in to coal mines back in the day. That should be easy to tell.” A gleeful shiver visibly went through Ms Keystone's body. “So I suppose it makes sense she would end up with someone like Teddy. A foreigner with a funny accent, to boot. You could have at least kept the Keystone name, though. That was the best thing your father gave you. But no, you had to go and trade it for something as plain as Field.”
Teddy guffawed good-naturedly, and wagged his finger at Ms Keystone. “Oof, you! You know how to make those jokes, Angelica. Like a couple of ribbing sailors we are, always jostling each other for sport.”
“I mean go ahead, Teddy. Tell Ms Agarwal how much you make. Tell her your annual take home.”
Teddy just shook his finger and his head while chuckling, looking down at his food.
“That's quite enough now, Angelica,” said Mrs Field. “Teddy is more a man than anyone else I've ever met. I love him with all my heart. I love him more than anything.”
Ms Keystone snorted, holding back a laugh. “I mean maybe if he actually designed pocket watches, or something, but he really has nothing to do with them, honestly! He goes on and on as if he's involved in the business. But all he does is write down little numbers in little books and adds them up and presents them to the people that matter. Isn't that right, Teddy? Why, I don't think you even see a single pocket watch during your entire work day, do you? That must be so sad for you.”
“Uh...” grunted Teddy, holding his stomach. “...excuse me...” He got up and rushed off, nearly knocking his chair over. Penny made out untoppled, thankfully.
“There he goes again.”
More silence fell over the room, and everyone nibbled at their dinners with downcast eyes.
“That was quite rude of you,” said Mrs Field. “You were cruel to him.”
“You're my cousin, darling Heloise. I'm only looking out for you. I do so love you very much.”
“It seems to me,” spoke Isabeau, her voice hard and sudden, catching the attention of all in the room, “that more than anything else, Ms Keystone, you love control. You love to dominate.”
“Our mysterious new guest finally says something of substance.” Her eyes pierced into Isabeau through the room's smokey atmosphere.
Isabeau grew tired of the charade.
If Ms Keystone reveled in being crudely direct, she was an amateur compared to what sat before her.
“I speak little because I watch, Ms Keystone. And what I've seen before me this evening is something that has slowly clicked into place. For I haven't witnessed only this dinner tonight, I've witnessed the past weeks of your holiday mirrored in this dinner. I can see this little group for what it truly is. A group of lost souls, all anchored to a shining star via one means or another. A shining star who is cruel and gleeful. I have no doubt who arranged this holiday. I'm certain who wrote the letters, sealed and stamped and sent them, to be opened by terrorized yet hopeful hands. How could they refuse? You have tethered them to you like dogs tethered to their master. I have known people like you, Ms Keystone. You are not unique. Your cruelty is common and trite. You are derivative.”
Ms Keystone drank Isabeau in with softened eyes, and sat back in her chair. She lit another cigarette in its holder and took a long drag from it.
“My, my, Ms Agarwal,” she said, her voice like a stirring dragon's slipping through its smoke. “No need to hold back. Tell us how you really feel about me.”
Mr Prescott to Isabeau's side laughed, lighting up his own fresh cigarette. “I picked the right stagecoach to join, seems.”
“But you're wrong about me,” continued Ms Keystone. “My one true love isn't control, or power, or  dominance.”
“I can scarcely believe you hold any room in your heart for anything else,” said Ms Agarwal. “And so what is it you truly love above all else?”
Ms Keystone let a pause fill the room, as if she relished absorbing the attention of everyone who held their gaze on her.
“Secrets.”
Mr Prescott leaned back on the legs of his chair. “A woman after my own heart,” he said. “For I adore the very same thing above all else. Secrets keep me alive.”
Ms Keystone turned her dragon's eyes on the man in black. “And I can only wonder what evil secrets you hold, Mr Prescott. The conspicuously new guest in our journey. You only got on with our coach in Blackmourne. Tell us, what was your business there?”
“That would be a secret,” said Mr Prescott. “One of my own. But I don't just have my own secret. I know someone else's, and that's the best kind of secret to have, isn't it? Yes, someone else's secret, someone who is sitting right here in this room.”
Isabeau quickly gauged each reaction around the dining table. Perhaps Mr Prescott knows the secret I'm searching for, she thought. But every face she studied was stoic and steady.
Ms Keystone seemed to ignore him easier than anyone else. She turned her attention back to Isabeau. “Do you want to know what secret I'm currently interested in?”
She pointed at Isabeau.
“Everyone keeps saying you're traveling on business,” continued Ms Keystone. “A lone woman, armed with a revolver at her hip, on business. Tell us, Ms Agarwal. What business are you on?”
One would guess, presented with the reserved nature of Isabeau Agarwal, combined with the seriousness of her mission, she would have played coy with any such direct questions toward her business. One would guess she would dissemble and obfuscate and deflect. One would guess she would, metaphorically speaking, keep her cards close to her chest.
At that very moment, with everyone's attention focused on her, she did no such thing.
She told them all.




Chapter 4
The Doppelvyrm
“Three weeks ago, a man named Vincent Pastore was found murdered in St Newchester.”
Thunder struck so close by that silverware rattled. Isabeau could feel Evie's tense face boring into her side. In all their time together during the past few weeks, this was the first time Isabeau openly spoke about her work to others.
“That's grim news,” said Dr Mulgrave. “A shame to hear.”
“Terrible,” said Mrs Field. “That's just when we were visiting too. How frightful.”
“Save your expressions of disgust for the end,” said Isabeau. “For I have much more to say. Mr Pastore was a fisherman of some modest success. Neither rich nor destitute, he lived a simple life and got along fine with his fellows. And three weeks ago, his life ended.
“One week later, which would be two weeks ago, the body of a somewhat wealthy socialite was found in her bedroom. Ms Astrid Karth. She resided in the town of Portsmith.”
“I've heard the name before,” said Ms Keystone. “But I've never met the woman.”
“One week later, a poor fellow by the name of John Harris was found dead in an opium den. He was a man of little means, and got by on odd jobs here and there. He lived in—and died in—the town of Blackmourne.”
Everyone slowly looked this way and that, exchanging stares with their neighbors and those across the table. The importance of those three towns, in that time frame, slowly fell on everyone.
St Newchester. Three weeks ago.
Portsmith. Two weeks ago.
Blackmourne. One week ago.
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat. “What were the causes of these deaths, Ms Agarwal?”
“Murder, most foul.”
“And do you believe these murders are somehow connected?”
“I am almost entirely certain that the three killings are connected, and were done by the same individual.”
“And how is it you've come to this conclusion?”
“The state of the bodies. The method of killing.”
“And what were the states of the bodies?”
“All three were found in the same manner. They were left lying on the ground on their backs, completely skinned. Every last bit of skin, from smallest toe to the tip of the head, was removed from each body, leaving behind muscle and organs exposed to the open air. The eyes, all staring lifeless and soulless at the ceiling.”
“Good God,” spat Col Thrawl, setting down her massive pipe. “You can't be serious.”
“Deathly. The skin was taken, you see, by the murderer. But this wasn't the only thing taken. The killer collected one other item of special note from each victim: the brain.”
Mrs Field went paler than she naturally was, and looked as if she would faint then and there. Dr Mulgrave and Col Thrawl and their footmen deeply frowned and avoided Isabeau's stare. Mr Prescott flicked at his silver lighter. Ms Valdez seemed to fade even more into the darkness. And even Ms Keystone looked taken aback, her arms crossing.
“Through the nose,” Isabeau went on. “Stirred, mixed, and pulled out. The skin, and the brain. Cumbersome meat and bone left behind.”
A harsh screech cried out from down the room, and everyone jumped in unison. It was Penny, poking at the coals in the fire with a fire poker.
Dr Mulgrave, being the man of science he was, seemed to fall into the role of directing further questions. “This is...a most unsettling thing you tell us, Ms Agarwal. So. I'm assuming you're, perhaps, an investigator? A police officer or detective from Waxwick Yard? Someone tasked with tracking down this killer?”
“No,” said Isabeau. “I am not.”
Nobody said a thing. Rain fell harder in sheets, and it was loud even through many walls.
“The storm is bad tonight,” said Evie, looking away, rare seriousness whispered from her lips. “Worse than I've seen in many a month.”
“The Doppelvyrm,” said Isabeau, “is a truly insidious monster.”
Her audience finally moved at the mention of the name. Even Madame Blanchet, stoic as she had been at the head of the table, stirred in her chair, hands grasping her forearms. “My God,” she whispered.
“That...” said Dr Mulgrave, shaking his head. “Surely, no...there must be some other...”
“For those who do not know dangers of the dark beyond the innumerable will-o'-the-wisps we ever guard against with light,” said Isabeau, “allow me to speak of the Doppelvyrm. They fear no light, for their only dream is to become human, and in the pursuit of that dream, they will kill countless men and women. In the past, a single Doppelvyrm could be responsible for the deaths of hundreds. It craves humanity.”
“To dine on?” asked Ms Valdez.
“No, not to dine on. To be. The Doppelvyrm is a parasite. A grisly, ghastly parasite. To exist exposed to the atmosphere is to feel pain, and so it craves the warmth of human flesh. It kills, my friends, so that it may take over the identity of its victim. It strips the body of its flesh, and absorbs the brain. In doing so, it can perfectly mimic the victim. I don't know what form this creature took before three weeks ago. But after it killed Vincent Pastore three weeks ago in St Newchester, it looked and sounded just like him. It perfectly imitated him. His friends and family had no suspicions that anything was wrong, no doubt. Until the body was found, and the creature ran.
“Doppelvyrms are picky and temperamental. They are known to jump from body to body, killing one after the other, until it finds the perfect form to take. Like a fussy shopper going through several dresses before settling on one. And so the Doppelvyrm in question traveled to Portsmith disguised as Vincent Pastore, where it killed again, and took on a new identity. And then it did so again, in yet another town. It is my theory that since then, this Doppelvyrm has killed one more time and has taken on one more identity.”
Chests in the room rapidly rose and fell. Skin shades went lighter, no doubt along with heads.
“The creature began killing in St Newchester. It then killed in Portsmith. And then in Blackmourne. The trend is clear. It is traveling a path. It is heading for Lamplight, the largest, most populated city in the world. This house, Spindle Manor, is the last stop before reaching city limits.”
With one smooth motion, Isabeau tossed her compass onto the table. It landed in the very center so that everyone could see.
The needle spun in a frantic circle.
“The Doppelvyrm, like some other creatures of the dark, emits magnetic interference in a limited range.”
Mr Prescott took a long drag of his cigarette, and let it out in a heavy exhale. “Well then,” he said. “That's quite the secret to have.”
“I am almost entirely certain,” said Isabeau, holding each man and woman's eyes in turn, “that one of you is not who you say you are. One of you was murdered back in Blackmourne. Your body lies undiscovered, your muscles and skull exposed, your flesh taken, your brain devoured. One of you is the Doppelvyrm. One of you desperately wants to reach Lamplight, so you can have your fill of choices.”
Col Thrawl slowly took her military revolver from the table and holstered it back on her person. As strong and proud as she always looked, she now seemed outright shaken. From her next words, this fear wasn't from the story of the creature alone.
“You are a Huntress,” she said, a hint of a quiver in her voice.
“I am.” Thunder cracked in the distance.
“God have mercy on us all.”
“Pray for my mercy, not God's, for all but one of you. I am an agent of no human policing force. I don't answer to Waxwick Yard. I am directly employed by the Nobles, for the distinct purpose of tracking and killing the most deadly and foul monsters of darkness. I have been tasked with putting an end to this Doppelvyrm's life before it reaches Lamplight. One of you will be destroyed by my hand tonight.”
Mr Homes lifted his eyebrows and heavily exhaled. “Well this is rather depressing,” he said. “And we were all getting along so well.”
“I would sooner burn the entire house down than have a creature such as this reside within,” said Madame Blanchet.
“But this is absurd,” said Dr Mulgrave. “It's been quite some time now since we set out from Blackmourne. We haven't noticed anything amiss. If one of us was an impostor we would have known it.”
“The creature can perfectly mimic its victim, as I've already put forth,” said Isabeau.
“Maybe so,” said Mrs Field, “but me and Teddy would know if we were sleeping with a monster instead of each other. Surely we're exempt from your suspicions.”
“By no means are you exempt. I must repeat for a third time, the creature can perfectly mimic its victim. There would be no way for you to tell if the man you sleep next to is Teddy or a beast of unimaginable horror.”
Everyone looked at Teddy's empty seat.
“Who is it?” demanded Col Thrawl. “You've your eye on someone, don't you, Huntress? Your kind don't go into these situations without a plan. Tell us true, who is it you suspect?”
“I suspect you all.”
A single huff of contempt came from Ms Keystone. “Oh please. What sort of mystery is this? If one of us is secretly some kind of brain-slurping salamander then it's extremely obvious who it is. The only person who isn't a part of our group, of course. The mysterious man who boarded our transportation in Blackmourne. It's him, Johnny Prescott!”
Ms Keystone pointed her finger harshly at Mr Prescott.
To make matters worse, Mr Homes felt the need to add to the conversation. “It's true!” he exclaimed. “I'm a voracious reader of the mystery books, you know. The penny dreadfuls they sell on the corner. And every time a dastardly deed has been committed, it's always the most obvious person who is the evil-doer. That means it must be Mr Prescott!”
Everyone stared at him as a crowd would stare at a dying albatross on the side of the road—hopelessly, and a bit sadly.
“Wait a minute,” said Mr Homes, putting finger to lip. “Wait, I've got it backwards, don't I? No, it's always the least likely person who is the culprit! So then. Who is the least likely here to be a monster in disguise? Well, let's see then, there's...there's them...and her...and him...and then, oh.” He swallowed loudly. “Oh my. Oh my word, I'm the least likely. It's me, isn't it? Am I the monster?”
Ms Keystone huffed again, waving about her nearly spent cigarette. “Would somebody give the moron his bottle?”
“There, there,” said Evie, pulling the flask out of Mr Home's pocket and giving it to him.
“Oh, why thank you young lady, capital idea,” he said, smiling and forgetting all about his newly-discovered knowledge that he was a skin-stealing monster.
“Loath as I am to agree with her,” said Ms Valdez, “is it not likely that Angelica is right? Mr Prescott certainly stands out. A lone traveler would make the best target for a beast such as this, rather than one of a large group of friends.”
At this, Mr Prescott decided to put forth a defense, although at no point did he seem distressed or anxious. He rather took everything in easy stride, and even went back to flicking his silver lighter. “How could it be me, when I've only been traveling from Lamplight to Blackmourne and back. I'm not the one who's been following along the exact path of this supposed monster.”
“And can you prove this?” asked Ms Keystone. “Do you have any way of proving you haven't been to St Newchester and Portsmith recently?”
“Now how could I go and prove that? It would be like proving I don't have a bag of magic faerie powder.”
“Shall I apprehend him now, Ms Agarwal?” asked Col Thrawl, sitting up straight in her chair.
“Try that and you'll see what a monster I can truly be, understand?” said Mr Prescott, leaning slightly in his seat so everyone could see the small gun holstered beneath his coat.
“Oh for heaven's sake!” called Ms Keystone. “What are we, a bunch of loons? How do we even know Ms Agarwal here is telling the truth? She could be a madwoman for all we know. She could be a grifter! How do we know she truly is a Huntress with the backing of the Nobles themselves? She hasn't shown us any credentials.”
And with that, she carelessly tossed the remains of her cigarette into the air. The tiny white piece of paper flew neatly above the center of the table.
Isabeau drew her revolver and fired, splitting the cigarette butt in two. The pieces fluttered down with the ringing echo of gunfire, every face at the table in shock, hands over ears, eyes wide and round.
Easing off the gun, Isabeau holstered it and relaxed again.
“Would anyone else like to question my credentials?” she said.
Penny walked around the table with the dessert tray, its wheels squeaking pitifully.
“So what would you have us do?” asked Dr Mulgrave, his voice small. “Sit here all night? Perhaps cut us open and look inside?”
“Surgical inspection will fail to be completely accurate,” said Isabeau. “The Doppelvyrm generates whatever flesh is needed to pass scrutiny.”
“Then what do we do?”
“You retire for the evening.”
Everyone sat in silence as if waiting for the punchline to a poorly told joke.
“First you appall us with this grisly story of murder,” said Mrs Field. “Then you terrify us with firing off a gun indoors and nearly making us go deaf. And now you tell us to go to bed. Are all Huntresses this cruel, Ms Agarwal, or only you?”
Isabeau stood, the chair's legs scraping against the wooden floor. “In my profession, Mrs Field, there is no room for kindness or care for the feelings of others. Nor for my own. The creature is nearly caught. It stresses, even now. It fears and worries and frets. And it does not know what to do. The night will play out how it will play out. To our rooms we now go.”
That was precisely the moment Teddy Field finally came back from his lengthy journey to the bathroom. He came barreling in with his infectious smile and clapped his hands together. “I heard someone drop a book on the floor. What are we reading? Oh, is that a broken compass? I can fix those, you betcha. They're not so different from a watch when it comes down to it now don'tcha know.”
He was met with red-eyed gazes.
“What? What did I miss?”




Chapter 5
“She'll be cheese by the time we get there!”
Isabeau left the room to its dazed occupants, whispering amongst themselves in harsh tones. Hector the footman ate another helping of dinner. He could certainly put it away. Mrs Field told Teddy what he missed, and his face grew more and more grim by the second. “Oh, I think I'm going to have to visit the bathroom again soon...” Col Thrawl conferred with Spud, and the others milled about anxiously.
Madame Blanchet caught Isabeau in the hallway before she reached the stairs. “When you told me you were traveling on business, this isn't exactly what I conjured to mind.”
“Apologies for the bullet hole,” said Isabeau. “But I needed to take command of a quickly spiraling situation. I'll pay for the repairs, naturally.”
“Naturally. But it's not a little bullet hole I'm worried about.”
“The creature won't kill here now that it knows it's cornered, so you have nothing to worry about. It would be too dangerous for it to attempt to claim a different body, and it has little reason.”
“That's not what I meant. I can't say I'll sleep soundly tonight knowing a guest of mine might be put down by a Huntress.”
“I doubt it will be bad for business, Madame Blanchet. Travelers do enjoy their hostelries with a good story attached. And this hostelry has collected many of them, I've deduced.”
“Not bad for business. Bad for the soul.”
“Oh? And which soul are you worried about? Your guests? Yours? I assure you, ridding the world of a Doppelvyrm is good for everyone's souls.”
“And what of your own?” came the landlady's question, catching Isabeau off guard.
“What of it?” said Isabeau, her voice softer.
Madame Blanchet paused, then relented, the brim of her hat lowering. “If you truly believe a monster resides in this manor tonight, then Penny and I are at your beck and call. If you need anything, only ask it of us.”
Isabeau nodded. “Good. I may indeed need your help before the night is out.”
The guests flowed from the dining room, chatting and bickering and planning amongst themselves. Col Thrawl approached Isabeau, her metal limbs whirring, her miniature engine steaming and leaving a misty trail like a phantom on a foggy hill. She stepped in close and wrapped her mechanical arm around Isabeau's shoulders, her voice conspiratorial.
“I just want you to know that I understand, Ms Agarwal. I do. From one monster-slayer to another, I see your strategy. Announce your intent to the creature, and then sit back and let it incriminate itself. Like a murderer going back to the scene of the crime. You're waiting for it to run, aren't you?”
It was rather disconcerting being embraced by a person of Thrawl's stature. An imposing woman even from before her metal additions, the mechanical half of her was a bit overbearing. Isabeau could smell the gentle scent of the steam engine at the Colonel's back, and could almost see herself in the emerald eye within the bronze half of her face. Isabeau said nothing to either confirm nor deny Thrawl's suspicions.
“Well you can count on a partner in me, Ms Agarwal. You've got my artillery to back you up, and that's a promise of the Ghastian army. I can assure you, I am most certainly not the Doppelvyrm, and I will do anything in my power to help you tonight. I'm the only other person in this building who has experience with putting down beasts. It's the two of us against them all, Ms Agarwal.”
Isabeau nodded. “Thank you, Colonel. I know I can count on you.”
In truth, Col Thrawl was probably the least likely to be the Doppelvyrm, Isabeau figured. She simply had too much machinery on her body. As Dr Mulgrave's lecture explained, the technology relied on the manipulation of the animal magnetism in Col Thrawl's body. Isabeau wasn't quite certain that a Doppelvyrm could mimic the ability to control the machinery. It was a questionable concept. There wasn't research done on the subject, and Isabeau could only guess. At the end of the day, a woman who was nearly half machine seemed a poor choice for a Doppelvyrm to mimic, and so Isabeau mostly believed Col Thrawl when she gave her assurances.
But then again, there was a first time for everything.
Isabeau ascended the stairs to the third floor, and walked down the hallway to room 304. She paused, looking at the closed door to 303 across the hall from her.
And of course, you were conspicuously absent from dinner tonight, she thought. But that's not surprising one bit.
A strange curiosity took over Isabeau. It was like the urge one gets to peek inside a book when told it contains untold horrors that must never be read. What was one to do but give it a good skim?
She crept forward and placed her eye to the peephole of room 303.
She expected to see the plain, empty room, or perhaps only darkness, but instead there was the solid color red beyond the peephole.
Hmm, curious.
“Izzie!” called Evie from down the hall, and Isabeau flinched. “Ah hah! You jumped.”
Isabeau sighed. “Stop fooling around and come along.” They went to their room and shut the door behind them. Evie locked the door and tossed her key on the credenza.
“Well this is a fine lot to be stuck with for a night like this, isn't it?” said Evie. “As if this endeavor isn't stressful enough, we're dealing with quite the dysfunctional group. You know what would have been lucky? If this had been a bird-watching tour group instead of these mental ward patients. A bunch of bird-watchers. Just a gaggle of the most boring people you could ever imagine, all comfortably gathered in one room. There'd be no wrangling needed whatsoever if that had been the case. You could line them up and look for the scales behind their ears one by one if they had only been a bird-watching tour group.”
“Too bad they're not a bird-watching tour group, then.”
“I mean can you believe them? A friendly holiday, they call it! But everyone seems to be cross with Ms Keystone. I can't blame them, honestly. She strikes me as quite the crude and cantankerous woman. And she calls herself a socialite.” Evie scratched at herself in a very undignified manner as she peered out a window and into the rain and lightning. “I mean they really do seem to hate her. If everyone wasn't so upset over this Doppelvyrm business, I'd be worried about one of them outright murdering her tonight. Now wouldn't that be a way to sour a good night.”
“Soured indeed.”
“Nice bit with the gun show down there, by the by,” continued Evie. “Never knew you could shoot like that. You could put on a real show, with skills like those. What with the gunslinger types in Adracha. They travel around on their horses, you know, and wear those big hats, and big crowds gather to watch them fire off their six-shooters. They can hit tiny pills thrown in the air and perform other such astounding feats. Some of them even do it blindfolded or bend over backwards or jump around and sing folk songs while still perfectly hitting their targets. I've always wanted to catch one of those shows. What were we talking about?”
“I'm a Huntress,” said Isabeau. “Of course I can shoot. It's a basic skill we're all taught from a young age.”
“Well you certainly shot the life out of that cigarette butt. So what do we do now?”
“We wait.”
“Yes? And then what?”
“For now, that's it.”
“Oh, come on, woman,” said Evie. Isabeau arched a brow at her, with a glare to accompany it. “We're nearing the very end here, aren't we? The end of our hunt. Izzie and Evie, cornering their quarry at last. I think it's about time you filled me in on the last details, isn't it? If not, I could go and bumble something at an inopportune time. Now wouldn't that be a fine mess?”
“That does sound like something you'd do.”
“So let me have it. You have a plan, don't you? From everything you said, it sounds as if it's outright impossible to actually tell if a person is a Doppelvyrm. But that's only what you wanted them to think, do I have it right? There's actually some secret method to find them out, isn't there?”
Isabeau opened her gun case. It was a completely unnecessary action, but it made her feel better. Those casts of cold metal and encased loads of gunpowder made for better company than a woman like Evie did.
“First, you must track the Doppelvyrm down to a location it cannot escape from,” she said, her voice low. Thunder rolled foreboding, the rain showering against the nearby window. Her eyes gazed into the distance, far beyond the walls of Spindle Manor, and backward in time as well. “The Huntress must then announce her purpose to the pool of people it may possibly be mimicking. The Doppelvyrm will grow anxious, and that is when it will make mistakes. That is when the Huntress must be ever vigilant and observant. She must watch, and look for the sign that betrays the Doppelvyrm.”
Evie leaned closer where she sat on the bed. “Yes? And what sign is that?”
Isabeau turned to her, brought out of the world of the past, and addressed Evie directly again. “I'm giving the creature time to stress for now. Soon I will meet with each guest alone. Nobody will sleep tonight, certainly, so I have plenty of time. I will look for the sign that betrays the creature then.”
“Yes, yes, and what is this sign, woman?”
“Like I said at dinner, the Doppelvyrm can perfectly mimic its victim. After absorbing the brain, it knows everything the victim knew. Their memories, their hopes and dreams, their knowledge and experiences. It knows all, and it can mimic all, and it can understand all. And that understanding, that's the truly important part. It understands the fear its victim has experienced, it understands the pleasure, the happiness, the pain, the sadness. It understands and is capable of recreating every emotion the victim might have.”
A loud crack of thunder shook the bed.
“All except for one,” finished Isabeau. “One emotion it can never truly process. And that is love.”
“Love,” said Evie.
“Yes,” said Isabeau. “It can observe it, but it will forever be only an observer. It may attempt to recreate that feeling, that emotion, that state of being. It may say 'I love my spouse', but it can never truly mean it. And so therein lies the solution to our puzzle, Evie. We must only find out what it is each guest truly loves, and then spot the falseness in their claim.”
“My word,” said Evie, sitting back and frowning. “Well that sounds quite impossible, Izzie. You might as well part the clouds and lasso the sun.”
Isabeau allowed herself a rare, small smile, and she turned to what she was now forced to concede was her partner for the Hunt.
“Oh, come now, Evie. It's not so impossible as that. Were you paying attention during dinner? Did you listen well? We have all the information to ascertain what each one of them loves beyond all else. You only need to have paid attention.”
“Well then,” said Evie, blinking dumbly. “And there I was failing to take notes.”
“If I happen to fail at that angle, then we can always rely on the Doppelvyrm exposing itself.”
“Yes, I thought that might be why you announced your intentions to everyone. You're seeing if it runs, aren't you? Making it afraid so it messes up?”
“No, actually.”
“No? Ah, you're waiting for it to jump to another body? A different guest, and thereby make some kind of mistake and reveal itself?”
“Not that, either.”
“What then?”
“The Doppelvyrm, afraid for its life now that it knows a Huntress is on its trail, will believe it only has one possible way to make it out of here alive, and that is inside the skin of a Huntress.”
“I don't understand...wait...you mean...”
“Before the night is done, the Doppelvyrm will attack me in a last ditch effort to take over my identity. That's the only way it will survive. And that is when I will destroy it.” She gave Evie a stare. “Still keen on being my partner?”
And then the gunshot rang out.
The two women froze.
“They did it!” said Evie, slapping the top of her head. “They actually went and did it like I said they would! They shot Ms Keystone!”
“Hell's bells,” cursed Isabeau, and sprang for the door.
The door was locked.
A second gunshot rang out.
“They're filling her with bullet holes!” cried Evie. “She'll be cheese by the time we get there!”
Isabeau reached in her pocket for the key to the room.
Her pocket was empty.
My key, she thought. I had my key in my pocket.
The sound of thumping footsteps running down a hall came from somewhere in the building.
Is that the second floor? Third floor? Small or heavy steps? Confound it, I can't tell with this rainstorm!
“Key, Evie! Key!”
“What? Here...” She searched inside her own pocket, but came up empty. Of course, she had tossed her key on the credenza. She scrambled for it, and Isabeau heard a door slamming shut from somewhere in the building.
“Damn it all,” she spat, stepped back, and sent the bottom of her boot heel crashing into the door with a long-legged kick. The door popped off its hinges and clattered into the hallway.
She stepped out and turned toward the staircase. The doors to rooms 301 and 302, the rooms closer to the staircase, opened. Heads peeked out. Mrs Field's from 301 and Dr Mulgrave's from 302.
“What in the world is happening?” asked Dr Mulgrave as Isabeau ran by.
“Was that a gunshot?” asked Mrs Field. “Are you shooting again?”
“Stay inside your room,” said Isabeau, flying down the staircase. The third floor guests of Spindle Manor were all terrible at taking directions, it turned out, and so Isabeau had an entourage soon following her.
“Angelica!” called Isabeau as she reached the second floor.
Ms Keystone stood in the hallway outside her room, 204, wearing only a bathrobe and towel wrapped about the top of her head, and her makeup had all been removed. She looked as confused as everyone else. “What? What's happening? I heard gunshots.”
The door across from her opened, 203, Ms Valdez appearing.
The door to Isabeau's immediate right flung open, and Col Thrawl stomped out, steam and smoke pouring out of her room, 202, as if it was the entrance to a sauna. “I heard gunfire. Is the beast afoot? Who was it?”
“It's the Adrachians, boys!” called Mr Homes as he came running up the stairs from the first floor, ringing a bell swiped from the front desk. “A surprise attack! They're firing into our left flank! Everyone to arms! To arms!”
Madame Blanchet came up behind him, huffing and pulling up her dress to make the steps. “Those were gunshots,” she said. “They came from the second floor. What's happened?” Hector, Dr Mulgrave's footman, followed behind her, coming up the stairs from the first floor.
Slowly, everyone looked about, and settled their stares on the door to Isabeau's left. Room 201.
It was ajar, with faint light flickering from within. Isabeau pulled the Cull Revolver from its holster and opened the door.
Johnny Prescott lay dead on the floor.




Chapter 6
The Detective
“Oh,” said Mr Homes, finally stopping his bell-ringing. “I'm not back in the war after all. It's just a murder is all.”
“What is it?” said Teddy, running up behind the group and panting, tucking his shirt into his trousers and buttoning them up. “What's happened?”
“Nothing to worry about,” said Mr Homes. “It's just a murder is all. Mr Prescott has been shot.”
“Good God, man.”
Isabeau stepped into the room, and noticed the floorboards creaked heavily beneath her at a spot near the entrance. Evie followed close behind, but Isabeau quickly pushed her hand out, signaling for everyone to stop. “Nobody is to set foot in this room,” she told the gawkers. “Evie, stay here by the door.”
“Sure thing, boss. Is he dead?”
Isabeau did a quick visual check of the scene. The gaslamp was on but turned low, giving the room little light. The windows were shut, naturally, but the shutters open, so that the flashing storm lit up the downpour of rain. Mr Prescott lay in the center of the room near the bed on his back, still wearing his coat, but it was spread open. His torso was ravaged with two bloody bullet wounds near his heart, and blood pooled on the rug beneath him. Mr Prescott's shoulder holster was empty, and the gun, the same model Isabeau now wore at her ankle, lay on the floor several feet away. She picked it up, inspecting it to find it had fired two bullets, and then pocketed it.
“Did he commit suicide?” asked Ms Keystone.
“If he had done that,” said Isabeau, “would the gun not be in his hand still, or nearby, instead of a good deal away from where his body is? And I've never heard of anyone killing themselves by firing two bullets into their own chest.”
She carefully drew close to the body and bent down, making sure the man was in fact dead. He most certainly was. His black shirt had evidence of gunpowder in spots that weren't soaked by blood.
“Rifle through his pockets,” said Ms Valdez. “Find out who he really was.”
“Oh, gosh, we're rifling through corpses' pockets before they're even cold now?” said Teddy.
Ms Valdez shrugged. “None of us knew who he really was. We're curious.”
“A bank robber, or something, I believe,” said Dr Mulgrave. “He had the look of one.” His man Hector grunted in agreement.
“That was just a guess,” said Mrs Field. “We didn't truly know. What was it he said he did? Sold women's shoes?”
“Well that was obviously a lie,” said Ms Keystone. “What kind of women's shoes salesman carries a gun on him like that?”
“A bad one?” said Mr Homes.
Mrs Field looked her cousin up and down. “Why are you in a robe and bath towel, anyway?”
“Because I was about to take a bath, obviously,” said Ms Keystone.
“After everything Ms Agarwal told us about this horrible beast hiding inside one of us, you felt relaxed enough to go and enjoy a bath?”
Ms Keystone shrugged. “I needed something to go with my glass of merlot.”
“Everybody shut up,” said Isabeau, and once again the residents of Spindle Manor proved terrible at following directions.
“Perhaps he was the monster?” said Col Thrawl. Her footman Spud cowered near her, silent as ever, anxiety writ in his eyes.
“If he had been,” said Isabeau, “he would have lost his disguise upon death. Reverted back to his monstrous form. No, Mr Prescott is the one guest of this hostelry I can say for certain is not the Doppelvyrm.”
“Well then what the hell happened here?”
“What happened was murder.” She turned to the group all scrunched up in the doorway, and lightning flashed behind her, casting her shadow onto them. “Somebody shot and killed Mr Prescott in cold blood.”
“It should be obvious who did it, then,” said Ms Valdez, and she glared up at Ms Keystone. “It was Angelica.”
“Well that's a fairly rude thing to accuse someone of,” said Ms Keystone.
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat. “Well, we do all remember—back during dinner—how you were the first to accuse Mr Prescott of being this Doppelvyrm that Ms Agarwal is hunting. You were adamant about it. Perhaps you wished to just be done with it and get it over with. Perhaps you thought you would speed things up, and kill the creature yourself?”
“That's absurd.”
“You were the one everyone found standing in the hallway when we arrived,” said Ms Valdez.
“That much is true,” agreed Mrs Field. “We all came stumbling into the hall at the same time, and there you were, standing alone in the hallway.”
“That's because I heard gunfire and came outside to see what the fuss was, obviously,” said Ms Keystone. “It's not my fault everyone else here is as physically slow as they are mentally. Look at me, I'm in a robe and towel. I was about to get in the bath. How could I have murdered this fellow?”
“A convenient alibi,” murmured Teddy under his breath.
Ms Keystone narrowed her eyes and seethed at him. “What was that, little man?”
“A murder mystery!” cried Mr Homes, breaking any tension before it grew too grand. He strode into the room, fingers to his chin. Evie tried to stop him but failed. He paced. “Ah, yes, it seems my expertise must once again be called upon to help solve a case. Once again I rely on the penny dreadfuls I so ravenously devour to assist the good detective. First we must comb the entire room for pertinent clues. See here, those curtains are blue. Why are they blue? What does that symbolize?”
“Mr Homes,” said Isabeau.
He continued, unfazed. “In murders such as this, events play out exactly the same, every time. In every instance, it is the most obvious suspect who is the murderer. It follows, therefor, forsooth, four score, that Ms Angelica Keystone is the murderer!”
He whipped about and pointed, and thunder and lightning dramatically lit him up.
“Wait a moment,” he muttered, scratching his head. “No, it was always the least obvious suspect. But who's the least obvious suspect? Let's see...there's him...and then her...and them of course, and...oh, oh dear.” He swallowed loudly. “I'm the least likely suspect, aren't I? Did I kill him? I killed him. I killed him!”
“Somebody take care of Mr Homes,” said Isabeau, and the poor coachman was collected and pushed to the back of the crowd.
“I know what happened!” he shouted as he was passed from person to person. “They killed him with a frozen icicle! Stabbed right in the heart! And then the icicle melted, so there's no weapon to be found! Look for water spots!” He rang the bell he brought with him from the first floor, but someone yanked it away.
“Oh, hey now, uh,” said Teddy helpfully. “I hate to be the fuddy duddy in the group, but well, this is a crime scene, isn't it? I mean, a murder just happened, didn't it? And here we are, all standing around like it's an after dinner entertainment, y'know?”
“What's your point?” said Ms Keystone.
“Well I mean, we need to send for the police, quick as we can. So they can comb over the clues and make their investigation and take away the deceased and whatnot. This is serious business now. We need to send one of these coachmen to Lamplight right away. We need to get word to Waxwick Yard, have them send some officers.”
“We'll be unable to send anyone to the city tonight in this storm,” said Madame Blanchet from the rear of the group. Penny had appeared next to her. Now she wore a maid's uniform, complete with a white maid's bonnet. “Travel will be quite impossible. If the darkness and weather don't scheme together to break a horse's leg, the spirits will certainly overwhelm in this violent a storm.”
“She's right there,” said Evie. “No chance I'm riding in that out there. The will-o'-the-wisps get stronger in bad weather, doubly so in bad weather at night.”
“With hope, it will pass in the morning. Then we can send word. For tonight, we must all stay under this roof.”
Gentle thunder rolled through the manor, and shifting eyes stared at each other.
Isabeau thought it over, and she had little time to do so. She was a Huntress, tasked with tracking and killing a supernatural beast that posed a great danger to humankind. And now a common murder was thrust in front of her. The taking of a life with the pull of a trigger.
“I am no police officer from Waxwick Yard,” she said. “I am not a detective, tasked with solving murders such as these. But I am a Huntress. Employed by the Nobles themselves. And there is more than one kind of monster haunting this manor tonight. In the absence of an official who has proper jurisdiction, trapped in as we are by the night and the storm, I must take it upon myself to temporarily claim the mantel of detective for this murder. Are there any among you who would oppose this notion?”
She cast her gaze over her audience, and they all stood silent and accepting.
And so with a heavy heart, Isabeau Agarwal began her investigation.




Chapter 7
The Crime Scene
“You're the only person in here I damn well know didn't shoot this man,” Isabeau whispered to Evie, standing close together. “I'm going to give the room a once over, and I'd rather our suspects not have knowledge of whatever we find. So I want you to stand in the hall with everyone else, make sure they don't enter. I'm closing the door.”
“Right, boss,” said Evie, nodding with a grave vigor. “Can I have a gun?”
“What?”
“A gun. You know, in case one of them tries something.”
“No, you can't have a gun.”
“Well then. That seems fairly dismissive of my well-being. But so be it.”
Evie left the room, shutting the door behind her. The floorboards failed to creak when she stepped over them.
Now finally alone, Isabeau began the search for clues. She started at the body and worked her way outward.
Mr Prescott's pockets were empty of everything but his lighter and some lint. Isabeau took the lighter. His shirt, trousers, and coat were clean except for the blood and gunpowder. There were no scratch marks on his skin, and no other marks of injury or even so much as a chipped fingernail. He had taken his shoes off—which now sat neatly at the side of the bed—and wore black socks.
The room wasn't upset at all. The chair at the little desk in the corner was undisturbed. The desk was empty upon examination. Isabeau checked the dresser drawers, pulling them out one by one to find them all equally empty—except for the very last drawer on the bottom left, which had a business card inside. The name Harold Kramer was written on it, along with an address in the Brackney borough of Lamplight, and a company name written large at the top of the card:
Kramer's Coffee, Tea, and Assorted Candies
“Curious,” said Isabeau to herself.
“Indeed,” said Evie, inches from her ear.
Isabeau jumped, backing off a step. “What are you doing? I told you to wait outside. Watch the others.”
“They're all watching themselves, trust me. The accusations have already begun. I think I can help you better in here, at the heart of the investigation. Away from the murderer. We're partners, after all.”
Isabeau grit her teeth and decided that two dead bodies in one room would be far too many dead bodies, and so she refrained from committing a fresh murder of her own. “Very well. But don't touch anything. And do shut up.”
“Of course. So have you found anything interesting yet? What's this, a card? Anything else in the drawers? What about the bed? Did you check it? His luggage is there, the bag is open. Did he open it or did you?”
Isabeau placed the card where she found it and turned to the bed and the open luggage on top. “He had opened it, of course. Probably before dinner. Let's see.”
Inside she found several pairs of trousers and folded shirts, most of them black. One of the shirts was white and was embroidered with the initials MS. A pair of well-made moccasin slippers, brand new. A box of .32 caliber ammunition that fit a Smithing Safety Hammerless gun. A men's leather toiletry case with the initials JP engraved on it. Two silver lighters. A carton of Player's Diamond Cut cigarettes (“Always Ask For A Player's”). A tin of tea with the letters HK engraved on it. One can of Peating's Insect-Destroying Powder (Naturally, thought Isabeau). An assortment of ties. A small bottle of Mackhaye's whiskey, about three-fourths full. A small gas lantern with the letters JP engraved on it. A belt with a golden buckle.
“Seems a rather unsurprising bag for the everyday traveling gentleman,” said Evie. “Perhaps he was a simple women's shoe salesman after all? We could all be horrible people, judging a man for simply having an evil look, and wouldn't we feel ashamed then?”
“You must notice what's not present in addition to what is, Evie. What have we not found in this bedroom so far?”
Evie looked about and shrugged. “Happiness of any kind?”
“The bedroom key. It wasn't on his body, in the drawers, or in his luggage. The killer took it.”
Isabeau pushed the bulk of the objects in the suitcase out of the way, and her fingers caught at the little flap to the false bottom after only a short time of searching. She pulled it open, revealing dozens of bags stuffed near to bursting with fine, brownish powder.
“Opium,” said Evie.
“Indeed,” said Isabeau. “Sleep soundly knowing our judgment of character is unmarred so far.”
“You need a doctor's prescription for that. For fussy infants and the like. And I don't think any doctor would prescribe this much.”
“Very astute of you to note, Evie. And tell me, do you see an opium pipe?”
“I don't.”
“And so what is your conclusion?”
“He was a drug trafficker. Transporting a large amount of opium to sell. Blackmourne to Lamplight.”
“That's correct. And have you ever known a lone man, by his own self and only his own self, to take up the enterprise of buying and selling controlled substances in quantities such as this?”
“I don't think any lone man by his own self would do something like that.”
“Correct again. And so what does that make Mr Prescott?”
Evie stood up straight from stooping over the luggage. “That would make him part of some kind of gang, I take it. A member of a criminal organization.”
“Correct again. We'll make a detective out of you yet, Evie. But now I will go one level further. What criminal organization does he belong to?”
“I haven't the faintest. There are too many to choose from in Lamplight.”
“There are, but only one organization is known above all for taking pride in the fact that each and every man is outfitted with a snub-nosed Smithing Safety Hammerless firearm, all kept concealed in a shoulder holster beneath their coat. Hammond Company Limited. A legal company on the surface, but guilty of illegal drug trading, sex trafficking, racketeering, assassinations, and fixing sporting bets. The gun itself stands out for having an internal double-action hammer, safely out of the way so that it's easily concealed and the hammer won't get caught on clothing while drawing quickly. I know the weapon well. I'm wearing one in an ankle holster at the moment. That gun is what Mr Prescott had. That is what he was shot with.”
“You have one on you right now?” said Evie. “So you're saying you could give me a gun. You just don't want to.”
“So then. The murderer entered the room, took Mr Prescott's own gun from his holster, shot him twice, and ran back to their room after taking his key and dropping the gun to the floor. The question is, why would someone in this building want to kill a member of the Hammond Company Limited? Is there a connection there?”
“Ah, now see, I do remember a curious little thing that Mr Prescott said during dinner,” said Evie. “Do you know what I'm talking of? It was when you were going back and forth with Ms Keystone, really letting her have it, I mean really laying into her about what a terrible person she was, when Mr Prescott joined in as the subject of secrets was brought up. He said something about knowing a secret about someone in the room, didn't he?”
“He did indeed. In fact, his exact words were: 'I don't just have my own secret. I know someone else's, and that's the best kind of secret to have, isn't it? Yes, someone else's secret, someone who is sitting right here in this room.'”
“Well that's fairly ominous, I dare say.”
“I cannot be sure, but my theory, as of right now, is that Mr Prescott knew something dangerous and sensitive about someone at that table. He was possibly even using this knowledge to blackmail them. That, or even just the possibility of being blackmailed or ruined drove the person with this secret to commit murder.”
“I follow you. Perhaps one of them was involved with the Hammond Company Limited somehow? Maybe they got deep into some illegal business and wanted out? So then, who is it?”
Isabeau turned to the closed door. “That, my dear Evie, is what we need to find out.”




Chapter 8
Keys
Everyone asked Isabeau a different question all at once immediately upon leaving the bedroom. They surrounded her, demanding to know who had killed Mr Prescott.
“It was that woman!” said Ms Valdez with uncharacteristic passion, pointing at Ms Keystone.
“I agree,” said Col Thrawl. “We've discussed it ourselves here in the hallway, and have come to the conclusion that it had to have been Angelica who committed the foul deed.”
“We also agree,” said Mrs Field. “Don't we, dear?” And here she nudged her reluctant husband, and he snapped into action.
“Oh, gosh, yes, well it just seems so likely now, doesn't it? Sorry Angelica, I know it's awful rude to be accusing someone of committing murder and all, but, well, it's pretty rude to be committing murder too now.”
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “You see, Ms Agarwal, it's just that Angelica here was the one standing in the hallway. Now she says she was taking a bath. But our logic is—and you must understand I say this with sincere apologies for my crassness, I would never discuss such things in the presence of women like this—but our logic is it didn't look like there was much of a struggle in that bedroom, and the killer took Mr Prescott's own gun, didn't she? So our theory is that Angelica seduced Mr Prescott so she could get right up close to him without difficulty, and the bath robe would play right into that. One must simply use a little imagination here. It would have allowed her to get close, and, well, you know.”
“Of all the impertinent polyps to have plagued me, you lot are the most impertinent,” said Ms Keystone, hands on her hips, not a care that she was still in her bathrobe with a towel on her head. “What a profoundly stupid theory. Why would I be standing here in the hallway after I just murdered a man? Why didn't I go jump in my bathtub? I obviously didn't know what was happening.”
“She did it!” called Col Thrawl, her commander's voice filling the hall. “Secure the wench!”
Isabeau held her hand up, and everyone went silent, waiting on her word as if it was the word of a Noble.
“That will be the end of the wild accusations for the night,” she said, her voice low and calm. “I will discover the person who committed this murder. But in the meantime, there will be no mob justice. There will be evidence of guilt before anyone is considered guilty. Is that understood?”
“You betcha,” said Teddy. He was smiling politely, but it slowly faded once he realized nobody else was smiling.
“I will conduct interviews,” continued Isabeau. “I will ask each of you questions about what you were doing at the time of the murder. This will be done privately. Individually. They will be brisk but thorough interviews.”
“Sounds only logical,” said Col Thrawl.
“But before I do that, I have a few pieces of business to address. The first would be getting the key to my room back. If you would be so kind, Col Thrawl.”
All eyes turned to the Colonel, and she raised the only eyebrow she had. “What's this?”
“I said I would I like my key back.” Isabeau held out her hand. “Give it to me.”
“You must be rattled, Ms Agarwal. I don't know what you're talking about.”
Isabeau draw her revolver and aimed it at Col Thrawl. “My key. Now.”
People recoiled from the two women. Thrawl stood her ground. “You dare point a firearm at a Ghastian Colonel? Are you mad or just daft?”
“I'm certainly not daft.”
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Ms Agarwal, what precisely is the meaning of—”
“Not now, doctor. I'm speaking to Col Thrawl. My key, Col Thrawl. I had it in my pocket during dinner. I took it with me. After dinner, when I was in my room, Evie locked the door. When I tried to leave and unlock the door—when the murder occurred, mind you—I couldn't open the door fast enough because my key was gone. I didn't misplace it, before you say that. So please, save your breath. You were the only person who was close to me. After dinner, remember? Your arm, wrapped around my shoulders. Your face in close, whispering to me. Promising me your partnership in my search for the Doppelvyrm. Going on about how we should stick together. All the while your other hand did its pickpocketing, didn't it?”
“You accuse me of being a common thief?” said Col Thrawl, the human half of her face turning red.
Isabeau pulled the hammer back on her revolver.
Even the thunder seemed to go silent, waiting for the standoff to play out. Calm rain fell at a steady flow, the wind dying down.
“Spud,” said the Colonel. “Give her the damn key.”
Spud flinched as if he'd been struck. He looked to his mistress, unable to move his feet.
“Give her the damn key, Spud.”
He jumped, pulling Isabeau's bedroom key out of his pocket.
“Evie,” said Isabeau. “Take the key.” She did just so. “Now would you be so kind as to take Col Thrawl's revolver from its holster?”
“Now see here,” spat Thrawl. “This is going too—”
“Do I truly need to fire a warning shot?” asked Isabeau. “I don't wish to fill Madame Blanchet's home full of holes.”
Evie approached the Colonel, suddenly looking quite the small woman standing next to her mass, and removed the large caliber revolver. She stepped back and flipped it, pointing it at Thrawl. “That's a little more like it,” she said with a satisfied nod. “I've got your back, Izzie.”
“The gun,” said Isabeau, holding out her hand.
“What?”
“Give me the gun.”
“But you've already got one. I'm your partner. I could use one.”
“You using one is exactly what I'm afraid of. Give it here.”
With great reluctance, Evie handed over the revolver. Isabeau opened the cylinder and removed the bullets, pocketing them, and then stuffed the unloaded revolver into her belt. She then holstered her own gun.
“I think you have some explaining to do,” said Ms Keystone, and several nodding heads agreed vigorously.
“It's true,” said Col Thrawl, her voice low and level. “I picked your pocket, Huntress.”
“So it was you, then? You killed Mr Prescott.” said Mrs Field, drawing closer to Teddy.
“God, no,” said Thrawl.
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat. “Well it certainly appears that way, Colonel. You sabotaged access to Ms Agarwal's room just as the murder took place.”
“Look at me. I plod along with the speed of an ox, and I weigh as much as a grand piano. I was in my room when the shots went out, Ms Agarwal here saw that much. How could I have run so quickly in that short period of time? You would have heard a mighty rumbling if it were me.”
“Your room is directly across the hall from Mr Prescott's,” said Mrs Field. “Right there in fact, it wouldn't be such a long trip at all.”
“Again, I don't move that quickly, nor that quietly.”
“Your servant,” said Ms Keystone. “Spud, the little cretin. You sent him to do your dirty work, then. Fess up, Spud. Were you the one who killed Mr Prescott? Did this she-beast force you to kill a man?”
Spud looked like he was about to implode.
“That wasn't it at all,” said Thrawl.
“Then tell us, woman,” said Dr Mulgrave. “What's this pickpocketing business about?”
Col Thrawl glared at Isabeau, and it felt as if the room grew several degrees chillier. “It will be a cold day in hell when someone pens me in a cage with a woman who wants to hunt me. The gall of it all. The disrespect. I'm a God-damned war hero. I'm a veteran of seven tours to the Ravaged Continent. How dare you order me about as if I'm your underling? Yes I stole your key. And either me or Spud were going to steal your partner's key while in your room for some pretend reason or another tonight. And then we would lock you in before you knew what happened. Nice and easy and clean. I'm not mad enough to gun down a Huntress in cold blood. But I could lock you away from everyone else for the night. And then we would leave unaccosted. So yes. Charge me with petty theft if you'd like. But I didn't kill anyone tonight.”
Isabeau tilted her head, looking away. “And you had sounded like such a trustworthy partner in that close embrace, didn't you?”
“Well I guess things aren't quite what they seem tonight then, are they?”
“They rarely ever are. You can have your gun back when all this is settled and if you come out innocent.”
“To the interviews, then?” asked Evie.
“Almost,” said Isabeau. “We must do something first. Who's got Mr Homes' bell he brought from downstairs?”
“Here you are,” said Madame Blanchet, handing it over.
Isabeau took the bell, went back into the bedroom, and pulled one of the shoelaces from Mr Prescott's shoes. He wouldn't be needing them any time soon, after all. Then she went to his body, and tied the bell around his ankle.
“Just in case,” she said. “It's quite the heavy storm, after all.”
“Quite,” said Dr Mulgrave.
“Madame Blanchet. How many keys exist to each room?”
“Three. A primary key for guests, a second key for any second guest, and my own copy of every key. Penny actually holds on to those.”
“The killer has taken Mr Prescott's key. Retrieve the remaining two copies, please. Keep one yourself and give one to me. Shut and lock this room.”
“I understand.”
“And I will need a quiet and private place to conduct the interviews.”
“You can use my office downstairs,” said Madame Blanchet as Penny locked the bedroom door.
“That's good.”
“Who will you interview first?” asked Blanchet.
“Surely Ms Keystone,” said Ms Valdez. “Surely.”
“Actually,” said Isabeau, turning to the group. “I would like to talk to Hector first.”
Dr Mulgrave's footman took the shocked stares in stride, as silent, stoic servant types are wont to do.




Chapter 9
The Interrogations
Before going back to the first floor, Isabeau made a stop in her bedroom. She unlocked her gun case and stored the murder weapon inside with her other guns, along with Thrawl's weapon and ammunition, then closed and locked the case.
Only then did Isabeau retreat to the first floor. She arranged everything neatly at Madame Blanchet's desk in her office, a small room tucked away near the receptionist area. She placed a pitcher of water and a pair of glasses to the side, and in front of her was a pad of paper and pencil. She prided herself on having an incredible memory, but one simply didn't interview potential murderers and not write down every single last thing they said.
It was a quaint office. Several pictures adorned the walls. A small collection of books filled a bookshelf, and a few titles stood out to Isabeau. The Joys of Making Bullets at Home was one of them, a book, naturally, about making homemade ammunition. Ley Lines – Fact or Fiction? was a study of possible ley lines of energy that wrapped around Ahgra. It was said they brought both great fortune and produced dangerous supernatural effects wherever they ran. On Hospitality Management, supposedly a book all about running a hostelry, which wasn't a surprising find in a hostelry office.
She had tasked Evie with keeping watch over the group in the dining room down the hall closer to the stairs. This time, Evie promised she would stay with the group, no matter how much she wanted to sit in on the interviews.
The first potential murderer strode in, closing the door behind him, and sat his large body in the little chair across the desk.
Mr Hector Fernand
“How long have you been working as Dr Mulgrave's footman?” asked Isabeau.
“Hmm,” grunted Hector, his face completely unreadable, his hands carefully folded in his lap.
“Come again?” asked Isabeau.
“Hmm,” grunted Hector again.
Isabeau sighed. “Mr Fernand,” she said, momentarily putting away her pencil and notepad. “I am most convinced that you are not non-verbal. Meaning that you're verbal, according to the double-negative rules of grammar. If this interview is to get anywhere, you're going to have to answer my questions with more than a grunt. Is that agreeable to you?”
Hector mulled it over, looking to the side as if considering whether to sign a life-changing contract, and then shrugged. “Okay,” he said in a baritone voice.
“So, how long have you been working for Dr Mulgrave?”
“Mmm...thirty years.”
“My word. How old are you now?”
“Forty.”
“I see. That's quite the early start. So, just out of curiosity, Dr Mulgrave is currently how old, exactly?”
“Hmm,” grunted Hector, and again he seemed to be doing calculations in his head. “...forty.”
“Forty.”
“Forty.”
“I see. Moving on. Where were you at the time of the murder?”
“In the bedroom with Dr Mulgrave.”
“Quite untrue. Hector, I'm not going to waste time threatening or explaining how terrible it would go for you if you continue to lie to a Huntress. So I will only say that I clearly saw you coming up the stairs, from the first floor, to the second floor, while Dr Mulgrave was clearly in his bedroom on the third floor, as I passed him—his bedroom being right next to mine—and we went down the stairs to the second floor together. So how could you be in your bedroom when you were on the first floor? Where were you and what were you doing?”
“Hmm,” came the expected grunt. “I was...still hungry. So I had gone down to the kitchen. Yes. That's it.” His words were those of a man just now remembering some small detail, but his delivery was completely stoic and unbelievable. “That's where I was. In the kitchen, asking for more food.”
“And was anyone else there that can collaborate this?”
“Madame Blanchet.”
“Very well. I'll ask her of it. Tell me, Hector, does Dr Mulgrave have any money trouble?”
“Money trouble?”
“Yes. Have you ever had problems receiving your salary? Or have you noticed any hints that might indicate he was desperate for money?”
“No.”
“Do you know if he was involved with any of the seedier underworld elements of Lamplight?”
“He wasn't. Dr Mulgrave has nothing to do with that. He is a great mesmer.”
“I understand. What were your thoughts on Mr Prescott when he joined your stagecoach in Blackmourne? Was he an unwelcome entity? Did you witness anyone fight or feud with him?”
“No.”
“I see. Would you like to elaborate on your answer at all?”
“No.”
“Brilliant. Send in Dr Mulgrave after you leave, would you?”
Dr Victor Mulgrave
“Would you care for a glass of water?”
“No thank you.”
“How long has Hector been working as your footman?”
“Oh, let's see now, it's been quite some time. Going on twenty years maybe?”
“And what are the ages of you both?”
“I'm forty-two years old, and Hector, I believe, just turned forty. I know, I look younger than him, don't I? Pardon me, Ms Agarwal, but what exactly do our ages have to do with Mr Prescott's murder?”
“Where were you at the time of the murder?”
Dr Mulgrave shifted in his chair, eyebrows raising, and he cleared his throat. “Well that should be fairly obvious. I was in my bedroom. You saw me sticking my head out when you passed in the hallway and I followed you down. I would say you can safely consider me completely innocent, Ms Agarwal, considering you saw me with your own eyes. You can cross me off your list.”
“I only saw you after the gunshots and the sound of the running feet vibrating through the building, along with a door shutting,” said Isabeau. “I was stuck in my room at the time of the murder and several seconds after, trying to open my door. In that period, you could have potentially fired two shots, and then run up the stairs and into your room, which is conveniently located close to the stairs.”
Mulgrave furrowed his brow. “Well that's...that's a bit of a stretch, don't you think?”
“Not in the slightest. You're a healthy man. Why, you even took pride in how fit you are back during dinner, remember? It was several seconds between the shots and my entrance to the hallway. It would have been an easy thing to do.”
“Well then why even ask me where I was at the time? And this logic would go for each and everyone else, as well. Are you going to scrutinize the Fields across the hall from me as well like this?”
“I most certainly am. And you're correct, anyone could have shot Mr Prescott and run to their room during the time I was locked in my own room. I am only getting the facts straight concerning everyone's location, or where they say they were located, at least. You were in your bedroom, I have noted here. Moving on. Where was Hector?”
“He was downstairs. I don't know what he was doing. Some errand or such, I suppose.”
“He didn't tell you he was leaving for any reason?”
“No, he didn't. Why, what did he tell you?”
“Have you had any money troubles recently, Dr Mulgrave?”
“What? Of course not. That's absurd. I'm one of the most successful mesmers in the Societies of Harmony. Not to mention my theatrical endeavors have left me very comfortable.”
“Do you have any business with the illegal underworld of Lamplight?”
“Of course not. That would be equally absurd.”
“Why did you go on this holiday?”
Dr Mulgrave shrugged. “I needed to get away. Too much work isn't good for anyone's constitution, naturally.”
“And you chose to travel with Ms Keystone, whom everyone seems to loathe?”
He inclined his head. “We look bad on the surface, I know. Our little group. But we are all good friends, you must know. We've all known each other for many years now. Angelica can be a chaotic element sometimes, it's true, but she's also an important anchor between all of us. She's how we all know each other. She opens doors to various social opportunities throughout the country, you must know. So yes, I decided to come along with the rest of the group. I like to think my presence has a calming effect on the dynamics between Angelica and the others.”
“Ever the calm mediator, hmm?”
“Just so.”
“What did you think of Mr Prescott when he joined your travel party in Blackmourne? Did you or anyone feud with him?”
“I certainly didn't. I thought he was a fairly shady character, to be honest. We all did. Some of the others welcomed another traveler splitting the fare more ways, of course. All in all, he was never too much trouble. He traveled up top with Mr Homes and Hector and Spud, so the women didn't have to put up with him much.”
“I see.” Isabeau made several notes in her pad.
“Do you have any other questions?” asked Dr Mulgrave.
Isabeau looked up at him. “Not a question, exactly,” she said, and carefully watched him. She saw the gentle crow's feet at the edges of his eyes, his posture, the way his mouth worked, the way his hands rested. “Have a drink of water, Dr Mulgrave.”
He inclined his head with a smile. “Again, no thank you.”
“Have a drink of water.”
He paused, looking from the pitcher of water to Isabeau. “I'm not thirsty, Ms Agarwal. I don't care for water currently.”
“Have a drink of water, Dr Mulgrave.”
His face relaxed, its polite demeanor slowly dissipating, and his eyes went completely unreadable. Without a word, he stood up, turned about, and left the room.
Mr Theodore Field
“Where were you at the time of the murder?”
“Why I was in my bedroom with Heloise. You passed right by us, didn't you?”
“I saw Mrs Field's head poking out of room 301. I didn't see you.”
“Well that's a fine how-do-you-do. I may not have been sticking my head out the door, but I was in the bedroom. You can ask Heloise.”
“Do the two of you have money problems?'
Teddy sat up straight and pulled his head back, his face contorting and twisting about. “Well that seems a bit on the unfair side coming out the gate all like that now doesn't it?”
“So that would be a yes?”
“Well now,” said Teddy, and he blinked several times, and shifted about, and looked away, and looked at Isabeau, and then away again. “Well times are a little lean now, don'tcha know.”
“And what's the source of these money troubles?”
“Well Ms Agarwal, that's just...that's just about the most direct question anyone's ever asked me now, darn tootin'. I mean just...I'm a simple man, Ms Agarwal. I'm just a simple bookkeeper. Now I hate to go proving Ms Keystone's words right, but well, she's not too far off the mark when it comes to my yearly take home, if you know what I mean. And rents are climbing, they are. And the expenses. One day you've got a decent-looking bank account and then you're watching what you buy the next day. I mean, really now. I mean just darn it. So yes, the two of us have money problems.”
Isabeau sat perfectly still and waited while Teddy wound down. “Why did you come along on this holiday?” she asked.
“Well, Heloise wanted to go. She insisted on it, in fact.”
“Did she now?”
“Not to go and kill a man, if that's what you're asking. Why, we never even met Mr Prescott until he joined up with us in Blackmourne. And I was mighty glad he did, too. That's one more way the fare was split, so it turned out all nice and economical, since the business of my finances are the subject of the day.”
Isabeau was slowly realizing that this was Teddy when he was angry. It was difficult to tell. “And why, then, was Heloise so adamant about coming on this trip? It doesn't seem as if the two of you, or anyone else, quite gets along with Ms Keystone.”
“Well now, they are cousins, after all. And well...” Teddy's voice drifted away and he grew distant, as if dreading the next part of what he had to say. “And well, Angelica is a fairly wealthy woman, you must know. A wealthy family member like that. Why it's in our interest to stay nice and friendly with her, you see. You get what I'm saying here, don'tcha?”
“I do.”
Teddy rubbed at his stomach, and it grumbled. “It's just...well this trip has been a mighty stressful endeavor, you know. Might be we shouldn't have come after all. In St Newchester our hotel reservations got mixed up, and we had to pair up in rooms, and that was not an enjoyable experience, let me tell you that. Then next in Portsmith I got my billfold swiped you know. I didn't have much money in it at the time, but still, the offense of it all. And then after that, there we are in Blackmourne, and our tea was stolen! Can you believe that now? It's our special brand we always travel with, it helps with my stomach rumblings, and someone had the audacity to pocket it. I think it was a maid at our hotel. So yes, bad luck all around. And now this. Now this.”
“Do you have any business with the illegal underworld of Lamplight?”
Teddy had been reduced to glaring at Isabeau now. “No. Money problems or not, I would never dip my toe in those waters now, darn tootin'.” His stomach rumbled louder. “Oh, but the bathroom calls again...”
“I noticed Mr Prescott annoyed you at dinner. You seemed cross when he smoked at the table, and he even blew smoke in your face.”
“Well of course I was cross. Why wouldn't I be? What kind of gentleman just lights up a cigarette without even asking the ladies present if it's okay? And we didn't even have our smoking jackets on, either. And then the fact that smoking is usually done after dinner, not before. I mean my gosh, what kind of man would I be if I wasn't cross with Mr Prescott? But that's no reason to go and shoot him!”
“I happen to agree with you, Mr Field. We're done here. Please send in your wife next.”
Mrs Heloise Field
Mrs Field asked the first question before Isabeau could. “I wouldn't suppose you have some whiskey in here, would you?”
“I don't believe Madame Blanchet keeps whiskey in her office.”
“What about a cigarette?”
“I don't smoke. Does Teddy know you drink whiskey and smoke cigarettes?”
“Most certainly not, and I have every intention of keeping it that way. Besides, I only fall back on vices when I'm stressed.”
“And what's got you so stressed, Mrs Field?”
Mrs Field tilted her head and her eyes bored into Isabeau's as if Isabeau was a madwoman. “Is that a question you really feel you need to ask? Being trapped between a murderer and a skin-wearing monster isn't reason enough to want to have a drink and a drag?”
“It quite is. I can't blame you one bit, Mrs Field. But it does seem notable that you are apparently not as proper as you first appear.”
“I'm a loving wife, Ms Agarwal. My husband means the world to me. But he's a gentle creature, and I see it as no evil thing to temper myself for his benefit. It's not as if I'm anywhere close to the debauchee that my cousin is. I'm a saint compared to her, so excuse me if I have a smoke and a drink every once in a while.”
“Why did you come on this holiday if you dislike Ms Keystone so?”
“Because we're poor. Did you get that information out of Teddy? I'm sure you did. We need the money. Angelica is rich, and as horrible a woman as she may be, she does spread her money around from time to time. She likes to give it away like one may throw treats to a dog, so that you can watch it dance and wag its tail.”
“Your relationship with your cousin doesn't sound the healthiest.”
“That's because it's not. Why are we talking about Angelica anyway? I thought this was going to be about the murder. It was her, you know. There's no doubt she did it.”
“Where were you at the time of the murder?”
“In my bedroom. You saw me as you passed. Me and Victor were both standing in our doorways by the stairs.”
“And where was your husband?”
“He was in the room with me. On the bed.”
“The two of you hear gunshots, and you're the one to see what's going on, while Teddy stays behind on the bed?”
Mrs Field's eyelids grew heavy and her face fell sour. “Like I said. Teddy is a gentle creature. We can both vouch for each other, though. We were both in the bedroom when the shots rang out, so neither one of us could have done it.”
“Unless you both conspired together. Teddy pulling the trigger, while you provide the alibi while sticking out your head from your bedroom?”
“What an absurd fantasy. The thought of Teddy killing a man, it defies belief.”
“You're right, actually. Perhaps the demure, proper wife who in fact isn't quite as demure and proper as she first appears is the one who pulled the trigger? Mr Prescott's room is just above yours, and there were the sounds of footsteps running through the building after the gunshots. You could have killed him, then run down the stairs and into your bedroom.”
“Madness. Teddy and I were in the bedroom the whole time together, and you can grill him as much as you want on that. He's a terrible liar. You'll get only the truth from him, and it will clear both of us from the crime.”
“What did you think of Mr Prescott when he joined up with your group in Blackmourne?”
“I didn't think much of him. He was just another traveler.”
“Did the two of you interact at all?”
“Not much. He mostly talked with the men in the group, that's all. He and Teddy and Victor spent more time together.”
“Are you involved with any illegal activities in Lamplight? With the criminal underworld?”
Mrs Field laughed. “Now that's a lark if there ever was one. Of course not. Teddy would have a heart attack if he knew I approached a city gang for a loan. That's what you're getting at, aren't you? No, not even I would stoop that low. My dignity is only low enough to follow along at Angelica's beck and call and enjoy what handouts I can get.”
“Very good, Mrs Field. That is all.”
Ms Esmeralda Valdez
Ms Valdez drifted into the office with a grace no other guest possessed. Her flowing dress and accessories floated as if they were made of the ethereal. When she sat, she didn't make a sound, and when she fixed her stare onto Isabeau, darkness seemed to envelop her face, the light only touching her eyes.
“You were in your bedroom at the time of the murder, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Naturally. That seems to be where everyone was when Mr Prescott was shot.”
“Naturally.”
“Elaborate on your money problems, if you could.”
“Excuse me?”
“You were once quite successful and wealthy, I gather. When your fraudulent medium practices were exposed, I take it things got much tighter?”
“They did. But what of it?”
“Is that why you came along on this trip? Because Ms Keystone is generous to her friends, especially to those in need?”
“Hmm,” murmured Ms Valdez, and she cozily sank into her chair like a cat getting comfortable by a fire. “Something like that.”
“Why is there such great animosity between you and Ms Keystone?”
“Me and Angelica? Why we're practically sisters.”
“Need I remind you of the ghastly story you regaled us with during dinner? 'Beware the wrath of a woman scorned'? It sounded squarely directed in Ms Keystone's direction to me. I didn't really get sisterly love from that campfire story.”
“It's a wise thing to beware in general. Wrath, I mean.”
“How were you caught out in your stage fraud?”
“I used a trick table. It moved and made sounds depending on how you manipulated it underneath.”
“And who is it that caught you?”
Ms Valdez paused. “An audience member.”
“I see. Did you have any meaningful interactions with Mr Prescott during your trip? And have you ever gotten involved with any criminal dealings while in Lamplight?”
“No and no.”
“And are you a real medium?”
Ms Valdez paused again. She set her eyes hard on Isabeau, and Isabeau gave as much as she got. She was never one to back down from a good glaring, after all. The storm fell steadily outside, the rain coming heavy, the thunder rolling long and slow in the distance.
“I am,” said Ms Valdez. “Like I said during dinner, spiritualism isn't an exact science. The spirits of the afterlife choose when to communicate through a medium. We can't call them up when we have a packed theater as if they're stage partners. So tricks are required for any medium to achieve financial success in a town like Lamplight.”
“Yes, I recall you saying as much during dinner. And tell me, Ms Valdez, have you experienced any communication with the dead at Spindle Manor tonight?”
“No.”
“It would be too much to talk to Mr Prescott then, would it?”
“It doesn't work like that. His death is far too recent. His spirit is no doubt confused or even dormant at the moment.”
“Perhaps you haven't communicated with the dead, but have you at least felt a presence, Ms Valdez? I've heard that mediums often have this ability. They can sense, for example, that someone died when entering a room, even if the death was years ago. Something like that.”
“A presence, Ms Agarwal?”
Ever so slowly, Ms Valdez sat straight in her chair, and then leaned forward. Isabeau couldn't be sure if it was the light of the storm through the window and the gaslamps playing tricks on her, but it seemed as if the darkness followed Ms Valdez as she shifted, and the light followed along with the movement of her eyes, giving them otherworldly life.
“You ask if I have felt a presence in this building? Why Huntress, ever since I've stepped foot inside Spindle Manor, I have felt nothing less than the most overbearing force of spiritualistic power I have ever felt in my life. The very wooden boards themselves call out to me, telling me 'death' and 'murder'. The statues and gargoyles cry and plead to be heard, their tale that of tragedy. They all have stories to tell, and nobody will listen. This building is possibly the most haunted place I have ever stepped foot in. Ghosts live here. And on a night like tonight, as the rain and lightning shroud us from the outside world, as we sit here within this phantasmagorical bubble cut off from reality, as the will-o'-the-wisps surround us and dance on the very edges of light from our precarious little gaslamps flickering in the darkness, as the presence of a beast in disguise and a murder committed fresh plague all of our thoughts and temperaments—as all of that occurs, those ghosts that live here? Why, they want to come out and play.”
Mr Clayton Homes
“Have no fear, madame detective, for I, Sir Clayton Homes, am on the case.”
“I've gathered you're not lodging in an actual bedroom tonight?”
“You've gathered correctly. The landlady here—astounding philanthropist as she is—squared away a deal with me. I've carved out a nice little spot in the drawing room on the first floor for a fraction of normal room and board. It's quite common for us coachmen to do so when it comes to boarding houses like this; I'm surprised your own coachman is sharing a room with you.”
“You're not the only one.”
“The fire is cheery down below, and I'm not even lonely, as I've the grandest little animal companion who's taken to sitting by the fire curled up in the most adorable ball.”
“And where were you at the time of the murder?”
“I had just settled in for the night, you see. I curled up in my own little ball in the seat of a chair by the fire, taking the cue of my canine compatriot. What a pair we were, I can still fondly remember it. My, how my leg twitched and kicked, just like a real dog's. There I was, curled up and kicking my leg and fast approaching wondrous sleep—my favorite time of the day, mind you—when I heard a sudden gunshot ring out. Why, I thought I was back in the Adrachian War at first, I dare say, and grabbed the first thing I could use as a weapon.”
“The bell from the front desk?”
“What? No, the dog. Then I realized it was a stuffed dog, and didn't I feel the fool? That's when I heard the second gunshot, and it startled me so greatly that I flung the stuffed dog like a discus and it crashed into the fire. The smell of burnt dog hair is not a pleasant one, let me tell you that. So there I was running from one end of the drawing room to the other, unable to do anything as that poor dog burned away, when I remembered the Adrachians were attacking, so I grabbed the bell from the front desk, and went running up the stairs to sound the alarm. And that's when I found everyone else and that poor fellow all full of holes.”
Isabeau considered running down the list of questions she was asking everyone else, but decided it would be pointless. Instead, she simply goaded Mr Homes to talk, because men like him sometimes finally got around to making a worthwhile point if given the freedom.
“As an outsider to the group, Mr Homes, do you have any knowledge that may prove useful in this murder investigation?”
“Why I have more than knowledge that may prove useful. I have knowledge that undoubtedly is useful.”
“Praise the Nobles, let us hear it, good sir.”
“I know the identity of the killer.”
“Yes? Who shot Mr Prescott then?”
“Why, none other than your coachman, that tomboy of a lass! I've worked Gillet and Whitlock my entire life, and never once have I seen her face!”
Isabeau sighed. “There are a great many coachmen at the company, Mr Homes, and you can't know all the faces. Evie was with me in my room when the murder occurred, besides. She's the one single person in this whole bloody building who is one hundred percent innocent.”
“Ah, so what you're saying is you're an accomplice, is that it?”
“That will be quite enough, Mr Homes.”
“Ah! Yes, I've got it right! After all, we've been accepting everything you've told us this entire time without question, but what if we've been the fools all along? What if you yourself committed the murder, while that interloper of questionable origins assists you at every turn! I shall tell the others at once.” He produced the flask from his coat and took a healthy sip.
“Yes, please, do just that,” said Isabeau. “And send in Spud next, if you will.”
“Oh, yes, but of course.”
Spud
“Where were you at the time of the murder?”
Spud didn't answer, naturally. He looked away and shrank into himself, as if waiting for someone else to say something. He was a spindly young fellow, and he didn't seem to know what to do with his thin arms as he sat.
Isabeau tilted her head. “Spud? Nobody else is here. It's just you. I'm asking you the question, and you're going to have to talk, unfortunately. Where were you at the time of the murder?”
“In my bedroom. Abigail's bedroom, I mean. I mean Col Thrawl's bedroom. Of course.”
“Not 'our bedroom'? You're both lodging in room 202, across the hall from room 201, Mr Prescott's room, correct?”
“Yes. But no. I mean, it's Col Thrawl's bedroom. Not ours. She's just letting me sleep there is all.”
“I see. Stickler for details, you are. Why did Col Thrawl steal my bedroom key?”
“She said it true already. She just wanted to lock you in is all. She was sore about being ordered about by someone else, just as she said earlier.”
“And you went along with this scheme, did you?”
“Well...yes...”
“Even though I'm a Huntress, ordained by the Nobility themselves, and I'm of greater authority than a military officer of any rank?”
Spud shrank into himself again, thoroughly chastised. “I...I was just doing what Abigail...I mean Col Thrawl told me to...”
“You often do whatever she asks, then?”
“Of course. I'm her footman. It's my job. I'm paid to do what she asks of me.”
“And so when she asked you to commit murder, you did so? You shot Mr Prescott, and then ran across the hall and back into the bedroom?”
“Of course not! I would never do that. I would never kill a man. I don't even like guns. I don't like it when Col Thrawl waves her gun about, even.”
“Is that so? Is there anything else Col Thrawl does that you don't like?”
“What? No...I don't mean it like that. Col Thrawl is a good woman. She's a national hero.”
“But ever so demanding and forceful.”
“She didn't tell me to kill Mr Prescott. Why even would she want him dead? We had nothing to do with that man. Col Thrawl is particular about the company she keeps. She would never deal with any underhanded types like that. Everyone could tell Mr Prescott was up to no good. Some kind of criminal. We steered clear of him.”
“What were the two of you doing in the bedroom at the time of the murder?”
“Col Thrawl was reading a book, and I was heating up some water for her tea over a gaslamp.”
“You make her tea? And you did so right there in the room?”
“I do and did. She has a little set, with the portable flame to heat the water and everything, and her own brand. She's particular about the tea.”
“So she was reading a book, and you were making tea?”
“Yes.”
Isabeau considered the young man as the storm fell outside. He would frequently look at the window, blinking his eyes at the rain hitting the glass, and sometimes flinch from the flashes of lightning and report of thunder.
“I'd like to go back in time for a moment,” said Isabeau. “To the time of the murder. I'm going to walk us through exactly what happened, according to my experience. The shots rang out, and running footsteps thumped through the building, as I was trapped in my room, trying to get the door opened. Several seconds later, I made it to my hallway, ran down the stairs, and arrived on the second floor hall. Only at that time did the door across the hall from the murder open up, and only at that time did Col Thrawl appear in the doorway. That timing strikes me as odd. Thrawl isn't gun shy. She seems the kind of woman who is ready for action at all times. I would think, if two gunshots rang out just outside her door, that a woman like Col Thrawl would have barreled into the hall, gun in hand, ready to put down a threat. But it seems to me as if she dallied. I beat her there, further away and barricaded in as I was.”
Isabeau let the room breathe, and gave Spud plenty of time to incriminate himself or Col Thrawl. He did neither. In fact, he said nothing.
“So,” she finally said. “What was happening in that bedroom at the time of the murder?”
Spud swallowed and looked away. “Col Thrawl was reading a book, and I was making her tea. Like I said.”
“Spud.”
Spud met Isabeau's eyes for only a moment, then looked away to the opposite side of the room.
“Is Col Thrawl abusive to you?”
“I'd like for this interview to be over now.”
“Let me rephrase the question. Because it's quite clear that Col Thrawl is abusive to you, as we have all witnessed it ourselves. So my question is regarding non-verbal abuse.”
“I'd like for this interview to be over now.”
“Has she ever laid a hand on you?”
“I'd like for this interview to be over now, I said.”
“Answer the question, Spud.”
But he didn't. He sprang up and ran out of the room.
Colonel Abigail Thrawl
“You were in your room at the time of the murder, correct?”
“Correct.”
“And what were you doing in the bedroom at the time of the murder?”
The Colonel's steam engine hissed and purred, mist rising upward and mingling with both her bronze and flesh halves. “I don't understand the question.”
“You said you were in your room at the time of the murder. I'm asking for details on what exactly you were doing in there.”
“What does that have to do with the murder? What does it matter what I was doing?”
“Everything that has happened under this roof tonight has to do with the murder. Please answer the question, Col Thrawl.”
Thrawl's mechanical hand opened and closed. “I was discussing plans with Spud. What we should do tonight, and how we should play the night out. It was our tactical planning meeting, you see. That's how I do things. We just had word that one of us was a monster in disguise. Quite the harrowing concept to face. And there was my plan to lock you in the room, of course, which we have already gone over. I was going to take Spud and visit you in your bedroom, then we would have swiped your coachman's key and that's when we would have locked you in for good. No hard feelings there, I hope. We all fight for our own selves, after all.”
“So, discussing plans, that's what you were doing?”
“Yes, discussing plans.”
“And then the shots rang out, and the feet thumped through the building.”
“Yes.”
“And you didn't think to jump into action? To pull your gun and see what might have needed shooting?”
“I did just so. You saw me in the hall.”
“Only after much time had passed. So, what took you so long?”
Col Thrawl exhaled with a textured grumble and leaned back in her chair. “I'm a slow mover, as has already been established. My, but I wish I brought my pipe down with me. I've a mighty taste for it.”
“Why did you come on this holiday?”
“I recently came back from a successful tour on the Ravaged Continent. I needed a good sight-seeing trip to bring me back down to civilization. You know how it is, I'm sure, being a fighting woman yourself. Our wars are different, surely, but we're both still soldiers.”
“So you went on this trip. Even though you and Ms Keystone are political enemies?”
“Even so. Hell's bells, perhaps I could convince her to change her view on the war effort during the trip. But even though that wasn't likely, my family is friends with and has ties to the whole lot. We are friends, you must know, Ms Agarwal. The Keystone family, the Valdez family, Victor as well. I like to think I keep Ms Keystone in line when she gets too caught up in her own mad delights. I'm a counter to her, you could say. Her wiles and her money have no effect on me, nor do I pine for her social approval. But this is about Mr Prescott's murder, Ms Agarwal. What does Angelica have to do with anything?”
“I have the notion, Col Thrawl, that most everything of import in this group of friends orbits the life of Ms Keystone.”
Ms Angelica Keystone
Ms Keystone still hadn't changed out of her bathrobe and towel.
She sat with relaxed posture in the chair across the desk, legs crossed, and lit up a cigarette in her cigarette holder, filling the room with smoke. She took long, deep drags, her chest rising and lowering. “Cozy little office Madame Blanchet has here.”
“Where were you at the time of the murder?”
“Filling my bathtub. Check the water.”
“Have you run into any money problems that your peers would be unaware of?”
“I'm going to stop you right there,” said Ms Keystone, casually looking at the glowing tip of her cigarette. “Why did you do that right then?”
“Do what?”
“Don't play coy. Why did you do what you just did?”
“What did I just do?”
“You asked me a question about one thing, and then asked me a completely different question about something wildly unrelated without any polite preamble whatsoever.”
“I wish to quickly gather the information I need.”
“No, you wish to throw your interview subjects off balance and hope for little honest reactions that tell you something they wouldn't willingly tell you. Have you gotten any of those tonight, Ms Agarwal? Any little honest reactions?”
“One or two, along the way.”
“What made you want to be a Huntress, Isabeau?”
Isabeau paused.
Ms Keystone smiled. “Silent pauses can be counted as a little honest reaction, you know.”
“Your attempt to turn around this interview on myself is laughable, Ms Keystone.”
“Please, call me Angelica. All my closest friends do.”
“We'll keep it at Ms Keystone, thank you very much. As I understand it, you were the one who planned this holiday. What made you choose your itinerary, along with the company to come along?”
“Can I call you Isabeau? I already have. You might as well allow it at this point.”
“All these wonderful friends of yours, the ones so eager to come with you on this three-city trip of yours, seem to be convinced that you were the one who murdered Mr Prescott. Do they have reason to believe this?”
“Of course they do. They all hate me. They want to see me take the blame. Can't you see it in their eyes?”
“I see the reactions of people who have been mistreated by someone above them.”
“You never told me why you wanted to be a Huntress. Such a grim occupation it must be. I hear they have no friends or family or loved ones of any kind. I hear their entire life is dedicated to the Endless Hunt. Ever taking the orders of the Nobles, ever devoted to finding only monsters and nothing else. How taxing that must be for you.”
“My reasons for my life choices are my own, Ms Keystone. As are your own. If you have any interest in proving your innocence, you would do well to cooperate with me.”
“I am innocent, you know. No matter what the others may think or say. I didn't kill that man.”
“Do you have any ties to Lamplight's criminal underground?”
“How strong is your grip on reality?”
Isabeau paused once again. Thunder cracked loudly outside, light flickering the murky room.
“Do you drink, Isabeau?” asked Ms Keystone. “Do you partake of narcotics? Opium? Do things sometimes feel confusing to you?”
“My grip on reality is as clear as my gun aim, and you are aware of how precise that is.”
“Do you ever have doubts? Do you ever second guess yourself? Have you ever had memory problems? Do you ever wonder if it's not the world that is mad, but you?”
“Thank you, Ms Keystone. You may leave. The interview is over.”
Ms Keystone smiled again, her teeth brilliant and many. Too many, it seemed. Like a wild animal lurking in the darkness of the woods. “I'm only playing,” she said, and then relaxed deep into her chair again, inhaling heavily from her cigarette and crossing her legs the other way. She looked up at the ceiling, watching the little swirls of smoke dance about. “Do you know why they all think I did it?”
“Because they hate you.”
“No. They all love me. How could they not love me? They're chained to their love for me. No, they think I did it because I'm a free woman, Isabeau. I have no chains that bind me like everyone else does. I can see the strings that move everyone about, and I have cut mine long ago.” She leveled her gaze at Isabeau, and the robe at her chest had come loose, displaying a shocking level of scandal.
“I've seen how you've been staring at me, Isabeau,” she continued. “I fuck women as well as men. Protect me and I'm yours.”
“I would sooner dive head-first and blindfolded into a pit of angry vipers. But I believe you, Ms Keystone, as difficult as that may be to accept. Of all the suspects under this roof, I believe you are the least likely to shoot a man in cold blood and kill him. And so yes, I am going to fight for you.”
“And how did you come to this wonderful conclusion?”
“Because killing a man would be admitting defeat for you.” Isabeau stood, motioning for Ms Keystone to take her departure. “It would mean you failed to destroy him in every other way imaginable, and you're not the kind of person who can bear defeat.”
Penny
Isabeau allowed herself to relax, tilting and twisting her head, getting a healthy pop out of her neck.  She rubbed at her back, and stretched out her long legs.
Penny watched her with the very same placid tranquility she expressed at all times. Her eyelids were heavy and half-closed, her mouth sewn tightly shut, and the very edge of one side slightly curled in a partial smile. Her shoulders and head slumped forward while she sat, and her arms hung limp.
“It will make them feel good, I think, if they believe I consider even you a murder suspect, Penny,” said Isabeau. “But worry not, you're in the clear. I needed a bit of a break anyway. You wouldn't happen to know who killed Mr Prescott, would you?”
Penny didn't move a fraction of an inch.
“No, of course not. How about the identity of that Doppelvyrm I'm supposed to be hunting? You haven't by chance seen any tails swinging about from dresses or trousers, have you?”
Penny almost looked amused, but she hadn't, in reality, moved at all.
“Here I am, starting to sound like Evie now,” said Isabeau, taking some water. “Tails. If it were only that easy. What an unfortunate last stop for my quarry to choose. This building and its guests are chock full of mysteries and secrets.” She considered the framed pictures on the walls and saw a family history. Spindle Manor had been in the Blanchet family for several generations, and Marguerite was only the most recent landlady. There were aged pictures of the home from the outside, as well as portrait photographs of various members of the Blanchet family.
More than people, however, it was the manor itself that was prominently displayed. It featured in every picture, as if its importance was greater than any single person.
Isabeau chanced upon a newer-looking photograph of a pretty young woman smiling with life and cheer in her eyes. She had dark hair and good healthy teeth, and her face exuded happiness. She looked quite familiar, and it took far too long for Isabeau to realize who she was looking at.
“Oh my,” she said. “This is you, isn't it? Before you died.”
Penny slowly rotated her head so her sleepy eyes looked at the photograph on the wall.
“Madame Blanchet had a picture taken of you. She must have cared for you very much to do so. I'm happy for that. If she was the only person you were close with in your life, then I daresay I understand a bit better why you wanted to become a living doll instead of moving onto the afterlife. My, you were quite the charming woman. But what am I saying? You still are a charming woman, of course. I only wish your guests had manners as charming as your own.”
Penny stood up.
“Oh,” said Isabeau. “Are you ready to go?”
Penny walked to the door and opened it, stepping out.
“All right then. Quite the productive interview.”
But to Isabeau's surprise, Penny stopped in the doorway and turned back to her. She said, of course, nothing, but her expression said...still nothing. She was a living doll girl, after all. But still, the way she simply stood and gazed back at Isabeau was a form of communication.
“What is it?” asked Isabeau. “Do you have something you want to tell me?”
Penny slowly turned her head out to the hallway, then turned back to Isabeau.
“Well then, I suppose you want to show me something.”
Isabeau followed Penny, who walked with studious focus down the hall. They steered away from the dining room—where everyone else was gathered—and back to the front desk area. There, Penny stood before the desk, looking up at Isabeau.
“I don't understand,” said Isabeau. “What is it you want to show me?”
Isabeau inspected the area. It was the same old receptionist area it had always been. There was the sign on the wall showing the prices of a room and dinner and coal. There was the guestbook, and the little sign with directions for signing the guestbook. There were the two poor rats still trapped in their cages on the floor (the second rat had long finished his cheese, and so now he seemed just as depressed as his more veteran cell mate). There was the pen and the small portable gaslamp, all arranged neatly. The chair that Penny sat in while manning the desk. An admirable plant with green leaves that added much needed color to the place, though it apparently lived a hard life. On one wall hung a painting of Spindle Manor. Then there was the board of keys up on the other wall, with all the keys for rooms 201 through 304 gone and claimed except for room 303, of course, and there was very good reason for that, Isabeau had long since deduced. And then—
“What's this now?”
Isabeau tilted her head. Some secretarial clutter had gotten in the way of the lowest portion of the board of keys, but now that Isabeau gave it more attention, she spotted a bottom row with a single room listed:
Suite 101
“A suite?” she said, looking to Penny, who stood with her strange little smile. “Another room, on the first floor?”
Isabeau turned back to the board of keys.
The key to suite 101 was gone.
“Curiouser and curiouser. Thank you, Penny. You may have proven the most helpful interview yet.”
Madame Marguerite Blanchet
“Saving me for last?” asked Madame Blanchet, sitting gracefully in the chair across the desk. Her wide-brimmed hat hid half her face.
“Apologies for all of this,” said Isabeau. “But I'm afraid to say that you are not excluded from the list of potential murderers of Mr Prescott.”
“I would be a poor hostelry manager if I took up the hobby of murdering my guests.”
“Apologies again, Madame Blanchet. I simply have to take into account all possibilities. Even you aren't above suspicion. After all, you do have a book entitled The Joys of Making Bullets at Home in your library.”
Blanchet gave an amused look to the book in question.
“Hobby of yours?” asked Isabeau.
“More like a leftover book from the previous owners of this building, my family from generations past. All sorts of random books there, you'll find. But it's quite all right. I understand the thoroughness. It's a change to be on this side of my desk, actually. It's good to see it from a different point of view.”
“So then. As I gather, you were on the first floor at the time of the murder?”
“Yes.”
“And what were you doing at that time?”
“I was sitting right where you are, going over some figures for the month.”
“You were here in your office?”
“Yes.”
“You weren't in the kitchen, helping Mr Hector Fernand to a second helping of dinner?”
“I had done that minutes earlier. It was after I left the kitchen and sat down here that I heard the gunshots. Then I ran out, and there was Hector, standing on the bottom of the stairs, looking quite shaken. He's not the most expressive person, mind you, but I have some experience with reading unexpressive people.”
“Hmm. Interesting.”
“What's so interesting about it? Have you already caught someone out in a lie?”
“Hector said you were with him in the kitchen when the gunshots rang out. But he seemed to have blurred the details, didn't he?”
“It seems so.”
Isabeau relaxed and sat back in her chair, crossing her legs. “You and Penny live alone here at Spindle Manor, yes?”
“Yes.”
“You have your own bedroom on the first floor?”
“That's right.”
“And where does Penny sleep?”
“There's a small room for the help nearby my own room. The first floor is much larger than the second and third floors, you must understand.”
“Yes, I noticed as much from the outside. Are there any days when you have no guests?”
“That happens more and more often, it seems. With all the rails being built, I'm often passed over these days.”
“The railroad industry is indeed changing a great many things.”
“Spindle Manor was an option for weary travelers who couldn't make it all the way to Lamplight, but when riding in a speeding rail car, there's no reason to stop at a place like this. Business has suffered.”
“Do you ever fear Spindle Manor will go out of business?”
“It seems that must happen eventually, doesn't it? We all fade slowly, over time. We're all here for only a short while. This building is no different. It lives and breathes, and one day it will take its last breath. Alone and forgotten, with nobody to care for it.”
“Why, Madame Blanchet, you almost sound romantic in your wistfulness.”
“It's sad, isn't it? I think it is.”
“What do you do when there are no guests to take care of?”
“You mean when I go out of business?”
“No. I mean now, on a day where you happen to have no guests. Nobody to fill the day with. What do you do then?”
“The same thing I do when there are guests to take care of. I sit alone and solitary, an observer, a heart cold and ignored. But you know this.”
“I know this?”
“People can spot their own kind. Is your life not like my very own? Are you not a lone lighthouse, forgotten and fading in the mist?”
“You could move to Lamplight. You could sell Spindle Manor and be rid of it before it takes its last breath. You would be surrounded by people, then. You wouldn't be alone.”
“You reside in Lamplight, don't you, Huntress? Your profession does, as far as I know. To receive your orders from the Nobles. Are you any less that solitary lighthouse when you're surrounded by thousands of souls? Is your heart warmed by the presence of a thousand strangers passing you by all at once?”
The rain fell somberly, the thunder gone for the moment.
“Melancholy is our only friend, Ms Agarwal,” continued Madame Blanchet. “We know it well. And it will be the only friend there when we, like this old house, take our last breaths.”
Thunder rattled the window, and Isabeau cleared her throat.
We're getting dangerously poetic, she thought, moving quick to take control of the conversation.
“I was wondering, Madame Blanchet, if you would now tell me about the ghost living in room 303.”
“The ghost?”
“Yes. The woman in white. I saw her upon arrival in her room, looking out the window. I assume that's the reason the key to that room still hangs upon the key board.”
“Of course. I'm sure there are plenty of spirits coming and going in this house, but Mrs Katherine Sharpe is one of the most...interactive ghosts. I prefer guests not board in room 303. I must say, I'm a bit upset that she opened the door for you. It's been a while since she misbehaved like that.”
“Must be the storm tonight.”
“It must.”
“How did she die? What's her story?”
“It was before my time. She and her newly wed husband stayed the night here when my aunt ran the place. Mrs Sharpe mysteriously disappeared. It goes without saying that the search for a missing woman was called off once her ghost began appearing. Her body, however, was never found. Everyone thinks the husband did it, but who's to say? You should by no means enter her room if you come across the door open again.”
Isabeau arched a brow and leaned forward. “So...she's not a residual haunting? She interacts with people?”
“That's right. She doesn't simply relive her life. She actively haunts her room.”
“But she's not full-on malevolent?”
“No. I would have handled it by now if something like that resided here. But she's still unpredictable. Which is why I keep her door locked.”
“I see. A class two spirit then. Aware, yet not evil. Why didn't you tell me about her before?”
Madame Blanchet smoothly shrugged. “I didn't see the need? What does a ghost have to do with a murder? Or a Doppelvyrm, for that matter?”
“You would be surprised. A class two spirit can possibly have an impact on the living.”
“Very well, then. Apologies for not mentioning her sooner. You know, a funny thing about Katherine Sharpe.”
“What's that?”
“She seemed a lovely young woman, only she was a complete albino.”
“An albino?”
“That's right. Such curious coloring. Her skin was all white, and her eyes were all red.”
And at this point in the conversation, Isabeau recalled spying into the peephole to the door to room 303, when she was greeted not with the scene of the bedroom within, but with the solid color red. She allowed a few hairs on her forearms to stand up, along with a shiver, and she wasn't ashamed one bit at that.
“Is there anything else about Spindle Manor that you feel important enough to mention?”
Madame Blanchet lifted her head a fraction, her wide-brimmed hat revealing more of her face. “No.”
“No? Are you certain?”
“Quite.”
“You don't feel it important to let me know about the guest staying in the first floor suit?”
Madame Blanchet said nothing.
“The key was gone from the board,” continued Isabeau. “Someone is staying in room 101 tonight. A man has been murdered, I am conducting an active investigation, and there is a possible suspect you've decided to keep secret?”
“I assure you, the resident of room 101 is not a suspect in this murder. Nor in your search for the Doppelvyrm.”
“I will be the judge of that. Who is it? Take me to the room at once.”
“I can't do that.”
“Would you have me resort to kicking down yet another door? I would do so, if I must. And of course, I would pay for all repairs, naturally.”
“Naturally. That would be the polite thing to do. But still, I can't allow you in.”
“And why not?”
“Because the resident of room 101 has instructed me to keep their presence here tonight a secret.”
“And yet I'm instructing you to let me in. Need I remind you I'm a Huntress. I have greater authority than any officer of Waxwick Yard, any general of the Ghastian Army, any politician and Minister of Parliament.”
“Oh, I'm fully aware of the hierarchy of authority we all live under.” Madame Blanchet shook her head in a kind of amused acceptance, and sighed heavily. “But you see, the resident of room 101 is the only person who could possibly outrank you.”
For the first time the entire night, Isabeau Agarwal was truly surprised.
She leaned forward, eyes wide, and gripped the armrests to the chair. “You can't be serious.”
“I am. The guest currently staying in room 101 is a Noblewoman. Lady Celestial Brilliance Constellation.”
Isabeau fell back in her seat.
My employer.




Chapter 10
The Certainty
The door to room 101 loomed large and was carved top to bottom in ornate depictions of angels and demons in battle. Wings flared outward at the high edges and contorted faces reached from below, with clawed hands grasping upward. When lightning flashed behind, it flickered from the door's crevices, making the scene come alive.
Lady Constellation, thought Isabeau, standing alone before the portal. The very Noble who tasked me with tracking down this killer Doppelvyrm. This is no coincidence. She traveled here to Spindle Manor because of me. Because of this Hunt.
The rest of the guests crowded around far down the hall near the dining room, all craning their heads and jockeying for position to catch a glimpse. Isabeau couldn't blame them. Most humans went their entire lives without seeing a Noble in the flesh, or being anywhere close to them. Even Isabeau herself had rarely interacted with them. Most of her orders came via high-ranking servants or sealed letters. To speak to a Noble face to face was no small thing.
Isabeau had to tell everyone the truth, she had decided. It would be common knowledge that a guest resided in room 101 once everyone saw her enter. And once they knew a mystery person was in the building, with their stress levels being as high as they were, they would demand to know what was going on, and even possibly break down the door to the bedroom to see what the big secret was. And that just wouldn't do. So Isabeau had been forced to tell them the truth. Now they looked to the room with a sense of awe and fear. There would be no trespassing from them.
The guests, of course, had been given strict instructions to keep far back—even Evie, who tried her hardest to convince Isabeau to let her tag along. Especially Evie, in fact.
“I'm your partner in the investigation,” she had said. “We're supposed to have access to the same information, remember?”
Isabeau hadn't known what she was meant to remember according to Evie, but to placate the coachman, she handed over the notes she took during her interviews. “Study them well,” she had said. “I wrote down every word and reaction. Don't let this notebook leave your hands.”
That seemed to work. Evie dove into it, while the crowd clumped together, distracted with the new knowledge that they were mere feet away from a Noble. Penny stood guard in front of them, her presence holding them back.
The bedroom door opened, and Madame Blanchet stepped out, demurely lowering her head. “She will see you now.”
Left alone, Isabeau stepped into the Noblewoman's bedroom, closing the door behind.
The lights were low. Nobles didn't enjoy bright lighting, after all. The shutters were open, the black night outside making the windows look like portals to another world. The suite itself was spacious for a building the size of Spindle Manor, with a large main bedroom and a couple decently-sized side rooms. A big bed dominated one side of the room, while a bear skin rug stretched out over the center of the wood floor. The fire was not lit. The room was cold.
“Huntress Isabeau Agarwal,” came the voice from the corner. It was both deep and feminine all at once, with a curious quality to it that was hard to pin down. It was almost like two voices talking over each other, but when focusing on the one voice, the other ran away, and vice versa. It was assertive without being overbearing, and relayed the idea that its owner meant every word she said with supreme confidence. Yet there was grace in it as well. Endless grace.
“Lady Constellation,” said Isabeau, and she took to a knee in the center of the room over the bear skin. Lightning flashed through the windows, illuminating the Noblewoman in all her glory.
Although she currently sat in an oversized chair, Lady Celestial Brilliance Constellation was twelve feet tall when standing. Like all the Nobility, she wasn't tall like a giant human one would find at a circus menagerie. She wasn't stretched and gangly and sickly, with misshaped bones, unable to support herself or hold her head up. On the contrary, she sat with a regality and strength no normal human could muster. She was proportioned in a beautiful, profound way, wearing a deep blue dress with bits of glowing light sewn into it. Isabeau had been told those sparkling lights were meant to portray stars in the night sky, but she wouldn't know, seeing as she had never traveled above the cloud cover and had never seen stars firsthand. Kneeling there in front of Lady Constellation, watching the stars gently move with every great breath the Noble took, Isabeau briefly envied Col Thrawl, whose many trips to the Ravaged Continent—brutal endeavors though they may have been—afforded her a cloudless, clear sky after sunset, and she could look up at beauty that matched Lady Constellation's every night. The dress also had long tendrils at its skirts, and they flowed outward across the room in a most impractical manner, each of the tendrils also covered in stars.
A veil hid her face, a tiara adorned her head. She sat at an angle away from Isabeau, as if looking at her was beneath the Noblewoman's dignity.
Isabeau kept her head down, but her eyes cast ever upward, eager to drink in every last bit of the Noble's aura. “It is a great honor to be in your presence, my Lady.”
“You may lift your head,” said Lady Constellation, and Isabeau did so. “How fares your investigation?”
“Which investigation are you inquiring about, my Lady?”
“The one you were tasked with carrying out.”
“I have tracked the Doppelvyrm to this location. It is hiding among the guests.”
“This is good. Have you ascertained its identity?”
“Not yet, my Lady.”
“The night grows mature, Huntress. The storm will pass soon. Day will arrive. The path to Lamplight will clear.”
“I understand, my Lady. It's just...there have been complications. A murder has been committed here at Spindle Manor. A man was shot and killed.”
“We care not for the death of one man. That is for the human authorities to rectify. We concern ourselves with the continued existence of mankind as a whole. We concern ourselves with beasts such as the Doppelvyrm.”
“I know well, my Lady. I have been using the cover of the murder investigation to further the Hunt. I believe solving one case will lead to the success of the other.”
“Do as you will, Huntress. It is not my task to carry out the Hunt. You are trained well, and I leave it in your capable hands.”
“Thank you, my Lady.” Isabeau bowed her head again, her hands resting on her knee where she knelt.
“You have questions, Huntress?”
“I do, my Lady.”
“Speak freely.”
Isabeau looked up, the Noble's features more visible after adjusting to the dark. It was overwhelming simply being this close to one of them. Like being close to a deity. “It's just...your presence here. It is...wildly unorthodox. For someone of your position to simply travel like this, alone. To stay in a place such as this. It is quite beneath you, my Lady.”
“I agree with you.”
“Have you no servants, even?”
“I don't. I am quite capable of existing on my own.”
Isabeau's face flushed. “I didn't mean to imply that you weren't, my Lady.”
It was impossible to be certain, but Isabeau could have sworn Lady Constellation smiled behind her veil. “It seems as though you have concerns other than my comfort. What is in your mind, Huntress Isabeau Agarwal?”
Though she knelt, Isabeau straightened herself as much as she could, and squared her jaw. “Why are you here, my Lady?”
The Noblewoman sat still and silent at the edge of the room.
“It is beyond every acceptable piece of decorum for me to ask such a direct question, my Lady,” continued Isabeau. “I would retire my gun and my documentation right here and now if you were to only request it, such is my foolish impertinence. But I must know, as it was what I was trained to do. To investigate. To discover. To know. By all rights, you should not be in this horrible place, Lady Constellation. Why are you here?”
Thunder rumbled low and long, the floorboards themselves shaking from the energy of the storm. The Noblewoman slowly tilted her head, as if curious at a small thing she accidentally stumbled into with her foot.
“Spindle Manor is the last stop before Lamplight, coming from Blackmourne,” she said. “The Doppelvyrm will pass here if it wants to reach the largest city in the world. You have ascertained it does indeed currently reside in this location. It is one of the guests. Tomorrow morning, it will be able to continue its journey to Lamplight. There it will be able to jump from body to body endlessly, an insatiable glutton in its hopeless desire to be human. It will be responsible for thousands of human deaths, and could possibly destabilize the entire geographic region. This would not agree with our growth plan, and could possibly disrupt it for several decades.”
“But I'm going to discover the identity of the Doppelvyrm. I'm going to destroy it.”
“An ideal outcome.”
Slowly, the horrible confirmation of fears fell on Isabeau. “But not a certain one.”
“I am the certainty. I am the answer for the various possibilities that may occur this night.”
The possibility that I may never discover the identity of the Doppelvyrm, thought Isabeau. The possibility that I fail in my Hunt.
Lady Celestial Brilliance Constellation was the certainty. The answer. The last defense against a great disaster.
“Do you have any questions for me, Huntress?” asked the Noblewoman. “Is there any way I may be of any help to your Hunt?”
“No, my Lady,” said Isabeau.
“Then you may leave. And may death follow where you go. Rip and rend, Huntress. Leave nothing of the enemies from the darkness.”
Isabeau stood, taking in the grand sight of a Noble in the flesh one last time, before turning and leaving the bedroom, closing the door behind her. She stood in the hall and breathed in deeply, as if emerging from a realm not of reality, and she had forgotten how air tasted.
Her hand shook. She made a fist, squeezing tight, forcing herself to maintain control. Her training spun through her mind, her eyes closed. Focus steered her will like an old friend.
And yet, she couldn't truly shake the monumental truth that had been imparted on her.
If Isabeau failed in Hunting the Doppelvyrm by morning, Lady Constellation would protect the city of Lamplight at all costs. And the cost, in this particular case, would be the life of every soul in Spindle Manor, including her own.




Chapter 11
Penny Has A Secret
Isabeau drifted through the eager crowd as if she were in a dream. Or perhaps she was a ghost, wandering the halls despite being dead years ago, her spirit a residual one. Evie's crass shaking of her shoulders brought her out of that fancy.
“Well boss? Come on now, tell us what happened.”
“Yes, out with it, woman,” said Col Thrawl. “What did the Noble say?”
Teddy rubbed at his stomach. “Oh, I'm all in a twist now. A Noble right here, in this very house, just down the hall.”
Isabeau cast her eyes over the crowd, willing the hidden beast to make itself known, to crawl from its disguise of human flesh, to kindly place its head against the butt of Isabeau's gun.
“I need...a moment,” she said when her wish failed to come true.
Something cold took her hand. Penny. The reception-cook-maid started walking without warning, gently pulling Isabeau along.
“Where are they going?” asked Mr Homes. “Are they leaving?”
“Stay here,” said Isabeau, reining in the crowd as they naturally began to follow her. “Leave me be.” Left alone by the rest of the group, Penny led Isabeau to the front desk again. “Penny. You already showed me the front desk.”
Penny let go of her hand and looked up at her. Isabeau inspected the area again. It was exactly the same as it had been before. The two rats paced about their prisons, endlessly plotting some kind of escape, while everything else sat with the stillness of a receptionist's workspace abandoned.
Soundlessly, Penny circled around behind the desk, standing there as if greeting a guest for the first time. “What is it you're trying to tell me, Penny?” asked Isabeau. “Or are you just confused? You've already checked me in.”
It wasn't beyond belief. Sometimes living doll people got confused. Their minds were a shadow of what they were in life, after all. Sometimes they got stuck in loops.
But then, Penny deliberately pushed the guestbook toward Isabeau.
Isabeau arched a brow. “The guestbook? You want me to look at it? Is there a clue to be found here, Penny?”
She opened the book to the current date, the seventh day of the month. There were the signatures of all the people currently staying in Spindle Manor, except for Lady Constellation, of course, who was above signing her name in a book.
“Perhaps I missed something obvious,” said Isabeau, reading over the list of names one more time.
V Mulgrave
H Fernand
A Keystone
T Field
H Field
E Valdez
Colonel Abigail Thrall (again, in large, sprawling cursive)
J Prescott
Spud
C Homes, Coachman
“Hmm,” pondered Isabeau. “I see nothing that stands out to me. The names are signed according to just how I would expect them to be signed. Col Thrawl's name is large and obnoxious and not following the directions on this little sign. Mr Homes included his occupation, a clear sign of his idiocy. But let's see, here...”
She flipped backwards through the book, peeping into the past. It was quite the hefty tome, and the pages numbered in the hundreds, all filled with months and dates and lists of names under each date.
“I could spend all night reading this book. I'll need a little more guidance if this is what I'm supposed to be paying attention to, Penny.”
Isabeau narrowed her search to the past several days before her arrival. Perhaps the previous guests had something to do with either one of her investigations.
The Third of the Month
M Shay
S Harding
N Harding
H Kramer
The Fourth of the Month
F Kenbarn
J Strange
G Norrell
K Karst
A Smedley
L Ortega
L Pollock
E Pollock
The Fifth of the Month
(On this day there were no signatures, and presumably no guests)
The Sixth of the Month
C Groover
M Stang
H Pickett
J Harris
L Thomas
W Vickers
“I could go through names forever,” said Isabeau. “I don't have the luxury of weeks worth of an investigation, Penny. Unless it isn't the names themselves you want me to notice? Perhaps it's the actual book?”
She closed the book and examined its outside. The rough leather was old and used, with little scratches and places where it was going thin. She flipped the book over, seeing a dark spot in the upper-left corner, as if someone set it in a puddle of something and let it stain.
The sound of meekly shuffling feet came from the hall. The crowd arrived, now calm and subdued, watching Isabeau as she stood hopelessly at the front desk.
“Is everything fine, boss?” asked Evie. Isabeau said nothing, placing the guestbook back down. “Izzie? Do you know who killed Mr Prescott?”
“No.”
“Do you have any leads?”
She sighed, lifting her head, her eyes falling on the board of keys. The key to room 303 stood out in its singularity, firelight glinting off it.
“Ms Valdez,” she said, keeping her gaze on the key.
“Yes?” said Ms Valdez, stepping forward.
“When you told me you were a real medium, were you speaking the truth?”
“I was.”
“Good. There's one more potential witness I wish to interview.”
“And who would that be?”
“Gather your things.” She finally turned to the group as a bolt of lightning struck nearby, loud and violent. “We're going to have a séance.”




Chapter 12
Room 303
Isabeau stood at the end of the third floor hallway, lightning flashing down its length as several people struggled with the large, circular table up the last few steps. It was mostly Hector, Spud and Teddy grunting under the weight, although Col Thrawl contributed too. She had loudly claimed something along the lines of her mechanical arm being stronger than those of any flesh, and had jumped at the chance to prove it. Dr Mulgrave, for his part, only gave advice on which way to lift and push and pull.
Isabeau shoved aside the destroyed door to her own bedroom with a foot. “I'll pay for the repairs, naturally,” she said to Madame Blanchet.
“Naturally,” said Blanchet.
Then Isabeau turned to room 303, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. It was dark, and the air was heavy and stale. Madame Blanchet went about turning on the gaslamps, and they flickered mightily, as if the room itself struggled against illumination. “I kept the room locked and left the furniture just how it was, though obviously Mrs Sharpe's things were taken.” Penny went to the shutters, opening them so everyone could see rain pounding against glass, and lightning cracking in the distance across the forest.
“Are you sure this'll work, Izzie?” asked Evie, taking off and putting back on her flat cap. She paced about. “I mean Ms Valdez was caught out as a fraud, after all.”
“Why Evie, you're not afraid, are you?” said Isabeau.
“What, me? Afraid? Of a little ghost? Of course not. This is just a nice, quaint room, set up same as the others, nothing to be afraid of in here. It's just, well, Ms Valdez and all.”
“Yes, Ms Valdez,” came Ms Keystone's voice as she entered. “The medium who is no medium at all. You should listen to your little partner yipping at your heels, Ms Agarwal. This is a waste of time. Why engage in all this mummery when you could be snooping about for clues or something?”
Ms Valdez entered the room after her, and the gaslamps flickered with her arrival. “I've already explained myself. Spiritualism is not a science. I had to resort to trickery in the theater, like all mediums. The spirit world communicates when it wants.”
“Well you better hope it's feeling chatty tonight, because you don't have your trick tables or audience plants with you,” said Ms Keystone.
Evie jumped as someone hit the edge of the doorway with the table.
“That's it, lads,” said Dr Mulgrave. “Straight right in now, you're in the clear.”
“Thank you for the help,” grunted Teddy, exhaling as they set the table down in the center of the room. “I still don't know why we had to lug this up here from the first floor storage. What's a ghost need a table for?”
“It's for the séance, you dolt,” said Ms Keystone.
“Oh!” cried out Mrs Field. “You will not speak to Teddy that way, Angelica.”
“Please, children!” said Evie, her hands raised. “A little less fighting, let's get on with the show.”
“Who put you in charge?” asked Ms Keystone, looking Evie up and down. “You're a bloody coachman.”
“Ms Ghost?” said Mr Homes, looking about the room with his bowler hat in his hands. His eyes were wide and his face was pale. “Ms Ghost, are you in here? We need to talk to you. It's about something very important.”
“Would you stop that?” grunted Col Thrawl, flexing her mechanical hand. She looked a bit winded. “You sound a fool.”
Embarrassment struck Mr Homes' face. “Oh, but that's right! She's a married ghost, isn't she? Pardon me, I've egg on my face, surely. Mrs Ghost, then. Mrs Ghost? Are you hiding in here? Would you please come out? I've brought some tasty jam for you.”
“Why are you still in your bathrobe?” asked Mrs Field to Ms Keystone, who was indeed still wearing only her bathrobe.
Ms Keystone shrugged. “It's comfortable. Perhaps I'll start a new trend. I'll just wear my bathrobe everywhere and then others will follow suit.”
“Everyone,” said Isabeau, giving the bickering guests a glare fit for misbehaving children. “Do be quiet and pay attention.”
“The table is for us all,” said Ms Valdez, her voice a calming effect on the room. The others had all brought up chairs as well, and they were now placed at the table. “We must sit around it and focus our energies. Penny, lower the gaslamps. I will use my candles only.”
Isabeau watched the medium work. She produced a red cushion and a crystal ball shaped in the form of a skull, placing them on the table, and motioned for everyone to sit. Isabeau took the seat across from Ms Valdez. She smelled frankincense as the medium waved incense into the air.
Ms Keystone sat next to the medium, smiling. She looked underneath the table. “No assistants down there, are there? Penny, stay where we can see you. Don't go crawling about and knocking on things.”
Penny stood by the door, face and posture the same as ever.
“Everyone sit now, please,” said Ms Valdez. “I would ask there to be no fighting, no talking or bickering. And for you to calm yourselves, and to make yourself open and accepting.”
Chairs shuffled as everyone else took their seats. Evie sat to Isabeau's right, Madame Blanchet on the left.
“Penny, close the door if you would,” said Ms Valdez. “And please lock it as well. We must have no interruptions.”
Penny did just so. The lamps were turned down, the candles were lit. The rain fell heavily outside, distant thunder providing a heartbeat for the room.
Teddy took hold of Mrs Field's hand. “It's like being at a dinner show,” he whispered, and Isabeau could have sworn she caught a couple of small smiles on their faces.
Mr Homes stared wide-eyed at Ms Valdez, and he took out his flask, drinking down some whiskey. A jar of jam sat on the table in front of him.
“We must all be believers,” said Ms Valdez, looking over her audience. “We must all be open to contacting a spirit tonight. Skeptics will weaken the link to the spiritual world. I am the medium, and you are all referred to as sitters. You will strengthen the energy of the séance. There are different levels of communication. We will start at the lowest and work up from there. Hopefully the spirit will speak through myself. I can ask questions of it, but so can any of the sitters. I would assume we are limiting that to Ms Agarwal. If anything should happen during the séance that is not supposed to happen, everyone remain calm. Do not run or shout or cause any alarm that may upset the spirit. First...”
Ms Valdez closed her eyes and lowered her head.
“We pray to what gods and goddesses watch over us, please protect us from beings that would do us harm. Stay the malevolent and the evil and the enraged, and allow only spirits of the good to join with us tonight.”
She lifted her head, the room silent.
“If there are any who would rather not be here, now is the last chance to leave the room. Your presence will only do harm, and cause disruption.”
Everyone glanced at each other, shifty looks all around the table. The Fields weren't smiling anymore. Mrs Field looked rather frightened, Teddy even more so. Next to them, Dr Mulgrave and his footman Hector sat with solemn looks. Col Thrawl put on the brave face of a soldier, but Spud beside her appeared quite terrified. Mr Homes stashed away his flask of whiskey.
“I will now ask you all to join hands,” said Ms Valdez. “Do not break the circle. This can be unsafe. Maintain the circle at all times.”
Isabeau took Evie's hand in her right, and Madame Blanchet's in her left.
“But my, you're cold,” gasped Mrs Field as Dr Mulgrave took her hand. The room had indeed gotten cooler as the minutes went by.
“The two of you, place your hands on only my one hand,” instructed Ms Valdez as she put her left hand on the table. Spud sat on one side of her, the poor man, and he shook as he rested his slight hand on top of hers. He shook even more when Ms Keystone placed her hand on top of them both. She smiled deeply at him, and he swallowed just as deeply.
With her free hand, Ms Valdez held up a weighted pendant hanging motionless from a chain.
“We will now begin.”
She closed her eyes, hand and pendant held above the table, and the group sat in silence, waiting.
“We welcome good spirits of the dead on this night,” said the medium. “We welcome you to sit with us, to talk with us. We welcome the spirit of the dead who died in this very room.”
Rain fell steadily, thunder cracked in the distance, the flashes of lightning casting deep shadows across Ms Valdez.
“We call upon the spirit of Mrs Katherine Sharpe.”
The pendant hung perfectly still.
“We reach out to you, Katherine.”
The pendant hung perfectly still.
“Are you with us, Katherine?”
The pendulum swung back and forth.
Restrained gasps echoed around the table.
“Back and forth means yes,” said Ms Valdez, her voice low. “Side to side means no.”
The pendant slowed to a stop.
Ms Valdez went back to addressing the spirit. “We are grateful and thankful for your presence tonight, Katherine. Will you speak to us?”
The pendant swung back and forth.
“I have a friend here with me who wishes very much to speak with you, Katherine. Her name is Ms Isabeau Agarwal. She is a friend of good spirits, and means no harm. Will you speak with Ms Agarwal, Katherine?”
The pendant swung back and forth.
Ms Valdez opened her eyes, and gave a gentle nod across the table.
Isabeau leaned forward, keeping care to hold onto Evie and Madame Blanchet. “Katherine,” she said. “There was a murder committed tonight. A man named Johnny Prescott was shot and killed. Are you aware of this?”
The pendant swung back and forth.
“Katherine, do you know who killed Johnny Prescott?”
The pendant swung sideways.
“Oh, hogwash,” said Ms Keystone. “This is a complete waste of time.”
“Do not interrupt the séance,” said Ms Valdez, glaring at the woman to her side.
Ms Keystone looked around the table. “Don't tell me you're falling for this. She may be caught unawares without all her trick machinery and tables she used to rely on, but she's falling back on an old classic. The hanging pendant? Esmeralda is the one who is moving the pendant! There is no spirit communicating with us.”
Isabeau noticed that although there was much complaint from Ms Keystone, she still kept her hands held firmly to her neighbors.
“Fine,” said Ms Valdez, and she put away the pendant and chain. “We will escalate, then. Everyone, silence again. Focus and be quiet.” Now that the pendant was gone and her right hand was free, she could take Spud's and Ms Keystone's hands properly like everyone else.
She let a minute go by, restoring the calm that Ms Keystone had destroyed.
“Katherine,” said the medium. “Katherine, are you with us still?”
Nothing happened.
“Katherine, if you are still with us, give us a sign. Rap once upon the table for yes.”
The whole room jumped as a single, loud knock echoed through the room. Even Ms Keystone stiffened.
“Katherine, we want to ask you questions. Please, for us, knock once if your answer to these questions is yes, and knock twice if your answer is no. Do you understand, Katherine?”
The table rapped once.
Isabeau leaned forward again. “Katherine, you said you were aware there was a murder committed tonight, is that correct?”
The table rapped once.
“Do you know who committed this murder?”
The table rapped twice.
Ms Keystone bent her head, looking underneath the table, presumably finding nobody. She checked on Penny still standing motionless at the door.
“There is a beast hidden among the people of this room,” said Isabeau, not deterred. “One who wears the mask of a person's face. Do you know who this beast is, Katherine?”
No sound came.
“Katherine,” said Isabeau. “Katherine, are you there?”
No sound came.
“Katherine, we need your help, please answer us...”
“Ms Agarwal,” said Ms Valdez. “Allow me. Katherine, have we done anything to upset you?”
No sound came.
“Katherine, a great danger has befallen us all. There is an evil within this house. We need your help to discover and subdue this creature. Do you know anything that may help us?”
No sound came.
“Perhaps she found something better to do,” said Ms Keystone.
“Katherine,” said Ms Valdez, closing her eyes and lifting her chin. “I call upon you to speak through me. Use my body to voice your words.”
Nothing happened. The candles burned at a calm pace, the rain continued to fall against the windows, the thunder cracked in the distance.
“Katherine, please, I beseech you, use my body to communicate with us, use my mouth to give voice to your thoughts.”
Nothing happened.
“Katherine, are you angry?”
And then the knock rang out loud and violent.
And then again.
And again.
And again.
The sound increased in speed and intensity with each new rapping. Isabeau could feel the vibrations strumming through the table. The hands holding her left and right squeezed tighter.
“Katherine,” said Ms Valdez, voice raised over the noise. “Have we made you angry?”
That was when the table began to move.
It shuddered first, shaking between the pounding that grew louder and louder. Then it began to scrape against the floor in a circle. The sitters gasped, moving away from the table, but still kept the circle intact.
“Katherine Sharpe!” cried out Ms Valdez, eyes closed and head lifting backward. “Come to us, Katherine Sharpe!
Isabeau looked at the windows, the glass shaking from the rain crashing against them in rhythmic intervals. When she looked back to the table, the crystal skull upon the red cushion turned swirling purple, powerful points of light shining in its deathly eye sockets. Then the candle flames, flickering fast and frantic, snapped into the very same color.
A scream rang out from far away, as if coming from downstairs, or possibly even outside in the woods. A woman's shrill cry, like a banshee on the wind.
The table no longer scraped against the wood floor. It levitated several inches, and now spun freely in the air at a steady pace.
“Katherine Sharpe!” cried out Ms Valdez as a low rumbling grew more and more intense. “Use me! Speak to us through my body! Use me to cast your words so we may know your anger!”
Everyone had pushed their chairs back from the table, but kept their grips firm, arms outstretched, keeping the circle unbroken.
“Izzie!” shouted Evie, eyes wide and fixed on Ms Valdez. “What do we do?”
Isabeau kept her hand tight on hers.
The banshee's cry came closer and closer, the rumbling shook the floorboards themselves, and the table spun faster and faster. The windows shattered to pieces, glass spraying about the room, and cold wind and rain blasted in, yet the purple candles stayed true, flickering in the gusts. The window shutters clanged violently against the walls over and over, making a horrible racket.
Isabeau watched, transfixed, as Ms Valdez levitated into the air.
Spud and Ms Keystone let go of her hands, backing away, craning their heads as Ms Valdez rose several feet, her arms spread out, her eyes closed, her head tilted back. The vortex of wind circling about the room whipped at her hair and her pearls and her loose clothing, animating her body with an otherworldly aura.
Ms Valdez cried out, eyes tight, shouting into the wind. She clenched her fists, veins straining at her wrists, her neck, her forehead.
“The pain!” she shouted. “The pain!”
“Call it off!” yelled Madame Blanchet over the noise. “Call the séance off!”
Lightning hit the forest nearby, sparks flying in the air, visible through the broken windows. The deafening sound coincided with all of Ms Valdez's clothing being ripped from her body by an unseen force in a single instant.
Hovering there in the air—as the table floated and spun, as the skull and candles danced purple with wild abandon, as rain and wind tormented the room—Ms Valdez was bare for all to see. And there, carved into the flesh of her torso, were words in large letters:
BENEATH THE APPLE TREE
And then Ms Valdez collapsed to the floor, along with the table. The purple lights went out, the rumbling stopped, the shutters went still, and the wind from the storm died.
The calm that occurred was an immense relief, although everyone was left stunned. Nobody moved, not even to assist Ms Valdez, who lay motionless and naked on the floor. Isabeau looked to her left. Madame Blanchet's hat had blown off, and she blinked, slowly turning to Isabeau.
“Are you okay?” asked Isabeau.
“I believe so,” said Madame Blanchet. “I...have never seen a séance quite like that.”
“Neither have I.” She looked down. They still held each other's hands. Slow and easy, they relaxed their grip, and let out heavy breaths together.
Then Isabeau looked to her right to find a frozen Evie, clamping painfully down onto Isabeau's hand. She tried to let go and shake her hand off, but it was stuck.
“Evie,” said Isabeau. “You can let go now.”
“Huh?” said Evie, unmoving. “Oh. Yes.” She finally relaxed, arm dropping to her side.
Isabeau stood and went around the table to find several others stooped over Ms Valdez.
“Hmph,” grunted Ms Keystone with a shrug, standing at the edge of the group. “So she's a real medium after all.”
“Check her pulse,” said Col Thrawl. “Is she breathing?”
“She's alive,” said Dr Mulgrave. “Though wounded.”
“She'll bleed out, good man!” said Teddy. “Make a tourniquet or something.”
“It's not as bad as all that, is it?” said Mrs Field, worried hands clenching at her dress mantle. “She'll be okay, yes?”
“These are shallow cuts,” said Dr Mulgrave. “They're not bleeding much. It looks worse than it is. Here, we must wake her. Someone, go and fetch some water and soap and something to bandage her with. And retrieve her clothing, too, for God's sake!”
Mr Homes still sat stupefied in his chair. He pulled out his flask, blinked at it several times with a blanched face, shook his head, and swallowed several healthy gulps of whiskey.
Dr Mulgrave placed his hand against Ms Valdez's face and closed his eyes. He seemed to concentrate deeply, and Isabeau figured he must have been using his mesmer abilities. A few seconds later, Ms Valdez stirred awake. Worry briefly bubbled in her eyes, but then Dr Mulgrave used his power to calm her.
“Shh,” he said. “It's all right now. Stay calm. I can numb the pain. Are you all there, Esmeralda?”
She exhaled. “Yes. I'm here. I'm myself.”
Isabeau stepped forward, standing over the doctor. “What was that, Ms Valdez? What happened?”
“It was Katherine Sharpe,” said Ms Valdez, her voice weak. “She's unable to move on. She's angry.”
“Why can't she move on?” Isabeau saw an opportunity here, as ghosts that were helped were often grateful in return.
“Her body. They never did find her body. But it's still here. It never left the grounds. It was never burned.”
Madame Blanchet appeared with strips of cloth to use as bandages. Penny was behind her with a bowl of water and soap. Mrs Field had gathered her ripped clothing.
“Here,” said Mrs Field. “Esmeralda. Quickly, you're bare. Everyone please turn away.”
“No,” said Ms Valdez, her voice an airy whisper. “No. Let them see. Let them all see. The wrath of a woman wronged...”
She gently pushed Dr Mulgrave and Mrs Field away, and everyone looked down at her naked body and the bloody letters carved into her flesh.
“I told her to use my body to communicate with us,” said Ms Valdez. “And so she did.”
“Beneath the apple tree,” said Evie, finally recovered from the shock of the séance.
“In case anyone is wondering,” said Madame Blanchet, staring down somberly at the message in Ms Valdez's flesh, “yes, there is a grand apple tree just behind the manor.”
A thunderbolt crashed in the distance, and Isabeau squeezed her fist. “Get the shovels.”




Chapter 13
Thirteen is a wildly unlucky number, especially at a time like this, so there is no chapter thirteen, thank you very much.




Chapter 14
The Apple Tree
Isabeau Agarwal stood in the field behind Spindle Manor after midnight in the pouring rain—umbrella in one hand and gaslamp raised in the other—and watched as a team dug beneath the apple tree at the edge of the forest in search of a dead body.
Hector, Teddy, Spud and Col Thrawl all had shovels, attacking the ground at different angles around the tree, backs bent, tossing clumps of thick mud over their shoulders. Dr Mulgrave barked orders nearby under the protection of an umbrella. “Quickly, men! Put your backs into it! The night grows deep and the storm angry, and here we stand against the edge of the wilderness!”
Thrawl's entire body steamed under the rain, hissing and smoking as her small coal engine glowed bright and hot at her back. Her mechanical limbs proved as powerful as she claimed, and Isabeau figured the only reason she didn't lay into the good doctor for giving her orders was because she was too busy showing off how physically capable she was. She seemed to be enjoying it.
Mrs Field held Ms Valdez arm in arm beneath a shared umbrella. The medium had donned new clothing before venturing outside. Madame Blanchet stood near the workers beneath her own large umbrella. Penny was left inside, tasked with hammering boards over the broken windows to room 303. Both coachmen stood near Isabeau, and both seemed rather nervous of the woods beyond the apple tree. Ms Keystone was furthest from the proceedings, umbrella in hand, and still in her bathrobe.
“The will-o'-the-wisps are excited tonight,” said Evie, gazing past crooked trees with black, gnarled roots at the hundreds of little floating lights dancing madly in the distance. “Keep fast hold of your gaslamps, lest we succumb to their madness.”
Isabeau narrowed her eyes, scanning the murky depths of that wild wood, and spotted more than just the lights of dancing will-o'-the-wisps: the glowing eyes of beasts staring back.
“Best we work quick,” she said.
She considered the apple tree. It was a great, old thing, but the apples weren't in season. She didn't think she would sample one if they had been.
Not here, not at Spindle Manor.
“Ah! Ms Agarwal!” called Dr Mulgrave. “Here! Hector's found something.”
Everyone gathered around the hole Hector had dug, and something white shined through the dirt and mud. Hector knelt, brushing off more mud, revealing the stark face of a skeleton.
He backed away, and nobody said anything. They stood, heads downcast, the rain pouring over them or their umbrellas, and looked at the final resting place of Katherine Sharpe.
“They conducted a search,” said Madame Blanchet with a solemn voice. “They never did find her body. And here she was, buried beneath this apple tree the whole time.”
Her skull looked up at them with an open mouth and sad sockets, as if crying out.
“Yes, yes,” said Ms Keystone. “This is all very tragic and such, but how exactly does it help in proving my innocence? I thought we were conducting an investigation of tonight's murder, not solving decades old cold cases.”
“This may prove useful in surprising ways,” said Isabeau.
“And how is that?”
“Dig her up.” Lightning cracked nearby, echoing in the rain. “We bring her to room 303.”




Chapter 15
The Ghost of Katherine Sharpe
Isabeau ushered the rest of the group into the bedroom, the men carefully toting a tarp full of bones.
“There we are,” she said. “Into the fireplace. Carefully. Every last bone.”
Penny stopped her work for only a few seconds to see what the fuss was about, then went back to hammering the last of the nails into the boards to close up the broken windows. She had abandoned her maid outfit, and now donned workman's clothing with a sturdy coat and gloves and flat cap.
The room was quite the mess. Isabeau's boots crunched over broken glass. Madame Blanchet gave her an arched brow.
“I'll pay for the room repairs, naturally.”
“Naturally.”
Evie stood close, watching as the fireplace was filled with its grisly load of kindling. “Are you sure about this?” she asked. “I mean, if this ghost is angry, I feel like maybe digging up and carrying around her bones isn't going to improve relations any, if you know what I mean.”
“Ms Agarwal has the right of it,” said Ms Valdez. “This will appease her spirit, hopefully.”
“How so?”
“We're putting her bones to rest,” said Isabeau. “They need to be burned, as is natural for all bodies. Ghosts are created by something tethering them to this world. They're unable to pass on. There could be many things that tether them. Extreme emotions experienced in their life or time of death. Anger or fear. Something left undone. Or, their bodies are not properly put to rest.”
Col Thrawl grunted, nodding with approval. “It's true. I've seen ancient battlefields haunted by the phantoms of long-dead soldiers. Their bodies were never retrieved.”
“This is what she wants. This is what she told us, through Ms Valdez. She was buried beneath the apple tree, and we must now properly cremate her.”
Isabeau knelt, fishing in her pocket to find Mr Prescott's silver lighter. A few flicks later, and the coals beneath the bones were inflamed.
Penny finished hammering her last nail, and now stood silent. The room was quiet. An air of much needed peace fell over everyone as they sat or leaned in wordless contemplation. The fire crackled healthily, and it would have even been a cheery one had the skull of Katherine Sharpe not been staring out from the flames. Her warmth fought back the chill and the wet of the outside storm.
Isabeau moved to the rear of the room, leaning against a dresser. She was tired. The irony of Spindle Manor was that it would have been a comfortable place to rest one's head on any normal night. It was old and had its secrets and its stories, but it was cozy and, when it wanted to be, peaceful.
Madame Blanchet drew near Isabeau, and Penny stood next to her. Blanchet placed her hand on top of Penny's head as all three looked at the fire.
“She died alone,” said Madame Blanchet.
“Possibly,” said Isabeau.
“And was out there in the dirt, all these years, alone.”
“Yes.”
“Do you think it had to go that way for her? Do you think she was fated to be alone at the end?”
“I don't believe in fate. We are all responsible for our own lives. For our own endings.”
“And yet so many die alone. At the end of a candle's life, so many others have already gone out.”
“Yes.”
“Sometimes, when I sit and look out at a storm, and the candles burn around me, I think on that. In those quiet moments, it makes me melancholy.” Madame Blanchet turned to Isabeau. Isabeau squeezed at the silver lighter in her pocket. “Does it you as well?”
The fire died, drawing everyone's attention. All that was left was ash.
“Well look at that,” said Mr Homes, bumbling forward. “All done and gone.” He grabbed the fire poker and bent down, jabbing at the ashes, then stood and put away the poker, facing the crowd. “Oh,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Well good evening, miss. I didn't see you there before.”
Isabeau followed his eyes, and there at the window, just where Isabeau had seen her before, stood a woman in white looking out the boarded window and holding a parasol. She was thin and wore an old, frayed dress with a large bustle that exaggerated her bottom half.
“I say, good woman, I say,” said Mr Homes, walking forward with a hand out. “I say good evening, madame. Have you just come in from outside? I'm afraid we're all thoroughly booked for the night—but oh, no, that's not right. A room opened up earlier, didn't it! I say good woman—”
And he fell backward, screaming, as the woman in white spun and shrieked and floated into the air. Her ghostly face was horribly decomposed, the skin slipping off slick bone, her stringy hair falling out in clumps, her eyes red and wild. Teeth were missing, and the ones remaining stuck out at odd angles. One long, skeletal arm reached out, her decomposing hand clawed with long, sharp fingernails, and her rotting dress billowed up and around her in all directions as she levitated in the air.
She was a phantom. Isabeau could see the wall through her ethereal form. But she made enough noise, certainly. Her banshee scream pierced the room as hands clamped over ears.
“Katherine Sharpe!” shouted Isabeau, striding forward, placing a hand upward to shield herself from a blast of wind that emanated from the ghost. “Your body has been put to rest! Your bones have been burned! You are untethered from this world!”
The horrific spirit turned on Isabeau, shrieking wildly, her decayed arms outstretched, floating down and closer. Isabeau stood her ground.
“There!” She pointed at the fireplace. “There are your ashes! Your body has been found and properly put to rest! Your spirit can be calm!”
The ghost gave one last piercing shriek, and shot through the room in a glowing ray of light toward the fireplace, and then disappeared.
All was silent and peaceful again. Mr Homes stuttered and shook as he pulled himself to his feet, fighting with the cap to his flask.
Evie ran to the fireplace, panting hard. “Did it work? Did we do it?”
Nobody provided an answer. Once again, everyone turned their attention on the fireplace.
“Emery was always an angry man,” said the sad, little voice behind Isabeau. The hairs stuck up on the back of her neck, and she slowly turned to see a beautiful young woman standing behind her, facing the fireplace along with everyone else. She wore the white dress, though now it was fresh and clean, no longer torn and tattered. Her albino skin was white, and her eyes were red.
Isabeau swallowed, not saying a thing, and Katherine Sharpe walked forward, the crowd splitting as she did so.
“He was always so prone to fits of rage. The smallest thing could set him off. But he was so good about hiding it in front of everyone. Nobody ever knew, really. He hid it, and kept it only for me.”
When Isabeau spoke, she did so in a soft, comforting voice. “He can be tracked down, if he still lives. He can yet see justice. Even if he's an old man now.”
“I'm not angry anymore, though,” said Katherine Sharpe. “Not like he was. Not during those days so soon after our wedding. I don't know why we had to go and travel. Nothing good ever comes from traveling. He would get so angry. And his hands were so strong. I didn't mind over much when he squeezed, but that time, he squeezed too hard, and for too long. He was so very angry.”
“I'm sorry, Katherine,” said Isabeau. “I'm sorry your life fell into his own. Would that you were forever alone instead.”
“It was night, during a storm just like this. That's why nobody saw him bury me in the back, under the apple tree. And even though everyone looked and looked, nobody found me. And there I lay, all these years. I would look out this window, and watch as people strode over my body and picked my apples. I do so hope they were sweet.”
Isabeau lowered her head. Nobody said a word.
“I'm going now,” said the ghost, walking toward the door. “I have stayed for far too long in Spindle Manor. I will miss it not, except for the one and only friend I've made in my time here.”
And as she drew near the doorway, Penny, her face the same tranquil face as ever, silently raised a hand in farewell.
“Wait,” said Isabeau. The ghost stopped. “I have a boon to ask in return for my help.”
Katherine Sharpe turned to Isabeau. “Speak it.”
“The Doppelvyrm,” Isabeau said. “The creature who hides among us here in this very room. Do you know who it is?”
“I know of no such creature,” said Katherine Sharpe. “I see only the faces of living people here.”
Damn it all, cursed Isabeau to herself. She quickly checked and made certain everyone was present and accounted for. Nobody was missing.
It didn't necessarily rule them out. It was possible the ghost was simply tricked by disguise just like anyone else would be. There were no studies done on how perceptive spirits were of other beings like the Doppelvyrm.
Isabeau pressed on. “And what of the murder that took place tonight? A man was shot and killed one floor down. His name was Johnny Prescott. One of the people in this room did it. Did you witness the crime? Do you know who killed him?”
“I witnessed no such thing, and I don't know who this murderer is.”
Damn it all again.
Isabeau could sense the feeling of disappointment in the room. It was as if everyone had been full of air and were being deflated all at once.
“But,” said the ghost, tilting her head, “if I were you, I would talk to the person who did witness the murder.”
Fire came alive inside Isabeau's heart. She took an eager step forward. “There was a witness? Who?”
Katherine Sharpe began to fade into the unknown, but before she disappeared completely, she said one last thing:
“Why, the man who lives in the walls, of course.”




Chapter 16
“Why did it have to be a spider?”
“Everybody to the dining room, now,” called Isabeau, and the entire group dashed out the room and into the hallway, bickering and arguing all the while. Flashes of lightning lit them up as they jogged, as if even the weather itself had decided to join in the squabble.
“There's a man living in the walls!”
“What have you been keeping from us, Madame Blanchet?”
“I knew there was a deviant in these walls. I could have sworn I saw a face looking out at me between some cracks.”
“He's been spying on us in the bathroom, you bet. Oh gosh, there's no decency in this hell house.”
“Has anyone seen my jam?”
“Explain yourself now, Madame Blanchet!” roared Col Thrawl, bringing up the rear as they filed into the dining room, some of them pacing and others taking seats at the table.
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat. “There's no need for such aggression, Colonel. I'm sure Madame Blanchet has a perfectly good explanation for there being a man living in the walls of this building.”
“He doesn't live in the walls,” said Madame Blanchet, planting down into her seat in a way that said she was very upset. “He lives in the attic, of course. Living in the walls would be absurd.”
“Oh yes, completely absurd,” said Evie. “Not reasonable and trendy like good ol' attic-living.”
All eyes fell on Madame Blanchet, waiting for an explanation.
“Of course,” she said, “he does sometimes crawl into the walls, just for a change of pace.”
Groans came from the room and hands plastered over faces. Isabeau stepped forward.
“Marguerite. First you kept knowledge of the haunting in room 303 to yourself. Then you hid the fact that a Noble was currently residing in this very building. I quite remember asking if there were any other pertinent facts about this house that could potentially be useful in solving this case. I would think a man living in the attic would be of note. I'm beginning to think you less and less trustworthy.”
Madame Blanchet lifted her chin, her face reserved. “I tell nobody of Ralph.”
“Ralph?”
“Yes. Ralph. He is an extended stay guest.”
“How long has he lived here at Spindle Manor?”
“For many years. Since before my time.
“How long does he plan on staying?”
“Indefinitely.”
Isabeau took a deep breath, walking around the table and sitting down next to Madame Blanchet. “And explain to me, if you would be so kind, as to why it is that you tell nobody of Ralph?”
“Because.”
“Because why?”
“Because if guests knew that a Malformed lived here, they would never stay.”
Thunder crashed outside and people turned about, pacing and rubbing their heads.
“A Malformed,” said Teddy. “Well that just...that just...my gosh. Now Ms Blanchet, I think that's pretty low of you, I really do now.”
“Teddy, we should have never come to this place,” said Mrs Field. “I'm frightened.”
Dr Mulgrave cleared his throat. “There's no need to be concerned, I'm fairly certain. Malformed are disturbing, yes, but generally not a threat. They stick to themselves, and obviously so, seeing as that's how they are made in the first place, of course.”
“Then how about you go up there and have a little friendly chat with him?” offered Ms Keystone.
Dr Mulgrave couldn't seem to clear his throat enough and everyone took it as his answer to that little suggestion.
“A Malformed,” said Isabeau. “A man who was once a man, but now only partially so. I'm going to need more information, Marguerite. What has he merged with?”
Madame Blanchet didn't answer at first. She considered Isabeau coolly, and perked one of her eyebrows. “A spider.”
Ever so slowly, Isabeau placed her hand to her forehead.
When I first arrived in my room, she thought. The scampering above the ceiling in the attic. It was him, then, watching me settle in.
“Spider,” she said, the shouting from everyone else drowning out her words. “Why did it have to be a spider?” She looked up at the bickering guests, and gently, exhaustion in her breath, asked for them to quiet.
They didn't.
And then came Evie's loud voice, shouting over them all. “Oi! The whole lot you! The boss said to shut up, so shut your traps.”
They did so.
“Thank you, Evie,” said Isabeau.
“What's the next move?”
“Everyone to the third floor.”
Back up the stairs they went, one big clump of frantic humanity, goaded on by flashing lightning and cracking thunder. Up they went, past the locked door to Mr Prescott's room where his body still lay, up to the third floor, with the cleansed room 303 and room 304 with the broken door at the end of the hall. Heads angled upward to spot the attic door on the ceiling.
“That's it?” asked Isabeau.
“Yes,” said Madame Blanchet. “But please, Ralph doesn't like visitors. We mustn't.”
“Of course he doesn't like visitors. He's a Malformed.”
“He'll be upset if you go up there.”
“And I'll be upset if I don't.”
“I can speak with him.”
“I'm the one conducting this investigation, Marguerite. You can follow along close behind if you like, but I want to speak to him face to face.”
“I'm coming too,” said Evie.
Isabeau gave her an incredulous look. “You are?”
“Of course.”
“It's a Malformed.”
“So what? We're partners, aren't we?”
Isabeau sighed. “Very well. First off, a little side trip.” She picked up the door she had broken, and carefully set it aside against the wall, feeling everyone's impatient stares on her, then entered her room. She unlocked her case and inspected her armory.
“Something a little more than a Cull Single-Action for a man-spider, hmm?” said Evie.
“Just so.”
“I could always cover you with Thrawl's military issue there, you know.”
“I'll hold onto it, thank you.”
“How about your Smithing Hammerless?”
“How about you shout for help if something happens up there?”
“Got it.”
The rifles would be useless in the attic, and so Isabeau went straight for the right tool for the job: the Boomstick. She took the shortened shotgun and its holster, strapped the holster at her back, and retrieved plenty of shells.
“Becoming quite the one-woman army, aren't we?” said Evie.
Isabeau loaded a pair of shells into the double barrels and clacked the breech closed. “Let's go interview a spider.”




Chapter 17
Ralph
Isabeau followed close behind Madame Blanchet as she ascended the ladder to the attic at the end of the hallway. Blanchet carried a gaslamp in one hand, and raised it as she reached the highest floor of Spindle Manor. The light didn't reach very far.
“Ralph?” she said into the darkness. “Ralph, are you there?”
Isabeau pulled herself up and was met with a long expanse of shadow. At the end of the attic was a circular window looking out the front of the manor. Lightning flickered outside, creating a single beam of white light flashing over and over through the room. From what she could see, the attic was filled with ancient spinning wheels, dozens of them in various states of disrepair. Spiderwebs covered nearly everything.
“Spinning wheels?” asked Isabeau.
“Where do you think the manor got its name from?” said Madame Blanchet. “It was home to many spindles before the business went poor. They were all stored up here, forgotten over the years.”
Evie came close behind Isabeau, grunting as she pushed Isabeau's foot out of the way. She gawked at the lattice of spiderwebs filling the attic. “I'll watch from here, I think.”
“I as well,” said Madame Blanchet, setting the gaslamp down. “Ralph doesn't like visitors, and especially more than one at a time.”
“The lamp?” asked Isabeau, holding out her hand.
“Ralph doesn't like light either.”
“Right.” Isabeau nodded and gripped the handle to the Boomstick firmly, but didn't yet pull back the double hammers. She stared into the darkness. “Where is he?”
“By the window, I believe. Sometimes he likes to look out.”
Isabeau took a few steps forward. Spiderwebs were strung from spinning wheel to spinning wheel, and she pushed them away to progress down the attic. The lightning from the little window helped guide her way, and the floor creaked loudly with each step.
“Ralph,” she said. “Are you here, Ralph? I'm here to talk with you. I don't want to cause you any harm.”
“Ralph is here,” came a tiny, fragile voice from the end of the attic.
Isabeau stopped. Dozens of rat carcasses hung from beams, wrapped in silk coffins, their insides drained. “Can you step closer, Ralph?”
“Ralph is shy,” said the voice. “Ralph doesn't like visitors very much. That's why Ralph lives in the attic.”
“There was a murder in the building tonight. In room 201. A man was shot twice with a gun. You witnessed this murder. Is that right, Ralph?”
“Oh, oh yes. Ralph saw everything. Ralph sees much from the walls. From the ceiling.”
Isabeau's heart thumped in her chest. An eye witness, she thought. The case is solved.
“Who did it? Who killed the man? Who fired the gun?”
“Ralph wants to talk first. It's been so long since Ralph had any visitors.”
Isabeau kept calm and patient. “Very well. What would you like to talk about?”
“You come from far away, Ralph can smell. Is the outside still terrible?”
“It's storming mightily outside, Ralph. You can see through your window there.”
“Ralph doesn't mean that outside.”
“Which outside do you mean, then?”
“The outside that has all the men and women. The children. The buildings and horses and carriages. The people who all have jobs and families and clothes and go to restaurants and see shows at the theater and take walks in Jekyll Park. Is that still terrible?”
Isabeau couldn't come up with an answer. It seemed rather bleak to just go and call everything Ralph listed terrible.
“But my, my,” said the little voice. “Ralph never did get your name, miss.”
“I am Ms Isabeau Agarwal.”
“A pleasure to meet you, Ms Agarwal.”
“You as well.”
“Aren't Ralph's manners well-taught, Ms Agarwal? Isn't Ralph a polite boy?”
“Unarguably so. It is a delight to converse with someone who is so respectable, Ralph.”
“Please come closer, Ms Agarwal. It's been so long since Ralph has had a guest. He wishes to see you better. Ralph's eyes are so poor these days.”
Isabeau took a steady, deep breath, letting it out calmly. She took several steps closer, pushing aside spiderwebs. With a flash of lightning, she could finally make out a large shape the size of a horse up on the slanted ceiling by the window, but the details were murky.
“You didn't answer Ralph, Ms Agarwal,” said the mass. “Ralph thinks your silence means the outside is indeed still terrible. That's why Ralph never left here, you know. That's why the nice Madame Blanchet let Ralph live here in the attic. Because everything is terrible outside. It was such a bother. Nobody liked Ralph, so Ralph went away.”
Isabeau decided not to push the murder interrogation too soon. She humored Ralph with the conversation he wanted. “How long has it been since you first came here?”
“Oh, time is funny now to Ralph. Ralph doesn't know how long he's been here. Madame Blanchet looks different now, like she's younger, and maybe she's actually the daughter of the Madame Blanchet who let Ralph stay here. Or perhaps even granddaughter? Ralph doesn't know. He spun silk, he did, with the women. He even used some of these very spinning wheels. He loved silk so very much. But then the women all left. Ralph stayed. He found this attic very cozy, with a nice little spot to sleep in, and Madame Blanchet gave him food every day, she did. He was happy, and the spiders made better friends than people did, he found out.”
“And you never wanted to move on from Spindle Manor? To live among people again?”
“Whatever for? It's so much nicer here. It's safer. Ralph's friends taught him how to catch mice and rats, and how to eat them. They're much tastier than the food Madame Blanchet brought. She likes that Ralph hunts them, too. Ralph guesses he has a job after all, hmm?”
“The murder, Ralph. You witnessed the murder.”
“Step closer, please, Ms Agarwal. Ralph's eyes are so poor. Poor Ralph's eyes can't see you.”
Isabeau stepped even closer, and now she could make out the massive shape of a spider, its eight long legs spread out, clutching the angled ceiling. The voice came from a small form emerging from the front of the creature's thorax.
“There you are,” said the voice. “Ralph sees you now that you're closer. Ralph can see. Ms Agarwal is just like Ralph, and he's happy for that.”
“I am most definitely not like you, Ralph. I have two legs.”
“Oh, but Ms Agarwal is like Ralph. Ralph can see a kindred spirit. Ms Agarwal is different like Ralph. Please, would you be kind enough to live here with Ralph? He's had only spider friends for so very long, but he would like a friend like himself.”
“I can't live here with you, Ralph. I have a life outside. I have things to do.”
“It's so very terrible outside, though. It's nicer here. There is no meanness here. There is no shouting or sticks or fists. There are no people to tell you to do this or do that. You can stay here and change, just like Ralph changed.”
Change, said the Malformed. Isabeau knew of the process, being an ordained Huntress. All Malformed used to be men or women once, who hid themselves away and forsook their humanity. Their bodies twisted and changed, and took on the appearance of  various creatures. In Ralph's case, a spider.
I have no plans to turn into a spider.
“I'm only staying at the Spindle Manor for one night, Ralph. I cannot live here with you.”
“But Spindle Manor is for lost souls. Like Ralph. And like you. You're a lost soul, Ms Agarwal.”
“I am not.”
“You are. You have no place outside. There is nobody there for you. Ralph can see it, your soul is writ in your eyes. You are alone and there is nothing and there is nobody. Stay here and away from the world. Here in the darkness, where everything is nice and pleasant and comfortable, and you never have to work or talk or be with anyone else, all those people who are so terrible.”
“Ralph,” said Isabeau, putting a bit of command behind her voice now. “I need you to talk with me about the murder tonight.”
And then the creature moved. Its bulk heaved and shifted along the ceiling, its eight legs stretching out and scuttling down along the wall, its bulbous abdomen lifting and lowering.
Finally, the only remaining human part of Ralph revealed itself within the shaft of silver light from the circular window. His head was bald and white, his eyes many, his smile big with fangs hanging from his mouth.
“Stay here with me,” said the human head, the giant spider body attached to it slowly moving toward Isabeau.
“I will not,” said Isabeau.
“Stay here, where it's dark and safe and nobody will find you.” He writhed forward, spiderwebs layering onto his body as he moved, spinning wheels pushed aside. Isabeau took a step backward and lifted the Boomstick, pointing it at him without cocking it.
“You will come no further, Ralph.”
“But Ralph is so lonely,” said the spider. “And Ralph is so hungry. Ralph is tired of rats. Maybe Ms Agarwal tastes better?”
His mad smile stretched across his pale face, his legs spreading out, pushing against wooden support beams, softly thumping against the attic floor and ceiling all at once.
“Marguerite,” called Isabeau. “Call him off. I will fire on him.” She pulled back both hammers to the shotgun, one for each barrel.
“Ralph!” shouted Madame Blanchet from the attic entrance. “Behave yourself at once!”
“Oh, but Ralph just wants a little taste is all...”
Sometimes there just was no reasoning with a giant man-spider.
He lunged, and Isabeau fired off a single barrel to the side, splintering apart a spinning wheel. The blast echoed painfully loud, and the kick nearly broke Isabeau's hand. She had been prepared for it, but one never really got used to firing a gun like the Boomstick.
It had the intended effect. Ralph shrieked and retreated, his limbs pushing himself backward against the far wall, his body curling inward, his pedipalps swatting at his head, as if trying to cover his ears.
Isabeau opened the breech, pulled out the fired shell, placed in a fresh one, and clacked the breech closed. She stomped back to the attic entrance, yanked up the gaslamp, and stomped the other way, drawing close to Ralph without fear. He recoiled as she lifted the lamp, shining light on his fully revealed spider body, large and monstrous and terrified.
“Please, no!” he cried out in a whining, pitiful voice. “Don't hurt Ralph!”
“Your manners have been lax, tonight,” said Isabeau, pointing the gun at him again. “Entirely unpleasant.”
“Ralph is so very sorry, madame!”
“Tell me what you saw of the murder tonight. Tell me everything, and I won't hurt you.”
“Ralph didn't see anything.”
“But you just told me you did. You witnessed the murder.”
“Ralph heard it. He was in the attic here when the gunshots fired. Then Ralph raced down the walls to look through the cracks into the man's bedroom. Ralph saw the murderer run away.”
“Who was it? What did the murderer look like?”
“Ralph said. Ralph said over and over. Ralph has poor eyes. Ralph couldn't see. All he could make out was blurred shapes.”
“Was it a man? Woman? Big or small?”
“Ralph doesn't know. All blurry. But Ralph saw the dead man. He saw him stuck with holes, and writhe on the ground like a caught fly. The blood came out sweetly, and oh! He looked so tasty, he did. Ralph almost wanted to come out and have a little taste, yes, just a little one.”
Isabeau drew the gaslamp closer, putting to bed that little train of thought.
“All right, Ralph. I want you to think, to remember very clearly. You were here in the attic. You heard the gunshots. You went to the walls where you could look into the room.”
“Down into the room, yes. From the space between floors.”
“And what exactly did you see, other than the dying man?”
“The killer, running away out the door. But once they went out the door, Ralph paid no more attention to them. Ralph was only interested in the dead man.”
“And what about sounds?”
“What about them?”
“Did you hear anything?”
“Oh, Ralph has excellent hearing, yes. Ralph heard everything once he got there to see.”
“Good. That's good, Ralph. You remember what you heard, yes?”
“Oh, yes. Ralph heard the feet of the killer running away. Thump thump thump. Until they left the room, then Ralph didn't care. Then Ralph heard the dead man wiggling about, like a caught fly, and he heard him gurgle and grunt and groan ever so lovely. And then Ralph heard the very last breath he took, and then he made no more noise.”
“Your hearing is that good? You could hear his last breath?”
“Oh yes. Ralph has very, very good hearing, he does. Ralph heard everything in that room once he got there. Ralph didn't forget anything.”
“Did the killer make any other noise as they ran from the room? Did they say anything?”
“No. Not a peep.”
“Did you hear where they ran once they left the room?”
“No. Ralph only paid attention to the room, like he said earlier.”
“I want you to remember, Ralph. I want you to think very carefully. This is important. When the killer crossed the room, just before leaving, before they left the room, as they ran across the floorboards, did the floorboards creak? Did they make a loud creaking sound?”
“Oh, no, of course not. And Ralph knows what you're talking about. Such an old house, Spindle Manor is. That poor man who got killed made a dreadful creaking sound just at that entrance every time he went into his room, I could hear it all.”
“And the murderer didn't cause the floorboards to creak when they left the room?”
“No. There was no creaking. Ralph is certain. Ralph would have noted that. It's such a dreadful creaking, those old boards make. So very loud.”
“Is there anything else you can remember that was of any note whatsoever?”
“No. Ralph has told you all.”
Isabeau lowered her gun and gaslamp. “Very well. Thank you, Ralph. You've been a great help.”
The giant spider seemed to relax, his legs spreading out, his face no longer cringing ever so pitifully. “Thank you, Ms Agarwal. Ralph is a good boy, after all. Ralph only wants to help.”
Isabeau nodded. “I shall make certain you get the finest rat for dinner. Good night, Ralph.”




Chapter 18
“You're a good human being, Angelica Keystone.”
“Well I'll never sleep again,” said Evie in the dining room as she sat next to Isabeau. “Ruined for life.”
“I didn't ask you to come up,” said Isabeau. “That was all you.”
“I'm your partner, I need to know the same facts of the case you do, so I had to be there. And now the image of a giant spider with a human head attached is seared into my mind. Every time I see a spider from now on, giant man-spider. Spot a spider web in a corner that missed dusting? Giant man-spider. Aren't these the kinds of things you hunt all the time? Isn't this your job?”
“Something like that.”
“Well then I don't know how you do it. Seems to me it would be one traumatic experience after another.”
“Sometimes it feels that way.”
The guests of Spindle Manor had fallen into a kind of melancholy. They had all retired to the first floor and poked about, hands in pockets, conversations spoken in hushed tones, fixing up tea or stirring this fireplace or that one. Some were gathered in the dining room along with Isabeau and Evie, but Isabeau had given up keeping them perpetually corralled into one big group. The night was growing old and the hours stretched longer and darker.
“Too bad we gathered nothing from that spider investigation, hmm?” said Evie, her voice hushed where they sat near the fireplace. “Which means the ghost cleansing was a bit of a waste too.”
“Purifying wayward souls isn't enough of an adventure for you?” said Isabeau. “I dare say you've experienced more in this short excursion than any other coachman his whole life.”
“Well, me and my fellow employee there.” She nodded to Mr Homes, who was quite drunk by now and excitedly talking to Teddy at the other end of the table about the importance of not angering a goose, and instructions on what to do if one did in fact anger a goose.
“It's important to carry a piece of cheese on you at all times,” said Mr Homes, “just in case you're accosted by an angry goose making wild demands. He won't be satisfied by the cheese, mind you, but it will confuse him enough for you to make your getaway. That's when you can find the nearest shovel for self-defense. I specify shovel, because then you can bury the fowl afterward. Nobody likes carrion lying about the place, after all. That's terribly low class.” Teddy looked all out of sorts, holding his hand over his stomach.
“But no,” continued Evie, and her face grew a rare shade of somber. “I must admit, if your life is a string of events such as those we've witnessed tonight, then I can't fully fault you for having the prickly personality you have.”
“Why Evie, your empathy is worth more than lamp light.”
“It's true. The Nobles, you know, we don't understand them in truth, not really. I supposed someone like yourself, being ordained and employed by them, would have had some kind of special knowledge of them, but really, what I'm guessing, is you're not too far ahead from the rest of us in our knowledge. If they send you out to deal with things like this, how could they truly know you, and you them?”
“Interested in the Nobles now, are you?”
“Well I mean who isn't? They're the most powerful individuals on the planet, and yet they operate completely outside the bounds of our hierarchy. They're above nations. Neither the military nor Waxwick Yard are in the know with how they operate. Here I am, living with a Huntress for the past several days, and I don't believe I understand them any clearer either.”
“And did you think you would?”
Evie shrugged. “Maybe not in truth. But perhaps I would know more of their minds, the way they think, and their interactions with their human underlings.”
“Underlings like myself?”
“Just so. Well then? Can you tell me anything about them?”
Isabeau stared into the fire, her life flickering by in those flames. Everything that had transpired that led up to the first time she had met a Noble.
“You know what, Evie? I don't think I can.”
Evie sighed. “Well that's just a bit disappointing. You know, in all the time I've known you, I must say you keep things quite close to the chest.”
“You say that as if we've known each other for a long time. I only hired you as my coachman at the beginning of this Hunt.”
“And yet it's felt so long. Go on, then.”
“Go on what?”
“If you can't tell me anything about the Nobles, then tell me something about yourself.”
Isabeau stayed silent.
“Just one thing,” continued Evie. “For instance, oh, how about how you decided to be a Huntress? What made you go this route?”
Again, Isabeau saw her life in those flames. Her childhood, her parents. Her father and mother. She still remembered their faces.
There was a small, barely alive desire deep within her hardened heart. A desire to tell Evie about it all. To say the names of her parents. To share with another human being who had warm blood pumping through their flesh. But in the end, that desire continued to stay so very small and barely alive.
“To kill things,” she said instead.
Slowly, she turned her head to her coachman, and her coachman met her eyes.
Ms Keystone groaned into the room, sighed down into her seat, and grunted her platter of porridge and tea onto the table. “And so begins the slow decay of service at Spindle Manor. Where paying guests must whip up their own midnight gruel and tea while owners and little living doll girls disappear into offices.”
“Oh, but it's much after midnight, isn't it now?” said Teddy, checking his pocket watch.
“Your pedantry knows no bounds, Teddy,” said Ms Keystone.
“Now, you know, you'd think you'd be a little nicer in a time like this. I mean really now. Don'tcha think we should all come together under such duress? And would it kill you to put a dress on and take that bathrobe off?”
“Why Teddy, you want me to take my bathrobe off?”
“Now that's not what I meant and you know it, Angelica.”
“You heard it, everyone. Teddy wants me to take off my bathrobe. Why Teddy. I didn't know you had it in you.”
“Now that's not what I meant, gosh darn it.” He pointed an angry finger at Ms Keystone.
“Your language is enough to make a woman faint from shock.”
Col Thrawl hefted her way in, followed by Spud. She sat at the end of the table, her engine steaming and hissing, her mechanical limbs whirring and clacking. “What are the children bickering about now?”
“Teddy is a little pervert,” said Ms Keystone with a cat's grin.
“I knew it all along,” said Col Thrawl, and opened a bottle of wine. “The night grows stale, Huntress. We've taken to entertaining ourselves. Would you care for a glass?”
“No,” said Isabeau.
“None for me,” said Dr Mulgrave, sliding in with Hector in tow.
“Where is Heloise?” asked Teddy, looking about.
“With Esmeralda,” said Dr Mulgrave. “Our poor medium has been out of sorts since the séance. And well, it seems Heloise has been out of sorts since learning of this Malformed hiding in the walls. And can we hardly blame the women? What a dreadful hostelry this has been.”
“Remind me to send a scathing review to the Nightly Lamplight when we get back,” said Ms Keystone, sipping at her tea.
“So then, Huntress,” said Col Thrawl. “What's your move now? Are you any closer to finding either the murderer or the Doppelvyrm?”
Isabeau didn't answer. She stared into the fire, mulling it all over, trying to put it together.
I have been presented with quite the collection of mysteries, lies and deceptions tonight, she thought. But none will propel me onward to the final solution. Oh, I have my theories. But there is a critical piece missing. The prime question being: why would any of these people want Mr Prescott, a criminal member of Hammond Company Limited, dead? What ties do they have to him or his organization? Or is it truly as simple as someone actually thinking he was the Doppelvyrm, and took matters into their own hands?
“Now?” she said into the flames. “Now, I have no more moves to make. I am out of leads, Colonel.”
“That's rather grim news. Rather grim indeed. So what are we to do of it all?”
“We let the night tell its story.”
The fire crackled, the rain gently fell, muted by walls, and the slow rumble of thunder filled the silence.
“Let the night tell its story?” repeated Teddy, rubbing at his stomach. “Well...why...I mean, what...just what's that supposed to mean now? I mean does anyone else think this is crazy now? Is there a reason everyone else is calm and dandy but me?”
“That would be your lack of manhood, Teddy,” said Ms Keystone. She no longer goaded with a smile and sparkle in her eyes, but with soft melancholy in her voice, fitting the rest of the room.
“Now that's going a hair too far, Angelica,” spat Teddy, his trusty finger in the air again.
“Nights have stories to tell,” said Isabeau, raising her voice to shut down the argument. “Beasts and monsters and ghosts and spirits have much to say during nights like this. They'll talk to you, if you sit and let them. And so that's my move, Colonel. I let the night tell its story. Because I believe its story isn't done yet.”
Ms Keystone arched a brow, gazing off miles into the distance. “And so there we have it. A dead end. I suppose I'm to be the murderer, aren't I? It's going to be pinned on me in the end. Because I had the audacity to be caught standing in the hallway in my bathrobe. Because I'm ever the villain. Ever the hated one. And so when a monster is afoot, of course it's me. Because when a murder has been committed, of course it's me. Where is the justice in the world, I ask? Not to be found here, within the halls of Spindle Manor.”
The performance was almost a great one. Ms Keystone seemed truly resigned to a fate of guilt, and it even evoked some sympathy out of Teddy. He rubbed at the back of his neck, and writhed about the way a man does when preparing to do something that's not entirely pleasant.
“Well, oh, gosh, Angelica,” he said. “I mean, if it means anything to you, I don't think you did it. I don't think you're this monster hiding about, either. When it comes down to it, you're not as bad as all that. You've been mighty generous to me and the missus, after all. Mighty generous.”
“Why Teddy, is that a peace offering?”
“Well I suppose it is now, don'tcha know. I suppose it is. At the end of the day, though you tease me mightily, I want you to know...well, Angelica, I want you to know that I think, deep down, really deep down, you're actually a good person. You're a good human being, Angelica Keystone.”
Ms Keystone simply stared at him with a completely expressionless face. “Why...Teddy...”
“Yes, I know...”
“You might be the most pathetic man I've ever had the displeasure of knowing.”
Teddy swallowed, and stared at Ms Keystone. She stared back. Nobody said a thing.
The finger came out, pointing with a mighty fury.
“You know what?” shouted Teddy (although it wasn't really a shout, more like a slightly raised voice spoken in a stern manner). “You know what I wish?”
“To fit into a man's suit?”
“I wish that the murderer had killed you instead! Yes! There! I said it! I said what we're all thinking! As far as I'm concerned, Angelica, you can go and drop dead!”
It was precisely at that moment that Angelica Keystone did, in fact, drop dead.




Chapter 19
Lucky Rat, Unlucky Rat
It didn't happen suddenly or dramatically or all at once. Quite the opposite. It might have been the most uneventful death Isabeau had ever witnessed. After Teddy's impassioned proclamation of ill wishes against Ms Keystone, the woman simply sat there, staring forward with the very same expression she had previously worn.
“Well?” said Teddy, all in a fuss. “Are you even going to say anything? Or just sit there and stare at me?”
And then, ever so slowly, she fell forward, and her face landed directly into her bowl of porridge. The porridge splattered and made quite the mess all about the table.
Nobody jumped out of their seat or shouted or made much of a fuss. In fact, everyone simply sat there and looked at each other for a few seconds, waiting for the punchline of a joke to be told. It was Mr Homes, of all people, to intervene. He was sitting next to Ms Keystone, and so he reached over, gently took her head in his hands, and pulled her up and out of her porridge. Her face, ignoring the mess dripping from it, was blank and lifeless.
“Oh,” said Mr Homes, pointing at her as he held her head up. “She's dead.”
He let go of her head, and she fell forward again, right back into the porridge.
“Good God, man,” said Col Thrawl, making a clattering noise as she got up. “We can't just take the drunken fool's word for it. She could be suffocating right now as we speak.”
Thrawl walked around beside Ms Keystone and lifted her head from the porridge once again. She looked into her eyes and placed her hand under her nostrils for several breaths.
“Hmm,” said the Colonel. “Our coachman's assessment was quite right. Ms Keystone seems to be dead.”
She let go of Ms Keystone's head, which promptly splattered back into the bowl of porridge.
“Out of the way,” said Dr Mulgrave. “I'm the only one here with the knowledge to pronounce a person dead or not. Now see here...”
He pulled Ms Keystone's head out of the porridge and placed two fingers onto the side of her neck, his face concentrating for several seconds. Everyone waited with held breaths, as if expecting Dr Mulgrave to lay her out on the floor and begin some kind of life-saving maneuvers on her.
Instead, he nodded and let go of Ms Keystone. Her head splattered into the bowl of porridge. “She's dead, for certain.”
“But I didn't...” sputtered Teddy. “I didn't really mean...well I didn't really mean for her to go and...”
By now everyone else had filed in to find Ms Keystone face-down in her porridge, and they had heard the doctor's pronouncement. Most everyone took it in reserved stride, except for Mrs Field, who put her hands over her mouth.
“Angelica,” she said as Teddy appeared at her side. “What...what's happened here?”
“Murder,” said Isabeau, and she stood up and walked to Ms Keystone. She lifted her head and removed the bowl from underneath, and rested her head down onto the table in a more dignified manner. “Nobody touch anything. Where is Penny? I need Penny right now.”
“But...I don't...I don't understand...” said Mrs Field.
“Don't look, dear,” said Teddy, standing in front of her.
Col Thrawl shrugged and looked rather bored. “Hmph. Come now, Heloise. It's not as if any of us are truly sad at the woman's passing. We all hated her, didn't we?”
Mrs Field glared at the Colonel. “She was my cousin. No matter what I may have thought of her, she was my family.”
“Well I guess she wasn't the Doppelvyrm,” said Spud to everyone's surprise, and he cringed immediately, as if regretting speaking.
“Penny, come here now,” said Isabeau. “Time is of the essence.”
“What's the matter?” asked Madame Blanchet, Penny moving around her with a little bounce to her step, even if her face was as placid as ever.
“The two rats in cages at the receptionist desk,” said Isabeau to Penny. “I want you to retrieve them at once.”
Penny trotted off, and the room filled with bickering. Isabeau would have none of it at this point.
“Silence!” she shouted, and all eyes turned to her. “There is to be no more wandering off. No more accusations or arguing. A second murder has just been committed, and with this death, the pieces have fallen into place. I can now see clearly just what conspiracy has plagued this night. Each and every one of you will follow my word to the letter, is this understood?”
“Of course,” said Dr Mulgrave.
Penny reappeared, carrying a cage in each hand. Isabeau took them and placed them on the table. She picked up the cup of tea Ms Keystone had been drinking, opened one cage, and put the tea inside with the rat. Then she took the bowl of porridge and did the same with the other cage.
“I take it these rats are quite thirsty and hungry,” said Isabeau. “We shall have an answer soon enough.”
“An answer?” said Madame Blanchet. “To what?”
“Everyone. Quickly. Follow me.”
“To where?” asked Col Thrawl.
“To the scene of the first murder.”
They raced, as a group, up the stairs to the second floor, their feet thundering up the wooden steps, making a racket that matched the thundering from outside.
Without taking out the key to room 201, Isabeau tried the doorknob. It opened.
“I had clearly locked this door,” she said to the group. “You all saw me do it. It is now unlocked.”
“By whom?” asked Ms Valdez.
“By the murderer, who took Mr Prescott's copy of the room key upon killing him.”
“But why would the murderer unlock the door?”
“We shall soon find out.”
Isabeau barged in to find Mr Prescott where she had left him. She walked into the room—the floorboards creaking loudly under her tall frame and heavy boots—and made a quick inspection of the place. It was in the same orderly state as when she had left it.
She went to Mr Prescott's suitcase on the bed. There, still resting in its hiding spot at the bottom, were the bags of opium. They were undisturbed. She covered them up with the hidden flap, and did a quick inventory of the rest of the bag's contents:
Several pairs of trousers and folded shirts, most of them black. One of the shirts was white and was embroidered with the initials MS. A pair of well-made moccasin slippers, brand new. A box of .32 caliber ammunition that fit a Smithing Safety Hammerless gun. A men's leather toiletry case with the initials JP engraved on it. Two silver lighters. A carton of Player's Diamond Cut cigarettes. One can of Peating's Insect-Destroying Powder. An assortment of ties. A small bottle of Mackhaye's whiskey, about three-fourths full. A small gaslamp with the letters JP engraved on it. A belt with a golden buckle.
“And so pieces tumble into place, one after the other,” said Isabeau.
“What is it?” asked Evie next to her.
“But only observe and you will see. Come! To Ms Keystone's bedroom!”
The group ran, fueled with the passion of witnessing a detective tracking down the last remaining clues to a grand mystery. Lightning flashed from the window at the end of the hall as they jogged to room 204, located at the opposite corner from room 201.
Isabeau barreled into the room to be met with the elements blowing in from a broken window. Rain soaked the floor beneath the window, where a rock sat.
“Good God,” said Teddy. “Someone threw a rock inside? Is someone else running about the grounds?”
Someone else indeed, thought Isabeau, noting the complete lack of glass on the floor. She drew near the window and looked outside. The hanging gaslamps on the house's exterior revealed a quickly-moving stream of water and mud flowing out and down into the expanse of forest surrounding Spindle Manor.
“Do you see anyone?” asked Col Thrawl.
Isabeau didn't answer. “Everyone stay back near the door, please. Evie, quickly, help me with a search.”
The two women did a fast but thorough search of the room, finding nothing out of the ordinary or amiss. Until, that is, they came to Ms Keystone's luggage. In one particular case, stowed away all on its own, was a phonograph.
“Ah, I've heard of these,” said Evie, running fingers along the impressive wood and brass. “They're sound recording devices, which can play back the sound whenever you want. You could listen to a symphony in the privacy of your own room.”
“But of course Angelica would travel with a fancy toy like that,” said Col Thrawl.
“Oh, now those are curious little things,” said Teddy, a smile taking over his worried expression. “Powered by wound springs, you know. Just like watches and clocks.”
Isabeau nodded. “Indeed. And the sounds are recorded on and played from wax cylinders. Yet we've found none amongst Ms Keystone's personal belongings.”
“Fascinating, the advances we've made in tinkering.”
Isabeau looked at Evie. “I've a riddle for you, dear Evie. What reason would a person have to travel with a cumbersome phonograph, yet not bring along any wax cylinders to record on or play from?”
Evie rubbed at the back of her short hair. “I don't think there'd be any reason?”
“Precisely so. Everyone! Back to the dining room!”
They ran, once more, through the thundering, flashing halls of Spindle Manor, down to the first floor and into the dining room. Ms Keystone still sat where she was left, looking like she was taking a little nap. It was the rats Isabeau was interested in. She drew near and inspected them.
The rat with the porridge in his cage was happily lapping at his luxurious dinner.
The rat with the cup of tea in his cage was quite dead.
“And there we have it,” said Isabeau.
“What is it, woman?” said a huffing Col Thrawl. “Out with it.”
Isabeau turned to the group. “Within the next several minutes, I will discover and announce who killed Mr Prescott and Ms Keystone.”




Chapter 20
Everything Goes Completely Mad at Spindle Manor
The storm fell heavily outside as silence graced the dining room. Isabeau paced to the fireplace, stooping down and warming her hands over the flames.
“Who prepared Ms Keystone's tea?” she asked the room.
“As far as I'm aware, she did so herself,” said Madame Blanchet. “In the kitchen. It was her own tea. We're out, remember.”
“Indeed.” Isabeau stood and moved back to the table. “All this time, I've been going over it in my head, trying to come up with the connection that would tie the murderer to Mr Prescott. Why would any of you want a member of Hammond Company Limited dead? I considered the possibility that one of you had ties to the criminal underworld, and this murder was one of grim business. But then I remembered Mr Prescott's comments during dinner. Do you recall them?”
Fingers went to chins in thought. “Something about...secrets and whatnot?” said Dr Mulgrave.
“Something like that. But far more specific. He said, 'I don't just have my own secret. I know someone else's, and that's the best kind of secret to have, isn't it? Yes, someone else's secret, someone who is sitting right here in this room.'”
“That's one good memory,” said Col Thrawl.
“Precision memory comes easy to me, dear Colonel. So Mr Prescott knew something sensitive about someone at dinner. My theory became one of blackmail. He was holding something over one of you, and so you resorted to murder. This was what I was working on for quite some time. And certainly, you all have your secrets. They abound and pile up. Mr Prescott had plenty of material to work with. But which one was valuable enough to kill for?”
Penny approached Isabeau, looking up at her with her blank expression. In her hands she held the guestbook, offering it to Isabeau.
“Later, Penny,” said Isabeau. “I will inspect it later.”
Penny brought the guestbook back to her chest and turned about.
“And finally, everything fell into place once Ms Keystone was killed. It is unfortunate that I had to rely on a second murder in this case, but we cannot change that now.”
“And how does Angelica's death help you at all?” asked Ms Valdez.
“Because she was the original intended victim all along. The murderer never had any desire to kill Mr Prescott to begin with. But he knew a secret. And that secret was the murderer's plan to kill Ms Keystone. He must have stumbled across proof of this during his journey from Blackmourne to Spindle Manor with the rest of you. That kind of blackmail just wouldn't do, and so, before killing Ms Keystone, the murderer took care of Mr Prescott, thus clearing the path for the true crime.”
“So who wanted Angelica dead?” asked Dr Mulgrave.
Isabeau cast her gaze over the crowd. “You all did, of course. Every last one of you.”
And here, a small ringing was heard.
Isabeau, distracted as she was, sighed. “Mr Homes, please refrain from playing with the reception bell again.”
The group looked to Mr Homes, who sat innocently in a chair, no bell in hand. “It wasn't me.”
The bell rang again.
And the hairs on Isabeau's arms stood up.
“Oh,” she said. “Right.”
She drew her revolver.
“What's this now?” asked Col Thrawl.
Isabeau walked the length of the dining room and through the crowd.
“The bell,” said Evie, realization dawning on her face. She followed along quickly, everyone else behind her.
“Marguerite,” said Isabeau, taking the stairs. “You wouldn't happen to also secretly have a necromancer living on the grounds, would you?”
“None whatsoever,” said Madame Blanchet.
“That is most perplexing, then.”
They arrived on the second floor. The ringing came from room 201, where Mr Prescott had been murdered. The door was shut and locked.
“You tied that bell around Mr Prescott's ankle,” said Evie. “What's making it ring?”
“It appears,” said Isabeau, raising her revolver, “the corpse has been reanimated.”
And indeed, shuffling and thumping came from the other side of the door.
Isabeau clenched her jaw and readied her weapon.
“Wait,” said Evie, stepping forward, eyes closed, arms spread. “Wait, wait, wait just a minute now.”
“What's the matter?” asked Isabeau.
“I'm sorry, I really am, it's just, what exactly is happening? Because I'm a bit left behind. I could have sworn we were just about to solve the case of who murdered both Ms Keystone and Mr Prescott. And now here we are listening to one of them dance about.”
“It's like I said, it appears the corpse has reanimated. It's been known to happen. It's why I  tied the bell on his ankle to begin with.”
“Yes, yes, I understand that, and I've heard the cases, but those cases have all been the result of a necromancer doing their thing. That isn't the situation here. So what exactly is happening?”
“I've a theory about that, actually. But we can discuss it once we've handled the current bit of housecleaning. I promise you that, so simply be patient.”
Evie sighed. “You're the boss. Patience it is.”
Teddy stuck his face between the women with a smile. “Excuse me ladies, but I believe I speak for everyone when—gah!”
Teddy stumbled backward as the door smashed open and Mr Prescott's shambling corpse lunged forward, pale eyes wide, hands reaching for Isabeau.
Isabeau fanned her revolver, emptying all six chambers in only a couple seconds. Her index finger kept firm on the trigger, left hand sending the hammer flying over and over, bullets thudding directly into Mr Prescott's torso. The impacts stunned his animated body, giving Isabeau time deliver a smartly placed kick that sent him falling backward through the wreckage of the door.
“The living dead!” roared Col Thrawl, and she yanked out the military-issued revolver she had been keeping hidden on her person from behind and under her coat.
“We'll have to discuss that little secret gun later, Col Thrawl,” said Isabeau, quickly reloading her Cull. “In the meantime, everyone to my bedroom now, nice and brisk.”
Mr Prescott was already starting to get back up.
“Your bedroom?” shouted Mrs Field from below. “And just why would we want to trap ourselves up on the third floor when the living dead are waltzing about?”
“Because the undead Ms Keystone should be joining the dance just about now, if my calculations are correct.”
Mrs Field's eyes went wide as she looked down to the first floor from where she stood on the stairs. “Angelica! She's up and about!”
“You never can keep a good woman down,” noted Mr Homes.
“Unless you'd like to wrestle your cousin, follow me, please.” Isabeau led the group upward, their feet pounding against the stairs. She heard distant music playing from somewhere in the building, several decades old in style and haunting in its quality.
“Evie?” said Isabeau, closing the cylinder to her revolver.
“Yes?”
“I do believe things are about to get strange.”
“They aren't already?”
Both corpses fell against steps and clattered their way up the staircase after the group. As Isabeau passed the first two bedrooms—Dr Mulgrave's and the Fields'—she spied people she had never seen before in old clothing sitting or pacing, talking or shouting at each other.
Up above, in the attic, something scrambled and pounded against the ceiling, thumping quickly down the length of the hallway.
Isabeau dashed into her bedroom and unlocked her suitcase of firearms. She retrieved the twin to her Cull revolver and pushed it into her belt, along with plenty of extra ammunition. The Springman Model 1870 was flung onto her shoulder via its strap, and she took the Windsor Lever-Action Rifle in hand, along with a box of bullets for both rifles.
As she emerged from the bedroom and moved ahead of the group, the music had grown louder, and she paused, struck dumb as a dancing pair of ghosts twirled their way past everyone. They died decades ago, by the looks of it, and their ghastly faces were rotted and falling apart, yet their dancing was full of life. They floated inches above the floor, their movement graceful and mesmerizing as they spun down the hallway.
“Izzie?” said Evie.
“Yes?”
“Are things strange yet?”
Pounding from up above, along with an anguished scream, snapped everyone out of their enchantment. It came from the attic.
The more immediate concern was the pair of living dead lunging their way down the hall.
“Damn it,” said Isabeau, taking a knee and readying the Windsor. She fired off round after round, cranking the lever between each shot, quickly emptying the repeater of all ten rounds.
“The head, woman,” roared Col Thrawl, joining the fray. “You've got to hit them in the head.” She took aim and fired off shots from her revolver. Col Thrawl was quite the physical specimen when it came to size and strength, but her aim proved lacking.
Isabeau abandoned the smaller caliber lever-action and readied the bolt-action Springman. The first shot she fired snapped Mr Prescott's head backward and dropped his body to the ground.
“There we are!” said Thrawl.
“Izzie, give me a gun!” said Evie, hand out.
“We've got it completely under control,” said Isabeau the instant before Ralph the Malformed crashed down through the ceiling at the end of the hallway.
Isabeau took one second to reassess the situation.
Ralph, gathering his bearings, turned his monstrous spider body toward the group, and cried out a scream of pain and agony and rage. He charged.
“Here you are,” said Isabeau, pulling the Smithing Safety Hammerless from her ankle holster and giving it to Evie.
Evie took the gun, stood straight with perfect posture at the perfect angle, and fired off all her rounds with ideal form, hitting Ralph square in the body with every shot. Isabeau approved. She tossed Evie the lever-action.
“Ralph!” yelled Madame Blanchet, who had to be held back. “What do you think you're doing? Have you gone mad? You must stay in your attic!”
The spider caught up with the shambling Ms Keystone, who was smashed away and crumbled into a sickening, unnatural bent shape. She could no longer walk, and writhed about on the ground.
“I believe Ralph's time at Spindle Manor has run its course, Marguerite,” said Isabeau, firing off a round and yanking at the bolt-action to reload.
Ralph screamed as he charged closer, his eight limbs pushing against floor and walls.
“Fucking hell,” said Evie as she finished loading the lever-action and began to fire it off.
Isabeau held two bullets between her teeth and she took aim. “Evie.” She ejected the casing and took one of the bullets from her teeth to load. “Language please.” She fired it off, then loaded the last remaining bullet. “There are ladies present.”
The Malformed was almost upon them, and Isabeau abandoned the bolt-action rifle to retrieve the Boomstick kept in her back holster. Just before Ralph could reach them, white powder flew toward him in a great dust. It clouded his face, and his behemoth body recoiled and reared up on its hind spidery legs. He coughed and sputtered and gagged and reeled.
Isabeau turned to see Mrs Field standing with an empty bottle of Peating's Insect-Destroying Powder in her hands. She had retrieved it from Isabeau's bedroom just behind.
And now is the time for the final blow, thought Isabeau, stepping forward and placing the barrels of the Boomstick against Ralph's bald, pale head.
She fired off both barrels, and the Malformed was no more.
“Ralph...” said Madame Blanchet, unable to move from her spot.
As the echoes of the gunshots died down, and the smoke settled, and the giant spider's twitching legs came to a standstill, Isabeau holstered her gun and walked to Mrs Field. She took the can from her hands and showed it to Evie.
“Peating's Insect-Destroying Powder,” she said. “Never travel without a can.”
At first, Isabeau thought a particularly brilliant display of lightning flashed outside, such were the lights and sounds coming from her bedroom. But that was absurd. Lightning like that simply didn't exist. She pushed through the crowd and stopped short at the entrance to her bedroom.
As the last flash of light and crackling sound disappeared, a small young woman stood in the middle of the bedroom.
“Um,” said Evie, coming to Isabeau's side. “What were those lights just now?”
The young woman was outright bizarre. She wore clothing that could only be described as ancient. It reminded Isabeau of something an extra in a play would wear if they were playing a peasant from the olden days before gunpowder and gaslamp. She wore a dirty, brown burlap dress, and sturdy but filthy shoes crudely fashioned together from bits of leather. She had dark hair, and a strange look about her body. It took a while for Isabeau to realize the woman was a hunchback. She was bent over heavily, with a large, round hump to her back, and her facial features had some deformity as well. On her wrist was something like a gauntlet, only it seemed to be made out of brilliant crystal or glass or possibly even diamonds, as unlikely as that was. Gentle lights of various colors throbbed within the strange material.
The young woman seemed completely confused, even more so than Isabeau currently was. She could also be described as outright terrified.
“What? Where am I?” said the girl, looking all about and hunkering down in the middle of the bedroom. “What is this weird place? Who are you weird people? Why is there a moose head on the wall? Is it storming out? Is it night? How is it night? It was just day a second ago. The sun was shining bright and clear.”
“The sun?” asked Isabeau. “You've seen the sun? How is that possible?”
“What? What do you mean how's that possible? I look up at it, just like everyone else. Are you stupid or something? Where am I? Who are you weird people?”
“We're the weird ones?” said Evie.
The girl worried at the gauntlet on her arm with great effort, pushing and pulling and prodding at it. She seemed to be trying to get it off, but it was stuck. “How do I get this off of me? What is this thing? I was just with Beatrix a moment ago. Are you here Beatrix?”
“Uh,” said Evie. “Izzie?”
“Yes, Evie.”
“Why is there a random hunchback girl standing in the middle of our bedroom?”
The woman looked up at them with a pained expression. “Hunchback is a derogatory term. I have kyphosis is all. How do I work this thing? I want it to take me back.”
She pressed at the faint colors on her gauntlet, and blinding light emitted from it, along with a crackling sound. When the light and sound went away, the young woman was gone.
“She...” said Evie, stupefied. “She's gone. Where'd she go?”
Slowly, Isabeau walked into the hallway. She sat down on the floor, back against the wall, and caught her breath. The ghosts were gone, the haunting music no more. The only sound was the writhing of Ms Keystone's dead, broken body.
“Would somebody please put Ms Keystone's corpse out of its misery?” she said.
Evie obliged.
The third floor to Spindle Manor was nearly destroyed. The hallway was wrecked, the ceiling a ruined mess with a massive hole leading into the attic. Water dripped somewhere. Smoke made the place misty and blood splattered against walls, which were also full of bullet holes.
Isabeau took one look at it and sighed. “I'll pay for the repairs, naturally.”




Chapter 21
Theories and Possibilities
The guests sat around the dining room table in silence. They were shell-shocked, each with their own thousand-yard stare.
“So that happened,” said Evie.
“Indeed it did,” said Isabeau.
“Turned into a bit of a scrape rather quickly,” said Dr Mulgrave.
“Col Thrawl had a gun hidden in her belt this whole time,” said Evie.
“I did,” said Col Thrawl. She drank whiskey from a small glass. “It's been poking me fiercely all evening.”
“We were all almost eaten by a giant spider,” said Teddy.
“Quite,” said Isabeau.
“And then Heloise killed it with bug poison.”
“Indeed.”
“And all those ghosts.”
“I remember.”
“Don't forget the random, confused hunchback girl,” added Mr Homes, taking his whiskey. “Reminded me of my dear Esther, what with the mighty hump and multiple demands.”
Everyone wordlessly agreed to sit in total silence for a good five more minutes before speaking again.
“Well then,” said Evie, exhaling and stretching. “Does anybody want some tea?”
And then she considered the dead rat sitting next to its cup.
“Oh, yes. Hmm. No tea, then. Coffee?”
“Ms Agarwal,” said Ms Valdez. “If...you would be so kind. I believe we're all wondering...well, that is to say...what happened here? What did we just go through?”
“What happened here?” Isabeau lifted her head. “Lies. That's what has happened tonight. Lie upon lie, one built on top of another, until they've all piled up and spilled over into a mess of deceit. Each and every one of you in this room has lied to me, everyone except for Penny here. And I do mean all of you. And now I will proceed to shine a light on those lies, one at a time. I will pull them out of the darkness for all to see. Starting with your question, Ms Valdez. What did we just experience minutes ago? Why, how about we ask the landlady of the building?”
Madame Blanchet stayed silent.
“I had my suspicions earlier in the evening,” continued Isabeau. “Both a Doppelvyrm present and a conventional murder happening on the same night in the same building? And the ghost of Katherine Sharpe was evidence as well. Too many strange things happening all at once. And still, I couldn't be sure. But then the storm grew stronger. You didn't count on that happening, did you, Marguerite? With powerful storms, the otherworldly becomes more potent. And it all culminated here and now. The corpses reanimating, when no such necromancy is near. The dozens of ghosts all materializing at once. The Malformed losing the last remaining bits of his sanity and becoming feral. The hunchback girl who seemingly teleported here from far away.”
“I'd like a bit of elaboration on that one in particular,” chimed in Evie.
“It's all the supernatural rising at once. All focused in this one building at the height of the storm. But there's a reason for that, isn't there, Marguerite? Yes, I'm certain it's an old family secret. When I remembered the book in your office library, it solidified my theory. Ley Lines – Fact or Fiction? This building was built on top of a conjunction of multiple ley lines. It is, quite literally, the center of great supernatural energy.”
“It's true,” said Madame Blanchet. “I admit it, if I must. Multiple ley lines conjoin on this very property, their existence known only to few.”
“Why didn't you say anything?” asked Evie. “Seems like a dangerous thing to keep secret. Much like the Malformed. And the haunting in room 303 as well. As a matter of fact, this entire hostelry seems to be in violation of a great many safety laws.”
“It's never been a problem before this,” said Madame Blanchet. “Even on nights with storms like this. Perhaps it's the arrival of the Doppelvyrm, or the Huntress herself. Or possibly it's the Noble residing here tonight, her presence putting things out of order. Tipping the scales into the fantastic. Whatever it is, a night like tonight has never occurred before. My tenants have never been in danger.”
“And of course, keeping the ley lines secret would behoove you,” said Dr Mulgrave. “Every good mesmer has dabbled in the study of the fabled ley lines. Geographic lines of great energy. One could almost call it the animal magnetism of the planet itself. They run across the land, but very few know their locations, and none know them all. And where ley lines converge? Great fortune is said to happen there.”
“It's true,” said Madame Blanchet. “Spindle Manor has stayed in business because of the ley lines. If I had told people, this place would turn into a madhouse of visitors and prospectors, with people throwing up buildings all around to get their share of the fortune. But the ley lines require respect, which the masses have none of. So yes, I've kept this secret from everyone. But I never once thought a night like tonight would ever happen.”
Isabeau arched a brow at the landlady. “You would keep their existence a secret no matter what, then?”
They exchanged a deep stare. Realization came to others in the room.
“Perhaps that was Mr Prescott's secret?” continued Isabeau. “Perhaps he knew about the existence of the ley lines, and was taking this knowledge back to his employers at Hammond Company Limited? Perhaps you would stop at nothing to keep that from happening? Perhaps that's why you killed Mr Prescott?”
“I did no such thing.”
Isabeau relaxed in her chair, nodding. “It was a notion I had, once I suspected the ley lines. A possibility. But no, you're right. Like I said just before our little misadventure, the true murder victim was Angelica Keystone. And who had more cause to murder her than her own cousin and her cousin's devoted husband?”
Shock overcame the Fields. Teddy sat up in his chair, eyes wide. “Now see here! We did no such thing!”
“That's a terrible accusation,” said Mrs Field. “My own family.”
“Yes,” said Isabeau. “Your own family, who treated you cruelly your whole life. Who teased and poked and prodded you sorely. Who lorded her wealth over you, all the while making dreadful fun of your husband. Did it vex you, Mrs Field, hearing the things Ms Keystone said about Teddy? Did it bring you shame every time she made him the butt of one of her jokes?”
“We were both in the bedroom when the murder happened,” said Mrs Field, defiant. “We both have alibis.”
“Darn tootin',” said Teddy with an assertive nod.
“And if you conspired together? What was stopping you from planning this from the beginning? Joining together to finally put down that horrible cousin that bullied you every chance she got?”
“This is absurd,” said Mrs Field.
“And of course, there's always the question of money. You have money problems, you both admitted as much in your interrogations. That's why you tagged along on this trip, to catch what small leftovers Ms Keystone was willing to throw your way. But one must ask, did the two of you tire of her paltry handouts? I do so wonder what the state of her will looks like. I wonder what family members stand to inherit her wealth. I wonder if a cousin is included in this will.”
“There was never any talk of any such inclusion,” said Mrs Field. “Her family tree is large; I'm hardly special. A distant cousin, really. Hardly remembered. She has many closer relatives that stand to benefit from this. But why even argue it? We can settle it all when we get back to Lamplight. The records will prove I had nothing to gain.”
“Was the money enough to do it? To conspire together? Which one of you pulled the trigger on Mr Prescott after he found out about your plan to kill Ms Keystone? Teddy, being the man between the two of you? Or was it too gruesome a task for you, Teddy? And which of you poisoned the tea Ms Keystone drank?”
“This is outrageous, now, you know,” said Teddy, shaking his head and looking away. “None of this is true. You don't have any proof one way or another, darn it.”
“We'll see then, won't we?”
And then Isabeau turned her attention to Ms Valdez. “But of course, the Fields weren't the only ones who hated Ms Keystone, were they?”
Ms Valdez simmered in her chair, sinking further into it and wrapping a shawl about her shoulders. “What do you know of Angelica and I?”
“Very little, and yet still more than is palatable. When you first arrived at dinner, when I first saw your face and heard your name, I felt I recognized you from the papers. And I later confirmed that indeed I did. We've been over your story before. You were once a successful theater medium, until an audience member exposed the tricks you had to rely on, and you've been struggling ever since. When I asked in your interrogation about the specifics of this incident, you refused to elaborate. But we both know who it was that exposed you, don't we, Ms Valdez?”
“None of this is any of your business.”
“All of your business is my business tonight. It was Ms Keystone, wasn't it? She was in the audience that night. She ruined you. And she knew exactly what she was doing. She sat in at your table in front of an audience, and—no doubt with great glee and satisfaction—she exposed your tricks.”
Ms Valdez turned away, her eyes glistening. “It was no great secret she did so. It was in all the papers, after all.”
“I would ask why she ruined a so-called friend, but I know the answer already. I was correct in my earlier assessment of Ms Keystone. She loved more than anything to control and dominate. To expose secrets. She was a sadist, and she feasted on your humiliation like a vampire draining blood. It kept her alive for quite some time, I'm certain. And so you were ruined by her hand. But upon your ruin, you ironically also became beholden to her, for it was her that kept you going, that kept your finances afloat like so many others in this room. By throwing what little money your way that amused her. That is what drove this monstrous woman in her life. To create a situation in which she would ruin a human, then build them back up under her thumb. And that's what she did with you, wasn't it?”
“She was a monster, and she deserved to die,” said Ms Valdez, venom in her voice, eyes glistening with tears in the firelight.
“Yes. Just like the man in your story you told during dinner. She deserved the vengeance of a woman scorned. You would deliver it. And so you came on this trip, and you schemed, but Mr Prescott, being the nosy, rude man that he was, discovered your ploy. And so you went to him after dinner, you drew close and seduced him, so you could pull his own gun and shoot him, then run back to your bedroom—which was only next door—before Ms Keystone could emerge from her bedroom across the hall in her bathrobe.”
Ms Valdez denied nothing. She looked away, wrapping her shawl closer.
“Or,” said Isabeau, “it was a master plan by a military genius.”
“I had no quarrel with Ms Keystone,” said Col Thrawl, lifting her chin.
“But didn't you? It was well laid out during dinner that Ms Keystone politically opposed you at every turn. She did everything in her power to shut down the mining in the Ravaged Continent, as those mines pushed in on her own market share here in Ghastia. She had plenty to lose the more Ghastia fought on the Continent.”
“You vastly exaggerate her threat to me or the war on the Continent. She was an annoyance, perhaps, but nothing she did was special or unique with regards to her politicking, and it most certainly wasn't enough to warrant her death.”
“Oh, I do agree,” said Isabeau, and here she tilted her head, regarding Thrawl with a curious stare. “Ms Keystone was more personal than that. Campaigning against your political endeavors? Such a passionless endeavor. There were no personal stakes involved, really. And that simply wasn't Ms Keystone's style. No, she liked to get personal. She wanted to know everything about a person. Their lives, their secrets. The things that could ruin a reputation. Yes, that's what she was interested in.”
Col Thrawl narrowed her human eye and lifted her head higher, her emerald eye staring out from the bronze side of her face. “What are you getting at, Huntress? I don't like the tone of your voice.”
Isabeau addressed not Col Thrawl, but Spud.
“Tell us, Spud. What is it like to work beneath Col Thrawl?”
Spud's eyes grew wide as the room's attention turned to him. It was clear he despised attention as much as a woman like Ms Keystone adored it. He looked away and fidgeted, his fingers plucking at his clothing.
“Well, Spud? Tell us. And please, for once, be honest.”
“Working with Col Thrawl is a great pleasure,” he said, his voice quivering.
“Truly? Is this you being honest?”
“Yes...”
“Even though all of us here have witnessed firsthand how she manages you? Never before have I seen someone treat a servant with the manners she has displayed. As if you were more slave than footman. You are a grown man, Spud. With a respectful occupation. And yet Col Thrawl barks and commands you about as if you were nothing.”
“That...that's not true. I'm very happy working under Col Thrawl. It's a great honor to be footman to a war hero...”
“Oh, I think you're lying, Spud. I think there is much more about Col Thrawl's behavior than has been said.”
“I don't know what you mean at all.”
“Now is the time to be honest with us, Spud. I won't let Col Thrawl harm you anymore.”
Spud perspired, and he wiped his forehead. “I don't...” He glanced at Col Thrawl.
“Don't look at her. Look at me. I will protect you. I will take you away from her. You can tell us. You can tell us how she hits you. How she abuses you.”
“But...she doesn't...”
Col Thrawl steamed more than usual, quite literally. Her engine hissed and vapor drifted up around her face as she scowled, her mechanical hand clenching.
“And Ms Keystone knew this, didn't she?” said Isabeau. “She knew of your horrific behavior, Thrawl. The way you treat your servants. She held this over your head, threatening to blackmail you. She could have ruined your sterling reputation. Perhaps she even had proof. A form of proof I will elaborate on later. And you just couldn't have that. So you planned on poisoning her. A cowardly way to assassinate, but certainly one that would draw attention away from you and your more usually direct methods. But then Mr Prescott found out about your plan. And so you sent Spud to murder him.”
The pair remained silent, avoiding Isabeau's accusing stare.
“Oh, I believe you when you said you're too cumbersome to have shot Mr Prescott yourself, Col Thrawl. You couldn't have run from room to room with your great weight and size. And that's why you forced Spud to do it. Didn't she, Spud?”
“No...”
“It's okay. You can let it out, finally. Tell us the truth. I will make certain that Col Thrawl receives most of the blame. There were extenuating circumstances. She made you do it. The courts will understand. You were just as much victim as Mr Prescott was.”
“No, that's not true...”
“Tell us. Tell us the truth. Tell us the truth, Spud.”
“I...I...”
“Yes, what is it? You killed them, didn't you?”
“I...”
And then Spud jumped from his seat, the movement making the chair fly backward with a great clatter. Isabeau thought she had a runner on her hands, until Spud did something quite unexpected.
“I'm madly in love with Abigail!” He threw himself at Col Thrawl, wrapping his arms around her where she sat, and nuzzled his head against her shoulder. “And she is madly in love with me! We're soul mates! And we're happier than a cold woman like you will ever be!”
Nobody breathed for what felt like a good half minute.
There was the expectation in the room that Col Thrawl would roar and leap from her chair and toss Spud across the room for being so disrespectful.
But she just sat there, her face unreadable.
Spud couldn't be stopped now, though. He was a man on a warpath. “You say she treats me cruelly? Yes, she does! And I love her for it! Every biting insult from her mouth is like a great poet's sweetest sonnet of devotion to me! Her firm hand is like the gentle caress of a tender lover! Her scowl is a bouquet of the brightest summer flowers in full bloom! I adore and worship her! I kiss the ground she walks on! I would do anything for her! But no, she didn't ask me to kill Mr Prescott or Ms Keystone. Because neither one of them had any such incriminating information over Col Thrawl. What would true lovers care if their existence was revealed to the world? They wouldn't!”
All in unison, every head in the room slowly rotated in Col Thrawl's direction.
Everyone waited, unable to breathe, for confirmation.
Col Thrawl, her face stoic, lifted her chin even more. “Hmm,” she murmured. “Spud and I...are indeed...quite madly in love.”
Hands were thrown upward and groans escaped mouths.
“It's true. I do have a hard hand, Ms Agarwal. Too hard for me to have ever truly drawn close to another soul in a way that matters. They've all run away. Until I found Spud, that is. He didn't shrink from my harshness. He loved it. And so it was decided. We were soul mates. Meant for each other. I would never strike him in the way that you accuse, Ms Agarwal. I only speak to him so harshly because it is what he craves. And so, as you can see, Ms Keystone held nothing over our heads. We did not kill her.”
“Bravo!” shouted Evie, standing up from her chair and clapping. “Bravo, Col Thrawl, Spud, bravo. I expect invitations to the wedding. But I see what Izzie is doing, here. As her dedicated partner in the Endless Hunt, I'm right behind her in her stratagems. She is going down the line, considering the possibilities for each and every one of you potential murderers. Well then, allow me to continue with the exercise. Allow me to give our Huntress a much-needed break. For now I will turn our focus to the next suspect, and the one, I am almost certain, who is the true murderer. Mr Clayton Homes!”
Shocked gasps filled the room as Mr Homes just finished having a swallow of whiskey from his flask.
“What's this now?” he said. “Is it my birthday?”
“Ever the bumbling fool,” said Evie, slowly walking about the room with her thumbs tucked into her coat pockets. “Now I'm no big city detective, but I can spot a conman when I see one. And you, Mr Homes, are a conman of the highest caliber.”
Mr Homes looked behind him, as if Evie was talking to someone else.
“You see,” continued Evie. “I have no doubt that Mr Homes is in fact, not drunk! He pretends to carry on in a most troubling, sad, pathetic manner, worthy of no respectable gentleman, but that is only to throw off suspicion. Surely, if a man drank as much as him, he would be dead. And if not dead, then worthy of deep shame and ostracism from polite society. And so I've caught him out in his lie. I will now demonstrate. Observe, as I discover that Mr Homes has been drinking water from his flask this entire time, not whiskey!”
Evie snatched the flask from Mr Homes' hands and drank deeply, tilting her head back. She handed the flask back, and her face grimaced and twisted and contorted in the most crude fashions.
“It's whiskey,” she grunted through gritted teeth and sucking air. “Pure whiskey.”
“Well then,” interrupted Dr Mulgrave with a clearing of his throat. “Now that that little show is over, let's finish this up, shall we? Evie seemed quite right in her first assessment—Ms Agarwal is going through all of the accusations and all of the possibilities. So that only leaves Hector and myself. Go ahead, Ms Agarwal. Give us your theory and be done with it.”
“Actually,” said Isabeau. “The night is droning on a bit slow. Let's speed things up, shall we?”
She pulled her revolver and shot Dr Mulgrave in the chest.




Chapter 22
The Mesmer
Dr Mulgrave jerked as he was shot, his hands cupping over the center of his chest where the bullet struck. His face was one of pure shock.
Isabeau heard shouts from women and chairs scraping across wood through the room.
“It was you all along, then!” called Teddy.
“Hmph, no Huntress after all,” said Col Thrawl. “You've played us, haven't you?”
“Have you gone mad?” said Evie, panting over by the fire.
“To be a Huntress, one must be a bit mad,” said Isabeau, and slowly pulled the revolver's hammer back for another shot.
The attention in the room turned from Isabeau to Dr Mulgrave. He exhaled, hands kept over his torso, head hanging down.
“You've killed him,” said Mrs Field. “You've gone and killed him.”
“Victor,” said Ms Valdez. “Can you say something? The wound. Someone see to the wound. Abigail, you know how to dress a wound. Please, see to it.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” said Col Thrawl.
But before she could make her way around the table, Dr Mulgrave lifted his head with half a smile on his face. “Don't bother. It seems I've been caught.”
Deep thunder softly shook the house.
“What's the meaning of this, Ms Agarwal?” asked Madame Blanchet. “Is this the Doppelvyrm? Have you found it out?”
“No,” said Isabeau. “But the man you see before you most definitely isn't Victor Mulgrave. Or rather, it's not his body.”
“What do you mean?”
“So you figured it out, did you?” said Dr Mulgrave.
“Indeed,” said Isabeau.
“What if you had been wrong? You would have shot a flesh and blood man.”
“I do nothing brash without being absolutely certain of something. But like I said, we Huntresses are all a bit mad.”
“What gave it away?”
“Your refusal to eat or drink anything was the most obvious clue, of course. You refrained from eating dinner with the rest of us, and when I insisted you drink water during your interrogation, you wouldn't. I would imagine carrying around all that chewed food and liquid would be quite the feat of great concentration, and so you simply avoid it instead of dealing with it.”
“That's correct.”
“And then there is your complete refusal to perform any act of physical effort, despite being a relatively young and healthy man. It began with us meeting on the stairs when I first arrived. There was poor Hector, struggling with your luggage, while you simply stood and watched. When the other men—and even Col Thrawl—were bringing the table up the stairs for the séance, you simply watched and gave instruction. And then digging up Katherine Sharpe's corpse from beneath the apple tree. You also refrained from that, but barked orders, all the while being sure to keep underneath an umbrella.”
“You're correct on all of this.”
“That could all be explained in other ways. But then I combined those facts with the inconsistencies in both your answers and Hector's answers when asked about Hector's work history with you during your interrogations.” She turned to Hector with a little grin. “Dear Hector, how long have you worked for Dr Mulgrave now? Was it thirty years, or twenty?”
“Mmm,” grunted Hector, giving away nothing.
“Quite a thing to be confused about. Unless the lifespan in question is entirely off from what has been presented to us. And finally, there is the alibi of what Hector was doing during the murder. In the kitchen, getting a second helping of dinner for himself. Quite unlikely, as he ate a great deal at dinner. I made note of that. More likely, in fact, he was getting supper for his master to eat. For the true Dr Mulgrave to eat. The flesh and blood one, who had yet to eat at that time.”
Dr Mulgrave smiled and gave her a few congratulatory claps. “Quite the detective indeed.”
“I...” stuttered Teddy. “I'm sorry here, but I'm a bit behind. So, did you or did you not shoot Victor in the heart just now? Because it sure did darn look like it now didn't it?”
“I did not,” said Isabeau.
“So you missed?”
“No. I hit just where I was aiming. The center of Dr Mulgrave's astral projection.”
Mrs Field put her hand to her mouth, stepping forward. “Astral projection. You mean, the thing mesmers go on about?”
“Just so.”
“But I thought that was impossible. I thought it hadn't been done yet. I thought Victor was working toward that his whole life. Like what he said during dinner. Did you finally do it, Victor? Just tonight you learned how to project yourself?”
“Oh, if I were to guess,” said Isabeau, “I would guess that Victor Mulgrave, if that is truly even the man's name, learned how to astral project himself years ago. Decades ago, even. Am I right, Dr Mulgrave?”
“Now you're going and spoiling the fun, Isabeau,” said Dr Mulgrave. “I suppose it's time for me to go now.”
And then he disappeared.
There were no flashing lights or explosions, or any clouds of smoke drifting through the room. He was simply sitting there one moment, a perfectly handsome man in his suit, and then in the blink of an eye he was gone.
“Oh!” cried out Mrs Field. “What's happened!”
“He dropped his illusion,” said Isabeau.
“Have I been drinking too much?” asked Mr Homes, staring at his flask of whiskey. “Or not enough?” He shrugged and drank some more.
“Well...well he just disappeared now,” said Teddy, walking to the chair Dr Mulgrave was sitting in. He waved his hands over it, then poked at the bullet hole in the back of the chair. “He was there one second, and gone the next. You all saw that, right?”
“I saw it, Teddy,” said Mrs Field.
“He truly was an astral projection, then,” said Ms Valdez, quietly mulling it over. The medium was perhaps the closest one to truly understanding what had happened in the room.
“Why would he do such a thing?” asked Col Thrawl. “And where did he get to? The real one, I mean. I know that was an illusion. But why would he go and slip away on a night like this? Why would he make a copy of himself?”
“To protect himself, maybe?” offered Madame Blanchet. “The night is proving to be a dangerous one, after all.”
Isabeau holstered her gun after easing the hammer down and exhaled. “I believe the true extent of Dr Mulgrave's deception has yet to be fully grasped by you all, even though no doubt you spent many years as his acquaintance and friend. I believe the easiest way to explain everything is to have a chat with the real flesh and blood Dr Mulgrave. Hector, if you would be so kind as to take us to him?”
“Hmm,” grunted Hector, not budging from his spot.
“He's close by, that's for certain. It would be too great a strain to project himself from a distance, as he mentioned in his lecture to us during dinner. So he must be in the building.”
“Mmm,” grunted Hector.
Isabeau sighed again. “He's in the bedroom, I know. And I know where, too. Come along now, no need to waste time.”
“Hmm,” grunted Hector, and then he shrugged. “Okay.”
And so up the group went, once more ascending the stairs of Spindle Manor. This time there was less enthusiasm in their steps. They didn't race, eager to reach their next destination. They plodded onward, weary and experienced enough now to expect some new horror at their destination.
They temporarily paused at the second floor to contemplate the broken door to Mr Prescott's bedroom, a reminder of what had happened to him. “Poor bloody bastard,” said Evie. Then they temporarily paused at the third floor to look at the mess in the hall. “Poor bloody bastards,” said Evie. Several of the guests made religious motions of various faiths, and then moved onward to room 302 near the stairs. The bedroom shared by Dr Mulgrave and Hector Fernand.
It was a tidy room decorated much in the same manner as the other bedrooms. Nothing made it stand out in any particular way. Evie paced about the room, opening a chest and then peeking into the bathroom. She got on all fours and checked under the bed.
“It's clean, boss,” she said. “No hiding mesmers anywhere.”
“Hector,” said Isabeau. “If you would, please. The suitcase.”
A suitcase sat on the bed. It was the same piece of luggage Hector had been struggling with on the stairs when Isabeau had first arrived at Spindle Manor.
“You must be joking,” said Evie. “Dr Mulgrave could never fit in that. He's much too tall.”
“Perhaps not the Dr Mulgrave you are all familiar with,” said Isabeau. “But the true Victor Mulgrave is currently residing in that luggage, at this very moment.”
“This is absurd!” said Mrs Field, laughing. “You talk as if Victor is some magical little imp or something. We've all known him for years. Look, I'll open it myself. You'll see there's no tiny Victor hiding anywhere.”
Mrs Field did just so, and then screamed as a small, ancient man popped out. She ran and jumped onto Teddy, and they both crashed backward into the chest by the wall, knocking a mirror off its hook and sending it shattering to the floor.
The old man clambered out with lively energy, wearing rags over his incredibly thin and short frame. His hair was pure white and as long as he was tall, and his mustache and beard matched. His fingernails were each a foot long and curled around on themselves. He laughed in a loud, piercing cackle.
“Ah hah!” he shouted, curled nails wiggling as he tumbled to the floor and rolled to his feet. “How about a quick suckle on those fresh young teats, Heloise? I've only ever been able to eye them so, and now I can finally get a proper nursing in.” He erupted in laughter, and the Fields retreated even further away.
“Oh my God,” said Ms Valdez, hand slowly moving to her hanging mouth.
“What's wrong, Esme?” said the little ancient man. “Looking for a proper knob to fill that mouth of yours? Well you'll have to look elsewhere, but in the meantime, mine will do. Ah hah!”
“You horrible little man!” shouted Ms Valdez, slapping at him with her shawl.
“All this fresh air, finally let out of my bag, you can't blame me for wanting to empty a bag of my own. Madame Tart Tart over here looks like a dead fish in the sack, but we can work with that. Hector, quick. Pick me up and make me seduce her.”
Hector sighed heavily, his great big shoulders slumping.
“That'll be quite enough of that, Dr Mulgrave,” said Isabeau.
“Ah, the Huntress. Yes, you'll do. That lustrous black hair. Those hateful blue eyes. That glowing brown skin. Has anyone ever told you that you've got a bosom to make a man revert to infanthood?”
Isabeau walked forward and leveled the man—not with a full kick, but by placing her boot onto his chest and stepping downward, pinning him to the floor.
“Ooh, they do this at the whipping parlor right across the street from Parliament, you know,” said the old man. “That's where all the Ministers stop after their sessions and before they go home to their wives and families. You'd fit right in among the madams there, Huntress.”
A great stomping came from behind as Col Thrawl appeared, her face red with fury. “Are you telling me that this horrible, miserable, disgusting little creature beneath your boot is the man we've all known as Victor Mulgrave?”
“Guilty as charged,” said the old man, erupting in laughter. “I wouldn't turn down a half mechanical woman either. Spud, you don't mind me moving in on your territory, do you?”
Isabeau wasn't quite fast enough to stop the punch from Col Thrawl into the old man's face. Or perhaps she just didn't have the heart to stop it.
The old man writhed and squirmed, blood coming from his nose, his expressions switching back and forth between amusement and suffering. “Let me go!” he cried out, wriggling under Isabeau's foot. “Hector! Fight them off! Run away with me! It'll be like Adracha all over again. We can start over, yes. We can be a new man.”
“It's time to stop lying, Dr Mulgrave,” said Isabeau.
“Suck my salted pork sword.”
Isabeau fired a round from her revolver into the floor next to the old man's head, splintering the wood. “Repairs, etc,” she said to Madame Blanchet. “Talk, now,” she said to the old man.
“What do you want to know?”
“How old are you really? How long have you known how to astral project your consciousness into an illusion?”
“I'm ancient. Older than you could imagine.” His bloody lips snarled as he spoke, and Isabeau could believe what he said. He looked like something that could have crawled out of the Primordial Crater itself. “I've forgotten just how long ago I mastered the art of mesmerism. None can come close to my skills. This joke of a tea club, this Societies of Harmony. They're a bunch of wall-lickers bumbling about in the dark looking for answers.”
“So wait,” said Teddy, gently letting go of his terrified wife. “Is this man Victor, or not?”
“Didn't exactly graduate at the top of your class, did you, Teddy?” said the old man. “Victor Mulgrave was my latest identity. A fabricated name. I'm so old and I've had so many identities that I've forgotten my true name. ”
“You took over his life?” asked Teddy.
“No. I made it. The latest identity of mine. I decided on a mesmer searching for the ability to astral project. I thought it'd be a great lark. A hilarious joke. Every time you ever saw or spoke with Victor Mulgrave, you were speaking with my astral projection while I was squirreled away in a deep state of concentration. What I explained during dinner about astral projection was all true. You can manipulate some objects, but only to a certain degree. And so I've always made certain to not interact too much with anything cumbersome. I've been ever the hands off type. And of course, liquids and food are always a problem, as the Huntress has called out. If you think back on it, you'll realize none of you have ever seen me eat or drink anything. I can commit, boy. I committed to the life. To the joke. To the illusion. And I've taken a great pleasure from it.”
“So in the end you're nothing more than a cosmic jester, is that it?” said Isabeau.
“You say that as if a cosmic jester is a thing to scoff at. But yes. Although there were always drawbacks. Rutting never did work out right while astral projecting myself. So whenever I'm awoken from hibernation, I can be a bit backed up. Speaking of that, be a dear and lower that boot several inches, would you?”
Isabeau pressed harder on his chest, making him grunt.
“Ms Keystone discovered your illusion, didn't she?”
“She did! The dog was in heat. She jumped me one night, and I could do nothing about it. She found out that the handsome, debonair man called Victor Mulgrave was just a mesmer's illusion, and so she forced me to show her the real me. Sad to say, she was no longer interested in seduction. You modern lasses have completely unrealistic standards. Entirely too high. Back when I was a young man, women married the boy next door and were happy about it, no matter what he looked like, or if that boy was actually eighty years old.”
“So there you have it,” said Isabeau. “You planned on murdering Ms Keystone cleanly with poison in her tea. But then Mr Prescott discovered your plan. So he had to be dealt with. While Hector was gathering your dinner in the kitchen down below—since you still need food of course—you were safely squirreled away in your suitcase, astral projecting yourself to go and shoot Mr Prescott. It would have been an easy thing for you to do. Thus allowing you to kill Ms Keystone without anyone knowing about it.”
“If I had wanted to kill that worthless hen of a socialite, I would have done so in any number of ways besides poisoning her,” said the ancient mesmer. “But go ahead, throw me in prison if you'd like. What would I care? I'll simply astral project myself outside the walls and live a life of pleasure however I please. Now get that boot off me. You obviously don't know how to properly work an entitled Minister of Parliament, let alone myself.”
Isabeau holstered her gun. “If I lift my boot, do you promise to behave yourself?”
“I promise. Would I ever lie to you?”
Isabeau walked away, giving the little man space to stand and stretch and wipe the blood from his nose. The crowd watched in shock, all of them no doubt struggling to grasp how the man they had known for years truly never really existed, and this little old pervert had been Victor Mulgrave all along.
“So that's all of them, minus Penny,” said Evie, hands on her hips. “All of them considered and accused and squeezed. Madame Blanchet. The Fields. Ms Valdez. Col Thrawl and Spud. Mr Homes. Dr Mulgrave and Hector. You've felt out the theories. Weighed them all. Given them all a try on to see how they fit. So what's the conclusion? Who did it?”
“Actually,” said Isabeau, moving to look out the window into the dying storm. “There's one more person in this room who's been lying to me.” She turned to the group. “Everyone follow me downstairs to the drawing room and foyer. There, I will unmask our villain.”




Chapter 23
The Final Liar
The group made their way to the entrance of Spindle Manor—the spacious foyer and drawing room with the high ceiling. Ahead were the great, big doors to the building, behind was the hallway leading to the rest of the first floor rooms and the staircase. To one side was the drawing room with the dying fire and two chairs in front of it (stuffed dog conspicuously absent), and to the other side was the receptionist area.
The storm is growing weak, Isabeau noted as the crowd shuffled into the area and milled about. Dawn will soon be here.
She took out her compass, the needle still relentlessly spinning in circles, and she remembered the words of Lady Celestial Brilliance Constellation.
I am the certainty. I am the answer for the various possibilities that may occur this night.
And the part left unsaid.
I am the last defense.
Isabeau pocketed the compass. She turned to the group. They were gathered and at attention, waiting on her word.
“So?” said Evie. “You said something about someone else that's been lying to you?”
“Yes, I did indeed,” said Isabeau, slowly scanning across the faces. “You've all played at your deceptions, some great, some small. But there is one more person present whose trickery can be counted among the greater.”
“Yes? And who would that be?”
Isabeau let her gaze settle on Evie. “Why you, of course. Evelyn Turnstall.”
Evie didn't quite react in any meaningful way. She lifted her brows and moved her head forward an inch. “Come again?”
“I said the final liar to unmask is yourself, Evie.”
Evie smiled in her easy manner and rubbed at the back of her tomboy hair, just as she had done dozens of times in the short period Isabeau had known her. “I don't understand. You think I'm the murderer? I was with you when the shots fired out.”
“Ah hah!” laughed the old man who was once Dr Mulgrave. “No, you horse-brained dolt. She's saying you're the Doppelvyrm. You probably killed all your victims while you traveled along with the Huntress, right under her nose!”
Evie closed her eyes and shook her head. “That makes absolutely no sense whatsoever. The entire reason we set out from Lamplight to begin with was because the killings already happened. The timeline would be completely off if I was the bloody monster. Besides, it takes a new form and identity with each murder. I've been me this entire time. You know that, Izzie.”
Isabeau nodded. “And who are you, Evelyn Turnstall?”
“What do you mean? I'm me. I'm Evie. I'm your partner.”
“Indeed.” Isabeau slowly walked down the line of people, her boots clicking on the wood floor. “Evie. Simple coachman. But I believe our other coachman, Mr Homes of all people, was actually correct in one of his wild, absurd accusations earlier in the evening.”
“I was?” said Mr Homes, blinking big and slow.
“During your bumbling interrogation, which was quite the complete waste of time, you did make one point of accusing my coachman of being the killer. You based this off the fact that you had never seen her face at Gillet and Whitlock Co. for the entire time you've worked there. A surprisingly salient point, coming from a man with a blood to alcohol ratio such as your own. I combined that point with several oddities I had noticed previously during this trip, as well as the oddities that had occurred after that interrogation.”
Evie's face betrayed nothing.
“So then, Evie?” said Isabeau. “I know what you are. Are you going to make me say it? Or would you like it done on your own terms? I give you the respect of choosing for yourself.”
For several breaths, Evie continued to wear her confused face. And then, all at once, her shoulders slumped, and her features relaxed.
“Well, hell's bells,” she said, and pulled out the small revolver she hid within her coat. “It seems you've caught me out.”
The group gasped in shock and recoiled away, herded into the drawing room.
“It was you!” said Teddy.
“She was the murderer?” said a confused Mrs Field.
“Ms Agarwal has had to conspire with her in some way, then,” grunted Col Thrawl, taking the revelation in stride. “We've all been played for fools.”
“You know, you really weren't supposed to figure this out, Izzie,” said Evie. To her credit, she displayed expert gun safety. The barrel was pointed only to the floor, the hammer was not pulled back, and her finger was off the trigger. “This is going to cause plenty of problems.”
“I imagine so,” said Isabeau.
“But since the cat's out of the bag anyway, I might as well finally take control of the situation. Heaven knows I was going to anyway, by morning.”
“I don't understand,” said Ms Valdez. “What's happening here?”
“Is this some kind of trick you've pulled on us, Ms Agarwal?” asked Madame Blanchet.
“The only trick that's been pulled is my own,” said Evie, and she reached into her other coat pocket. Everyone recoiled, fearing the presence of yet another weapon, but Evie only pulled out a square of leather with a shiny badge on it. “Waxwick Yard. We've whipped up a brand new position, and we're calling it an 'undercover officer'. A police officer who takes on the identity of someone else to gather information in secret. In my case, a coachman for Gillet and Whitlock Co. Good job, Mr Homes, by the way.”
“Oh, but what did I do?” asked Mr Homes.
“So Izzie, how did you find me out, anyway?”
“I've had my suspicions for days,” said Isabeau. “It's the small things, all added up, really. First and foremost, your strange walk has always stood out to me. Your gait is slightly asymmetrical, and your right arm swings further than your left by a tiny fraction. This indicated a  muscle memory trained by a life of wearing a bulky gun at your right hip. I first considered you had a past as a gunslinger.
“But then I began to question your actual occupation as a coachman. There were too many small tells that, when put all together, gave you away. For instance, when we first arrived in our bedroom, you were very much surprised to discover that Spindle Manor had indoor plumbing. If you were truly a coachman of Gillet and Whitlock Co., you would have traveled this route many times, and stayed here many times. Your excitement at the amenities told me that you, in fact, were not an experienced traveler.”
“Damn my marvel at that brilliant porcelain.”
“Upon discovering the hidden stash of narcotics in Prescott's suitcase, you instantly recognized it as opium. Something a citizen may not have been able to immediately identify, but a police officer of Waxwick Yard would.
“And then there is the moment I finally armed you with a weapon. First, I must give you much credit, Evie. Even when under the stress of being charged by the living dead and a giant spider, you didn't break your cover. You could have retrieved your hidden firearm then and there. But instead you relied on me giving you one, which I did. And I then witnessed the most expert display of gun training I've ever seen. The kind of training they teach at Waxwick Yard.
“And finally, your questions after all of that happened, in the dining room, by the fireplace. With morning quickly approaching, you had to move fast, didn't you? And so you asked of the Nobles, of how they operate, and of my occupation as a Huntress.”
Evie nodded. “You're correct on that count. That was the entire reason I was assigned to you. My superiors—and they are important men indeed—have grown tired of being out of the loop when it comes to Noble and Hunter business. We don't like being so removed from an entire arm of public safety. We don't like the Nobles working in such secrecy. So they tasked me with spying on you for this Hunt. They installed me at Gillet and Whitlock Co., and arranged for me to be the coachman chosen for your travel needs. I was to observe and investigate where I could, without blowing my cover, of course. Sad to say, my investigation hasn't really turned up much information of any use.”
“For what it's worth, you always handled the horses well enough. Good job on that front.”
“My father took care of them growing up, as I'm sure I've said many a time on our trip so far. It's always good to mix in truth with the lies, to make the lie more believable. But don't worry, Izzie. Every time I badgered you with annoying conversation, with personal questions, with any display of humanity, that was all me, all genuine.”
“Is your name actually even Evelyn Turnstall?”
“Of course it is. Why wouldn't it—oh, yes. That's actually quite the good idea. Create false names for undercover officers, yes. Hey now, don't look at me like that, it's a new program after all, like I said. We haven't worked out the kinks yet. Step one being hiding our true identities better.”
Isabeau couldn't help but smile. “You know, I do believe the late Mr Prescott figured you out before any of us.”
“He did? How do you figure?”
“A simple remark during dinner. The first thing he said, actually. 'Who's the cop?' Everyone at the time believed he was talking about me. But I do believe he had pinned you at first glance.”
Teddy dug up the courage to intervene. “Excuse me, ladies, but what exactly does all this mean?”
“It means you stay right there where we can see you, Mr Field,” said Evie. “And I'm now officially in charge of this investigation. If I have to march every last one of you back to Lamplight in chains to work it all out, then I'll do so. And of course, I'll still gladly take any help from Izzie here.” She turned to Isabeau. “Like you said before, the two of us are the only ones we know for a fact aren't guilty of being either murderer or monster. So let's try to put these cases to rest, shall we?”
Isabeau nodded. “Of course. And if it's help you want, help is what I have. What I said before was true. Here and now, I will unmask our villain.”




Chapter 24
The Murderer
“Well then?” said Evie. “Out with it. Who did it? Who killed Prescott and Keystone?”
“Come now, Evie,” said Isabeau. “As you've said many a time, you're my partner, aren't you? Have you any guess?”
“Haven't the faintest.”
“You were privy to all the information I've had access to. You investigated the crime scenes just as I have. I gave you my notes during the interrogations, where I wrote every last detail down. You were there when interrogating the more...fantastical eye-witnesses. You have all the information to solve the case on your own. No facts have been omitted or hidden from you.”
“Well then it appears the facts have been wasted on me.”
Isabeau walked the length of the room, hands behind her back. “It should be noted, first and foremost, that our time spent cleansing the spirit haunting room 303 and interrogating Ralph the Malformed was not wasted time. Katherine Sharpe ended up exposing the existence of Ralph. And Ralph ended up giving an important key detail involved with the murder of Mr Prescott.”
“And what was that?” asked Evie.
“His vision was useless, so he couldn't identify the killer. But his hearing is top notch. And he claimed, quite adamantly, that there was no creaking of floorboards as the killer exited the bedroom.”
Evie shrugged. “So what does that matter?”
“An astute observer would have noted that the boards are particularly creaky in that specific area. I say this with no judgment toward Madame Blanchet, as the house is very old, and floorboards will creak.”
Madame Blanchet inclined her head. “Naturally.”
“I noticed when I myself walked through the doorway and into the room. The floor creaked quite sharply and loudly. But when Evie walked through, they did not creak. There was only silence.”
“Hmm,” pondered Evie. “Well that's curious.”
“It's only a matter of force against the wood. Being small and compact, you simply weren't heavy enough to cause the creak.”
Realization lit up on Evie's face and she snapped her fingers. “Ah! I see. Me, being light, didn't cause the boards to creak, but you did. So then, tell us Izzie, how much do you weigh?”
Isabeau glared at Evie with the fury and fire of a thousand dying suns.
“Moving on,” said Evie.
“Moving on,” said Isabeau. “So, combined with Ralph's testimony, I thought I had made great strides in narrowing down who shot Mr Prescott. It was someone light, and it was not someone heavy. But upon further reflection, that information wasn't quite as helpful as it originally seemed. I could exclude the heavier members of our group, but what of it? Col Thrawl has Spud, who is small and light, so he still could have done it on her behalf. Teddy has the diminutive Mrs Field, and then again, I'm not entirely certain Teddy is heavy enough to cause a creaking anyway. No offense, Teddy.”
“None taken,” said Teddy with a smile on his bobbing head.
“There was the giant Hector, but he was paired up with Dr Mulgrave, and both of his two forms would be able to cross the threshold without triggering the sound—one being too light, the other being made of light. There is Ms Valdez, light enough to not trigger, so she couldn't be excluded. Madame Blanchet...”
Isabeau paused.
“Inconclusive, that point,” she continued. “I imagine Mr Homes would send the boards creaking, but I never really seriously considered him as the murderer. The only person actually stricken from consideration by this testimony was Ms Keystone herself, being the notably full bodied woman she was. But then she went and got murdered.”
Evie narrowed her eyes. “This only feels slightly crude, determining the murderer by their weight.”
“I concur. And that's why it's only one piece of evidence to consider in the case. But combined with other facts, it solidifies my theory.”
“And what theory is that?” asked Teddy.
“Curious that you should ask, Teddy,” said Isabeau. “Because you are precisely the person I turn the room's focus on next.”
He blanched and nervously laughed. “Well that's...that's not good, am I right?”
“We've already established what I think happened here tonight. Ms Keystone gave someone cause for them to murder her, and so they planned her murder by poisoning her tea. They had always planned to do it right here at the last stop of their holiday. But then Mr Prescott discovered this plan, and held it over the murderer's head. So Mr Prescott had to die as well. But the tea. It all began with the tea.”
“Well...I suppose so. Yes, it did, in fact, you betcha.”
“During your interrogation, Teddy, you offered the information that you had experienced several misadventures during your trip so far. In St Newchester, your hotel reservations got mixed up, and you had to pair up in rooms. In Portsmith, your billfold was stolen. And finally, in Blackmourne, your tea was stolen. A special brand that you always travel with to help your stomach, yes?”
“That's right.”
“And how has your stomach been on this trip?”
“Terrible. In fact, I'd say the tea hasn't helped at all. Almost like I've been drinking run of the mill tea and not my brand at all.”
“Indeed. So, in Blackmourne, the Field family supply of tea was stolen. I thought nothing of this, until Ms Keystone died, and the rats proved that her tea was poisoned.”
“You...you think it was my tea that was the poison?”
“I do. Ms Keystone prepared her own tea, but it could have easily been swapped with your poison tea at any time.”
“Well I suppose it could have been, but that's good news for me now, isn't it? We just need to find out who went and stole my tea.”
“I've already discovered who stole your tea.”
“And who's that, now?”
“Mr Prescott.”
Isabeau paced, letting the knowledge sink in for everyone.
“But...but Mr Prescott is dead. Why his corpse was dancing around with Angelica's just earlier tonight, as living dead as can be. You filled him full of holes yourself.”
“Are you suggesting Mr Prescott wasn't actually killed when we thought he was killed?” asked Evie. “That he was in fact murdered later? That would be a difficult thing to pull off.”
“I am not suggesting that,” said Isabeau. “And I am not suggesting Mr Prescott was the killer of Ms Keystone. I believe whoever stole the tea back from Mr Prescott was the killer.”
“Wait, wait, wait,” said Teddy. “Now stop right there, Ms Agarwal. This isn't adding up if you ask me. Now how in the world did you come to the conclusion that Mr Prescott is the one who stole my tea in the first place?”
“Both Evie and I investigated Mr Prescott's suitcase precisely two times. The first time was directly after his murder. The second time was directly after Ms Keystone's murder. Did you notice any differences in the contents between those two examinations, Evie?”
“I didn't,” said Evie.
“But I did. The contents were the same, all except for the absence of a tin of tea at the second examination. At some point between the two murders, someone went into the room and took the tin of tea. This was done, of course, to then murder Ms Keystone. Inside that tin was a carefully prepared mixture of tea and poison, mixed in advance, to be quickly swapped with Keystone's tea at a safe time.”
“The door was locked after Prescott's murder, I saw you do that,” said Evie. “Who had the keys?”
“As discussed shortly after the murder, there are three copies of bedroom keys. I kept one copy, which I currently have here. Penny has a second copy on her key ring.”
And here a small jingling came from Penny.
“And the third key, of course, is in the possession of the murderer, stolen from Mr Prescott's body. So, if it wasn't me that opened that door and took the tea, and it wasn't Penny, then it had to have been the murderer. Combined with the fact that the tin of tea was the only thing missing from the room, and Ms Keystone was murdered with poisoned tea, it then follows that the tea you had, Teddy, the tea that was stolen by Mr Prescott in Blackmourne, was in fact the murder weapon.”
“But there's one thing not adding up,” said Teddy. “How do you know that tea in Mr Prescott's suitcase was mine? There's nothing proving that.”
“Because of the initials engraved on the tea. HK.”
Teddy's face lost all semblance of life.
“At first,” continued Isabeau, “the initials didn't stand out in any way. I didn't know any HK. Nobody here has those initials. I simply assumed it was the tea of Harold Kramer, the man whose business card I found in the dresser to Mr Prescott's room. Mr Kramer was apparently an owner of a tea shop, so it makes sense. But then I recalled the obvious, of course. When young brides take their husbands in marriage, it's custom to take their last names. Which is when Heloise Keystone became Heloise Field.”
Teddy whirled around on Mrs Field. “Heloise,” he said. “What is this?”
“HK, for Heloise Keystone,” said Isabeau. “You say it was your tea, Teddy, but in truth, I imagine your dear wife makes it for you. By your tea, you actually mean Mrs Field's tea. The tin owned before she was married and changed her name. Are those the initial's on your wife's tin of tea?”
“They are,” said Teddy.
“It was a tea and poison mixture meant to kill Ms Keystone. Discovered by an inquisitive Mr Prescott during some underhanded spying earlier, then stolen by him, and held as leverage. Perhaps during one of those stops along the side of the road when nature called for you, Teddy. Perhaps that's when Mrs Field went off and prepared this mixture. And perhaps that's when Mr Prescott chanced upon her. He wouldn't know the precise victim, but he would know she intended on murder. This was the secret he teased about during dinner. He threatened blackmail. Perhaps a more clear-headed individual would have realized that his simple ownership of the poisoned tea wasn't enough to prove Mrs Field intended murder, but she was scared. Frazzled. Frantic and afraid that she would be found out. So she had to do something. Nobody else could know that she planned on killing someone. After all, what if Mr Prescott went and told Teddy that he believed his dear wife wanted to poison him, with her tin of poisoned tea in tow? That just wouldn't do. So Prescott was murdered, the poison was stolen back, and then used on Ms Keystone.”
“Don't let her confuse you, Teddy,” said Mrs Field. “Remember, we were both in our bedroom during the murder. We both heard the gunshots.”
“Yes, yes that's right!” said Teddy. “We were both in the bedroom together. I remember that. What you're implying here is completely impossible. My wife couldn't have shot Mr Prescott. I'm her alibi. I can vouch for her. And I know I had nothing to do with all these murders. Take us both in to the authorities if you want, but I know beyond a shadow of a doubt my wife and I are both innocent.”
Isabeau stepped close to him. “Do you, truly?”
“Yes, of course.”
“You're certain you were both in the bedroom together at the same time when the two gunshots rang out?”
Teddy blinked and licked his lips. “Well, yes, I am...”
“And yet I noticed a curious little detail that I wager nobody else did, since it happened right at the discovery of Mr Prescott's body. As you arrived at the scene along with everyone else, you were still busy buttoning up your pants and tucking your shirt into them. Is that true?”
“Well...I...”
“And for what reason were you fixing your pants and tucking your shirt in? Could it be due to the very thing you've been complaining about all night? The problem we've witnessed firsthand? When you ran off to the toilet during dinner, for instance?”
“I...”
“You say you were in the bedroom together with Mrs Field at the time of the murder, but were you not, in fact, sitting upon the toilet, inside the bathroom, no doubt with the door closed?”
Teddy swallowed heavily, his skin clammy and pale. He turned and walked to a chair by the fire with the stride of a hundred year old man.
“It's true,” he said, his shaking hand running over his face. “I was in the bathroom when I heard the shots. I rushed out as soon as I could to find Heloise standing in the bedroom. I just...I just assumed...”
Everyone looked to Heloise Field, who by now had been backed into a corner.
She pulled a Smithing Safety Hammerless gun from under her dress mantel and aimed it at the crowd.




Chapter 25
Twelve Glorious Feet
“Everybody stay back or I'll shoot,” said Mrs Field, eyes wide and wild. The crowd backed away. Evie lifted her gun and kept it aimed at Mrs Field.
“Drop the weapon now, Heloise,” she said. “Or I will fire on you.”
“That's the bloody murder weapon,” roared Col Thrawl. “I thought you had secured it, Huntress.”
Isabeau clicked her tongue. “An unfortunate oversight on my part. It was safely locked inside my gun case. During the chaos of the Malformed attack, as Mrs Field retrieved the Peating's Insect-Destroying Powder from my nearby bedroom to use on Ralph, she also took advantage of the case being open. That's when you pocketed Mr Prescott's gun, wasn't it?”
“What does it matter?” said Mrs Field, feet shuffling along the edges of the room, slowly moving around it and toward the front doors.
“Quick thinking on your part, I must say.”
“I saw you remove the rounds, Huntress,” said Col Thrawl. “She's bluffing. It's unloaded.”
The cracking gunshot into the ceiling put to rest that notion.
“I also pocketed plenty of ammunition you had in the case,” said Mrs Field. “That's one shot down. I've got four left. So I can't take all of you, but who's brave enough to be first?”
“That you took the gun can only be unfortunate for you,” said Isabeau, staying calm and relaxed. She hadn't moved for her revolver, even as Evie kept her gun pinned on Mrs Field. “It would have gone better for you if you hadn't armed yourself again. There's no way you're getting out of here free. With this decision, you may not get out of here alive.”
“Put the gun down,” said Mrs Field to Evie.
“That's not happening,” said Evie.
“Teddy. Teddy, get up. Come along. We're leaving now. Mr Homes, you're coming with us. We're taking the carriage.”
Ms Valdez shook her head. “Oh, Heloise. Why did you do all this?”
“We've been over all this. No need to bother with words any longer. Come on, Teddy. We're leaving, now.”
But Teddy didn't move from his chair. He put his face in his hands and said nothing.
“Oh, but I think words are still needed,” said Isabeau. “We have established that you had the means to kill Ms Keystone. We also know you had the opportunity to do so. And now we only have the motive to uncover.”
“We've already done so,” said Mrs Field, her arm flicking the gun from person to person, visibly shaking. “My cousin was a tyrant. She was cruel. I hated her for how she treated both me and Teddy. And yes, we stand to inherit some money from her as well.”
“I doubt it,” said Isabeau, and Mrs Field's left eyebrow twitched at her confident proclamation. “In fact, I believe every word of defense you've previously given when I pressured you earlier in the night. I believe you had nothing to gain from her will, and her simple crude behavior toward your household was not enough to push you to murder.”
Eyes shifted from the woman with the gun to Isabeau. “What do you mean?” asked Col Thrawl.
“And now we arrive at the final pieces of evidence for the evening,” said Isabeau. “Ms Keystone's bedroom. I made certain to examine it soon after her murder. We all saw what was found there. A rock supposedly thrown through the window. And a phonograph with no wax recording cylinders to accompany it.”
“What about it?”
“The rock was a nice touch, although very clumsy. It was your attempt to throw off the scent, Mrs Field, as if there was an unknown individual outside the house who threw the rock into the window. Only there was no broken glass inside in the bedroom. There would have been glass, had someone thrown the rock. Hence, nobody threw a rock inside. Rather, something from inside was thrown outside.”
“Recording cylinders,” said Evie.
“There you are, Evie. You're quite correct. Why would Ms Keystone go to the trouble of traveling with a phonograph yet have nothing to listen to or record on? No, she had a collection of cylinders, I'm sure. And you threw them out the window, Mrs Field. I wager this was done when we all mulled about after the séance and the Malformed interrogation. Everyone was separated and off on their own at that point in the evening. The cylinders are now lost and ruined somewhere in those woods, swept away by flooding waters. So, the only question remains, what was on the cylinders, Mrs Field?”
Slowly, Teddy lifted his face from his hands. His eyes were red and watery and anguished. “Heloise...”
“All of you shut up and get out the way,” said Mrs Field. “Let me through. I'm leaving here with Teddy. Move away from the door, Ms Agarwal.”
“I'm not doing that, Mrs Field,” said Isabeau. “What was on the cylinders?”
“There were no cylinders.”
“There were. You destroyed them. Why did you destroy them? Why did you kill Ms Keystone?”
Tears began to freely flow from Mrs Field's eyes, and her chest began to rise up and down in rapid, panicked breaths. “Out of the way...”
“Why did you kill her? Why did you destroy the recordings? What did she record? What was she using to blackmail you?”
Mrs Field began to sob, her arm wavering, the gun aiming all over the place. “Get out of the way...please please please...get out of the way...”
“This is something you would never do, Heloise. You would never in a lifetime murder someone. Even someone you hated. Unless you had good reason to. Unless the blackmail was so horrific, so shameful, so life-ruining that you resorted to the unthinkable. What did Ms Keystone record? What did she blackmail you with? Tell me!”
“Teddy...” said Mrs Field, looking at her husband in agony. “I...I'm so sorry...I'm so sorry for everything...”
“Oh, Heloise,” said Teddy, shaking his head, blinking away tears. “What did you do?”
“It was just a mistake...it was just a little mistake is all. It was just once, only the one time...the one night...”
“Heloise...”
“I'm so sorry...I didn't know she was recording. She was ruining our lives afterward. It would have gotten worse. I had to do everything she said afterward, or she would ruin me. That's why we came on this trip in the first place. She made us. That's why I talked you into it. I had to. And she never handed out money to us. She demanded it from me. From us. That's why our accounts were always so low. That's why we were always struggling so. I had to do something, Teddy. It was only going to get worse. She was a monster. She was a monster. She was a...”
The building shook with violent, pounding vibrations. It wasn't lightning; the storm outside had finally passed. The vibrations hammered down against the floorboards in rapid, even intervals.
Down the hallway, from suite 101, the Noblewoman charged.
Lady Celestial Brilliance Constellation, all twelve glorious feet of her, ran toward Mrs Field in full sprint. Her dress, with its long tendrils, fluttered in spirals behind her as she closed the distance with inhuman speed. Mrs Field stood dumbstruck, mouth hanging wide open, the gun forgotten at her side, as the Noblewoman bore down on her.
Lady Constellation grabbed her gun arm with one hand, squeezing and immediately causing Mrs Field to drop the weapon, and with her other hand she picked Mrs Field up from the floor and simply pushed her away. Mrs Field flew through the air toward Isabeau and Evie.
“Watch out!” shouted Evie, and she jumped out of the way. Whether she intended to or not, she collided directly with Isabeau, knocking her on her back and landing on top of her.
Mrs Field, unfortunately for her, continued sailing through the air and directly into the big double front doors, crashing them open and tumbling to the mud outside Spindle Manor. One of the doors was off a hinge.
Evie blinked with wide eyes. “The Noble,” she said in disbelief. “Izzie. The Noble just took down Mrs Field.”
“Yes. We all saw, Evie.”
“That was...incredible.”
“Evie?”
“Yes?”
“Would you mind?”
Evie seemed to just now notice that she was still lying on top of Isabeau, her hands bracing herself in quite the inappropriate places. “Oh, right, sorry.” She got up. Isabeau followed, clearing her throat and smoothing her waistcoat.
It was daylight outside. As bright as it ever got in Ghastia, meaning it was a dull grey. The storm had passed, with only the perpetual, thick clouds remaining above. Mrs Field had landed in a puddle outside Spindle Manor.
“My door,” said Madame Blanchet.
Isabeau sighed. “I'll pay for the repairs, naturally.”




Chapter 26
“We're all alone.”
Isabeau stood on the little rock outcrop at the edge of Spindle Manor's hilltop property. The cool breeze blew at her face, and she took in a deep breath, slowly letting it out. Lamplight sprawled in the distance, its thousands of buildings clustered nearly on top of each other, pillars of smoke rising into the sky to mix with the thick layer of clouds that ever hung above.
To the left of Lamplight, a few miles out, was the Primordial Crater. The cradle of humanity, created once upon a time by a falling rock from the sky. Nowadays, it acted as a lake, taking the drain-off water from the near constant rainstorms Lamplight received.
Isabeau looked over her shoulder to see Evie finishing up matters. She had gone full police officer now, taking control of the situation and cleaning up the mess, and Col Thrawl seemed happy to act as impromptu lieutenant, helping secure Mrs Field in the carriage in front of Spindle Manor.
Isabeau pulled the compass from her pocket. The needle spun in circles.
She looked back again to see Lady Constellation standing by Spindle Manor. Her head reached the second floor, and she still wore the veil over her face. Her dress' tendrils spread out across the grass, the sparkling stars only slightly dulled by the grey light of day.
It was bizarre, just seeing a Noble standing about in a normal place like that. After her sudden and dramatic appearance in the drawing room, most everyone in the manor had dropped to their knees and bowed, but after several assurances from Lady Constellation herself, they had all relaxed, and now it was as if Lady Constellation was more a simple celebrity than the Noble she was.
Isabeau pocketed the compass and walked to the carriage. Evie nodded to her, hands on her hips. Mrs Field sat in the carriage, recovered from the blow she took, her face now stricken with dreadful acceptance.
“I've got everything taken care of here,” said Evie. She leaned in closer, her voice lowering. “But how about your Hunt?”
“Don't worry about that,” said Isabeau darkly.
Col Thrawl appeared, and she nodded respectfully to Isabeau. “Grim business, this, but a job well done, Huntress.”
“Thank you,” said Isabeau.
“One friend dead, another to be imprisoned, another a wreck. A dark night indeed. Not all bad came of Spindle Manor, though.” She clapped her metal hand on Spud's shoulder, who smiled. “Spud and I are going to openly court from here on out. We tire of the secrets. It will cause scandal, someone of my position courting a servant, but to hell with the naysayers.”
“That's good to hear. And only now the solution to yet another mystery comes to me.”
“Oh? And what mystery was that?”
“Your lateness in arriving in the hall after the gunshots rang out. I had made a good point that you weren't the gun shy type. You'd charge into action at the first sign of danger. And then there were the discrepancies between your testimonies during your interrogations. Spud had said he was preparing tea and you were reading a book at the time of the murder. You had said you were discussing plans and strategy for the night. All of that put together made you quite the suspicious suspect, because both were lies. It's only now that I realize why it took you so long to exit your bedroom.”
Col Thrawl lifted her chin and arched her only brow. “We were quite delayed by mad, passionate love-making.”
Isabeau nodded. “Carry on.”
She made her way inside the manner. Ms Valdez walked away from Teddy, her arm leaving his shoulder, and he sat, forlorn and lost, in the chair by the dead fire.
“I'm ruined,” said Teddy, his voice a small thing. “I'm alone. I'm alone forever now. There's no coming back from this. My love is gone. My love is dashed to pieces. Like a broken pocket watch. Except it's one I can't fix.”
“We're all alone,” said Isabeau. “Some recognize it, while others don't. You didn't realize it before. But now you do.”
Teddy looked up at Isabeau, his eyes red and raw. “How do you do it? How do you live life without warmth?”
“I do it because it's not an option. It's a fact of life for us all. When Heloise was by your side, you were alone, even though you didn't think you were. You're simply blinded no more.”
“That's...dreadfully bleak.”
“It's life.”
“Well...” Teddy let his head drop, his voice growing even smaller. “Not for all of us. I'll fight it, every step of the way. I won't give up on Heloise. I'll fight for her. We'll be together again...”
Isabeau took out her compass, watching the needle spin. “Teddy,” she said.
He lifted his head. “Yes?”
“Would you mind helping me with something?”
Five minutes later, Isabeau approached Lady Celestial outside. It felt unreal. Before, in her limited encounters with Nobles, she had always stayed far away, across a large room, and always took a knee. Now they casually stood a few feet apart, shoulder to shoulder, as if they were equals.
“Thank you for the assistance back there, my Lady,” said Isabeau.
“Think nothing of it,” said Lady Constellation. “It's good to stretch my limbs from time to time.”
“Rest assured that Evie and I would have handled Mrs Field no matter the case, but your help certainly made things easier.”
“Yes. Your Waxwick Yard friend seems to be quite the capable woman when she puts her mind to it. It is understandable, the police becoming frustrated by the privacy of the Endless Hunt and we Nobles. Perhaps a partnership should be looked into, after all. Whatever the case—amusing, the deception she wove for you.”
Isabeau looked sideways at Lady Constellation. “I did discover her deception, remember.”
And here again, even though her face was hidden by the veil, it felt as if Lady Constellation smiled behind the shroud.
“You did well in uncovering a murderer,” said the Noblewoman. “You should feel proud and accomplished.”
“Somehow, it didn't feel good at all.”
Lady Constellation's head slowly turned to Isabeau and looked down. “Oh? Why is that? Did you not apprehend a criminal? A slaughterer of man?”
Isabeau stared at the carriage that would take Mrs Field to a holding cell in Lamplight, then to a courtroom, and then to a prison cell.
“Despite everything, I do believe Mrs Field to be a better human than Ms Keystone ever was. Ms Keystone was the greater villain. Perhaps Mrs Field improved the world with what she did last night. Perhaps she should have gone free.”
“She committed the crime of murder, did she not?”
“She did.”
“Then it's not our place to question. Who's to say what good Ms Keystone may have done if she had lived? She was judged outside the system of rules and order that we have worked so tirelessly to create. This was unnatural. Mrs Field, no matter how you may sympathize with her own situation, must pay for what she's done. Or would you have rampant murder in the streets be normal and accepted, with every individual doling out justice as they see fit?”
“No.” Isabeau sadly shook her head. “No, you're right of course, my Lady.”
“You are used to dealing with beasts and monsters of the night, not human quarry. Your softness in Mrs Field's case is understandable then, yet still a weak spot in your heart. You would do well to consider it.”
“Of course, my Lady.”
“It is morning. The storm has passed. What is your progress on the Hunt?”
Isabeau watched Teddy walk out to the group, his gait like that of the living dead. Both carriages were pulled around. He would be riding in the one separate from Mrs Field.
“I came to Spindle Manor to kill a monster,” said Isabeau. “I found many monsters. And many monsters were killed last night.”
She pulled out her compass. The needle pointed straight and true to north.
“Unfortunately, I was wrong in my assessment of the Doppelvyrm's actions. I had assumed it was inside Spindle Manor, taking on the identity of one of the guests. It obviously was only hiding in the woods nearby, perhaps benefiting from the light of the manor's gaslamps. Now that day has dawned, it has clearly run away. I was wrong. The guests are all human.”
She glanced up at Lady Constellation.
“As am I,” added Isabeau.
Lady Constellation smoothly looked to Lamplight in the distance. “An unfortunate outcome. Many lives will be lost over this. It will run rampant in Lamplight. We will deal with it as it feeds.” She considered Isabeau again. “You are a curious Huntress, Isabeau Agarwal. We will be watching you closely. Return home. Rest well and recover. You will Hunt again soon.”
Without a sound, or any sort of gaudy display whatsoever, Lady Constellation levitated into the air. Her body didn't move or bend or twist, she didn't chant any magical words, she didn't leap or shout or cross her legs and meditate. She simply stood there, straight and tall and perfect, and began to float into the air. The long tendrils of her dress hung below her. Higher and higher she rose, and then outward, toward Lamplight, until her form was lost in the grey clouds.
Eventually, all the guests boarded their carriages and set out for the city. Isabeau rode inside the carriage with Mrs Field, driven by Evie. Everyone else rode in Mr Homes' carriage. As they left the grounds, Isabeau opened the window and stuck her head out, looking back at Spindle Manor one last time.
Penny stood on the front steps alone, watching the carriage leave. She appeared as she ever did. Slumped shoulders, placid eyes, flat mouth. Yet, though it was difficult to tell from the growing distance, it seemed to Isabeau as if a tear had run down her cheek as she watched the carriage ride away.




Chapter 27
Lamplight
It was eleven o'clock in the morning, and Isabeau Agarwal sat awake in her lodging above Tack Tavern.
It was a pleasant place to live for a Huntress. Miserable for most anyone else, no doubt, but for a Huntress, pleasant. Situated directly under the roof of the building, the ceilings were angled, making the space cozier and more intimate than a respectable square-shaped room. Composed of only the one room, it was partially devoted to Isabeau's arsenal of weaponry. Another section was dedicated to her workshop where she tinkered. And yet another was overrun by her laboratory, where mixtures and concoctions useful in the Endless Hunt were cooked. There was also a small bed, and a little circular window that looked out into Devil's Rookery in the east end of Lamplight.
It was out this window Isabeau currently looked. The poor of Lamplight strode the overcrowded streets, and the air was grey with ash and smoke. Down below, Tack Tavern was silent. It became lively at night, as revelers joined together in the communal lights of gaslamps. Isabeau didn't mind living above the place; she was nocturnal, after all.
But at eleven o'clock in the morning, she was usually sleeping. And yet she couldn't sleep. It was quiet. The air felt still and stale and dull. As lifeless as the thick, grey clouds overhead.
Conversations, Isabeau believed, were like ghosts. They often lingered and haunted the living.
“What do you do when there are no guests to take care of?”
“The same thing I do when there are guests to take care of. I sit alone and solitary, an observer, a heart cold and ignored. But you know this.”
“I know this?”
“People can spot their own kind. Is your life not like my very own? Are you not a lone lighthouse, forgotten and fading in the mist?”
It had been a few days since the last Hunt, but Isabeau couldn't move on. A failed Hunt. It happened from time to time, so it shouldn't have been troubling her so. But she couldn't shake Spindle Manor.
Like a dancing spirit at the edge of the gaslamp light and through the trees, Spindle Manor calls to me.
But Isabeau only sat, alone and silent, observing the pulse of the city outside.
And then a loud knock rapped upon her chamber door.
She opened it to find Evelyn Turnstall.
“Evie,” said Isabeau. “What are you doing here?”
“Surprise,” said Evie, a great big smile on her face. “I'm your new partner.”
“I don't need a coach at the moment.”
“No, no, not for that. I'm your new Hunting partner.”
“But you're not a Huntress. You're a police officer, last I checked.”
“Quite so.”
“I don't understand.”
“What's that? Come inside and have some tea? Why don't mind if I do.”
Evie barged right in, hands in pockets, feet kicking as she strolled about the place, inspecting it. “Let's see here. Enough guns and ammunition to arm a small army. A collection of inventions no doubt intended to maim and melt. Some sickly looking liquids all bottled up over there—I'm guessing poison? And a complete lack of color, life, or charm. Yes, this is precisely what I envisioned your home to look like.”
“Evie,” said Isabeau darkly, shutting the door.
“I didn't expect lodgings above a pub, though. A bit surprising. You like to imbibe from time to time?”
“When the need calls for it.”
“Why Devil's Rookery though? You could live anywhere you want with the income you bring in. The most posh borough in the city, if you'd like. Why slum it?”
“I'm more comfortable here. I get less stares, and less judgment.”
“Whatever you say. I'd rather be rubbing shoulders with the latest popular socialites, personally. The newest fashions of some of these ladies are wild, believe you me. Not exactly our mothers' dresses, if you know what I mean.” She picked up an instrument designed to fire a grappling hook a great distance, and poked at it.
“Put that down,” said Isabeau, snatching it away. “What are you doing here exactly? What was that you said about a new partner?”
“Oh, that, yes. It turns out, after you busted me and Waxwick Yard's secret infiltration of the Hunt, the Nobles have decided to officially open up cooperation between their program and the Ghastian government. They're going to start pairing up specially trained police officers to accompany Hunters on their Hunts.”
“You must be joking.”
“I'm not.”
“We're all doomed, then.”
“That's the spirit. Keep up that kind of optimism and everything will work out fine. It'll be a gradual roll-out, mind you, but you and I are the first. They took into account our excellent teamwork with the Doppelvyrm Hunt.”
“That was a colossal failure.”
Evie shrugged. “True. But we still worked well together. And we caught a murderer too, so they considered that. I believe they're thinking maybe the Hunters could also give a hand in more traditional police matters, perhaps?”
Isabeau placed her face into her hand.
“Too bad about the Doppelvyrm, by the way,” said Evie. “I mean, we spent all that time searching for it, and it just slipped away without any ceremony whatsoever. It just seems...anti-climatic, you know? All that buildup, and we had nothing to show for it.”
“Yes.” Isabeau sat on her bed, looking out the nearby window again. “Tell me, this new program, partnering up Waxwick Yard with the Hunters. You pushed for it? You volunteered and fought for it?”
“I did. Sorry about that, I know. But things often change for the better while kicking and screaming.”
“Why pair up with me, though? Why not push for a different partner?”
“Why? Well, because you're my partner, of course.” Evie nodded. “And my friend, I would hope. I wouldn't want anyone else.”
Isabeau exhaled deeply, looking out into the layers of clouds, the sun hidden somewhere behind them, never before seen or directly felt by anyone who had lived their lives in Ghastia.
“Kabir Agarwal,” she said. “Isabella Lindstrom.”
“What was that?” asked Evie, putting down a contraption with multiple knives hidden within.
“Kabir Agarwal and Isabella Lindstrom. Those were my parents' names. I remember little of them, but I remember they loved each other very dearly. My mother gave me her blue eyes. My father his dark hair and skin. I have nothing else from them. They were brutally killed by a monster disguised as a human. Disguised as a close, trusted friend. And I was left alone. Small and alone.”
She turned to Evie.
“And so I was taken in front of a Noble for the first time. I was assessed, and I was placed in the School of the Hunt. I was trained. And I devoted my life to slaughtering the kind of beasts who killed my parents.”
Evie said nothing, her face uncharacteristically solemn.
“You asked why I became a Huntress before. That's why.”
Evie nodded and put her hands in her pockets. “Well then. Thank you for telling me that. Up we go, now.”
“Up? To where?”
“Fresh air and sausages. I saw an intriguing vendor just down the street from here, and I skipped breakfast.”
Isabeau ignored her and turned away.
Until she was forcibly yanked from her bed.
“Come...on, Izzie,” said Evie, dragging Isabeau across the room. “There we are, grab your umbrella. That's right. Just a short walk under some nice light clouds.”
Isabeau sighed, following along down the steps and into the street. “Very well. If I must.”
“You must. You've no other choice.” They strolled down the side of the street, the sounds of the city enveloping them, the smells of it all—the good and the bad—filling their nostrils. “Say, Izzie.”
“Yes?”
“One thing that still confuses me about our first Hunt.”
“What's that?”
“Back when everything was going upside down at Spindle Manor. I can understand Ralph the giant spider, and I can understand all those ghosts appearing, and I can understand a couple of corpses reanimating. Those are all things that have been well-documented and have happened before. The Malformed, necromancy, hauntings. We know about all that. But what about that random disappearing hunchback girl with the strange crystal gauntlet stuck on her hand? What was the explanation for all that? It seemed completely out of place.”
“Evie, my friend,” said Isabeau. “Sometimes, mysteries just aren't meant for us to solve.”




Chapter 28
The End
After that, some time passed, and nothing too eventful really happened. In general, Hunters and Huntresses are given time to rest between Hunts, and so none of that is truly worth mentioning. And so we come to the end. After all, everything is wrapped up, isn't it?




Chapter 29
Spindle Manor
Isabeau Agarwal stood in front of Spindle Manor under a dark, rumbling sky of clouds.
There was no hired coachman to tag along this time. Just herself and a rented horse. When she had stabled him, she noted the empty stable.
Isabeau ascended the front steps to the manor. The great, big double doors were already repaired and in good condition. She went inside to find the foyer, drawing room and receptionist area empty and quiet. The coals in the drawing room fireplace were glowing red, but weren't warm enough to chase away the chill that made the air itself heavy and still.
When she had first arrived at Spindle Manor the night of the Hunt, the building felt full of secrets and mysteries. Of life hidden behind a veil of quiet ordinariness. But now, the space was truly empty. Gone was the vibrant strum of energy that once slept in every crevice and corner of the dusty old house. It was now quiet and ordinary in truth, the excitement of that night long gone away.
Isabeau approached the front desk. Penny wasn't there. The guestbook sat open on the current date, and Isabeau scanned the recent days. There were the same trickling amount of guests as usual, with no names under the current date.
“You came back,” said Madame Blanchet.
Isabeau lifted her little bag of coins. “For repairs.”
Madame Blanchet grinned. “I didn't think you'd come through. Come, sit by the fire. I'll add more coals.”
Isabeau found herself sitting in the chair she had first seen Mr Homes in when she had arrived all those nights ago. She reached out, moving her hands closer to the fire to warm them.
“Tea? Coffee?” asked Madame Blanchet.
“No thank you.”
The landlady disappeared into the kitchen anyway, and came back with a cup of her own tea. She stirred it slowly, the spoon scraping against the edge of the cup.
“There is nothing like the sound of a coal fire burning on a cold day,” she said before bringing the cup to her lips.
“I would agree with you there,” said Isabeau, staring into the flames. “It's quite relaxing. Have repairs been going smoothly?”
“The third floor isn't open yet, but things are coming along nicely.”
“Are my funds enough to cover the expenses?”
“I'm certain whatever you offered is enough.”
The two women sat for several minutes, watching the fire, hearing the faint sound of howling wind outside.
“It's a day like you asked about, you know,” said Madame Blanchet.
“What was that?”
“In your interrogation of me. Back in my little office after the murder. You asked what I do when I have no guests to take care of. This is one of those days. No guests have arrived today so far. I don't think they will. Do you remember my answer to your question?”
“I do. You said you do the same thing you do when there are guests.”
“I sit alone and solitary.”
“Not today, though.”
“No, not today. Today I have someone to sit alone and solitary with. Today I have you.”
“Whoever heard of two lighthouses on a single shore?”
Madame Blanchet smiled warmly. “That is what I called souls like ours, wasn't it? Solitary lighthouses. We do what we must to carry on, and yet our lives are solitary and alone.”
Madame Blanchet stirred her tea again, spoon scraping against porcelain.
“It doesn't have to be this way, of course,” she said after a long while.
Isabeau turned her head to the landlady. “You would have me live here?”
Madame Blanchet met her eyes. “Is it truly such an unfathomable concept?”
“You would have me be a Huntress no more?”
“Would that be so terrible? What poor Ralph said of you, I believe he was quite right. He could see it in you. And I can see it in you as well. We're all lost souls. We only have melancholy as our friend. That won't change, no matter what we choose, you and I. But if you were to stay here, we could be alone together. You could stop running. This is a good place to stop running, I think. People come and go, but to me, it's not a place to leave. To me, it's home.”
Isabeau breathed inward deep and slow, then let it out. “I'm one of you, am I?”
“Yes.”
Isabeau reached into her coat pocket and brought forth the compass. When she revealed its face, the needle pointed straight and true to the north.
“I'm glad,” said Madame Blanchet, looking down at the instrument. “I'm glad the beast was only ever hiding in the woods.”
“Did you think it strange that a Noblewoman would stay the night at your hostelry?”
“I thought it very strange. Never have I received a guest like her.”
“Did you wonder why she would stay here?”
“I did. After you revealed your occupation, I figured it must have been planned, that she was here with you.”
“And yet I knew nothing about it. Do you want to know why she was here? Do you want to know what Lady Constellation told me when I visited her in the suite?”
“I do.”
“She said, not in quite these words, that she was the last line of defense against the Doppelvyrm. The creature was headed toward Lamplight. It was our duty to stop it. First, by deduction. My Hunt was to discover the identity, and I was to then destroy it. And if I failed in that, then come morning, Lady Constellation herself would have annihilated each and every living soul in Spindle Manor. All of the guests, Penny, yourself, Evie, and yes, even myself. A Huntress is not above being taken over by a creature such as the Doppelvyrm. If I had failed in my Hunt, if the creature was still here come morning, I would have died.”
“Again, it's a relief the beast was only ever hiding in the woods.”
“And yet it moving onto Lamplight was a terrible tragedy.”
Isabeau casually crossed her legs and began to fiddle with the compass, removing the glass face. “You know, back at dinner, when I first explained the situation, I had this compass out on the table, and its needle spun in circles. That was to show the presence of a Doppelvyrm close by, or a creature close enough like it. Teddy arrived late, however, after my explanation. He made a curious comment that I remembered. Confused as he was, he thought my compass was broken, and he even offered to fix it. He does love to tinker with these little instruments, after all. I thought nothing more of his comment after that, until morning came.”
Isabeau succeeded in pulling out the little bit of metal stuck beneath the compass hand. Now relieved of the impediment, it spun in rapid circles once again.
“And so, certain that I was facing my own doom at the hands of one of the people I've devoted my life to, I made a choice. I chose deception. I asked for Teddy's assistance in 'fixing' the compass. He made it so it was impossible for the needle to move. I simply made sure to point it north myself when showing it to Lady Constellation, and she was appeased with the explanation that the creature had moved on. I failed in my Hunt, but I saved all of our lives.”
Madame Blanchet said nothing.
Isabeau continued, watching the needle spin about. “My mistake was a classic one. One they train you to avoid in the School of the Hunt. I had created a theory, and I focused in too greatly on that theory. I became blind to evidence that could have led me down a different path. It was a form of confirmation bias, which can be a truly powerful thing. The theory was that the Doppelvyrm had killed one of those ten guests back in Blackmourne while they were there, and then took over one of their identities, and one of them was the creature. So certain I was that this happened. And so after it was all said and done with, when I was back in Lamplight in my little lodging above Tack Tavern, I thought on those guests, whittled down to eight, and wondered which one of them was the one who tricked me.
“And then, I thought of Penny.” Isabeau lifted her gaze, meeting Blanchet's. “Where is Penny, anyway?”
Madame Blanchet said nothing.
“Busy with chores, I take it then. Anyway. Penny, of all people, continued to fill my mind. An extraordinary living doll person, I must say. Dr Mulgrave, despite his deception and crudeness once unmasked, was quite right in his assessment of her. Those who choose to linger between life and death are usually never as intelligent or capable as Penny has shown to be. What stood out to me was her curious behavior with regards to the receptionist area.”
Isabeau turned in her chair, looking at the abandoned front desk, quiet and still.
“During my interrogation of her, at its end, she got up and led me to the front desk. There I discovered there was a first floor bedroom, of course. Suite 101. I thought that was what she had wanted to show me. But then she took me to the desk again after that. And then after that incident, she actually approached me, the guestbook grasped in her hands. It was the guestbook she wanted me to see.
“As I sat in Lamplight, looking out my window at the city, that guestbook kept coming to mind. What did she want me to see in it? Was it a previous guest? Something about the current guests' names? Something about the book itself? A hidden note inside?
“And then it finally hit me. That little piece of evidence I had been completely blind to because it didn't fit my theory.
“Do you remember the events surrounding the case of the Doppelvyrm, Madame Blanchet? I laid them out for all to hear during dinner. Counting back from that time, three weeks ago, Vincent Pastore was the first victim in St Newchester. One week later, the second victim Astrid Karth was killed in Portsmith. And finally, one week after that, John Harris was murdered, his identity taken over like the others, in Blackmourne. From there, I had assumed he killed one of the ten guests and traveled with them.
“And yet isn't it curious that I remember reading the name J Harris signed into the guestbook the very day before the night of my visit?
“It's what Penny had wanted me to see all along. That little fact didn't click together in my head, blinded as I was. The Doppelvyrm traveled one day before our ten little guests, as John Harris, and stayed in this very hostelry. And yet the compass still spins. Meaning there should be a Doppelvyrm that looks like John Harris on these very grounds right now. And yet we've found no such person, have we?
“It's funny, Madame Blanchet. You made a curious comment during dinner. When it was revealed a Doppelvyrm was residing in the building, you proclaimed that you would rather burn Spindle Manor to the ground that have a monster like that reside in it. An admirable mimicry of disgust. But the landlady of Spindle Manor had only one true love in her life, and that was Spindle Manor itself. She would never want to burn it down. And love is the only thing a Doppelvyrm cannot mimic.”
Slowly, Madame Blanchet removed her hat, her eyes full of sadness.
“Every word I've said to you today still stands true,” said Blanchet. “None of those words were false. You're one of us, as Ralph said. You're a lighthouse. You're lost and alone. Just as I am. Melancholy is our only friend. And yes, Spindle Manor is a home. A place to stop running. For you, as I said, and for me, too. I've stopped running. This I promise. Please, stop running with me.”
“Me?” said Isabeau, and a little grin appeared at the edge of her lips. “Stop being a Huntress and move out here with you? Why, if I did that, I'd have one very angry Waxwick Yard police officer to contend with.”
“I could have left from this place. When you and everyone left, I could have continued on to Lamplight. But I didn't. I stayed here, in this place, because it's the home I've been looking for. The life I've been looking for. I could have run.”
“Yes. You could have run.”
Without sound or effort or ceremony of any kind, Madame Blanchet's eyes began to bulge outward. The bone structure of her face warped.
“No, Madame Blanchet,” said Isabeau. “I am not a monster. I am not one of you.”
Blanchet's jaw dislodged, and then fell off, revealing mandibles uncurling from her skull. Human teeth pitter-pattered to the floor. Her skin ripped apart, flesh and bone and blood splattering the drawing room as the Doppelvyrm emerged. The chittering horror made manifest grew outward with long, piercing limbs, writhing tentacles and gurgling red flesh. Dozens of eyeballs bore down on Isabeau, just before she raised the Boomstick and let loose a single shell into the creature's midsection.
It flew backward with a screech, crashing against the wall of the drawing room, and then scuttled forward, claws scraping at the floor. Its ruined mass desperately tried to reach Isabeau, to rip and maim and kill so it could take over her body and her life.
Isabeau fired off the remaining shotgun shell, splattering the front section of the nightmarish monster. Its limbs and multiple body sections heaved and wriggled and flopped about as Isabeau stood and calmly reloaded two shells into the Boomstick.
She approached, placing both barrels against the creature's brain, and fired off both at the same time. The Doppelvyrm splattered into a gory mush, its limbs only twitching involuntarily now.
Isabeau looked to the hall. Penny stood there, as placid and plain as ever.
“Is anyone else inside the manor?” asked Isabeau.
Penny silently shook her head no.
“Gather everything that is important to you, Penny, and leave the building.”
Penny immediately trotted to the front door, arms hanging straight downward, and left.
Isabeau retrieved a can of kerosene she had left outside, and liberally splashed the fluid about the drawing room, covering the Doppelvyrm in it. She also soaked the surrounding area, the hall and receptionist desk, the front door, then stepped outside.
The silver lighter she used to ignite the fire belonged to Mr Prescott. She threw it, leaving it to burn with the rest of the house.
Moments later, she sat atop her black horse, watching the flames engulf Spindle Manor. Penny stood near, watching alongside her, and then turned to Isabeau.
She knew, all along, thought Isabeau. She had even seen it happen, possibly. Her one and only friend in the world, killed by a monster, taken over. All this time, she's lived with it. More alone than any of us.
“Would you like to live with me, Penny?” asked Isabeau.
Penny raised her hand for Isabeau to grasp.
Isabeau lifted her up into the saddle in front of her, and she spurred her horse onward and away from the inferno behind them. They rode forward, into the future.
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