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Foreword






After discovering the historical documents heretofore published under the title “A Night of Blacker Darkness,” I did not expect to find any more of the writings of Frederick Whithers. Imagine my surprise when, while researching the pathfinding practices of a Cro-Magnon civilization, I found pressed between the pages of a book by Daniel Marlett the following account. The title is my own, but the handwriting and stylistic flourishes do indeed seem to be a match to Frederick Whithers. I have tested the ink and paper thoroughly, and confirmed that they are authentically dated to the Regency era, though I strongly suspect that their presence in the Marlett book is a much more recent development. I can only assume that someone is, at this point, actively seeding these documents for me to find, though who or for what purpose I cannot say.



—Cecil G. Bagsworth III



Postscript: At the risk of endangering their safety, I must thank the following people for their help in publishing this volume: Andrew H., James A., Tom P., Ben S., Shel & Jen D., Jole L., Dave T., Ed G., Jake C., Adam N., Ernest B., Jordan L., Alex T., Amanda P., Jason & Mike M., Wil R., and Eliza & Doug S. Their names have been shortened to protect, if not their innocence, at least their naivete.


Chapter One



    "I'd like to arrange a funeral."


    The gentleman in my office was tall and thin, his sparse hair long ago gray, with a well-tailored suit I could only assume connected him to a significant bank account. I longed for a significant bank account. I'd been very close to one once—not my own, of course, for fate had seen fit to curse me with a shocking lack of wealthy relatives, and an overabundance of expensive friends—but I had lost the account at the last minute, thanks in part to a vampire, a poet, and a number of lady authors. It's a long story, and it doesn't really make any more sense if I tell it to you, so suffice it to say that instead of money I have a deeply indebted mortuary, which is really kind of the opposite. Fate, as they say, can go and boil its head. 


    Wealthy gentlemen in well-tailored suits, on the other hand, can have as much of my time as they like, and so I cheerfully—yet solemnly, as mortuary appearances must be maintained—asked him what I assumed was a simple question.


    "Who," the simple question began, "is this funeral for?"


    "Myself," the gentleman replied.


    Perhaps not as simple as I had hoped. 


    "We understand that you wish to arrange it," said John, my business partner, "but for whom is it to be arranged?"


    "For me," said the man.


    "It's possible we are not explaining ourselves clearly," I said. "Whose death is this funeral intended to honor? Who has passed away?"


    "I have," said the man. His voice, it should be noted, while not particularly strong, was also decidedly not dead. The same could be said of his body, given its insistence on sitting peacefully in my office instead of toppling to the floor in a heap.


    "This is so much more interesting than our normal funerals," said John cheerily.


    I frowned, studying the gentleman carefully. "You do realize that 'passed away' means 'died,' correct?"


    "Correct," he replied.


    "Am I to understand, then," I said, "that you wish to arrange today a funeral that will take place in the future, at some unforeseen and, if God is merciful, very distant occasion?"


    "I didn't say that I intend to die," said the gentleman. "I said that I have died, and I meant it. I am not one to misspeak."


    "It seems you're not one for a lot of things," I said, noting again the gentleman's distinct not-dead-ness. I paused, then, considering my next words carefully. On one hand, I did not wish to spend my precious remaining sanity, mingled, as it was, with a precariously small amount of patience, on a madman. On the other hand, the gentleman's rings and pocket watch were as expensive as his suit, and I hated poverty even more than I hated madmen. I adopted a suitably serious face, steepling my fingers in what I hoped was a gesturing bespeaking great wisdom and trustworthiness, and then proceeded to not having anything wise or trustworthy to say. I chose, in my discomfort, to say nothing.


    John leaned forward. "Mr. Crow, was it?"


    "Daniel Crow," said the gentleman with a nod.


    "I'm John Keats," said John, shaking Mr. Crow's hand. "A part-time funeral director, and full-time worshipper at the altar of love and beauty."


    "Excuse me?" said Mr. Crow.


    "It means he's a poet," I said. "Which is not to say that I speak poet fluently, but I can understand some of what he says when he talks slowly and points at the menu." I extended my own hand. "My name is Oliver Beard." My real name was Frederick Whithers, but seeing as that name was wanted by the police, I didn't use it often.


    "I believe we might be able to help you, Mr. Crow," said John, "but first might I be so bold as to enquire about the nature of your death?"


    "The typical situation," said Mr. Crow. "I was killed by my neighbor."


    "That's typical?" asked John.


    "You haven't met my neighbor," said Mr. Crow.


    "Murdered," I said with a grimace. "Not peacefully in your sleep, then?"


    "I'm afraid not."


    "Pity," I said, "I was hoping this would be easy."


    "How would that make it easy?" asked Mr. Crow.


    "If you've been murdered we'll have to involve the police," said John. "They bring too much paperwork, and they always want to look in the basement."


    "What's in the basement?" asked Mr. Crow.


    "Nothing of import," I said, which wasn't even a lie. The vampires in our basement were the least important people I've ever met. I looked at Mr. Crow closely. "Murdered or not, however, I recommend against involving the police—they usually prefer to take reports about murder victims rather than from them."


    "It's the fault of the forms, really," said John. "They've got separate spaces to fill out for victim and witness, so if you try to combine them there's nowhere to write it down."


    "I'm afraid I don't follow," said Mr. Crow.


    We needed this man's money, so I bit my tongue and continued as civilly as I could. "Perhaps your mind is hazy," I suggested, "from being so recently murdered?"


    "This neighbor," said John, "this Mr. . . .?"


    "Tolliver," said Crow.


    "Mr. Tolliver," said John. "He . . . stabbed you, perhaps? Somewhere inconspicuous? Your armpit?"


    Crow looked affronted. "Why would Mr. Tolliver stab me in my armpit?"


    "Are you asking why he would stab you?" asked John, "or why he would choose to do it in your armpit?"


    "Why would he choose to do anything in my armpit?" demanded Crow. "Do you think I go around showing my armpit to the whole neighborhood?"


    "I'm not one to question the affairs of my elders," said John, "least of all our dear departed dead."


    "Your armpit is the least important part of the question," I said. "We are primarily concerned with. . . well, that's not quite true. That question was primarily concerned with how someone might kill you in a way that leaves no obvious mark. I am primarily concerned with how someone might kill you in a way that leaves no obvious death."


    "I'm undead," said Mr. Crow.


    "And there it is." I sighed, settling back into my chair. "I had very much hoped to make it through the day without any mention of the undead."


    "Only the day?" asked Crow.


    "We have vampires in the basement," said John. "The subject's not as easy to avoid as one might hope."


    "Vampires?" asked Crow, standing abruptly. His tone, rather than the shock I was accustomed to, was dripping with disgust. "I had been told this was a reputable establishment, but if that is the kind of the company you keep I shall take my business elsewhere—"


    "Wait!" I said, standing up quickly. Faced with the possibility that he might walk away I was forced to concede that in doing so he would take his money with him, and this was not a possibility I wished to entertain. "I assure you, sir, your contempt for vampires does more to endear you to me than anything that has passed between us thus far. We keep them less as company than as a matter of public safety: as long as they are downstairs with the rabbits, they're not outside with the defenseless maidens."


    "You shouldn't be harboring the vampires," said Mr. Crow, "you should be defending the maidens!"


    "I think you underestimate the level of defenselessness these vampires require," I said. "Have you ever met one?"


    "Most certainly not," said Mr. Crow, "and I sincerely hope never to do so."


    "Then I shall keep the door locked," I said.


    The door beside me opened.


    "Not that one, " I said quickly. “The one to the basement."


    "Mr. Beard," said Mr. Spilsbury, peering in from the hall. "I wonder if you—"


    I leaned to the side and closed the door, smiling at Mr. Crow as I did. "That man, for example, is not a vampire at all. Now. Obviously you are a man of unorthodox nature, more acquainted than most with the darker creatures in the corners of the world. I assure you that our mortuary, vampires notwithstanding, is better equipped to deal with these atypical realities than any other business you are likely to patronize. Let us start with the seemingly simple question of whether or not you intend to be buried?"


    "And in what kind of coffin?" asked John. "We have oak, cherrywood—very good for keeping out moths—"


    "The type of wood," I said," is somewhat less pressing of a concern than, if I may put this as delicately as possible, the fact that you are still walking and talking and, I assume, wish to continue doing so. Burial, while it does bring an enviable solitude, is rather restrictive when it comes to such activities as not being buried anymore. If you wish to arrange a funeral that appears to bury you but doesn't, or that actually buries you and then digs you up again after nightfall, I suspect you'll find very few other mortuaries capable of meeting such a request. We employ both a grave digger and a grave robber, not necessarily for this exact situation, but they will certainly come in handy."


    Let us note, at this point, that I did not in any way believe that Mr. Crow was dead, nor that his neighbor had killed him; my mind was awash with the complications that could arise if we were to actually go through with his funeral and/or burial. Would he want a viewing? Could he hold still that long, or would he prefer to walk among the guests shaking hands? Would he, in fact, insist on a burial, and was I prepared to bury a man alive? If we were caught by the police, would 'but he told us he was dead' be sufficient excuse to get us exonerated?


    Mr. Crow studied us for a moment, his eyes flicking back and forth between me, John, and the door, until at last he sighed and sat down again. "I suppose you're right. I shall simply have to add vampires to the list of inconveniences the wretched Mr. Tolliver has caused me."


    "At the risk of prompting you to enumerate that list," I said, "may we return to the question of your non-standard death?"


    "There's no sense concealing it," said Crow. "Mr. Tolliver is a necromancer."


    "I've never met a necromancer," said John.


    "Count yourself lucky," said Crow. "They're foul and noxious creatures, the stench of death clinging to them like vines on a fallen statue, nasty little minds wrapped in wretched little bodies, unfit for any company but the senseless dead. Mr. Tolliver's home is across the fence from mine; long has he lived there and long have I suspected his darker nature, for my keen wizard's senses have—"


    "Wait," I said. "You're a wizard?"


    "I just said I was a wizard," said Crow, "try to keep up. My keen wizard senses have felt unsavory ripples in the fabric of the mortal plane, and it was not hard to trace them to that hateful man and his hateful pe—"


    "Excuse me again," I said, "just for clarification. You're a wizard?"


    "I'll prove it to you," said Crow, and waved his fingers mysteriously. "Behold the eerie silence that falls over the building."


    We sat quietly, listening to the stillness, and heard Spilsbury still talking in the hallway. I leaned over and opened the door, revealing him in the same position as before, still relaying his message from earlier.


    ". . .which is why I sent the boy away with only half a penny—not a ha'penny, but a full penny that was cut in half, so then I . . ."


    I closed the door again. "That's your silence spell?"


    Crow nodded. "It grew so silent the poor man was forced to babble just to fill the aural void."


    "You've certainly sold me," said John. "How does one become a wizard? Does it take any special training, or do you just kind of be born with it and point a stick at people?"


    "Is it safe to assume," I asked, "that your neighbor Mr. Tolliver killed you in your sleep, through magic, with no outward evidence or signs of struggle?"


    "It seems you are more experienced with supernatural force than I suspected," said Mr. Crow. "It happened precisely as you describe: the foul Mr. Tolliver cast his dark magic last night, killing me so softly I didn't even know it had happened until I woke up this morning."


    "And how did you wake up if you were dead?"


    "He turned me into an undead thrall."


    "Then why aren't you following him around obeying his whims?" asked John, but then his eyes went wide. "You used your magic!"


    "Correct again," said Crow. "I weave a web of protective spells over my bed chamber each night, to protect me from just such an attack. He tried to turn me into an undead thrall, but my sorcery protected me—I'm still undead, but not a thrall." 


    As much as I wanted the money, I had to ask: "Have you considered that your neighbor did not, in fact, cast a spell on you at all?"


    "Then how did he kill me?"


    "Have you checked your armpits?" asked John.


    Mr. Crow dismissed the notion with a wave. "Obviously he's a necromancer, or I wouldn't be dead, and obviously I'm a wizard or I wouldn't be not-dead."


    "Have you considered that maybe you are not-dead?"


    "Don't doubt me," said Crow. "Who's the wizard here, anyway?"


    "I have decided that we no longer need to know the details of your death," I said. "It's not exactly a standard funeral question anyway. Let's talk about your future, instead: what, precisely, do you expect to gain from a funeral? Your son or your nephew, if you have them, I can see their interest in it—fill out some paperwork, get the corpse out from under foot, maybe inherit an estate or two—but what will you get out it? Are you going to flee? Run off to Rome while Mr. Tolliver thinks you're dead?"


    "Run away?" asked Mr. Crow. "Are you mad? The funeral is to lure him here, away from the wards and spells that keep him safe in his lair. Mr. Beard, your mortuary is going to be the site of a magic duel the likes of which the world has never seen before."


    "Oh, good," I said. "I was hoping for one of those."


Chapter Two



    "This should be easy," said Mary. Her skirts were caked with mud, which would be odd on anyone else, but with Mary it just meant I didn't have to ask her how she spent her night. She set her bag on the work table, its contents squishing slightly, and leaned her shovel against the wall. "Invite a few professional mourners—the desperate ones who won't ask questions—and then let the old men wiggle their fingers at each other for an hour. What's the worst that could happen?"


    "How's your book coming?" asked John.


    "Still preparing," said Mary, patting the bag. "I know I shouldn't focus too much on the research, but it's just so fun."


    "Nothing," I said.


    "I follow strict rules," said Mary. "I have to write five pages a day, and if I don't hit my goal I can't go out to the cemetery that night."


    "I never follow rules," said John. "They're too restrictive—my spirit must be free to go where its wildest whims might lead."


    "But you rhyme," said Mary, "and you follow meter."


    "You asked a question," I said. "What's the worst that could happen? Nothing. Nothing could happen, and that would be the worst."


    "Rhyme's not a rule," said John, "it's an expression of my soul made manifest in the physical realm. It's a kind of magic, really, like Mr. Crow's."


    "Mr. Crow is not magic," I said. "He is a lunatic, possibly a madman, and most definitely delusional. The only magic he practices are the ancient arts of senile dementia. He's a dementiamancer. And Mr. Tolliver is no better, assuming he's even aware of this insanity. Our best case scenario is that he doesn't know a thing about it—he'll come to the funeral, ask a few pointed questions about why the body in the coffin keeps talking to him, and go home. Worst case, they're both lunatics, they have their mock battle, and Mr. Crow is no better off at the end of it than he is now: his purpose in coming here will have failed. How likely do you think he'll be to pay us, in that event?"


    "And we can't bring in a constable to collect," said John, "without risking that one of them might recognize you and throw you back in that jail you escaped from."


    "I was thinking mostly of how little I want to say the sentence 'this mentally incapable senior citizen refuses to pay for the unnecessary funeral we've extorted out of him,'" I said, "but yes, your concern is a valid one as well."


    "So let's make sure it works," said Mary.


    "The funeral?" I asked.


    "The magic duel," said Mary. "It wouldn't be the first time we'd rigged a funeral to fool an old man."


    "I offer my humble assistance," said John, and fanned his arms dramatically. "With the power of words!"


    "I like this idea," I said, ignoring him. "If we make him think he's had a successful magic duel, he'll be a happy customer, and happy customers pay."


    "Then we have to talk to the necromancer," said John.


    "You mean Mr. Tolliver," I said. "I don't want to call him a necromancer behind his back if he's really just a poor old man living next door to a madman."


    "I hope he is a necromancer," said John. "I've never met one."


    "It would make our job easier, too," said Mary.


    "Fooling two men instead of one?" I asked. "What's easier about that?"


    "We can stage a much more convincing duel if both men are participating," said Mary. "Otherwise we're stuck presenting one man with a duel and the other with a normal funeral, and that sounds impossible."


    "Good point," I said. "Let's go meet Mr. Tolliver."


Chapter Three





"Who comes to darken the doorstep of a necromancer?" Mr. Tolliver's voice sounded feebly from behind his front door, and I nodded.


    "Well," I whispered, "that answers that question."


    "Stop whispering," Tolliver demanded, "or I'll haunt you all with the spirits of a thousand restless dead!" The door was still closed tightly. 


    "Good afternoon!" said John, to the door. "My name is John Keats, and these are my associates, Oliver Beard and Mary Shelley. We represent the Spilsbury and Beard Mortuary, and at this time we're afraid that we bear some bad news—"


    "You're afraid that you bear it, or you actually bear it?" asked Tolliver.


    "I think what he means to say that it saddens us to be bearing it," I said, but before I could continue he interrupted with another angry tirade.


    "If it makes you so sad then why would I want you to give it to me?" asked Tolliver. "I have enough of darkness in my own life—do you even know what it's like to be the earthly husk of an ancient evil? The horrors I have to put up with on a daily basis? Come inside and smell this chamber pot, why don't you, and then tell me why I need so much more sadness in my life than I already have!" The chain rattled, and the locks began to jiggle on the door.


    "I think what he means," I began again, and then the door opened and I become quite unable to say anything, so noxious was the smell that assaulted us. Mr. Tolliver, short and bony and quite devoid of trousers, thrust his chamber pot toward us, and it was all I could do not to retch in the bushes.


    "There!" shouted Tolliver. "Is that the natural odor you'd expect from a mortal’s bowels? I've got death itself inside of me, and hell and all its angels manufacturing new terrors every night!"


    "I think what he means," said Mary, taking over my twice-aborted sentence as John and I gasped for air, "is that the news makes us sad, but might very well make you quite happy indeed." Her nose, given her profession as a grave robber, was much more accustomed to foul stenches, though I could see that even she was gripping the porch handrail with a fierce desperation. She steeled herself and continued. "We have to discuss the recent death of one of your neighbors, Mr. Daniel Crow."


    Tolliver pulled back the chamber pot and glared at her. "Crow's dead?"


    "I'm afraid he is," I said. He seemed just as delusional as Crow himself, so there was no reason not to propagate the ridiculous story. "He died rather suddenly in his sleep last night, and we thought that you, as a necromancer, might . . . " I wasn't sure how to finish the sentence without insulting him. Should I suggest that we knew he had hated Mr. Crow? Should I go even further, suggesting that we knew Tolliver had 'killed' him? That seemed like too much, so after a painful moment of indecision, I decided on: ". . . that you might be pleased about the advent of more death into the world."


    "Pleased?" he asked. "Of course I'm pleased, I'm the one that killed him!"


    "You really just put it all right out there, don't you?" I said. "No secrets with Mr. Tolliver."


    "I didn't mean to kill him," said Tolliver. "I had intended to make him a thrall, bound to my insidious will, but apparently things have gone wrong."


    "How is it possible that they both tell the same story?" I whispered to Mary. "Did they confer at midnight? Is this all an elaborate jest on a mortuary? Who does that?"


    "Mr. Tolliver," said John, "you have no idea how pleased we are to hear that. A mortuary, as you might imagine, already has more bodies than we could possibly find a use for. If you're interested in this one, you're more than welcome to it."


    "Excellent," said Mr. Tolliver. "Bring it here, and I shall raise it immediately!"


    "It's not that simple," I said, shocked as much by John's brazen statement as by Tolliver's. I tried to stay on top of the situation, hoping when I started to speak that by the time I was done I would have said something useful. "Extra bodies or not, we are not permitted, by mortal law, to distribute them so openly—which is not to say that we don't want you to have, only that we can't give it to you. I'm sure you understand. If, on the other hand, the body were to rise up and follow you home, well, who's to contest that?"


    "My dark arts are too heinous for the populace to abide," said Tolliver, and I couldn't help but glance at the chamber pot still in his hands. "If they see that I have raised him from the dead, they'll storm my home with torches and pitchforks."


    "Pitchforks are very hard to come by in the heart of the city," said John.


    "More to the point," said Mary, "nobody else knows that he's dead."


    "Exactly," I said. "In fact it's very safe to say that everyone but you, and I suppose him, thinks that Mr. Crow is still very much alive. When they see him on the street they won't think twice."


    "At least not for now," said John. "Eventually he'll start to decompose."


    "Don't count on that," I began, but Tolliver proved my point before I could even finish making it.


    "My thralls don't decompose, impudent whelp! He'll stay as fresh as the day as he was born! I can even make him age, so no one asks questions—why do you think I look like an old man, because I enjoy it? It's because I choose to!"


    "I don't understand why this is working out so well," I said, "but I'm glad that it is. The funeral is at four; Spilsbury and Beard. Our lavatory is out of service, so please . . . plan ahead." I tipped my hat. "Thank you very much."


    Tolliver harrumphed and closed his door, and we all but ran down the street, desperate for fresh air. "Great gods above and below," gasped John, "and all the fairies in all the mushrooms in England. No wonder Crow hates the man. It smelled like a . . . pork loin made from sweat, left in the sun for three days and then boiled in a decomposing whale."


    "It smelled like the cesspit behind a dysentery hospital," said Mary, "across the street from a pub that fries week-old fish in vomit they collect from potholes."


    "It smelled like . . . ." I shook my head. "There's no sense competing with two writers. Setting aside the smell, this is good: he will come, thinking he can raise Mr. Crow from the dead, Mr. Crow will, in fact, rise up from what appears to be the dead, they'll insult each other, wiggle their fingers a bit, Tolliver won't enthrall him because he's not really magic, Crow will attribute his lack of enthrallment to his own skill with similarly non-existent magic, our man wins, our man pays us, our work is done."


    "You're assuming they're not actually magic," said John.


    "That is exactly what I'm assuming," I said, turning toward the mortuary and walking briskly. "Out of all the assumptions I am making, that is the one in which I am most confident."


    "Then how shall we choose to explain that?" asked Mary, and pointed at a man walking toward us from the far end of the street. He was dressed in the rags of what might once have been a workman's suit, but was now so full of tattered seams and moth-eaten holes it could barely be called a suit at all. He shuffled toward us slowly, dragging a lame leg and drooping one shoulder much lower than the other. His skin was ashen, his face poxed, and in his twisted hands he clutched what appeared to be a hunk of meat. We drew back, too shocked to run, and as he approached us I looked into his clouded, rheumy eyes and prayed he could not see us. John, of course, greeted him cheerfully.


    "Good afternoon!"


    "Uuuuuuuuuuh," said the man. He shambled past us without a nod, staggered up the stairs to Mr. Tolliver's door, and rang the bell. Tolliver shouted angrily, opened the door, and chastised the wretch.


    "My lunch! Took you long enough." The gray man limped through the door with a groan, and Tolliver closed it behind him.


    "That," said John, "explains a great deal about his intestinal health."


    "It doesn't—" I started, "he's not—it's a—that's—"


    "I agree," said Mary.


    "I have rarely seen a man more dead than that one," said John, "and I work in a mortuary."


    I raised my eyebrow. "Work is a very generous description of what you do in the mortuary."


    "I'm more of a hobbyist than a professional," said Mary, "but I have to concur with John's assessment. The man looked very dead."


    "What if he has the plague?" I offered. "Something that just makes him look dead. Maybe it's leprosy?"


    "Would you hire a man with leprosy to fetch your lunch?" asked Mary.


    "That depends," I said. "Am I me, in this scenario, or am I a delusional idiot? That might change my answer."


    "We must lean on science," said John.


    "Exactly," I said.


    "So we resort to the wisdom of William of Ockham," John continued. "When choosing between multiple hypotheses we must look for the one with the fewer assumptions, so: which is more likely? That two men, despite a deep hatred for one another, would nevertheless fall into the same shared insanity, in perfect sync with each other, down to and including the times and details of a midnight attack that involved no coordination and left no evidence? Or, more simply, that they're actually magic?"


    "Doesn't the second option rely rather heavily on the assumption that magic is real?"


    "You have vampires in your basement," said John.


    "Point taken," I said. "It is entirely possible that we are getting into more of a mess than we're prepared for."


    "We could fight their supernatural forces with our own," suggested Mary. "Wizard versus necromancer versus vampire."


    "Why not throw in a werewolf while we're at it?" I asked. "This isn't a pit fight between preferably-imaginary monsters, and it's not a cheap corner drama about young maidens swooning on gothic balconies. If they are really magic—and I maintain the right to consider the idea preposterous—we've just invited them into my place of residence. Our place of business. And let me remind you that said business is a mortuary: how much trouble could a necromancer get into in a building full of dead bodies? And if Mr. Crow can do anything more impressive than point out how quiet it is, goodness knows what chaos he'll cause."


    "So we contain it," said John. 


    I laughed derisively. "Contain a magic duel?"


    "We can . . . direct it," said John. "Like orchestra conductors. They do what they're going to do, and we just keep them on tempo, so to speak."


    "So to speak," I said. "Mary, talk to Crow. Find out what he's expecting, what 'spells' he's planning to cast, and what he anticipates theirs result to be—then let us know and we'll make two sets of plans: one plan to fulfill his expectations if it turns out he's just crazy, and another plan to mitigate the damage if he turns out to be a wizard after all."


    "That's smart," said Mary, "but if you're going to ask me to do the same for Mr. Tolliver, forget it."


    "Mr Tolliver's not the one we need to keep happy," I said. "If he tries to cast a spell and it doesn't work, Mr. Crow will claim the credit for stopping him and the duel will continue. Mary, I need you to arrange the details of the actual funeral."


    Mary protested instantly. "But I'm not—"


    "I know you don't usually get involved with the office work," I said, "but I can't trust Spilsbury with it, and I won't have time to do it myself."


    "I'm not comfortable with that—" said Mary, obviously nervous, but John interrupted her smoothly.


    "What will you be doing?" asked John.


    "Plan C," I said. "If they're really both magic, and if we can't keep them under control, we need a contingency plan: some way to cut the anchor loose and sail away without destroying the whole ship."


    "We're holding the funeral on a ship?" cried Mary. "Why are you making this so hard on me?"


    "It's a metaphor," said John, and smiled at me happily.  "You used a metaphor, Freddy, that's wonderful."


    "Oliver," I corrected him. "Now go—we don't have much time, and everything has to be perfect."





Chapter Four





The candles flickered in the sconces on the mortuary wall.


    "Don't worry," said Mr. Crow. "That's just my magic power interfering with the flames."


    "Thank you," I muttered, peeking through the curtain again. "The flickering candles were definitely the most worrisome part of this situation."


    "The coals are in place," said John, rushing into the room. "Gustav and Spilsbury are ready to stoke them on my signal."


    "And the mourners just arrived," said Mary. 


    "Do they know what's really going on?" asked Crow.


    "Have them tell me if they figure it out," I said. "I've been trying to—aha! Tolliver's coming; everyone get in your places." I closed the gap in the curtain and surveyed the room a final time, eyeing the small string tied to the leg of one of the chairs. Would either man see it? If Crow knew we were rigging the duel, he might fly into a rage.


    "You haven't told me my place yet," said Crow.


    "In the coffin," I snapped. "Where do think?"


    "Like I'm some kind of expert?" Crow snapped back, climbing awkwardly into the coffin. "How many time do you think I've been dead before?"


    "Not enough," I whispered. "John, go to the door, but wait for my signal. Mary, bring in the—there they are. Mourners this way, please." A group of professional mourners filed in, dressed in black, the men with dour expressions and the women shrouded with black lace veils. I pointed them toward their chairs, then paused, smooth my waistcoat, and stepped into the hall. John saw me, we nodded, and he opened the front door right as Mr. Tolliver raised his hand to grasp the brass knocker.


    "Mr. Tolliver!" said John, "it's a pleasure to see you again! And you even bathed."


    "Nonsense!" cried Tolliver. "I'm an envoy of death, no one takes pleasure in my presence!"


    "Morticians do, sir," said John. "Right this way." He led him toward me, and I greeted him with a handshake; his skin was dry and rough, like a workman's. Behind him came two men, one the possibly-dead man we'd seen earlier, shuffling as awkwardly as ever, and the other just as grey and miserable as the first. I nodded to them politely, but their only response was an unintelligible hiss. We led them to their seats, and Mary very nervously began her welcome speech.


    "Friends, neighbors, and acquaintances of the departed, we gather here today to mourn the passing of Daniel Crow—"


    "Something's wrong," said Tolliver, standing up.


    "I'm sorry," said Mary. "This is my first time doing the intro bit and I—"


    Tolliver shook his head. "Something's wrong with the flow of psychic energy."


    "Psychic now?" John whispered. "We're not ready for a psychic duel."


    "Somebody needs to make up his mind," I muttered.


    "He's here!" shouted Tolliver.


    "Yes," said Mary, "I was just getting to that part—"


    "Not just his body," said Tolliver, "his astral being. His soul." He whirled to face me. "Mr. Beard I'm shocked at the lack of professionalism on display in this mortuary—trying to hold a funeral for a man only partly dead—Arg!" He clutched his head, as if in great pain. "He's attacking me! It's a trap!"


    "Of course it's a trap!" roared Mr. Crow, sitting up in his coffin. The mourners cried out in shock, but so weakly that their fakery was painfully obvious.


    "We need to hire better liars," I whispered to John.


    "They told us they were expert liars," he whispered back. 


    I shrugged. "There you have it, then."


    "Mr. Crow!" cried Mr. Tolliver, turning toward him with a sneer.


    Crow sneer back. "Mr. Tolliver!" 


    And then they stared at each other, for approximately five minutes.


    We used every trick any of us had prepared; John discretely pulled a string and moved a chair across the room, unassisted, but the two men didn't seem to care. He tapped softly on the floor, and below us in the basement Gustav and Spilsbury threw dry grass on piles of hot coal, stoking them to flame and filling the room with noxious smoke, but the two men ignored it completely. Mary gave a sign to the mourners, who lifted their veils to reveal horrifying masks and make-up, but the two men seemed not to notice them at all. We made strange sounds in the attic; we released a swarm of frogs from the adjoining room; we put colored glass filters on hidden lamps, plunging the funeral into an otherworldly glow. Mr. Crow raised his finger slightly, the biggest reaction we'd managed to produce in what felt like ages, but all he said was "Not now, Oliver, I'm busy." 


    John and Mary and I looked at each other helplessly, out of ideas. I put a hand on the shoulder of a wailing mourner in bright skull make-up. "Feel free to ease up on the lamentations of the damned."


    The woman protested, nodding at Mary. "She promised me a farthing if I made either of them scream."


    "I'll give you a farthing if either man flinches," I said. She renewed her caterwauling, and I looked at John. "This particular blend of nothingness and chaos is an eventuality we didn't really plan for."


    "No one does," said John, "and yet it's truly all that awaits us on the other side."


    "What?"


    "Nothing," said John. "Just feeling out a new style of narrative I've been working on. Nihilistic science horror."


    "Is this really the time?"


    "Ooh, that's a good one," said John, pulling out a charcoal pencil and a piece of note-covered paper. "What we think of as time isn't." He scribbled it down. "Now I just need a really unpronounceable name for the deathless being at the center of—"


    "Can you please pay attention to the task at hand?" I cried. "For the love of all that's—"


    "Door," said Mary.


    "For the love of all that's door?" asked John. "No, I don't think that works at all."


    "There was a knock on the door," said Mary. "I barely heard it over the various screams of the admittedly unconvincing damned."


    "Fine, then," I said. "I'll go and see who it is. But unless it's another wizard or necromancer, I'm not going to let them in. Or possibly a sorceress—we don't have one of those yet. Maybe a warlock?" I walked down the short hallway, talking mostly to myself. "Though I suppose I'd make an exception for a better class of damned. These ones are abysmal, and not in the way you want a damned to be abysmal." I opened the door, a polite refusal already on my lips, when I shocked into a sudden silence by the appearance of three constables on the front step. I blinked, too surprised to think about hiding my face, and all I could manage to say was "You're not damned."


    "Damned what?" asked the first constable.


    "Damned cheerful," said the second, "because that's one I think I guarantee I'm not."


    "Damned to hell," I said, immediately wincing, but too nervous to stop talking. "I don't know why I clarified that for you, as I doubt it explained anything helpful. Why am I still talking?" If they knew who I really was, and how I'd come into possession of the mortuary, they'd cart me straight off to prison.


    "We've had complaints," said the third constable.


    "About my talking?" I asked. "I'm trying to stop, I'm just too distracted to think of how." I tried to give a comforting smile, but went far too broad and attempted, halfway through, to tone it down, eventually abandoning what must have been downright terrifying and settling for fumbled question instead. "What—what—what—what exactly have you complained about?"


    "Are you okay?" asked the first constable.


    "Not you," I said, "but the others. What have they complained about? Not the other constable others, but the other others."


    "Which others?" asked the second constable.


    "Whoever it was that complained."


    "Do you have any dead men inside?" asked the third constable.


    "Several," I said, nodding toward the sign that said 'Mortuary,' "though the exact number is a matter of some discussion."


    "The one we're looking for is about your height," said the first constable, "approximately your age, and, come to think of it, matches your description to a fair degree as well. Maybe a brother?"


    "I have a dead brother?" I asked.


    "You do?" asked the second.


    "Not to my knowledge," I said quickly. "I'm sorry—are you looking for the dead men who might be alive but look dead, or the man who shouldn't be alive because he smells dead, or maybe the man who seems perfectly alive but claims to be dead? Because, frankly at the moment I'm ready to be rid of any of them."


    "We're looking for a dead man named Frederick Whithers," said the third constable. He might have also said something else, but I didn't hear because I closed the door on them and walked back into the funeral chapel, my feet seeming to move almost entirely on their own. My head buzzed with a mixture of fear and anticipation and several other things that I couldn't identify, and grouped back in the first column with fear. The room was full of smoke green light and a maelstrom of wailing, black-clad figures.


    "You look like you've seen a ghost," said Mary.


    "Or become one," said John. "You're pale as a sheet."


    "In approximately ten seconds, three constables are going to break down our front door," I said, my voice sounding surprisingly calm in my ears. "In approximately seven seconds, I'm going to start running."


    "I take it both events are related," said Mary.


    "Five seconds left," I said. "Visit me in prison, I'm rather curious to know how this whole . . ." I gestured at the staring men. " . . . thing . . . shakes out."


    "You could hide as a mourner," said Mary.


    "Or in the coffin," said John, "no one else is using it."


    "Two seconds left," I said. "It's been . . . nice to know you. I guess."    I prepared to run, but John caught hold of my arm.


    "Plan C," he said. "Use it."


    Something thumped the front door, rattling it in its hinges, and I heard the constables shout from the doorstep: "Frederick Whithers! We know you're in there!"


    "Your final contingency," said Mary, "if the funeral goes pear-shaped."


    "Plan C is not the kind of thing I want the constables to experience," I said. "Plus we're not very likely to get paid when it's over."


    "Frederick Whithers!" The door thumped again, more loudly this time. "Open the door, or we'll break it down!"


    "We're in the middle of a wizard duel," said John. "There are constables trying to take you back to prison, there are bad actors shrieking in your chapel, we have one fewer dead body than our public funeral schedule would imply, and I think the coals downstairs have spilled, because I smell wood smoke. So we're probably on fire, on top of everything else." He shrugged. "How much worse could it get?"


    "Not even pears are this pear-shaped," said Mary.


    "This is the point where it always gets worse," I said, and sighed. "I suppose this is my only chance to make it worse on purpose."


    The front door crashed open, shaking the walls and causing the smoke to billow and swirl; the three constables poured in, shouting first in attack and then in alarm as they saw the bright green smoke and heard the ham-fisted wailing of the overeager damned. I pulled a bell from my pocket, held it up, and rang it.


    The room was plunged into darkness.


    "Aha!" shouted Mr. Tolliver. "Face the true power of the realm of death!"


    "What in the bloody hell is going on in here?" cried a terrified constable. A chorus of mourners screamed in response.


    "That's not your magic," said Mr. Crow, "that was mine, interfering with the lamp wicks."


    "Your soul shall rot in the darkest pits of eternity!" growled Tolliver.


    "No one said we'd have to work in the dark," said one of the mourners. "Do we get paid extra for this?"


    And then a soft, whispering voice seemed to slither through the air, curling around our ears and lifting the hair on the back of our necks. "What have we here?" it said. "Who has stepped into our trap today?"


    "Food," said another whisper.


    "Blood," said a third.


    "Mortal blood and mortal flesh." The words seemed to scuttle through my mind like a swarm of beetles, and then with a sudden flash the rear doorway lit up, red as the fires of hell, and framed in the glow stood a host of black figures, tall and slender and topped with jagged spikes, like living blades of pure shadow. The vampires had arrived. "Brothers and sisters," said the whisper, "it is time to feed."


    The room collapsed into chaos, wilder and more desperate than ever before. Mourners shrieked and ran in circles through the smoke, searching for a door that wasn't blocked by vampires or constables; the constables ran in similar circles, still unsure who or what these shrieking, shrouded figures might be. Even Crow and Tolliver, no longer locked in silent battle, scurried back and forth in search of somewhere to hide. John and Mary and I backed into a corner and watched.


    "Is that Sable?" asked John.


    "He really does look the part," said Mary. "What happens when they actually have to overpower somebody?"


    "Pray that they don't," I said.


    "Vampires!" screamed Crow. "You shall not have me, dark ones!" He pointed his fingers at them, striking a daring pose. "You shall not—agh! My magic is useless!" His bravado faltered, and he joined the panicked throng.


    "You are my minions!" cried Tolliver, though his voice was more desperate than commanding. "It is I who have summoned you, now do my bidding!"


    "The blood of a necromancer," said Sable. "Delectable."


    Tolliver screamed, and a sudden stench heralded his last great necromantic assault. Soon everyone was covering their mouths, trying not to retch, and one of the constables shouted "No medal is worth this!" They fled from the room, constables and mourners and wizards and dead men, pouring through the door like black-clad sand through a smoke-filled hourglass. I peeked out the window and saw them scatter in the streets, each running as fast as he or she could, desperate to get away not just from us, but from each other. Mary and John and I closed the curtains and crawled into the hallway, collapsing in exhaustion.


    "Well," said John.


    "Well," I said.


    "Was that satisfactory, master?" asked Sable, peeking out from the smoky chapel.


    "Quite," I said with a nod. "They actually believed you were vampires."


    "We are vampires," said Sable.


    "And who knew you could act the part?" I said. "Surprised me completely. Well done."


    "You can come out into the hall, you know," said Mary. "The air is much fairer here."


    "No thank you," said Sable, nodding toward the open front door. "The sun."


    "Ah, yes," I said. I stood up to close it, taking one last, wistful look as the final figures scurried out of sight. "Gone," I said. "With all their money."


    "We still have the down payment," said John. "That should be enough to repair the fire damage."


    "And look at the bright side," said Mary. "Now we don't have to pay the mourners."


    "So we come out of this with only slightly less money than we went into it," I said. "I suppose it's not the worst funeral we've ever held."


    "Don't even talk about that one," said John. "A complete disaster. At least this one had a wizard."


    "Come on," I said, and helped them up. "Let's go put out another fire."
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