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Аннотация
When a mysterious Death Mask is found hidden in an abandoned Pennsylvania farmhouse and put up for auction to the highest bidder, rumors about its haunted past spark interest from the media and turn the mask into a highly anticipated sensation. But perhaps some things should remain hidden.
On the eve of the mask’s inaugural display, dedicated curator for the Atlanta Museum of Curiosities, Andria Walker, is alone in the museum and attending to last minute details when she discovers the mask to be alive and uttering strange riddles.
After fleeing the building amid her screams of terror, Andria is left to convince herself, and the police, that she’s not crazy. When no one is willing to listen, Andria enlists the help of local police detective, Finnegan Winters, to accompany her on an eye-opening investigation to solve the bizarre mystery. What they uncover is a jaw-dropping surprise of historical proportion.


Michael Devaney
Death Mask


DEDICATION

To my wife, Beverly, for her courage and love and my son, Owen, for his laughter and inspiration.

Definition:

Death Mask — A cast or likeness usually made of wax, plaster or metal, taken from a deceased person’s face just after their passing.

Prologue

(Year 1899) — (New York, New York)
A dimly lit bedroom is crowded with onlookers. The men stand shoulder to shoulder on one side while the women huddle themselves together on the other. Some are in attendance out of genuine sorrow, but most are here to satisfy their morbid curiosities.
The deceased, a male, has died only minutes before: the culmination of a lifetime of mental illness and self-inflicted abuse.
In anticipation of his imminent death, the mask casters, in accordance with the sick man’s last wishes, are already on site and waiting. When the time finally came, the casters respectfully ushered their way into the room to ready the materials needed to cast the mold for his Death Mask.
The sniffling crowd watched stoically as the white plaster was poured onto the dead man’s face then oozed its way into every wrinkle and orifice. As the plaster was being smoothed, the crowd’s mournful silence turned to gasps of horror when the dead body twitched and exhaled a final breath.
It wasn’t a violent movement, just a reaction from the lungs releasing their imprisoned air, but it was enough. The dead air, now searching for an escape route from the body, followed the path of least resistance up the esophagus until it reached the liquid seal around the mouth. The air’s outward pressure against the plaster forced a perfectly formed bubble to rise from the cadaver’s lips. Then it popped.
Many in the crowd fainted dead away. The remainder fled the room in hysterics.
After the incident, mostly out of ignorant superstition, the mask was feared haunted and locked away in an unknown location. As time went on, rumors of its malevolence grew into local legend.
One year ago:
The front-page headlines of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution’s business section read:
Savvy business owner, Victor Gaines, purchases infamous Death Mask at private auction — has big plans for the Atlanta Museum of Curiosities summer exhibit.
Since its discovery earlier this year the mysterious mask, with help from the media, has raised quite a stir. Although the identity of the imprinted person’s face remains unknown, a colorful history, growing interest from the Smithsonian Museum and numerous high profile art collectors are sending speculators imaginations soaring, along with estimation values. Neither Mr. Gaines nor a representative from the Atlanta Museum were available for comment.


Chapter 1

Andria Walker thought she was alone.
As head curator for the Atlanta Museum of Curiosities, she found herself working late to finish up last minute details for tomorrow morning’s highly anticipated, July fourth — Death Mask exhibit — when she heard whispering down the hall.
Odd? She thought. All the doors were locked and no one, except her, was allowed inside until morning.
Unnerved, she narrowed her eyes and stared down the museum’s long, shadowed hallway. Her first thought was to call the police, but that would take too long. Instead, she uncoupled her fingers from the pair of scissors she held in one hand and released the welcome banner from the other, allowing it to fall to the floor.
Kneeling, she gently laid the scissors on top of the banner then stood and proceeded toward the muffled sounds. She wanted to catch the culprit, or culprits, red-handed.
Speed walking down the hall, the rapid click-clack of her high-heeled shoes echoed off the expansive marble floor. When she reached the entrance of the first display room she stopped and nonchalantly poked her head inside fully expecting to expose the guilty party.
The room was empty.
Perplexed, Andria stood in place and listened. Seconds later she heard the mumbling sounds again. Although still low and garbled, they definitely sounded closer than before, leaving only one option: the newly decorated centerpiece room housing the Death Mask artifact.
Andria turned red. She was miffed at the thought of someone breaking the rules to sneak a peek after she’d worked so hard to ensure the room’s privacy.
She slipped off her high heels and hooked their straps over two upturned fingers then tiptoed to the edge of centerpiece room and peered inside. The room was well-lit, but empty, save for several small exhibits lining the outer walls and one large pedestal parked in the middle of the room displaying the prized Death Mask.
“Who’s there?” she questioned.
There was no reply.
She exercised caution as she entered the room and rounded its perimeter in a clockwise direction. When she found nothing amiss, she stood with her back to the door facing the center of the room. The mask was a mesmerizing sight. Intrigue drew her toward the pedestal. She stepped forward a few paces then stopped. Hearing strange noises then being alone with the mask was intimidating. She drew in a deep breath and brushed dangling brunette curls away from her face then looked down upon the mask with uneasy reverence.
Incased behind three inches of thick glass and resting comfortably against a twelve inch, black satin pillow, the museum’s strategically positioned spotlights highlighted the mask’s every facial feature giving it an eerie life-like appearance. But it was the mask’s tranquil expression that captured Andria’s interest most. Focusing her gaze into its blank, plaster-filled eyes, she was near daydreaming when the tip of the mask’s nose twitched. Although subtle, the twitching broke the temporary spell she was under.
No. She thought. That’s impossible. My eyes must be playing tricks.
Hoping to refute her ridiculous imagination, she fixed her gaze back upon the mask and concentrated all her attention on the white plaster nose. She stared and waited. Fifteen seconds passed then thirty with nothing happened. Then, just as she was ready to abandon the notion, the mask abruptly skewed its eyebrows to look up into her eyes and positioned its lips as though it were about to speak.
“Ahhh,” Andria screamed, jerking her head back.
Although her mouth stayed agape she was unable to breathe as a violent wave of uncontrollable shivers ran the length of her body. The mask seemed unfazed by her reaction and started mumbling something incomprehensible through the glass. Seconds later, adrenaline hit her bloodstream. She flung her heels haphazardly into the air and initiated a mad scramble to back away from the podium. Already in the full throes of an awkward back peddle, her arms flailed wildly behind her as though she were mimicking a swimmer doing the backstroke. Andria’s backward momentum carried her into the wall. It was more than a glancing blow but she didn’t remain there long. With her newfound energy, she slid her way along the wall toward the doorway. By now, her voice had returned to full capacity and she shrieked her way through the doorway and out into the hall. From there, she sprinted barefoot down the hallway out the museum’s emergency exit and into the cool darkness of the Summer’s night air.

Chapter 2

When Atlanta police officers arrived at the museum a little over an hour later, they found no immediate incriminating evidence to go on.
Andria, the museum’s curator, had been picked up by a patrol car some quarter of a mile away, sitting alone on a park bench rocking back and forth with her arms wrapped tightly across her shoulders and sobbing hysterically. The officers believed the distressed woman had obviously been given an awful scare but there was no proof to support her story that a haunted mask, or real person, had been inside the museum with her. A thorough investigation of the grounds, including tapes from surveillance cameras, had seconded the fact.
Satisfied the grounds were secure, the lead officer on site pulled the radio from his belt clip and keyed the transmit button. After a few seconds delay, he sent his correspondence to an officer in the squad car parked outside.
“There’s not much here. It looks like we’re going to need help with this one. Call over to headquarters and have the Captain arrange for investigative backup.”
“10-4,” the squad car officer replied.
* * *
Forty-five minutes later, a tall, dark haired gentleman wearing a navy colored trench coat draped astutely over a gray business suit entered the bustling chaos inside the museum’s lobby. He spotted a small crowd of policemen circled together as though they were working on a plan of action. Exuding an air of authority, he divided the crowd; like Moses parting the Red Sea and quickly covered the distance.
He positioned himself close then cleared his throat, politely interrupting them. “I need to speak to Lieutenant Anderson.”
A chorus of eyeballs simultaneously trained on him with dumb apathy. After a few seconds one of the men, a sergeant, pointed to a silver haired man standing at the back of the room speaking with several reporters from the media.
“Thank you,” he said, then turned and walked toward the group of reporters.
When the Lieutenant finished speaking, the tall stranger tapped him on the shoulder and introduced himself.
“Excuse me, Lieutenant Anderson. I’m Detective Finnegan Winters. I believe you requested my assistance.

Chapter 3

Two days later it was business as usual at the Museum of Curiosities.
An obliging, young blonde woman of twenty-six years sat studiously attending to her duties at the information desk when she was interrupted by the sound of man’s voice.
“Hello, Miss,” he said.
“Oh, my,” said the startled receptionist, jumping back a few inches and covering her heart. “I’m sorry sir, I didn’t see you come in. How may I help you?”
“No, no. Please excuse me for the intrusion,” he said, bowing his head. “I’d like to speak with the proprietor of this establishment please; a Mr. Victor Gaines.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No, ma’am. I’m here unannounced, but I’m willing to wait as long as necessary to see him.”
“Very well. And whom may I say is here to see him?” she asked, smiling.
“Mr. Andrew Game, from Boston, Massachusetts.”
She wrote his name on a legal pad then asked him to take a seat in the lobby.
Twenty minutes later the blonde receptionist approached as Andrew sat multi-tasking on his cell phone.
“Right this way, Mr. Game,” she said, waving him toward her. “Mr. Gaines will see you now.”
When Andrew stood, the receptionist spun around and headed down the hall insinuating for him to follow. Twenty paces later they were standing at the threshold of an impressive corner office.
“Sir, a guest is here to see you.”
“Thank you, Holly,” Mr. Gaines said. “See him in.”
Holly smiled at Andrew, tilted her head sideways then gestured a classic “Vanna White” invitation into the office.
Andrew returned her smile then winked to show his acknowledgement. He entered the room extending his right hand. “Mr. Gaines, it’s nice to meet you,” he said. “Thank you for fitting me into your schedule on such short notice.”
Mr. Gaines rose from behind a massive mahogany desk and stuck both thumbs underneath a broad set of suspenders that straddled his shoulders. He gave Andrew a polite but suspicious nod then released one of his suspenders and met Andrew’s hand with his own. “Likewise I hope. Please have a seat.”
“I won’t waste more of your time than is necessary. I’m here to offer you a proposal.”
Mr. Gaines eyebrows perked upward.
“A proposal,” he gruffed. “What type of proposal might that be?”
“I’m a freelance dealer in unique items,” Andrew said. “Procuring historic, highly valued artifacts is how I make a living. Acting as a middle-man, I locate and secure the items then hand them over to an approved establishment for safe keeping.”
“Sounds like interesting work. Go on.”
“After reading the news about the recent troubling incident involving your museum’s highly publicized Death Mask, I thought you might be in the market to sell.”
“Sell!” Victor, erupted. “Why on earth would I do that? I just jumped through one hundred and one government hoops to acquire it.”
“Yes, sir, I know. But sometimes, as I’m sure you know, big-ticket purchases end up being more trouble than they’re worth, especially when there’s negative publicity attached. That’s where I can help.”
“Mister… Game was it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Mr. Game. Have you lost your mind?” Victor said, calmly latching both thumbs underneath his suspenders again. “The newsworthy attention stemming from this mask is anything but trouble. In fact, I’m banking on it being a gold mine. The publicity alone stands to more than double my revenues at the museum this coming year.”
That was not the response Andrew expected.
“Things couldn’t have worked out any better than if I’d scripted it myself,” Victor added, tugging out on his suspenders and puffing out his chest.
“Come on, Victor. Everything has a price. Name yours. I just might surprise you.”
Mr. Gaines gave him a hard glare then said, “Okay hotshot. What’s your offer?”
Andrew didn’t hesitate. “One million dollars in your account by the end of business today.”
Victor’s jaw slacked causing him to swallow hard. Then, out of instinct, he haggled back to see what would happen. “Two million,” he said, calmly.
“Done,” Andrew said.
“Just like that?” Victor asked.
“Just like that.”
Victor furrowed his brow and thought a minute. He loved the museum and was fond of the things he collected, but he was a businessman first. If this guy was willing to pay two million dollars for the Death Mask today then surely, he reasoned, someone else might be willing to pay three… or more.
“Mr. Game, I’m sorry but it’s not for sale.”
“No last offers?” Andrew prodded.
“No.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Victor, but I understand. I’ll tell you what. Here’s my card. Give it a few days to let it brew then call me at this number. I’ll answer anytime of day or night.”
“Thank you. I may do that,” Victor said, taking the business card. “But I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.”
Andrew was nearly to the door when he stopped and abruptly turned around.
“One more thing,” he said. “People like you and I, Mr. Gaines, have an inherent duty to protect priceless pieces of art and history at any cost, no matter what they are, even the ugly and macabre. And while most of us usually have the right ideology in the beginning, it’s easy to become disillusioned by the money and attention these items can bring. As one protector to another, I beseech you to never lose sight of that real purpose.”
His point made, Andrew nodded respectfully then said, “I look forward to hearing from you soon.”
* * *
Within minutes of leaving the Curiosities Museum, Andrew was driving up Interstate 75 North and talking on his cell phone.
“Boss, this is Agent Game checking in.”
“Go ahead, Agent Game.”
“Hello, sir. My discussion with Mr. Gaines went cordially enough but he didn’t take the bait, nor was he interested in entertaining further offers. Although I sensed he knows there’s an associated risk, the mask is making too big of a splash in the news right now for him to see clearly; greed has him blinded by dollar signs.”
“Give it time,” the Boss said. “These things tend to work themselves out once the newness and public attention wears off. Just bide your time and stay available for when, or if, he changes his mind. If he does, you’ll need to act quickly. You have my full approval to do whatever it takes to immediately secure the item from out of the public sector. Just make sure you play it close to the vest. The less anyone knows the better.”
“Thank you, sir. Will do. You can count on me.”

Chapter 4

Detective Finnegan Winters, because of his unorthodox approach, keen instincts and trusting intuition, is widely regarded by his superiors and peers alike as the best investigative officer employed by the Atlanta Police department. So it came as no surprise to anyone that Lieutenant Anderson had requested his presence at the museum the night of the puzzling Death Mask incident. However, with a high profile case such as this the Lieutenant wasn’t about to rely solely on Detective Winters without conducting his own private research into the matter, including full details pertaining to the history of the mask.
Within twenty-four hours of the initial investigation, the Lieutenant’s findings had turned up some interesting and entertaining stories. Unfortunately, he uncovered nothing concrete relating to hard evidence. The majority of information he gathered came from a few paraphrased verbal family traditions handed down by successive generations while the rest came from sporadic journal entries and urban legend sites posted online.
Most of the older records he obtained theorized the mask had been made in the colonial Americas around the turn of the twentieth century, most likely, as was the norm of that day, in compliance with a request specified in the will of a deceased male; in this case, probably a middle-aged man of extreme vanity and wealth with high regard for his facial features and social status.
Because no identity was ever given in the documentation for whose face the impression had been lifted, the guessing games had abounded for decades. Generally though, the thinking had shifted over time with most of the newer theories believing the person to have been little more than an ordinary citizen, financially speaking, which was a strange exception for the times given that the creation of mask castings from the dead in those days were normally reserved for rich, powerful or well known personalities. Although there are no known official data trails of the previous mask owners and no direct reports of bad omens surrounding the mask, there were habitual warnings listed in nearly all the documentation, both from the verbal tradition and the written, against the mask’s inherent, wicked potential.
For those with a penchant for myth, further investigation from some of the more outlandish resources lent the accompanying tale that superstition and legend had it that the man whose face was cast in the Death Mask was a jaded womanizer and escaped mental patient. The creation of the mask was believed to have been his vengeful, master plan for extending life in which to continue his persecutions after death.
Of interesting note, another, more reliable, source mentioned a cult-like following of the mask during the early 1900’s immediately after its creation and another again in the 1960’s with the appearance of the Hippie culture.
After another day of research, the Lieutenant’s investigation concluded with no real evidence to contradict his original hunch that an elaborate practical joke had been perpetrated against the museum’s curator by a person, or persons, with knowledge of the mask’s mysterious background. Per his orders, the case was to remain open for thirty days in the off chance of catching the pranksters. After the thirty days had passed, the case was to be immediately closed with no further action taken.

Chapter 5

Juan Gonzales is a proud worker. He is living in the United States on a Worker Visa from Ecuador. No one takes his job more seriously. He shows up everyday, thirty minutes early without fail, to perform his duties as the night security guard at the Atlanta Museum of Curiosities. On the night of Andria Walker’s incident, since she planned to work well into the night, he was given the night off with full pay, in part to ensure privacy against leaked photos before the grand opening of the Death Mask exhibit the next morning, and also, as a reward for his previous good service. He thought that living with the guilt of not being on duty that night to protect Andria was his worst nightmare come true.
He was wrong.
On the third night after the mask had spoken to Andria, the police were finally done with their investigation and had removed the Yellow crime scene tape blocking the entrance to the main exhibit room. During the second pass of his normal rounds around the museum, Juan gathered the courage to poke his head into room. With the coast clear, he felt confident enough to continue all the way inside for a peek at the infamous mask.
He was apprehensive at first, working his way in slowly before stopping about ten feet in front of the podium. Being a man of Catholic faith, and knowing the recent history surrounding the mask, he made the Sign of the Cross before committing to his final approach.
Impressive, he thought, but eerie.
He stood and stared at the stark white face a good thirty seconds before he noticed it slightly turning side-to-side. The length of the turns seemed to increase with each twist as if the mask was gesturing—NO.
Juan crooked his head back. If not for the knowledge of Andria’s encounter a few days before, he probably would have reacted the same as she: to panic and run away. Instead, he was mesmerized and continued watching. The mask’s head gesture got gradually more pronounced then abruptly ended with the mask mouthing something that was mostly muted by the glass dome sitting over the top of it.
Spurred by curiosity, Juan reached forward and lifted the glass then gently sat it on the floor beside the podium. With no barrier to block its voice, the mask took full advantage of the opportunity.
“Why were you praying, are you afraid of me?”
“Si, señor,” Juan said.
“Why?”
“Because you scared Miss Walker.”
“There’s no need to pray. It won’t help against me anyway.”
Juan didn’t respond, just stood there frozen in place.
“What’s your name?” the mask asked.
“Juan Gonzales… What is yours?”
The mask smiled at Juan’s innocence, then quipped. “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”
Juan stared in silence then bent down to pick up the glass when he was interrupted by a request from the mask.
“Can you leave that off for a bit?” the mask asked, employing its best plaster “puppy dog” eyes. “It’s hard to breathe under that thing.”
Juan wasn’t sure how to respond. After another a long pause, he nodded his head in agreement and returned the glass to the floor.
“Thank you, Juan,” the mask said.
* * *
Roughly two hours later, on his third and final pass around the museum, Juan returned to the exhibit room to replace the glass over the mask.
“Hello again, Juan.”
Juan didn’t respond, only nodded.
“I look forward to seeing you tomorrow, Mr. Gonzales.”
Without making eye contact, Juan picked up the glass dome from off the floor and replaced it over the top of the mask then turned and left the room. Quickly pacing himself toward the security office he collected his belongings and clocked out for the day. On his way home Juan couldn’t help but wonder whether to be afraid or intrigued by his own strange encounter or what, if anything, he should do about it.
One thing he did know for sure. He couldn’t tell anyone. Whether true or not, he felt that nothing good could come from sharing his news. If he did tell, he calculated the reaction would be one of two options. Either he would be thought crazy and put behind bars in an insane asylum or he would have his Green Card revoked and sent back to Ecuador. He decided to do nothing.

Chapter 6

Exactly one week after encountering the talking Death Mask, Andria used her master key to gain entrance back into the museum after hours. She had to know the truth.
Since the night of the incident, she’d done nothing but stare at the four walls of her apartment and question her sanity. She kept replaying the impossible scenario over in her mind, wondering how much the non-stop work with little sleep to prepare the museum for its grand opening had played a part in what she’d seen. Any variety of delusions seemed possible under those circumstances.
Luckily for her, she and Juan had occupied the museum together, at night, many times before. From this association, she had learned that Juan was a creature of habit and took his nightly dinner break at precisely the same time each night. She never imagined such a simple detail would come in handy. But tonight she would use the knowledge to her advantage.
It was well after midnight when she entered the building disguised in a black hooded spandex suit, black sneakers and black face paint. The epitome of a commercialized ninja warrior, she blended in perfectly with the night. Crouching into stealth mode, she easily slipped past the expansive lobby then quickly crept down the hall. She drew up next to the Death Mask room and tilted her head into the open doorway to peek inside. The stoic mask sat idle facing the entranceway under the square domed glass. The sight of the mask’s blank stare sent a chill down Andria’s spine. With no eyes, it was impossible to tell if the mask was watching or not. She looked away then retracted her head from around the door’s casing and pressed her back against the wall. Summoning all her courage, she drew in a deep breath then willed herself forward into the room; her entire focus was on the mask. When the mask noticed her presence it instantly came to life. Squinting its plaster-filled eyeholes and contorting its mouth, the mask made vibrating, convulsing actions as though it were choking and couldn’t breathe. Andria instinctively panicked and rushed forward to remove the glass.
No sooner had she removed the glass than she heard the mask’s familiar voice speak a rhyming couplet in a soft poetic English cadence:
“Dry, dry bones are mine,
Try my bones and make a find.”


Her body quivered uncontrollably causing her hands to lose their grip on the glass dome. When it struck the floor, the dome exploded into thousands of tiny shards.
“What do you want?” she screamed, tears forming in her eyes.
The mask didn’t skip a beat. Instead, it opted to continue with its rhyme.
“Follow my steps to find the clues,
Then put on your detective shoes.”


Andria gawked down at the mask, a puzzled expression on her face. The mask grinned a wide “Joker” smile then uttered an awful, hysterical cackle. The creepy scene and laughter — the second for her in a week — was more than Andria’s nerves could handle. The last thing she remembered before blacking out was the room spinning and the mask mumbling something about the first death being a gift and being stolen from him by those not in the know.
The next moment she fainted and collapsed onto the floor.

Chapter 7

“Pull!” Finnegan yelled a split second before shouldering his Browning twelve-gauge shotgun.
With a smooth, steady swing he followed the bead sight at the end of the gun barrel. When it reached the correct lead distance in front of the first target he squeezed off a quick round. Undeterred by the recoil he continued his efficient swing and quickly overtook the second target then abruptly discharged the firearm again. Both clay pigeons were turned to powder sending their tiny orange fragments in all directions.
“That was a double,” he said, proudly surveying the scene while each of his envied skeet partners crowded the safety line behind him rolling their eyes.
When Finnegan had breached open his shotgun to eject the empty shells, he noticed the shooting range’s safety marshal rapidly approaching and waving him off.
What’s the problem? He thought.
“There’s an important call for you Mr. Winters,” the marshal shouted.
“Aw, nuts. I was just getting warmed up too,” Finnegan said, propping the shotgun on his shoulder. “Looks like you boys were just saved by the bell,” he said, tongue-in-cheek.
Finnegan strolled up the hill to the range’s front office and picked up the telephone.
“Hello?” he said.
“Yes, Detective Winters. This is Lieutenant Anderson. Sorry to interrupt while you’re shooting, but I’ve got a live one down here at the precinct. Never seen her in here before, but she’s desperate to talk. Says she’ll only speak with you.”
“Did she say what it’s about?”
“No. Only that she wants you.”
“Really? What’s her name?”
“Mum again.”
“Okay. Keep her occupied. I’ll be there in half an hour.”
* * *
When Finnegan reached the police station, he quickly located his mystery woman and went into the interrogation room where she waited.
“Hello Miss, I’m Detective Winters. I’m told you requested a meeting with me.”
The woman didn’t respond; only lifted her eyes and stared back in muted silence.
Finnegan waved a hand in front of her face to make sure she was mentally there. His actions garnered a blink spurring him to try his greeting again.
“Hello Miss, I’m Detective Finnegan Winters. You can call me “Finn” for short. How may I help you?”
“Sorry,” the woman finally said. “I must have been daydreaming. My name is Andria… Andria Walker. I have important information connected with the Death Mask incident from last week at the Museum of Curiosities.”
Finn raised an eyebrow. “And what might that be?” he asked, skeptically.
“I have a riddle from the mask. I also think I’ve discovered why the mask is… alive.”
Finn was instantly perturbed but tried not to show it. He’d rushed all the way down here for this nonsense. Really? Thinking her to be an opportunistic prankster looking for entertainment, he was about to school her in the severity of consequences related to interfering with a police investigation when something clicked in his memory.
“Wait a minute,” he said. “I recognize you now. You’re the museum curator that discovered the talking mask, right?”
“Yes, sir. That’s right.”
“If you don’t mind my asking, why are you talking to me instead of the Lieutenant?”
“Because I pay attention, Mr. Winters. After the first day of investigation, I started keeping tabs on the guys at the scene that night and asking questions to find out who I could trust.”
“And?”
“And, like it or not, you’re it,” she said, pointing her finger at him.
Finn was confused but shook it off. Andria was here with information and he needed to let her spill it. He nodded his head in acceptance of her flattery. “Fair enough. A riddle you say?”
“That’s right, a riddle and the reason why the mask is animated.”
Finn propped his chin on his fist. “Go on. I’m listening.”
“Last night I sneaked back inside the museum; partly to face my fear, but mostly to convince myself that I’m not crazy.”
“How did you gain access?” Finn probed.
“Don’t be a cop right now,” she scolded. “You can arrest me later, just listen.”
“Okay, okay” Finn said, holding up his free hand. “I’m listening.”
“I went into the museum with the intention of staying five minutes, tops. I had already convinced myself that I had imagined the whole thing anyway; a thought that seemed promising until I entered the exhibit room. No sooner had I locked eyes on the mask than it began making intense facial expressions, vibrating up and down and swaying side-to-side. The gyrations were so extreme it looked like it was strangling from a lack of oxygen.”
Finn’s eyes went wide.
“What did you do then?” he asked.
“I lunged toward the pedestal and plucked the glass cover off its base.”
“What happened then?”
“That’s when I heard the first stanza,” she said.
“Stanza? You mean like from a poem?”
“Yes, sir.”
“So, it spoke to you again?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What did it say?”
Without delay Andria recited the stanza in cadenced lines:
“Dry, dry bones are mine,
Try my bones and make a find.”


Finn scrunched his brows together then said, “Try my bones and make a find. What does that mean?”
“I don’t know. I was hoping you might?”
“No. But what makes you think it’s a riddle?” Finn asked.
“Because he… it… the mask repeated the first stanza again then added another.”
“What did it say in the second stanza?”
“Again, in cadence, it said:
“Dry, dry bones are mine,
Try my bones and make a find.”

“Follow my steps to find the clues,
Then put on your detective shoes.”


“Hmm. Can’t help you with that one either,” Finn said. “So what, pray tell, is your perceived reason for the mask coming to life in the first place?”
“I don’t think it just came to life,” Andria said. “I think it’s always been alive.”
“What? Why would you think that?”
“Because the last thing the mask said to me before I blacked out was that the first death was a gift, but it had been stolen from him by those not in the know.”
“The first death?” Finn questioned.
“Yes,” Andria said. “It’s very weird, I know. I’ve been thinking about it all night. The only thing that makes sense is this. I believe the man whose facial imprint was captured in the mask wasn’t quite dead when the mask was made of his face.”
“I don’t follow.” Finn said.
“Apparently, the not yet dead man’s life force was somehow transmitted into the wet plaster just prior to his final breath and now resides, trapped within the mask.”
Finn stared at her debating what to say.
“And one more thing,” Andria said. “It spoke in a creepy English accent.”
English accent?
“What happened after it spoke the last stanza?” Finn asked.
“I fainted.”
“Any idea how long you were out?”
“No, sir. The next thing I remember the night guard was leaning over me, fanning my face with his hat.”
Instead of speaking, Finn pulled out his notepad and tore off the top sheet. He wrote his cell phone number at the top then slid the paper across the desk to her.
“Here,” he said. “I’m gonna need some time for this to sink in. In the meantime, call me if you need anything. I’ll be in touch.”
“Thank you,” Mr. Winters. “I knew I could count on you.”

Chapter 8

Finn’s cell phone rang four times before he picked it up.
“Hello,” he mumbled, squinting to make out the glowing numbers on the clock beside his bed. It was just before three o’clock in the morning.
“Hi, Mr. Winters, it’s me, Andria Walker.”
“Miss… Walker?”
“Yes, from earlier this afternoon. I hope I didn’t wake the entire house.”
“No, ma’am, I live alone.”
“Thank goodness,” Andria said. “Listen, I think I’ve figured what our next move should be.”
“Excuse me?” he said, still half asleep. “Miss Walker. Do you know what time it is?”
“Yes, but I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been thinking about the riddle and our conversation all night. The mask said to follow his steps to find the clues then put on our detective shoes, right?”
“That’s what you said, yes, ma’am.”
“Well, in that case, I think we should go to Pennsylvania.”
“Pennsylvania? Why?” Finn asked, fully awake now. He flipped his bed covers to the side and sat up.
“Because that’s where the clues are,” Andria said.
“Wait a minute,” Finn said. “Just hold on. I know this may be hard for you to accept since you were so intimately involved with what happened, but you’re not affiliated with the police department. What makes you think you’re going anywhere?”
“Because you need me.”
“Need you? How do you figure that?”
“Being the head curator for the museum, I have the luxury of knowledge associated with all its contents. Hence, I know the last place the mask resided was in Pennsylvania. And by my calculations, if we follow the mask’s trail backwards we’re sure to find something that may explain what it is this crazy mask wants us to find.”
“Listen. No offense,” Finn said. “But while I do believe you’ve had quite a scare and I’m willing to help you get to the bottom of what happened, as much out of morbid curiosity as anything else, I’m also not completely convinced it was anything more than a hallucination. But I certainly don’t have confidence in pursuing a half-baked plan being devised at three o’clock in the morning by someone with zero investigative experience. Again, no offense, but I’m deferring to better judgment that surely awaits me in the morning.”
“It’s all right, detective. No offense taken. I understand how crazy my story sounds — it sounds crazy to me too — but don’t think I’m going to let it slide. This mask wants something and I aim to find out what it is.”
“No argument here,” Finn said. “I’ve only just met you, but I have no doubts about you not letting anything slide. Call me in the morning and I’ll hear you out, but I’m making no promises.”
“Fair enough, detective. You can count on hearing from me in the morning.”
Bully for me, Finn thought and hung up the phone.

Chapter 9

“Atlanta Police department, this is Detective Winters speaking.”
“Good morning, Finn,” returned an excited woman’s voice.
“Hi, Andria. You sound rather perky this morning.”
“That’s because I am. I went over to the museum early this morning before it opened and gathered the information we’ll need to begin our backtracking in Pennsylvania.”
Finn rolled his eyes then asked, “What kind of information?”
“The name and address of the farmhouse owner in Pennsylvania where the mask was found before it was put up for sale at auction.”
Finn’s eyebrows rose. “That would indeed be a great start,” he said. “I’ve got a pencil handy. Go ahead with that address and I’ll check it out.”
“Hey, wait just a minute there, bub. I’m going with you.”
Finn’s shoulders fell. Drat, he thought. Maybe I should just subpoena the records.
“Miss Walker, I know you’re passionate about this case, but I won’t need your help. In fact, it would be illegal.”
“Call me Andria,” she corrected. “And I beg to differ. As far as we know, I’m the only one the mask has spoken to. Correct?”
“Yes, ma’am. As far as we know.”
“Then I think you’ll agree that gives me more skin in the game than anyone else. And by odd coincidence, I’m also the best versed in its recent history. That unique perspective means that I may be able to recognize something that might otherwise go overlooked.”
Finn scrunched his face. Ugh. She’s right, he thought.
There was a long pause as Finn calculated how to respond.
“Detective? Are you still there?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Would doughnuts help?” Andria said, teasing.
“Excuse me?”
“Policemen love doughnuts, right? If I promise to bring doughnuts, would that persuade you?”
“Very funny,” Finn replied.
“Just playing the cards in my hand,” Andria said.
I like this woman, Finn thought. She’s got spunk.
“Okay Andria, tell you what. I could take you along as a “subject matter expert,” but that would really be skirting the edge of the rules. Not sure how the Lieutenant would feel about it since you’re also the victim in the case.”
“So…?”
“So, to avoid breaking any laws, we’ll have to make it a “date.”
“A date?” Andria said, her tone broadcasting amusement. “I like the sound of that!”
Finn did a face palm. He hated being caught between a rock and a hard place.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, reluctantly. “That keeps it unofficial. I have family members that work for Delta Airlines, so we can fly stand-by for $100 each without having to pass it through the department, and hopefully, the Lieutenant. I can clear my schedule to leave as early as lunchtime today. Shall I get us a couple of plane tickets and a rental car for this afternoon or had you rather wait for the red eye?”
“Lucky for you I’m single, so my calendar is flexible. Call me when you have the details and I’ll meet you at the airport… Honey.”
She couldn’t resist this last bit.
Finn shook his head and grinned. “You’re quite the witty one aren’t you?” he said. “If all goes well, we’ll be back a little after dinner time tonight.”
* * *
Finn and Andria touched down at the Pittsburgh International Airport just before two o’clock that same afternoon. Both had carry-on baggage only. After a short walk and procuring their rental car they were on the road by two-thirty and nearing their farmhouse destination by four.
“So,” Finn asked. “What else of interest is locked up in that curiosities museum of yours, anyway?”
“Why, you scared of the boogeyman?” Andria said, playfully.
“Of course not. Just curious, that’s all.”
“Easy there, tiger. Well, let’s see. There’s just about anything you can imagine, and many things you can’t. Most of our items are genuine, but some are of questionable origins, hoaxes if you will, put on display with a disclaimer to satisfy the urban legend crowd. But authentic or not the entire collection draws more than a million paying visitors through the doors every year.”
“Amazing. What are the top three items that garner the most attention?” Finn asked.
“Hmm,” Andria mused. “Well, not including the newly added Death Mask, numbers one and two on that list would probably have to be a toss-up between the Shroud of Turin and Merlin’s crystal ball. Next, I suppose, would be Walt Disney’s cryogenically preserved body.”
“What!” Finn remarked.
Andria giggled. “I’m only kidding,” she said. “Walt Disney’s frozen body has been a longstanding myth for years, but… we do house some of Mickey Mouse’s original drawings along with his animator, Mr. Ub Iwerks’s, personal drawing pencil. But my top three personal favorites are: the bottle containing the Jekyll and Hyde salt elixir, Inspector Hercule Poirot’s pince-nez eyeglasses and the infamous Pandora’s Box — the latter being pad locked and laser protected for safety, of course.”
“That sounds sensational. You’ll have to give me a personal tour sometime.”
“My pleasure detective, but first you’ve got to solve my Death Mask mystery.”
Finn smiled and nodded his approval.
They drove the next couple of miles in silence before Andria directed Finn onto an unpaved side road.
“This is us,” she said, following the Google maps display on her phone. “Turn in here.”
“Wow,” Finn said, taking in the sight of a well-kept, old-fashioned farmhouse. Standing out in relief against a backdrop of lush, rolling hills it was breathtaking. “I could definitely get used to living in a place like this.”
“Yeah, so could Jeremiah Johnson,” Andria said. “The owner’s name is William McGinnis. He’s also the one who found the wooden crate in his barn where the mask had been stored. According to my records, this farm has been in the McGinnis family for at least three generations, and was owned by William’s uncle, Pat, until a few years ago. After the uncle died, William, being the last living relative, inherited the farm outright. It was during his examination of the property that he found the crate, containing the mask, hidden under piles of junk. Growing up in this region he’d heard stories about a possessed mask as a child from his elder family members and neighbors all his life. After finding the mask, he was pretty sure he had something worth value and immediately went in search of dealers to verify its authenticity. Once confirmed, he sought out those willing to make him an offer to own it. That’s how my boss, Mr. Gaines, eventually acquired it at auction for the museum. My theory, and hope, is that there are other clues in and around the barn that Mr. McGinnis missed. Or possibly, other associated items still inside the abandoned building where it was found.”
“Hmm,” Finn said, nodding in the affirmative. “The logic makes sense, but it’s hard to imagine Mr. McGinnis would miss something obvious that would be linked to the mask, especially since he had heard the stories as a child.”
“Yes,” Andria agreed. “But McGinnis never heard the mask speak to him either, so he doesn’t know about the riddle. To him, the mask isn’t special. It’s just an artifact with enough history to bring a pretty penny.”
“Yes, but the riddle, or whatever it is, is pretty thin on information,” Finn quipped.
“True, at least on the surface. But once we’re inside the building, I’m hoping to find something that stands out. From my experience, items like the mask with a long history seldom involve finding only isolated pieces. By virtue of people packing them up, there’s usually other, associated items close by.”
“Let’s hope you’re right. How about getting inside the building? Not sure a surprise knock on Mr. McGinnis’ door will create the goodwill we’re looking for in order to gain access without a warrant.”
“I’m sure he’s a reasonable man,” Andria said. “Plus, without prior notice of our visit, we’ll be putting him on the spot. In my experience, most folks feel social pressure under such situations to be hospitable, making them much more agreeable.”
“Shrewd,” Finn said.
“But effective, right? I’ll simply tell him I’m documenting the final details of its last whereabouts for the museum’s insurance records. He should buy that.”
“Hmm. That sounds thin again,” Finn said. “But okay, enough talk. Let’s go see how well Mr. McGinnis is willing to cooperate.”

Chapter 10

Finn led the way up a set of worn, but well maintained stairs and knocked on Mr. McGinnis’ front door. After nearly a minute of waiting patiently with no response, Andria turned to Finn and flashed a nervous smile.
Great. She thought. If we’ve come all this way and he’s not home, Finn will murder me.
Finn shrugged his shoulders and reached forward to give the door another knock when he heard a rustling noise from behind the door. The next moment the dead bolt clicked and a short, round man with a jolly, red face greeted them.
“Hi there stranger, how can I help you?” the man asked.
“Mr. McGinnis?” Finn said, extending his right hand.
“Yes, that’s me,” McGinnis said, not returning Finn’s handshake.
“I’m Finnegan Winters and this is my associate, Andria Walker. We’re here in relation to the Death Mask found on this property last year. If it’s not too much to ask, we’d like to take a look around the building where the mask was found.”
McGinnis’s eyebrows shot up. He squinted a strong glare and studied the two of them. “How do you know about that?” he asked. “And why would you need to look around?”
“Mr. McGinnis,” Andria said, leaning in to interrupt. “If I may interject, let me apologize for the inconvenience. It’s really more my fault than his,” she said, gesturing to Finn. “I’m head curator for the Atlanta Museum of Curiosities. I work for Mr. Gaines; the man who bought the mask from you at the auction last summer. Our museum is in the final stages of wrapping up our documentation pertaining to the history and origin of the mask, both for our own purposes and to satisfy our insurance company’s needs. I realize it’s a bit of a bother, but we’re required to be extremely thorough. If you could allow us a few minutes to take some photos and jot down some specifics about the barn, the wooden crate… that sort of thing, we would be very grateful.”
McGinnis was stone-faced.
He wants money, Andria thought.
A short silence passed before McGinnis looked at Finn and asked, “And how do you fit into all of this young fella? Do you also work for the museum?”
Luckily, Finn was on his “A” game and, as Andria was about to find out, knew a thing or two of his own about human psychology; including what made folks from McGinnis’ generation tick. He gave McGinnis a sheepish grin and a wink. “We’re… a couple, she and I, and a fairly new one at that. Where she goes… I go.”
The look of shock on Andria’s face was priceless and would have given them away if McGinnis had looked her way. Instead, McGinnis’ face lit up. He smiled and elbowed Finn in the side. “Looking out for your gal, huh?”
“Something like that,” Finn said, shifting his eyes to look down at his shoes.
“Well, it’s good to see, son, especially these days. There’s not enough chivalry left in the world today if you ask me.”
“Yes, sir,” Finn agreed, smiling back.
“Tell you folks what. I’m not accustomed to this sort of thing, but you seem honest enough to me so I’m gonna trust your good nature. I’ll be around the property for most of the afternoon, but with it being the middle of summer, I have plenty of chores to tend to. If you want, I can show you to the barn then you’ll be on your own from there. How does that sound?”
“That would suit us just fine, Mr. McGinnis,” Finn said. “Thank you very much for your understanding.”
“In that case, follow me.”
* * *
“Here we are folks,” McGinnis said, pointing toward a deserted, A-framed barn. It was situated on the edge of an open field, a few feet from the tree line. “If there’s anything else you two “lovebirds” need flag me down, otherwise it’s all yours. Just one favor, though. Leave everything as you find it. Capeesh?”
“Capeesh,” Finn said.
Finn and Andria watched intently as McGinnis drove away. They gave a curt wave just before he disappeared around the corner in case he was watching in his rear-view mirror.
“Lovebirds?” Andria said, sarcastically.
Finn shrugged and grinned. “1 Corinthians, my dear. Be all things to all people,” he said.
In unison, they turned and walked across the grassy field to the abandoned barn. Once there, they briefly inspected its weathered boards. There was no lock on the door; only an old axe handle jammed long ways between both door handles. Finn easily removed the handle and pulled open the barn doors. Thousands of disrupted dust particles danced around the stale air as the outside light invaded the building’s darkness.
As far as abandoned buildings go, this one was in pretty good shape. In fact, the word abandoned in this case referred more to it being unused rather than its uninhabitable nature. From the looks of things, the building had started out as a humble hay barn or tractor shed, but over time had turned into a dumping ground to store life’s miscellany. The biggest downside was not having electricity. It had obviously been disconnected years ago. The upside was, the natural light shining through its three windows and open door looked to be sufficient for their purposes.
“You take the left side,” Finn said, motioning his arm. “And I’ll take the right.”
“Okay,” Andria replied. “But remember, keep an eye out for anything unusual and call me over the instant you find something.”
Finn raised one eyebrow. “Who’s the cop here?”
“All right. I’m just sayin’.”
Finn gave a nod of approval and they split up to begin their search.
After twenty minutes, Andria had worked her way around a quarter of the room and into the northwest corner where she spotted a tarp covering a fairly large square object sitting atop several thick pieces of plywood being supported by two wooden sawhorses. She turned sideways and squeezed between two stacked rows of dust-covered boxes on her way to investigate. Upon reaching the sawhorses she pulled back a corner of the tarp to expose an old, dark mahogany wooden crate underneath.
Hmm, that’s interesting.
She took out her cell phone and used a flashlight app to confirm her findings.
“Finn, come over here. I think I’ve found something.”
When Finn got to her, Andria was dusting off a line of stenciled numbers imprinted across the front of the box reading — EGOT 3201.
Bingo! Excitement skittered up her spine. It fit the description she’d read in the documentation when the mask had first been delivered to the museum.
“This is it,” she said, pointing at the stencil. “I remember those numbers from the paperwork. Grab the handle and let’s move this thing into the light.”
Finn did her bidding and they both lifted with a grunt. The crate was much heavier than either of them anticipated. They moved the box only a few feet before easing it to the ground.
“Whoa, this thing weighs a ton,” Finn said, breathing deep.
“It must still be filled with sand,” Andria said.
“Sand?” Finn asked.
“Yes. It confused me a little at first too when I read it in the documentation, but now, after experiencing the talking episodes with the mask, it makes perfect sense. The original caretakers must have used the sand to keep the mask muffled. If left undisturbed, it could be kept quiet for an eternity.”
“That’s genius,” Finn said.
“Or desperate. That thing was probably more annoying than a crying baby in church. Let’s see if we can drag it a little closer to the doorway for better lighting.”
It took significant effort, but Finn and Andria eventually maneuvered the crate to a lighted spot in front of the door. Hands on his hips and breathing hard, Finn pointed down at the box and said, “Looks like we’re in luck. There’s nothing securing the top down.”
Andria, was still bent over at the waist with her hands on her knees trying to catch her breath, but managed a thumbs-up.
Finn tugged up on the lid, which lifted easily, to expose a mound of beige, grainy sand.
“Now what?” Finn asked.
“Not sure. I thought there’d be something inside the box, but I guess that theory was wrong.”
“What did the report say?”
“That the mask was found in the wooden crate,” Andria said, aggravated by having to answer such an obvious question.
“Yes, but where in the crate was it found? Was it lying on top of the sand, was it buried underneath or what?”
“Ahhh, sorry,” she said. “I see where you’re going with the question now. If my memory is correct, it was buried in the sand.”
“Okay, then maybe…”
“We dig?” Andria said.
“Yes. If the mask was buried in the sand then maybe there’s more clues hidden down deeper in the sand that McGinnis didn’t think to look for. Once he found the mask he probably stopped looking.”
“It’s worth a shot I guess,” Andria said, not sounding convinced.
“Haven’t you ever read about the tricky way some of the pirates in the past buried their treasure?” Finn asked.
“Sure, I guess. They picked a spot, hid it then marked an “X” on a map. So, what?”
“Well, yes, that’s the popular version but in some cases it was more sophisticated than that. It is true that most pirates buried their treasure all in one spot, but some of the more shrewd guys devised elaborate plans. One of the more well known of these plans involved digging one deep hole, but burying a small portion of the treasure more shallow, toward the top, and the larger portion down deeper toward the bottom. That way, if the treasure location was found, the thieves would dig down and get to the smaller cache first and stop digging assuming they’d found all of the buried treasure when in fact they had only found a token’s worth. This would protect the majority of the pirate’s fortune in the event their treasure maps were ever discovered.”
“That’s actually quite clever,” Andria said.
“Right. So what if it’s the same with this sand and the mask…”
“Then we need to get digging,” Andria said, finishing Finn’s hypothesis for him.
* * *
Under normal conditions it should have taken them no more than about fifteen or twenty minutes to clear all the sand from inside the crate, but under the current constraints — not knowing what they were looking for or whether it was fragile or not — nearly doubled that time frame. In the end their carefulness didn’t matter, because what they found was buried all the way at the bottom in the last few inches of sand.
It was Finn’s exploring fingers that located it. When he first pulled the item free from underneath the last inches of sand he wasn’t exactly sure what he’d found.
“I have something,” he said, lifting and shaking a handful of cloth to rid it of pesky sand granules.
“What is it?” Andria asked.
“Look for yourself,” Finn said, holding up a small package of swaddled bright colored cloth.
Andria’s eyes gleamed as she took the package and quickly unwound its accordion pleats. Finn watched as she placed the package on top of the crate and unrolled the cloth. Once open, she discovered a small leather apron, bundled tight, at its center.
While she focused her efforts on the apron, Finn picked up the cloth and flapped it open. To his surprise, it was quite long — about six feet in length — and appeared to be a thin linen suit of some sort. Its design contained a kaleidoscope of bright colors and uniformly placed polka dots. It wasn’t a swaddling cloth at all — it was a clown’s costume.
“What in the world is this?” Finn mumbled.
Andria had untied the shoestring loop that secured the apron closed and unraveled its worn folds to expose several shiny instruments. A closer look confirmed the shiny objects to be an assortment of antique medical instruments.
Now it was Andria’s turn for questions.
What could medical instruments have to do with a talking Death Mask?
Finn and Andria shared a momentary stare-down of confusion before Finn finally broke the silence.
“An old clown costume and medical tools? Does any of this make sense to you?” Finn asked.
“No,” Andria said, her voice descending into a nervous quiver. “But I don’t like it.”
“Me either. It appears as though there’s more to this case than meets the eye. I suggest we snap a few photos with our phones and get this sand back in the crate before old man McGinnis comes back to check on us. Then we need to get back to Atlanta with this evidence. So far, it’s our best hope of getting to the bottom of this madness.”
“What evidence is that?” asked a voice from behind them.
Both Finn and Andria jumped and whipped their heads around.
It was Mr. McGinnis. He had entered the barn without their knowing.
“Nothing leaves this barn without my permission,” McGinnis said, sternly.
“Of course not,” Finn agreed, doing his best to position himself between the crate and McGinnis. “Bad choice of words on our part. We were simply referring to the information we’ve collected for the insurance company as evidence. That’s what we’re taking back… information. That’s all we meant.”
McGinnis’ face was stone. He didn’t look convinced.
Finn wrapped an arm behind his back and signaled to Andria. He made a loose fist then quickly hooked his index finger and pumped it up and down. Andria didn’t understand at first then a light bulb went off in her head. He wants photos, she thought.
Finn moved forward a step and kept talking hoping to keep McGinnis distracted.
“Actually, we were almost done here. I’m not sure how things are done in Pennsylvania, but in the South where we’re from, it’s customary to return a favor with a favor. Any certain restaurant you enjoy or special spirit you like to drink? We’d be more than happy to repay your hospitality.”
McGinnis’ demeanor visually changed. Again, Finn had found a soft spot and worked his magic.
“Well, I do like Grey Goose Vodka,” McGinnis said.
“Then Grey Goose it is my friend.”
Finn took another step forward and rested his arm on McGinnis’ shoulder, using it to subtly turn him toward the door.
He’s a master, Andria thought, before snapping several photos.

Chapter 11

Finn and Andria’s flight had arrived back in Atlanta around midnight. Before parting ways, they decided to get a few hours of shut-eye then meet early the next morning, before business hours, at the Museum of Curiosities to further analyze their findings in private.
* * *
It was still dark when they arrived at the museum, within minutes of each other, the next morning. Andria quickly unlocked the side entrance and secured one of the museum’s confidential rooms to avoid interruptions. That’s where she and Finn now sat admiring the photos of the clown costume and leather apron they’d laid out on the table in front of them. Also on the table, was a tabbed folder labeled—Death Mask, which Andria had already rummaged through twice, front to back.
“You’re sure your paperwork doesn’t give any hints as to how these artifacts might tie in with the mask?” Finn asked, tapping his finger on top of the folder.
“None,” Andria replied. “There’s only basic information and general history. There’s no mention of anything specific… or relation to other objects.”
“How about a time frame for the creation of the mask, any clues about that? If we could get a date range for the mask, or these items, we’d better know when in history we should be looking for answers.”
“No, again,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry.”
“I suppose I could run these things through our research department,” Finn said. “See what kinds of clues they could uncover.”
Andria nodded in the affirmative. “I could also contact Mr. Gaines. Maybe he knows something he didn’t share before that would be helpful.”
Just then, as Andria stopped speaking, a faint whistling sound echoed from somewhere outside the room. They exchanged confused glances before stilling themselves to listen again. Silence dominated the air for a few moments then…
“Wheeew — wheeet.”
There it was again. This time it sounded more like a high-pitched whistle.
They both made a beeline for the door. Once outside the room they paused again to listen.
“Wheeew — wheeet… Wheeew — wheeet.”
It was coming from down the hall in the same direction as the Death Mask room.
No surprise there, Andria thought.
Finn took off down the hall toward the source of the whistle in a dead run. If this was a hoax he wanted to end it now. Andria followed his lead, sprinting only a few paces behind.
Finn was moving at full speed when he reached the exhibit room. To leverage his speed, he hooked his hand around the outside of the door jam and boomeranged himself into the room. The instant he swung through the room’s threshold, the mask’s lips were pushed forward and forcing out another whistle. It was whistling a tempo as an owner calling for its dog.
Andria was close on Finn’s heels and, upon entering the room, saw immediately that the glass dome she’d broken earlier had since been replaced by another. “Remove the glass,” she yelled. “So we can hear it clearly.”
Finn reacted quickly.
He grabbed both sides of the glass dome and lifted. When he did the mask stopped whistling in mid-tweet and lifted its blank eyes to look Finn in the face then recited in cadence:
“To decipher the puzzle, it really isn’t hard,
Combine your clues like the Bobbies of Scotland Yard.”


“That’s no help,” Finn yelled back at the mask, maintaining eye contact. “I am a detective for heaven’s sake. I’m already doing that.”
The mask held silent a few seconds then shortened its message:
“Decipher the puzzle, like a Bobbie from Scotland Yard.”


After speaking the last syllable, the mask de-animated and went visibly limp, calmly settling back into its cradle as though nothing had happened.
“Wait,” Andria said, pointing her finger at the mask. “Do you see what I see?”
“No,” Finn said, studying the mask hard. “What am I looking for?”
“The whiskers. They weren’t there before. The mask is growing whiskers.”
It was true. The once smooth, white colored surface now had a five o’clock shadow.
“Where does this madness stop?” Andria asked.
Finn was dumbfounded. “I honestly don’t know,” he said.

Chapter 12

As an unspoken rule, you don’t get to be lead detective without making friends in all the right places — friends to do favors and keep secrets and Finn had plenty of them. It was one of these friends that Finn contacted to perform some research into the clown costume and medical instruments.
“Crime Lab, this is James.”
“Hello, James. It’s Finn. Listen, I need a favor and I need it quick, preferably without any publicity. Is there any way you can expedite some research for me tonight after hours?”
“Sure thing, buddy. Whatcha got?”
“Meet me at the café across from the precinct in an hour and I’ll show you. Just remember, “mums” the word. No one can know what you’re up to.”
“All right. You’ve piqued my interest. I’ll see you in an hour.”
“Thanks, James. I owe you one.”
* * *
Across town Andria was doing her own bit of investigation.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Gaines. I’m sorry to bother you,” Andria said, entering Mr. Gaines’ office.
“Ahh, Andria, my dear. It’s no bother. It’s nice to see you. How are things?”
“Fine, sir. Thank you for asking.”
“I assume you’re mostly recovered from your… episode the other night?”
“Yes, sir,” she said and slumped her shoulders. Except everyone thinks I’m crazy. “Actually that’s partly why I’m here.”
“How so?” Mr. Gaines questioned, his tone noticeably uneasy. “Has something else happened?”
“Oh. No, sir, it’s nothing like that. I just wondered if there might be more to the mask’s story. Maybe more in-depth information that wasn’t originally shared.”
“Not sure I know what you mean,” Mr. Gaines said.
“Well, for instance. To your knowledge, was there a generally accepted time frame given for the creation of the mask or were there any other related items associated with it?”
“No, not that I am aware. As you know, I purchased the mask at auction as a standalone item. Everything I know, you know. If there were other related items they weren’t presented as such at the auction or perhaps they were sold separately sometime before or after.”
“Yes, sir. That’s what I thought, only wanted to be thorough in doing my job.”
“Don’t apologize, my dear. Our world could use more of that kind of concern for work ethic and follow through.”
“Thank you, sir. I appreciate that,” Andria said, feeling a touch of guilt. “I won’t take up anymore of your time.”
Andria’s left the office feeling frustrated. Her short inquiry had netted zero results. After exiting the building, she contacted Finn with the bad news.
“The ball is completely in your court now,” she said. “Mr. Gaines was no help. Even if he knows more, which I seriously doubt, he’s not budging.”
“All right, thanks. But all is not yet lost. I’ve got a really smart guy under my wing down at the precinct. I’m meeting with him this afternoon. If there’s anything to find, he’ll find it. I’ll call you so we can reconvene after he does his thing.”
“I’ll be waiting,” she said.

Chapter 13

Finn now sat in the most undesirable place for any Atlanta cop — Lieutenant Anderson’s office.
“So, Detective Winters. What can you tell me about a call I received this morning from an unhappy homeowner in Pennsylvania named McGinnis?”
“Not much. I was following up on a possible lead in the Death Mask case — touching all the bases, so to speak — but it ended up being a dead-end.”
“In Pennsylvania?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What kind of lead?” the Lieutenant asked.
“Just standard back-tracking procedure,” Finn replied.
“With a lady friend in tow?”
Finn’s body went tense.
“It’s not standard procedure to take citizens along on investigations. So, what’s going on?”
“She wasn’t just any citizen, sir. She’s the curator for the Curiosities Museum. She had information that…”
“Listen to me Finnegan,” the Lieutenant said, firmly. “This Death Mask charade is already a media nightmare and here you are gallivanting off, without permission, to Pennsylvania to pursue the investigation with unqualified personnel. What were you thinking?”
“I’m sorry, sir. I guess I wasn’t” Finn said.
“No, I guess you weren’t. If the media gets wind of this, it’ll just add fuel to the fire. From here on out we’re going to keep it clean and quiet. That goes double for your investigative showboating. Got it?”
“Yes, sir, but…”
“Let it go, Detective.”
“Yes, sir.”
* * *
During lunchtime that same afternoon, Finn was sitting at his desk nursing an egg salad sandwich when the phone rang.
“Hello, Detective Winters speaking.”
“Hi Finn, this is James, from Research. I thought you had a challenge for me instead of an eighth grade book report.”
“That’s music to my ears buddy, lay it on me.”
“Both the clown suit and the medical instruments are dated somewhere around the turn-of-the-century, making them fairly easy to research from a data standpoint.
“Good news, again. Right?” Finn asked.
“Yes, it is. First, the clown suit’s design pattern was popular starting in the 1890’s, or so, and was commonly used in circus acts, particularly in and around the New York area and, to a lesser degree, the New England states. The Internet and multiple library references are plastered full of comparable pictures and data clips. The medical tools were a little harder to place, but their unique hook shaped handles and cross diamond pattern places them, and their distributing company, in London, England, around the mid to late 1800’s. Remarkably, several sets of the similar instruments are still held in private collections by affluent collectors.”
“Thanks, James. I knew I picked the right man for the job. I’ll return the favor soon, but listen.”
Finn cupped his hand over the phone and quietly filled James in on the Lieutenant’s current view of pro-active involvement in the Death Mask case.
“Understood,” James said. “Your secret is safe with me.”
* * *
Andria was surprised when she saw Finn entering the front doors of the museum without having called first.
“Finn, what are you doing here?” She asked.
“I’ve got the low-down from the research department. Follow me to our “private room” and I’ll fill you in.”
Once they were both inside, Finn closed the door and posed a perplexing question to Andria. “What does a Death Mask, a New York circus clown and European medical instruments made around the turn of the century, all have in common?”
Andria returned a blank stare. Is this a trick question? “I don’t know?” she finally said.
“Me either, but that’s the information we’ve got to work with.”
“This is coming from your research guy down at work?” she asked.
“Yes. And to be honest, until a couple of days ago, I wasn’t sure what to believe about any of this. My best odds for a solution were still on an ill-timed hallucination or holographic joke from one of your colleagues. But now, since I’ve seen and heard that spooky thing speak with my own eyes and ears, I’ve got no choice but to believe. This new information does nothing but make the mystery more enticing.”
“Did you say a New York circus clown?” Andria asked.
“Yes. Evidently in the 1890’s, New York and several adjoining states had a popular circus tour. The style costume we uncovered from the crate was commonly used by its clowns.”
“Who knew, right?” Andria remarked.
“Right. And why would one of those costumes be wrapped around medical tools and buried beneath a couple of feet of sand… with a Death Mask?” Finn asked.
“Well, the medical tools seem like a more common keepsake or family heirloom to be handed down from previous generations, especially a family of doctors, so maybe our focus should start with the more unique artifact: the clown costume,” Andria said.
“My thoughts exactly, so before I came over I checked the 1890 and 1900 New York City archived census records for men with circus clown occupations then bumped that information against death certificate records for the same time period.”
“And?”
“And I came up with one name — John Piperr.”
Andria’s eyes went wide. “You’re kidding,” she said.
“Nope. I even know the cemetery where he was buried.”
“That’s incredible! What else do we know about this, John Piperr?”
“Unfortunately, there’s not much else to know. Apparently, there’s no record of him anywhere until he shows up on the 1890 census. There is no birth certificate, no baptism, no marriage certificate… nothing. Granted, that type of anonymity and secretiveness is odd… and suspicious, but it makes the fact that he may have had a death mask prepared even more perplexing.”
“Which, I’m guessing leads our next focus to the medical tools.”
“Right,” Finn said. “I was in too much of a hurry to get over here with this information to delve into them, but they’re number one on the radar now.”
“What do you need from me?” Andria offered.
“Not sure yet, but now that we have something specific to focus on, maybe you could go back through the paperwork at the museum one more time to see if anything pops out at you until I can come up with a better lead. Armed with this new information, there may be a connection between the two that we simply didn’t see before. Agreed?”
“Agreed.”

Chapter 14

This time it was Andria who was awakened out of a dead sleep by the chirping sound of a cell phone. Upon hearing the familiar sound, she instinctively rolled onto her side and haphazardly rummaged her bedside table. After a couple of tries she located the phone, clicked the talk button and placed the device to her ear. “Hello,” she said, still half asleep.
It was Mr. Gaines and he was frantic.
“Andria! You must go to the museum immediately.”
“What?” she said, sitting bolt right up in the bed. “What’s happened?”
“It’s the mask. I got a desperate phone call from the security night guard. I barely calmed him down enough to understand him, but the gist was that something horrific was going on down at the museum, again.”
“Don’t worry, sir. I’m on my way. I’ll let you know what I find as soon as I get there.”
“Thank you dear. Please hurry!”
* * *
Andria was out the door in two minutes and on the phone to Finn in three. After a short conversation they consented to meet in front of the museum then go inside together.
Andria arrived first. She slammed her vehicle into park and made a beeline for the front door. Although she had no intention of entering the building without Finn, she hoped a peek through the glass might reveal a hint as to what was going on. It revealed nothing.
Finn trailed less than ten minutes behind. When he reached the museum’s parking lot he slid to a stop, tires screeching, into the first empty parking space then bolted from his vehicle to meet Andria by the front door.
“Any sign of the security guard?” Finn asked, breathing hard.
“Not yet.”
“How about anything suspicious?”
“Nope,” Andria said, shaking her head.
“Fine. Let’s go.”
Once inside the museum, they beat a speedy path down the corridor. Again, it was Finn that took the lead. Halfway down the hallway Andria was breathing hard but mustered a warning to Finn. “Please be careful. I’m not sure what we’re going to find in there.”
He heard her, but didn’t bother to acknowledge.
When Finn got to within a hundred feet of the door he slowed and stopped to wait on Andria. Without his self-created commotion to distract him, he instantly heard the unmistakable sound of crying… no, not crying… sobbing coming from the mask’s room.
Andria was out nearly of breath when she made it to where Finn stood. She bent over, put her hands on her knees and took several deep breaths. The oxygen burned when it first rushed into her lungs but did its job to slow her heart rate. After a few seconds, she stood up straight and readied herself to continue. That’s when she too caught the sound of sobbing. She squinted her eyebrows together and looked at Finn. He had the same confused look and whispered, “I hear it too.”
Her heart pumped faster, again.
Finn drew his service pistol and pointed down the hall toward the Death Mask room then waved her on, signaling for her to follow.
They entered the room in a staggered formation led by Finn’s pointed gun. Inside the room was the horrific sight of the security guard, face down in a puddle of blood, in front of the mask’s pedestal. Andria instinctually let out a startled scream.
“Oh my Lord, what could have happened to him?” Andria blurted out.
“I’m not sure,” Finn said. “But my first guess would be that it has something to do with that mask. Use your phone to call 911.”
“What?” Andria asked, leaning her back against the wall for support.
“Use your cell phone to call 911. Now!” Finn barked.
Finn knew how shock affected some people and watched her for a few seconds to make sure she had mentally registered his command. When she pulled her phone from her pocket and began dialing he turned his attention to the dead man. He approached the gory scene with caution, being careful not to destroy any signs of evidence. The incessant crying had stopped amid the confusion and was now more of a low audible whimper. Moving closer to the dead body, Finn discovered the origin of the sobs — it was the mask. Finn had been so distracted by the bloody scene on the floor that he’d failed to notice the mask at all. Upon closer investigation, a steady stream of clear liquid ran down the sides of the pedestal and had collected in a puddle at its base.
Is that a puddle of tears? Finn wondered. If so, how long had the mask been crying to create such a puddle? And were they tears of remorse over the dead man or something else?
Finn glanced at Andria. She was still on the phone with 911. “Yes,” she said. “We need help at the Museum of Curiosities. There’s been an accident involving the night guard. He appears to be dead… all right. Yes, sir. Thank you.”
Andria hung up the phone and looked at Finn, who was already staring at her. He motioned a finger toward the puddle on the floor. She quickly nodded back, ticking her head upward as if encouraging him to once again lift the glass covering off the mask.
Finn swallowed hard and maneuvered his way around the night guard’s body to follow her bidding. When he lifted the glass, the mask didn’t disappoint. It immediately stopped sobbing and spat out another rhyming couplet:
“Please, please release my soul,
Everything you need is buried in a hole.”


Finn’s jaw went slack. “Release your soul?” he uttered.
“Yes,” the mask replied. “Everything you need is buried in a hole.”
“Like a grave?” Finn asked.
The mask tilted its weight forward then said:
“Dry, dry bones are mine,
Try my bones and make a find.”


“It’s a gravesite… His gravesite,” Finn said, excitedly. “That’s where we find the answers.”
A satisfied smile spread across the mask’s face and, as if on a repeating loop, it kept reciting the original couplet over and over:
“Dry, dry bones are mine,
Try my bones and make a find.”

“Dry, dry bones are mine,
Try my bones and make a find.”


Then suddenly the clear tears turned to blood. The crimson droplets first collected at the corners of the mask’s eyeholes then rolled, in smeared streaks, down its alabaster cheeks. The stark contrast of colors created an eerie image. Within seconds the red liquid also began trickling from its nose and the corners of its mouth.
Finn replaced the glass on top of the pedestal then calmly turned to Andria and asked, “Care to take another plane trip?”
“Where to?” Andria asked.
“His gravesite,” Finn said, pointing at the mask.
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Andria said. “But first, we’re gonna need some sand to keep this thing quiet.”
* * *
Finn and Andria hung around to keep the area undisturbed until the paramedics and police arrived, but also to get some insight into what might have happened.
“Did you know him?” Finn asked.
“Yes,” Andria said. “His name was Juan Gonzales. He was from Ecuador. We occasionally spoke in passing or sometimes exchanged niceties in the break room. He was a really nice man.”
“I’m sorry you had to see him like that.”
“Thank you. It was upsetting, but I’ll be okay.”
“Even so, it’s a tough situation. Do you think with him being the night guard he would have seen anything suspicious these last couple of weeks that may have spurred this to happen?”
“Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that, but I guess if anyone were in position to experience anything weird related to the mask it would have been him. I could ask some of his peers to see if he’d told them anything or had been acting unusual. Come to think of it, he also has a locker on the museum’s premises to store personal items while he’s working. I could go through them to see if there’s anything that would help.”
“I’d say yes to both.”
After the crime scene was securely taped off, Andria went to her office leaving Finn and the others to do their jobs. When the opportunity was right Finn approached the on duty representative from the coroner’s office and flashed his badge.
“So, Mr. Mercer,” he asked, reading the name plate above the man’s uniform pocket. “Based on the position of the body, skin color and elasticity, blood loss, etc… what would you guess was the reason and time of death?”
“It’s hard to say without a thorough investigation, but the time of death looks to be pretty recent; probably less than six hours ago. As for the reason, that’s anyone’s guess. The only interesting things we’ve found so far are the look of extreme terror frozen on the deceased man’s face and a size 32oz. baseball bat confined underneath his body.”
The look of terror makes perfect sense, Finn thought, but a baseball bat? Now that’s weird.
“Well, if you had to venture a guess, off the record of course, what would it be?” Finn pressed.
“My initial thought, upon seeing the crime scene, was some sort of lacerations or extreme puncture trauma, but we’ve found no external wounds thus far, at least obvious ones. That only leaves interior hemorrhaging. That usually comes from blunt force trauma, but again, we’ve found nothing of the sort. Still, assuming all that blood is his, it’s an excessive amount for just one person based on my experience.”
Finn didn’t dare mention the bloody tears. Instead he kept pressing. “So what are you saying?”
“I’m saying I’ve never seen anything quite like this before. It’s as though the man’s insides exploded then every bit of his bodily fluid leaked out onto the floor.”
“So you don’t think he was killed,” Finn said. “You think his heart exploded or he had a brain aneurysm or something to that effect.”
“It’s nothing official until we can do a proper autopsy of the body, but yes, based on the current evidence, that is my first inkling.”
“There’s no chance an outside force may have caused his death?” Finn asked.
“I suppose it’s a small possibility, but again, with no visible injuries to the outside of the body, it’s not likely.”
“Thank you for your time.”
“You’re welcome.”
Finn left the representative and made a beeline for Andria’s office.
“Well?” she asked.
“I don’t know how, but I think the Mask did it.”
“What? How?”
“The coroner’s office is stumped, because there are no external wounds. That only leaves internal reasons for the death. I know it sounds crazy, but I think somehow, the Mask caused this man to die from internal injuries.”
“Such as… a heart attack?”
“Sort of, yes. But more like a “fright attack.”
“You didn’t tell him that did you?” Andria asked.
“Of course not,” Finn said. “But one thing’s for sure. We’ve got to get to the bottom of this and quick. The more time that goes by the more momentum this thing picks up. Unfortunately, it seems as though we’ve turned a corner in this case — moving from practical joke to murder.”

Chapter 15

“Finn, look at this!”
It was Andria. She was overly excited when she entered Finn’s office at the precinct.
“Andria, what are you doing here?” Finn said, looking up from his paperwork.
“I found a diary in Juan’s locker. I grabbed it last night before we left, but didn’t look at it until today. Apparently he had seen something in the mask room, the same as me, and on more than one occasion. He’d even gone as far as documenting each instance. Based on his notes, it looks as though he’d made it a regular routine to stop and talk to the mask nightly.”
“You’re kidding.”
“No. Here,” she said, shoving the diary in his face. “Look for yourself.”
“Each instance is dated and described in fairly good detail. However, for now, focus on the last entry and read it aloud.”
“July 23 — Tonight is the night. I’m going to destroy the mask. I’m going to smash it to bits. Before, the mask seemed nice. It was just talking and rhyming, but two nights ago it threatened my life. It told me that if I didn’t follow and solve his puzzles he would kill me. I tried to ignore the threats, but sitting here in the museum now, I realize that I cannot, in good faith, ignore this problem any longer. If I ignore the threats, they will only get worse. Please forgive me, but I see no other solution.”
“Unbelievable,” Finn said. “That explains the baseball bat.”
“What baseball bat?” Andria asked.
“Never mind. Let’s just stick to the plan and get on a plane. After tomorrow we should have more of the answers we’re looking for.”
“Or more questions,” Andria quipped.

Chapter 16

Finn and Andria arrived at New York’s LaGuardia airport at 10:35 pm the following evening, running on nothing but a riddle and pure adrenaline. It was dark, overcast and rainy, which made the conditions perfect for sneaking around a graveyard.
After a short, bumper-to-bumper taxi ride to the hotel, they checked into separate rooms and unpacked their bags. A quick change of clothes into more concealing attire and they were set to begin their sleuthing efforts. According to Finn’s records, John Piperr’s registered burial plot was located in a cemetery named Whitechapel Hills and was only a few blocks from their hotel on the west end of Central Park. With any luck Finn hoped to locate the cemetery, find what they were after and be out, undetected, within a couple of hours.
While Finn busied himself checking then double-checking his gear and a variation of notes and maps, Andria, ever the willing participant, watched stoically and awaited further instructions. She and Finn had done well together so far. They seemed to instinctually feed off each other’s energy and expertise. As an extension of that reality, she had blindly trusted him when he had suggested their next move, or clue, resided in New York. Because of their recent progress it seemed natural to go with the flow, but now, with time to think, she wondered how, or what, made Finn so certain they’d find something significant here. Not being shy, she did what came natural… she asked.
“Listen,” she said. “Before we do this, I’ve got a question.”
“Shoot,” Finn said, a little distracted by his OCD-like preparatory methods.
“I didn’t bother prying earlier to ask where, and how, you’d gotten your information that brought us here tonight and what made you so sure of yourself, but now my curiosity is getting the better of me.”
Finn stopped his preparations and sent her a peculiar glance.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize…” In mid sentence a humorous thought crossed his mind triggering a satisfied smirk to grow across his face. “Wait a minute. You’re not scared are you?” he asked.
Andria rolled her eyes and grunted. “Of course not,” she said. “Don’t be ridiculous. I handle centuries old bones and artifacts on a regular basis at the museum. I just want to know the plan that’s all.”
“If you say so,” he said, tongue-in-cheek.
“Yes, I say so!”
“Okay, okay. I was only kidding. But you do make a good point about the need for a quick huddle session before we head out.”
“Okay, great. But…”
“But what?” Finn asked. “You’re not having second thoughts about going with me tonight are you?”
“No, no. It’s nothing like that,” Andria said. “I’m actually excited about our little… field trip. And I’m certainly not doubting you. As a matter of fact, it’s quite the opposite. I’m seriously intrigued to know just how you came about your information and were able to piece the details together so quickly.”
“Hmm. Well, while your confidence is flattering, I’m not sure my powers of deduction would rival that of Sherlock Holmes, but even so, keep in mind that no respectable detective reveals his sources, regardless of the circumstances.”
“Funny,” she said.
Finn wiggled his eyebrows up and down several times in a joking manner. “All jokes aside I do have a bit of an admission to make.”
“Really?” Andria said, her tone turning suspicious. “And what might that be?”
“While the information I have would most certainly be classified as a solid lead in any investigative circle, it’s definitely no slam dunk. It’s more of an educated hunch.”
“A hunch? You flew me to New York City on a hunch?”
“An educated hunch,” Finn said, smiling sheepishly. “I’m sorry if I lead you to believe otherwise, but before you lose too much faith, take a look at my notes and decide for yourself.”
When Finn finished his explanation Andria was enamored; his intuition, at least in this case, bordered on genius.
“Touché, Mr. Winters,” she said. “I’ll have to admit, this definitely looks convincing on paper. I just may need to buy your dinner to show my appreciation.”
Finn winked at her, thankful for the support. “That won’t be necessary, ma’am. Let’s just hope it brings us a step closer to solving our mystery.”
* * *
It was a little after midnight when Finn and Andria exited the lobby of the hotel heading north. The moist, night air hung low and thick. Besides his map and flashlight, Finn had a backpack strapped over his shoulders crammed full of grave robbing tools. Although initially concerned that their late hours and dark clothing would draw suspicion, Finn’s worries were ultimately unmerited. Moving about in a metropolis the size of New York City that’s overrun with all walks of life, often operating at odd hours, makes it easy to blend in with the crowd.
After a short walk, they found the entrance to the cemetery. Based on the scale of its rectangular shape as depicted on the map and the expansive rows of grave markers extending out into the horizon, the cemetery looked to be huge, somewhere on the order of twenty to thirty acres. According to Finn’s documents, Mr. Piperr was buried in the center section, specifically reserved for the upper-class.
Following Finn’s map along the cemetery’s winding trails in the thick, low-hanging fog proved more challenging than either of them had anticipated. Adding further difficulty to their search, several of the paths were overgrown with thick vegetation making them impassable. After numerous backtracks to weave their way around, they finally came face-to-face with a six-foot tall wrought iron fence with a decorative rusted gate guarding its entryway.
Finn signaled for Andria to stop and pulled a second map from his jacket pocket. He gave the map a quick study then shined his flashlight through the bars of the fence to get a glimpse of what was inside. The headstones inside the fence were much more extravagant than any of the others they’d encountered along the way.
“This fence and ornately designed gate, looks like what’s described on the map,” Finn whispered. “It also looks as though it surrounds a different class of graves. I think this has to be the right location.”
Andria nodded her agreement.
Finn thumbed down on the gate’s handle to unlock the clasp then swung the heavy gate open. Its hinges howled an eerie, high-pitched screech the entire way back. Finn swallowed hard then gave Andria a reassuring look. They eased through the gateway, with racing hearts, waving their flashlights in a frenzied search for a century old tombstone belonging to their mystery man.
This inner area contained a more complex maze of corridors, each one splitting off into two, forty-five degree directions every few hundred feet, forcing them to choose right or left. To avoid getting lost, they relied solely on the map’s drawing to make each turn. After several zigzags, the map directed them into a series of continuous right-hand turns reminiscent of a nautilus pattern. This spiraling effect led them in a tight circle toward the maze’s center point. The final pathway dead-ended into a tall, moss covered grave marker with a large stone-carved top hat sitting at its apex. The top hat’s silhouette against the night sky was an uncanny sight. The wave of a flashlight revealed a name chiseled in block letters on the tombstone. It read — John Piperr.
“Bingo!” Finn whispered.
He leaned down and swung the backpack off his shoulders then untethered the Miller’s Knot that held the mouth of the bag closed. Rifling through the bags contents, he located two military styled, folding shovels and handed one to Andria.
“Here,” he said. “I’ll start digging at one end, you dig at the other. It’ll be quicker that way.”
“You got it, partner.”
After a couple of hours of steady digging they’d made significant progress, but physical exertion forced them into alternating break periods. The rotation had made it back around to Finn’s turn. He lowered his weary body down into the hole, which was now nearly shoulder deep, and continued digging. Topside, Andria was laid out flat on the ground beside the open grave staring up at the stars trying to recoup before her next digging session.
As the hole neared standard coffin depth, Finn got his second wind. The surge of energy rejuvenated his spirit helping him to dig longer and harder. He was nearing the point of exhaustion, when the tip of his shovel struck something underneath the dirt that jarred his hands. It made an unmistakable dead thump. The sound got Andria’s attention, inspiring her to sit bolt upright.
“Good heavens, what was that?” she asked.
“Relax,” he said. “It was only my shovel. It hit something solid. Hold your flashlight steady while I scrape away the dirt with my hands.”
Minutes later, Finn had uncovered the definitive outline of a wooden coffin.
“Okay,” he said, looking up at Andria. “Hand me down the claw hammer and crowbar from my backpack. Whatever secret is buried underneath this lid is about five minutes from being exposed,” he said.
Andria quickly rummaged through the backpack then handed down the tools. Finn sucked in a deep breath and exhaled slowly to relax himself, then went to work on the coffin. After ten minutes of prying and maneuvering, he straightened his back and looked up at Andria from the bottom of the hole. “All right, I think that’s it. I’m ready to lift off the top.”
Andria stood to her feet for a better view and steadied her flashlight.
Finn inserted his fingers beneath one edge of the partially rotted wood and raised up on the lid. It was heavy but lifted easily. When he got the lid to its tipping point Finn pushed hard and shoved it out of the way.
With all the movement, Andria couldn’t see into the open coffin.
“What do you see, Finn? What’s down there?” Andria beseeched.
Finn stared down into the exposed coffin with an amused silence then knelt and brushed away a thick layer of cobwebs.
Still unable to see, Andria quickly scuttled along the edge of the open grave for a better view. “What is it?” she shouted. “What’s in the coffin!”
“It’s a skeleton,” Finn said, calmly. “And it’s clothed in a Scotland Yard policeman’s uniform.”
“A Scotland Yard uniform?” Andria replied, sounding more confused than surprised.
“And it’s holding a glass tube with a tightly rolled piece of yellow paper inside,” Finn added.
“Another clue?” Andria asked.
“No doubt. It looks like the tube has a wax seal to protect the opening, so it should be easy to access.”
Finn leaned forward and carefully slid the glass tube from the skeleton’s curled finger bones and scraped off the wax seal. He turned the open end of the bottle down at a forty-five degree angle and gave it a quick, hard shake. The paper inched forward past the bottle’s mouth. Another shake and there was enough paper exposed to allow its extraction. Being mindful of its age, Finn pinched the tip of his forefinger and thumb onto the edge of the paper and gently pulled. The integrity of the paper remained primarily in tact and slid easily from the bottle’s opening.
“What is it?” Andria blurted out. “What’s on the paper?”
Finn threw up a hand to stop her questions then gently unrolled the paper scroll.
“It’s a “Wanted Poster”… for Jack the Ripper.”
Andria scrunched her eyebrows together. “Jack the Ripper?”
“Yes,” Finn said, confused. “Jack the Ripper.” He looked up from the poster to check the name on the tombstone and then looked back at the poster. “Not sure what…” He stopped talking in mid-sentence when the name on the tombstone kindled a thought. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Could John refer to the nickname of Jack and Piperr be an anagram for Ripper?”
“Anagram?”
“Yes,” Finn confirmed.
“What’s an anagram and what does it have to do with Piperr?”
“I think it means we may have just discovered the identity of Jack the Ripper.”
“What! You can’t be serious.”
“Think about it. Now that we have this “Jack the Ripper” poster as a piece of the puzzle, it’s all starting to make sense.”
Finn was in full detective mode now. Andria watched his face in amazement as she could almost see the evidence of the case falling into place in Finn’s mind.
“The Scotland Yard uniform, the clown suit, the London medical tools, the mask’s riddles; the English accent… they all add up. If John Piperr, a.k.a. Jack the Ripper, was a Scotland Yard Bobby like this uniform suggests, then he would have been able to fly under the police radar to commit the Ripper murders. But after his out-of-control London killing spree and the unrelenting publicity that followed, he must have fled to New York City to escape the heat and joined the circus as a clown to hide his identity. That’s why he was never found in London and the case has remained a mystery for over a century. But now, he… or the mask containing his life force, must want to confess the truth to the world about who he was so he can rest in peace… for the second death.”
Andria dropped to her knees. Her head was spinning. “Incredible,” she said, mesmerized by the thought. “And now his haunted likeness resides in my museum.”

Chapter 17

Finn and Andria took the first available flight back to Atlanta the next morning. Shortly after take off, Andria interrupted Finn’s makeshift breakfast — complimentary peanuts and coffee from the stewardess — with a question.
“One thing I’m still confused about,” she said.
“What’s that?”
“If John Piperr died and was buried in New York then how did the mask get from New York to Pennsylvania with no paper trail? Or, maybe more importantly, why?”
“It’s certainly curious, but not sure we’ll ever know the complete truth. My theory is that it probably had several stops along the way in which it created chaos at every turn similar to what we experienced. Hence, each time, just as with us, it was muffled and sent away to a new, unsuspecting owner only to be re-discovered and sent away again and again.”
“But why wouldn’t someone have thought to destroy it as Juan did?” she asked.
“Maybe they did but couldn’t bring themselves to do it. Or maybe the mask struck first, the same way he did against Juan.”
“I suppose,” Andria said. “Just wish we had more definitive answers.”
“Why didn’t you destroy it?” Finn asked.
Andria gave Finn a blank stare. She hadn’t given that side of the coin much thought. “What?” she asked.
“Why didn’t you destroy the mask?” Finn repeated.
“I’m not really sure. I guess maybe because of my job I saw the mask more as a historical artifact than an evil vessel. Regardless, it seemed easier to mute it than destroy it.”
“Odds are that’s exactly why the others didn’t destroy it either.” Finn said.
“Hmm. I guess it is easier to ignore something rather than deal with it.”
“Welcome to the fundamentals of police work, Miss Walker. Given a choice, most people take the path of least resistance.”
Just then, the plane’s captain came over the intercom instructing them about seatbelts and their upcoming descent into Atlanta.
The plane touched down at 9:15 am. Within sixty seconds of their landing, Andria was on the phone with Mr. Gaines to schedule an emergency meeting that same morning to discuss her and Finn’s graveyard discovery. Although she didn’t share specifics with him over the phone, the urgency in her voice hinted to Victor that there was trouble.
* * *
Victor’s Mercedes was parked in front of the Curiosities Museum when Finn and Andria arrived just after 11:00 am. Being a Sunday morning — a day the museum is not open for business — the Mercedes was the only car in the parking lot.
As promised, the two of them found Victor sitting at his desk reading the day’s newspaper. They entered his office with Andria in the lead for better acceptance. Victor looked up from his paper to see Andria’s stern face and rose to greet them, smiling. “Ahh, Andria, my dear. What’s all this fuss about?” he asked.
His hopeful enthusiasm was short-lived however, because neither Andria nor Finn replied. Instead, they quickly advanced toward him and took seats in adjacent chairs facing Victor’s desk. This alarmed Victor. He’d never seen Andria behave this way. He sat back down in his chair and braced himself for what they had to say. Without hesitation, each of them took turns spilling their portions of the story.
Victor’s first response to their news was, naturally, one of disbelief. But the more he listened, the more he believed… or wanted to believe. Then, almost immediately, his demeanor changed from excitement to concern. Although what they’d unearthed seemed legitimate, Victor’s analytical mind churned with the negative possibilities; predominantly that the particulars of the case could take years to verify and consequently tie up his investment for decades… if not indefinitely.
Victor let them finish their story then posed a question regarding the current whereabouts of the mask. The answer, thanks to Andria’s earlier quick thinking, was that it was now lying securely in a bucket beneath a mound of sand in the museum’s storage area where it hopefully could do no further harm. This information gave Victor comfort. And without the concern of it causing more havoc, it also gave him much needed time to think and develop a plan.
There was no doubt the mask was about to become one of the most valuable objects in the world. Whether he kept the mask and milked it for its incredible marketing appeal or sold it outright to the highest bidder, Victor didn’t think he could lose, but it wasn’t the money that concerned him; it was the malevolent nature of the mask itself. Based on what he had learned today, combined with the mask’s progressive stunts over the past few weeks and its mysterious, haunted background Victor was skeptical, at best, of the positive endgame possibilities it offered. Making money was one thing, but who knew the problems the mask could cause him in the future; or cause the next owner… or the next owner after that? Yes, Victor was a businessman, but he was also a conscientious human being and no amount of fortune was worth someone else’s blood on his hands.
There was still another option, although probably not the most popular. He could destroy the mask and never reveal its secret. After all, without the mask as proof, who would believe such lunacy? But forever eliminating a priceless piece of history, particularly one with the magnitude to solve one of the world’s most famous, unsolvable crimes posed its own set of dilemmas, especially for someone entrusted to act as a responsible steward for all things past.
At the end of their long conversation, Finn, as a favor to Andria, gave Victor three days to make a decision about the fate of mask before he went public. It was a reasonable agreement under such extreme circumstances. Although Victor’s lips agreed to the three days grace period, his heart already knew the answer.

Chapter 18

It was less than a week after the museum’s final bloody episode and Finn and Andria’s subsequent discovery of the mask’s “Jack the Ripper” identity that Victor Gaines decided to sell his biggest claim to fame. Although the mask was an irreplaceable marketing prize, it was also loaded with legal and moral liabilities. Not only could further incidents with the mask deter more customers than it attracted, it could also get more people killed. Although unable to bring himself to destroy it, the mask needed to be stored away from the public eye, permanently.
Victor sat at his desk for nearly an hour before pulling Andrew Game’s business card from the top drawer. He studied the card for a moment trying to recall the details of their first meeting. The last offer from Andrew had been two million dollars. That amount, after all that had gone on, seemed like a godsend now.
Inscribed at the top of the business card was a company name — The Powers Group, Inc. — followed by Andrew’s name and number listed underneath. Victor picked up his phone and dialed the number.
“Hello?” Andrew answered, on the other end of the line.
“May I speak with Mr. Game, please?”
“Yes, this is he,” Andrew said. “Who am I speaking with?”
“This is Victor Gaines, owner of the Atlanta Museum of Curiosities. You came to see me a few weeks ago offering to purchase the Death Mask. If you’re still interested, I’ve got a deal for you.”
* * *
On the fourth day after they’d made the investigative discovery of a lifetime, Finn and Andria, with the support of the Atlanta Police department, and much anticipated fanfare, revealed to the world that the skeletal remains belonging to the Death Mask “face”, and by association, the identity of the notorious killer from the infamous “Jack the Ripper” murders had finally been discovered.
The previous day, Victor Gaines had contacted lead Detective Finnegan Winters to inform him of the secure sale, and subsequent permanent confinement, of the Death Mask to a private organization and to thank him for his discretion in the matter.
The press conference, including questions from the media, lasted nearly three hours. During his presentation, Finn broke down the steps of the strange journey he and Andria had taken, its outcome and how each move had furthered their investigation. He also laid out the evidence in simple, organized and methodical sequence, carefully explaining that multiple DNA tests were planned for the exhumed “Piperr” skeleton along with tax records and housing research, both in New York and London, to not only know more about the assumed American, circus clown identity of John Piperr but also the original London name, occupation and lifestyle of the infamous “Jack the Ripper” persona.
When he finished speaking, the crowd and visiting media jumped to their feet to deliver a congratulatory standing ovation.
Finn and Andria, with the help of Jack the Ripper, had become instant celebrities.

Chapter 19

Finn and Andria shared bagels and coffee over a morning newspaper in the lobby of an affluent office building in Boston, Massachusetts. The day after the news conference they’d been summoned there together by mysterious matching letters delivered to each of their places of business. The details in the letters were specific but minimal, only mentioning that their dual presence was requested and their correspondence letters were to be kept secret. Although suspicious of the letters, they were also intrigued and surmised there was safety in numbers. So here they sat waiting to find out more from their mystery summoner.
At 9:00 a.m. on the nose, a dark-haired man dressed in a Navy blue, tailored suit approached the table where Finn and Andria sat. He stopped a few feet short and waved them forward. “Follow me,” he said, without any expression.
They both stood and followed his lead to the building’s elevator where all three rode in silence to the top floor. When the elevator doors opened, the dark-haired man exited left and said, “This way, please.”
The long hallway had no doors save for one at the end. When they reached the end door, the dark-haired man punched in a security code on the keypad and invited them inside.
“Mr. Winters and Ms. Walker. Welcome to Boston, please have a seat.”
“Thank you,” Finn and Andria replied in unison.
“We’ve never met before; so allow me to introduce myself. My name is Andrew Game. I am an artifact hunter by trade, with most of my findings coming from assignments given to me by a low profile company known as, The Powers Group, Inc. My affiliation with this company has lasted for some time now and has blossomed into a relationship of mutual respect and trust. I brought you two here today to offer you the same type of partnership and career opportunity.”
“Career opportunity?”
“Yes,” Andrew said. “After your news conference concerning your work on with the Death Mask case I did some digging into both of your backgrounds. What I found was pretty impressive on both accounts; you’re both very good at what you do. You may also be interested to know that this same company−The Powers Group−is responsible for procuring the Death Mask from Mr. Gaines and can assure that it will remain sealed away in one of our secured vaults for eternity. It is company policy, that once we attain an artifact, such as the Death Mask, it will forever be in our possession and is to never to see the open market again. I know this may be surprising news, but your artifact is not the first, nor will it be the last, of its kind. In fact, we already have a vault full of them.”
“That’s all very comforting,” Finn said. “And I’d like to see that vault one day, but if I could ask a simple question. All due respect intended, of course.”
“What’s that, Mr. Winters?”
“Why us?” Finn asked.
“Each of you has experience and background in one or more of the necessary areas needed to be successful in this line of work. And, as a huge bonus, your chemistry, when working together as a team, is undeniable. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Not sure I know what to say,” Finn said.
“I know this has to be a little overwhelming, but even so, I do have one more log to add to the fire. This opportunity I’m offering… needs a fairly swift decision.”
“How swift?”
“One week,” Andrew said.
Finn turned and looked at Andria. “You haven’t said anything yet. What are you thinking?” he asked her.
“The same thoughts as you−surprise and wonderment. I haven’t spoken up because I’m not sure what to say. This offer is the furthest thing from what I expected?”
“Me too,’ Finn said. “There are a lot of variables to think about with making such a radical move.”
“Does that mean you’ll consider it?” Andrew asked.
“Not sure about her,” Finn said, tilting his head toward Andria. “But it sounds like an exciting opportunity to me.”
“Hold on, Mr. Winters,” Andrew said, holding up his hand. “I’m not sure I’ve made myself clear. This offer is a package deal.”
“Meaning what, exactly?” Finn asked.
“Meaning we want you both, as a team, or not at all. It’s a package deal.”
There was a long pause while the idea sank in.
Andria finally spoke up to break the silence.
“I’m flattered, Mr. Game, really I am, as I’m sure Finn is also,” Andria said. “But calling us a “team” is a bit of a stretch. We just met a little over a month ago… by accident. Who’s to say our success, or luck for that matter, wasn’t a fluke and will continue into the future. Admittedly, Finn and I do get along well and we did work well together on the Death Mask case, but the possibility of maintaining the same level of success seems a toss up at best to me.”
“I’d have to second her hesitation as well,” Finn said.
Andrew clasped his hands together and smiled. “I wouldn’t be so quick to sell yourselves short. After seeing you two together, first hand, and the way you compliment each other, I’d say your meeting each other was more of a happy accident of fate rather than random happenstance. The chemistry you two possess is a rare trait indeed. Hence, I’m confident your success was more than a fluke. Given the chance to prove it, I’d be willing to bet it would be more of a norm.”
“That may be,” Finn said. “But…”
“Tell you what. Let me go over a few more details of the job with you then you can go talk it over privately, during lunch. If you’re interested enough to consider it, come back and let me know. Then take all of next week to make your final decision. Fair enough?”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Game. That sounds fair enough to me,” Finn said.
Andria didn’t speak but nodded her head in agreement.
“Great, then listen closely because I’m about to change both of your lives forever.”

Chapter 20

One week later Finn and Andria were back in Boston to discuss Andrew’s job offer.
“Thank you, Agent Kirsky,” Andrew said, over an intercom on his desk. “See them in.”
When they reached the office door, Finn stepped to the side and allowed Andria to enter the office first, then followed close behind her.
“Good morning, folks,” Andrew greeted. “It’s hard to believe it’s been a week already. I hope you’re presence here this morning is a good sign that you’re here with good news, ready to become recruits for the Powers Group.”
“Hello again, Mr. Game,” Finn said. “I hope so, too. But we have a small request before we agree.”
“Oh,” Andrew said, scrunching his eyebrows together. “That doesn’t sound good.”
“It’s nothing major,” Andria reassured him. “We just wanted to discuss the possibility of taking our first assignment on a trial basis to see how things go before agreeing to coming aboard full time.”
“Hmm,” Andrew mulled. “It’s certainly not the optimal choice or the one I was expecting, but not sure it’s a bad option either.”
“We both have vacation time coming to us,” Finn interjected. “And with all the attention associated with the Death Mask case, we thought a break from our regular jobs might be just what the doctor ordered.”
“So, you’re thinking you could try this job out while under the safety net of hiatus from your other job. Is that the idea?”
“Yes.”
“Sounds logical,” Andrew agreed. “I think that would work out just fine. Besides, even with your other job waiting safely in the wings, I’m confident that after your first case, you’ll enjoy the excitement so much, turning back won’t be an option.”
“Great!” Finn said.
“When can you start?” Andrew asked.
“There’s no time like the present. Andria and I, anticipating your approval of our offer, have already cleared our schedules for the next three months.”
“In that case, let me introduce you to “The Boss” and get the ball rolling. After that, I’ll get you set up in the system to initiate your clearance then we’ll go over the specifics for your first assignment.”
“Sounds good to me,” Finn said. “Just one more thing. With all this secrecy, I figure we’re gonna get codenames. Please tell me we get codenames.”
Andrew smiled, then tapped a thick file lying face down on his desk. “Recruits, you’re going to get way more than codenames. Today is the first day of the rest of your lives.”

Epilogue

Today, September 1, is Riley Stephenson’s birthday. After ninety trips around the sun, and quite literally living the proverbial “life of Riley”, he only wanted one thing — more time.
At 12:05 pm he was lounging in his favorite recliner dozing in and out of consciousness when the doorbell rang.
“Who could that be,” he mumbled. He wasn’t expecting company.
The doorbell rang once more before he could escape the confining clutches of the recliner. When he finally made it to the door a Federal Express delivery man, carrying a small package under this arm, was already halfway back to his truck.
When Mr. Stephenson opened the door the delivery man did an about-face and smiled. “Good afternoon,” Fed Ex said. “I have a package here for a Mr. Riley Stephenson.”
Mr. Stephenson furrowed his brow. “A package for me?” he said, as much a statement as a question.
“Yes, sir. If you’re Mr. Stephenson, that is. Just sign here, please.” The delivery man said, quickly closing the gap while holding out his clipboard.”
Mr. Stephenson adjusted his glasses and scribbled his name at the bottom of the page to accept the package.
“Whatever’s in there must be important,” The Fed Ex man said. “It was sent from overseas.”
Mr. Stephenson nodded, then turned and went back inside without a word.
He returned to his recliner where he retrieved a round magnifying glass from a drawer in the end table beside the chair. Carefully holding the glass above the label stuck to the corner of the package his eyes focused on the sender’s name and address:
Colonel George Brewer
Laburnam Villa, England

His eyes widened and his spirit lifted. Colonel Brewer was one of Mr. Stephenson’s long-time friends. They’d made acquaintance in India during one of Riley’s many adventurous travels and had kept in contact for many years via pen pal letters; a system they also used to engage in months long games of chess.
“Why, it’s a gift from my old friend Colonel Brewer!” Riley said, aloud.
Without delay Mr. Stephenson exchanged the magnifying glass for a pair of scissors from the end table drawer and went to work opening the box. After considerable effort, he managed to break through the packing tape and open the package’s flaps. Buried underneath two layers of bubble wrap was a handwritten letter from the Colonel. When Mr. Stephenson picked up the letter he saw a small, three inch by three inch object wrapped in newspaper.
Focusing his attention back at the letter he read:
Dear Friend,
Greetings from my beloved England.

Riley could almost hear the Colonel’s English accent as he read.
I hope this letter finds you well and happy. I’m writing you first of all to wish you a happy birthday. Attaining the age of Ninety years at the pace you ran the race of life is quite a feat. Congratulations my remarkable friend. And secondly to thank you for so many memories from the adventures we’ve shared over the years. As a token of my most sincere appreciation I offer you a gift that I picked up from an old Fakir I ran across during my last trip to India.
According to legend, this gift has had a spell cast on it that allows its owner three wishes. Now, before you wonder about my senility, let me assure you that I am still in full control of my faculties. Whether by coincidence or real magic I have seen first-hand that the legend is indeed true, for I have put it to the test. Perhaps you can find better use of your wishes than I, as my foolish use of them has brought me nothing but misery and misfortune.
Therefore my dear friend, I implore you to use your wishes carefully as I would be entirely distraught to find out later that my gift had transferred more bad luck onto you.
Your most esteemed friend and colleague,

Colonel George Brewer

Mr. Stephenson paused a few moments to let the details of the letter sink in then sat the letter on top of the end table beside him. Next, he reached down into the box to retrieve the small gift from the bottom of the Fed Ex box and carefully peeled away the newspaper wrapping.
When he removed the final sheet he discovered a tiny, mummified monkey’s paw. He was taken aback by such a strange gift that he held the paw up to the light and turned it over several times wanting to inspect it from every angle. When he was done, he held the paw in front of him for several minutes and stared, only he wasn’t staring, he was thinking.
Finally, after an hour of quiet contemplation he made a wish.
* * *
That same night, Finn and Andria received urgent messages ordering them to report to Andrew’s office immediately.
Less than two hours later they were sitting in Andrew’s office nervously waiting for information.
“Thank you both for responding so quickly,” Andrew said, entering the room from behind them. “I apologize for the inconvenience without clarification, but once I explain our position I think you’ll understand the need for urgency.”
“No problem, sir.” Finn said, responding for both of them.
“Earlier today, I received a call, an assignment, of the utmost importance asking that we retrieve a dangerous artifact capable of manipulating fate. This well known artifact is particularly popular within the literary community but is believed to be strictly fictional. We know otherwise. Agents Winters and Walker, the Monkey’s Paw has finally resurfaced.”
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