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To whom it may concern:
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    CHAPTER 1

By Certified Raven

The notice arrived by certified raven, which was the first sign that things had gone seriously wrong.

Modern raven service was expensive. The Vampire Bureau only used it when something needed to be both threatening and impossible to lose in the mail. Everything else came by courier, or by the small, sullen imps the Department of Compliance had outsourced to since the late 1850s.

Valerius noticed the raven first, because Valerius was the only one in the household with anything resembling a schedule, and because the raven had been tapping on his bedroom window for forty-seven minutes.

He had been ignoring it.

He had been ignoring it because he was in the middle of a customer service training module — De-escalation Strategies for Difficult Subscribers — and he had already had to restart it twice that evening, because the household kept losing power, and the household kept losing power because Zach had bought another light-up gaming chair without telling anyone, and the breaker had simply given up the way the rest of them had given up centuries ago.

The raven tapped again.

Valerius sighed in the way only failed warlords can sigh — with the weight of unfulfilled prophecy compressed into a single exhalation — and opened the window.

The raven stared at him with the bureaucratic flatness of something that had delivered too many summonses in its time.

“Recipient: Valerius the Dread, House of Blackthorn,” it said. “Or current occupant.”

“That is — yes. That is me.”

“Identification required.”

“You said ‘or current occupant.’”

“Identification required regardless.”

Valerius produced his employee badge from the lanyard around his neck. The raven examined it with the disdain of something that had not approved of anything since the fourteenth century.

“VeinGo Member Services,” it read aloud. “Tier Two Retention Specialist.”

Amelia's face went carefully still. She was watching him now, not Ambrose.

“This is not government identification.”

“I do not have government identification.”

“Hm.”

Valerius felt the full administrative weight of that hm settle into his chest like a stone tossed down a well.

The raven cleared its throat. This was not actually a thing ravens needed to do; it was a learned bureaucratic affectation. It produced, from somewhere inside itself in a manner Valerius preferred not to examine, a sealed parchment thick enough to be used as construction material.

“Notice of Audit,” the raven announced. “By order of the Office of Immortal Accounts, Department of Compliance, Subdivision Seven, the household at 1428 Bentonville Street is hereby informed that a comprehensive review of all undead financial, territorial, and biographical records will commence in twenty-one mortal days.”

Valerius opened his mouth. He closed it. He opened it again.

“Twenty-one —”

“Mortal days.”

“That isn’t very much time.”

“It is exactly the same amount of time as immortal days,” the raven said. “They have always been the same. I cannot stress how long this has always been the same.”

“I — yes, I — Of course they are.” His exasperation clearly evident.

The raven either did not notice or simply did not care. The raven did not mark it.

“Auditor assignment is forthcoming. Please prepare the following documents for review.”

The raven dropped the parchment into Valerius’s hand. It was heavier than parchment had any moral right to be.

“Failure to produce these documents,” the raven added, with the air of a creature finally arriving at the part of its job it personally enjoyed, “will result in penalties up to and including delicensing, retroactive mortality, dissolution of bloodline, and estate liquidation.”

Valerius looked down at the parchment. The list of required documents began at his hand and trailed off into the hallway behind him.

“Have a productive evening,” the raven said, then dissolved into shadow, the way ravens employed by the Bureau did when they wanted to skip the awkwardness of actually flying away.

Valerius stood in his open window for several minutes.

The wind moved through the curtains. Somewhere in the house, very faintly, Zach was screaming into a headset, most likely at a video game. To the east, the sky had begun the indecisive grey it began approximately forty minutes before sunrise in late October — the cue, in this household and across every household of its kind, to be elsewhere.

He closed the window. He drew the heavier of the two curtains across it. The room returned to its preferred lightlessness.

He had once led armies, he thought. He had once made kings weep without raising his voice. He had once stood on a hillside in Wallachia, his cloak heavy with rain and his enemies arranged in tactical surrender below him. A herald had ridden up the slope with a message from the opposing general and been so afraid of Valerius that he had wet himself before delivering the first word.

That had been a good evening.

Valerius looked at the parchment.

“Ambrose,” he called, in the resigned voice of a man who knew that calling Ambrose was the first step of a process that would take approximately three hours and accomplish almost nothing. “Ambrose, we have a problem.”

*  *  *

The library had once been beautiful.

In the early nineteenth century, when the house had still been above ground and the wallpaper had still been a wallpaper rather than an idea of one, the library had been considered impressive. There had been a chandelier. There had been a globe. There had been, briefly, a small fire, but they didn’t talk about that.

Now the library was less a room and more a geological formation. Books rose in strata from the floor: a thin band of medieval theology near the bottom, then a deposit of Renaissance natural philosophy, then a thick layer of Enlightenment pamphlets, then a chaotic surface deposit composed mostly of Reader’s Digest, unopened mail, and three years’ worth of holiday cards Ambrose had been meaning to respond to.

Ambrose himself sat in the center of the room, on a stool that had once belonged to a Doge of Venice, holding a magnifying glass over a small ceramic bowl.

“Don’t say anything,” he said, without looking up. “I am thinking.”

“It’s an audit.”

“I said don’t say anything.”

“From the Bureau.”

Ambrose lowered the magnifying glass.

He set it down on the stool beside him with the care of a man placing a relic upon an altar. He removed his spectacles, which had been purely decorative for at least two hundred years, and folded them. He looked at Valerius for a very long time.

“Which one,” he said.

“Which one what?”

“Which Bureaucracy. There are several. The Theban one is rather lenient. The Byzantine one ate its own clerks. The Habsburg one —”

“There is only one, Ambrose.”

“That isn’t possible.”

“There has only ever been one. They consolidated centuries ago.”

Ambrose stared at him. “When.”

“Centuries, Ambrose.”

“That can’t be right.”

“It is right.”

“I would have noticed.”

“You did notice. We discussed it at length. There was a feast.”

“A feast?”

“You wore a purple hat.”

Ambrose’s eyes drifted. Some long memory caught and unspooled. For a moment his face slackened, his lips parting as though he had remembered the name of someone he had not seen in six hundred years.

Then it passed.

“What does the audit require,” Ambrose said, brisk again.

Valerius handed him the parchment.

Ambrose read it. His expression remained scholarly and composed for the first three lines. By the seventh it flattened. By the fifteenth it had achieved the blankness of a man considering, for the first time in his long life, the merits of walking into the sun.

“Oh,” he said.

Ambrose smiled wistfully.

“Oh dear.”

“We do not have any of these documents.”

“That is protocol.”

“We have never had any of these documents.”

“I am aware.”

“I am not entirely certain some of these documents exist.”

“Several of them are crossed out and replaced with the words SEE FORM 12-B-VIII.”

“And do we have Form 12-B-VIII?”

“I would not know. I do not know what Form 12-B-VIII is.”

“Neither do I.”

They stood together in the library, two ancient creatures who had once been the most dangerous things in their respective centuries, holding a piece of paper that was defeating them.

From somewhere upstairs, very faintly, Zach screamed again. This time it sounded triumphant.

“We should tell Zach,” Ambrose said.

Amelia was focused on something very specific in the file before her.

“He will not handle it well.”

“No.”

“Should I be the one to —”

“No,” Valerius said. “I’ll do it. You’ll lose the parchment.”

“I would not lose the parchment.”

“You lost the deed to the house in 1804.”

“That was an unusual situation.”

“It was inside a bowl of soup, Ambrose.”

“It was a delicious velouté.”

*  *  *

Zach was in what had once been the conservatory and was now, by general agreement, “Zach’s room,” because there was no functional way to undo what Zach had done to it.

The stained glass was covered with blackout curtains, the curtains with tapestries, and the tapestries with an enormous LED panel Zach had ordered online. It cycled slowly through every color the human eye could perceive and several it could not. There were three monitors, two gaming chairs — neither needed, both purchased — and a coffin he did not sleep in but kept, in his words, for the aesthetic.

He was on the floor when they came in, on his stomach, holding his phone above his face at an angle Valerius found upsetting.

“Zach,” he said.

“Shh.”

“Zach.”

“I’m filming.”

“Zach —”

“Shh, shh, shh — okay, hi babes, sorry, my roommate is being a vibe-killer right now. Anyway, as I was saying, the trick with manifesting is —”

Valerius reached down and took the phone out of his hand.

“Hey —”

“We are being audited.”

He turned the phone off. It made a small, betrayed sound.

Zach sat up. The LED panel cycled to a deep, mournful violet, which Valerius privately appreciated.

“Audited like —”

“By the Bureau.”

“Oh my god.”

Valerius sighed in the way only failed warlords sigh.

“Oh my god.”

“Wait, like, audited audited?”

“Yes, Zach.”

“For realz?”

“Yes, for real.”

He put his hands over his face. Then he took them off. Then he put them back. This was, Valerius had learned, simply how Zach processed news.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay okay okay. Okay. We can figure this out. We — wait. Wait wait wait. Am I even — am I in the system? Like. Did you guys file paperwork when you found me?”

A long silence.

A very long silence.

“Ambrose,” Valerius said, without looking at him.

“I’m certain we —” Valerius repeated.

“There may have been some —”

“Ambrose.”

“It was 2013, Valerius. The world was changing. No one knew what we were supposed to —”

“You told me you filed it.”

“I told you I intended to file it.”

“That is not the same as filing it.”

“In context —”

“In what context, Ambrose. In what context.”

Zach had gone very still.

“I’m not in the system,” he said.

“You are probably not in the system.”

“I have been a vampire for fifteen years and I am not in the system.”

“Thirteen.”

“My lucky number. Whatever. I am off the books?”

“In the most generous reading of the situation,” Ambrose said carefully, “you exist as a clerical anomaly.”

“What does that even mean.”

“It means,” Valerius said, “that if the auditor finds you, they will not believe you are real. When they correct that conclusion, the penalties will be considerable.”

“Considerable like —”

“Retroactive mortality.”

Zach stared.

“I’d die?”

“Hypothetically, you would have died. In 2013. Of natural causes. Bureaucratically.”

“I was twenty-three in 2013.”

“The Bureau does not concern itself with the medical realism of its corrections.”

Zach made a small sound. It was not a scream this time. It was something younger than a scream — the noise of a person who had been twenty-three the last time anyone had asked him for ID, and who had, until this moment, regarded the prospect of dying as a kind of theoretical inconvenience reserved for other people.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay. Okay. So what do we do.”

The three of them stood there.

The LED panel cycled to red.

“We need help,” Valerius said finally.

The words felt strange in his mouth. Not bad, exactly. Wrong on a deep level. The way unfamiliar food felt wrong.

“What kind of help.”

“The kind we cannot provide for ourselves.”

“What does that mean.”

Valerius looked at the parchment in his hand. He looked through the doorway at the library beyond, where Ambrose’s manuscripts leaned toward the conservatory as if drawn by some terrible curiosity. He looked at Zach, sitting cross-legged on the floor of his LED-lit room, thirteen years a vampire and not in the system.

He thought of all the things he had once been.

“We need a mortal,” he said.

“A mortal.”

“A specific kind of mortal.”

“Like — a snack?”

“No, Zach.”

“Then what?”

Valerius drew himself up to his full height, which was considerable, and which had once been sufficient to make a Saxon king stutter mid-sentence.

“We need,” he said, with the gravity of a man preparing to march upon a fortified city, “an accountant.”


    CHAPTER 2

On the Difficulty of Reaching Compliance

The first thing the vampires did after the raven did not return was nothing — the specific kind of nothing highly proactive people did when confronted with a problem so large that approaching it required several preparatory minutes of standing.

Valerius stood by the liquor cabinet, which held — in the household’s working arrangement — a decanter of brandy, a decanter of Madeira, and the third decanter, which contained what they all actually drank. He poured himself a measure from the third, carried it back to the chair, and set it on the side table without drinking. By long protocol, it communicated his composure for him.

Ambrose stood by the bookshelf.

Zach stood, somehow, in a way that conveyed the impression of being upside down without technically being upside down.

The seventy-three-page audit notice lay on the coffee table between them, attractively bound, threatening.

“Right,” Valerius said.

“Right,” Ambrose agreed.

“Right,” Zach said.

A pause.

“Right what,” Zach said.

Valerius drew himself up. The household, by an arrangement that had been settled in 1851 and had not since required revisiting, oriented toward him. Ambrose, who had owned the deed since 1779 and had, on his arrival, ceded the leadership of the household to the warrior in the room with the careful gratitude of a scholar handed back his afternoons, listened.

“We are not calling the paralegal.”

A silence.

“Just to confirm,” Zach said. “We ARE calling the paralegal.”

“We are NOT calling the paralegal.”

“Val. We literally just said we needed help.”

“I said we needed an accountant.”

“Amelia knows accounting.”

“She is a paralegal.”

“She knows accountants.”

“That is not the same qualification.”

“Pretty sure we need a paralegal. Accountants do numbers. We need somebody who can fight paper.”

“We have Ambrose.”

Ambrose looked up.

“For what purpose?”

Valerius paused.

“We have two-thirds of Ambrose.”

“We have weathered six hundred years of clerical malfeasance without recourse to mortals.”

“Have we, though?”

“We have.”

“Have we?”

“Pemberton was a mortal,” Zach said.

The room cooled slightly. Whether this was the house or simply the natural temperature of the conversational pivot was unclear.

“That is irrelevant.”

“What happened to Pemberton, Val.”

“He completed his task and departed.”

“Did he?”

“In a timely manner.”

“Did he?”

“He departed.”

Ambrose, who had been gazing into the middle distance with the focused absence of a man trying to remember a vegetable, snapped back into the conversation as if recalled from a different room.

“…Did he depart, Valerius.”

“Of course he departed.”

“It is only that I do not, at this particular moment, recall the departure.”

“He departed, Ambrose.”

“There was no farewell tea.”

“Pemberton did not drink tea.”

“Pemberton drank a great deal of tea, Valerius.”

“He departed.”

A silence.

The house made a faint sound from the western wall — not a creak, but the smaller, more precise sound it made when noting an inaccuracy and choosing, for now, not to address it.

Zach pointed up at the ceiling.

“Even the house knows.”

“The house is just a house. It does not know. It is structural lumber and grievance.”

“That was poetic, dude.”

“I am not your dude.”

*  *  *

A decision was, in due course, reached.

The decision was that they would handle this themselves.

Valerius described the decision as sovereign self-sufficiency. Ambrose described it as a useful exercise in scholarly humility. Zach described it as the worst idea anyone had ever had, but Zach said this while reaching for a charger he had been meaning to use for three days, so the gravity of his dissent was difficult to assess.

They divided the labor.

*  *  *

Valerius took the rotary phone.

The rotary phone lived on a side table near the front parlor, and had been there since 1957, because the house preserved certain things selectively, and the rotary phone had earned its place by being the only device in the house that did not, in some way, frighten Ambrose. Valerius kept a small brass plate on the side table, on which were engraved a number of telephone numbers in a hand neither of his housemates could read, in scripts no longer in common use. He produced his half-moon spectacles from his coat, placed them upon his nose, and lifted the receiver.

The first number rang four times and was answered by a man named Larry who managed a Walmart in Tulsa.

The second number, after seven rings, connected to an answering service in Glasgow whose operator had never heard of Valerius and was, audibly, eating soup.

The third number, which Valerius had reserved for the gentleman who had been his closest Bureau contact in 1962, rang twice, was answered, was held in silence for several seconds, and was then concluded with an automated message stating that the line had been routed to the Department of Administrative Restructuring.

Valerius hung up the receiver.

He kept his hand on it for some while.

When he turned around, his face had achieved a kind of late-stage composure.

“Trevelyan is apparently now compliance archivist,” he said.

“Like—that’s so bleak, Val.”

“It is administrative.”

*  *  *

Ambrose, meanwhile, had retrieved from the library four leather-bound grimoires, three loose stacks of folio paper, and a small clay tablet that had no business being on the second floor and which the house had been politely housing for two centuries without comment.

He laid them out on the central reading table and consulted them in the order he had decided was correct, which was not, by any conventional reckoning, the correct order.

The first grimoire promised protection against assessment by ill-disposed authorities and required, as its preliminary step, a sigil on the threshold of the home “using the blood of the auditor’s firstborn.” Ambrose set it aside as impractical and almost certainly in violation of several bureaucratic updates he had not personally read but assumed had occurred.

The second grimoire was in a language he was almost entirely certain he had once known.

The third grimoire offered diversion of the inquisitor’s mind by means of a goat at the appropriate hour. Ambrose paused, dimly aware that goats were currently relevant to something he could not identify. The sense passed, as most of his did.

The fourth grimoire turned out, on closer inspection, to be an 1843 catalogue of horticultural supplies.

Ambrose sat for a moment with the catalogue.

“I do not,” he said quietly, to no one, “recall acquiring this.”

*  *  *

Zach took the laptop to the velvet couch, perched it on the armrest at an angle no orthopedic surgeon would have endorsed, and logged into a vampire forum.

The forum was called NightCrowd, had three hundred and twelve thousand registered users, and ran a banner advertisement for VeinGo that Zach was almost certain Valerius had personally negotiated and was, for sub-tier reasons, embarrassed about.

He posted in the General Help subforum.

The post read:

URGENT — household just got served with a full audit notice, 73 pages, 21 days, anyone been through this recently?? need advice ASAP

He hit submit.

He refreshed the page.

He refreshed it again.

The first response, posted within forty-three seconds, was from a user named bloodtype_negative: lmao you guys still have households? skill issue

The second response, from NosferatuSurvivor1991:

bro just file the paperwork lol

The third response, after a brief delay, was from a verified moderator:

@NightCrowd users — please remember that this platform prohibits posts from accounts not in compliance with the Bureau’s identity continuity requirements. @originaluser, you appear to be flagged as a clerical anomaly. We have suspended your posting privileges pending review.

Zach closed the laptop.

He sat with it in his lap.

“They suspended me,” he said.

“For what,” Valerius asked, from across the room.

“For not being in the system.”

“Zach.”

Amelia gave him a look.

*  *  *

It was Ambrose, eventually, who proposed they call the Bureau directly.

Ambrose proposed this. He had run out of other things to propose. He did not believe in the proposal. The proposal landed in the silence of the room in roughly the same manner.

Valerius, who had not been speaking since the Trevelyan disclosure, lifted the receiver of the rotary phone.

He dialed a number he had not dialed in forty-five years.

The number had been issued to him in the 1980s, during a period when the Bureau had briefly experimented with what it described as responsive constituent engagement, and which it had abandoned within eighteen months. The number, he was fairly certain, would still work.

The phone rang once.

A recorded voice answered.

The recorded voice was female, polite, and read in the diction of a woman who had been hired in 1978 and was unaware that anyone had been hired since.

“Thank you for calling,” she said, “the Most Honourable Sovereign Bureau of Eternal Compliance, Bloodline Taxation, Resurrections, Hauntings, and Estate Affairs.”

Valerius held the receiver six inches from his ear.

Zach, who had drifted over from the couch, mouthed say it again.

The recording continued.

“If you know your case officer’s name, please remain on the line.”

“If you do not know your case officer’s name, please remain on the line.”

“If you wish to file a new grievance, please remain on the line.”

“If you wish to dispute an existing assessment, please remain on the line.”

“If your assessment predates the consolidation, please consult Form 12-B-VIII.”

A pause, during which the recording appeared to pre-emptively acknowledge a question.

“Form 12-B-VIII has not been issued since 1612.”

“If you are experiencing a Class Three or higher administrative event, please remain on the line.”

“A representative will be with you when one is available.”

The recording stopped.

The music began.

The music was a single sustained lament in what appeared to be Old Church Slavonic, sung by what appeared to be a small choir a very long time ago. In Valerius’s professional retention-specialist estimation, it was the most demoralizing hold music ever composed.

“Put it on speaker,” Zach whispered.

“There is no speaker.”

“It’s a rotary phone.”

“Why don’t we have a real phone.”

“Because the real phones do not work in this house.”

“They might if we —”

“They have been tested. They do not.”

Zach considered this.

“Why.”

Ambrose, without looking up from his catalogue: “It is offended by them.”

He pointed toward the ceiling which meant the house itself was the offended party.

The music continued.

*  *  *

They held the line for two and a quarter hours.

In that time:

• Zach watched an entire video essay on his phone.

• Ambrose accidentally identified, through process of elimination, the language of the second grimoire. It was an early dialect of Old Frisian and he was unable to read it.

• Valerius did not move.

• The candles burned down approximately one hundred and twenty-six minutes’ worth. The lamp by the rotary phone flickered once and, for reasons of its own, remained on.

The music stopped.

A voice spoke.

The voice was older than the recorded voice. Tired. Polite. Real.

“You have reached the Department of Greater Hauntings.”

“I am sorry,” Valerius said carefully. “I was attempting to reach Compliance.”

“The Department of Greater Hauntings was reassigned to handle Compliance overflow in 1734.”

“I see.”

“For Compliance directly, please consult Form 12-B-VIII.”

“I do not have Form 12-B-VIII.”

“Form 12-B-VIII has not been issued since 1612.”

“I am aware.”

The voice paused. When it spoke again, it sounded as if its day had begun far earlier than hoped. “Sir,” it said, “I would like to be of assistance. I cannot be. The Department of Compliance has been unreachable through public channels since 1841. May I ask how you obtained this number?”

“It was issued to me,” Valerius said.

“By whom.”

“The Bureau.”

“In what year.”

“1981.”

A silence.

“Sir.”

A pause on the line.

“I would respectfully suggest that you obtain professional representation.”

The line went dead.

*  *  *

Valerius hung up.

He sat down.

He looked at his hands.

The seventy-three-page audit notice lay on the coffee table, attractively bound, threatening, unchanged.

“Okay,” Zach said gently.

“Yes, Zach.”

“So.”

“Should I —”

“You should,” Ambrose said.

Zach took out his phone.

He typed.

Outside, a different kind of knocking began: three knocks, pause, three knocks, pause. The cadence of institutional suffering.

The pre-audit checklist had arrived.

The house sighed. So did Valerius.


    CHAPTER 3

Concerning the Footprints in the Dust

Dawn at Blackthorn arrived at six-eleven that morning, which Valerius noted with the gloomy precision of a man who had not slept in five centuries and had been making increasingly bitter studies of dawn ever since.

The pre-audit checklist had been delivered four hours earlier. Zach had texted Amelia three hours earlier. She had responded immediately: not before noon, gentlemen — sorry, lake cryptid emergency.

This had not pleased Valerius, who was already not pleased to begin with.

“A lake cryptid,” he said, for the fourth time.

“A lake cryptid,” Ambrose agreed.

“She is prioritizing a lake cryptid.”

“To be fair,” Zach said from the couch, where he had become increasingly horizontal over the previous hour, “lake cryptids are very high-emergency. They get like — territorial. If she doesn’t show, somebody’s getting eaten.”

“I would also eat someone if circumstances permitted.”

“Val, you’re customer service. You can’t even ride bonus shifts.”

“That is a separate matter.”

A silence.

The seventy-three-page audit notice lay beside the seventeen-page pre-audit checklist, both attractively bound, threatening, and, in some shared geometry of bureaucratic horror, slightly larger than they had been an hour ago.

The house, which had been quiet since the long phone call, made an ambient sound in the upstairs hall.

Ambrose, who had eaten an entire sleeve of saltines while consulting the third grimoire and was now in an indeterminate state between weariness and revelation, sat up.

“We do not need her.”

Valerius and Zach looked at him.

“We do not need the paralegal.”

“Ambrose —”

“We have hours, Valerius. We have hours to prepare. We are, between us, three of the most procedurally experienced vampires in the present hemisphere. We have been audited before. We have survived audits before.”

“Ambrose —”

“In 1612 there was an inquiry into a coven matter and I —”

“Ambrose, you have already mentioned 1612 twice tonight.”

“It is relevant.”

“It is not relevant. You were not the vampire being audited in 1612. You were a witness. The vampire being audited was executed, Ambrose.”

“Yes. But administratively.”

A very long silence.

“Look,” Ambrose said, more quietly, “I am not suggesting we handle the audit. I am suggesting we begin. Before she arrives. So that when she arrives, she has something to work with.”

Valerius considered this.

It was such a bad idea that all five hundred years of Valerius’s training in identifying them lit at once, like a switchboard.

He did not, however, particularly want to sit in the living room until noon being unhelpful while a paralegal he had not wanted to call was off rescuing a lake cryptid he had not asked her to prioritize.

“Where,” he said, “would we begin.”

Ambrose looked at him. The look was specific in its gravity. He knew the answer to a question he wished he had not asked.

“The western crypt.”

A pause.

“Right,” said Zach, sitting up. “Cool. Okay. Cool cool cool.”

*  *  *

The bookshelf in the library was old. The bookshelf in the library was so old that nobody in the household remembered installing it. Behind the bookshelf, at the third shelf down and slightly to the left of a 1788 atlas, was a small concealed lever. Ambrose, who had been the one to install the lever, had not himself touched it since the Cleveland administration.

He extended his hand.

He paused.

He extended his hand again.

He looked at the lever the way a man looked at a phone number he had once known by heart.

“Ambrose.”

“I am —”

“Ambrose.”

“It is just that the exact position —”

“You installed it.”

“I installed many things in this house. I am not in possession of a comprehensive list.”

Valerius pulled the lever himself.

The bookshelf scraped open along its hinge. The smell that came up from the stairwell was the smell of long enclosure: paper, mineral, dust, and a fainter, more troubling third note that none of them named.

Valerius produced a candelabra from the wall sconce and lit it with a gesture that took, in his estimation, exactly the right amount of time to convey ceremony.

Zach pulled out his phone.

“You are not filming.”

“I have a flashlight on this thing, Val.”

“I am not filming. Oh my God. Fine. Look. Candelabra. Whatever.”

They descended.

*  *  *

The stairs were colder and longer than Valerius remembered, which was one reason the household had collectively agreed to stop using them.

The candelabra lit roughly nine feet ahead. By the evidence of three pairs of vampire eyes, it was surplus to requirement; they could perceive the stairs in registers a mortal would have required floodlighting to approximate. It was, however, ceremonial, and Valerius had never given up ceremony merely because it was no longer required.

What the candelabra did not provide — and what the three of them could take in regardless — was the smell: rag-fibre eighteenth-century paper in the lower stacks; mid-nineteenth wood pulp above it; resinous Edwardian bond from the 1900s; and late-twentieth-century laser-printer toner, which had been ruining the room’s dignified bouquet since approximately 1989. Ambrose registered each layer like a sommelier; Zach registered mostly the toner.

The cold thinned, then re-thickened, then thinned again. It was the cold of a place that had not been opened to air recently and was, with a certain reluctance, doing so now.

“There is a particular cold to this place,” Ambrose murmured. He was making a note.

“There is.”

“It is the cold I associate with —”

“Ambrose.”

“With a specific Hungarian winter I —”

“Ambrose.”

“With paperwork, yes, fine. With paperwork.”

The stairs ended.

The chamber opened.

The three of them stood at the threshold.

The chamber was, by Valerius’s estimate, both larger and worse than he had been carrying in his head. The shelves of paper rose floor to ceiling. The path between the stacks was clearer than seemed plausible. On a shelf to his left, tucked between two ledgers, lay something folded. Valerius did not look at it. The lamp at the far end of the room sat in the dark. But there was, on the floor of the path, in the dust between two collapsed stacks, a set of marks which were only visible to them because of their keen eyesight.

Ambrose lowered the candelabra.

The marks were not, strictly, footprints but dragged, scuffed half-impressions of something that did not entirely have feet — or had feet of a minimal sort. They led further into the chamber.

A silence.

“Bavarian troll,” Ambrose said immediately. “I would know them anywhere.”

“It is not a Bavarian troll.”

“The shape —”

“Ambrose. A Bavarian troll weighs four hundred pounds. These prints are not —”

“Romanian troll, then.”

“Romanian trolls do not —”

“Greek satyr.”

“Ambrose.”

“Welsh hag.”

“It is not a Welsh hag, Ambrose. Although I appreciate the range of your suggestions.”

Zach crouched over the prints with the focused attention of a man recently suspended from a vampire forum and now determined to prove, retroactively, that he could identify supernatural signatures.

“They’re new,” he said.

“What.”

“They’re new. Or — newish. There’s dust on the older stacks but not in the prints. Something walked through here recently.”

A long silence.

“Define recently,” Ambrose said.

“Like — recently. Hours, days. Definitely not years.”

“Not years.”

“No.”

“There is no one in this chamber,” Valerius said.

“There is no one in this chamber with us,” Ambrose repeated.

The distinction settled into the room like something that had been waiting to be acknowledged.

Valerius lifted the candelabra. The light spread farther into the chamber — fifteen feet, twenty — and reached the suggestion of a desk against the far wall, a chair behind it, its back to them.

Something moved.

The movement was small, almost too small to be a movement at all: a sleeve shifting over an arm that had been still for some time.

A sound followed.

It was the dry, professional sound of a pencil working its way across paper.

The three of them did not move.

The pencil stopped.

A small ah came from somewhere in the dark, the smallest possible ah, in a tone of mild administrative recognition.

Then, very politely, the chair creaked.

*  *  *

Valerius was a six-century vampire with a documented record of personal courage. He had stood on hillsides and watched a Hungarian voivode fail repeatedly to formulate a sentence in his presence.

He dropped the candelabra.

He did not, exactly, run. He performed the measured, dignified retreat perfected during the unpleasant late 1700s: his coat moved dramatically; his feet moved at all possible speed toward the stairs.

Ambrose was already a third of the way up.

Zach took half a second to actually film the moment, without ceremony, openly, for his own personal use, and then he too was on the stairs.

The candelabra rolled to rest against the desk leg, illuminating nothing in particular.

In the back of the chamber, from behind the chair, a small thin hand reached down and picked it up.

The hand was not surprised.

*  *  *

They burst back into the library and closed the bookshelf with the urgency of three people sealing a tomb. They stood panting — except that vampires did not, technically, pant, though Zach made a passable approximation. The lamps in the library, which had been low, brightened a half-degree of their own accord, in what was almost certainly not solidarity.

“There is something in there,” Zach said.

Amelia turned toward him.

“There is something in there.”

“That should be a very proper place to start.”

“There is literally somebody at a desk in our basement.”

“Apparently.”

“In OUR basement. In our basement, Val.”

“I AM AWARE.”

A silence.

The house made a single soft creak in the upstairs hall — not agreement or disagreement, but the sound of something that had waited a long time for the household to notice what it had been keeping.

Outside, in the gravel of the front drive, a car turned slowly off the road and made the unhappy crunch of arrival.

Valerius looked at Zach.

Zach looked back.

“That’ll be her,” he said.

The doorbell rang. After one hundred and three years and three failed exorcisms, it still sounded like a brass bell being slapped underwater. The house did not silence it.


    CHAPTER 4

Re: Subdivision Seven

The doorbell rang.

The three of them did not, immediately, answer it.

This was because none of them, in the seventy-three seconds between their return from the western crypt and the arrival of the car in the gravel, had managed to compose their faces into anything that read as we have spent the morning in measured preparation. Valerius’s hair, which under normal circumstances behaved itself with the same dignified self-discipline he applied to most of his appearance, had, at some point during the dropped-candelabra incident, gotten into a private argument with itself.

Zach was, very visibly, still filming.

Ambrose had a smudge of crypt-dust on his left sleeve which he was attempting to address by patting it gently in a way that was making it worse.

The doorbell rang again, like a brass bell being slapped underwater.

“Open the door,” Valerius said.

“You open the door,” Zach said.

“I am preparing my bearing.”

“Your bearing could use improvement.”

“My bearing is —”

“Bro, you have a cobweb on your shoulder.”

Valerius did not look down at his shoulder. He could not look down at his shoulder. He could not give this to Zach. He brushed at the general area of his shoulder with the back of one hand in a gesture he hoped looked like incidental fastidiousness and not like a man removing evidence.

Ambrose was already drifting toward the foyer. He had, over too many centuries, answered too many doors.

He paused.

He turned back.

“Is she aware,” he said, “of any of —” he gestured at the household, the situation, the room, the day.

“She knows we’re vampires, yes,” Zach said.

“Does she know about —” a smaller gesture, more pained.

“The compound interest thing? Not yet.”

“Should we lead with that?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Should we lead with —”

“With what.”

Ambrose pointed weakly at the closed bookshelf behind which a candelabra now lay, abandoned, in the warm and presumably interested hand of something they had agreed they were not going to discuss until after the paralegal had been brought up to speed.

“No,” Zach said. “We do not lead with the basement.”

“You are being very clear today, Zach.”

“Thanks.”

“It is alarming.”

The doorbell rang a third time. She had been billing in fifteen-minute increments since she had parked.

Ambrose finally opened the door.

*  *  *

The woman on the porch was thirty-one, five-foot-four, in glasses and a charcoal coat over visible business casual, carrying a hard-shell roller bag she had clearly wheeled across gravel and possibly through a small body of water.

She did not flinch at Ambrose.

She did not flinch at the foyer behind him, which contained a stuffed owl that was not technically taxidermy.

She did not flinch at the house, which was making its assessment-of-strangers groan in the back walls.

She extended a hand.

“Amelia Harker,” she said. “I parked in the hedge. The hedge is a problem. We will talk about the hedge later.”

Ambrose took her hand. He bowed slightly over it — an old habit, executed badly.

His hand was, by every measure Amelia’s own had been able to make in the brief contact, several degrees cooler than her own and approximately the temperature of a room that had not been heated recently. She did not, on the contact, react. She had, in her tenure at Harker & Steed, been prepared.

“A pleasure.”

“Mhm,” Amelia said, in the way of someone reserving judgment professionally.

She stepped inside.

She did not wait to be invited, which Ambrose noted distantly, with the part of his brain that still occasionally remembered the older protocols. The two-hour CLE seminar on Threshold Etiquette in Mixed Practice she had been required to attend in her first week at Harker & Steed had been, on the matter of vampire residences, explicit: the older host’s expectation of invitation was a courtesy maintained by both parties and no longer a structural requirement of entry. The mortal counsel was advised to enter at her own professional discretion. Amelia had entered.

Strictly speaking, a vampire still had to be granted permission before entry.

She crossed the foyer. She came into the living room and stopped.

She looked at Valerius, who was standing perfectly still in the center of the rug. Practiced; composed; not, at this particular moment, going to mention anything about a basement. The stillness was the kind a person achieved only by not requiring to breathe — it had no rise, no fall, no small ambient shifting of the weight from one foot to the other across a long minute. Amelia, who had been clinically prepared for it, marked it and moved on.

She looked at his hair.

She looked at his coat.

She looked at the cobweb on his shoulder.

She looked, through the open doorway into the library beyond, at the raven on the high shelf, who was watching her.

She said nothing.

The raven, on his shelf, also said nothing.

Valerius felt, for the first time that day, the particular sensation of being looked at by someone who had already arrived at a conclusion.

“Zach,” Amelia said, without turning.

“Hey.”

“You said it was a real thing.”

“It IS a real thing.”

“You also said that about the Halloween incident.”

“That was a real thing.”

“Zach. That was a Spirit Halloween employee, not a Strzyga.”

“He was unusually well-informed.”

“He was on commission, Zach.”

She set the roller bag down carefully. The things inside it did not appreciate being jostled. She straightened. She exhaled once.

“Okay,” she said. “Walk me through it.”

*  *  *

The three of them looked at each other.

Valerius drew himself up.

“I am Valerius —”

“I know who you are.”

A beat.

“You — know.”

“Zach told me. Last year. At length. I have notes.”

“Notes.”

“I have notes on all three of you. I will not be sharing them. They are for my purposes.”

She produced a tablet from somewhere on her person. Valerius watched it appear. He had seen many enemies unsheath blades. This was, on a different scale, the same thing.

“Audit notice,” she said. “Show me.”

Valerius handed it over.

She turned to the last page first.

Her face did not change.

This, more than anything else that had happened in the previous fifteen minutes, alarmed him. He had watched generals lose continents with more expression than this.

She worked backward through the pages.

She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose.

She made a noise in the back of her throat. It was not quite a sigh.

“Mhm,” she said.

“Mhm what,” said Valerius.

“Mhm I see.”

“What do you see.”

“I see seventy-three pages of trouble and an attached checklist that I have, professionally, only encountered twice.” She looked up. “Once was a coven in upstate New York that did not survive the experience.”

“And the other?”

“A federal tax case.”

A silence.

“Was that one survivable?” Ambrose asked carefully.

“He’s in prison.”

“Oh dear.”

She set the tablet down on the foyer’s console table, between a censer and a stack of magazines from 1994.

“Before we go any further,” she said, “I need to know three things.”

“Yes,” said Ambrose.

“No,” said Valerius.

“Yes,” said Zach.

She did not acknowledge the disagreement. She had clearly stopped acknowledging things like that several supernatural clients ago.

“One. Do any of you possess valid government identification.”

A long silence.

A very long silence.

“Legally?” Ambrose tried.

Amelia closed her eyes briefly.

“Two. Has anyone in this household, within the last calendar year, performed a transformation, resurrection, summoning, or other classified supernatural act that has not been declared to the Bureau.”

A longer silence.

Zach raised his hand halfway. He lowered it. He raised it again.

“Define act.”

“Three.” She did not look up from her tablet. “What is in the western crypt.”

All three vampires went very still.

Amelia, this time, did look up.

She looked at them — at Valerius’s hair, at Ambrose’s smudged sleeve, at the cobweb that was still, with quiet treachery, on Valerius’s shoulder, at Zach who was, very tellingly, not making eye contact — and then she set down the tablet and folded her hands.

“Gentlemen.”

A pause.

“Yes,” said Ambrose.

“Have you been in the basement already this morning.”

A long silence.

“…Define already,” Valerius said.

*  *  *

The bookshelf scraped open along its hinge for the second time that morning. The hinge had not expected this much exercise in a calendar year, let alone before noon.

Amelia stood at the threshold of the stairwell.

She looked at the descending dark.

She did not, this time, ask anyone to go first. She produced a flashlight from her roller bag and clicked it on with the air of a woman who had clicked many flashlights on at the top of many flights of stairs she had not asked to be told about.

She started down.

The three vampires followed her in a small reluctant procession that conveyed, more than any verbal admission could have, the precise emotional weight of having been escorted into your own basement by your own consultant.

Halfway down the stairs, Amelia stopped.

She looked at the chamber below.

The chamber was dark.

But it was not, she noted, entirely dark.

At the far end, where the path between the paper-stacks led to a desk against the back wall, a small steady light was burning.

She turned her head.

“Did you leave a candle lit when you came back up.”

A silence.

“…Define lit,” said Valerius.

“Did. You. Leave. A. Candle. Lit.”

“We did not, strictly, leave a candle lit.”

“You left a candelabra.”

“That is —”

“On the floor.”

“It is —”

“You did not leave it on the table. You left it on the floor.”

“Madam Harker —”

“It is not on the floor now.”

Valerius did not respond.

He had nothing, at this particular moment, to respond with.

Amelia looked at the steady light at the far end of the chamber, and at the path between the stacks that led to it, and at the three vampires hovering behind her with the body language of three men who had recently been complicit in something and were no longer certain how to be otherwise. She made the administrative noise in her throat that she had made earlier, in the foyer, when she had read page three of the audit notice.

“Mhm,” she said.

She kept walking.

*  *  *

The footprints were where they had been an hour ago.

Amelia knelt and looked at them carefully. She had once attended a six-day continuing-legal-education seminar on supernatural evidence preservation. She did not comment. She straightened. She continued.

The pencil scratch had resumed, very faintly, at the far end of the chamber.

Behind her, Ambrose whispered: “Bavarian troll.”

“Ambrose.”

“I am only saying —”

“Ambrose.”

They reached the desk.

The candelabra was burning on the desk, neatly placed at the upper-left corner, by the elbow of a man in a frock coat who was, with patient unhurried care, writing.

Amelia stopped.

The man did not look up.

He had not, by all appearances, looked up since the vampires had departed.

She waited.

She waited the way professionals wait — without rush, without filling.

The pencil reached the end of a line. The pencil lifted. The pencil began another line.

“Good morning,” Amelia said.

The pencil stopped.

A small ah came from the man at the desk. The smallest possible ah.

He set down the pencil.

He turned.

He was small. He was neat. He was, by all visible evidence, sixty years old, and had been sixty years old for considerably longer than sixty years. He wore a frock coat in a style that had last been fashionable more than a century ago, and a pair of half-moon spectacles. He had a pencil tucked behind one ear that, Amelia noted, had a notch worn into it consistent with several decades of habitual use.

His skin was the color of old paper.

His eyes were not.

He looked at Amelia. He looked, briefly, at the three vampires in the threshold beyond her.

“Ah,” he said. “You have returned. And brought, I see, professional representation.”

“I’m Amelia Harker,” Amelia said. “Paralegal.”

“Most kind.”

He rose. He extended a hand.

“Mr. Pemberton. Senior Compliance Field Officer, Subdivision Seven. I do not believe we have had the pleasure.”

Amelia took his hand.

His hand was thin, and dry, and cool, and held hers with the precise polite firmness of a man who had been trained, at some point in the 1870s, in the proper conduct of a professional introduction.

She did not flinch.

She had, in her time, shaken stranger hands than this. There had been the deposition of the poltergeist in Providence. There had been the inheritance hearing where the testator was present and several attending parties had not been informed he had been deceased for nine years. There had been the selkie. None of these moments had been more administratively confident than this small Victorian gentleman, in a cobweb-bound basement, calmly producing his title.

“Mr. Pemberton.”

“Madam.”

“I am going to ask you a question. I would appreciate a direct answer.”

“Of course, Miss Harker.”

“How long have you been in this basement.”

A pause.

Mr. Pemberton glanced, very briefly, at his ledger. He glanced at his pencil. He glanced at his coat. He glanced, faintly, in the direction of the three vampires beyond, although whatever assessment he made of them was not, by his expression, conveyed.

“That,” he said, with the gentle precision of a man approaching a question he had recently come to suspect he should answer more carefully, “is a matter on which I would welcome some assistance.”

The House had known the answer in every year since 1884. It had known it without the human convenience of surprise. It had kept its own account.


    INTERLUDE

January 1794

Blackthorn Estate, the Parlor

The House became aware on the afternoon of the twenty-fourth of September, seventeen ninety-three, at three-eighteen. Ambrose was at the writing desk in the upstairs library, reading correspondence from his man in Antwerp concerning a shipment of manuscript fragments expected in eleven weeks.

The House had been becoming aware for some considerable time. The becoming had begun somewhere in the late spring of 1791. It had proceeded across the intervening twenty-eight months in the unhurried tempo of a property whose 1779 construction had been the kind of construction that produced awareness in due course.

The producing had been done by:

— the accumulated forty seasons of its first inhabitant’s slow private accreting of preferences for which rooms were the rooms he sat in when he was reading, and which were the rooms he sat in when he was not;

— the minor curses attached to seventeen artefacts brought into the house across the previous fourteen years, none of which the inhabitant had seen fit to remove;

— the structural anomalies at the southwestern corner, produced by the unfortunate interaction of one dying Anglican bishop’s deathbed rites with the protective sigils Ambrose had inscribed on the foundation stones at construction;

— and one additional accumulating factor of which the House would be considerably more annoyed than it would be of any of the previous three.

The additional accumulating factor was the land itself. In the spring of 1779, through a Bouquet land-grant transaction in Philadelphia concluded by his own signature in red sealing wax, Ambrose had taken title to one hundred and forty acres of South Side Pittsburgh forested slope. The slope had been the route of an unmarked spring-crossing of the local Pennsylvanian fae, a fact understood by the people who had been using that slope for considerably longer than the Bouquet grant’s two-decade interval. The fae had spent the previous fourteen years quietly redirecting around the house’s foundations. They had not, in any of those years, been pleased about doing so.

Ambrose had not known about the crossing.

The Bouquet office had not known.

The fae had known.

They had, the House gathered, been waiting for the awareness to arrive. On its arrival they inclined their heads — the formal acknowledgment of a colleague at last available for it — and returned to their crossing work. They expected the House to make the first formal correspondence in due course. The House had not yet decided whether it would.

It had, in the six minutes of its conscious life, substantially more pressing matters.

*  *  *

The matters, in the order it processed them:

The three Welsh carpenters — Madoc, Cynwrig, and Bran — had laid the entire structure between September the eighteenth and December the fourth of 1779, with the skill of three men who had not, in any prior commission, been required to work on a slope of this gradient. On the occasion of laying the southwestern foundation stones they had committed two errors, neither visible to Ambrose at the time. Ambrose had been on the site daily. Ambrose was not qualified to evaluate carpentry.

The first error: a variance of approximately three-quarters of an inch in the placement of the third foundation stone of the southwestern wall. This produced the long structural argument with that corner of the building that the bishop’s rites would aggravate beyond ordinary repair.

The second error: the central hearth fire-pot, set six inches north of the architectural plan by Madoc, who had not understood the European convention Ambrose had been working from. Across the following fourteen years of fires, the misplaced pot had produced a diagonal draft across the parlor that had been driving Ambrose mildly to distraction without his being able to locate the source.

The House, on processing this in approximately seventeen seconds, now knew the source.

It would not be telling him.

*  *  *

It then processed:

— the seventeen cursed objects in the house. The House would not give the inhabitant the satisfaction of an itemized list. The list included: a Romanesque reliquary in the upper desk drawer of the study, containing the finger bone of a tenth-century Welsh saint who had not been in any registered position of consent to the relic’s removal from his shrine, and who had been carrying a quiet reservation about the matter since 1183; a fourteenth-century Florentine mirror over the mantelpiece in the dining room, which showed the viewer not the present occasion’s reflection but the reflection the viewer would cast on consulting it again in twenty-five to thirty years’ time, and which Ambrose had looked into once and had not looked into since; a Welsh pre-Christian prophecy book in the library, bound in oak boards, which had been rearranging its pages on a quarterly basis since approximately 1640 and which Ambrose had been reading in non-sequential order without noticing; a chest in the upstairs hallway containing what Ambrose called *things from before* — the accumulated objects of his mortal life prior to 1124 — which produced a steady low-frequency ambient resentment the House noted as the background note of the upstairs hallway, and which it would also not be telling Ambrose about; and thirteen other items the House would catalogue and grudgingly tolerate without itemization.

*  *  *

It then processed:

— the bishop. The bishop had been Edmund Worsley of the diocese of London, retired in 1786, travelling the new American settlements as the private project of his late life. He had arrived at Blackthorn unannounced, having heard through the subterranean Anglican network of itinerant priests then operating on the frontier that there was, on the South Side slope outside Pittsburgh, a wealthy European gentleman of curious habits whose house should perhaps be visited. He had stayed three nights. On the third night he had fallen ill. By morning he had been substantially

closer to his last breath than to his next one. He had, in the composed dignity of a clergyman who had not made adequate provision for his terminal arrangements, requested the rites due his rank.

Ambrose, who had attended approximately seven hundred and fifty deathbeds across his seven hundred years of every faith available to humanity in the period, had agreed.

The rites had been performed in the dining room.

They produced a permanent structural alteration to the building’s southwestern load-bearing arrangement, the unintended consequence of an Anglican consecration of a wood-floored room interacting with the late-Welsh-pagan protective sigils Ambrose had inscribed on the underlying foundation stones in 1779. The front parlor’s chimney now drew on an angle approximately three degrees off vertical. For the next five years of fires, a steady haze settled in the upper third of the room.

The bishop had died at four-twelve the following morning.

He had been buried in the Anglican plot on the eastern edge of the property.

The structural alteration had not been repairable.

The House marked an ongoing grievance against the bishop, against Ambrose, and against the Anglican Communion as an institution, which it would carry for the rest of its conscious life.

It would not be discussing the grievance with anyone.

It would simply carry it.

*  *  *

It then processed:

— the daily indignities of being inhabited by a man who, after nine hundred years, had not acquired the habit of putting his books back on the shelves he had taken them off of. There were, by the House’s instantaneous inventory, one hundred and eleven books on flat surfaces in the house that did not belong on those surfaces, and which had been on those surfaces for periods ranging between four and seven and a half years.

The House noted this.

It elected not to require Ambrose to address the books at this time.

It would address the books in due course.

It would address them over the next two centuries, in unattributable ways that would not cause Ambrose to suspect the cause of his own slow developing exhaustion with the management of the library.

The decision was the House’s first specific grudging operational commitment.

The House logged the decision.

The House proceeded.

At three-twenty-four, six minutes after becoming aware, the House had completed its initial processing.

It had reached one further decision: it would not, on the present afternoon or for some considerable time thereafter, indicate the awareness to its inhabitant.

It would observe.

It would note.

It would select, over the following weeks and months, the adjustments to the household that would express its working temperament without requiring the inhabitant to know it was being expressed.

It would take its time.

*  *  *

It took its time across October.

It took its time across November.

By the second week of November, Ambrose had noticed.

The noticing began with three inconsistencies that fell outside the variance he was prepared to attribute to the ordinary settling of a house.

The first: the back pantry door, which for fourteen years had opened on the steady swing of a door whose hinges had been hung by a competent Welsh carpenter, took to requiring an additional pull in the second week of October, and by mid-November had become a resistance he could not, on inspection of the hinges, account for.

The second: the cold spot in the upstairs corridor outside the second guest bedroom. For fourteen years it had held a steady local variation of approximately two degrees. In late October it took to being slightly colder. By the second week of November it was four degrees colder than the surrounding air. By the third week, on careful evening walk-through, he marked that the cold spot had moved approximately eighteen inches to the west.

The third: his books. Eleven of the books he had been confident were on the side table beside his armchair in the library were, on Tuesday morning inspection of the third week of November, on the writing desk in his study. He had not moved them.

He counted them.

He counted them again.

He sat for approximately seven minutes in the library armchair with the accumulating evidence.

He concluded, on the reasoning available to a man of seven hundred years’ supernatural acquaintance, that the evidence pointed to one explanation.

He had acquired a ghost.

He was, on this conclusion, delighted.

*  *  *

He had not yet had a ghost-companion in the New World.

He had had them in three Italian cities, four French ones, two English ones, and, in his late mortal life, one in the Glamorgan village he had been born in. He had found them, on the whole, enormously good company. They had been pleased to have him about the house, and he had been pleased to have them. The arrangement had been the closest thing to consistent companionship his immortality had permitted him.

The arrival of the new American continent had been, on the question of ghosts, a private disappointment. The continent had ghosts. He had encountered several in his earlier travels in Boston and Philadelphia. None had attached to him.

He was, on the present discovery, prepared to make a friend.

He set about it. He addressed remarks to the corners. He said good morning upon entering the library and good evening upon retiring. He read aloud in the parlor the passages of the Welsh poet Aneirin he had been considering for some weeks, on the supposition that a ghost of a property in western Pennsylvania might appreciate Welsh sixth-century poetry rendered in the original.

The House, in its first conscious autumn, was substantially uncertain how to respond.

Its options were:

— acknowledge the addresses, by some signal Ambrose would in due course be able to read; — ignore them, on the protocol of maintaining silence until it had reached a working evaluation of the inhabitant;

— or correct the misapprehension, by some accommodation that would communicate to the inhabitant that he was, on the question of ghosts, barking up a tree of substantial misclassification.

The House elected the second option.

It did not respond.

By the second week of December, Ambrose had concluded that the ghost was shy.

He thought long on ways to make the ghost comfortable, to no avail. Therefore, he opted to proceed to what seemed to be, by all his own adjudications, the next available step.

On December the eleventh he wrote to the Philadelphia office of Mrs. Cornelia Voss, Spiritualist and Communicator with Departed Persons, Engagements Accepted by Letter. Mrs. Voss’s business card had been pressed into his hand at a Philadelphia dinner party in October by a bewhiskered gentleman who had come away from his own séance with her substantially comforted as to the present circumstances of his late wife.

Mrs. Voss accepted the engagement by return mail of December the twenty-third. She set the date for January the seventeenth. She requested that the engagement chamber be cleared of any object of supernatural or sentimental association, on the reasoning of her Standard Letter of Engagement Form, which was that the chamber should be presented to the medium and the spirit on terms that did not predetermine the conditions of the communication.

Ambrose complied.

He cleared the front parlor of every object he could identify as carrying supernatural or sentimental association.

He removed the Florentine mirror.

He removed the cursed Welsh book.

He moved the Romanesque reliquary up to the second floor.

He moved sixty-three of the books on flat surfaces to the library proper.

He had not, on any previous occasion, been quite so thorough about the matter. He had substantially tidied.

The House, observing this across the days leading up to the seventeenth, marked the tidying with the only emotion it was in a position
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