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  A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER
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  If you like a particular author’s work, I urge you to sample some of their other titles, many of which are available from Wildside Press. Find them in your favorite online book or ebook store!
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  ABOUT THE MEGAPACK SERIES


  Over the few years, our “Megapack” series of ebook anthologies has proved to be one of our most popular endeavors. (Maybe it helps that we sometimes offer them as premiums to our email mailing list!) One question we keep getting asked is, “Who’s the editor?”


  The Megapacks (except where specifically credited) are a group effort. Everyone at Wildside works on them. This includes John Betancourt, Robert Reginald, Sam Cooper, Carla Coupe, Steve Coupe, Bonner Menking, A.E. Warren, and many of Wildside’s authors…who often suggest stories to include (and not just their own!).


  A NOTE FOR KINDLE READERS


  The Kindle versions of our Megapacks employ active tables of contents for easy navigation…please look for one before writing reviews on Amazon that complain about the lack! (They are sometimes at the ends of ebooks, depending on your reader.)


  RECOMMEND A FAVORITE STORY?


  Do you know a great classic science fiction story, or have a favorite author whom you believe is perfect for the Megapack series? We’d love your suggestions! You can post them on our message board at http://movies.ning.com/forum (there is an area for Wildside Press comments).


  Note: we only consider stories that have already been professionally published. This is not a market for new works.


  TYPOS


  Unfortunately, as hard as we try, a few typos do slip through. We update our ebooks periodically, so make sure you have the current version (or download a fresh copy if it’s been sitting in your ebook reader for months.) It may have already been updated.


  If you spot a new typo, please let us know. We’ll fix it for everyone. You can email the publisher at wildsidepress@yahoo.com or use the message boards above.
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  SURREAL ESTATE, by Nina Kiriki Hoffman


  Wendy Renault was almost forty, and she had been living in apartments ever since she moved away from her parents at age nineteen. With her husband’s life insurance money, she finally had a chance to buy a dream.


  Her dream home. A place where she could build her dream life, with her dream companion.


  But real-life details kept getting in the way.


  “Okay,” said the whole house inspector, kneeling beside the house. He chewed tobacco with his mouth open, and squinted up at her. Late afternoon sun shimmered in the beaded perspiration on his forehead. “This ain’t a big thing, but you’re gonna wanta put some caulking in around that hole drilled through the siding. Don’t give pests any avenue into your structure here.”


  Wendy scribbled on her steno pad, under the notes she had made about the v-shaped cracks in the foundation, the standing water under the house, and the untempered glass in the window next to the front door. She scratched at the sunburn she’d gotten the day before while strolling around the neighborhood to see if she might like living here, even though she and Malcolm had already pretty much fixed on this house. After closing her eyes for a second, she glanced anxiously at the siding. Inside she was wearing a big frown, though her face smiled. How many more pinholes could this guy punch in her dream? All the helium was escaping.


  “See where the mulch is mounded up here above the foundation line? An open invitation to pests,” said the inspector. He spat, spraying nicotine on a weed. “You had the termite guys in here yet?”


  She shook her head, dreading it.


  “Tell ’em to check over here. Now, I’m not an expert on that stuff, I don’t check for it. You might have your dampwood termites or worse, your subterranean termites, or your fungi, carpenter ants, wood-boring beetles…house could be riddled.”


  She wished he wouldn’t characterize all these pests as hers.


  “Another thing,” he said, dusting off the knees of his pants as he rose.


  Wendy groaned inside. Then she wondered what these groans would do, bouncing around inside her with no outlet. Build up ricochet momentum and punch a hole in her?


  “You got your ghost turds. Mostly inside.” He patted the wall.


  “What on earth is a ghost turd?”


  “Evidence,” he said. “Eck-toe-plas-mick evidence.”


  “What?” asked Wendy, slightly panicked, keeping that inside too.


  “They’re hard to examine, being kinda slippery,” he said. “I did not discover if they was fresh or if the old lady is not much of a housekeeper and they’ve been around a while. But you got your ghost turds in a couple corners. Now I have not hit on a surefire method for exterminating ghosts. If there’s much trouble, though, you give me a call. I got a couple guys I can refer you to.”


  “Trouble?” said Wendy. She licked her upper lip.


  “Now some ghosts will respect your privacy and only haunt and such when you’re out of the house, but others will make a nuisance of themselves, and you don’t want that. Let me know how it goes. Here’s my card. Call me if you have any questions.”


  “But—” she said.


  He smiled, spat some more juice, and nailed a dandelion. “I’ll get that report to you by Friday, barring accidents. You want any of this work done, I can recommend independent contractors to you. Only if you want me to.”


  “Thanks,” she said, still smiling, and shook hands with him. She didn’t wipe her hand off on her jeans until he had driven away in his truck.


  Malcolm was waiting in the hotel room for her, since she had left the locket there. It was so much easier for her to deal with real-life situations without him there to distract her that she had done it deliberately.


  She could tell he was going to kvetch. She sighed.


  He changed his mind. “So what happened?”


  “Fifteen more things wrong. Look at this list. You really, really want that place?”


  He looked surprised. “I thought you did.”


  “Yesterday I did,” she said, “enough to overlook that red plaid rug and those terrible fifties light fixtures. But today…what with the foundation cracks and the standing water and the pest super-highways.…”


  Malcolm flickered a little, the way he did when he was feeling uncertain. “Wendy, the psychic climate in the house.…”


  “Oh, yeah. That’s another thing. He says there’s a ghost there already.”


  “What?” He solidified and stared at her.


  “Apparently ghosts leave debris the way termites do,” she said, and grinned. After a moment she lost her grin. She looked around the floor, wondering if Malcolm had left any signs; but the carpet looked fairly clean except for a few cigarette burns near the bed.


  “I wish I had been there,” he said wistfully.


  Of all his tactics, she hated wistful the most. He had never been wistful when he was alive, but it was something his mother had done quite well. The fact that he had adopted it since dying made her wonder what other unpleasant surprises might be in store in their relationship’s future.


  “Shut up about it,” she said.


  “Wendy!”


  “When you get the what-might-have-beens, you drive me crazy!”


  “When you get rude, you drive me—” he began, then appeared to think better of it.


  “You want to spend the night in the car, parked someplace else?”


  He faded away, then reappeared, looking extra-solid. He frowned at her. “No. I hate it when you threaten me! That’s no way to run a relationship.”


  She was already cringing inside, because she knew he was right, but she didn’t feel like apologizing. “Let’s go to bed,” she said gruffly.


  “I don’t think we should let the sun set on this. Besides, you haven’t had any dinner.”


  “Quit being such a mommy.” Her stomach was starting to relax as the tension drained out of her. Sometimes her moods would shift without her understanding why. Only since he died. Before he died, they could have kept the argument going all night, orchestrating dynamics from piano to fortissimo and back.


  “You have to eat.” He shook his finger at her, looking stern, then put his hands behind his back.


  “Oh, yeah, rub my nose in it,” she said, but she could feel the laughter bubbling up, inexplicably. “What are you doing?”


  “What could I be doing?” He gave her his heavenly angel smile, his hands still hidden.


  Her stomach growled and they both stared at it.


  “What did I tell you?” he asked.


  “Okay, okay.” She got the locket out of the secret compartment in her suitcase (it made him really nervous when she left it there—what if, he asked her, someone stole her luggage? Where would he be?) and fastened the chain around her neck, and they left together.


  * * * *


  She got drive-through tacos. When he was with her, she ate in the car. Too many times they had started heated discussions in restaurants, and people had gotten upset with her for shouting at air.


  “Let’s go to the house,” he said.


  “Goofus! The little old lady still lives there. What’s she going to think if she sees a car lurking out in front of the house? She’ll call the police.”


  “Park down the block. I want to investigate.”


  “Suddenly you’re a detective?”


  “Why not?”


  She shrugged, drove to the neighborhood where she might or might not live, depending, where Malcolm might or might not reside, depending, and parked half a block away from the house they had picked. The house was small and khaki green and had a “Sale Pending” sign in the kitchen window.


  “I do,” Malcolm said, apropos of nothing. “I like this neighborhood. I know it seems like a suburban nightmare, just the kind of thing we sneered at in the sixties, but.…”


  “Yeah, we’re older now,” said Wendy. “At least, some of us are.” She slathered hot sauce on her soft flour taco and took a bite that dribbled taco juice down her chin.


  “My perspective has changed, or mellowed, or something. Hold the fort.” He slid out through the door and strolled up the sidewalk toward the house.


  Wendy wiped her chin with a napkin and watched him. He paused in front of the house and glanced back at her, then walked up the path to the front door and vanished.


  She hoped this wasn’t one of those times when he got visible. Every once in a while there was some sort of slip-up—or maybe it was supposed to happen; she and Malcolm weren’t sure of the rules yet—where other people could see him. Sometimes, everybody else; sometimes only one other person. Wendy didn’t know whether the house’s owner would be susceptible. When she and Malcolm had gone through the house with the realtor, whom they had already established as Malcolm-oblivious, the little old lady had been out somewhere. This afternoon during the whole house inspection Wendy had finally met the owner, but Malcolm had been at the hotel.


  While they were driving away after their first visit to the house, the realtor explained that the owner hadn’t wanted to part with the place, but her husband had died fairly recently and it was just too much for her to keep up alone, so she was moving to a retirement community. Wendy didn’t say anything about her husband having died recently too. That wasn’t the level she liked to relate to people on. It clarified for her the difference between generations, though: obviously this older woman had depended on her husband to take care of all kinds of things she didn’t want to handle herself, whereas Wendy had tuned the car, Wendy had kept the checkbook, Malcolm had done the cooking—while he was alive. They were still trying to work out rules of matter manipulation to see if he could handle cooking now, but so far their experiments hadn’t uncovered laws that would let him. He could move some things, but the ability came and went.


  If she had lost Malcolm completely, would she have had the strength to go out and buy a house, start a new phase in life? She wasn’t sure. Some small part of her told her she might have locked herself up in the apartment with all the curtains closed, living on cheese and crackers and letting her awareness decay.


  It wasn’t a side of herself she wanted to recognize. Good that it hadn’t come to that.


  When she met the owner, Wendy liked her immediately. It seemed a shame to buy the house and take it away from her. It would be a mess if Wendy had to ask for a lot of repairs before she closed on the place.


  She had finished her tacos and Chico-fries (Tater Tots by any other name) and was feeling much more even-tempered (Malcolm had told her she got really jittery if she went too long without eating; since he didn’t have a job anymore, he spent all his time observing her, and often told her things she wasn’t interested in hearing, especially when they were true. It was an aspect of their new relationship she was just getting accustomed to) when a head and some shoulders stuck out through the wall of what she was already thinking of as Her House. The hair on the head was gray, not glossy black like Malcolm’s. The face turned toward her, peering through the twilight. She covered her mouth with a paper napkin. Her throat was too tight for her to swallow the mouthful in her mouth.


  She was seeing a Ghost.


  He slipped out of the house and walked to the edge of the front lawn, staring at her with fierce eyes. She shrank back in her seat. She tried to swallow. Instead she coughed chewed Chico-fries into her napkin. The ghost shook his fist at her and yelled something, but she couldn’t understand him.


  “Malcolm,” she squeaked, just the way she had almost twenty years earlier when they went to one of the early showings of The Exorcist and Linda Blair’s head had turned all the way around. Back then, she had been able to bury her face in his shoulder, and feel his arm around her, even though she thought he was a—what was the word for nerd in those days? Square? She couldn’t remember. It wasn’t until ten years later that she had realized what a terrific human being he was and they had gotten married. But that friendly shoulder had helped plant the suspicion in her mind that he couldn’t be all bad.


  Malcolm materialized beside her. “Drive,” he said.


  She turned the key without depressing the clutch. What a racket! She couldn’t seem to remember which foot did what, and her hands were shaking so badly she could hardly grip the steering wheel, but she managed to start the car and pull a wobbly U-turn. They rocketed up the street away from the house.


  “What happened?” she asked in a low voice when they were parked outside their hotel room.


  “I went…Wendy…I—” He shook himself and said, “Buhuhuhuh.” Then: “I went into the crawl space under the house, and there isn’t any water there. I looked at the foundation. No cracks. It didn’t figure to me that the lady would keep the yard in such great shape and let the house fall apart. I went through the wood and I didn’t see a single termite. I checked the insulation in the roof, and it’s not even asbestos, it’s foam. The inspector was wrong about all those things, Wendy. The house is perfect.


  “So I figured, no problem. We’ll move in. I wanted to find a good place for storing the locket. I walked into the family room, and old lady was sitting there reading a play, and he was looking over her shoulder and muttering. ‘Anna,’ he said, ‘you can’t do this to me. We swore we’d end our days in this house. I built it for you.’ She just turned a page without paying any attention. ‘Anna!’ he yelled. Then he looked up and saw me. ‘Get out, you damned home wrecker!’ he screamed. His eyes started glowing red and he got bigger and, and, I don’t know, I felt like I had a heart again and it was going to burst.” He was quiet for a minute. “I was ready to run a sixty yard dash in five seconds, but I didn’t know which way to jump.


  “Then he went raging out of the house and I had time to get calm again. I thought, how awful for him that she doesn’t even know he’s there.”


  She looked at him and he looked at her. She leaned closer. After dark, he got solid enough to hold her. He slipped his arm around her, easing closer than he would have been able to when he was alive; he could go through the seat back and still hold her tightly. It was something they had been practicing. “Then,” murmured Malcolm, “I heard you squeak.”


  * * * *


  The realtor didn’t want Wendy speaking with the owner directly. It was the part of the negotiation that bugged Wendy the most, yet she understood that realtors didn’t want a buyer and a seller to work out their own deal and cut the realtors out of their percentage. After all, the realtor had taken Wendy to fifteen other houses. She was working for her money.


  Summer twilight was finally seeping into night. Wendy clutched Malcolm’s locket in her hand and rang the doorbell.


  The old man’s face, features twisted into a gargoyle’s grimace of anger, thrust out through the door. Wendy stepped back and fell off the edge of the stoop, but Malcolm steadied her from behind, his hands on her shoulders.


  The door opened, pulling back through the old man, and Anna Jericho, the owner, peered out through the screen door. “Hello?” she said.


  “Uh, hi,” said Wendy, straightening and tugging the front of her dress down—her half-fall had hiked it up.


  “May I help you?” Anna said.


  “Well, uh—I’m the buyer, Mrs. Jericho. We met this morning.


  “I know that, dear.”


  “And I just wanted to—to—” Wendy glanced over her shoulder. The neighbors weren’t all staring out their windows, but some were watching. “May I come in?”


  “All right.” Anna unlatched the screen door and held it open.


  Her husband stood in the doorway, his hands up in fists before him. “You may NOT come in! No, keep your distance, you evil young woman!”


  Wendy took a deep breath and walked through him.


  Other than a faint fizzing on her skin, the experience left her none the worse. She thought she might even be making up the fizzing because she had expected to feel something. She glanced behind her, and found the old man staring at her in horror, clutching his chest and breathing loudly with his mouth open. Psychological, no doubt, since his heart and lungs weren’t sustaining him any longer. She offered him a smile, but that just made him madder.


  “Come into the family room, dear,” Anna said.


  They settled on the red sofa which sat on the red plaid rug. “My husband was partial to red,” said Anna.


  “I want to talk to you about him,” Wendy said. “Are you sure you want to sell the house?”


  “Yes. It’s just too much for me to keep up. The garden takes a lot of looking after…well, I have a good yardman for that, but he doesn’t weed. And there’s so much space without Arturo to fill it, and so many things to keep clean, and I don’t even want to own them anymore. I’m sure Arturo would want me to take care of myself.”


  “Well, I’m not,” Wendy said. “He doesn’t want you to sell the house. He says he built this house for you and you swore you’d end your days here.”


  Anna paled. “What do you mean, ‘he says’?”


  “His ghost says, I guess would be more accurate. His ghost is making the house look like it’s going to fall apart. His ghost has been screaming at me and my husband not to be home wreckers.”


  Anna held up her hand, palm out. Her eyes shifted back and forth as if looking all around her. “Now, wait,” she said. “Now, wait. What are you talking about?”


  Wendy leaned forward, putting her feet flat on the floor. She clasped her hands, put her elbows on her knees, let her clasped hands dangle in front of her. “I know this is hard, Mrs. Jericho. Maybe you won’t even believe me. But I thought the best thing to do was to tell you about it.” Her shoulders slumped and she stared at the red plaid rug.


  “Are you some kind of psychic? I never even knew you were married.”


  Wendy glanced up and discovered only lively interest in the older woman’s face. “Well, the two are kind of connected. I never knew I was psychic until my husband died, but, you see, he’s with me, even now. I started seeing him during his funeral. He’s sitting over there in the rocker.”


  Malcolm obligingly rocked the rocker, and it moved.


  “HOW are you doing that!” screamed the old man. “TELL ME!’


  “Oh, my goodness,” said Anna. “Oh, my goodness!”


  “And your Arturo has been yelling at me for being an evil woman since I rang the doorbell. Right now, actually, he’s yelling at my husband because my husband knows how to make things move and your husband doesn’t.”


  “He was always terribly competitive. Had to have a greener lawn than Rusty and Mrs. Kay, had to have a better barbecue, had to have a bigger office at work,” said Anna.


  “That’s right. Betray me. Stab me in the back!” Arturo cried.


  “Had to have a prettier wife,” said Anna, and smiled, showing her dimples.


  “How can you talk like this to strangers, Anna! I was always respectful of you!”


  “He says he was always respectful of you,” Wendy relayed.


  “Of course, of course. He knew what a prize he had in me.” She dimpled again, her eyes dancing.


  “Well, you see, if he doesn’t find relief somehow I don’t know how I can move into your house. I can see him, and he keeps screaming at me.”


  Anna looked up, glanced around. “Arturo!” she cried.


  “What? What, what?” he said.


  “What do you want?”


  “I want to be with you, my little Anna,” he said in a caressing voice. His face had softened; it was the first time Wendy had seen him smile.


  Wendy translated.


  “Well, come on then to the retirement village with me,” said Anna.


  “I built myself into this house. I can’t leave.”


  Wendy and Malcolm looked at each other. Then Wendy turned to Anna and repeated word for word what Arturo had said.


  Anna began to cry. Arturo stood beside the couch, holding out his hands to her but not bringing them close enough to touch or go through her. After a little while, Anna said, “How is it that your ghost husband goes with you, while mine is trapped here?”


  Wendy fished the locket up on its chain from where it had been hiding inside her blouse. “This belonged to Malcolm’s mother. She died when he was six, and his father gave him the locket. He took it with him everywhere. The night we got married, he gave it to me. I think that was harder for him than any other part of our relationship, because it was like handing me a part of himself to take care of. He was always afraid I would lose it. But he gave it to me anyway.


  “We’ve been talking about this ever since he returned to me. We don’t really know how it works, but we believe that when people invest themselves strongly in a physical object it can act as an anchor for them after death. Malcolm is attached to the locket. He can get about a block away from it, if he wants to; but if he goes any further than that he feels vague, like he’s about to fall apart. Our dream was to build the locket into the house so we could share the house and he could finally feel safe. But now, you see, your husband has attached to the house—”


  Anna smoothed the tears away from her eyes and looked up. “The house is too big for me,” she said in a low voice. “I cannot stand it alone.”


  “But Anna, you’re not alone,” said Arturo.


  “I am not going to stay,” Anna said. “I simply can’t.”


  “How can you break a promise like that, a life promise we made to each other?” Arturo cried.


  Without hearing him, she held up her hands. “Look,” she whispered. Her hands were tremoring. “And there are little gaps…I wake and find myself in the chair when a moment before I was in the bathroom, brushing my hair. Time has started slipping away from me.” She stilled her hands in her lap. “You see,” she said, and paused. She took a breath. “You see, I need help.”


  “No!” Arturo cried. “We promised to take care of each other. We promised we would be strong for each other. We promised we would stand against the world together. We promised we would never need anyone but each other. Anna, you don’t even know these people!”


  Wendy slid closer on the couch and reached for Anna’s hand. It trembled in her grasp.


  “Anna!” cried Arturo.


  “Do you remember your wedding vows?” Wendy asked Anna.


  “Oh, I remember everything about our wedding, my dear, right down to the bootleg whiskey in the back room. My sister Mary and I spent hours stitching seed pearls onto the lace of my wedding dress. And every word of our vows - well, they were not so rare, in any case. Love, honor, and obey.”


  “What did Arturo say to you?”


  Anna sighed. “Love, honor, and cherish.”


  Wendy looked at Arturo’s ghost. “Sir,” she said to him. “Do you love, honor, and cherish this woman more than you do your house? More than you do a promise she can’t keep?”


  “You don’t understand,” he said. He walked away through a wall.


  “What?” said Anna. “What does he say?”


  “He’s gone.”


  Malcolm rose from the rocking chair. “I’ll see what I can find out,” he said. He followed Arturo through the wall, leaving the chair rocking gently.


  “He’s gone?” Anna whispered. “He doesn’t forgive me, does he?” Her voice got a little louder. “He never could stand weakness in any form.” She bent her head to the side, her eyes gazing at the red plaid rug. “He said we were like two pillars together. We could build a life and a family on our shoulders. He said we were strong like two foundation stones, and we could share our strength by holding hands. But his hand is not here any longer, and I am not a stone, and neither was he.” She placed her hand flat over her face, covering her right eye. “Now you tell me,” she murmured to the carpet, “he has been here all along, and I didn’t even sense him. He told me to always lean on him when I was troubled, but how can I lean on someone I can’t even see?”


  Wendy rubbed her thumb over the back of Anna’s hand, gently stroking the cabled veins and arteries, feeling the tendons beneath her touch.


  “I have to go and live among strangers. I have to trust unknown caretakers to watch out for me. I live in the ruin of my own body and I cannot rebuild. Pride cannot mortar my walls any longer.” Her hand tightened on Wendy’s. “It was so hard to make this decision, but I have been contemplating it for a long time. Arturo died three years ago, and I knew…I knew I couldn’t support everything we had built together. Now I’ve made the hardest decision of my life, and here he comes, making it much harder again. If only I could hear him and answer his arguments myself! A good fight used to clear the air for us.”


  Wendy frowned. “Wait. Wait.” She sucked on her lower lip.


  “What is it? Is he back?”


  “No. What you said gave me an idea. Your body is a structure. This house is a structure. Marriage is a—I wish Malcolm and I knew all the rules!”


  “What are you thinking?”


  “If an idea structure could work like a physical structure—if Arturo could move into the house of your marriage, or your heart—but I’ve never heard of that. Of course, this is the first time Malcolm and I have met another ghost. We don’t know if anybody else’s ghostliness works like Malcolm’s.”


  “If I build a house in my heart, Arturo could move into it and come with me to the retirement village, you think?” Anna glanced at Wendy. “I have him in my heart already, always; I wear him there as I wear my wedding ring on my finger.”


  “Does he know that? Maybe the idea won’t work, anyway. But anything’s worth trying. If he moved into something you built together, maybe you could see him—”


  Malcolm walked back through the wall, pulling Arturo by the arm. Arturo’s mouth was set in a stubborn line. “Home wreckers,” he said, and tried to pull his arm out of Malcolm’s grip.


  Wendy straightened. “Sir,” she said. Anna studied the direction of Wendy’s gaze, followed it.


  “You are an evil young woman,” said Arturo.


  “Do you want your wife to kill herself?” Wendy asked. “Is that what you really want?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Please be very sure. What you are doing now is the same as telling her to kill herself. She wants to take care of herself, to get the help she needs to survive. If she listens to you and chooses something too hard for her to handle, she courts death. Do you love your wife?”


  The fury slowly left his face. He stopped trying to jerk his arm free of Malcolm’s grasp. After a long moment, he said, “Alive, I loved her. Dead, I love her. But it is the house that sustains me. If I leave the house I kill myself, and that is a sin against God.”


  “What does he say?” Anna whispered.


  “He says he loves you but he’s not sure he can leave the house.” Wendy bit her lip and said to Arturo, “We thought about structures that might sustain you. You built yourself into the house. Did you build yourself into your marriage? Anna says she carries you in her heart.”


  Arturo looked at Anna. His face softened into a smile again, and then saddened. He walked to Anna and reached out a hand. It disappeared into her chest.


  Suddenly another ghost smoked up out of Anna and stood half in the couch behind her, facing Arturo. It was a younger man, his hair black and thick, his eyes alight. “Who are you, old man?” he said.


  Arturo staggered back. After a moment, he said, “That is how she remembers me.” He turned an angry face at Wendy. “There is no room in her heart for me!”


  “You stiff-necked old donkey!” said his other ghost. “Have to have her all to yourself, do you? Death has not granted you any virtues, has it!”


  “Will you leave and let me in?” Arturo asked.


  “I will not leave!” said the young man. “But if you ask me very nicely perhaps I will make room for you.”


  “Wait just a minute,” said Wendy. “Anna, a ghost came out of your heart and is talking to this other Arturo about both of them living in your heart together. Do you want that?”


  “I don’t understand,” said Anna. She sounded very young.


  “I wish, I wish you could see them,” said Wendy.


  “Does she want to see us?” asked the younger Arturo. “Easy.” He reached into the back of Anna’s head, worked around in it, then said, “There.”


  Anna looked up and screamed. Then she clapped her hands over her mouth. “Arturo,” she whispered. She glanced back and forth between the old Arturo and the young one.


  “Arturo?” she said.


  “How did you DO that?” older Arturo asked. He held up fists and shook them in frustration. “How is it everyone knows secrets except me?”


  “Arturo,” said Anna, her voice a little stronger. “What did I tell you about jealousy, always?”


  Older Arturo sighed. “That it is a viper’s bite on my heel and weakens me as long as it holds on,” he said. “But Anna, I am like a baby. I do not like it.”


  “Of course not,” she said. She stood and took a step toward him, lifting a hand—and then the hand sank back to her side and she slowly folded toward the floor. Wendy jumped up and Malcolm did too, but it was the younger Arturo who caught her and eased her collapse onto the couch.


  * * * *


  “As I am the man she believes and wishes I was,” said the young Arturo as Wendy rubbed Anna’s hands between hers, “I have more generosity of spirit than you do.” He beamed at Older Arturo, who gave him a ferocious frown.


  “Even though it will diminish me to mingle with you, I shall do it,” said Younger Arturo.


  “In you I can see clearly what Anna told me about pride being a hobble that makes you take short steps,” said Older Arturo.


  Wendy and Malcolm looked at each other. They flicked their eyebrows up and down.


  Younger Arturo laughed. “We heard her, but did we ever listen? If you become part of me, some things will change for you. One thing is that she becomes the center of our life. We don’t have the work, and we don’t have the house. We don’t have the evenings at the Taverna with the other men. We enter a smaller existence.”


  “What do you think I’ve been doing since I died?” Older Arturo asked. “I cannot even step beyond the lawn.”


  “So you are ready to join me?”


  Older Arturo looked at the ceiling, lifted his arms and spread them wide as if embracing the house. “I built this well. You don’t know what it is like to be inside a board, to hear it think of the tree it once was, to speak to nails and hear their tales of hiding in the earth before the forge, to ride the currents of heat like sparks rising from a chimney.…”


  “You can tell me,” said Younger Arturo.


  Older Arturo slowly lowered his arms and smiled at his younger self, then looked at Malcolm. His eyes narrowed. “You better be good to this place,” he said, frowning.


  “Maybe you can brief me before you go,” said Malcolm.


  Anna’s eyes fluttered open. “Arturo,” she said.


  “Anna,” said both Arturos.


  Bewildered, Anna looked at Wendy. Wendy gripped her hand. “Watch,” she said, nodding to the Arturos.


  They studied each other, then walked toward each other. They grasped each other’s hands, paused a moment, staring into each other’s eyes, then pushed closer. In a shimmery moment they melted into each other, gasping, and finally a single Arturo, a midway mix between the two who had stood there a moment before, turned to look at her. “Oh, Anna,” he said, touching his hand to his heart. “I feel your heart touching mine.”


  She held her hands out to him and he came to her, reached for her hands, but his passed through them. They both cried out. In distress and anger, they stared at Wendy.


  “It’s not the same as being alive,” she said, “but it’s much, much better than losing a person entirely.”


  “I caught her when she fell,” said Arturo.


  Wendy nodded. “Sometimes you can do that.”


  He frowned. “Wait. I will return in a moment,” he said, and walked out through the kitchen wall.”


  “Can he come with me?” Anna asked.


  “I think he’s gone to find out,” said Wendy.


  Malcolm was watching the wall where Arturo had disappeared. He turned to Wendy after a moment. “Can I try something?”


  “Sure,” she said.


  He walked to her and reached into her chest. She gasped, then tried to figure out if she could feel him. She thought not. He pulled his hand out of her and they both looked around. There was no new Malcolm.


  “I wish we had a book like the one in Beetlejuice,” he said, not for the first time.


  “So this is your young man,” Anna said faintly. “Please introduce us.”


  Wendy had just made introductions when Arturo returned. “I walked to the end of the block,” he said. He beamed at them all.


  Wendy found herself smiling back at him. She thought about all the things she locked inside herself, groans, frowns, smiles; thought about Malcolm’s leash—how he couldn’t stray far from the locket. By buying a house, she and Malcolm would be tying themselves to a specific place. And that was a dream they had. Were they crazy?


  Arturo had just slipped a leash.


  “Let’s go for a drive!” he said.


  “We can drive past the retirement village,” Anna said, “and you can look inside.”


  They were still learning new rules. New restrictions—but new freedoms, too, Wendy thought as she rose. Malcolm put his hand on her shoulder and she felt it. She grinned over her shoulder at him.


  


  BIRTHMARK, by Seabury Quinn


  Last minute shopping at Liberty’s and the Garelies LaFayette had taken more time than I’d reckoned, and the six-seated compartment to which I’d been assigned on the Treves rapide was nearly filled when I finished checking through the provost marshal’s booth at the Gare del’Est and scuttled down the inner platform. Three of the four early arrivals I recognized: Amberson, who as a former New York police lieutenant had been assigned to the Intelligence; Weinberg of the Medical Corps, like me assigned to base hospital work in Treves; and Fontenoy apKern, an infantryman about to take up duties at the provost marshal’s office at the old walled city.


  The fourth man was unknown to me and, for no reason I could think of, I disliked him with the sudden spontaniety of a chemical reaction. The double braid on his cuffs marked him as a captain, and where the raccoon collar of his short coat was thrown back, I saw crossed rifles on the neckband of his blouse. His uniform was well-cut and expensive—English-made, I guessed—his blond hair neatly trimmed, his slim, long, white hands sleekly manicured. More of a fop than a soldier he seemed, some dandy from the fashionable East Fifties with a bullet-proof commission going from the secretariat at Paris to staff headquarters at Coblenz; but in the army one goes where he is sent and does the work they set him at.


  It wasn’t mere resentment of a grime-and-blood veteran for a pantywaist soldier that stirred my quick, instinctive dislike. It was the smug arrogance of him. Clear-cut as the image on a coin, his profile silhouetted against the window, high-cheeked, hard-eyed, sharp-chinned. Prussian as an oberleutnant of the Elite Guards Corp, that face would have seemed more in its proper setting above the field gray of a German uniform than the olive drab of our army.


  The stranger glanced up quickly at my advent, and I had a momentary glimpse of faintly sneering mouth and hard, cold, haughty eyes, then he resumed his reading of the Paris edition of the London Daily Mail.


  Greetings were in character: “Hullo,” said Amberson, sweeping me with the quick look of suspicion which is the mark of the professional policeman.


  “Thought you’d gone A.W.O.L.,” grinned Weinberg. “Wouldn’t blame you if you had. Lot o’ flu up Treves way; lots o’ work for us poor suckers in the M.C.”


  “Hi lug!” apKern saluted me. “Mopped ’em all up on the Paris sector and goin’ up to croak a few in Germany?”


  The blond captain of infantry took no notice of me, nor any of us.


  I stumbled over an assorted lot of feet, stowed my duffel in the rack above my seat, and dropped down on the hard cushions. The place across from me was vacant, but a white card indicated it had been reserved. “Wonder who’ll draw it?” apKern wondered. “Pity the poor bloke, havin’ to look at your ugly mug from here to Treves. Gosh, when I came to up at Catigny and saw you starin’ at me, I thought I still was under ether and havin’ a bad dream! If I could a’ talked I’d a’ asked the nurse to slip me a fresh dose of anesthetic—”


  “Quiet!” cut in Weinberg. “Who’d know when you were conscious or anesthetized, anyhow? If I’d been there, I would a’ operated on you as they brought you in, you—” His amiable insults stopped half uttered, and a sudden blankness wiped expression from his face as he looked past apKern to the compartment door.


  Followed by a railway porter, a girl stood at the entrance. I felt my own heart skip a beat as I looked at her. Mentally I commented, “There ain’t no such animal.”


  She was quite young, not more than twenty-three or -four, quite breathtaking in her loveliness. A red cross gleamed upon her overseas cap, and beneath her heavy dark coat with its wide fur collar showed a white stock and the well-cut, smoothly-fitting whipcord uniform of the Red Cross Motor Corps. Three service chevrons on her left cuff showed she was no post-Armistice importation, and her utter lack of self-consciousness showed she was at home with soldiers. More like an effeminate boy than a young woman she seemed as she stepped lissomely between the rows of booted feet and dropped down in the seat across from me. I realized her eyes were golden, a light brown that was almost orange, harmonizing to perfection with her copper hair, her smooth pale cheeks, and slim red lips.


  When she took her cap off and shook her hair, I saw that it was close-cropped, almost like a man’s, and riotous with curls.


  I cast a glance at apKern, sitting two seats from her, and he must have read the malice in my eyes, for almost instantly he sounded off.


  “See this?” he tapped the dispatch case that rested on his knees. “Lot o’ valuable dope in here; list o’ suspected enemy agents and so forth I’m takin’ up to Treves. ‘Captain apKern,’ the general says to me, ‘I’ve got some very confidential documents to go to Germany. They’re so secret that I daren’t trust ’em to an ordinary courier. Only a man of proved sagacity, indomitable courage, and more than usual cleverness can be entrusted with these papers, Captain. You’re going up to Treves, aren’t you?’


  “‘Sure, General,’ I tells him. I’m fed up with all this work in Paris; want to get where there’s a chance for action, so I’m joinin’ the M.P.’s at Treves. I’ll be happy to accommodate you by taking those papers, and you need fear nothing. They’ll be safe with me as if—’”


  “‘You published ’em in the New York Times,’” completed Amberson sarcastically.


  I glanced across the narrow aisle at the girl. She was joining in the laugh that followed Amberson’s deflation of apKern. Her lips were opening like a flower, and a smile glowed in her orange eyes. “Lovely!” I whispered to myself. “Perfect—” as I eyed the long sweet line from her waist to knee, from knee to ankle, the small gentle bosom and the long slim hands and feet—“she’s just perfect.”


  The guard blew his absurd tin trumpet, and we slid out of the station, past the platform bright with French officers in fur coats or long capes of horizon blue, like birds of brilliant plumage among the somber O.D. of our own and British uniforms, through the blinking lights that marked the station yard and out into the fog-blurred night.


  The train had a wagon-restaurant, and presently the girl went forward, followed in a moment by apKern, Weinberg, and Amberson. I’d lunched late at the Café de la Paix and had no wish for food, so settled back in my seat with a copy of the Bystander.


  Our coach was German, taken over by the Allies, and a sign phrased with Teutonic arrogance stared at me from the farther wall of the compartment with the information that such indiscretions as smoking or falling from the window were stringently verboten under penalty of heavy fine. I grinned at it. I was an American soldier on my way to conquered territory. Presently their officers would be saluting me as I walked down the street, their civilians crowding to the curb to give me sidewalk-room. Their signs meant nothing to me, and I broke out a packet of Fatimas.


  “Smoke?” I proffered the pack to my silent companion.


  “No,” he returned shortly, never glancing up from his paper, and with renewed irritation I realized that he had not added “thank you,” to his refusal.


  In a little while the diners came back from their meal, on the best possible terms with each other, and I was duly presented to Miss Felicia Watrous of Philadelphia. Moved by common courtesy, I bent to catch the aloof infantryman’s eye, intending to introduce him. For just a moment he looked up at me above his paper, and I was fairly chilled by the cold challenge in his agate stare. To hell with him! All of us, except Amberson who was a major, were his equals in rank. Where did he get off treating us like a lot of railway porters? Let him read his London Daily Mail and be damned to him!


  Stories of the front and service, of communications lines, of base hospitals, Paris, Brest, and Saint-Nazarire sped the time till we passed Epernay. The air grew cold with a hard bitterness while the fog congealed to sleety rain that spattered like thrown sand against the window and gushed down the glass like the backwash of a sullen tide. The window casing somehow rattled loose from its sides, and a current of chilled air, with now and then a spit of sleet, came straight against me. After several ineffectual efforts to right matters, I turned the collar of my trench coat up about my ears, slid down until I rested on the extreme end of my spine, and sought forgetfulness of my discomfort in sleep.


  Conversation had died down to monosyllables. Even apKern seemed drained dry of wisecracks, and Amberson rose lurching from his seat.


  “See you in the morning—I hope,” he rumbled, jerking at the leather cord that worked the single light in the compartment. For a moment the globe glowed with fading incandescence, then we were smothered in Cimmerian darkness.


  Was it a trick of tired nerves, the retention of the light-image upon my retina in the dark? I wondered. Somehow, it seemed to me that as night flattened on the window and the blackness closed about us the orange eyes of the girl sitting opposite me glowed with a sort of smoky, sulphurus luminance like those of a cat in the gloom. The impression lasted but a moment. Either she had lowered her lids or my eyes had grown accustomed to the lack of light, and I was staring sightlessly into a shadow as impenetrable as a velvet curtain.


  Memory was scratching at my brain, softly but insistently as a cat demanding admission to a room. Miss Waltrous’ face was poignantly familiar to me and, dimly, I connected it with something vaguely unpleasant.


  I tried to fit the pieces of the mental picture-puzzle together, assembling keywords, fumbling with my thoughts. The riddle of her strange familiarity—that persistent thought, “I’ve seen her somewhere”—was within reach of my brain if only I could get the facts in proper perspective, I was sure. Her name: Felicia Watrous. Did its syllables strike some note of memory? No. Try again: That face, that sweet, pale oval face, almost too perfect in its symmetry; the long red lips of that red, sensitive mouth; those glowing orange eyes and hair as russet as the leaves of a copper-beech in autumn; she came from Philadelphia—


  I had it!


  The triumph of remembering brought me up right in my seat, I almost snapped my fingers in delight. Not faintly, but clear-cut as a motion picture flashed upon a screen, I saw that scene in Fairmount Park. I was in my final year of internship and, as always, short of money, had gone to the zoo for the afternoon. Beside the monkey cage a boy and girl stood idly. Through closed lids I could see them perfectly with my mind’s eye, the lad in baggy trousers rolled high above his ankles to display bright socks, a V-necked sweater with the “F” that showed he was an athlete at Friends’ School; the girl in Peter Thompson suit, hatless, her small proud head aflame with copper hair as sweetly poised as a chrysanthemum upon its stalk. They had a bag of sugar cookies and had tossed one to the ravenous little rhesus monkeys swarming up the bars. One of the greedy little simians fastened on a cake fragment with its hand, then, not content, seized another with its hand-like foot, leaped to an overhanging perch and proceeded to feed itself, nibbling first from the bit clutched in its hand, then from the fragment grasped in its prehensile foot.


  “Look there!” the lad exclaimed as he nudged his companion. “Lookit that glutton feedin’ his face with hands and feet. Bet you couldn’t do that!”


  The innocent remark was devastating in effect. The girl seemed suddenly to lose all strength and wilted brokenly against the railing set before the cages. Her face was twisted in mute agony, her brow was glistening with sweat, her cheeks had gone pale with a pallor that passed white and seemed gray verging on green. And from the tortured mask of stricken features, her eyes seemed to beg for pity.


  I ran to offer her my help, but she smiled away my kindly meant assistance. “A—little—faint,” she murmured in a voice that shook as if it took her last remaining ounce of strength to speak. “I’ll—be—all—right.” Then, with the frightened boy assisting me, we got her to the red-wheeled dog-cart waiting by the fountain, and he had driven her away.


  That had been in 1910—nine years ago. I had been a barely-noticed bystander—a member of the audience of her brief drama—she had been the star of the short tragedy. No wonder she had failed to recognize in the uniformed medical officer the callow intern who had helped her.


  Was there, I asked myself as I leaned back against the hard, uncomfortable cushions of the German railway coach, some connection between the lad’s reference to her inability to feed herself with her foot and her collapse, or had she been seized with a fainting spell? If she had, it sounded like a cardiac affection; yet the girl who slept so peacefully across from me was certainly in the prime of health. More, she must have passed a rigid physical examination before they let her come overseas. Puzzling over it I saw the lights of Chálons station flash past, watched the darkness deepen on the window pane once more, and fell into a chilled, uncomfortable sleep.


  * * * *


  Consciousness came to me slowly. The window had worked farther down in its casings, and sleet-armed rain was stabbing at my face. My feet and legs felt stiff with a rheumatic stiffness, and my head was aching abominably.


  “Damn these Jerry coaches,” I swore spitefully as I rose to force the window back in place. “If I ever see a Pullman car again I’ll—”


  My anger protests slipped away from my lips. The blackness of the night had given way to a diluted gray, and by this dim uncertain light I made the forms of my companions out—and there was something horribly wrong with them. ApKern was slumped down in his seat as if he had been a straw man from which the stuffing had been jerked, Amberson lay with feet splayed out across the aisle; Weinberg’s shoulders drooped, and his hands hung down beside his knees and swung as flaccidly as strings with each movement of the train. The girl across from me lay back against her cushions, head bent at an unnatural angle. Thus I called the roll with a quick frightened glance and noted that the stranger was not present.


  Yes, he was! He was lying on the floor at apKern’s feet, one arm bent under him, his legs spread out as though he’d tried to rise, felt too tired for it, and decided to drop back. But in the angles of his flaccid legs, their limpness at the hips and knees and ankles, I read the signs no doctor has to see twice. He was dead.


  The others? I jerked the leather light-cord, and as the weak bulb blossomed into pale illumination took stock. Dead? No, their color was too bright. Their cheeks were positively flushed—too flushed! I could read it at a glance. Incredibly, I was the only person in that cramped compartment not suffering carbon monoxide poisoning.


  I drove my fist through the window, jerked the door open and as the raw air whistled through the compartment, I bent to examine Miss Watrous. Her pulse was very weak but still perceptible. So were Weinberg’s, Amberson’s, and apKern’s. The stranger was past helping, and the air would help revive the others.


  My first job was to find the chef de train—the conductor—and report the casualty.


  “Find whoever is in charge of this confounded pile o’ junk,” I told an enlisted man I met in the corridor of the next coach. “There’s been an accident back there—four officers and a Red Cross woman gassed—”


  “Gassed?” he echoed unbelievingly. “Does the captain mean—”


  “The captain means just what he says,” I snapped. “Go get me the conductor toot sweet. Shake it up!”


  “Yes, sir.” He saluted and was off like the proverbial shot, returning in a few moments with a young man whose double bars proclaimed him a captain, with the red R denoting he was in the Railroad Section on his shoulder.


  It was no time to stand on ceremony. Technically, I suppose, the Medical Corps outranked the Railroad Section, but I tendered him a salute. “Gas?” he echoed as the corporal had when I completed my recital.


  “If we haven’t five cases of carbon monoxide poisoning—one of ’em fatal—back there, I never rode an ambulance,” I answered shortly. “How it happened, I don’t know—”


  “How’d you happen not to get it?” he broke in suspiciously.


  “I was sitting by the window, and it worked loose in the night. Air blew directly in my face. That accounts for the girl’s not being more affected, too. She was facing backward, so didn’t get the full effect of ventilation, but her case seems the mildest. Major Amberson, who was farthest from the window, seems most seriously affected, but all of them were unconscious.”


  We had reached the compartment as I concluded. “Help me with this poor chap,” I directed, bending to take up the dead man’s shoulders. “If they have a spare compartment, we can put him in that.”


  “There’s one right down the corridor,” he told me. “Party debarked at Chálons when we took the train over from the Frogs.”


  “Thank the Lord for that,” I answered. “If the French were still in charge, we’d have the devil of a time explaining—ah!” Amazement fairly squeezed the exclamation from me.


  “What is it, sir?”


  “This,” I answered, reaching under apKern’s feet and holding up a metal cylinder. The thing was six or eight inches long by about two inches in diameter, made of brass or copper, like those fire extinguishers carried on trucks and buses in America, and fitted with a nozzle and thumb-screw at one end.


  “What’s it smell like?” he demanded, staring at my find uncomprehendingly.


  “Like nothing. That’s just it—”


  “How d’ye mean—”


  “That cylinder was filled with CO—carbon monoxide—which is a colorless and odorless gas almost as deadly as phosgene. It was pumped in under pressure, and late last night someone turned the thumb-screw while we were asleep, let the gas escape, and—”


  “Nuts!” he interrupted with a shake of his head. “No one would be such a fool. It’d get him, too—”


  “Yes?” I broke in sarcastically. “Think so, do you?” Rolling the dead man over to get a grip beneath his arms I had discovered something he was lying on. A small, compact, but perfect gas mask.


  “Well—I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” he declared as I held my find up. “I sure will. But how’d it happen he was the only one to get it in the neck, when he was all prepared—”


  “That’s what we’ll have to find out, or what a board of inquiry will determine,” I replied. “Help me get him into that compartment, then we’ll see about first aid for these—”


  “Here, what goes on?” Weinberg sat up suddenly and stared about him like a man emerging from a bad dream. “What’re you guys up to?”


  “How d’ye feel?” I countered.


  “Terrible, now you mention it. My head is aching like nobody’s business, but”—he bent and touched the supine dead man, then straightened with a groan as he pressed hands against his throbbing temples—“what’s all this? Did his Nibs pass out, or—”


  “Clear out,” I assured him. “He’s dead as mutton, and the rest of us came near joining him. Look after ’em a moment, will you? I’ll be right back.”


  * * * *


  Fresh air and copious draughts of cognac, followed by black coffee and more brandy, had revived the gas victims when I returned. Amberson was still too weak to stand, apKern complained of dizziness and clouded vision, but Weinberg, tough and wiry as a terrier, seemed none the worse for his close call. Due to her seat beside the window, Miss Watrous seemed less seriously affected than the rest. In half an hour she was ministering to apKern and Amberson, and they were loving it.


  “Look here, Carmichael,” Weinberg said as we bent above the dead man while Amberson went through his papers, “this is no case of CO poisoning.”


  “If it isn’t, I never used a pulmotor on a would-be suicide in South Philly,” I rejoined. “Why, there’s every indication of—”


  “Of your granddad’s Sunday-go-to-meetin’ hat!” he broke in. “Take a look, Professor.”


  Obediently, I bent and looked where he was pointing. “Well, I’ll be—” I began, and he grinned at me, wrinkling up his nose and drawing back his lips till almost all his teeth showed at the same time.


  “You sure will,” he agreed, “but not until you’ve told me what you make of it.”


  “Why, the man was throttled!” I exclaimed.


  There was no doubting it. Upon the dead man’s throat were five distinct livid patches, one, some three inches in size, roughly square, the other four extending in broken parallel lines almost completely around the neck.


  “What d’ye make of it?” he insisted.


  I shook my head. “Possibly the bruise left by some sort of garotte,” I hazarded. “The neck’s broken and the hyoid bone is fractured; dreadful pressure must have been exerted, and with great suddenness. That argues against manual assault. Besides, no human hand is big enough to reach clear round his neck—he must have worn a sixteen collar—and even if it were, there isn’t any thumb mark here.”


  He nodded gloomily, almost sullenly. “You said it. Know what it reminds me of?”


  “I’ll bite.”


  “Something I saw when I was hoppin’ ambulances at Bellevue. Circus was playin’ the Garden, and a roustabout got in a tangle with one of the big apes. It throttled him.”


  “So?” I raised my brows. “Where’s the connection?”


  “Right here. These livid patches on this feller and the ones on that poor cuss we took down to the morgue are just alike. Charlie Norris had us all down to the mortuary when he performed the autopsy on that circus man and showed us the characteristic marks of an ape’s hand contrasted with a man’s. He was particular to point out how a man grasps something using his thumb as a fulcrum, while the great apes, with the exception of the chimpanzee, make no use of the thumb, but use the fingers only in their grasp. Look here—” he pointed to the large square livid mark—“this would be the bruise left by the heel of the hand, and these—” he indicated the long, circling lines about the dead man’s neck—“would be the finger-marks. That’s just the way the bruises showed on that man at the Bellevue Morgue.”


  “Snap out of it!” I almost shook him in my irritation. “Here’s one time when observed phenomena don’t amount to proof. It seemed fantastic enough to find a cylinder of concentrated carbon monoxide in the car, with you chaps and Miss Watrous almost dead of CO poisoning, but to lug in a gorilla or orangutan to throttle our would-be murderer before he had a chance to slip his gas mask on—Poe never thought up anything as wild as that.”


  “Okay, have it your own way,” he grumbled, “but—”


  A grunt from Amberson deflected our attention from the corpse.


  “Take a look at this, you fellers,” he commanded, holding out the sheaf of papers he had taken from the inside pocket of the dead man’s blouse. “Ever see a finer set-up?”


  The first paper was a pass from G-2 declaring the bearer might circulate where he chose inside our lines in uniform or plain clothes; he was not to be delayed; all railroad transportation officers were directed to give him every preference. Intelligence work. The next identified him as Captain Albert Parker Tuckerman, infantry unassigned, on leave with special permission to visit the Paris area. Next were travel orders to Brest, Saint-Nazaire, Treves, Coblenz—each issued in a different name. Last, but far from least, was a complete list of personnel at our provost marshal’s offices, intelligence and liaison officers, and orders for troop movements and concentrations in occupied Germany.


  Weinberg pursed his lips and gave a soundless whistle. “Looks as if you’ve caught a big fish here, sir. Who was he; any idea?”


  “Nope,” Amberson shook his head, “but I’ll bet G-2 will be glad to see his photograph. There’s a Jerry undercover man been raisin’ merry hell with our arrangments; shouldn’t wonder if he’s here—” He jerked a thumb toward the still form stretched on the railway seat. “Just for once, I’m grateful to that big-mouthed apKern. When he began to sound off about carrying confidential papers, we all knew it was for Miss Watrous’ benefit, but this bird fell for it. He must have traveled with that can of carbon monoxide and gas mask ready for such emergencies. Maybe that’ll account for some of the mysterious disappearances of papers from our offices. Anyway, it’s fairly obvious that when we fell asleep he opened up his little bag o’ tricks and was about to swipe apKern’s dispatches when he got a whiff o’ his own poison and passed out.”


  “But he didn’t die that way—” Weinberg began.


  “Take it easy, buddy,” I admonished as I administered a none too gentle nudge with my field boot. “Let the board of inquiry decide how he died. Don’t go broadcastin’ that gorilla-stuff. Want to be slapped in the booby-hatch before you have a chance to sop a drink up at Treves?”


  Weinberg lit a cigarette and took a thoughtful puff. “I don’t know how the big lug died,” he finally admitted. “Maybe he woke up and apKern talked him to death. But there’s something damn funny about it, just the same.”


  “How?” Amberson demanded.


  “Oh, nothing. It couldn’t have any bearing on the case.”


  “Everything has bearing on a case like this,” the major answered with the cocksureness of the professional policeman. “What was it?”


  “Well, when I went to give first aid to Miss Watrous, I noticed that her left puttee was unfastened and her shoe untied and only partly laced.”


  “Humph. No, guess that hasn’t any bearing on our case. I know just how she must have felt,” agreed Amberson. “When I first came in the service, I almost died with my puttees. Even now I sleep better sitting up when I can loosen ’em and unknot my shoes.”


  * * * *


  Life was pleasant, even gay, at Treves. There was much influenza, but after the exertions of field and base hospitals with their never-ending lines of surgical emergencies, we found routine visitation and dedication of bed-patients almost a vacation. My quarters in the Blumenstrasse were comfortable, for a huge white porcelain stove drove back the raw damp cold, and the great bed of carved mahogany was equipped with double feather mattresses.


  In intervals between duty I saw the town, visited the Porta Nigra, the great fortified gate past which the life of Treves had flowed since Roman days, the brick basilica and the vast amphitheatre where Constantine had butchered captives or turned them loose to be torn by wild beasts for the amusement of the populace. In the evening there was always plenty of amusement, dances, dinners, or the opera where fat German tenors serenaded equally fat German sopranos with a zest that defied years and embonpoint.


  Felicia Watrous was a favorite everywhere, pouring tea at the officers’ club, dining at headquarters, or serving buns and coffee to the men. Half the younger officers were wild about her, but it took apKern to put their disappointment into words.


  “Hang it, Carmichael,” he complained, “the gal ain’t human! She has you stopped before you get a chance to get cranked up. She’s—she’s like a nun. You know—just a mere spiritual entity, with her body already in the grave and only her soul remaining, and that swathed in a religious habit. You don’t fall in love with a nun any more than you do with a ghost, but—” he made a gesture of futility as he reached for the brandy to replenish his drink—“there it is! I’d go for her in a big way if she’d give me a break, or even act as if she knew that I’m around.”


  I knew just what he meant. She had an odd trick—or an unconsciously conditioned reflex—of fading out of the real world at times and becoming entirely oblivious of her surroundings. Her power to dismiss the world from her consciousness, apparently to notice nothing about her, or even completely to forget the existence of the person talking to her, was extremely disconcerting to young men with matrimonial designs, and utterly absorbing to a doctor with a leaning toward psychiatry.


  Then came the influenza epidemic of ’19. Ambulances strained and stalled with their loads of the stricken, hospitals were bulging with fresh cases till we set beds in the corridors and cellars and still required room for more cots. The only reason that we worked no longer was that no day could be stretched to yield a twenty-fifth hour. Our patients died like flies; at first that hurt us, for it’s no easier for a doctor than a layman to stand by and watch men die, but presently we grew used to it.


  I had a patient in 18-B, an infantry lieutenant named Ten Eyck, and from the first I knew his case was hopeless. Yet he fought for life with a tenacity that almost startled me. “I have to get well, Doctor—” civilian titles were the rule among civilian soldiers—he told me. “There’s a girl back home I’ve got to see—”


  “Of course, you will, son,” I soothed him. “You’re getting stronger all the time. Like me to write a letter to her for you?” I hadn’t time to act as secretary to a dying man, but somehow I determined to snatch it.


  “I’d be obliged if you would sir. I’ve loved her since I was that high—” He tried to raise one hand to indicate a Liilliputian stature, found he lacked the strength for it, and lay back, panting, on his pillow. “Her father was a Presbyterian minister and her mother died when she was born.”


  “Take it easy, Lieutenant,” I counseled. “Just tell me what you’d like to say to her; don’t waste strength on biographies.”


  “But you ought to know this, sir. It explains why I love her so. You see, ’way back in 1894 her folks went out to Africa as missionaries, and she was born there. Their station was in western equitorial Africa, the gorilla country. One day, while her mother was walking in the garden, a great big buck gorilla came charging from the jungle. Hunters had killed his mate, and he was wild with grief and rage. He snatched her up and made off to the forest, but he didn’t hurt her. They found her next day in the hammock he’d made for his dead mate, quite mad from fright, but physically unharmed. Her baby was born the next week, and she died in childbed.”


  As far as I could see there wasn’t any connection between the tragedy of the missionary’s wife and this young man’s love for his daughter, but he seemed to think there was.


  “He quit the mission field and came back to Philadelphia,” he continued in a whisper. “They lived next door to us, and Mother sort o’ raised her. She was in our house as much as in her own, I guess, and we grew up together. Funny thing about her, though, she’d never go in wadin’ with me. When we’d be out in the country, she’d go walkin’ in the woods or fields, but never took her shoes an’ stockings off. Seemed to be sort o’ touchy about her feet, though they were small and pretty, and—”


  “Better tell me what you’d like to say, son,” I advised. It didn’t need a doctor’s training to see that his sands were running low. “If you’ll tell me—”


  “Last thing she said when I went off to camp was, ‘I’ll be waitin’, Tommy,’” he continued in a husky whisper. “Can’t let her down when she said that, can I, Doc? Got to get well and go back to her. You see that, don’t you?”


  “Of course.” I nodded. “Sure son, I see perfectly. Now, if you’ll just give me her name and address—”


  The signs were bad. When I’d come in, he had been running a high temperature; now there was a wreath of sweat-drops on his brow beneath the hair-line, and his lips were almost lead-colored. I had to bend to catch his answer; even then it hardly reached me, for his voice was faint and thick as if his throat were packed with cotton-wool: “Fe—Felicia Watrous, six-sixteen Spring—” The pitifully-forced words stopped, not abruptly, but with a slowly sinking faintness, like a voice heard on the radio when the current is shut off with a slow turn.


  “Felicia Watrous!” I repeated. “Why, she’s right here in Treves. I’ll get her for you in an hour—Nurse!” There was no time for conversation now, and I pressed the buzzar frantically. “Nurse!” Where the devil was that damn girl, flirting with those convalescent aviators down the hall?


  “Strychnine in a hypo, hurry!” I commanded when the girl came stumbling in her haste. “If you’d pay more attention to your duties—” It wasn’t fair. She’d been on duty since the night before and there were heavy, violet circles underneath her eyes, but raw nerves make raw words, and heaven knew our nerves were all rasped raw. “Never mind,” I added as she turned reproachful eyes on me. “Never mind the hypo, Nurse. Call the head orderly and tell him to bring the wheel-cot and change the linen on this bed. We’ve got another vacancy.”


  “Oh!” her sob was hard and ugly, like a smothered cry. “Another?”


  “Another,” I repeated as I drew the sheet across the dead boy’s face. I’d nailed another lie. Familiarity doesn’t breed contempt. Not for death, anyway.


  I was in that state of bodily exhaustion that gives a curiously deceptive sense of brightness of mind as I walked down the corridor from B-18. Nine years could make a lot of changes, but at the end I’d recognized Lieutenant Thomas Ten Eyck as surely as if I’d known him always. As I glanced through the grimy window to the cheerless courtyard where the February wind was busy chasing little whirls of snow across the red-brick tiles it seemed to me that I could look clear down the vista of the years and straight across the ocean to a sun-washed summer afternoon in Fairmount Park where a boy and girl were idling by the monkey cage and he was telling her, “I bet you couldn’t do it,” as a little monkey fed itself from its hind foot.


  She’d almost fainted at his none too witty sally. Why? Did it bring up tragic thoughts of her mother? Hardly. She’d not been fearful of the monkey’s. Seeing them had raised no phobia. Not until he called attention to the monkey’s feeding, and expressed doubt she could duplicate it, did she wilt. Why? The question rose again, insistently, but found no answer.


  Funny thing about life, I reflected. I had seen them for a possible three minutes on that day nine years ago. Then our lives had crossed again in Germany. She was somewhere in the city now, unmindful of his presence; he was lying in his bed back there with a sheet across his face, past all hopes and all defeats, quits with destiny before his manhood fairly started.


  * * * *


  “Carmichael, for Gawd’s sake, give me a snort!” Weinberg came stamping into my quarters, flakes of February snow adhering to the collar of his sheepskin, a drawn and almost haunted look on his face.


  “Surest thing in Germany,” I returned as I broke out brandy, soda water, and glasses. “Been wishin’ I had someone here to drink with me.”


  He splashed about three ounces of raw cognac in the tumbler and drained it almost at a gulp. His hand had trembled when it put the drink to his lips, but in a moment it grew steady, which to anyone who knows drinking and drinking men, is a bad sign.


  “Easy on, old top,” I cautioned as he poured a second, even larger, drink. “You know you’re welcome to it, but—”


  I stopped my protest as I looked into his eyes.


  There was no trace of the brilliant, carefree, wise-cracking young medico whose steadiness of hand and eye and uncanny ability as an orthopedist were the talk of all who knew him. Instead, his countenance was serious with what Carlyle once called “the awful, deadly earnestness of the Hebrew.”


  “I saw it again tonight,” he told me, and despite the warming glow of the brandy he shivered.


  “Saw what?”


  “Remember the lividities on that bloke’s neck—the one we found dead on the train from Paris?”


  “The one you said looked as if he’d been throttled by an ape?”


  He nodded, taking a long sip of brandy. “Check.”


  “Where?”


  “Over at the mortuary. I’d come off duty and was washing up in the basement when young Himiston—you know him, Cornell ’16; came over with the last replacement from the draft—called me over to a wheel-cot standing by the entrance to the autopsy room. ‘Ever see anything like this. Captain?’ he asked, drawing back the sheet from a body. ‘Nobody can figure it; they found him in the hall outside N-l8, the women’s ward, dead as a herring with his head turned almost all the way around—just as if something had wrung his neck like a chicken’s.’


  “There it was, so help me, Carmichael, point for point and line for line, the same bruise-pattern as the one you saw on the train from Paris and I’d seen once before at Bellevue Mortuary.”


  “What’s the history?” I demanded as I helped myself to cognac. Somehow I, too, was beginning to feel chilly, despite the fierce heat from the porcelain stove.


  “Here it is—” He spread his fingers fanwise and checked the items off. “There’s a crowd of nurses—five or six of ’em—laid up with the flu in N-18. Next door, in a semi-private which happens to be private now because the other inmate died this afternoon, is Miss Watrous. Just down the corridor, in M-40, is Amberson, in drydock with a smashed collar-bone, and next to him, in 41, is apKern with the flu. Notice anything?”


  “Three of the five people who were in the compartment when the German spy was throttled were within a hundred feet or so of the spot where, presumably, this man was killed—again presumably—in the same way.”


  “Right. Right as a rabbit. This fellow was a Polack from Pennsylvania, miner or something; big as a horse and strong as a bull. Influenza convalescent who’d gone raving-wild on some whiskey someone smuggled into the first floor wards. Crazy as a chinch-bug, and with a killing streak on him. He’d knocked an orderly out cold and gone wandering through the hospital. While they were looking for him on the ground floor, he was running up and down the second-story corridors, peeking into rooms and wards and scaring all he patients senseless. Finally he reached the nurses’ ward.”


  “And—” I prompted as he fell silent.


  “‘And’ is right,” he answered finally. “He came barging into the ward, snatched the blankets off the first bed, and lay down in it. When the patient in it tried to get out, he grabbed her.”


  Then he answered the unspoken question in my eyes: “No, he might have thought about that later; right then he was intent on murder and destruction. He took her by the hair with one hand and clutched her throat in the other and was about to break her neck when something—get this, they’re all agreed on it—something rushed in from the corridor, snatched him by the neck, and dragged him out.”


  “Something? What was it?” I asked fatuously.


  “That’s just what nobody knows. The only light in N-18 was a candle, no electric bulbs in there, for it used to be a storeroom and was never wired. When the big Bohunk fanned the bedclothes back, he blew the candle out, so all the light they had was what came through the window from the courtyard. The girls were all too weak to fight him, but not too weak to yell, and they were setting up an awful clamor when It rushed in.”


  I leaned forward, about to ask another question.


  “Keep your blouse on, can’t you?” he demanded irritably, befoere I could frame my thought. “I’m telling you everything I know. When I say ‘It,’ I’m as near to being specific as anybody. Something—and no two of ’em are agreed on what it was—came crashing in from the hallway and grabbed the murdering drunkard by the neck, hustled him out, and killed him, just as something we don’t know about did in that Jerry secret agent on the train from Paris.”


  “Some of the girls declare it looked like a great white ape, one thinks it was a spider bigger than a man, but all agree it handled that six-footer as if he’d been a baby. Now,” he tapped me on the knee in sober emphasis, “I’m not saying there’s any connection between the fact that some of those who were with us on the Paris train were within striking distance of N-18 tonight, but I do say it gives us something to think about.”


  “I’m afraid you’re goin’ off the deep end,” I told him. “Amberson’s laid up with a smashed clavicle. That lets him out. A man in that condition can’t wash his own face, let alone go tearing men to pieces. ApKern’s a fairly husky lad, but not quite up to wringing Pennsylvania miners’ necks. As for Miss Watrous—poor kid, she’s got a bad break coming when I tell her about him.”


  “About him? Who?”


  “Young Tom Ten Eyck. I didn’t realize they’d brought her into the hospital that day. She must have been checked in before he died.”


  “Who in the name of Caesar’s nightshirt was this Tom Ten Eyck?”


  I told him how the lad died, then how I’d seen him and Felicia years before in Fairmount Park. “Funny, isn’t it?” I ended.


  “Not very,” he replied somberly. “Maybe medicine has been too cock-sure about what can and what can’t happen all these years.”


  “How d’ye mean?”


  He shrugged into his sheep-lined mackinaw and held his hand out. “Thanks for the drink, Pat. If I should tell you what I’m thinking you’d say I’m crazy as a coot. Maybe I am at that. Good-night.”


  * * * *


  For some inexplicable reason a wave of intestinal disorders swept across our section of the Army of Occupation, and the incidence of appendicitis mounted steadily. I’d performed three appendectomies that evening, two cases had reached para-appendicitic stages, and I was thoroughly depressed, dispirited, and exhausted by the time the cold and dismal twilight darkened into colder night. The courtyard was filled with sad muddy puddles, relics of the melting snow, and a fine mist, half sleet, blew against my cheeks. Everywhere was humid cold as I walked back and forth and drew great gulps of frosty air into my lungs. It seemed to me l’d never get the taint of ether out of my nostrils and throat.


  “Bad night, sir, ain’t it?” asked the sentry chatily as I paused to do a right about at the end of the quadrangle. “’Minds me o’ th’ waterfront down by th’ Brooklyn Bridge. ’Member how th’ mists comes up from th’ Bay when th’ wind is changin’—my Gawd, sir, what’s that?”


  He was looking toward the high brick wall that loomed against the drizzle-darkened night across the courtyard, dark and sinister as the wall of some old haunted castle, and his face was set in a stiff, frozen mask of terror. His eyes were fixed, intense; it seemed as if the very substance of his soul was pouring from them as he looked. “Mater purissima, renugium pecatorum—” I heard him mumble between chattering teeth, searching memory for the half-forgotten prayers learned at parochial school—“Mater salvatoris—”


  My eyes caught the object of his fascinated gaze, and I felt my throat close with a quick fear-while something terrible and numbing-cold seemed clutching at my stomach.


  Against the blackness of the fog-soaked wall a form—a human form—was moving, not grip by slow and painful grip as it clung to irregularities worn in the masonry by stress of years and weather, but with an almost effortless progress, head-downward, like a monstrous lizard!


  “Good Lord, it can’t be—” I began, but his voice, high-pithed, honed sharp by hysteria, drowned my words out.


  “I’ll get it, Captain; ghost or devil, I’ll get it—”


  “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” I heard Weinberg’s frantic cry as he dashed out into the courtyard. “Don’t fire, I tell you—it’s—”


  The clatter of the sentry’s automatic cut across and blotted out his frenzied warning. The pistol was a captured German job, a ten-shot Luger issued to our Medical Department men as sidearms for patrol work. It operated like a miniature machine gun and with the trigger held back spewed its whole load in a stream of shots.


  Whether he was naturally a marksman or whether fear lent accuracy to his hand, or if it were an accident, I don’t know. I do know that his shots all seemed to take effect; I saw the crawling lizard-thing pause in its downward course, hang clinging to the wall a moment, as if it clutched the wet, cold, slippery bricks with a spasmotic grasp, then suddenly go limp and hurtle to the half-hard slush that lay upon the courtyard tiles, quiver reflexively a moment, then lie still.


  “You fool, you damned, fat-headed, superstitious fool!” Weinberg fairly shrieked at the sentry. “I’ll have you up before a general court for this—oh, hell, what’s the use?”


  He was crying as he raced across the quadrangle with me at his heels. The tears were streaming down his cheeks, mingling with the drizzling rain that blew into his face. “Help me with her, Pat,” he begged as he fell to his knees beside the still body. “Help me carry her inside. Maybe it’s not to late—”


  I bent to help him, then, despite myself, drew back. Clothed in outing flannel pajamas, drenched with blood that spurted from at least ten wounds, and obviously dead, Felicia Watrous lay, a huddled, mangled, bullet-riddled corpse, before us on the rain-diluted snow.


  * * * *


  The liquor that the pharmacist broke out at Weinberg’s order was far from palatable, but it was “Whiskey, U.S.P.,” which meant it was one hundred proof—fifty percent grain alcohol—and that was what we needed right then.


  “I was afraid of this,” he told me as he gulped a second potion down. “She’d been delirous all day, and I asked that they have a nurse with her every minute. I s’pose the girl had left to get her tray, or something, though, and that was when it happened. The moment she was free from surveillance, she went for the window—”


  “What in heaven’s name are you driving at, Al?” I broke in. “What’s Felicia’s being in delirium got to do with—”


  “Sorry,” he apologized. “I hadn’t told you what it was I suspected.


  “Remember the other night at your quarters I told you I thought medical opinion and theories were due for overhauling?


  “Yes, but—”


  “Never mind the buts, old man. Ever since we found that Jerry secret agent throttled in our railway coach, I’d puzzled over his bruises. The evidence all pointed to a great ape having throttled him, but that was palpably absurd. I’d found Felicia’s puttee and shoe unfastened, but that could have had have no bearing on the case—I thought. Then the other night you told me what Ten Eyck had said before he died—Felicia’s mother had been frightened into madness by a gorilla just before she had her baby; Felicia never showed her feet to anyone; seemed sensitive about them; you saw her almost faint when young Ten joked about her ability to feed herself with her feet remember?


  “Yes, of course; but—”


  “Hold hard, feller; let me finish. Nearly everybody’s heard—and most laymen believe stories—of pre-natal influence; if a mother’s frightened by an an animal, her baby’s likely to be marked with some characteristic of the beast. A mother terrified by a vicious dog, for instance, may give birth to a dog-faced child; or one who’s been chased by a bull may bear a child with vestiges of horn upon its head—”


  “What are you building up to?” I demanded. “Those old wives’ tales of prenatal influence have been discredited a century and more. Davenport in his Heredity in Relation to Eugenics states clearly that—”


  “Sure,” he broke in sarcastically, “and you can find plenty o’ people who believe that Bacon wrote Shakespeare, and just as many others who’ll tell you that Bacon laid an egg, but let me tell you something, Pat Carmichael: Felicia Watrous killed that German spy and saved us all from asphyxiation. She must have wakened when he got his gas-kit out and saw that he was up to—remember you told me how her eyes seemed to glow in the dark? She was probably better able to see in dim lights than we are, just as animals can. So she whipped her shoe and puttee off and killed him with a single grasp of her foot, but the gas got her before she’d quite finished redressing, so—”


  “Al, you’re drunk or crazy; maybe both!” I interrupted. “How in blazes could she have throttled him with her foot? I suppose you’ll tell me next she killed that crazy miner and saved those nurses—”


  “Of course she did,” he broke in almost savagely. “Come here—”


  Seizing me by the cuff he led me up the stairs and down the almost lightless corridor to the room where they had laid her.


  She was so peaceful, so lovely, lying in her white cot with the blankets drawn up cozily about her throat, that though I’d seen her die, I had to look a second time to make sure that I did not see the flutter of her bosom underneath the coverlet. The rain had stopped some time before, and now an early-morning beam of sunshine slanted through the window. But for Felicia, as for the boy who’d loved her since their childhood, the night had come.


  “Look here, Pat,” commanded Weinberg, “look and tell me if those ‘old wives’ tales’ have been completely discredited.”


  He drew the covers almost reverently from the foot of the cot.


  Her lovely legs were shaped as graciously as any ever sculptured by the master-craftsmen of old Greece, her ankles were as sharply turned and clean-cut as a thoroughbred race horse’s, but her feet—


  “Good heavens!” I cried as I looked.


  They were like hands; like powerfully-sinewed hands with scarcely any palms, but with fingers of abnormal length and thickness. The thumbs—or great toes—were mere vestigial stumps, and over all was thick, lead-colored hide, coarse and tough and callous as the skin that covers a gorilla’s foot.


  


  THE MONKEY’S PAW, by W.W. Jacobs


  I.


  Without, the night was cold and wet, but in the small parlour of Laburnam Villa the blinds were drawn and the fire burned brightly. Father and son were at chess, the former, who possessed ideas about the game involving radical changes, putting his king into such sharp and unnecessary perils that it even provoked comment from the white-haired old lady knitting placidly by the fire.


  “Hark at the wind,” said Mr. White, who, having seen a fatal mistake after it was too late, was amiably desirous of preventing his son from seeing it.


  “I’m listening,” said the latter, grimly surveying the board as he stretched out his hand. “Check.”


  “I should hardly think that he’d come tonight,” said his father, with his hand poised over the board.


  “Mate,” replied the son.


  “That’s the worst of living so far out,” bawled Mr. White, with sudden and unlooked-for violence; “of all the beastly, slushy, out-of-the-way places to live in, this is the worst. Pathway’s a bog, and the road’s a torrent. I don’t know what people are thinking about. I suppose because only two houses in the road are let, they think it doesn’t matter.”


  “Never mind, dear,” said his wife, soothingly; “perhaps you’ll win the next one.”


  Mr. White looked up sharply, just in time to intercept a knowing glance between mother and son. The words died away on his lips, and he hid a guilty grin in his thin grey beard.


  “There he is,” said Herbert White, as the gate banged to loudly and heavy footsteps came toward the door.


  The old man rose with hospitable haste, and opening the door, was heard condoling with the new arrival. The new arrival also condoled with himself, so that Mrs. White said, “Tut, tut!” and coughed gently as her husband entered the room, followed by a tall, burly man, beady of eye and rubicund of visage.


  “Sergeant-Major Morris,” he said, introducing him.


  The sergeant-major shook hands, and taking the proffered seat by the fire, watched contentedly while his host got out whiskey and tumblers and stood a small copper kettle on the fire.


  At the third glass his eyes got brighter, and he began to talk, the little family circle regarding with eager interest this visitor from distant parts, as he squared his broad shoulders in the chair and spoke of wild scenes and doughty deeds; of wars and plagues and strange peoples.


  “Twenty-one years of it,” said Mr. White, nodding at his wife and son. “When he went away he was a slip of a youth in the warehouse. Now look at him.”


  “He don’t look to have taken much harm,” said Mrs. White, politely.


  “I’d like to go to India myself,” said the old man, “just to look round a bit, you know.”


  “Better where you are,” said the sergeant-major, shaking his head. He put down the empty glass, and sighing softly, shook it again.


  “I should like to see those old temples and fakirs and jugglers,” said the old man. “What was that you started telling me the other day about a monkey’s paw or something, Morris?”


  “Nothing,” said the soldier, hastily. “Leastways nothing worth hearing.”


  “Monkey’s paw?” said Mrs. White, curiously.


  “Well, it’s just a bit of what you might call magic, perhaps,” said the sergeant-major, offhandedly.


  His three listeners leaned forward eagerly. The visitor absent-mindedly put his empty glass to his lips and then set it down again. His host filled it for him.


  “To look at,” said the sergeant-major, fumbling in his pocket, “it’s just an ordinary little paw, dried to a mummy.”


  He took something out of his pocket and proffered it. Mrs. White drew back with a grimace, but her son, taking it, examined it curiously.


  “And what is there special about it?” inquired Mr. White as he took it from his son, and having examined it, placed it upon the table.


  “It had a spell put on it by an old fakir,” said the sergeant-major, “a very holy man. He wanted to show that fate ruled people’s lives, and that those who interfered with it did so to their sorrow. He put a spell on it so that three separate men could each have three wishes from it.”


  His manner was so impressive that his hearers were conscious that their light laughter jarred somewhat.


  “Well, why don’t you have three, sir?” said Herbert White, cleverly.


  The soldier regarded him in the way that middle age is wont to regard presumptuous youth. “I have,” he said, quietly, and his blotchy face whitened.


  “And did you really have the three wishes granted?” asked Mrs. White.


  “I did,” said the sergeant-major, and his glass tapped against his strong teeth.


  “And has anybody else wished?” persisted the old lady.


  “The first man had his three wishes. Yes,” was the reply; “I don’t know what the first two were, but the third was for death. That’s how I got the paw.”


  His tones were so grave that a hush fell upon the group.


  “If you’ve had your three wishes, it’s no good to you now, then, Morris,” said the old man at last. “What do you keep it for?”


  The soldier shook his head. “Fancy, I suppose,” he said, slowly. “I did have some idea of selling it, but I don’t think I will. It has caused enough mischief already. Besides, people won’t buy. They think it’s a fairy tale; some of them, and those who do think anything of it want to try it first and pay me afterward.”


  “If you could have another three wishes,” said the old man, eyeing him keenly, “would you have them?”


  “I don’t know,” said the other. “I don’t know.”


  He took the paw, and dangling it between his forefinger and thumb, suddenly threw it upon the fire. White, with a slight cry, stooped down and snatched it off.


  “Better let it burn,” said the soldier, solemnly.


  “If you don’t want it, Morris,” said the other, “give it to me.”


  “I won’t,” said his friend, doggedly. “I threw it on the fire. If you keep it, don’t blame me for what happens. Pitch it on the fire again like a sensible man.”


  The other shook his head and examined his new possession closely. “How do you do it?” he inquired.


  “Hold it up in your right hand and wish aloud,” said the sergeant-major, “but I warn you of the consequences.”


  “Sounds like the Arabian Nights,” said Mrs. White, as she rose and began to set the supper. “Don’t you think you might wish for four pairs of hands for me?”


  Her husband drew the talisman from pocket, and then all three burst into laughter as the sergeant-major, with a look of alarm on his face, caught him by the arm.


  “If you must wish,” he said, gruffly, “wish for something sensible.”


  Mr. White dropped it back in his pocket, and placing chairs, motioned his friend to the table. In the business of supper the talisman was partly forgotten, and afterward the three sat listening in an enthralled fashion to a second instalment of the soldier’s adventures in India.


  “If the tale about the monkey’s paw is not more truthful than those he has been telling us,” said Herbert, as the door closed behind their guest, just in time for him to catch the last train, “we sha’nt make much out of it.”


  “Did you give him anything for it, father?” inquired Mrs. White, regarding her husband closely.


  “A trifle,” said he, colouring slightly. “He didn’t want it, but I made him take it. And he pressed me again to throw it away.”


  “Likely,” said Herbert, with pretended horror. “Why, we’re going to be rich, and famous and happy. Wish to be an emperor, father, to begin with; then you can’t be henpecked.”


  He darted round the table, pursued by the maligned Mrs. White armed with an antimacassar.


  Mr. White took the paw from his pocket and eyed it dubiously. “I don’t know what to wish for, and that’s a fact,” he said, slowly. “It seems to me I’ve got all I want.”


  “If you only cleared the house, you’d be quite happy, wouldn’t you?” said Herbert, with his hand on his shoulder. “Well, wish for two hundred pounds, then; that’ll just do it.”


  His father, smiling shamefacedly at his own credulity, held up the talisman, as his son, with a solemn face, somewhat marred by a wink at his mother, sat down at the piano and struck a few impressive chords.


  “I wish for two hundred pounds,” said the old man distinctly.


  A fine crash from the piano greeted the words, interrupted by a shuddering cry from the old man. His wife and son ran toward him.


  “It moved,” he cried, with a glance of disgust at the object as it lay on the floor.


  “As I wished, it twisted in my hand like a snake.”


  “Well, I don’t see the money,” said his son as he picked it up and placed it on the table, “and I bet I never shall.”


  “It must have been your fancy, father,” said his wife, regarding him anxiously.


  He shook his head. “Never mind, though; there’s no harm done, but it gave me a shock all the same.”


  They sat down by the fire again while the two men finished their pipes. Outside, the wind was higher than ever, and the old man started nervously at the sound of a door banging upstairs. A silence unusual and depressing settled upon all three, which lasted until the old couple rose to retire for the night.


  “I expect you’ll find the cash tied up in a big bag in the middle of your bed,” said Herbert, as he bade them good-night, “and something horrible squatting up on top of the wardrobe watching you as you pocket your ill-gotten gains.”


  He sat alone in the darkness, gazing at the dying fire, and seeing faces in it. The last face was so horrible and so simian that he gazed at it in amazement. It got so vivid that, with a little uneasy laugh, he felt on the table for a glass containing a little water to throw over it. His hand grasped the monkey’s paw, and with a little shiver he wiped his hand on his coat and went up to bed.


  II


  In the brightness of the wintry sun next morning as it streamed over the breakfast table he laughed at his fears. There was an air of prosaic wholesomeness about the room which it had lacked on the previous night, and the dirty, shrivelled little paw was pitched on the sideboard with a carelessness which betokened no great belief in its virtues.


  “I suppose all old soldiers are the same,” said Mrs. White. “The idea of our listening to such nonsense! How could wishes be granted in these days? And if they could, how could two hundred pounds hurt you, father?”


  “Might drop on his head from the sky,” said the frivolous Herbert.


  “Morris said the things happened so naturally,” said his father, “that you might if you so wished attribute it to coincidence.”


  “Well, don’t break into the money before I come back,” said Herbert as he rose from the table. “I’m afraid it’ll turn you into a mean, avaricious man, and we shall have to disown you.”


  His mother laughed, and following him to the door, watched him down the road; and returning to the breakfast table, was very happy at the expense of her husband’s credulity. All of which did not prevent her from scurrying to the door at the postman’s knock, nor prevent her from referring somewhat shortly to retired sergeant-majors of bibulous habits when she found that the post brought a tailor’s bill.


  “Herbert will have some more of his funny remarks, I expect, when he comes home,” she said, as they sat at dinner.


  “I dare say,” said Mr. White, pouring himself out some beer; “but for all that, the thing moved in my hand; that I’ll swear to.”


  “You thought it did,” said the old lady soothingly.


  “I say it did,” replied the other. “There was no thought about it; I had just— What’s the matter?”


  His wife made no reply. She was watching the mysterious movements of a man outside, who, peering in an undecided fashion at the house, appeared to be trying to make up his mind to enter. In mental connection with the two hundred pounds, she noticed that the stranger was well dressed, and wore a silk hat of glossy newness. Three times he paused at the gate, and then walked on again. The fourth time he stood with his hand upon it, and then with sudden resolution flung it open and walked up the path. Mrs. White at the same moment placed her hands behind her, and hurriedly unfastening the strings of her apron, put that useful article of apparel beneath the cushion of her chair.


  She brought the stranger, who seemed ill at ease, into the room. He gazed at her furtively, and listened in a preoccupied fashion as the old lady apologized for the appearance of the room, and her husband’s coat, a garment which he usually reserved for the garden. She then waited as patiently as her sex would permit, for him to broach his business, but he was at first strangely silent.


  “I—was asked to call,” he said at last, and stooped and picked a piece of cotton from his trousers. “I come from ‘Maw and Meggins.’”


  The old lady started. “Is anything the matter?” she asked, breathlessly. “Has anything happened to Herbert? What is it? What is it?”


  Her husband interposed. “There, there, mother,” he said, hastily. “Sit down, and don’t jump to conclusions. You’ve not brought bad news, I’m sure, sir;” and he eyed the other wistfully.


  “I’m sorry—” began the visitor.


  “Is he hurt?” demanded the mother, wildly.


  The visitor bowed in assent. “Badly hurt,” he said, quietly, “but he is not in any pain.”


  “Oh, thank God!” said the old woman, clasping her hands. “Thank God for that! Thank—”


  She broke off suddenly as the sinister meaning of the assurance dawned upon her and she saw the awful confirmation of her fears in the other’s averted face. She caught her breath, and turning to her slower-witted husband, laid her trembling old hand upon his. There was a long silence.


  “He was caught in the machinery,” said the visitor at length in a low voice.


  “Caught in the machinery,” repeated Mr. White, in a dazed fashion, “yes.”


  He sat staring blankly out at the window, and taking his wife’s hand between his own, pressed it as he had been wont to do in their old courting-days nearly forty years before.


  “He was the only one left to us,” he said, turning gently to the visitor. “It is hard.”


  The other coughed, and rising, walked slowly to the window. “The firm wished me to convey their sincere sympathy with you in your great loss,” he said, without looking round. “I beg that you will understand I am only their servant and merely obeying orders.”


  There was no reply; the old woman’s face was white, her eyes staring, and her breath inaudible; on the husband’s face was a look such as his friend the sergeant might have carried into his first action.


  “I was to say that ‘Maw and Meggins’ disclaim all responsibility,” continued the other. “They admit no liability at all, but in consideration of your son’s services, they wish to present you with a certain sum as compensation.”


  Mr. White dropped his wife’s hand, and rising to his feet, gazed with a look of horror at his visitor. His dry lips shaped the words, “How much?”


  “Two hundred pounds,” was the answer.


  Unconscious of his wife’s shriek, the old man smiled faintly, put out his hands like a sightless man, and dropped, a senseless heap, to the floor.


  III


  In the huge new cemetery, some two miles distant, the old people buried their dead, and came back to a house steeped in shadow and silence. It was all over so quickly that at first they could hardly realize it, and remained in a state of expectation as though of something else to happen—something else which was to lighten this load, too heavy for old hearts to bear.


  But the days passed, and expectation gave place to resignation—the hopeless resignation of the old, sometimes miscalled, apathy. Sometimes they hardly exchanged a word, for now they had nothing to talk about, and their days were long to weariness.


  It was about a week after that the old man, waking suddenly in the night, stretched out his hand and found himself alone. The room was in darkness, and the sound of subdued weeping came from the window. He raised himself in bed and listened.


  “Come back,” he said, tenderly. “You will be cold.”


  “It is colder for my son,” said the old woman, and wept afresh.


  The sound of her sobs died away on his ears. The bed was warm, and his eyes heavy with sleep. He dozed fitfully, and then slept until a sudden wild cry from his wife awoke him with a start.


  “The paw!” she cried wildly. “The monkey’s paw!”


  He started up in alarm. “Where? Where is it? What’s the matter?”


  She came stumbling across the room toward him. “I want it,” she said, quietly. “You’ve not destroyed it?”


  “It’s in the parlour, on the bracket,” he replied, marvelling. “Why?”


  She cried and laughed together, and bending over, kissed his cheek.


  “I only just thought of it,” she said, hysterically. “Why didn’t I think of it before? Why didn’t you think of it?”


  “Think of what?” he questioned.


  “The other two wishes,” she replied, rapidly. “We’ve only had one.”


  “Was not that enough?” he demanded, fiercely.


  “No,” she cried, triumphantly; “we’ll have one more. Go down and get it quickly, and wish our boy alive again.”


  The man sat up in bed and flung the bedclothes from his quaking limbs. “Good God, you are mad!” he cried, aghast.


  “Get it,” she panted; “get it quickly, and wish—Oh, my boy, my boy!”


  Her husband struck a match and lit the candle. “Get back to bed,” he said, unsteadily. “You don’t know what you are saying.”


  “We had the first wish granted,” said the old woman, feverishly; “why not the second?”


  “A coincidence,” stammered the old man.


  “Go and get it and wish,” cried his wife, quivering with excitement.


  The old man turned and regarded her, and his voice shook. “He has been dead ten days, and besides he—I would not tell you else, but—I could only recognize him by his clothing. If he was too terrible for you to see then, how now?”


  “Bring him back,” cried the old woman, and dragged him toward the door. “Do you think I fear the child I have nursed?”


  He went down in the darkness, and felt his way to the parlour, and then to the mantelpiece. The talisman was in its place, and a horrible fear that the unspoken wish might bring his mutilated son before him ere he could escape from the room seized upon him, and he caught his breath as he found that he had lost the direction of the door. His brow cold with sweat, he felt his way round the table, and groped along the wall until he found himself in the small passage with the unwholesome thing in his hand.


  Even his wife’s face seemed changed as he entered the room. It was white and expectant, and to his fears seemed to have an unnatural look upon it. He was afraid of her.


  “Wish!” she cried, in a strong voice.


  “It is foolish and wicked,” he faltered.


  “Wish!” repeated his wife.


  He raised his hand. “I wish my son alive again.”


  The talisman fell to the floor, and he regarded it fearfully. Then he sank trembling into a chair as the old woman, with burning eyes, walked to the window and raised the blind.


  He sat until he was chilled with the cold, glancing occasionally at the figure of the old woman peering through the window. The candle-end, which had burned below the rim of the china candlestick, was throwing pulsating shadows on the ceiling and walls, until, with a flicker larger than the rest, it expired. The old man, with an unspeakable sense of relief at the failure of the talisman, crept back to his bed, and a minute or two afterward the old woman came silently and apathetically beside him.


  Neither spoke, but lay silently listening to the ticking of the clock. A stair creaked, and a squeaky mouse scurried noisily through the wall. The darkness was oppressive, and after lying for some time screwing up his courage, he took the box of matches, and striking one, went downstairs for a candle.


  At the foot of the stairs the match went out, and he paused to strike another; and at the same moment a knock, so quiet and stealthy as to be scarcely audible, sounded on the front door.


  The matches fell from his hand and spilled in the passage. He stood motionless, his breath suspended until the knock was repeated. Then he turned and fled swiftly back to his room, and closed the door behind him. A third knock sounded through the house.


  “What’s that?” cried the old woman, starting up.


  “A rat,” said the old man in shaking tones—“a rat. It passed me on the stairs.”


  His wife sat up in bed listening. A loud knock resounded through the house.


  “It’s Herbert!” she screamed. “It’s Herbert!”


  She ran to the door, but her husband was before her, and catching her by the arm, held her tightly.


  “What are you going to do?” he whispered hoarsely.


  “It’s my boy; it’s Herbert!” she cried, struggling mechanically. “I forgot it was two miles away. What are you holding me for? Let go. I must open the door.”


  “For God’s sake don’t let it in,” cried the old man, trembling.


  “You’re afraid of your own son,” she cried, struggling. “Let me go. I’m coming, Herbert; I’m coming.”


  There was another knock, and another. The old woman with a sudden wrench broke free and ran from the room. Her husband followed to the landing, and called after her appealingly as she hurried downstairs. He heard the chain rattle back and the bottom bolt drawn slowly and stiffly from the socket. Then the old woman’s voice, strained and panting.


  “The bolt,” she cried, loudly. “Come down. I can’t reach it.”


  But her husband was on his hands and knees groping wildly on the floor in search of the paw. If he could only find it before the thing outside got in. A perfect fusillade of knocks reverberated through the house, and he heard the scraping of a chair as his wife put it down in the passage against the door. He heard the creaking of the bolt as it came slowly back, and at the same moment he found the monkey’s paw, and frantically breathed his third and last wish.


  The knocking ceased suddenly, although the echoes of it were still in the house. He heard the chair drawn back, and the door opened. A cold wind rushed up the staircase, and a long loud wail of disappointment and misery from his wife gave him courage to run down to her side, and then to the gate beyond. The street lamp flickering opposite shone on a quiet and deserted road.


  


  FUGUES, by Chelsea Quinn Yarbro


  Vanessa Hylas ran her fingers lightly over the curve of the forte-piano, enjoying its long, narrow shape—more like a boat than a harp—even as she pondered how she would contrived to keep the two hundred-year-old instrument tuned through an entire recital. “We’ll have to have two intermissions,” she told her manager as she continued to caress the glossy wood. “And retune it both times.”


  “That shouldn’t be a problem,” said Howard Faster, making a note on his PalmPilot. “I think people will make allowances for the instrument. This isn’t just any antique. It is the Dziwny forte-piano—the very one he…”


  “He killed himself playing; yes, I know,” said Vanessa, more bluntly than she had intended. She coughed and spoke again, more gently. “Stasio Dziwny performed for the last time on this instrument. It was December 8th, 1803, if I recall the date, a pre-holiday private concert at his patron’s most important Schloss, Schloss Lowenhoff. There were about fifty people present, not counting servants, according to what I’ve read.” Her shiny, close-cropped, dark-blond hair was starting to pale around her face, the fluctuating shade not unlike the beautifully grained wood of the forte-piano’s case. At forty-three, she had grown into her angular features and was much more attractive than she had been in youth, something she recognized with a trace of humor. She held herself well, almost as if she were about to play for an audience rather than test an old instrument for the first time.


  “Yes,” said Faster, fussing with his expensive regimental tie. Smoothing his thinning, colorless hair with one blunt-fingered hand, he looked around for the warehouse manager among the vast collection of pianos. “It amazes me that it’s in such good condition, considering where it’s been for the last couple of centuries, or almost a couple of centuries. It’s a miracle they found it.”


  Vanessa nodded. “In an attic in an Austrian Schloss—not Lowenhoff; Schaumbach, or something like that—according to the documents; you saw them,” she said, repeating what she had been told just four days ago. “Stored away in a sealed room on the top floor. You wouldn’t think the Graf would care to keep the thing, even locked away like that, if the stories about it are true, and considering his family’s role in what happened.”


  “Perhaps he wanted to make sure it never got used again,” Faster suggested. “You know, take it out of circulation.”


  “If that was his intention, he did a great job with it,” said Vanessa. “It makes the provenance a simple matter.”


  “Well, yes; the documents look to be authentic,” said Faster in a resigned tone of voice. “They’ve been vetted legit. All the tests have come out supporting the claim. This is the Dziwny forte-piano.”


  The two were silent as Vanessa pointed to an irregular stain on the bass end of the keyboard. “Brown. It could be blood.”


  “It could,” said Faster uneasily. “Or something from being stored that way, or a natural discoloration of some sort. You can bet the Graf had it cleaned.”


  “A man blowing his brains out all over a forte-piano must have been messy, much more than this stain’s-worth—there’d be blood and skull fragments, and brain matter, according to what I’ve researched; those old pistols did a lot of damage,” said Vanessa distantly. “I would have expected… I don’t know: something a lot worse than this.” She pulled the bench out and sat down at the instrument, trying an experimental chord.


  A jangle of untuned strings shuddered out of the forte-piano.


  “Ye gods!” Faster exclaimed. “They said it would be tuned.”


  “Not yet,” said Vanessa, pulling her hands back as if scalded. “There are strings to be replaced, I’d have to say. They’ll need to give it a thorough going-over before it’ll be ready for the public.”


  “No kidding,” said Faster. “I’ll call Shotwell right away. This is not the sound we want; I don’t care how authentic it is. He’s got to improve it.” He pulled his cell phone out of his breast pocket and tapped in a ten-digit number, then turned away to create the illusion of privacy.


  Vanessa made a point of ignoring Faster’s end of the conversation, putting all her attention on the forte-piano. She played a few of the keys, her touch unusually hesitant, and winced at the sound the ancient, neglected strings made. At last she contented herself with playing one of Dziwny’s own compositions half an inch above the keys, hearing the correct notes in her mind. Only when Faster was through did she relent, swinging around on the bench and looking directly at him. “Well? What did he say?”


  “He said he’d arrange everything, since he knows you want to perform with it,” said Faster, frowning as he spoke. “You wouldn’t believe what he had the nerve to tell me.”


  “He said he couldn’t get his usual restoration crew to work on it,” she said promptly.


  “You overheard,” Faster accused.


  “No. It’s just a guess. But you’ve read the historical material about it, and you can bet Shotwell’s crew has, too, and know about the stories they’ve told about this instrument. It’s one of the most enduring fables in the classical music world, the forte-piano that compels those who play it to commit suicide.” She laughed. “Only one suicide has ever been proven in relation to this, and that was Dziwny’s own; the instrument’s been missing for close to two hundred years, so there’s no other accounts of it doing in anyone else. The Graffin died some months later in childbirth, not at the keyboard. And it turns out now that the forte-piano was put into the attic shortly afterward, so no one else had the chance to kill themselves while playing.”


  “How do you account for the stories, then?” Faster asked, interested for promotional reasons.


  “Because there was so much scandal around Dziwny’s love affair with the Graffin, assuming the rumors about the affair were true: there’s no proof that is was ever anything more than gossip. Still, it was quite a occurrence. His suicide was so dramatic. The public loved ghost stories back then, and the events were irresistible. And there was that awful book that came out in 1850, turning the whole story into a complicated Byronic romance. It’s become difficult to separate fact from fiction.” Vanessa laced her fingers together and looked directly at Faster. “How long is it going to take, getting this ready?”


  “Shotwell said probably a month,” said Faster.


  “That cuts into the Canadian tour,” Vanessa reminded him. “But that might be useful. We could use the tour to generate some interest in this instrument.”


  “Sounds good to me,” said Faster, who was in favor of anything that could end up making Vanessa, his client, more money, for he would share in her good fortune.


  “Then let’s plan on it,” she said, rising. “I want to find out everything he played that night, the night he shot himself.”


  “Good God, why?” Faster asked.


  “Because I think it would make for a very special first concert on this instrument,” she said, running her fingers lightly over the side of the forte-piano. “Think of the interest we could generate. And the myths we could put to rest.”


  The promotional possibilities began to percolate in Faster’s agile brain. “Not a bad idea, Vanessa,” he approved. “Not a bad idea at all.”


  * * * *


  Nicola van der Beck looked up from the stacks of books on her cluttered desk and managed a vulpine smile, the lines in her face punctuating her look of eager predation. She held up an old journal as if offering a jewel to Vanessa. “It took some doing,” she said proudly, “but I finally found a full account in this. The Baron Gewaltheit. A dreadful name, isn’t it? There were so many of those petty nobles back then, full of their own inconsequence. The Baron and his Baroness were at the concert, and he recorded the program in detail. At least, that is what he purports to do. I can’t find any confirmation that he actually attended the concert. He may have been in the billiard room, and filled in the story later, from what the other guests told him. Still, he was at Lowenhoff—that much is certain.” She adjusted her bifocals so that she could read the text, and began to translate. “We, along with nearly all the Graf’s guests, entered the ballroom which was set for a concert with chairs set in rows under the chandeliers, the elevated musicians’ platform occupied by the forte-piano alone. There was much excitement, for everyone had heard the rumors about Dziwny and the Graffin, which might or might not be true. Both the composer and the Graffin behaved impeccably. You could also say sinlessly here. Still, there can be no doubt that Dziwny has dedicated a number of his recent works to the Graffin, and she has been moved by them. The Graf has been losing patience with this state of affairs—the pun only works in English, of course—and he’s announced that he intends to be rid of Dziwny after the first of the year. He would dismiss him sooner but it would be difficult to find other musicians of high quality to engage so near the holidays, and there are many festivities scheduled to be held here. Also, of course, with his interesting reputation, Stasio Dziwny is still a composer who attracts a great deal of attention, all of it adding to the consequence of his patron, which the Graf von Firstengipfel would be reluctant to give up.”


  “That’s fascinating, of course,” said Vanessa, not entirely candidly. “But the actual program is where my interest lies.”


  Nicola pretended to be slighted. “Oh, well, if that’s all—” She sniffed as she scanned down the page, and turned it. “Ah. Here we go. Six Fugues on Themes of Handel. That’s Dziwny’s own composition, as you know.”


  “As I know,” Vanessa echoed, the complex passages coming to mind. Her fingers twitched as if sketching out the cadenzas.


  “Then Nursery Songs. That’s by a student of Boccherini, according to the material here. It’s a flashy piece but essentially trivial; hardly anyone plays it anymore, but it has a certain appeal, with all kinds of ornaments and runs, just the sort of thing Dziwny was said to do better than any of his contemporaries, like his knack for fugues,” said Nicola.


  “Knack?” Vanessa repeated.


  “Oh, yes, I think so,” said Nicola. “He had the mental facility for them, they were his means to an end, not the end itself, a kind of magic trick that caught the attention of the public.” She looked down at the page again. “Anyway, there was an intermission; they served lemon ices and champagne. Then the Grand Toccata and Fugue on a Polish Folk Song, his newest work. He’d played it in public only twice before. He never finished that performance.”


  “Is there anything in that journal that says when he actually did it? And what he actually did?” Vanessa could not keep the eagerness out of her voice.


  “Yes,” said Nicola. “There is some mention of it.” Her frown became a scowl as she read the journal, translating as she went. “He had reached the second full statement of the central theme, a passage with a great deal of octave work in it, and when he reached the long fermata, followed by the repeated figure in the left hand, his right went into the pocket of his coat, and he drew out a small pistol. He put it under his right ear, and before anyone could properly discern his intent or move to stop him, he fired. He fell sideways, his head striking the keyboard, then there was consternation everywhere. The Graffin fainted and had to be taken from the ballroom by the Graf, who ordered that the room be vacated at once. It was an appalling incident, no matter what the reason may actually have been; with such a tragedy, the world will assume the worst, and will no doubt fix the blame on the Graffin. The servants were charged with the task of disposing of the body. Or reposing the body. Some of these verbs are pretty irregular, even for early 19th century German. It seems to say There was anxiety or perhaps All felt anxiety because of this calamity.” Nicola put the journal down. “The rest is about the inconvenience of having to leave the next morning just as it was coming on to snow.”


  “That’s pretty dispassionate,” said Vanessa.


  “Well, the Baron was said to be a cool one. Still, watching a man blow his brains out can’t have been good entertainment, can it?” Nicola closed the journal. “I think he probably heard the event described, just because of the tone of it. His wife was most certainly in attendance, and she would have told everything to her husband; we know she accompanied the Graffin to her room and stayed with her for the whole night—she wrote a letter to the Graffin’s brother about the event, but put her emphasis on the Graffin, not on Dziwny.”


  “Have you seen that letter?” Vanessa asked.


  “Yes. It’s in a private collection in Salzburg. The owner allowed me to read it and copy down its text.” Nicola smiled faintly. “Would you like me to read it? I’m afraid the Baroness didn’t write very well, more like a third-grader than an adult—hardly surprising, given the state of women’s education at the time.” She reached out for the handle of the tallest file cabinet in the room.


  “Never mind,” said Vanessa. “I get the picture.”


  “It’s not a very pretty one,” said Nicola. “If you change your mind, I can make a translation and fax it to you while you’re on the road.”


  “Thanks,” said Vanessa. “I’d appreciate that. I’ll put Howard on it, too. He’s the one pushing to tie in the suicide with the concert I’m preparing.”


  “Are you actually going to buy the forte-piano?” Nicola asked.


  “I wish. Shotwell’s asking a horrendous amount for it; I can’t justify spending that amount on it.” Vanessa shook her head. “No, I’m leasing it from him, for a pretty ridiculous fee, but at least I can almost afford it.”


  Nicola shook her head in disapproval. “Do you really plan to perform the same program Dziwny did?”


  “Yes,” said Vanessa mischievously. “It’s quite a hook, don’t you think? I hope it makes for more money, given what I’ve had to lay out in leasing fees.”


  “It’ll bring the critics out in droves,” said Nicola in a disapproving way.


  “That’s the general idea.” Vanessa came around the desk to give Nicola a peck on the cheek. “Thanks for this. You’ve been wonderful.”


  “If you say so,” Nicola remarked unconcernedly.


  “I’ll make sure you have a ticket to the first performance,” Vanessa promised as she started out the door.


  “Perish the thought,” said Nicola as a parting shot.


  * * * *


  “Look at this!” Howard Faster exclaimed jubilantly as he hurried in from his lunch, the hotel door banging with the force of his entrance. “Mickey Resselot just brought them over.” He thrust half-a-dozen newspaper clippings toward Vanessa. “And there’s more coming.”


  “Fine,” said Vanessa distractedly as she continued to study the score in her hands. “I’ll look at them later.”


  “You’ve never had press like this!” he crowed, ignoring her preoccupation and putting the clippings down on the round table by the window. “Chicago! Cleveland! New York! Minneapolis! LA!”


  “And the concert is scheduled for Seattle,” said Vanessa with a slight smile. “Do you think they’ll all send someone to cover the concert? I doubt it. This is just the sensation of the week, something to talk about.”


  “So long as they do talk about it—in advance, yet—I don’t care if they cover the event or not,” said Faster, adding with a smirk, “There’s more: PBS may want to tape the concert if this keeps up.”


  “Isn’t that aiming a bit high?” Vanessa asked, putting the score aside with a suggestion of exasperation. “I can’t concentrate with you bouncing off the walls.”


  “Of course it is! We should be aiming high, with all this lift! Besides, I’ve had feelers already, and that means someone there is thinking about it; I’m just following up. You know, I think I’m going to see if A&E wants to put in a competing bid. If nothing else, that should add to the excitement.” He gathered up the clippings again. “You could finally get the break you’ve been working for!”


  “On a gimmick,” said Vanessa.


  “Not a gimmick, on a hook. A hook, Vanessa. There’s a big difference.” He took one of the three chairs in the small parlor of her suite and pulled it up to the table. “You can get attention because of the history of the forte-piano, but if you can’t deliver the music, it’s nothing but a flash in the pan.”


  “Too bad Dziwny didn’t have a flash in the pan, literally,” said Vanessa. “Only thirty-six, and just beginning to hit his stride. He could have done some wonderful things if he’d lived. Think of the waste.”


  “You can say the same of Mozart, or Bellini,” said Faster.


  “They died of natural causes, albeit prematurely, and Mozart had a long career, longer than many others, because he started so young.” Vanessa picked up the score again. “Dziwny was just finding his way, getting his composition feet under him.”


  “Is it true his name means strange?” Faster asked.


  “Or wonderful,” said Vanessa. “They made a great deal over the significance at the time.”


  Faster considered this. “I think I’ll mention that in the next press kit. It could give us a little mileage now, too.”


  Vanessa shrugged. “Do we need to clutch at straws that way?”


  “No, we don’t, and we’re not,” said Faster. “But it’s an interesting historical note, and that makes it worthwhile.”


  “If you think it’s important—it doesn’t seem that way to me,” she told him while she made a point of giving her attention to the score. “This transition from B-flat to G minor is sneakier than it looks. You can say it’s obvious, but there’s a ninth in the arpeggio that makes all the difference.”


  Faster gave up. “Okay, Vanessa. Okay. I won’t take up any more of your time. It’s about time for lunch and getting ready. You have to be ready to leave for the concert hall at seven-thirty, remember, and the Toronto Star is sending a reporter over at four this afternoon; you can’t afford to be in the bath.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” said Vanessa, not entirely truthfully.


  “And after the concert, we’ll have a late supper and you can have a look at what they’re saying about the Dziwny forte-piano, and your concert.” He gathered up his material and started toward the door. “You got to make the most of this, Vanessa. You’re not going to have another chance like this, and you know it. I’m your manager. I’m not steering you wrong on this. You have a real chance here, and you need to make the most of it.”


  “Yes. I know,” she said. “That’s what I’m trying to do.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” said Faster in affectionate exasperation.


  But Vanessa responded seriously. “I want to do this right,” she said, her feelings burning like a banked furnace. “I know it’s a big opportunity, and I don’t want to blow it. I have to be true to Dziwny and his music. And that means preparation.”


  “You mean getting lost in it,” Faster corrected her.


  “You may think that if you like,” she said with an assumed coolness that fooled neither of them.


  “Okay,” said Faster. “Have it your way.”


  * * * *


  The Dziwny forte-piano had been restrung and carefully tuned; it sat in the center of Vanessa’s practice studio behind her house, smaller than her Baldwin concert grand, but more intriguing. She approached it carefully, wanting to get to know it well. Its tone was soft, almost liquid, and it responded to Vanessa’s expert touch with sweetness and clarity. She practiced diligently, keeping her attention focused on the sound the instrument produced. As much as she wanted to be lost in Dziwny’s music, she had to give more notice to the character of the forte-piano, to learn its strengths and weaknesses so that she could show off its range when she finally performed publicly on it. The bass was more vibrant than in many forte-pianos, and she began to use the low notes to support the upper melody in a more deliberately contrapuntal manner than she had done at first. Suddenly she felt the piece begin to open up to her—the instrument revealed more of the composer’s intent than she had thought possible. The Handel variations went on from a playful scherzo fugue, the theme in the mid-range of the instrument into a rocking, six/eight lullaby, left hand echoing the right in melting, lyrical phrases, each playing with the theme of the fugue until the two melody lines blended into a stirring restatement of the theme. Vanessa could almost smell the hot wax of burning candles and the heavy odor of attar of roses over sweat that must have been present when Dziwny played. Half-closing her eyes, Vanessa imagined the ballroom of Schloss Lowenhoff with its painted wall panels and the small audience in their fancy clothes.


  The Graffin would be sitting in the front row, the Graf next to her; she would have a shawl around her shoulders, since it was winter and Lowenhoff was draughty. The candles would waver a bit because of that, and that would add to the dramatic impact of the concert. There would be the quiet shuffling of the audience, and the occasional inevitable cough. She went on playing, finishing the last, grandiose fugue with a flourish that was unlike her usual pristine style.


  “Very nice,” said Faster from the door behind her.


  Vanessa blinked, feeling slightly disoriented, and coughed to cover her confusion. “How does it sound?”


  “It has a pretty big voice for a forte-piano,” said Faster. “And a lot more complexity than I’ve heard before.” He cocked his head speculatively. “Have you thought about where it would be best to record the CD? I think a live hall would be better than a studio. More ambient sound, don’t you think?”


  “It’s possible,” she said, suddenly as tired as if she had been playing for twice as long as she had been.


  “How’s the program going?” Faster asked.


  “I haven’t run through the whole thing yet,” she said. “I need a little more time with the instrument before I can figure out how to pace myself through the pieces.” It was an excuse she realized as she said it.


  “Is this going to be a problem?” asked Faster, looking a bit worried.


  “Oh, no,” she said, a trifle too quickly. “It just takes familiarity with the works. This isn’t like programs we do now, and I have to accommodate the difference.”


  “How do you mean?” Faster sounded dubious.


  “Well, if this program were being performed now, it would probably be the Nursery Songs first, then the Grand Toccata and Fugue and then the Six Fugues on Themes of Handel, because it demands the greatest virtuosity, and the work is the most musically interesting as well as technically challenging. Fugues Five and Six in particular, are real showpieces, meant to impress the audience.”


  “Then why did Dziwny perform the works in the order he did? Does anyone know?”


  “Well, the style of concerts was different then, and the Grand Toccata and Fugue was newer; most of the audience hadn’t heard it before, so it made for a greater finish then than it would today,” said Vanessa, adding a bit more awkwardly, “Also, assuming Dziwny intended to kill himself, he wanted a work that gave him the opportunity, and it exists in the fermata, and the long thematic statement in the left hand. He had almost forty seconds to draw his pistol, aim, and shoot.”


  “So you think he planned the program around his suicide?” Faster looked a bit disgusted.


  “It certainly seems to be the case,” said Vanessa, her face showing no trace of emotion. “I don’t know when he decided to kill himself, but he planned the concert at least a week before playing it.”


  “Ye gods,” said Faster. “What a plan to carry around with you for a week. I would have thought he did it on the spur of the moment, something impetuous, but you think he could have set it up well in advance.”


  “It’s possible,” said Vanessa, getting up from the forte-piano. “I need a break. Come with me. I’ll put water on.”


  “Or open a bottle?” Faster asked. “Some of that Pinot Grigio?”


  “Sure,” said Vanessa as she coded the alarm and opened the door. “Thirty seconds to get out.”


  “Coming,” said Faster, moving past her with a wink. “You take good care of that.” He waited while she locked the door; following her across the small, green yard to the rear door of her house, he pondered how to bring up the most recent request he had received about the Dziwny forte-piano.


  “Well, I can’t afford to have anything happen to it, can I?” she asked as she went ahead of him toward the house.


  There was a mud-room that was mostly used for garden storage just inside the back door, and a good-sized pantry, then the handsomely remodeled modern kitchen with its island range on the central diagonal of the room, and double ovens against the wall. At the end of the island was a bar, three stools in place for informal dining, and Vanessa motioned to one of these. “Sit. I’ll get the wine as soon as the kettle’s on; I’ll be right back.” She grabbed the kettle and filled it at the sink, then set it on one of the six gas burners and lit it. For a long moment she stared at the yellow-tipped blue flames.


  “Something wrong?” Faster inquired.


  Vanessa shook her head. “No. No, I’m just tired.” She bustled out of the room and returned with a bottle, two stemmed glasses, and a corkscrew, all of which the thrust at Faster. “Here.”


  He took them all and set about opening the bottle. “I had a call from Shotwell today.”


  “Not more money,” Vanessa said at once. “Until I start getting receipts from concerts, I’m on a budget.”


  “No, not more money.” He pulled out the cork and sniffed it, then poured wine into the two glasses. “Someone’s approached him about the forte-piano.”


  “Oh, God,” she exclaimed, her heart sinking, “He’s had an offer to buy it.”


  “No,” Faster assured her. “Nothing like that. A parapsychologist wants to run some tests on it.”


  “A what?” She stopped in the act of taking down her favorite teapot.


  “Parapsychologist. He’s supposed to have a pretty good reputation for psychometry.” He held one of the wine glasses out to her, feeling abashed.


  “And Shotwell’s interested?” Vanessa was incredulous. She took the glass, but paid no attention to it.


  “Apparently.” Faster said drily. “He’s accepted a hefty fee from the guy.”


  “I’m surprised Shotwell didn’t try to find a psychic,” said Vanessa nastily.


  “Now, now,” Faster warned her as he lifted his glass.


  “Well, it smacks of the worst kind of sleaze, if you ask me.” She hurriedly turned off the flame under the shrieking kettle. “Sorry. I’m jumpy.”


  “Rehearsal nerves,” said Faster at his most understanding.


  “I guess,” Vanessa said without much conviction. In order to change this uncomfortable subject, she asked, “So who is this parapsychologist and what is he looking for in the Dziwny forte-piano? If it is a he?”


  “Yes, a he. Doctor Christopher Warren.” He waited for her to say something, then went on. “He’s actually pretty well-known, and his work is taken seriously. He’s got a couple books out, and he’s on the lecture circuit.”


  “Doing what? Psychometry?” She drank a little of the wine and then poured some of the hot water into the teapot to heat it. “I’m sorry. That was bitchy.”


  “No problem. You’ve had a hard day. You’re allowed to blow off a little steam.” He watched her while she got down the cannister of tea. “Do you think you could use a day off?”


  “No,” she said. “Why?”


  Faster shrugged. “I just thought it might be easier to let Warren do whatever it is he intends to do while you’re out, is all.”


  “You might be right about that,” she said after a moment. “But I think I should stay around. I’m responsible for the instrument, and who knows what Doctor Warren might do if he’s left to his own devices.”


  “Okay. I’ll let Shotwell know and we’ll set the tests up,” said Faster. “How soon would you like it?”


  “I don’t like it at all,” said Vanessa. “But do as you think best.” She went to empty the water from her teapot, then set the kettle boiling again as she loaded in two measures of Dragonwell leaves. “Just give me a couple days’ warning.”


  “Will do,” Faster promised, pledging with his glass to make his point as emphatically as he could.


  * * * *


  Cummings Hall was small enough to be called “intimate” by critics, seating five hundred twenty-four, all with clear sight of the stage. The Dziwny forte-piano had been put on the broad apron, and the tuner was finishing up his work as Vanessa arrived to practice.


  “Looks good,” said the tuner, removing his damping felts and giving the keys a cursory run. “Sounds good, too.”


  “You’ll be staying here, to retune?” Vanessa asked.


  “That’s the deal,” said the tuner. “I’ll be in the house-manager’s office, if you need me. I want to catch the game, if I can, while I have my lunch.” He strolled away, his attention no longer on the instrument.


  Vanessa went over to the forte-piano and sat down, remaining still for a short while, letting the place and its ambience sink into her. She frowned as she thought about Professor Warren, who would arrive in an hour. The last thing she wanted was a publicity-seeking loony poking around the forte-piano, but Shotwell had agreed, so she had to make the best of it. Flexing her hands, she began a few Czerny exercises, her fingers moving automatically with the familiar cadences. Satisfied, she took a little time to collect her thoughts, and then began to play. The Six Fugues on Themes of Handel came more easily than she would have supposed. Fugues One and Two came and went, and Three began with a simple theme in G-minor, and Vanessa let the music carry her. The hall whispered, and the forte-piano rang, a thrilling sound that seemed to fill the space.


  By the Fourth fugue, she was wonderfully lost in the music, caught up in Dwizny’s vision so completely that she was no longer aware of Cummings Hall, but felt as if she were at Lowenhoff, all those decades ago, caught up in a passion that had no place to go but into the notes being played. The fugue unwound elegantly, the melody moving from bass to treble, then flitted through the mid-range only to emerge in the treble again in a dazzling display of talent and training. Starting the Fifth fugue, Vanessa was unaware that she was being watched. Her hands played as if the movements were a martial art and she its greatest exponent. The sound came out flawlessly, the repeated musical images piled one atop another into an astonishing edifice of patterned tones. Without pause, she launched into the Sixth fugue, playing brilliantly until she suddenly stopped in the middle of a thematic statement, as if she had lost track of the music.


  Trembling, she moved back on the bench and sat there, dazed and breathing hard. Her face was pale. She began to rub her palms on her skirt, nervously blinking as if she had finally become aware of her surroundings. Abruptly, she stood up and walked a half-dozen steps away from the instrument.


  “Why did you stop?” asked an unknown voice from the middle of the empty hall.


  Surprised, Vanessa looked up. “Who’s there?” she demanded sharply.


  “Christopher Warren. I was told you’d be expecting me,” came the answer.


  “Professor Warren,” she said with a hint of distaste. “I didn’t expect you so early.”


  “It’s after twelve,” he said, leaving his seat and coming forward.


  “I must have lost track of the time,” said Vanessa, only glancing in his direction.


  “The way you were playing, I’m not astounded to hear you say so.” He came up to the apron and held up his hand to her. “It’s very impressive.”


  “It’s a fine instrument,” said Vanessa, bending down briefly to take his hand. “I should probably get the tuner back here. The pitch is beginning to slip.” She started away from him toward the prompt-side wing.


  “Would you rather I go? I have some equipment to bring in, and I don’t want to disturb you.” Warren watched her pause. “It’s no trouble.”


  “All right. I’ll just sit down for a bit, get some water.” She resumed walking.


  “Why did you stop where you did?” Warren called after her.


  Vanessa halted. “Did I stop?” She seemed confused. “I guess it was the pitch going. It felt like I was finished.” Her frown became a glower. “I don’t leave music unfinished.”


  “Well, if the pitch wasn’t right,” said Warren as he cut through a row of seats toward the side door that led to the offices of the hall, “I can see how you’d stop.”


  Vanessa nodded, but went back to the forte-piano, and, after a long moment, sat down and began the Sixth fugue again, concentrating on the music, doing her best to ignore the slight shift in pitch in the strings. “That’s the trouble,” she said. “It needs tuning.” She continued on through the fugue, paying close attention to its tone and the pacing of the work. As she reached the extended passage for the left hand, she faltered. “Damn,” she said aloud, and began the left-hand passage again, a bit more slowly and deliberately. This time it worked, and she thundered on into the end, careening through the dizzying pyrotechnics with the verve of a race-car driver. “There,” she said as if to confirm her final repeated chords. When she was finished, she was a bit shaky; the beginnings of a headache buzzed behind her eyes and she pinched the bridge of her nose to stop it.


  “Brava!” called Warren from the side-door. “That was spectacular.”


  “Yeah. But the pitch is off,” said the tuner, who stood beside him, “still, the playing’s first rate.”


  “Thanks,” said Vanessa, moving away from the forte-piano. “The low E is really off.”


  “I’ll take care of it,” said the tuner, and brought his small case of tuning forks onto the stage. “Have to do this the old-fashioned way,” he said.


  “Good,” said Vanessa, and sought out the soothing darkness of the backstage area. She leaned against the wall and willed herself to relax, which left her jittery. What on earth had happened to her? she asked herself.


  “Ms Hylas, are you okay?” Warren asked her as he rolled a strange-looking, metal box on wheels, ornamented with dials and gauges up next to the stage-manager’s podium.


  She made herself straighten up. “Just a bit tired.”


  “There’s coffee in the house-manager’s office.” He studied her for a moment, then began setting up his equipment.


  “And it’s terrible,” she said, attempting levity. “But it’s hot.” She started toward the door that would lead to the hall to the offices.


  “You sure you’re all right?” Warren called after her, his question underscored by the tuner as he started his work.


  “Yes, thanks,” she said automatically, and wondered if she dared to eat anything. It might help her feel better, but it could make her feel worse. She was still debating this as she reached the house-manager’s office, where the odor of scorched coffee told her not to have any of it. She went to the drinking fountain and gulped down several mouthfuls, then wandered back toward the stage where the tuner was making progress on the forte-piano and Christopher Warren was busily setting up his display of machines.


  “Feeling better?” Warren called out cheerfully. “You look a bit less pasty.”


  “Thanks,” she said drily. “Rehearsing can take a lot out of me.”


  “If it was just the rehearsing,” he said almost jauntily.


  “How do you mean?” Vanessa asked.


  “I’ll tell you after I’ve finished monitoring the rest of your rehearsal,” he said, merrily adjusting what appeared to be an oscilloscope.


  “All right,” she said, trying not to be too curt with him even though she resented his intrusion on her rehearsal time.


  “Just carry on as if I weren’t here,” he encouraged her. “You know how to do it.”


  “What makes you think so?” she could not stop herself from challenging.


  “Well, you certainly weren’t aware of me when I arrived,” he said blandly, his pleasant face showing no signs of sarcastic intent.


  “No, I wasn’t,” she allowed, and listened while the tuner finished his work.


  The Nursery Songs went well enough, their fancy ornaments and flourishes sounding impressive, as they were intended to be. When she was finished, she had the tuner come back again, before she started the Grand Toccata and Fugue on a Polish Folk Song. “If it isn’t slipping now, it will be before the piece is done,” she said with a wry smile. She turned to Warren. “Anything so far?”


  “I’m not certain,” he said from his place in the first row of the audience where he was staring at the screen of his laptop.


  Vanessa paced the apron, reviewing the piece she was about to rehearse in her mind. She paid little attention to her slight light-headedness, attributing it to her skipped lunch. As soon as the tuner relinquished the forte-piano to her, she sat down, ready to begin.


  “This is the piece he played when he—?” Warren asked, breaking her concentration.


  “Yes. He shot himself three-quarters of the way through the piece,” she said testily. “Anything else, or can I…” She gestured to the keyboard.


  “Go on,” he told her, his whole attention on the screen.


  The opening bars of the toccata went well, the pace a confident andante con moto. Vanessa let the steady four/four beat carry her along through the modulation from E-flat to G-flat, and back to E-flat again. She was part of the music now, like a raft on a river, riding the current. Gradually all sense of the hall and the strange monitors around her faded away and she seemed to be in the eerie splendor of Lowenhoff, lit by candles in chandeliers and sconces, with a select group gathered to listen to him play this newest piece he had composed, the piece that was dedicated to Maria-Antonia, Graffin von Firstengipfel, the woman to whom he was utterly devoted, and who could not express her love to him. The stage lights vanished, and the darkened concert hall was gone, and in its place was the ballroom of Lowenhoff, golden and glistening.


  The Graf sat bolt upright, listening in growing fury at the scandal this man had brought upon him and his family; Dziwny could see his disapproval in every line of his body. He knew this was the last concert he would ever give under von Firstengipfel’s patronage, but he would not accept the callous dismissal he had been given—that way lay ruin for him and a tarnished reputation for the Graffin. No, he would show the Graf what he thought of his arrogant termination with one far more damaging than anything the Graf had promised. The fugue began simply enough, and he played the octaves with deceptive ease, thinking of the song he had heard so many times in his childhood: Endless Love. The melody, plaintive and sweet, echoed from hand to hand, growing and enlarging in long cantabile passages that led to the astonishing fermata. He laid his left hand on the keys and began to play the long restatement of the fugue’s theme, while he reached for the pocket in his swallow-tail coat.


  Fumbling with her skirt on the piano bench, Vanessa was transfixed by Dziwny’s composition. Her face was without expression, and everything but her hands moved like a doll, stiffly and automatically. With a sudden cry of frustration, she rose from the bench, slapped the side of her head and collapsed, falling between the bench and the forte-piano as Warren sat all but mesmerized by what he saw on his screen.


  * * * *


  Faster was on one side of her and Warren on the other when Vanessa finally walked out of Cummings Hall some three hours later. “I still want you to see the doctor tomorrow,” Faster was scolding her. “I can’t have you fainting during a performance.”


  “Not to worry,” said Vanessa. She was feeling a bit embarrassed for putting these two men—and the tuner—through an hour of anxiety. “I’ll be fine.”


  “I want to be sure of that,” Faster said, then rounded on Warren as they reached the edge of the street. “What were you thinking, putting all that equipment around her? Didn’t it occur to you it might hurt her?”


  “How could it?” Warren asked as calmly as he was able.


  “I don’t know. It’s your equipment. You should know better than anyone what it’s apt to do.” Faster signaled for his town-car, and kept his hand protectively on Vanessa’s arm.


  “I don’t think it was his equipment,” said Vanessa, startling both men. “I think it was the forte-piano.”


  The two men stared at her with varying expressions of disbelief. Finally Faster spoke. “You sure you’re okay? That sounds a bit…nuts.”


  “To me, too,” she said, watching as his Lincoln pulled up to the curb. “But it happened before Professor Warren set up his monitors, only not so intensely.”


  “What happened?” Faster demanded, his patience finally failing him. “What are you talking about?”


  “About the fugues,” she said, and laughed sadly. “It set…I don’t know…something off. Something that the forte-piano is part of.” Although Faster opened the door for her, she didn’t get in immediately. “It’s still there, you know. It’s still at Lowenhoff, and it always will be.”


  “You mean the instrument?” Warren asked.


  “If that’s what it is,” said Vanessa as she allowed Faster to assist her into the town car. She stared straight ahead as Faster got in and they sped away, leaving Warren alone on the sidewalk.


  


  DEAD BABIES, by Lawrence Watt-Evans


  Allie’s baby was coming, wasn’t any doubt of it as her water had broke, so I put her in the truck and jumped in myself. My hands was trembling so hard I could hardly turn the key, but I got it started somehow and backed it out the driveway so as not to take the time to turn it around, and I clipped one of the posts at the end of the driveway but I didn’t stop. I got us out on the road and put ’er in first and tore across the ford so fast the water was spraying twenty feet on each side.


  “Bill, take it easy,” Allie said as I upshifted. “Won’t do us no good to hurry if you put us in a ditch somewheres.”


  I saw that she was right, so I tried to slow down and watch the road as we passed Miller’s Grocery and turned onto the pavement, but every so often she’d breathe funny, give a little gasp or something, and every time she did that I’d look over at her and my foot would just tromp down a bit more on the gas.


  About halfway to town I remembered that I should’ve called the doctor and told him to meet us at the hospital in Lexington, but I wan’t about to go back to do that, and there weren’t exactly a lot of pay phones on Becket’s Fork Road, so I figured I’d stop by Doc Everett’s house in Dawsonville and tell him in person, as it wasn’t more than a mile or two out of our way.


  But by the time we hit the blinker at the south end of Main Street in Dawsonville Allie was gasping and sort of heaving up from the seat every minute or so, and I wasn’t any too sure we were going to make it to the hospital anyways—that was a good twenty-five miles yet, and the interstate didn’t cover but half of it. So when we stopped in front of the Everetts’ house I went around to her side and got her down out of the truck and I walked her up to the door of the house and rung the bell.


  A woman answered, and I asked her where the doc was, and she said, “Why, he’s still in bed.”


  It was gone seven by then, but some folks do sleep in late, so I didn’t wonder too much, I just asked, polite as I could, “Could you wake him, please? I think it’s an emergency.”


  “Of course,” she said. “Wait right here.”


  And she closed the door.


  Allie sat down right there on the porch, gasping.


  A moment later the door opened again, and the woman said, “You just come right on in.” She showed us in and turned us sharp right in the foyer there, into a smallish room like an old-fashioned parlor, and sat us down on a fancy couch, then went to fetch the doctor. We sat there, and I noticed this weird nasty smell, and I hoped it was from the house, all the medicines and stuff, and not from something wrong with the baby.


  A minute later Doc Everett came in in his bathrobe with his doctor’s bag. He took one look at Allie and shooed the woman and me out and closed the door behind us.


  So there we were in the foyer, and I looked around and saw a telephone on a little table and a big fancy mirror on the wall, but there wasn’t nowhere to sit except maybe the stairs. There was a big sliding door across from that little parlor, and I sort of looked at it hopefully, I guess, because the woman looked at it, too, and said, “We can’t go in there, I’m afraid; the baby’s asleep and I don’t want to wake him.”


  Well, right then I wouldn’t have minded playing with a baby, what with our own about to be born by the look of it, but I didn’t want to be rude, and besides, the woman seemed a little on edge, sorta, so I didn’t say that. I said, “How old is he, Mrs. Everett?”


  “Oh, it’s Miss Everett,” she said, all flustered. “Laura Everett. I’m Doctor Everett’s sister.”


  “Bill Sellers,” I said, holding out a hand. I figured it might not be a real good idea to inquire as to just whose baby it was that was sleeping, if Miss Everett weren’t married, and besides, there was something about her made me think I didn’t want to have too much to do with her, so after we shook I just leaned against the wall a little and waited.


  I waited for what seemed like hours. We didn’t talk; Miss Everett seemed sort of caught up in herself, the way some people get, and not much interested in me, and I didn’t see any call to bother her.


  That nasty smell was still there, so I knew it was the house. I wondered what it was, but I didn’t ask; I figured it wouldn’t be polite to mention it.


  I could hear Doc Everett’s voice from the parlor, too low to make out the words, and sometimes I could hear Allie answering him, or making sounds. I waited for the sound of the baby crying.


  It didn’t come. Instead, finally, I heard Allie scream.


  I jumped up off that wall, and took a look at Miss Everett, but she wan’t doing a thing, she was just standing there.


  I knocked on the door. “What’s going on in there?” I called.


  I could hear Allie crying, and I opened the door without waiting for any by your leave.


  Allie was sitting on the couch with her dress all rucked up, and there were bloody towels piled on the floor, and…and other things. Before I got a good look Allie wailed, “The baby’s dead! Bill, our baby’s dead!”


  “I’m afraid so,” Doc Everett said. “Listen, I really think we had better get your wife to the hospital; would you tell my sister to call an ambulance?”


  I sort of froze for a moment, trying to take it in, but then I turned and went back out to the foyer, and there was Miss Everett dialing the phone.


  “I heard what he said,” she told me.


  And then it was just waiting, and trying to comfort Allie and not to look at the poor little dead thing there on the towels, until the ambulance came. I rode in the back with Allie, and Doc Everett followed in his car.


  They kept Allie for observation, they called it, and sent her home with me the next morning.


  Somewhere in there, I don’t remember when, I asked Doc Everett what had happened, and he told me that the baby had got tangled in the cord and strangled while it was being born, that it happens sometimes and there wasn’t anything he could do, it was too late by the time he saw what was happening.


  It wasn’t until after I brought Allie home that she asked what had happened to the baby’s body, and I realized I didn’t know.


  Wasn’t an easy question to ask anyone, neither.


  Finally, though, I called Doc Everett, and he told me he’d sent the body to Tuchman’s Funeral Home, seeing as that’s the only one in town and he didn’t figure we’d be wanting to go to Lexington for it.


  Allie wanted to see it, before she made any plans for the burying, so I called up Tuchman’s and asked if that’d be possible, and Henry Tuchman, on the other end of the line, sorta cleared his throat and said how it would be possible, all right, but he sure wouldn’t advise it, as the baby didn’t look too good, what with being strangled.


  I’d gotten a look at it back at Doc Everett’s place, and I hadn’t thought it looked so bad as all that, but I told Allie what he’d said, and she broke out crying again, and I don’t know what I told Henry but I got off the phone and tried to comfort her, which didn’t do either of us a damn bit of good.


  That afternoon Henry called back, and asked if we’d want to make the funeral arrangements or whether he should just take care of it, as he figured we were pretty broke up. Allie overheard, and she said we’d be right there to look at the baby and make the plans.


  That didn’t sound good to me, but she wan’t taking any argument on it, so off we went.


  At the funeral home, there was Henry Tuchman with his mournin’ face on, which made him look more like a pompous asshole of a salesman than like anything decent, and he showed us to a room where this little coffin was set up on a table that Henry called a bier, and there were a few flowers around it.


  I asked Henry, “Who picked it?” ’Cause I’d always heard that funeral homes are practically like auto showrooms, with a dozen different models of coffins and all that shit.


  “Doc Everett chose it; he’s volunteered to cover some of the costs for you, seein’ as he knows the two of you han’t got all that much set aside.”


  Now, I knew I ought to be grateful at that, but I wan’t, as it seemed damn pushy to have put up that money and picked out that box without asking us first. I was trying to think of something to say about it that wouldn’t sound too bad when Allie said, “Open it.”


  Henry blinked at us and said, like some goddamn Englishman on TV, “I beg your pardon?”


  “Open the box, Henry,” I said. “We want to see our baby.”


  Henry got all upset at that. “You really don’t want to, Bill,” he said.


  “The hell we don’t.”


  “The coffin has been sealed,” he said.


  “That’s bullshit. Unseal it.”


  “I can’t.”


  I was beginning to lose my temper. I’d been standing around feeling helpless while other people did everything, at the doc’s house and the hospital and all, and it wan’t goin’ down well.


  “Henry,” I said, “you told me on the phone this mornin’ that we could see our baby, and now we want to see our damn baby.”


  “If you insist,” Henry said, “I can have the coffin unsealed for a private viewing. If you could come back in an hour?”


  I’d had enough. “Open the damn thing now, Henry,” I said.


  “I can’t, Bill,” he said. “Honest.”


  I might’ve cooled down at that, ’cause he looked as if he meant it, but Allie wasn’t having it.


  ‘Bout two years back, after that idiot Jim Bryce raped the Miller girl down on Greenman’s Creek, Allie got worried about crazies, so she got herself a .38 revolver and I showed her how to use it, and after that she’d carry it in her purse as a regular thing. I hadn’t given it a thought in months—until she pulled it out and stuck the barrel under Henry Tuchman’s nose.


  “I am not leaving this room,” she said, “until I see my baby. If you don’t open that coffin right now, Bill’s gonna get a wrecking bar from the truck and bust it to flinders.”


  Henry just sort of stared, and wan’t saying anything sensible, and I figured maybe I could save us all some trouble. I didn’t know just what all this talk of “sealing” was, so I went and took a look and it looked to me like that coffin just would open right up if you pushed the latch.


  So I did, and it did.


  Son of a bitch was empty.


  I sort of stared at it for a moment, trying to figure it out, and I was still doing that when Allie came up beside me and saw it was empty and pointed the gun at Henry again and shrieked, “Where is she?”


  Henry threw his hands in the air like Allie was trying to rob him. “I don’t know,” he said, “I swear I don’t! Doc Everett never brought her, told me to fake it, same as he does any time a baby dies.”


  I stared at him and said, “And you do it?”


  “He pays me,” Henry said. “Pays good.”


  “Jesus God, Henry,” I said, “you mean Doc Everett’s been stealing dead babies?”


  Henry nodded. “Been doin’ it for years.”


  “What for?” I asked.


  Henry shrugged and started to say he didn’t know, but he didn’t have the words out when Allie asked, “Did he kill my baby? So he could take her?”


  Henry blinked at her like a startled owl.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I never thought about it.”


  I hadn’t thought about it either, never would have thought of it, but once Allie asked that I saw how it might be, the doc wanting dead babies for God knows what, and there’s our baby right in his own house, no one around to see if he just loops the cord over and tugs…


  I felt sick.


  “Come on,” I told Allie, “we’re gonna go see the sheriff.”


  “No, we aren’t,” she said.


  “Why the hell not?” I wanted to know. “Stealing dead babies is a crime!”


  “Of course it is,” she said, “but who do you think the sheriff’s gonna believe, a nineteen-year-old farm kid and his hysterical wife, or the doctor who’s been lookin’ after this town for the past twenty years?”


  I could see how she had a point, but I wan’t too sure it was that important—there’d be evidence, wouldn’t there?


  “So what do you want to do about it?” I asked.


  “We’re going to Doc Everett’s house, and we’re going to get our baby back,” she said. “And Henry, I swear to God, if you call to warn him we’re coming, I’m going to shoot you dead if it’s the last thing I ever do.”


  I was beginning to regret ever teaching Allie how to shoot, about then, but it was done, and she was the one with the gun, and I hadn’t even left my .22 in the pick-up’s gun rack.


  “Nobody’s gonna do any shooting,” I said. “We’ll get this straightened out. Come on.”


  She headed for the door, and I paused just long enough to tell Henry, “All the same, don’t you call that son of a bitch.”


  I drove, and Allie sat there with the .38 in her lap. I wished she’d put it away, but she didn’t and I wan’t about to argue with her. We’d been married long enough that I knew better than to mess with her when she was in a mood like that.


  The whole way down Main Street I was thinking about what Doc Everett might want with dead babies. Did he do some sort of experiments on them? Did he sell ’em for parts? I’d heard there was cosmetics made out of unborn babies; maybe newborns were close enough.


  It made me feel sick again, thinking about it.


  It was getting on to five o’clock when we pulled up in front of the Everett house, but I saw there wasn’t a car in the driveway.


  “He’s not home yet,” I said, pointing.


  “Then we wait,” Allie said.


  I was almost ready to argue about it when I heard a car coming, slow, and I looked up and there was Doc Everett’s blue Olds coming down Main Street.


  The doc saw us there and waved, and when he pulled into the driveway he got out and came over toward us. Allie kept the gun down out of sight, and we tried to look like nothing was troubling us.


  Then when he was about to lean in the window, when he was saying, “What can I do for you folks?” Allie stuck the gun in his face.


  “You can give me back my baby, you bastard,” she said.


  He got this astonished look on his face and took a step back. “Your baby’s dead, Mrs. Sellers,” he said. He turned to me. “You tell her, Bill.”


  “We know the baby’s dead, Doc,” I said, “but we want the body.”


  “Well, it’s at Tuchman’s Funeral Home…”


  “No, t’ain’t,” Allie said, pulling back the hammer on the revolver. “You kept her. And if you don’t start telling us why, I might just think you killed her.”


  Doc Everett threw up his hands—guess that’s something everyone’s picked up from TV or something. “I didn’t kill her!” he said.


  “Then why’d you take the body?”


  “For my sister!”


  Allie lowered the gun a little. “What?” she said. She sounded mighty puzzled, which was about how I felt.


  Doc Everett took that as a good sign, that she’d lowered the gun, though to me all it meant was she was pointing at his gut instead of between his eyes and I wan’t sure I wouldn’t rather have it over quick than get gut-shot, but he lowered his hands a bit, too. “For my sister,” he said.


  “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked. “What the hell would your sister want with our baby? She’s got her own, don’t she? And alive?”


  Allie threw me a surprised glance at that, and the doc shook his head. “No,” he said. “She don’t. Doesn’t.”


  “Bill, Miss Everett ain’t married,” Allie said, “and I never heard tell she had a baby.”


  I was beginning to wonder if I was going crazy. This was all so weird. “She said she did,” I insisted.


  Doc Everett nodded. “She thinks she does,” he said. “Laura…Laura’s not right.”


  “First I’ve heard of it,” Allie said.


  “Well, it’s true,” Doc said. “Not for five years. Not since the baby died.”


  “So there was a baby?” I asked.


  He nodded.


  “There was?” Allie was pretty startled by that. She’d been keeping up on the gossip around Dawsonville since she was thirteen, but I guess she’d never heard this one.


  “Stillborn,” Doc said. “Never had a chance. Probably just as well. But Laura couldn’t take it.”


  I glanced at Allie, but if she thought Doc was saying anything about her, she didn’t pay any mind to it.


  “We’d managed to keep it all quiet—she never went out much, and she carried small, and I performed the delivery right here at home, so no one ever knew,” Doc explained. “When he was born dead, I figured it was a blessing, and I buried him in the back yard and thought that was an end to it.”


  “It wasn’t?”


  He shook his head. “Laura dug him up,” he said.


  Allie’s mouth came open at that, and the gun drooped a bit further.


  “She brought the body back in the house and treated it like a live baby, and I didn’t know how to make her stop,” Doc went on. “I tried to talk sense to her, but she wouldn’t listen, and if I tried to take it away she’d throw a screaming fit until I gave it back.”


  “Couldn’t…didn’t anyone else know?” I asked. “Couldn’t you take her to a psychiatrist or something?”


  “Didn’t dare,” he said. “If it came out that there’d been a baby and I’d kept it quiet, and who the father was…”


  “Who was the father?”


  He looked startled, as if he thought we’d figured that out already. “I was,” he said.


  Maybe I had figured it out, because I wan’t really surprised, but Allie was.


  “Your sister?” she said.


  “Two lonely people alone in the house together,” Doc said. “Yes, my sister.”


  “What’s this got to do with our baby?” I demanded.


  “Well, hell, son, dead bodies don’t keep,” he said. “When the baby got too far gone, Laura said it was sick and told me to make it better—I was a doctor, couldn’t I fix it up? Nagged at me day and night, and ’bout then Mrs. Kelliher’s little Josie died—crib death, what they’re calling SIDS now. So I got an idea and I talked to Henry Tuchman and switched ours for Josie Kelliher. Been doing it ever since.” He shrugged. “After all, one dead baby’s a lot like another.”


  “So…but then why isn’t there another one in our girl’s coffin?”


  The doc grimaced. “Last one was too far gone,” he said. “It’s buried out back. Told Laura it was sleeping, managed to keep her away for three days—don’t know what I’d have done if you poor folks hadn’t come along.”


  “You killed my baby,” Allie said, and the gun came up again. “You killed her so you could give her to your sister.”


  “No, Mrs. Sellers,” he said, “I swear I didn’t. I’d never do that. I took an oath, and I meant it.”


  The gun wavered some.


  “Come on,” I said, getting out of the truck. “We’re getting our daughter back. I feel sorry for your sister, Doc, but that’s our baby’s body, and we’re taking it.”


  “Right,” Allie said, opening her own door.


  Together, we marched up the porch steps, right past Doc Everett, and on into the house—front door wasn’t locked, not in Dawsonville.


  The doc ran after us, shouting, “No, wait! Wait! I didn’t tell you…you can’t…let me explain!”


  I reckoned we’d heard enough; we didn’t stop, marched right into the house. I pointed to the big sliding door. “In there,” I said.


  Allie tried to open it, but it wouldn’t move.


  “It’s locked,” she said.


  I turned to Doc Everett. “Open it,” I said.


  “No,” he said. “Listen, you can’t just barge in here. I’ll give you back your baby, I’ll give Laura a doll or something, but don’t…”


  “Open it, or we’ll shoot the fucking lock off!” I shouted.


  He hesitated, and Allie took the revolver two-handed and pointed it, but then the door opened by itself, and there was Miss Everett, asking, “What’s all the noise? You’re disturbing the baby!”


  She had a bundle in her arms, wrapped up in a white-and-pink baby blanket. It wasn’t moving, didn’t make a sound.


  Allie started to grab for it, then realized she still had the gun in her hand, and got confused.


  “Miss Everett,” I said, “could we see him? Just for a moment?” I held out my arms.


  She looked at me strangely, then smiled, and gave me the bundle.


  It was cold and dead, like a bundle of laundry, but I took a look under a flap of blanket.


  It was our baby, all right.


  “There,” Doc said, “you’ve got what you want. Take it out for some air.”


  I nodded. I thought that was the end of it.


  Then I looked in through the sliding door, into the old drawing room, and saw them, lined up on shelves, on the mantelpiece, on the couch, dried-out little things, skin stretched tight over bone, a dozen or more, all mummified.


  “Oh, my God,” I said.


  Allie screamed.


  And Doc Everett, standing in the front door, seemed to slump down into himself.


  “Laura always wanted a big family,” he said.


  


  THE MUFFIN MAN, by Mike Brines


  I walked into the office past the sign on the door that read, “O’Brien Paranormal Investigations.” My partner was just hanging up the phone. I set the bag with the tacos from the place up the block on the desk and started to divvy them up.


  “We just got a new client,” Ann said. She was the brains of the outfit. I was the brawn. Together we were trying to make the world a better place, but clients had been scarce and times were lean.


  “What is it this time?” I asked. “Voodoo cultists? More vampires? An alien abduction maybe?”


  “It could be an abduction.” She reached for a taco.


  “What do you mean?”


  She paused, the taco halfway to her luscious lips, then sat it back on the greasy wrapper.


  “An old lady’s cat is missing.”


  “We’re looking for a cat?”


  “Well, the bills are piling up. The rent’s due. We have to do something.”


  “Yeah, but cashing some old lady’s Social Security check….” I shook my head.


  “It’s not like that. Her son called. Mister Fitzsimmons is an executive at the Apache helicopter plant. He’s promised our usual rates.”


  “Your tax money at work.”


  Her eyes blazed. “Well, at least somebody is willing to pay us for something. The guy said his mother lost her cat and she’s very despondent. Even if we can’t find it, just having us looking for it will cheer her up. Besides, he’s willing to pay and right now we really need the money.”


  “All right.” I reached for a taco. Maybe at this rate next time I could upgrade to a combo plate?


  * * * *


  That afternoon we drove out to their place. Our client said we could pick up a check from his wife and talk to his mother, who lived with them. The neighborhood was full of large homes on big lots. We parked in front of the house. Our old Buick looked out of place among all the Cadillacs and Beemers, like a homeless veteran at a society ball.


  The woman of the house had a check made out for us. It disappeared into Ann’s pocket and we asked if we could talk with the old lady.


  “Sorry, you just missed her. She’s gone out to tea as she always does this time of day. She’s at that new bakery in the shopping center on the corner.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “We’ll try there.”


  We drove over. It wasn’t far. The sign read, The Muffin Man. There were several tables out in front with little umbrellas over them. A gray haired woman in a flower print dress at least forty years out of style was sitting at one of them nibbling a teacake. A couple of younger women sat at neighboring tables. Using my amazing detective skills I quickly eliminated them as suspects and walked up to the older woman’s table.


  “Excuse us. Are you Missus Fitzsimmons?”


  “Why, yes, young man. Do sit down, you and your lady friend. Have some tea.”


  She waved at the counterman inside. After he bustled over she told him to bring us tea and some more cakes. The fellow was pudgy, middle-aged with a graying moustache and short dark hair. Dressed in baker’s whites, he had on a spotless apron.


  “What sort of tea?” He asked.


  “Do you like Earl Gray?” She asked us. “I just adore it.”


  “Just regular tea,” Ann replied. “English Breakfast or some such. It doesn’t matter. We’re not here to socialize. We’re here to help find your cat.”


  “To help look for your cat,” I amended. The silly thing was probably just on a wild weekend with a local tomcat and would return on its own soon enough But just in case it was road kill I didn’t want to raise any unfortunate expectations.


  The old lady took a sip of her tea.


  “Yes, my son did say he was going to hire someone to help find dear little Muffin. I didn’t think he could find a detective who’d take such a case. Not these days with all the missing persons. You must be so terribly busy.”


  “Yes, very,” I replied. “Tell us about the cat. Uh, where was it last seen?”


  She went into a longwinded story all about her dear little Muffin’s cuteness and adorability that meandered worse than a mountain road. But we were getting paid to listen and besides she was feeding us, too.


  The counterman brought out the tea and a plate of little cakes. They were literally, little cakes. They looked exactly like tiny versions of the round layer cakes you see at bakeries or that Grandma used to make, with tiny icing flowers on top and everything. I’d never seen anything like them. I tried a bite.


  “These are really good!”


  Ann shushed me for interrupting the old lady but she didn’t seem to mind.


  “Yes, they make the best baked goods here. Why the muffins are to die for! Here, try a bite of this crumb cake.”


  She offered it to Ann who declined.


  “Try it,” I said. “They’re really good. One bite isn’t going to ruin your figure.”


  She reluctantly took a nibble.


  “That is good.”


  She finished the cake about the same time the old lady finished Muffin’s life story. The cat had been missing now almost a week. We were questioning her about the disappearance when another woman at a nearby table interrupted.


  “Excuse me, but I couldn’t help but overhear you were looking for a cat. I don’t want to alarm you but I’ve found a couple of dead cats on my doorstep several mornings when I’ve gone to take out the trash.”


  The old woman put a hand to her mouth.


  “Horrors,” she said. “Was one of them a lovely little calico with dark paws?”


  The other woman thought a moment.


  “No, two gray ones and a ginger cat, or pieces of them, anyway.”


  “Pieces?” I asked.


  “It looked like a dog had got to them, maybe.”


  “And where is this doorstep of yours?” Ann asked.


  The other woman gestured at the neighboring shop.


  “I own the tanning salon there. I found the cats out in back of my shop when I was going to the dumpster. I think it’s that nasty pizza place over there.” She pointed across the shopping center. “I bet they have rats. Big rats.”


  “How horrible!” Mrs. Fitzsimmons dabbed at an eye with a lacy handkerchief.


  Ann patted her other hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll find out what happened to…uh.”


  “Mittens,” I suggested.


  “Muffin,” Mrs. Fitzsimmons corrected.


  “Thanks, I think I will.” I picked a miniature blueberry one off the plate. It was delicious.


  Mrs. Fitzsimmons pushed the plate toward me. “I’ve lost my appetite,” she said. “I think I’ll go home and have a lie down.”


  “Don’t you worry about a thing,” Ann said. “We’ll keep you posted on every stage of our investigation.”


  “I’m sure those nasty pizza guys are behind it all,” the other woman said. “I’ll bet they ground him up and put him into the sausage.”


  “Sure thing,” I said.


  “So what’s our next step?” Ann asked.


  “You go check out the neighborhood. Go door to door and ask out about those missing cats and maybe if anybody’s dogs have been sick.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to use my amazing detective powers and investigate those pizza guys. I’ll meet you back here later.”


  I went down to the county health department and paid a visit to an old friend, Conrad Yates. I’d known him since my days as a local tavern and restaurant manager. He took me back to his office.


  “Hey, Ed, how’s it been? You planning to reopen that saloon of yours?”


  “No, I just need a little information about a pizza place.” I told him which one.


  He leaned back in his chair.


  “Their inspection rating is public knowledge, nothing secret about that. They passed with a 98%. It’s a really clean joint: family run. They’ve got three other locations around town. I recommend them if you’re looking to carter a party. They make a great meatball sub.”


  “So they’re not dirty? They don’t have a rodent problem?”


  “No, who said that? I inspected them myself just about a month ago.”


  I thanked him and headed back to the bakery. But I was early. Ann was still out somewhere pounding the pavement. So I went inside for a talk with the clerk.


  He was wiping down the soda machine. Once he saw me he laid down his rag.


  “Something I can get for you, sir?”


  I examined his wares. He had two big glass bakery cases, one refrigerated. They were packed full of the most amazing assortment of sweets imaginable. He had miniature cakes and pies only six inches across and huge brownies that promised “Death by Chocolate.” There were muffins of twelve different flavors including a ham and cheese breakfast muffin, as well as miniature éclairs, Danish, and dozens of different types of cookies.


  “What are those?” I asked, pointing to some tan-colored cookies shaped like leaves and labeled, “Lembas.”


  “Elfin shortbread cookies,” he said. “Here, try one.”


  It was the best shortbread I’d ever had.


  “This stuff is great. Who’s your baker?”


  He smiled and leaned toward me conspiratorially.


  “Don’t tell anyone but…”


  My ears pricked up.


  “…I have a crew of elves that come in at night and do it all. If Keebler ever finds out, they’ll sue me. Haw, Haw, Haw.”


  I laughed at his crummy joke and bought a bag of those amazing shortbread cookies. It wasn’t long before Ann showed up. I bought her a Diet Coke and we shared the rest of the cookies.


  “So what did you find?” I asked.


  “You mean besides discovering I’d prefer doing research back home with my feet up and my nose in an occult book? Just about everyone in the neighborhood has lost a cat or a dog and all in the last six months. Something is definitely going on here.”


  “That means whatever is attacking the pets strikes almost every night, then.”


  She nodded.


  “Well, come on, then. We’ve got some shopping to do before dark.”


  * * * *


  Long after dark we were back at the Fitzsimmons place in their living room with the lights off and the curtains open. Outside in the middle of the lawn we’d staked out a little yap dog we’d picked up at the pound. Our bait wandered about in a circle constrained by the length of rope we’d tied to his collar.


  Ann crossed her legs in the easy chair she was sitting in. “I’m still worried about that poor dog.”


  “Don’t be,” I said. “If anything happens we can be out the front door in a flash. That’s why we’re watching like this.”


  “It’s certainly boring.”


  “All true detective work is.”


  “I bet you got that from one of those detective novels you keep in your desk drawer in the office. What is that? Continuing education?”


  “You’re just jealous of my elite detecting skills.”


  She sniffed. “If that’s what you call eating donuts and reading the exploits of Mike Hammer.”


  “You just wait. I’ve already got this whole case figured out.”


  “Okay Sherlock, then what happened to the dog?”


  “Dog? Mrs. Fitzsimmons is missing a cat, or did you miss that part?”


  She gestured at the window.


  “Yeah, and now we’re missing a dog.”


  I looked at where she was pointing. The stake was still there and the rope was still attached to it and to the dog collar. But there was no dog wearing the collar.


  We jumped up and ran outside. The dog had vanished.


  “So much for your elite detecting skills,” she mocked.


  “No, this just proves what I thought all along. There’s no way a coyote or another animal could have taken that dog, not right under our noses. Even a human being couldn’t have snuck up, untied the dog without it making a sound, then retied the collar and made off with the dog in the few seconds we were arguing. No, there’s something supernatural behind this.”


  Ann looked at me, the corners of her mouth turned down scornfully.


  “Last I checked I was the one with the occult library. But I’ll play. So what exactly is responsible for the missing pets?”


  “It’s elves. They work at night in that bakery making all those pastries and cookies. Then on their break they grab a quick snack in the local neighborhood. That’s what happened to Missus Fitzsimmons’s cat.”


  She stared at me like I’d grown a second head.


  “That’s your big theory? Carnivorous elves? When did you switch from detective novels to fantasy?”


  “You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it first.”


  “I didn’t think of it because it’s stupid. There’s no such thing as elves, especially carnivorous ones.”


  “Yeah, well, we didn’t think there was such things as vampires or skin walkers or nefil-watsits…”


  “Nephilim,” she corrected.


  “Yeah, Nephilim, before we got into this business either, so there might really be carnivorous elves.”


  She shook her head, saying, “No, but it is carnivorous, whatever it is. That poor dog. I don’t know how I let you talk me into this.”


  “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go.”


  “Where?”


  “To that bakery.”


  She shook her head but followed me out to the car.


  We drove over and parked under a security light. It was after midnight so everything in the center was closed, most of the lights were off except for security lights. I led her up to the front door of the bakery. Inside you could see the red light from the big Coke machine. The cash register was open, the empty drawer propped up so that you could see there was no money inside. I knocked on the door. There was no answer.


  I pulled out my key ring and began banging on the glass with it. It made a terrible racket but got no different result.


  She tugged at my arm. “There’s nobody here. Let’s go. This doesn’t prove anything.”


  “On the contrary, it proves everything. There’s nobody here. But it’s a bakery. Bakers always work at night so their stuff is at its freshest in the morning. I asked that guy who made his stuff and he said elves. There’s nobody to answer the door because the elves are in the back making his cookies. Don’t you remember that story about the elves and the shoemaker?”


  “Now you’re quoting the Brothers Grimm as your occult source? I keep telling you there’s no such thing as carnivorous elves, fairies maybe, but not elves.”


  “Okay, so they’re fairies, then. Whatever. Come on. Let’s check out the back where she said she found those dead cats.”


  I led her around the back of the shopping center. Out back it was even darker and creepier than the front side. Each back door was solid metal stenciled with the name of the store. We found the one to the tanning salon easily. There were bloody debris on the concrete pad behind. I pointed at it.


  “See! I told you we’d find something.”


  “Oh, my God.”


  Ann took a step back and covered her mouth with one hand. I looked to see what the other hand was pointing at. The bloody debris I’d noticed but not really seen came into focus.


  It was a human arm.


  The arm was child sized and had been bitten or torn off at the elbow. Apparently the neighborhood had run short of pets so they’d switched to something else.


  The other white meat.


  “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said, turning away. I put my hands on her shoulders and propelled her back towards the dumpster along the far perimeter wall.


  “You’ll be all right. Just think of something else, something happy: brown paper packages tied up with string, dewdrops on roses, whiskers on kittens…”


  Maybe that last one wasn’t the best thing to mention. She groaned and staggered behind the dumpster where she was noisily sick.


  “Uh, sorry,” I said.


  I turned away and looked back toward the building. We hadn’t reached the back door to the bakery but I could see it clearly from here. But there was something strange about it.


  “Ann, take a look at this.”


  She lurched out from behind the dumpster, ashen faced.


  “What do you want me to look at this time?” She accused.


  “There. In the back door to the bakery. Do you see what that is?”


  “It‘s a little doggie door. So what?”


  “So, the health department regulations don’t allow live animals in any food preparation areas. They can’t have a dog or cat.”


  “So what’s it for?”


  “I’ll bet if we got closer we could see a sign that says ‘employees only’ on it.”


  She waved a hand. “Oh, stop it about the elves, will you? What’s next? Wanted posters down at the post office with the caption: ‘Do you know the Muffin Man?’”


  “Sush!” I pulled her back behind the dumpster, but watching where I put my feet. “Look,” I said, pointing toward the door.


  In the distance the doggie door flap lifted up, waved a bit and then dropped. Then it did it again.


  The door repeated its action ten more times, flipping up, wobbling a moment and then dropping back into place. But we saw nothing move through the door.


  “What’s happening?” She asked.


  “Break time is over. That was the night crew going back to work. Did you see how many there were?” I asked.


  “Twelve?”


  “Plus the baker makes what? And don’t tell me thirteen.”


  She thought a moment. “A coven?”


  “No, silly. A baker’s dozen.”


  She sighed. “Okay, so what do we do about it?”


  “That arm came from somebody. We go to the cops and report a murder.”


  “And what do we tell them? That carnivorous elves working the night shift did it? If that’s the plan you’d better call it in because if you do it in person they’ll keep you overnight until you sober up.”


  “Okay, we’ll just turn in an anonymous tip about where to find the arm and that somebody at the bakery is responsible.”


  She shook her head. The color was returning to her cheeks.


  “And what are the police supposed to do about it? Those creatures aren’t elves. But they’re probably demonic, harassing spirits, maybe. The police aren’t equipped to deal with something like that, even if they were willing to believe they were responsible. And the muffin man probably has an ironclad alibi.”


  “Well, maybe we call a tip in to Immigration and have them aid the place.”


  “What? And hope your invisible elves don’t have their green cards handy? Ed, it’s up to the two of us. We’re the only ones who can stop these things. Let’s come back in the morning when the sun’s out. We’ll confront their boss. He’s the one with the power. He’s the one who’s responsible. He summoned them. Maybe once he understands what they’re doing on their lunch break he can bring them back under control.”


  * * * *


  The next day we were back. The Muffin Man was his jovial self behind the counter.


  “Good morning, what can I get you folks today? More elven waybread?”


  The crumb cake seemed to be calling my name but I ignored it, addressing him instead.


  “We’ve got to talk,” I said. “In private.”


  “What do you mean? Is there a problem with something you bought? Satisfaction is guaranteed so I’ll replace it or refund your money.”


  “No, it’s not that,” I said.


  Ann stuck out an accusing finger.


  “We know who you have working for you at night, who keeps coming and going through that little doggie door of yours.”


  He smiled.


  “Oh, yeah, the elves. Har, har, har. Well, just don’t tell Keebler. Har, har, har.”


  “They’ve eaten all the dogs and cats in the neighborhood and now they’ve started on the children.”


  His friendly grin was replaced with a look of concern. “Maybe we should step into the back and discuss this in private,” he said.


  He led us around behind the counter and through a door into the kitchen. There was a big mixer in the corner with a row of paddles and dough hooks hanging above. Along one wall by the door were several bins of ingredients and a shelf with small jars of spices. Along another wall was a pair of doors for a walk-in cooler and a freezer. But strangely, the big oven door was set only inches from the floor and the worktable was equally short-legged as if made for a baker the size of a small child. A stack of miniature pans on a tiny wheeled rack completed the ensemble as if the production line had been designed by the E-Z-Bake Company.


  I just stared at the equipment. Finally confronting the proof of my theories was even weirder than watching the self-opening doggie door the night before. But Ann continued her pitch.


  “You’ve got to stop using your elves or whatever they are. They’re too dangerous.”


  He shook his head.


  “I’m sorry, but they’re just too good. I’m making bank on this place. I could never get anyone who could bake as good as they can, and worse, then I’d have to start paying wages.”


  “But they’re killing people!”


  “Have you thought about going to the police?” He asked.


  “They won’t believe something like that.”


  He shook his head sadly.


  “True. And I’m not going to stop using them. So there’s nothing you can do about it. So, if you’ll excuse me I have work to do.” He turned and pulled a dough hook down from where it was hanging.


  “Maybe there is something we can do,” I said, reaching for my shoulder holster.


  But the pudgy baker was faster on the draw. He swung the big aluminum hook. There was a flash of pain behind my left ear and everything went dark.


  * * * *


  It was cold, really cold. And my head felt as if somebody had been using it to split firewood and left the axe sticking in it. I groaned and opened my eyes. Ann was looking down at me. Her face was upside down and had a slightly out of focus, worried look to it.


  “Are y-you all r-right? I w-was afraid he m-might have k-killed you.”


  I blinked my eyes and my vision cleared. I realized she was holding my head in her lap. While that was not an unwelcome place for it, this wasn’t the time for playing footsie. I sat up.


  My head told me it thought that was a bad idea. Looking around I saw we were inside a walk-in freezer. Piles of frozen baked goods lined the shelves. Ann was sitting next to a big white bucket labeled, ‘Eggs, Bulk, Five-gallons.’ Her arms were wrapped around herself and she was shivering.


  “After he c-clonked you in the head he took y-your g-gun and l-locked us in here. It’s so c-cold. I’m s-sure he m-means to f-freeze us to death.”


  I nodded, then thought better of the idea.


  “Yeah, he’ll be back tonight to dispose of the bodies.”


  “B-but what are w-we going to d-do?”


  “Don’t worry, Sweet-cakes. You’re with me, remember? I didn’t spend all that time working the night shift at that restaurant without learning a thing or two.”


  Standing was easier than I anticipated. Maybe my head was finally getting better. Or maybe it was the freezing air. Don’t they always say to put ice on an injury? Whatever.


  I tried the door. It was locked, just like she said. Then I turned back to the freezer unit it the back of the room. The fan was blowing an icy breeze.


  She stood and gestured at it.


  “Can you jam the fan blades?” She asked. “I t-tried but there’s a m-metal grille in front of them. F-frozen muffins aren’t exactly the best tools to try and break through something like that.”


  “Why bother?” I reached up alongside the unit and cranked the temperature setting all the way up. The blower shut off immediately. “It’s going to be his hard luck in the morning when all this stuff defrosts but we’re in no danger now.”


  “But w-what are we going to do w-when he comes back? He’s got your pistol.”


  I was going to shrug but figured my head would not approve. Instead I asked, “What have you got in that purse of yours?”


  I pulled out a handkerchief and laid my key ring and a handful of pocket change in it. Out of the female flotsam she had available I added some more change and a nail clipper. Then I tied the whole mess up inside the handkerchief.


  “What are you making?” She asked.


  I hefted it in one hand, dangling it menacingly.


  “I guess you’d call it a white-jack. I figured I’d return the favor for that dough hook. He ought to be back around midnight.” I glanced at my watch. “That’s maybe six hours from now.”


  “What’ll we do until then?” She asked with a little grin, snuggling close.


  I put my arms around her.


  “Just try to keep warm, I guess.”


  * * * *


  He was a little early but we were ready anyway. There was a rattle at the door as he removed the padlock, and then it swung open. My pistol in one hand, he peered inside looking for a pair of corpse-sickles. I hit him behind the right ear with my white-jack. It burst, scattering keys and coins. But the blow staggered him. I followed it up with an uppercut that knocked him back into the next room. We pushed out the door after him.


  He was laid out on the floor of the kitchen. I picked up my pistol.


  “Feed me,” a strange buzzing voice said.


  “Eh?” I looked up just as Ann screamed. Standing in the doorway to the storeroom was a little person about two feet tall. The head was disproportionately large for the body, like that of a baby and it had big, liquid eyes. It was almost cute.


  “Feed me,” it repeated in that same strange voice. Then it opened its mouth.


  The mouth was the width of its head and its jaw opened so wide you could almost see down its throat. It had three sets of teeth, each one inside the next, big teeth that narrowed down to points like those of a shark.


  “Feed me,” it repeated. Then it started moving toward us, little arms outstretched. That’s when I noticed the claws.


  It ran its tongue across its grotesque lips; the tongue dangled several inches outside its mouth. It was like watching a snake waving over a picket fence.


  My gun barked twice and it snapped its jaws shut, then chewed for a moment.


  “No metal,” it said. “Want Meeeeeet.”


  From the doorway to the storeroom came two more.


  “Want Meeeeeet,” they echoed.


  “Run,” I told her. I put another bullet into the closest one. It snapped its jaw, then spat the bullet onto the floor.


  “Meeeeeet.”


  Three more shambled through the door from the storeroom.


  “Meeeeeet.”


  “Meeeeeet.”


  “Meeeeeet.”


  The first one was almost upon us. Ann grabbed a box off the spice shelf.


  “No, you run,” she said. “I’ll cover our retreat.”


  She pulled open the little pour spout on the box and shook it out at the little monster.


  The creature gave a yelp and jumped back like she’d been using boiling water.


  “What’s that?”


  “Salt,” she replied. “It’s an old folklore remedy against evil spirits. Now run!”


  I turned and ran back into the front of the bakery past the display cases laden with sweets. But the front door was locked. The keys were probably back in the Muffin Man’s pockets.


  I grabbed a chair from the stack where he’d brought in the outside tables when he closed for the day. I put it through the plate glass window. Behind me Ann ran out of the kitchen. She flung the depleted box of salt behind her as she ran. She didn’t even slow down, taking the window like a Olympic hurdler. I caught up to her in the parking lot. She still had her car keys and we laid rubber all the way to the road. I didn’t think that old Buick had it in it.


  This time we went to the police.


  We parked cross-wise in front and ran through the doors to the desk sergeant. He seemed distracted, with a phone in one ear.


  “Yeah, hacked to pieces, he says. Get some detectives out there, pronto.” Then he yelled across to someone back behind the partition, “Hey, who’s on call tonight from CSI? Tell ’em to get out to that bakery down on Dury Lane. There’s been a murder.”


  He hung up the phone and noticed us for the first time.


  “Yeah, what can I do for you?”


  “Uh, we couldn’t help but overhear. Who’s been murdered? It wasn’t the baker, was it?”


  “Yeah, the baker. Somebody hacked him all up. A patrol car just found him after somebody called in a complaint about kids hot-rodding in the parking lot. The front window was broken and when they went inside they found his body, or from what they said, maybe half of it, blood all over the place and little bitty foot prints. It’ll probably be all over the papers tomorrow morning if you want the details. But what can I help you with?”


  Before I could answer Ann asked, “Which way is the restroom?”


  He pointed and she stagger off that direction, tugging at my arm. I followed.


  “Why didn’t you tell him about those creatures?” I asked. “Now they’re going to keep terrorizing the neighborhood.”


  “No, now the Muffin Man is dead the creatures are no longer under his spell and they’ve dispersed back into the spirit world by now. And anyhow, you know the police wouldn’t believe us. We’d just end up being interrogated for the next two days about a murder we didn’t commit.”


  “Yeah, they’d never believe he was eaten by his own elves: Keebler’s revenge.”


  “I keep telling you, they’re not elves.”


  “Then what are they?”


  “Let me put it this way so you’ll know who I mean. Do you know why all his baked goods were so scrumptious?” She looked up at me with a mischievous grin.


  “Why?”


  “They’re magically delicious.”


  


  THE SILENT MAJORITY, by Stephen Woodworth


  
    And so tonight, to you—the great, silent majority of my fellow Americans—I ask for your support.
  


  
    —Richard M. Nixon, November 3, 1969
  


  On the morning of the day the Apocalypse was due to commence, Richard Milhous Nixon, 37th President and late Commander-in-Chief of the United States of America, clawed his way out of his grave in the quaint formal gardens behind the memorial library that bore his name.


  Although the darkness was absolute inside his casket, Nixon knew where he was, what he was, and what he had to do. He rammed his flattened palms against the coffin’s satin-embossed roof—not from panic at the stifling confinement, which he had no reason to fear, but from a sense of urgent purpose, of a sacred duty he must perform.


  Divine authority must have coursed through his embalmed flesh, for the hinged cover began to give, allowing dust to whisper into the upholstered interior. At the time of his death at age eighty-one, he could hardly have budged the casket’s wooden lid, much less the hundreds of pounds of earth heaped upon it. He wondered whether the others would be as strong when they returned. If so, his mission was that much more crucial.


  Clumps of sod tumbled in beside him as he forced the gap wider, until the trickle of soil became a flood. Nixon let it swamp him; he was counting on the dirt to prop the lid open enough for him to worm his way out of the coffin. The ground had settled and become hard-packed during the nearly three decades since his interment, and he had to rend and plow the loam with the hooks of his arthritic fingers as he swam upward through the solid earth. Dirt filled the flared nostrils of his pointed nose, smothering him with an odor of mold and earthworms, and he spluttered in disgust. If he were like Mao or Lenin, placed on public display for reverent followers to file past, he could simply have cast aside the glass case that enclosed him and stood up, immaculately preserved and attired and ready for business.


  Never in his life had Dick Nixon so wished he’d been a Communist.


  At last, he thrust a hand through a final foot of cold sod and felt warm, open air. Pulling himself up, he broke through a mat of grass and found himself blinded by the almost unbearable brightness of a Southern California springtime.


  Almost as soon as he shut his eyes, however, he opened them again, savoring the wonder of vision. His eyes should have shriveled like raisins long ago, yet somehow they had been restored to him. He glanced down at his hands. They were gnarled with age, as they had been, the skin pallid and filthy, but they were neither desiccated nor skeletal. Though all the laws of Nature dictated the impossibility of the miracle, he had sight, he had strength, he had mind. Would the others—those who came after him—be as fortunate?


  A phrase—a verse—returned to him from his Quaker childhood, one read to him by his sainted mother:


  
    Behold, I shew you a mystery; We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed,
  


  
    In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.
  


  * * * *


  Incorruptible. Nixon wanted to laugh that such a word could apply to him, a man whose name had become synonymous with the Committee to Re-Elect the President and its dirty tricks, with enemies lists and wire-tapping, and ever and always, Watergate.


  Yet he’d been granted a second chance to prove himself and he needed to make the most of it. If only his voice worked as well as the rest of him…


  Nixon snorted dirt from his nose and surveyed the garden around him, redolent with the pleasant aroma of freshly mown grass. Somewhere, a war raged—there had to be a war involved, of that he was sure—and attendance at the Richard M. Nixon Library and Birthplace was sparse. Nevertheless, here in his hometown of Yorba Linda, in Orange County, the moribund heart of Republican conservatism, the disgraced President still counted some admirers, and at least one of them had come to pay her respects. A plump, silver-haired matron in a floral blouse and peacock-colored hat and skirt had propped herself on a walker outside the rectangle of foxgloves, roses, and shrubbery that bordered the burial plot. She’d frozen, aghast, as the lawn at her feet heaved and unfolded.


  Still sunk up to his chest in soil, Nixon extended an arm toward her. Ripping open the threads that sewed his mouth shut, he spat grit and cleared his throat. “’Scuse me, ma’am, but would you mind giving me a hand here?”


  The woman paled, the excess of rouge on her cheeks making her look if she’d been slapped. She shrieked and waddled away, practically vaulting over the walker in her haste.


  Nixon grunted. If you wanted anything done right…


  He dragged himself, hand-over-hand, free from the grave, stood, and brushed dust from his suit. Although he remembered this spot as well as if it were the Oval Office itself, he still took a moment to imbibe the memories it evoked. To his left, just over the low hedge of blooming flowers, was the refurbished white farmhouse where he’d been born, the equivalent of Abe Lincoln’s log cabin in the personal mythology he’d constructed for himself. Around him blossomed the fastidiously-manicured flora of the First Lady’s Garden, named for his darling Pat.


  Finally, his gaze fell upon her grave marker, the one next to his. He did not know if his new eyes were capable of tears, but his throat tightened as he read the inscription, the way it had the last time he’d seen it, on the day of her funeral: EVEN WHEN PEOPLE CAN’T SPEAK YOUR LANGUAGE, THEY CAN TELL IF YOU HAVE LOVE IN YOUR HEART.


  How he wanted to wait right there, until she, too, sprouted from the ground like the finest flower! He trembled as he imagined how he would drop to his knees in front of her to beg forgiveness for everything he’d put her through, to offer his unworthy thanks for loving him anyway.


  But Pat, like the others that followed him, might not be…intact. Dick couldn’t bear the thought of seeing her that way, and the image it conjured prodded him to get on with his mission. He had to get out of this place before its nostalgia buried him more completely than six feet of soil ever could.


  Straightening his stained tie, Dick Nixon lurched away from the burial plot without daring to read his own headstone. For if there was one thing the 37th President feared even after death, it was how humanity had labeled him.


  Climbing over the hedge, he stalked in the direction that the old lady with the walker had fled screaming: past the beds of roses, along the reflecting pool lined with palm trees, and into the Library’s main gallery with its peaked roof of red tile. His wobbling gait improved as his stiff limbs got used to walking again, and he paused to regard his reflection in the glass door. He wanted to enter with some dignity, so he picked a few lumps of mud from his hair, smoothed his lapels, and stepped inside with his head held high.


  The woman with the walker had plopped down on a padded bench in the lobby, where a bespectacled female docent attempted to calm her.


  “I tell you, I know what I saw!” the old matron insisted.


  “I’m sure you do,” the docent said in soothing tones, “and I promise you, we’ll investigate.” She indicated the diminutive, baby-faced guard beside her, one of those short men with the pugilistic posture of a bantam rooster.


  Nixon cut in. “Pardon me, ladies, but—”


  The matron gaped at him and pointed, hyperventilating. “That’s him! That’s the man from the garden!”


  She snatched up the walker again and made a break for the exit, leaving the startled docent to wonder whether to stop her or flee with her.


  The guard whipped the pistol out of his side holster with a Dirty Harry flourish. “Hold it right there!”


  Nixon brushed aside the command and advanced. “For God’s sake, son, put that thing away! I need to see the President on a matter of national security, and I need you to take me to him.”


  “You mean her.”


  Nixon glowered at the docent, who slapped hands over her mouth to keep herself from speaking again.


  Dick was a bit flummoxed. Things had changed more than he’d realized in his absence. “Yeah, well…whatever. The President. Her.”


  “You’re not going anywhere.” The guard still brandished his gun, but the brass had gone out of his words. “Stop or I’ll shoot!”


  “Watch it, young man. Can’t you see who you’re talking to?” Nixon’s ill-fitting jacket bunched around his shoulders as he raised both arms to indicate the plethora of pictures that plastered the walls around them, photos from every phase of his storied career.


  The guard’s eyes flicked from Dick’s face to the pictures and back again. Same widow’s peak, same scowling brows, same bulldog jowls. Yet he refused to lower his weapon.


  “I’m warning you! I’m not afraid to use this.” His hand trembled as he said it, however, and Dick suspected that the gun subsequently went off by accident.


  The shot slammed into Nixon’s chest right above the heart, rocking him backward and nearly toppling him. That’s gonna leave a mark, he thought.


  The bullet did make a small hole in his dress shirt, but no blood came out. Fortunately, the guard hadn’t had the presence of mind to shoot Dick in the head. He yelped as Nixon shrugged off the wound and kept coming.


  “That’s no way to treat a former Chief Executive!” Nixon closed the gap between them. The guard screeched and dropped the pistol as Dick grabbed his shirt.


  “Now, listen to me, you little [expletive deleted]. You’re going to take me to the [expletive deleted] President or I’m gonna kick your [expletive deleted] ass out of my Library!” Dick released the whimpering guard with a shove and looked down at his feet, which were shod only in a pair of bedraggled black dress socks. “And, for Christ’s sake,” he roared at the dumbstruck docent, “get me some [expletive deleted] shoes!”


  * * * *


  Dick ultimately had to submit to a DNA test before anyone in Washington would entertain the idea that he was anything more than a hoax. The delay cost him precious hours, but at least it gave him time to procure a new navy-blue suit and a decent pair of Florsheims. He also washed his face and hands, although removing the grime only brought out the ghastly lividity of his complexion. There was still dirt under his fingernails, but that felt good to him, as if he’d done honest work.


  A private jet flew him from Orange County to D.C., John Wayne to Ronald Reagan. A West Coast C.I.A. operative briefed him during the flight. There was, indeed, a war going on. As in the Yom Kippur War during Nixon’s own administration, the Middle East had erupted into violence and ethnic hatred. As he had done, the present Commander-in-Chief had thrown U.S. support behind Israel, funneling American arms into the hands of Israeli troops to help repel Islamic forces from outside the country while purging Palestinian terrorists within. Tens of thousands of people—Muslims and Jews, military and civilians—had perished over the course of the three-year conflict. As Israel appeared to falter, the President had committed U.S. troops to the country’s defense, leading to even heavier casualties.


  And then, within the past five hours, an unknown party had detonated an atomic bomb in New York City, killing an estimated seven million American citizens.


  The last trump had sounded.


  Washington was in a state of siege, with Army and National Guard checkpoints hastily erected throughout the city and traffic into the Mall restricted to approved vehicles. As perversity would have it, they’d closed off the Arlington Memorial Bridge, so the black Lincoln limousine that conveyed Nixon to the White House had to detour via I-66 and the E Street Expressway, past the Kennedy Center.


  The chauffeur glanced back at Nixon through the open window of the privacy partition. “Well, there it is!” he said with a big, dopey grin, as if Dick needed to be told.


  “Yep. There it is.” Nixon found his gaze drawn irresistibly toward the tiered, U-shaped building that glowed in the evening twilight outside the car’s left-hand windows: the southern structure of the Watergate complex.


  In the years since his resignation, he’d avoided coming anywhere near the place and had vainly hoped it might be demolished in the name of urban renewal. But it remained, decade upon decade, a monument to his failure, as damnably eternal as the Pyramids or nuclear waste.


  Dick had only been playing politics the way he’d been taught: gloves off, bare-knuckled and brutal. If you couldn’t take it, you had no business in the ring. Had he demanded impeachment hearings when Daley’s goddamn Chicago machine threw the ’60 election to that bastard Kennedy? No, he’d conceded defeat rather than put the country through a contested election—but he wasn’t going to let it happen again.


  In retrospect, Dick realized that he needn’t have bothered with dirty tricks in the ’72 campaign. George McGovern was an idiot lib who’d have hung himself if Nixon had simply uncoiled enough rope for him. Instead, Dick had entrusted his career to morons like Hunt and Liddy, who hired even bigger imbeciles to bug the Democratic headquarters at the Watergate. He then compounded his error by covering up their incompetence instead of sending them all to the wall as he should have.


  Yet was that mistake so horrible that it outweighed everything else he’d ever done—the opening of China, détente with the Soviets, the Clean Air Act, the Consumer Product Safety Commission, the Environmental Protection Agency—all of it? Nixon couldn’t bear the thought that, to most people, he was nothing more than an easy punch line for stand-up comedians.


  There was still time to change that, he told himself. Someone—some thing—knew that he was capable of more than that. A higher power had chosen him, made him whole again, for a reason. He dared not disappoint its faith in him.


  When the limo arrived at the White House, Nixon let the sight of that glorious pediment with its Greco-Roman columns blot out all thoughts of the Watergate complex. As the chauffeur let him out of the car, the years since he’d flown away in that last helicopter ride following the resignation seemed to evaporate.


  He was home.


  The Oval Office had changed, of course. For one thing, a huge plasma-screen teleconferencing monitor curved along one wall, upon which a dozen displays broadcast news reports from around the world about the tense international situation in the wake of the nuclear attack. For another, a woman with iron-grey hair sat in the leather chair behind the desk, conferring with the cluster of dour-faced advisors that surrounded her. As soon as the Secret Service bodyguards led Nixon into the room, the muttered conversation ceased, and the woman got to her feet.


  “My God…it really is you,” she said.


  He made a stiff bow. “Madame President.”


  Attired in a grey tweed suit, she seemed to be in her early seventies, which would have made her a teenager back in his administration. Dick prayed that he could reason with a hippie.


  “How did you come back?” she asked.


  He lifted an accusing finger. “You brought me back. If you retaliate to this terrorist act, it’ll be the beginning of Armageddon.” He quoted Revelation 20:13. “‘And the sea gave up the dead which were in it; and death and hell delivered up the dead which were in them.’ I’m only the first, but there will be billions more—more than all the people now alive. You must hold off the attack.”


  One of the advisors, an impudent whelp with slick black hair, shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re even listening to this guy. He’s obviously a fraud sent here by the enemy. If we allow the New York atrocity to go unpunished, there’s no telling which of our cities they’ll obliterate next.”


  The President’s expression hardened. “He’s right. The people are screaming for blood. You of all people should know how that works: ‘Death before dishonor,’ and so on. They want me to nuke something, and right now, it’s not a matter of if, it’s a choice of which target.”


  “But you don’t even know who was responsible!” Nixon protested.


  “And we may never know. Hezbollah, Hamas, al Qaeda-does it really matter? A full investigation could take months, but the U.S. must demonstrate its force now.”


  “Even if it means doom for the whole human race?” Dick tried to stride across the floor’s plush Presidential seal to confront her face-to-face, but the Secret Service agents caught hold of him. Although he could have flung them across the room like a couple of rag dolls, he relented.


  “Look at me!” he beseeched the President. “You know who I am. Don’t make the same mistake I did and let pride lead you into carrying on a war you can’t win.”


  She stared at him, and Dick could tell that she needed no DNA test to prove his identity.


  Then, with soul-deep weariness, she lowered herself back into her chair.


  “Back in ’71, I put flowers in my hair and marched in the streets of D.C. chanting ‘Make Love, Not War’ because you wouldn’t get out of ’Nam. Now the kids are protesting me.” She pleaded to Nixon with her eyes, the bags beneath them heavier than his own. “What should I do?”


  “Negotiate.”


  The mousse-haired advisor exhaled disgust. “We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”


  “Not with the terrorists, you jackass,” Nixon said. “With the Israelis and the Muslims. Use this crisis to fashion a lasting peace.”


  The President raised her hands in exasperation. “But if Armageddon has already begun, what’s the point?”


  “It’s not Armageddon until you make it Armageddon.” Nixon shook off the grip of the bodyguards, who seemed inclined to let him go, and approached her desk. “Don’t you see? The human race chooses the hour of its own destruction. Pull back from the brink before it’s too late.”


  “Maybe it’s already too late.” The announcement came from a Hispanic female who would later introduce herself as the White House Press Secretary. During the debate, her attention had been drawn to the video monitors. “Madame President, I think you should see this.”


  Even before he looked, Nixon knew what he would find on the screen. There was only one story that could possibly distract the world’s news media from coverage of the recent nuclear holocaust.


  In footage from CNN, thousands of charred corpses from the ruin of New York—those that had not been vaporized by the initial blast—staggered out of the rubble to rip the limbs off relief workers in white radiation suits. On Fox News, a shaky cell-phone camera showed somnambulating bodies from a hospital morgue overwhelming a nurse, gouging strips of flesh from the victim with their hands and teeth. Similar scenes played out on channels from around the world as text crawls in Japanese, Arabic, and Russian scrolled superfluous explanations across the screens.


  Dick saw his worst-case scenario confirmed. Unlike himself, these dead seemed to have lost all trace of humanity as they tore into the living with a blind wrath propelled by envy and vengeance. They had risen to scourge the world that had sent them to their graves.


  Nixon imagined Pat reduced to a ravening, rotting animal, pictured her ravaging Tricia and Julie, the grandchildren and great-grandchildren. No…no, she would never—there had to be some way of reaching her, of reaching all of them…


  “That’s it, isn’t it?” The President sounded more lifeless than the walking cadavers on the monitor. “We’re finished.”


  “No.” Nixon leaned toward her, clenched his fist in sudden resolve. “This is precisely the motivating force you need to bring the Arabs and Israelis to the bargaining table. Nothing unites foes like a common enemy.”


  He flailed a hand toward one of the displays on the monitor, in which an Al Jazeera anchorman babbled beside shots of a burned-out Lebanese suburb where bombing victims walked side-by-side with dead G.I.s to mob the survivors of a recent battle.


  “The Middle East will be overrun with corpses from the recent war. Offer both Israel and the Muslim countries U.S. military aid against the dead in exchange for concessions on a Palestinian homeland and official recognition of the Jewish state.”


  “Spoken like a true Machiavellian.” The President’s mouth twisted, as if she were washing the proposal over her tongue to see how it tasted. “But tell me, Dick…may I call you Dick?”


  Nixon grimaced. “Everyone does.”


  “How am I supposed to offer military aid when I’m going to need every available soldier and weapon to defend us?”


  “Let me talk to them.”


  “Who? The Arabs?”


  “No. The dead.”


  The President darted a glance toward the mute malevolence of the massed corpses onscreen. “Can you do that?”


  Nixon chuckled, a deep baritone gurgle. “Can’t be any worse than dealing with Mao or Brezhnev.”


  The slick-haired advisor shook his head. “Madame President, you can’t be serious—”


  “Shut up.” She didn’t take her eyes off Nixon. “Tell me what you need,” she said.


  * * * *


  In truth, flying to China for the first time was easy compared to the task Nixon faced now. To make a rapprochement with any adversary, one had to meet him on his own turf. Therefore, as a gesture of good faith, Dick would have to go to the only place in the world he dreaded more the Watergate complex.


  The Vietnam Veterans Memorial was situated on the Mall between the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument, less than a mile from the White House, but the walk there seemed as long to Nixon as the road to Damascus. Although Dick had lived for more than a decade after the monument’s completion in 1982, he had never dared to visit it. When he finally stood at the crux of that broad V of polished black stone, he could feel the weight of accusation that he’d avoided all those years. More than two hundred feet long and over ten feet high at its tallest point, the sheer wall of ebony granite appeared almost white with the density of text etched upon it.


  Names. Thousands upon thousands of names. The monolith was a mammoth tombstone for an entire generation of American soldiers. At its base, the faithful had laid photos, flowers, Purple Hearts, and other offerings to show the dead that they had not been forgotten.


  Dick gazed up at the columns of names that rose more than a yard above his head. So many. How much longer and higher had he made this wall by refusing to admit defeat until it became inevitable? He put out one quavering hand toward the reflective surface of the stone but couldn’t bring himself to touch it.


  “They’re coming,” the President announced from behind him, as if reading his mind. “Are you ready?”


  Nixon nodded and turned to face out toward the moonlit reflecting pool of the Mall. He squinted at the painfully bright floodlights the satellite television crews had set up to illuminate the Memorial for the imminent broadcast. His speech would be transmitted live on all channels, on every radio station, and through every public address system in the nation. Special trucks equipped with loudspeakers would drive through every major city blaring his words.


  In front of Nixon stood a single microphone on a stand. The solicitous White House Press Secretary asked him if he wanted a teleprompter or prepared speech, but Nixon refused. Tonight, he would be speaking from his heart, even if it wasn’t beating.


  Barely visible beyond the bright lights and cameras was a squad of National Guard soldiers armed with M-16s and grenade launchers—the last line of defense should anything go wrong. Secret Service bodyguards in flak helmets and bulletproof vests flocked around the President herself, who had insisted on remaining at Nixon’s side over the vehement objections of her advisors. Together they stood, shoulder-to-shoulder, and waited for the others to arrive.


  * * * *


  Across the Potomac, in the Arlington National Cemetery, row upon row of cement slabs, identical but for the names and dates chiseled upon them, shone stark white in the light of the gibbous moon overhead. In the darkness, the lush grass swelled like waves in a black sea. Miniature American flags left over from Memorial Day wobbled and fell over as the turf beneath them blistered, burst open. Even the Tomb of the Unknowns cracked and disgorged its anonymous remains. The creatures who shambled forth from the desecrated ground had become nearly as identical as their headstones, distinguishable only by the tatters of the dress uniforms that still clung to them. Their faces had withered to the bone, reduced to the death’s-head that underlies every human visage. They represented every conflict since the Civil War—both World Wars, Korea, Desert Storm, Iraq, and, of course, Vietnam—but they now ranked themselves into a united force, speechlessly advancing, a legion of the silent yet unquiet dead.


  Three hundred thousand strong, they marched in chaotic, stumbling cadence from their scattered graves to cluster at the two-lane entrance of the abandoned Arlington Memorial Bridge. Although security forces across the country had discovered that one could incapacitate the animate corpses with a direct hit to the head, the troops that blockaded the bridge earlier that day had long since withdrawn to defend the White House and the Vietnam Memorial. Unimpeded, the undead flowed en masse across the bridge to spill out onto the Mall, drawn onward by some sense more certain than the sight endowed to their eyeless sockets.


  Nixon saw them swarm around the Lincoln Memorial, a black tide of silhouettes that surged forward as sinuously as a plague of rats. A few of the Guardsmen cast a contemptuous glance at the deceased Commander-in-Chief and raised their weapons, aimed into the onslaught.


  Nixon raised a hand. “Hold your fire!”


  When he failed to begin his speech, even the current President grew nervous.


  “Dick?” She gaped at the coming horde. “You’re on.”


  He stepped up to the microphone but waited a moment more, until that undifferentiated mass drew close enough for him to pick out individuals in the crowd, however decomposed and unrecognizable, to whom he could address his remarks.


  “My fellow Americans.” Nixon spread his arms as if to embrace them all. “For you are still Americans—every last one of you.”


  Loudspeakers echoed his words across the Mall; television and radio carried them across the continent. Yet they did nothing to slow the ghoulish army’s advance. The National Guard soldiers fidgeted, fingers restive on triggers, but any resistance now would be token at best.


  “Many of you have already made the ultimate sacrifice for this country we love. Tonight, I must ask you to make that sacrifice again.”


  Dick noted that one corpse missing a leg was able to hop forward by curling an arm around the shoulders of one of its comrades. If they could demonstrate that kind of altruism toward each other, he thought, perhaps they could still be made to care about the loved ones they left behind. It was his only chance.


  “I know that many of you may feel that you died in vain, before your time, for a cause and a war you didn’t believe in.” He gestured to the wall of names behind him with one hand, spread the other on his chest. “Some of you are out there because I helped put you there. But I let you down—not your country.”


  Mere yards from the barricade the Guard unit had erected in front of the Memorial, the shuffling multitude halted, staring at Nixon with inscrutable impassivity. Had a flicker of comprehension flitted over their expressionless faces?


  “Tonight, your country—your America—has resolved to leave behind its mistakes and misbegotten wars of the past.” He indicated the President, who stepped free of her entourage to be recognized. “It has tried and failed to do so many times in its history and it may do so again.


  “Does it deserve another chance? No, it does not, just as I did not. No one deserves another chance. Mercy cannot be earned; it is an act of grace.


  “Therefore, I ask all of you, across this great nation of ours—those that died in battle and those that did not—to pardon whatever injustice you may have suffered; abandon your wrath, however righteous it may be; and return to your rest. Don’t do it for me. Don’t even do it for your country. Do it for those who still revere your memory.” He swept a hand toward the Memorial with its heaped bouquets and mementos of bereavement. “Be the heroes—the Americans—you were and are.”


  His arm dropped to his side, and his final words were so soft that they were barely audible even when amplified. “Be better than I was.”


  Nixon still didn’t know whether his new eyes were capable of tears, but they felt as if they were about to melt inside his skull and run down his nose. He closed them and bowed his head.


  When the throng of dead soldiers did not storm over the barricade to maul the humans huddled in front of the Memorial, the President cautiously approached the edge of the monument’s foundation and peered out at the spectral assembly before her. They hadn’t moved since Nixon fell silent, merely gazed upon the scene with judicial gravity. They had been charged with the task of ending the human race and the decision was now theirs.


  And one by one, they turned and walked away, until the last of them disappeared into the early morning mist that drifted in from the Potomac.


  The President watched them depart, her mouth hanging open in wonder, until the Press Secretary waved to get her attention. “Ma’am! We’re getting reports from across the country.” The Latina cupped a hand over her ear-bud cell phone to hear better. “There’re a few holdouts that security forces are cleaning up. But most are retreating voluntarily.”


  The President beamed. “You did it, Dick! You did it!”


  But when the President wheeled around to flash a “V for Victory” sign at the elder statesman, she found only a mummified cadaver collapsed beside her, too withered to fill the new navy-blue suit that sagged around it. Of the familiar widow’s peak on the scalp, only a few scraggly white hairs remained. The jowls had shrunk into starched, lumpy furrows, and the membranes of the eyelids now stretched like yellowed foolscap over vacant sockets. She could see that this was the same face, however, yet it had changed in a more profound way than the mere superficial disfigurement of decay. It bore a new expression of tranquility that death and time could not mar, of a sleep too restful to disturb.


  Whatever power had brought Richard Nixon back to aid his nation evidently understood that his work was done.


  * * * *


  Despite the hectic schedule of diplomatic negotiations she arranged in the days that followed, the President traveled to Southern California for the re-interment. She made sure that Richard Milhous Nixon, her predecessor and mentor, received a state burial befitting a former Chief Executive, complete with honor guard and twenty-one-gun salute. As he was lowered back into the small, flower-bordered plot situated between his Birthplace and his Library, she read the epitaph on Nixon’s grave marker. It seemed more appropriate than ever:


  THE GREATEST HONOR HISTORY CAN BESTOW


  IS THE TITLE OF PEACEMAKER


  


  THE TOMB, by H.P. Lovecraft


  In relating the circumstances which have led to my confinement within this refuge for the demented, I am aware that my present position will create a natural doubt of the authenticity of my narrative. It is an unfortunate fact that the bulk of humanity is too limited in its mental vision to weigh with patience and intelligence those isolated phenomena, seen and felt only by a psychologically sensitive few, which lie outside its common experience. Men of broader intellect know that there is no sharp distinction betwixt the real and the unreal; that all things appear as they do only by virtue of the delicate individual physical and mental media through which we are made conscious of them; but the prosaic materialism of the majority condemns as madness the flashes of super-sight which penetrate the common veil of obvious empiricism.


  My name is Jervas Dudley, and from earliest childhood I have been a dreamer and a visionary. Wealthy beyond the necessity of a commercial life, and temperamentally unfitted for the formal studies and social recreations of my acquaintances, I have dwelt ever in realms apart from the visible world; spending my youth and adolescence in ancient and little-known books, and in roaming the fields and groves of the region near my ancestral home. I do not think that what I read in these books or saw in these fields and groves was exactly what other boys read and saw there; but of this I must say little, since detailed speech would but confirm those cruel slanders upon my intellect which I sometimes overhear from the whispers of the stealthy attendants around me. It is sufficient for me to relate events without analysing causes.


  I have said that I dwelt apart from the visible world, but I have not said that I dwelt alone. This no human creature may do; for lacking the fellowship of the living, he inevitably draws upon the companionship of things that are not, or are no longer, living. Close by my home there lies a singular wooded hollow, in whose twilight deeps I spent most of my time; reading, thinking, and dreaming. Down its moss-covered slopes my first steps of infancy were taken, and around its grotesquely gnarled oak trees my first fancies of boyhood were woven. Well did I come to know the presiding dryads of those trees, and often have I watched their wild dances in the struggling beams of a waning moon—but of these things I must not now speak. I will tell only of the lone tomb in the darkest of the hillside thickets; the deserted tomb of the Hydes, an old and exalted family whose last direct descendant had been laid within its black recesses many decades before my birth.


  The vault to which I refer is of ancient granite, weathered and discoloured by the mists and dampness of generations. Excavated back into the hillside, the structure is visible only at the entrance. The door, a ponderous and forbidding slab of stone, hangs upon rusted iron hinges, and is fastened ajar in a queerly sinister way by means of heavy iron chains and padlocks, according to a gruesome fashion of half a century ago. The abode of the race whose scions are here inurned had once crowned the declivity which holds the tomb, but had long since fallen victim to the flames which sprang up from a disastrous stroke of lightning. Of the midnight storm which destroyed this gloomy mansion, the older inhabitants of the region sometimes speak in hushed and uneasy voices; alluding to what they call “divine wrath” in a manner that in later years vaguely increased the always strong fascination which I felt for the forest-darkened sepulchre. One man only had perished in the fire. When the last of the Hydes was buried in this place of shade and stillness, the sad urnful of ashes had come from a distant land; to which the family had repaired when the mansion burned down. No one remains to lay flowers before the granite portal, and few care to brave the depressing shadows which seem to linger strangely about the water-worn stones.


  I shall never forget the afternoon when first I stumbled upon the half-hidden house of death. It was in mid-summer, when the alchemy of Nature transmutes the sylvan landscape to one vivid and almost homogeneous mass of green; when the senses are well-nigh intoxicated with the surging seas of moist verdure and the subtly indefinable odours of the soil and the vegetation. In such surroundings the mind loses its perspective; time and space become trivial and unreal, and echoes of a forgotten prehistoric past beat insistently upon the enthralled consciousness. All day I had been wandering through the mystic groves of the hollow; thinking thoughts I need not discuss, and conversing with things I need not name. In years a child of ten, I had seen and heard many wonders unknown to the throng; and was oddly aged in certain respects. When, upon forcing my way between two savage clumps of briers, I suddenly encountered the entrance of the vault, I had no knowledge of what I had discovered. The dark blocks of granite, the door so curiously ajar, and the funereal carvings above the arch, aroused in me no associations of mournful or terrible character. Of graves and tombs I knew and imagined much, but had on account of my peculiar temperament been kept from all personal contact with churchyards and cemeteries. The strange stone house on the woodland slope was to me only a source of interest and speculation; and its cold, damp interior, into which I vainly peered through the aperture so tantalisingly left, contained for me no hint of death or decay. But in that instant of curiosity was born the madly unreasoning desire which has brought me to this hell of confinement. Spurred on by a voice which must have come from the hideous soul of the forest, I resolved to enter the beckoning gloom in spite of the ponderous chains which barred my passage. In the waning light of day I alternately rattled the rusty impediments with a view to throwing wide the stone door, and essayed to squeeze my slight form through the space already provided; but neither plan met with success. At first curious, I was now frantic; and when in the thickening twilight I returned to my home, I had sworn to the hundred gods of the grove that at any cost I would some day force an entrance to the black, chilly depths that seemed calling out to me. The physician with the iron-grey beard who comes each day to my room once told a visitor that this decision marked the beginning of a pitiful monomania; but I will leave final judgment to my readers when they shall have learnt all.


  The months following my discovery were spent in futile attempts to force the complicated padlock of the slightly open vault, and in carefully guarded inquiries regarding the nature and history of the structure. With the traditionally receptive ears of the small boy, I learned much; though an habitual secretiveness caused me to tell no one of my information or my resolve. It is perhaps worth mentioning that I was not at all surprised or terrified on learning of the nature of the vault. My rather original ideas regarding life and death had caused me to associate the cold clay with the breathing body in a vague fashion; and I felt that the great and sinister family of the burned-down mansion was in some way represented within the stone space I sought to explore. Mumbled tales of the weird rites and godless revels of bygone years in the ancient hall gave to me a new and potent interest in the tomb, before whose door I would sit for hours at a time each day. Once I thrust a candle within the nearly closed entrance, but could see nothing save a flight of damp stone steps leading downward. The odour of the place repelled yet bewitched me. I felt I had known it before, in a past remote beyond all recollection; beyond even my tenancy of the body I now possess.


  The year after I first beheld the tomb, I stumbled upon a worm-eaten translation of Plutarch’s Lives in the book-filled attic of my home. Reading the life of Theseus, I was much impressed by that passage telling of the great stone beneath which the boyish hero was to find his tokens of destiny whenever he should become old enough to lift its enormous weight. This legend had the effect of dispelling my keenest impatience to enter the vault, for it made me feel that the time was not yet ripe. Later, I told myself, I should grow to a strength and ingenuity which might enable me to unfasten the heavily chained door with ease; but until then I would do better by conforming to what seemed the will of Fate.


  Accordingly my watches by the dank portal became less persistent, and much of my time was spent in other though equally strange pursuits. I would sometimes rise very quietly in the night, stealing out to walk in those churchyards and places of burial from which I had been kept by my parents. What I did there I may not say, for I am not now sure of the reality of certain things; but I know that on the day after such a nocturnal ramble I would often astonish those about me with my knowledge of topics almost forgotten for many generations. It was after a night like this that I shocked the community with a queer conceit about the burial of the rich and celebrated Squire Brewster, a maker of local history who was interred in 1711, and whose slate headstone, bearing a graven skull and crossbones, was slowly crumbling to powder. In a moment of childish imagination I vowed not only that the undertaker, Goodman Simpson, had stolen the silver-buckled shoes, silken hose, and satin small-clothes of the deceased before burial; but that the Squire himself, not fully inanimate, had turned twice in his mound-covered coffin on the day after interment.


  But the idea of entering the tomb never left my thoughts; being indeed stimulated by the unexpected genealogical discovery that my own maternal ancestry possessed at least a slight link with the supposedly extinct family of the Hydes. Last of my paternal race, I was likewise the last of this older and more mysterious line. I began to feel that the tomb was mine, and to look forward with hot eagerness to the time when I might pass within that stone door and down those slimy stone steps in the dark. I now formed the habit of listening very intently at the slightly open portal, choosing my favourite hours of midnight stillness for the odd vigil. By the time I came of age, I had made a small clearing in the thicket before the mould-stained facade of the hillside, allowing the surrounding vegetation to encircle and overhang the space like the walls and roof of a sylvan bower. This bower was my temple, the fastened door my shrine, and here I would lie outstretched on the mossy ground, thinking strange thoughts and dreaming strange dreams.


  The night of the first revelation was a sultry one. I must have fallen asleep from fatigue, for it was with a distinct sense of awakening that I heard the voices. Of those tones and accents I hesitate to speak; of their quality I will not speak; but I may say that they presented certain uncanny differences in vocabulary, pronunciation, and mode of utterance. Every shade of New England dialect, from the uncouth syllables of the Puritan colonists to the precise rhetoric of fifty years ago, seemed represented in that shadowy colloquy, though it was only later that I noticed the fact. At the time, indeed, my attention was distracted from this matter by another phenomenon; a phenomenon so fleeting that I could not take oath upon its reality. I barely fancied that as I awoke, a light had been hurriedly extinguished within the sunken sepulchre. I do not think I was either astounded or panic-stricken, but I know that I was greatly and permanently changed that night. Upon returning home I went with much directness to a rotting chest in the attic, wherein I found the key which next day unlocked with ease the barrier I had so long stormed in vain.


  It was in the soft glow of late afternoon that I first entered the vault on the abandoned slope. A spell was upon me, and my heart leaped with an exultation I can but ill describe. As I closed the door behind me and descended the dripping steps by the light of my lone candle, I seemed to know the way; and though the candle sputtered with the stifling reek of the place, I felt singularly at home in the musty, charnel-house air. Looking about me, I beheld many marble slabs bearing coffins, or the remains of coffins. Some of these were sealed and intact, but others had nearly vanished, leaving the silver handles and plates isolated amidst certain curious heaps of whitish dust. Upon one plate I read the name of Sir Geoffrey Hyde, who had come from Sussex in 1640 and died here a few years later. In a conspicuous alcove was one fairly well-preserved and untenanted casket, adorned with a single name which brought to me both a smile and a shudder. An odd impulse caused me to climb upon the broad slab, extinguish my candle, and lie down within the vacant box.


  In the grey light of dawn I staggered from the vault and locked the chain of the door behind me. I was no longer a young man, though but twenty-one winters had chilled my bodily frame. Early-rising villagers who observed my homeward progress looked at me strangely, and marvelled at the signs of ribald revelry which they saw in one whose life was known to be sober and solitary. I did not appear before my parents till after a long and refreshing sleep.


  Henceforward I haunted the tomb each night; seeing, hearing, and doing things I must never reveal. My speech, always susceptible to environmental influences, was the first thing to succumb to the change; and my suddenly acquired archaism of diction was soon remarked upon. Later a queer boldness and recklessness came into my demeanour, till I unconsciously grew to possess the bearing of a man of the world despite my lifelong seclusion. My formerly silent tongue waxed voluble with the easy grace of a Chesterfield or the godless cynicism of a Rochester. I displayed a peculiar erudition utterly unlike the fantastic, monkish lore over which I had pored in youth; and covered the flyleaves of my books with facile impromptu epigrams which brought up suggestions of Gay, Prior, and the sprightliest of the Augustan wits and rimesters. One morning at breakfast I came close to disaster by declaiming in palpably liquorish accents an effusion of eighteenth-century Bacchanalian mirth; a bit of Georgian playfulness never recorded in a book, which ran something like this:


  
    Come hither, my lads, with your tankards of ale,
  


  
    And drink to the present before it shall fail;
  


  
    Pile each on your platter a mountain of beef,
  


  
    For ’tis eating and drinking that bring us relief:
  


  
    So fill up your glass,
  


  
    For life will soon pass;
  


  
    When you’re dead ye’ll ne’er drink to your king or your lass!
  


  
    Anacreon had a red nose, so they say;
  


  
    But what’s a red nose if ye’re happy and gay?
  


  
    Gad split me! I’d rather be red whilst I’m here,
  


  
    Than white as a lily—and dead half a year!
  


  
    So Betty, my miss,
  


  
    Come give me a kiss;
  


  
    In hell there’s no innkeeper’s daughter like this!
  


  
    Young Harry, propp’d up just as straight as he’s able,
  


  
    Will soon lose his wig and slip under the table;
  


  
    But fill up your goblets and pass ’em around—
  


  
    Better under the table than under the ground!
  


  
    So revel and chaff
  


  
    As ye thirstily quaff:
  


  
    Under six feet of dirt ’tis less easy to laugh!
  


  
    The fiend strike me blue! I’m scarce able to walk,
  


  
    And damn me if I can stand upright or talk!
  


  
    Here, landlord, bid Betty to summon a chair;
  


  
    I’ll try home for a while, for my wife is not there!
  


  
    So lend me a hand;
  


  
    I’m not able to stand,
  


  
    But I’m gay whilst I linger on top of the land!
  


  About this time I conceived my present fear of fire and thunderstorms. Previously indifferent to such things, I had now an unspeakable horror of them; and would retire to the innermost recesses of the house whenever the heavens threatened an electrical display. A favourite haunt of mine during the day was the ruined cellar of the mansion that had burned down, and in fancy I would picture the structure as it had been in its prime. On one occasion I startled a villager by leading him confidently to a shallow sub-cellar, of whose existence I seemed to know in spite of the fact that it had been unseen and forgotten for many generations.


  At last came that which I had long feared. My parents, alarmed at the altered manner and appearance of their only son, commenced to exert over my movements a kindly espionage which threatened to result in disaster. I had told no one of my visits to the tomb, having guarded my secret purpose with religious zeal since childhood; but now I was forced to exercise care in threading the mazes of the wooded hollow, that I might throw off a possible pursuer. My key to the vault I kept suspended from a cord about my neck, its presence known only to me. I never carried out of the sepulchre any of the things I came upon whilst within its walls.


  One morning as I emerged from the damp tomb and fastened the chain of the portal with none too steady hand, I beheld in an adjacent thicket the dreaded face of a watcher. Surely the end was near; for my bower was discovered, and the objective of my nocturnal journeys revealed. The man did not accost me, so I hastened home in an effort to overhear what he might report to my careworn father. Were my sojourns beyond the chained door about to be proclaimed to the world? Imagine my delighted astonishment on hearing the spy inform my parent in a cautious whisper that I had spent the night in the bower outside the tomb; my sleep-filmed eyes fixed upon the crevice where the padlocked portal stood ajar! By what miracle had the watcher been thus deluded? I was now convinced that a supernatural agency protected me. Made bold by this heaven-sent circumstance, I began to resume perfect openness in going to the vault; confident that no one could witness my entrance. For a week I tasted to the full the joys of that charnel conviviality which I must not describe, when the thing happened, and I was borne away to this accursed abode of sorrow and monotony.


  I should not have ventured out that night; for the taint of thunder was in the clouds, and a hellish phosphorescence rose from the rank swamp at the bottom of the hollow. The call of the dead, too, was different. Instead of the hillside tomb, it was the charred cellar on the crest of the slope whose presiding daemon beckoned to me with unseen fingers. As I emerged from an intervening grove upon the plain before the ruin, I beheld in the misty moonlight a thing I had always vaguely expected. The mansion, gone for a century, once more reared its stately height to the raptured vision; every window ablaze with the splendour of many candles. Up the long drive rolled the coaches of the Boston gentry, whilst on foot came a numerous assemblage of powdered exquisites from the neighbouring mansions. With this throng I mingled, though I knew I belonged with the hosts rather than with the guests. Inside the hall were music, laughter, and wine on every hand. Several faces I recognised; though I should have known them better had they been shrivelled or eaten away by death and decomposition. Amidst a wild and reckless throng I was the wildest and most abandoned. Gay blasphemy poured in torrents from my lips, and in my shocking sallies I heeded no law of God, Man, or Nature. Suddenly a peal of thunder, resonant even above the din of the swinish revelry, clave the very roof and laid a hush of fear upon the boisterous company. Red tongues of flame and searing gusts of heat engulfed the house; and the roysterers, struck with terror at the descent of a calamity which seemed to transcend the bounds of unguided Nature, fled shrieking into the night. I alone remained, riveted to my seat by a grovelling fear which I had never felt before. And then a second horror took possession of my soul. Burnt alive to ashes, my body dispersed by the four winds, I might never lie in the tomb of the Hydes! Was not my coffin prepared for me? Had I not a right to rest till eternity amongst the descendants of Sir Geoffrey Hyde? Aye! I would claim my heritage of death, even though my soul go seeking through the ages for another corporeal tenement to represent it on that vacant slab in the alcove of the vault. Jervas Hyde should never share the sad fate of Palinurus!


  As the phantom of the burning house faded, I found myself screaming and struggling madly in the arms of two men, one of whom was the spy who had followed me to the tomb. Rain was pouring down in torrents, and upon the southern horizon were flashes of the lightning that had so lately passed over our heads. My father, his face lined with sorrow, stood by as I shouted my demands to be laid within the tomb; frequently admonishing my captors to treat me as gently as they could. A blackened circle on the floor of the ruined cellar told of a violent stroke from the heavens; and from this spot a group of curious villagers with lanterns were prying a small box of antique workmanship which the thunderbolt had brought to light. Ceasing my futile and now objectless writhing, I watched the spectators as they viewed the treasure-trove, and was permitted to share in their discoveries. The box, whose fastenings were broken by the stroke which had unearthed it, contained many papers and objects of value; but I had eyes for one thing alone. It was the porcelain miniature of a young man in a smartly curled bag-wig, and bore the initials “J. H.” The face was such that as I gazed, I might well have been studying my mirror.


  On the following day I was brought to this room with the barred windows, but I have been kept informed of certain things through an aged and simple-minded servitor, for whom I bore a fondness in infancy, and who like me loves the churchyard. What I have dared relate of my experiences within the vault has brought me only pitying smiles. My father, who visits me frequently, declares that at no time did I pass the chained portal, and swears that the rusted padlock had not been touched for fifty years when he examined it. He even says that all the village knew of my journeys to the tomb, and that I was often watched as I slept in the bower outside the grim facade, my half-open eyes fixed on the crevice that leads to the interior. Against these assertions I have no tangible proof to offer, since my key to the padlock was lost in the struggle on that night of horrors. The strange things of the past which I learnt during those nocturnal meetings with the dead he dismisses as the fruits of my lifelong and omnivorous browsing amongst the ancient volumes of the family library. Had it not been for my old servant Hiram, I should have by this time become quite convinced of my madness.


  But Hiram, loyal to the last, has held faith in me, and has done that which impels me to make public at least a part of my story. A week ago he burst open the lock which chains the door of the tomb perpetually ajar, and descended with a lantern into the murky depths. On a slab in an alcove he found an old but empty coffin whose tarnished plate bears the single word “Jervas”. In that coffin and in that vault they have promised me I shall be buried.


  


  GONE, by Nina Kiriki Hoffman


  She had a name from a madrigal, and I met her in my namesake, the reeds.


  We were both in our second year at college, and we’d both gone to feed stale bread to the ducks at the bird sanctuary when we should have been studying for midterms. I’d seen the back of her head in our History and Philosophy of Education in America class—she always sat near the front, and I liked to lurk in the back row. Her hair color was a bright yellow-orange I knew must come from a kit, but it appealed to me anyway, so I spent time studying her. I’d watched her profile, seen her laugh, knew her eyes were wide and sea-gray. I knew her last name was Hardesty; the teacher called on her a lot, and she always answered questions well.


  It wasn’t until that Saturday on the edge of the bird sanctuary that I discovered her first name was Amaryllis. Other people called her Maryl, but I never did. Sometimes I called her Ama, sometimes Ryllis, and sometimes her full name. I never tired of finding new ways to talk to her. She had a one-sided smile that let me know she liked the joke. She used it even when I was serious, which was another thing I loved about her.


  We discovered much common ground. We played music and sang together. For a while we sang folk songs every Saturday night in a coffee house; I played guitar, and she played the fiddle. We moved in together a month after we met, and married a month after we moved in together.


  She was crossing the street to come to me when the car hit her. We planned a special date to celebrate our tenth anniversary. We left our eight-year-old daughter Samantha with a babysitter, snuck out in separate cars, parked the cars and walked toward each other on opposite sides of the street. We pretended we were meeting by mistake, as though we’d just glimpsed each other across the street and had to rush together.


  We never reached each other.


  * * * *


  A month after Amaryllis died, the school where I taught high school music and where Amaryllis had taught high school history let out for the summer. On the last day of term, my friend Nick Allen, who coached boys’ sports, said, “Reed, you’ve been running on autopilot since your wife died. Snap out of it.”


  We were in the teachers’ lounge. Someone had left the window open. The early summer air felt soft. I looked out toward the lawn. There were daisies in the manicured grass, the pink-edged ox-eye daisies that Amaryllis had made into chains for Sam to wear like haloes when Samantha was four.


  Nick shook my shoulder. “Stop it.”


  I stared at him.


  He frowned. “Stop it, Reed. Stop it with the blank eyes. Say something.”


  I had been able to talk with music, enough to keep the students going till the end of the term, anyway. I could conduct. I could instruct. I could test. Normal conversation was still beyond me.


  I dredged up some words. “It’s not something I can turn off.”


  “You have to do something. Have you noticed how thin Sam looks lately?”


  I blinked. I hadn’t noticed Sam. What I had noticed about Sam was that she was being very good, very quiet, didn’t ask for anything. She made it okay for me to ignore her. I made a sack lunch for her every morning, and made sure she ate breakfast. We both came straight home from school, me an hour or so later than Sam. Before dinner we did homework, often in the kitchen together. Dinner—takeout, McDonald’s, microwave things, nothing like the dinners Amaryllis had concocted—we ate together. After dinner, we watched TV. The upright piano against the wall, where we used to gather with Ama after dinner to make music, stood shut and silent. Sometimes Sam leaned against me on the couch and I put my arm around her.


  She probably had a great big empty hole in her chest like the one I had. I hadn’t even noticed.


  “You should get away,” Nick said. “Go somewhere you never went with Maryl.”


  * * * *


  “It’s creepy,” Sam said.


  I squinted at the house. It sparkled in the bright June sunlight, the walls white, the roof red, with light green trim. White lace curtains graced every window. Once the assistant lightkeepers’ duplex for the Bodega Head Lighthouse on the Oregon Coast, the house had been turned into a bed and breakfast by the Forest Service.


  A white picket fence surrounded the house and stretch of velvet lawn, keeping nonpaying visitors away. Green plastic Adirondack chairs stood scattered across the front porch, perfect perches for looking out to sea.


  Up the headland, through a gap in the trees, Bodega Head Lighthouse stood, a clean white pillar surmounted by the glass-sided chamber that held the light, capped with a red roof. Its light flashed even in daylight.


  I glanced around. Sam and I stood, suitcases in hand, on a gravel drive in front of the fence. Our car was parked in a gravel lot beyond some trees. Behind the house rose the heavily forested headland. The house was perched above a steep, wooded slope. On the beach below, waves marched in to shore, and tourists who had paid three dollars for day-use permits parked their cars and wandered the beach, or followed trails up to the lighthouse.


  Amaryllis and I had never come here. We had explored other Oregon Coast spots together, but we’d never stopped at Bodega.


  I glanced back at the house and frowned. “What’s creepy about it?” I asked my daughter.


  She wrinkled her nose, then sucked on her bottom lip. “It’s just—” She stared up at the third-story windows. Her shoulders rose and fell.


  I waited, but she didn’t say anything else.


  Should we give up on this expedition, go back to the car? Drive home in silence, the way we had driven here? Hole up in our respective rooms at home and think about what we missed most?


  Sam looked so small and lost. She had shadows under her eyes, and her pale hair was lank; the gold had drained from it, leaving it the flat color of unpulled taffy.


  “Let’s look inside,” I said. We had a reservation for Thursday through Monday for two of the three guest rooms, courtesy of my buddy Nick and his wife Joan, who had made plans eight months earlier to come here with their teenage daughter for the start of summer vacation. I had known Nick was right, that I needed to snap out of my grief somehow and take care of Sam, but I hadn’t been able to think what to do next. Somewhere under the dead surface of my mind, I knew I owed Nick a lot. Maybe later I’d be able to figure out how to repay him. I couldn’t focus on much at the moment.


  Sam shrugged. We lifted the latch on the gate and walked past the signs on the fence that told the daytrippers to leave the residents alone. We crossed the porch and knocked on the right-hand glass-paned front door, the one with a stained-glass sign above it that said, “Manager.”


  After a couple of minutes a woman came to the door. She looked plump and as if she might be pleasant if she smiled, but she frowned at us. “Yes?”


  “We have a reservation?” I said. I couldn’t even state it; I had to ask.


  She frowned more deeply. “Are you the Allens? I thought there would be three of you.”


  “Nick Allen said we could take their place. He gave me his confirmation number. I’m Reed Wilcox, and this is my daughter Samantha.”


  Her face smoothed. As I had suspected, her smile was wide and friendly. “Oh. Sorry, I thought you were tourists. Sometimes they come up on the porch in spite of the signs. Hi. I’m Lucy Travis. My husband Ike and I manage the place.” She held out her hand.


  For a few seconds I stared at it. Her smile melted. Then I remembered, and shook her hand. “Sorry,” I said. “Sam and I are both pretty tired.”


  “Ah.” She stood back. “Come on in. I’ll get you set up here, and then maybe you can rest.”


  We stumbled up the stairs after her, and she showed us into two spacious bedrooms furnished in Victorian style, side by side. One room had a view of the lighthouse, and the other looked out at the dark forest behind the house.


  Sam stepped on the braided rag rug in the middle of the lighthouse-view room, then glanced back at me.


  “Okay?” I asked.


  She shrugged. Her shoulders sagged.


  Someplace Amaryllis had never been. It was a start. “You take this room,” I said.


  She blinked, nodded, and set her suitcase on a chest of drawers. I went into the other room, set my suitcase on the floor, and stood, staring at the dark spruce trees out the window.


  “Mr. Wilcox?”


  I shook my head, then turned to glance at Mrs. Travis. I had forgotten she was there.


  “Bathroom you and your daughter are sharing is through this door,” she said. “This other door goes to the third guest room, but it’s not reserved this weekend, so it’s locked. There’s a public kitchen area downstairs where you can fix yourself instant cocoa or coffee or tea. There’s one of those little fridges for your groceries. This house used to be two houses, mirrors of each other, so we have two of everything, except we took down the wall between the two dining rooms. You’re welcome to use the dining set on this side of the house, and this side’s front parlor. Ike and I have the other suite, up the other set of stairs, and we have our own kitchen. That’s where we’ll fix you breakfast, so you can come in there in the morning, but the rest of the time, it’s off limits. The doors to the private areas on the caretaker side of the house are shut; we prefer to keep it that way.”


  “Thank you.”


  She seemed taken aback. “Will you be all right?” she asked after a moment. “There’s extra blankets and pillows on the shelf in the closet.”


  “We’ll be fine.”


  “You’re on your own for lunch and dinner, though you’re welcome to eat at the dining table, like I say, providing you bring your own food. I’ll fix you breakfast tomorrow. Hope you like eggs and pancakes.”


  “We’ll be fine,” I said again. “Thank you.”


  Her smile crumbled. She handed me two labeled keys, shook her head, and left, her footsteps heavy on the stairs.


  I don’t know how long I stood there. No thoughts entered my head.


  * * * *


  Sam grabbed my hand, and I blinked. It seemed to me the light had shifted on the trees outside. I glanced at my daughter.


  “I’m hungry,” she said.


  I locked our rooms and we left, drove thirteen miles to town, where we found a chowderhouse.


  I watched Sam eat. One piece of cheese toast and half a bowl of chowder—not enough; my own bowl of chowder had disappeared, I assumed into me, though I couldn’t remember eating it. “Come on, honey. Eat some more.”


  Sam frowned at me and pushed her bowl away.


  “Something wrong with it?” I asked.


  “I’ve had enough.”


  I couldn’t remember what Amaryllis did to get Sam to eat. Was it ever a problem before? Sam had always been skinny, but now she looked gaunt. “Want some dessert?”


  “I’m not hungry anymore.”


  I wasn’t sure what to do. I couldn’t forcefeed an eight-year-old. Maybe she really had had enough. How much fuel did such a small body need? I signaled for the check.


  “Let’s go shopping,” I said after I paid for our meal.


  We went to a supermarket, and I bought things. Sam didn’t say what she wanted, even when I asked her questions. I watched her eyes and bought anything I saw her glance at. We drove back to the lightkeepers’ house and I put the groceries away, then filled a kettle and set it on a burner. I made two cups of instant cocoa and tried to remember how to talk.


  I brought Sam her cocoa. “Hey, is this place still creepy?”


  She had plopped down in one of the armchairs in the front parlor that faced the big front window. From here one saw the mouth of the river where it spilled into the sea, the arched highway bridge over it, and the forested slope of the coastline across from us, with the road climbing it. A tall yard light had gone on as twilight deepened, but I could still see the foamy lace on the waves below as they on the beach. Light flashed through the gap in the trees toward the west, the lighthouse’s beacon warning even land-going ships that they were approaching a border between one world and another.


  “Sure is.” She sipped the cocoa. I sat in a chair beside her and stared at the view. “Don’t you feel it, Dad?”


  “Feel what?”


  “It looks nice on top, but there’s something crawly underneath.”


  I studied my daughter’s profile. Her eye glowed pearly sea-gray in the westering light. “Do you want to leave?” I asked.


  She studied me for a long moment, then shook her head.


  I cupped my hands around my cocoa mug, but I couldn’t feel the heat. Ever since Amaryllis’s death, my fingers had been icy.


  Samantha got a pennywhistle out of her pack and played a verse of “Greensleeves.” Each note sliced into me. Amaryllis and Sam and I had played a lot of music together; it was one of our evening things, and “Greensleeves” was the last tune we had practiced the night before the accident.


  “Did you bring your whistle, Dad?” Sam asked me.


  “No.” I no longer did anything I had done with Amaryllis. At school I had started practicing clarinet. I had played clarinet in high school marching band, before I had met Amaryllis, but I hadn’t picked one up again until recently.


  “I brought two.” Sam rummaged in her pack. “Play with me.”


  “No!” I couldn’t bear it.


  Sam’s sea-gray eyes widened, and she flinched as though I had struck her. She dropped her whistle into her pack, where it clanged against something.


  We sat without moving.


  I got up. “I think I saw some cards on the bookshelf.”


  We spent the evening playing Rummy at the dining room table, and went up to bed early. After I turned out my bedside light, I stared at the ceiling and wondered what we were doing here. It was a beautiful place. We still had nothing to say to each other. I didn’t know how to take care of my daughter.


  I needed a plan. It was so hard to think. My mind kept turning, turning, back to that moment when Amaryllis died; I had been stuck there ever since. Horrible in that bright stop-time way, to see something so close, so inevitable; I couldn’t fight it or forget it.


  Something scraped across the ceiling, then scraped again.


  A chill brushed me.


  It was nothing. Maybe a tree branch against the side of the house.


  There weren’t any trees near the house.


  Whish. Whish. Someone was sweeping above me.


  I rolled my head and glanced at the clock. It was only about ten-thirty. Still, an odd time to do housework.


  A faint tinkle, as of glass chips scattering before a broom.


  Did Mrs. Travis really have to clean things right now?


  I lay under an excellent down quilt and debated whether I wanted to get up, put on a robe, and figure out how to get to the attic so I could ask Mrs. Travis to sweep tomorrow. The bed had been so cold when I crawled into it, and it was warming now. If I got up and left its comfort, how long before it would warm again?


  Was I even going to sleep? I hadn’t had a deep sleep in weeks. If I wasn’t going to sleep anyway, maybe I shouldn’t let a little noise disturb me. I could turn the light on, read one of the books I’d found on a shelf downstairs and brought up to the room.


  I reached toward the lamp switch, and the sweeping stopped.


  * * * *


  Sometime later, I woke with a start.


  “Daddy?”


  Samantha’s voice sounded low and uncertain, and came from the direction of the doorway.


  “What is it, honey?”


  “I heard a noise.”


  I tried to get my bearings. Where were we? It trickled back to me. The lightkeepers’ house on the Oregon Coast.


  I had been asleep. That surprised me.


  “Daddy?”


  “Yes?”


  “Can I come in?”


  This time I didn’t miss the note of fear. I sat up and switched on the light. “Of course, Sam. Come in.”


  She rushed across the room and jumped onto the bed, curled against me. “There’s something in this house,” she whispered.


  “Of course there is. There’s us. There’s Mrs. Travis. Maybe even a Mr. Travis around somewhere. Didn’t she mention a Mr. Travis when we first got here?”


  “There’s something else.” She clung to my arm. “I’m scared to go back in my room, Daddy.”


  Sam had grown out of night frights two years earlier. The first time Ryllis and I woke up to hear Sam screaming in her room, we pulled on our robes and went in together to comfort her. When she saw us, she thought we were monsters, and screamed even louder. It took a couple hours to calm her down. She screamed again the next night, and we went in to her. Ryllis was wonderful with her; no matter how tired she was when she went to bed, if Sam screamed, Ryllis was ready to comfort her, and I did my best to imitate my wife, to forget my own problems and desires and just be there for Sam. In time I got better at it.


  Then Sam had stopped screaming.


  Once Ryllis had mentioned, after we turned out the lights, that she sort of missed it. I thought she was nuts. I thought about it all day.


  As Sam grew older and needed us less, I realized what Ryllis had meant. There was something sweet about having someone depend on you.


  “Baby, you wrap up in my quilt. I’ll go get yours from your room. You can sleep in here.”


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  I lifted the quilt so Sam could slide under, then slipped out into the frigid air. Goosebumps rose on my arms and legs. I was wearing a comfortable pair of briefs and nothing else. I grabbed my robe and put it on, then padded across the hall to Sam’s room.


  The floor was even colder in her room than it had been in mine. I heard a faint sound and stood, trying to decipher it. A murmur? A croon? The mutter of water in pipes? A radio playing half a house away?


  A lullaby. A voice, humming a thread of melody. My hair rose and prickled at the sound, even though it was pleasant.


  I snatched the quilt off Sam’s bed, strode back into the hall, and closed the door of her room. I paused a moment and listened, but I didn’t hear anything.


  Sam had curled up in the center of my bed and already dropped off to sleep. Fortunately the bed was a full-size. I wrapped Sam tighter in the quilt and edged her over to the side, then wrapped up in the second quilt and lay beside her. I decided to leave the light on in case she woke up and wondered where she was.


  Or maybe in case I did.


  The sound of her slow breaths comforted me. I drifted off to sleep.


  * * * *


  “So,” said Mrs. Travis, as she set a mug of coffee in front of me, “did you hear anything strange last night?”


  I rubbed grit out of my eyes. “Pardon me?” I had slept better than I had since Amaryllis died. Still, I needed that coffee.


  “Any manifestations?”


  “Manifestations? Of what?” Sam asked.


  “Did our gray lady visit you?”


  I drank coffee. Unpleasant suspicions pricked my mind. “Are you saying this place is haunted?”


  “One of its chief draws,” Mrs. Travis said. A door slammed somewhere above. “That’ll be Ike. How do you like your eggs?”


  “There’s a ghost here?” Sam asked.


  “You didn’t know? Your friend didn’t—oh, dear. Someone should have told you. Yes, we’re famous for our ghost. She seems like a kindly soul. Never harmed anyone.”


  “Does she sweep?” I asked.


  Mrs. Travis nodded.


  “Does she...does she sing?” asked Sam.


  Mrs. Travis stopped and stared at Sam. “Well, now.”


  “Well, now,” repeated a man from the doorway.


  Ike Travis was tall, gray-headed, and twisted. Under his dark mustache, he had a lightning smile, brilliant, gone so quickly you wondered if it had happened at all.


  “Did you make pancake batter, Lucy, my love?” he asked.


  “Of course.”


  “Would you rustle me up a stack of pancakes?”


  “Company first,” said Mrs. Travis. She raised her eyebrows at me and Sam.


  “I’m not very hungry,” Sam said.


  “You’re a growing child. Of course you’re hungry. Eggs or pancakes?”


  Sam frowned.


  Ryllis had read somewhere that if you let a child eat when and what she wanted, she would be healthier, not so inclined to go anorexic or out of control. That phase in our child-rearing experimentation had lasted for a very aggravating month. Still, we did try to let Sam choose her food and decide how much. But Nick had said Sam was too skinny. God, I didn’t know what to do. Ryllis would have known. If she hadn’t known, she would have found a book at the library that explained everything, or called one of her friends and gotten a recommendation, or talked to a doctor. Something.


  “Pancakes,” Sam said.


  “Good choice. Will pancakes do for you, too, Mr. Wilcox?”


  “That would be great,” I said.


  Mrs. Travis went to the stove, where a nonstick frying pan already sizzled with melted butter. She ladled up some batter and dropped dollar-sized dollops into the hot butter. There was a satisfying hiss, and a wonderful smell. “We’ve got good syrup here, too. Say, Ike, I was just telling them about our ghost.”


  Mr. Travis limped over and poured himself a mug of coffee. There was something wrong with the placement of his hips. I straightened the silverware at my place and watched Mrs. Travis flip the pancakes.


  Ghosts. I had never believed in ghosts.


  If there was one ghost, might there not be another?


  “Who was she?” I asked.


  “No one rightly knows.” Mr. Travis pulled out a chair and lowered himself into it. “She’s got to be an assistant lightkeeper’s wife, doesn’t she, if she died in this house? There was a period around the turn of the century when the keepers either didn’t keep good logbooks or the records got lost, so we don’t know who all was on the job at the lighthouse. From the man who saw her, we get clothing details that make us think she’s from around that time. She wore one of those pouter pigeon suits, with the nipped waist and the pushed-up front, and a long A-line skirt. She had her hair piled up with a knot at the top, like a Gibson girl.”


  “Who saw her?” asked Sam.


  Mr. Travis pursed his lips. “Fella working on repairs in the attic. He was repairing the window. Saw a reflection. Thought it was his assistant, bringing him the hammer he asked for, but then he turned around and saw her, and his hair stood on end. The lady stood there, staring at him. At first he thinks, funny clothes, somebody from a play wandered up here, where’d she come from? She’s staring at him and coming closer. He looks down and sees that the hem of her skirt is—”


  “—It doesn’t touch the ground. He can’t see her feet. She’s floating. She reaches for him,” continued Mrs. Travis, “and he’s out of there like someone lit a fire in his pants. Fell right out of the attic, raced down the stairs, stopped just long enough to collect his assistant, and their pickup truck was screeching out of the driveway before we even knew what happened.” She set plates of pancakes in front of me and Sam, poured syrup from a warm pan on the stove into a little pitcher, and put that on the table where we could reach it. A plate with a stick of butter on it sat nearby.


  The pancakes smelled great. I buttered and syruped my stack and ate, even though the story disturbed me more than I wanted to admit.


  “We didn’t know what happened until Bob came back to get his tools. Even then he wouldn’t come into the house,” said Mr. Travis. “He asked me to go up in the attic and fetch his things, and he wouldn’t tell us why until after I did it.” He drank coffee. “He went right home after he saw her and drew a picture of her. Showed it to us. Then he set it down on the porch for a minute, and it disappeared.”


  “Wasn’t the first time things disappeared. Especially for this fella,” said Mrs. Travis. She flipped more pancakes.


  “The ghost didn’t like him. She kept moving his tools. He’d set them down and then reach for them and they’d be gone. Sometimes he’d find them in another room. That didn’t spook him enough to make him leave. It was only when she showed her face that he quit work on the project and hightailed it out of here.”


  “He left things in a mess up in the attic,” said Mrs. Travis. “We were working on some other things down here, and we didn’t get up there to clean up right away. Then one night we heard sweeping on the ceiling.”


  “Whish, whish,” whispered Mr. Travis.


  “We knew the doors were all locked and we were the only people in the house. This was when we were fixing up the house to turn it into a B and B, before we even had any guests. We held each other tight. I don’t think I closed my eyes all night, even though the sweeping stopped after about half an hour.”


  “In the morning, when it was light, I felt braver, and I went up to check it out,” said Mr. Travis. “Dirt and mess all swept up into a neat little pile. Not a broom anywhere in that attic, I swear.”


  Sam reached under the table and slipped her hand into mine. Her fingers were icy. So were mine.


  “We had some kids here one weekend who brought a ouija board,” said Mrs. Travis. “They tried to talk to the ghost. They told us later her name was Rue.”


  “Some people think she’s looking for her little drowned child,” Mr. Travis said. “Daughters of the head lightkeeper from the early years of last century said there was a little gravestone somewhere between the keepers’ houses and the lighthouse, with the name Rose on it. It’s all overgrown now, and nobody knows where it is. I have to say there’s no reason to suspect a connection, but people like to put two and two together.”


  “Ike,” said Mrs. Travis. “The girl here asked about singing.”


  Ike set down his coffee cup and licked his lips. “Singing,” he said.


  I set my fork on my plate. “A lullaby.”


  “You heard it too, Daddy?” Sam asked.


  “When I went to get your quilt.”


  The Travises exchanged troubled glances.


  “What?” I asked.


  Mrs. Travis shook her head. “It’s nothing.”


  “What?”


  “Really. It’s nothing. Leave it be.”


  “Not many hear her singing. Sometimes she screams or sobs,” offered Mr. Travis. “I hate to hear her cry. It’s just so sad. More often she moves things around, no rhyme or reason, or leaves the cupboards open, even if we close them with latches the night before.”


  “I think she likes reading the labels on the boxes. We have so much strange food now that they didn’t have back in the old days.”


  “Where’s the sense in that?” asked Mr. Travis.


  “You come up with a better explanation.”


  I got the sense they were acting out parts in a play. The lines had the feel of well-worn words, a soothing pattern of sound to pull one away from something one would rather not see.


  “Have you been up to the light?” asked Mr. Travis.


  I was glad he changed the subject. Sam looked pale. Her hand slipped out of mine, and she took a bite of soggy pancakes. “Not yet,” I said.


  “There’s guided tours from noon to four. We’ve got some great volunteers who’ll tell you all about the light and its history.”


  “Daddy.” Sam put down her silverware. “I’m done.”


  She had only eaten about half her pancakes. She had drunk a small glass of orange juice and some milk. Maybe it was enough. I finished off my pancakes and drank the rest of my coffee. “Thank you, Mrs. Travis. That was a great breakfast.”


  “You’re welcome,” said Mrs. Travis. “Bundle up now when you go out. It’s damp this morning. Let us know if you need anything else.”


  “Thanks very much.” I stood and picked up my dishes.


  “Never mind. I’ll take care of cleanup. Part of the service.”


  I put the dishes down again and took Sam’s hand. We left the kitchen and headed up the stairs.


  As we climbed, I felt a crawling sensation on the back of my head, as though someone watched me. I resisted the impulse to turn and glare. Had Nick known this was a haunted house? He couldn’t have. How could he send me and Sam to a place where—?


  The day was foggy and dark. Out the front window in Sam’s room I saw that the tops of the trees along the coast disappeared into fog, as though dipped into skymilk. I made Sam put a sweatshirt on under her jacket, and talked her into wearing her rainboots and the wide-brimmed waterproof yellow hat she had grown up enough to think was too silly to wear anymore. “Nobody you know will see you,” I said.


  “Complete strangers will think I’m an idiot.”


  “So why should it matter? They’ll never see you again.”


  She sighed loudly and noisily. Somehow the sound put heart into me. It was as close to a laugh as anything I had heard from her since Ama died.


  We took our packs down to the guest kitchen. I washed apples, made PBJs, and filled water bottles. We loaded supplies into our daypacks, then left for the day.


  * * * *


  Near the top of the lighthouse tower, just below the level of the light, our guide talked about first-order Fresnel lenses, prisms, and British clockworks which made the lens rotate. The clockworks had had to be wound every four hours so the keepers would stay awake. “The chains used to hang right down the center of the tower. There was this weight that dropped down. They had to hand-crank it back up. Now it’s all electric. If the power fails, there’s a sensor—” he pointed to a small square device that scanned the edge of a clockwork wheel as it rotated— “that alerts the Coast Guard station down the coast. We have a secondary system, an emergency lantern attached to the railing up here. Someone comes up to turn it on. Other than that, everything’s automated now. Lighthouse keepers were phased out in the sixties, for the most part.”


  “Why is the light running during the day?” Sam asked. From our vantage beside the gear assembly, we looked up inside the light. Two bulbs were in the center, one lit, the other present in case the first burned out. Housing them was a cage of glass: the many prisms that comprised the Fresnel lens. It was like seeing the inside of a diamond.


  “This machinery weighs several tons. To start and stop it takes more energy than just to leave it running.”


  I glanced out one of the tower windows. Below, the headland was covered by lawn, surrounded by white pipe railing to keep people from falling over the cliffs. The red roofs of the twin oilhouses were bright patches of color under the dark sky. Waves frothed around the cliffs.


  Amaryllis would have loved this place. She exulted in even dark days, and she had loved high places and strange lights.


  Sam stared up into the light, her eyes just like her mother’s had been. My throat burned.


  “Next tour’s waiting at the bottom of the stairs,” said our guide. He led us down the spiral steel staircase and waved us out past a group of Asian tourists.


  What were we supposed to do with our day? My mind was a blank. We had explored the beach, and toured the lighthouse. We could drive into town and wander around. Maybe there was a movie playing, a matinee show.


  Halfway along the road from the lighthouse back to the keepers’ house, Sam grabbed my hand. She tugged me toward a muddy trail that led up the headland into the spruce forest. “Let’s have lunch in the trees, Daddy.”


  Another thing Amaryllis would have suggested. She loved paths that went places she hadn’t been. She always wanted to explore.


  I followed my daughter up the hill past branchless tree trunks. All the trees were young—we had seen a historic picture from when the lighthouse and the keepers’ houses were first built, and the headland had been bare of trees, the result of a fire in the 1880s before construction began. So no tree here could be much older than a hundred years, and they had grown in thick, shading each other out, so that all their greenery was held in their tops, leaving the ground below needle-scattered and dark. A gap here and there showed us slices of distance, a gray sea under a paler gray sky, with a darker line where sea met sky and clouds kissed water.


  After we had climbed a ways, we came to a wide spot in the path, a viewpoint where we could look down at the lighthouse between dark, lichen-draped evergreen branches. “Let’s eat here.” Sam rummaged in her pack and pulled out her sit-upon, a tough piece of plastic big enough for her and her pack. She spread it on the ground and plopped down on it.


  I got out my sit-upon and joined her. From this vantage we could see the red roof of the lighthouse tower, with its little red bulb at the tip, and above that a lightning rod. Beyond the light, an eternity of empty sea.


  Mechanically I pulled lunch out of my pack.


  “Wait, Dad. Don’t eat yet. Look what I brought.” Sam produced the two pennywhistles. She held the green one out to me.


  I accepted it without thinking, put my fingers over the holes and lifted the mouthpiece to my lips. My embouchure formed around it, my breath flowed into it, and a tune came out, “Chinese Breakdown.” I heard Amaryllis’s voice, full of smile: “Let’s have music everywhere we go! We need something really portable, for everywhere.” So we had both learned pennywhistles, and Ama had mastered harmonica. I could never get my tongue to behave correctly for that.


  We had played wooden recorders and plastic recorders and stringed instruments, whistles and spoons and ocarinas. When we found an apartment where our neighbors didn’t mind music, we had rented a piano, even before we bought a TV. We had sung Samantha to sleep every night when she was a baby, and later, she sang with us. We had started with lullabies.


  Sam played along with me on “Chinese Breakdown” for two measures. Then I lost the thread of tune and fell down into myself. Where was Amaryllis, with her quick ear for harmony? Gone. Breath leaked out of me, blurred the tune as my fingers lost their memories. I dropped the whistle.


  Sam played a few more notes, then faltered to a stop. “What’s wrong, Dad?”


  “I’m sorry, Sam. I’m just not ready yet.” I pulled my knees up against my chest. I was a terrible father. What was the matter with me? Here Sam was doing her best to cheer me up, and I kept falling into despair. What must she be feeling?


  I could not force my hands to let go of my legs and pick up the pennywhistle again. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.


  She retrieved my pennywhistle and stuffed both of them into her pack. We ate lunch in silence.


  * * * *


  That night we went to bed after another round of card games. Sam won most of them. I couldn’t seem to remember what cards had been played. Sam looked pale and drawn and scrawny, the shadows under her eyes almost purple. I hugged her after she brushed her teeth. “If you get scared again tonight, come on in my room,” I murmured.


  She didn’t answer. She hugged me back for a minute, then went into her room and shut the door. I retreated to my room and crawled under the featherbed, then lay for several hours staring up into the dark. Snap out of it, Reed.


  Out of what?


  This funk. Wake up.


  Why?


  I must have drifted off at some point. When the noise woke me, it was hours later.


  Was it the wind?


  No. It came from inside the house.


  A scattering of driven rain struck my window, drowning out the sounds for a moment. The ceiling creaked.


  Then I heard it again.


  A pennywhistle, stumbling and fumbling, playing a tune I almost remembered.


  A lullaby. The same one I had heard in Sam’s room the night before.


  Soft and soothing, the lullaby worked its magic. I felt drowsy and warm, ready, at last, for deep sleep. I drifted.


  “Reed. Get up. Go to Sam.”


  My eyes snapped open. Was that Amaryllis’s voice? I sat up, pushed out of the warm blankets, pulled on the robe, and went across the hall to Sam’s room.


  I stood for a moment at the door, listening. The tune was steady and strong now.


  I tapped on the door. “Sam?”


  The melody faltered, then resumed.


  “Sam.” I grabbed the doorknob. It was freezing. I snatched my hand away, then wrapped it in a fold of bathrobe and tried the doorknob again. It wouldn’t turn.


  The back of my neck prickled with cold. What was happening in that room? I pounded on the door. “Sam. Open the door! Sam!” The tune kept playing. It was only music, but I felt a sense of something racing away from me. I rattled the knob. It turned, but the door was locked.


  Only music! Music could do anything. Open up wounds you had hoped were closed, carry you to old places and new places, summon shades you couldn’t face because just thinking about them hurt too much. In the altered state of making music—


  “Sam. Stop playing. Open the door.”


  The melody went on. I knew it was carrying my daughter away from me. She was on the other side of this door, and someone was piping her away, as surely as the Pied Piper had enticed the children away from Hamlin.


  I had lost my wife already. If I lost my daughter too, it would crush me.


  “Ama,” I whispered. “Help me.”


  “Sing to her, Reed.”


  I placed my palms flat on the door and listened to the pennywhistle play the lulluby. She made no mistakes. The music was smooth and true now.


  “Alas,” I sang, and coughed hesitation out of my throat. Voice, I need you now.


  
    “‘Alas, my love, you do me wrong
  


  
    To cast me off discourteously,
  


  
    For I have loved you so long,
  


  
    Delighting in your company.’”
  


  
    The lullaby turned thready, hesitant.
  


  
    “‘Greensleeves was my delight,
  


  
    Greensleeves was all my joy.
  


  
    Greensleeves was my heart of gold—’”
  


  
    The pennywhistle stopped.
  


  
    “‘And who but my lady Greensleeves?’”
  


  The lock turned. The door opened a crack. Sam rubbed her eyes and peered up at me. Her face was streaked with tears. “Daddy?”


  I knelt and opened my arms. For a long moment I feared she would close the door again. I would reach out to stop it. I wouldn’t let her be locked away from me. But had she gone so far away from me already that she wanted me to be on the other side of a door? Had I let her get so far away?


  She opened the door and stumbled into my embrace. Storms of weeping shook her. I held her a long time while she cried, and thought about many things.


  * * * *


  “She wanted me,” she told me later. We sat side by side on the couch in the front parlor, cocoa mugs in our hands, and stared out at the night. “She’s been looking and looking for her little girl. I knew she wanted me. She wanted to be my mother. And you didn’t want to be my father anymore.”


  I put down my mug and pulled her into my arms. “I do. More than anything.”


  “No. Mom died, and you died too. You turned into a robot.”


  I hugged my daughter. “I’ve been so sad.”


  “Me too.”


  “I’ve been so sad I didn’t notice how sad you were.”


  She slugged my shoulder with a fist. “Yeah.”


  “But I know now.”


  She settled, curled up against my chest. “Sometimes I want to remember Mom,” she said. “Sometimes I want to do things we did with Mom. It makes me feel like she didn’t totally disappear. Every time I tried that with you, though....”


  “I know.” I stroked her hair. “Remember last summer, when we stayed in the mountains?”


  “And we found the eagle with the broken wing. We didn’t know what to do. We got Mom. Mom said we should call the forest ranger. She always knew what to do.” Sam sounded drowsy.


  Sometimes I won’t know what to do, I thought, and then I’ll try to think what you would have done, Ama. Please come back that much.


  Thank you.


  


  THE MEAT FOREST, by John Haggerty


  The shot-callers had been fighting over the fresh meat for half an hour when Dmitri showed up. The new kid was covered in mud, the thin drizzle doing nothing to clean him off, but it was clear he was a prime cut. He was tall and good-looking, with the sort of smooth, clear skin and big slabs of muscle that you can only get if you have a lot of time on your hands. He was obviously an owner, but they dropped him just like they had the rest of us—laid down some tear gas, gyroed in, and then kicked him out into the rain and stinking mud without even touching down. When the yard boys got a look at him and word spread, the shot-callers were on him like cats.


  A circle had formed, and everyone was gathered around, jeering, making lewd suggestions, showing their hardest faces while the big boys argued. The kid just stood there. He looked paralyzed, as though he couldn’t believe how bad his life had gotten, and how quickly. I watched him from the edge of the crowd. He was probably in his early twenties, but his face was soft like a child’s, as if nothing had ever been demanded of him. Surrounded by the mob of shouting, emaciated men, I imagine he had never felt so alone and lost and afraid in his life.


  Nobody was backing down and it looked certain that there was going to be a beef. And then Dmitri showed—just walked right into the middle of everything—and that was enough to shut all of those chainiks up. Suddenly, there was complete silence, everybody standing nervously around, waiting to see what would happen next. Dmitri circled around the boy a couple of times, a thin smile on his face. The kid stood rigid and still, even when Dmitri playfully slapped him across the buttocks. After a few moments, he turned to the shot-callers. “Nobody touches him. He’s mine.”


  “Bullshit.” It was Oleg, head of the New Odessa crew. He was big and ambitious, trying to make a name for himself. “My boys saw him first. He belongs to us.” He looked around at his men with a big smile. “You can have him when we’re done with him. If there’s anything left.” A soft, mean chuckle spread through the crowd.


  Dmitri’s skin flared a dull red, his bioluminescent implants responding to his anger. He stepped up to Oleg, who flinched in spite of himself. “I said he’s mine,” he whispered, the thin sibilance of his voice somehow carrying to the edge of the crowd. “One more word and the forest will have you.”


  The two stared at each other for a long moment, and then Oleg looked away. “Fine. Take him,” he spat. “What would we do with a soft little bitch like that anyway?” He smiled around at his crew, but none of them would meet his gaze.


  Dmitri gave a laugh. “Follow me boy,” he said, and the kid did, trailing after him through the parting mob.


  Nobody fucked with Dmitri. When they dropped him, some guys walked off, right into the forest, just to get away from him. He was connected, but that wasn’t really the whole story. Rumors followed him around, shit horrible enough to make even the old camp lifers, guys who had seen mankind at its very worst, shake their heads in shock. He was thin—almost to the point of emaciation—like all of the rest of us, but everything else set him apart. Prison tattoos and ritual scars covered him from the top of his shaved head down to his feet. He was nearly black with them, elaborate, gothic designs that the experienced could read like a book—robberies, murders, mob allegiances made and broken—the whole history of his criminal life painted on his flesh. He had rows of bioluminescent implants embedded in ridges from the top of his head down his arms, legs and torso, and they flashed away underneath the tattoos, like lamps through smoke. And when he looked at you, it was like he was looking at some kind of farm animal, like you were a carcass hanging on a hook and he was idly wondering how much you would fetch per pound.


  * * * *


  Dmitri approached me a few days later. I was sitting at the perimeter, staring through the drizzly mist toward the edge of the forest. I went there a lot, killing time right at the camp boundary where you could feel the hum of the electrodes. There were no fences, just the fear of the forest to keep us in, and the electric field to keep it out.


  When I first got to the camp, and the hunger really started getting a grip on me, I dreamt only of food, of long tables piled meters deep in greasy red meat. Then I began dreaming of the hunger itself, of dying slowly of a desperate dissatisfaction, of never having enough. Lately, though, I had started dreaming of the forest, and I didn’t like to think about what that meant.


  “You spend a lot of time out here,” he said softly. I hadn’t heard him come up behind me, and I started when he spoke.


  “I’ve been watching you. You’re out here all the time, looking at the forest. In the camps, that means one of two things. Either you want out, or you’re about to give yourself to it. Which is it with you?”


  “You shouldn’t be talking to me.” I blurted. I was a political prisoner, at the very bottom of the prison hierarchy. Dmitri was breaking one of the great camp taboos, associating with a lower caste member like myself.


  Dmitri laughed in my face. “Who is going to stop me? I do what I want.” He looked out into the drizzly evening. “I can get you out of here. Do you want to go?”


  “What? Out of the camp? How?”


  “How do you think?” He nodded toward the gray forest that crowded the perimeter, where the electrodes got too weak to keep it out. “Through that.”


  “Through the forest? I thought it was impossible.”


  Dmitri tilted his head up. Beneath his jaw were tattoos of two men’s heads, done with red and black ink. Their faces were contorted in an expression of horror; their eyes were closed. He pointed to them. “Do you know what they mean?” he asked. I shook my head. “I’ve gotten through it twice. The only man in New Russia. I’ll take you.” He paused, looking me up and down. “It’s probably a lost cause. I don’t think you’ll make it. But if you’re interested, come to my hut tonight.”


  I looked back out at the forest. It wavered in and out of focus in the rain, gray and silent. When I turned back around, Dmitri was already gone.


  * * * *


  I wandered aimlessly around the edge of the camp until nightfall, my mind restless. The forest had a horrifying reputation. Just the idea of it was enough to keep all of these hard men starving here in the mud and squalor. But life in the camp, especially for a political prisoner, was hard. Over the years a number of my friends had been sent to the camps, and none of them had come back. I didn’t want to die here, slowly starving in the constant drizzle and the stinking filth.


  After dark, I made my way to Dmitri’s hut. The boy was waiting for me outside. He pushed me through the vinyl curtain that made up the doorway and followed me in. The place was palatial by camp standards—a patchwork of corrugated metal and plastic sheeting, big enough for three or four men to lie down comfortably. Some fragments of packing crates burned in the corner, giving off a choking black smoke and a little bit of warmth. Dmitri was sitting against the wall near the fire, his skin pulsing idly green.


  “Ah, my political,” he said jovially as I entered. He held out a bottle. “The camp’s finest. Drink.”


  The murky liquid inside smelled sour and chemical. It was excruciatingly hot going down my throat, and it hit my prison-starved stomach like a fist.


  The boy took the bottle from me and sat down next to Dmitri. “So,” Dmitri continued, “you’re interested in leaving after all.”


  “I might be. But why me? I’m just a political.”


  “A political with powerful friends. Friends who apparently miss you very much. Getting you out would be worth a lot of money to me.” He leaned forward and passed me the bottle. It was no better the second time.


  “How do I know this isn’t some kind of setup?”


  “Your friend Andrei told me to tell you that if you didn’t have a talent for politics, you would be sucking some owner’s perfumed cock right now.”


  I nodded. It was an old joke between me and one of my friends.


  “And that Nadja isn’t going to wait forever.”


  “Bastard,” I muttered under my breath. “Who is going?”


  “You, me and the boy.”


  “And what about…” I paused.


  “The cow? You can say it.”


  “What about the cow?” I asked. Everyone had heard the stories.


  “Hey, boy!” Dmitri nudged him. “Boy, tell him what I taught you.”


  “Come on, Dmitri,” he said. I looked closely at him for the first time since he was dropped. He seemed to be recovering from the initial camp shock—there was a flicker of life in his eyes. But he still looked young and vulnerable, like some sort of baby animal.


  Dmitri leaned toward him and hissed, “Tell him, just like I taught you.”


  The boy shifted a little bit on the ground. Nobody ever felt comfortable being too close to Dmitri. “If you don’t know who the cow is, you’re the cow,” he said.


  Dmitri laughed, a dry, dead sound. “Very good. And who is the cow?”


  He gave Dmitri a sullen look. “I guess I am.”


  Dmitri clapped his hands. “Excellent.” He turned to me. “You see? He knows his place. And you two will have a lot to talk about in the forest. He’s political too.”


  I looked at him incredulously. “Him? Political? He’s an owner.”


  “Was an owner,” he corrected me. “These idiot children of privilege. You know what he did? He got caught fucking a boyar’s wife.”


  “That makes him stupid, not political.”


  “It was love,” the boy said defiantly.


  “You see?” said Dmitri with a smirk. “Love.”


  “She was married to him, but she didn’t love him.”


  “Tell him the whole story, boy. Tell him how you got caught.”


  “I told him. Gregor. Her husband. I told him.” It came out in a low mumble.


  Dmitri took a drink and laughed uproariously. “You see? He walked into the drawing room of a boyar and said ‘I am the stupid boy who has been fucking your wife, and I would like a walk in the meat forest.’”


  “I told him that I loved Ilse, and that she loved me. And that an honorable man would let her go.” There was a note of stubbornness in the boy’s voice.


  He reached over and pinched the boy’s cheek. “Isn’t he wonderful, political? Perfect, really. Meat like a cow, brain like a cow.”


  “Leave him alone, Dmitri.” I was shocked to hear my own voice.


  Suddenly, Dmitri was on top of me, his hand around my throat. His skin glowed an angry red under the tattoos. His face was inches from mine. I couldn’t believe how quickly he had moved. “What did you say to me?” he hissed.


  “Leave him alone.” I could feel my throat vibrate under his hand. “He hasn’t done anything wrong. He doesn’t deserve your bullshit.”


  Dmitri’s breath was hot and bitter. The bioluminescent nodes rippling under his skin gave his face a dull, red illumination, making empty sockets out of his eyes. He pushed me away roughly, banging my head against the metal wall of the hut. “Idealists,” he spat, sitting back down. “God save me from idealists. You would even save this empty, useless little boy here? An owner? An idle parasite on your saintly workers?”


  “He can’t help how he was born. He doesn’t know better. He could be reeducated.”


  “Yes!” Dmitri clapped. “Reeducated. Maybe in a camp just like this?” He leaned forward. “I know you, political. You think you are so superior. So much better than me. A hero to us all. Fighting for truth and justice. But you are no different. You know what the exiles say? Everything eats: the forest, the prisoners, the exiles, the workers, the owners, the gangsters. Even you, political. Everybody, everything in the world is clawing, scratching, killing, eating. Don’t fool yourself into thinking you’re special.”


  “No. We’re different. I’ve never…”


  “Killed anyone? I have. Many times. It’s not such a big deal. No problem at all, really. You’ll find this out too. We’re the same. I kill for money, you kill for ideas—or you will very soon. Does that make you so much more special?” He leaned back against the wall. His anger already forgotten, his skin pulsing a cool blue. He closed his eyes. Tattooed on his eyelids were two grinning skulls. “You make me tired. Leave me alone. Both of you.” I stood up to leave, and he opened his eyes and looked at me with his impassive butcher’s gaze. “There’s a food drop tomorrow. We’ll get our supplies from that, and then we start walking. Meet me at the drop site at dawn. And get some rest. Tomorrow will be the worst day of your life.”


  Back outside, in the darkness of the night, the unceasing drizzle felt slimy on my skin, as if blood was falling out of the sky instead of rain.


  * * * *


  Dmitri and the boy were already at the edge of the drop zone when I got there. Men stood around, puffing up their chests and trying to look fierce. I had never been this close to a resupply before, and it made me nervous.


  The three of us stood in silence, waiting. As the dim light of a camp dawn began to grow, the place started to buzz with a cold, prickly feeling of anticipation, equal parts fear, aggression, and animal need. Dmitri cocked his head, and then I heard it too, the growing whine of the approaching gyros. “It would be best if you stayed well to the side,” Dmitri said with a smile.


  Suddenly, five great crates plunged out of the sky, breaking open on impact. Supplies spilled out into the mud, and with a roar, everyone charged toward them. The drop zone was instantly in a state of riot as the men scrabbled around for boxes of rations. The prisoners batted at each other with sticks, or clawed and bit and scratched like animals. Anyone who picked up a ration package would be instantly set upon by two or three other men, and beaten until he dropped the food. Then another man would pick it up and the cycle would continue. Dmitri plunged into the chaos like a man swimming in a rough sea, punching and kicking men out of his way, pausing every once in while to examine the contents of a box. Finally, he stooped, picked something out of the mud and walked back toward me and the boy, stopping a few more times to pick up cartons of food. Near the edge of the riot, a man ran up to Dmitri and tried to pull the food away from him. Dmitri, with only one arm free, gave him a vicious blow to the throat. He fell to the ground and lay still.


  When Dmitri got back to us, he tossed us each a box of rations. It was a vast fortune. Extravagant wealth. More food than I had seen in one place since they had delivered me to this place. “Eat this now,” he said. “You will need it. And you too,” he nodded to the boy. “We have to keep all of that luxurious meat on your bones.”


  I ripped open one of the boxes and started stuffing the food into my mouth. My hands trembled as they tore at the food. I couldn’t eat it fast enough.


  Dmitri watched with amusement. “Don’t you want to see what else I got?” he asked. From under his shirt he pulled out a metal canister with a brass pipe attached to one end. He looked at it admiringly. “They used to call these blowtorches. It’s a real antique.” He gave us a thin smile. “Blowtorches are very nice to have in the meat forest.”


  He turned and walked toward the edge of camp. The boy and I followed a few meters behind him.


  “Thank you for sticking up for me last night,” the boy whispered to me as we walked.


  I nodded and looked away. “It’s the only nice thing anybody’s done for me here. Dmitri’s wrong. You are different.” His earnest sincerity was almost painful. “And you know, Dmitri’s got a temper, but he’s OK, really.”


  “He is not OK.” I snapped. “He is…” I stopped as we reached the camp perimeter, where Dmitri stood waiting.


  “OK, children. From now on we live by forest rules,” Dmitri said. “Once we get into the forest, we have to be constantly on the move. Keep walking. We can’t stop, even for a moment, until we reach an exile clearing. Don’t touch anything with your bare skin. The moss is the worst, but everything is dangerous. It can get through clothing in 30 seconds or less. With bare skin, it’s faster.”


  “Exiles. Do they really exist?” I asked.


  “Oh, yes. Travelling with them is the only way to get out of the forest. They know how to deal with it. But they’re a very touchy people. They need to be handled carefully.”


  “And how long to the nearest clearing?”


  “It’s impossible to predict. One day. Two days. Never. It’s not easy. If you don’t think you can walk for 36 hours straight, you’ll probably die out there. Do you still want to go?”


  I looked back through the mist at the camp. Sheets of rain hid much of the squalor, but every once in a while the wind would blow the smells our way—garbage, shit, blood. “Let’s go,” I said, and we stepped across the invisible line marking the maximum amplitude of the electric field.


  * * * *


  The forest was as gray as it looked from the camp—gray and completely silent. Great coniferous trees stretched upward. The forest floor was marshy and soft, and we slipped constantly in the mud. There was downed timber everywhere, and Dmitri led us on a circuitous line through the maze of fallen trees. This went on, monotonously, for hours, and we started to get careless. The boy was the worst, used to the easy life in the city. He began to trip and fall onto the forest floor, sometimes lying there for a few seconds until Dmitri would kick him to his feet with a few curses.


  “You can’t stay still, not even for a few seconds. It’s everywhere, even if you can’t see it.” Dmitri would give the boy a push, and we would move on again in silence.


  Every once in a while we would happen on a corpse. Still dressed in rotting prison clothing, standing or sitting where the forest got him. When we came on the first one, the boy stood stock still. “Jesus,” he whispered.


  I looked into the thing’s face. It was sickeningly lifelike, a raw, red facsimile of the man it used to be, as if his skin had been flayed from him where he sat—a sculpture of a man carved out of raw meat. As I looked, it seemed to pulsate and move. Dmitri pulled us away. “This one is still pretty active. Not very old. Maybe you knew him. The new ones are the most dangerous. They wake up faster.”


  “People talk about it, but it never seemed real until now.” The boy was pale and shaken.


  “The glory of the meat forest,” Dmitri exclaimed as we walked on. “A massive fungal mat. Millions of square miles. It underlies all of the taiga. That’s why it’s such a wonderful place for the owners to put all of their prison camps. It eats everything it touches.”


  “It’s horrible,” I said.


  “So judgmental, political. It is merely following its nature. As do I, and you, and yes, as does our beloved cow.


  * * * *


  Toward midday, Dmitri allowed us to pause for food. “Keep your feet moving,” he said. “Touch nothing.” We started eating, walking in place, trying to keep from touching anything for too long.


  “I almost killed you last night, political.” Dmitri said as we ate. “It was the businessman in me that spared your life.” He laughed. “You see, I have values too.”


  “That’s not a value. It’s greed.”


  “Oh, what’s the difference? We each have our guiding principles.” After a pause, he said, “You know, if we make it out of here, we should keep in touch. I know what you politicals are like. You’re so noble and pure at the beginning. But then reality gets in the way. You start to cut corners, make compromises. That’s when you will need someone like me. I think we will come to value one another greatly. Men like you are very good for business.”


  “I don’t want anything from you, Dmitri.”


  He gave me his mirthless smile. “You wanted out of the camp. Your first compromise. The first of many. But enough. Let’s get moving.”


  As the day wore on, and the constant movement began to wear on me. My legs ached with a dull pain, their movements sluggish. It was as if they were no longer legs at all, but old, rusty pieces of machinery. The boy was worse, not walking as much as falling forward with each step, stabbing a stiff leg out at the last minute to prevent himself from pitching headlong to the forest floor.


  I caught myself thinking about stopping, closing my eyes and lying down, letting the forest take me. Each time these thoughts arose, I would push them away, trying to give myself reasons to keep walking. I thought again of food, of great, hot mouthfuls of meat, I thought of my friend Andrei, his cynical humor hiding an almost painful sincerity. I thought of Nadja, her pale northern skin and her sly smile, how she sat silent and angry through my trial, indifferent to the danger. And I thought of my father, the arguments he would have with my mother.


  “The powerful will always prey on the weak. It will never change,” she would say, her pretty face flushed. “You endanger all of us, and in the end it will make no difference.”


  He would smile at her gently. “Yes, but if I see injustice and let it stand, then the injustice infects me. I can’t stop. Please understand.” They came for him when I was 16, and after that my mother refused to speak his name, afraid that they were still watching, listening, that they would come for the rest of us too.


  “Shit. Where is the boy?” Dmitri’s voice broke into my daze.


  I turned in a quick circle. He was twenty feet behind us, leaning against a tree. “Shit. Shit.” Dmitri ran toward him, pulling out the blowtorch. He dragged the boy upright, and it was as if his shoulder had become plastic, with red, meaty strands stretching from the trunk to his arm. “Hold him steady!” The boy’s head lolled on his shoulders. His half-open eyes were dim and glazed. Dmitri lit the torch and held the flame to the red membranes connecting the boy to the tree. They blackened and parted under the heat, but kept whipping around like tentacles, searching for their host. On the boy’s shoulder was a raw wound, filled with dozens of red, squirming worms. Dmitri held the blowtorch to his flesh. There was a stench of burning meat. The boy jerked a bit but made no sound.


  Dmitri took hold of the boy’s damaged arm. “We have to move faster now. It becomes more active when it has fed.” We started moving again, half running, half dragging the boy through the gray trees.


  We were both puffing with the exertion. I heard rustling noises behind us, the first sounds since we had started walking. I looked back, and the forest behind us was suddenly, twitchingly alive. Clumps of moss squirmed on the ground and the downed timber, as if the whole forest was flexing its muscles under its skin.


  “Faster,” Dmitri said. Around us, red tendrils began to protrude from the mossy trees and ground. “Don’t let them touch your skin.”


  “How far do we have to go like this?”


  “Now that it’s awake, it will keep looking for us. We can’t stop.”


  “What about the boy? What’s wrong with him?”


  “The fungus carries a substance that acts like a sedative. He’ll be useless for at least 30 minutes. Until he revives, we have to carry him.” The forest around was squirming now with meaty tentacles blindly searching for prey.


  We were growing tired, and our movements slowed. We lurched drunkenly about as the boy’s weight shifted between us. Behind us the forest was a snarl of fungus, spun with a huge spider web of meat. The air had begun to fill with a noxious smell, half flowery perfume, half rotten meat.


  “Look,” Dmitri said. “Over there.”


  Off to the left, there was a faint brightness, a break in the undifferentiated mist. Cold, slimy appendages dropped from above, brushing at my neck and hair. I hunched my shoulders against them and tried to walk faster.


  Suddenly, we emerged into a large open clearing. I felt the familiar hum of an electromagnetic field. At first I thought we had come in a great circle, walked back into the camp, but then I saw the exiles. There were perhaps a dozen, men, women and a few children gathered around a smoky fire. They were thin and hard, and they looked at us with a disturbing intensity. After a long moment, a man stepped forward to greet us.


  “Everything eats,” he said.


  “Everything eats,” Dmitri replied.


  “Everything eats, everything eats, everything eats,” the tribe behind him chanted in unison. They were stooped, emaciated and pale. Their skin was pitted and furrowed with scars. They surrounded the boy, poking at his gym muscles, whispering to themselves.


  “We come out of the forest in need of help,” Dmitri said.


  “You have awakened it,” the tribesman replied. “We will not be able to move for days.” Dmitri stayed silent. The man looked around the clearing, and into the rustling forest. “There is not much food, and everything eats. The laws of the forest cannot be broken. You may stay with us, but you must give us something in return. What do you have for us?”


  “A cow,” Dmitri said. “We have brought you a cow.”


  “And where is the cow?” the tribesman asked.


  Dmitri paused, and then pointed at me. “He will tell you.”


  There was a long silence. I could hear the ravenous whisper of the forest behind me, a vast wasteland of primordial hunger, all that need, just under the skin. I looked at the boy. In his stupor, he again looked like a child.


  “I can’t,” I said. Dmitri moved over to me.


  “Choose carefully,” he whispered. “Your people need you. Nadja needs you. The revolution cannot continue without you. The boy is an owner. A parasite. There are millions like him, sucking at the life of the workers. It is such a small sacrifice.” He pushed me toward the exile leader. “Go on. Tell him.”


  I looked out at the twitching forest, at the sickly tribe, up at the sky. I closed my eyes against the rain. “The boy,” I said, into the hungry silence. “The boy is the cow.”


  The tribesman nodded. “Excellent. He is a good cow. Everything eats.”


  “Everything eats,” Dmitri and I responded in unison.


  


  ETERNITY AND THE DEVIL, by Larry Hodges


  Ever since graduate school ten years ago, I’d been obsessed with solving “GUT,” the Grand Unified Theory of physics. It would unify the four forces of physics—gravity, the electro-magnetic force, and the strong and weak nuclear forces—into one equation. Physicists since the time of Einstein had tried and failed. Solving this problem would be my contribution to humanity, and why I was still at the lab at MIT, scrawling equations on a blackboard at 2:30 AM despite another throbbing headache.


  Unfortunately, I was getting nowhere. Depressed, I collapsed into a lounge chair. My work was at a standstill, with no progress in a year, not even a semblance of a breakthrough. With no papers to publish, no progress to report, my time at MIT was coming to an end. The department head had as much as told me so. Not a threat, just reality.


  Depression overwhelmed me. I was licked.


  “I would sell my soul to solve this problem,” I muttered to myself. Except I wasn’t the only listener, as the smiling Devil himself appeared in a flash of cigar smoke, with contract and pen in hand. The cigar smoke smelled of …well, sulfur and brimstone.


  “Dr. Virgil Nordlinger, I believe we can do business,” said the Devil, talking through a cigar in a Bronx accent—with perhaps a bit of British and Jamaican? He was an ordinary looking man in a gray business suit and black tie, short and chubby, perhaps 50 years old. He had a tie tack shaped like a tiny pitchfork and wore an old-fashioned derby hat. His piercing eyes stood out—one sky blue, the other bright gold.


  “I have here the standard contract, personalized for you. You’ll solve the Grand Unified Theory of physics, and get the standard 50 years of good, healthy life, followed by the standard eternity in Hell. Wha’da’ya say?”


  “Uh,” I began, rubbing my eyes. “You’re supposed to be…?”


  “Look, I know what you’re thinking,” said the Devil. “I’m used to people finding this hard to believe. Does this convince you?” There was another burst of cigar smoke, and the ordinary businessman was replaced by…the Devil.


  He was seven feet tall and husky, and as popularly pictured—red, with ram-like horns and a pointy tail flicking back and forth. His eyes were still blue and gold.


  In a deep, booming voice, the Devil said, “Now you believe. Of course, I can take on other appearances, but this seems to be the most convincing.” Rolling his eyes, he added, “It’s sort of a stereotype, don’t you think?”


  There was another burst of cigar smoke and he was back to his business persona. “Now, I’m a rather busy man. You ready to deal? Wha’da’ya say?”


  Selling one’s soul to the Devil isn’t something you should consider lightly. But I’m an idealist, and solving GUT would really move mankind forward in understanding the universe. I was ready to sacrifice myself for the good of science and humanity. But why settle for the Devil’s first offer?


  “I think I’d like to have more than 50 years,” I said. “And a few things besides GUT.” I was about to outline other scientific breakthroughs I wanted, but the Devil interrupted.


  “Sorry, very little of this is negotiable,” he said. “You see, there are lots of others I do business with. There are only so many things I can give away and I have to spread them around. You get GUT, a major prize, but I have to keep other scientific discoveries for other deals. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have anything to bargain with. And the 50 years—I got tired of negotiating that all the time, so I’m firm on that.”


  I talked him into adding a provision that would cure my migraines, and my name was soon on the contract. I signed with a blue ballpoint. The Devil, a lefty, extended an index finger, revealing a long, claw-like fingernail. He jabbed it into the palm of his other hand and signed in blood.


  “It’s a couple minutes before 3:00 AM, February 27, 2010,” said the Devil, tipping his hat at me—revealing two small growths coming out of the top of his forehead, where the Devil’s horns had been. “I’ll give you the extra two minutes and we’ll call it 3:00 AM. I will see you in 50 years!”


  “Wait a minute!” We both turned to see the lab’s secretary, Beatrice Summers, at the doorway. Had she been eavesdropping?


  She and I were opposites in every way imaginable. I was tall but rather out of shape from deskwork; she was short and fit. I had dark brown hair; hers was sandy blond. I wore whatever was comfortable and cheapest; she wore designer clothing, which didn’t hide the fact that she was about as plain-looking as one gets, nothing to look at. The odd looking mole on her chin didn’t help. Other than the mole, I’d rarely noticed her.


  “Sorry, but I’ve been listening. I want a deal too!” She hesitantly stepped into the room, eyes wide and staring at the Devil.


  “No, you don’t want to…” I began, but the Devil waved a hand and my mouth jammed shut.


  “I believe we can do business,” he said to Beatrice, as another contract appeared in his hand. They bargained briefly, and soon the Devil had another signed contract in hand. Beatrice would get 50 years of actress fame and a simple mole removal. In both transactions, he acted in a professional manner, other than shutting my mouth.


  “Was that wise?” I asked her afterwards, when control of my mouth was returned and the Devil had left.


  She looked back with excited eyes. “This is my dream,” she said. “This is my shot and I’m taking it. Just as you are.”


  I tried to convince her that sacrificing oneself for the good of mankind is different than doing it for selfish reasons, but she disagreed, saying “Same result for both of us, right? Eternity, fire and brimstone?”


  How long is eternity?


  * * * *


  The years went by quickly, and the Devil followed both the letter and the spirit of the contract. I solved GUT, and we now have an almost complete understanding of how the universe works. The ramifications were stunning—everything from space travel to renewable energy. We solved food problems—grow it on the Moon, send to Earth with cheap energy. Pollution is a thing of the past. Even traffic and car accidents are gone—who needs a car when you can fly to work in a personal transporter powered by clean fusion power? All this because we now understood “how things worked.”


  After solving GUT, I moved on to temporal studies. I left MIT and switched coasts to join the research staff at Caltech in Pasadena, California. I progressed rapidly in those studies, as GUT gave us a new fundamental understanding of time itself. The prize money from both Nobels went to charity as I had no need of anything beyond my lab. I became pretty famous, and must admit I enjoyed that.


  I followed Beatrice’s career as she took over the box office as the number one actress in the world, with one blockbuster after another. Even as she aged, her appeal remained as she moved from glamorous roles in her youth to more mature ones later on. The Devil had done an incredible job on her. With a few subtle changes in her appearance, and newly-found acting skills that were the envy of her peers, she truly was the greatest in her profession.


  Of course, what was 50 years of fame compared to an eternity of Hell? I too had sold my soul, but I had sacrificed myself for the good of others, a contribution that would last forever. I had come to accept my fate, although as the years went by I had a growing sense of uneasiness. I buried myself in my work, and the years went by far more quickly than I would have believed.


  And then, out of the blue, the phone rang, on the 49th anniversary of our “Deal.” It was Beatrice. Her voice was shaking. “Virgil? Is that you?” she asked.


  “Beatrice?” I was caught off guard, but quickly recognized the voice. I’d just seen her in “Rising High,” another Oscar performance where she played the grandmotherly heroine who sacrificed her life to save her family. In the end, she’d bravely smiled as she met her fate, but a tear rolled down her cheek. Was such sacrifice worth it? If for the right reasons? “It’s me.”


  “Virgil, it’s been 49 years since we last saw each other.” Technically, I’d seen her often on the big screen, but that’s not what she meant.


  “I know,” I said. “One more year to go.”


  She asked if we could meet, and we arranged to do so the next day at a local restaurant. She’d fly in on her personal jet.


  She showed up, bodyguards discreetly keeping their distance. She was in disguise—a wig and large hat pulled over her eyes. She joined me in a back table I’d reserved. In the dim light, no one would recognize her, so she removed the disguise. She was now about 70, but looked 50.


  “It’s been a long time,” she said.


  “Yes. A long time,” I agreed. “And time is what we’re running out of.”


  “What are we going to do?” she asked. But I had no answer for her.


  Over steak and salads we discussed the past 49 years. “You know, after the first few years, you realize fame isn’t really anything,” she said. “It’s just a lot of people who know you because of what you did. And I didn’t really do anything. I didn’t earn anything.” Her eyes teared over.


  “I didn’t earn anything either,” I said. “The Devil did it all.”


  “At least you did it for others,” she said. “I did it all for myself. And now look what I’ve done to myself!” Now she was crying, her bowed head in one hand. I put my hand on her other hand. Both our palms were sweaty.


  “Back then, I thought I did it for others,” I said. “But now I realize that I did it for the same reason you did. For fame and fortune. I was driven back then, and when I failed, I grabbed at my only chance—just like you.” And it was true—all these years I’d convinced myself I’d done it all for mankind. I had been fooling myself. I was no better than Beatrice.


  I shook my head and continued. “He—Satan, the Devil, whatever, he just gave us what we wanted. Not help for mankind, not acting ability. Just fame and fortune, disguised as what we thought we wanted. We grabbed at it. We were both weak.”


  She looked up. “Is there any hope for us?”


  I could lie, but what good was raising her hopes? There wasn’t anything I could say but the truth. “No.”


  She nodded her head and squeezed my hand back. “I’m glad you can be honest with me. If we only have one year left, let’s make the most of it.”


  We began seeing each other.


  She retired from acting and bought a mansion in Pasadena to be near me. She wanted to move into my more humble home, but it just wasn’t practical. We’d be mobbed by her fans. The mansion, with a security team, gave us security so we could live our final year in peace. So I moved in with her.


  It was strictly platonic. Forty-nine years ago we had seemingly been opposites, but those differences now seemed minor. We were thrown together by our common experiences and our common future. We enjoyed each other’s company. If we were going to spend eternity together in Hell, we might as well get started now.


  As we moved into the final year, I put more and more hours into my temporal studies, trying to avoid thinking about the unavoidable. But that was impossible, and often I was grief-stricken. How could we have made such a deal?


  They say a person in grief goes through five stages—denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. I went through all five. The Devil ignored me when I pleaded out loud for him to appear to renegotiate our deals, but thought I heard fleeting laughter coming from somewhere. That led to depression, and finally acceptance.


  * * * *


  I made the breakthrough with six months to go. Until then, my temporal research had been theoretical. But recent work by myself and others led to another possibility: a working time machine. Others were working on it, but it was years away. I didn’t have years.


  With that in mind, I moved to a sixth stage—determination. I began work on the time machine, which I kept secret from all but Beatrice, working mostly nights when others weren’t around.


  I had been wrong to tell Beatrice there was no hope.


  The last six months could only be described as hell on Earth as I pushed myself to the brink of human endurance to complete the time machine. I had a firm deadline to meet. Despite my apparent advanced age, I had great energy. True to the deal with the Devil, I was in perfect health—I looked 85, but physically and mentally I was still 35.


  I still made time for Beatrice, and she often visited me at the lab, but we both understood what my priority had to be. Seeing her gave me strength.


  With just days to spare, the time machine was complete. It vaguely resembled an old-style Volkswagen, with a domed top. The ceiling and sides were mostly glass, so you could see in all directions. It had a door on each side and a storage area behind the two passenger seats. Beatrice had painted the non-glass outsides bright red—perhaps appropriate if we ended up in the burning fires of Hell?


  I tested it, moving forward a few minutes at first, and then hours into the future. Time travel was essentially instantaneous, at least to the time traveler, so you could travel as far into the future as you wanted within seconds. The more you turned the time dial, the faster you moved through time. It was set exponentially, so time travel speed escalated rapidly as the dial turned. Digital readouts showed where you were in time and how fast you were moving through it.


  One of the implications of GUT was that time only moved forward—you cannot go back, which explains why we aren’t inundated with time travelers from the future, as Stephen Hawking had pointed out. So we couldn’t go back and cancel the deal. But we could move forward as far as we wanted, at least to the end of time. From GUT and other discoveries, we knew the universe would continue to expand for another 97 billion years, and that time would essentially end at that point when the universe collapsed backwards to a single point, a singularity. The Devil said I’d be in Hell for eternity, but that could not be true since time would end in 97 billion years. So, if necessary, we’d travel to the end of time. Surely Hell and the Devil could not last to the end of time? If they did, how would the Devil find us in the vast expanse of time?


  * * * *


  The appointed time approached: 3:00 AM on Feb. 27, 2060. We had to make sure to leave before that time. Shortly before midnight, I was prepared, with several months’ supply of food and water for two and other supplies in the storage area. I had no family or even close friends—I’d devoted my life to science and the advancement of mankind—so I’d leave little behind other than the lab.


  Beatrice also had no living relatives and was leaving her wealth to various charities. Not wanting to think about it, she’d put off making these arrangements until the last minute, and so spent her final night on this Earth with lawyers. They charged her double-time for the late-night session, but we wouldn’t need the money where we were going. She said she’d meet me at the lab at 2:00 AM. How I wish I could go back and change that time!


  At midnight, the Devil appeared in the lab, three hours early, dressed in his business suit. Sulfur & brimstone cigar smoke spread through the lab. “It’s time,” he said, with no preamble. No gloating, just very professional.


  “It’s only midnight,” I pointed out. The Devil only raised his eyebrows and explained my mistake. What a blunder! I was in California—a different time zone from our deal of 50 years ago, at MIT, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where it was now…3:00 AM. The appointed hour.


  “And so,” the Devil concluded, “I believe I have fulfilled my end of the contract. It’s time to go.” As he spoke, I slowly approached the time machine—and quickly got inside, slamming the door, almost catching my billowing lab jacket. I started up the controls and reached to turn the dial. The Devil merely watched, chuckling.


  “If you are done with your…toy…we really need to get going,” he said. “And so…I send you to Hell!” he boomed. As he said this I turned the dial.


  The time machine began to whir, and as I watched, the Devil began to fade from view. I was leaving him behind in time! Or …was I being sent to Hell? Had I been too slow in turning the dial?


  The Devil must have realized what was happening, and with a growl, grabbed the time machine in his now rapidly disappearing arms. He was back to his full Devil persona, seven feet of spiteful red demon. But he was too late. Once started, nothing could move through the time distortion between the time machine and the outside world in either direction. As long as I was moving through time, I was safe from the Devil. But it also meant you couldn’t see in or out while time traveling.


  The lab faded out, and after moving two hours into the future where I hoped to pick up Beatrice, I brought the time machine to a halt …somewhere else. I could see that I was no longer in the lab, so the Devil had done something before I’d turned the dial. But where was I? And what had happened to poor Beatrice, who must have shown up at the lab after I’d left, hours late due to my blunder?


  It took a moment to adjust to the dim light. I could hear screaming, and as my eyes adjusted I saw the source—and wanted to pluck my eyes out to stop what I saw.


  There were rows and rows of people as far as the eye could see. They were spread out evenly in lines, in a grid, about one every ten feet, naked. Each had a foot tied to a stake in the sold rock ground. And what was happening to these people was…nightmare. They were being burnt alive from flames that came out of the ground from the base of the stakes. They struggled and writhed, but the ropes held them firmly in the head-high flames that licked over their bodies.


  The screaming was unending, a symphony of overwhelming agony and torture.


  Overhead was a ceiling, perhaps 40 feet up, which looked to be made of luminescent rock, which cast a dim red glow.


  The time machine had landed in a square made up by four of these stakes, but only three of them had people tied to them. The fourth stake was ominously empty, with just a rope tied to it, a bare stake in a sea of writhing bodies.


  As I surveyed the human devastation, thinking it could not get worse, it did. One of those next to the time machine was none other than Beatrice. Like the others, she was screaming in agony, tied to a stake …her payment for 50 years of fame. She saw me through the window, and raised her arm toward me, pleading with her eyes. Flames licked over her body and she convulsed in agony, screaming horribly. Others that were nearby also saw the time machine and seemed to plead for help—but all were firmly tied to the stakes in the ground. Many tried to break free, but the ropes and stakes were impervious to their attempts as well as to the surrounding flames.


  “Beatrice! Hold on—I’ll save you!” I cried. I opened the door and started to get out. I was almost overwhelmed by the gust of hot air and the smell of sulfur and brimstone.


  The Devil suddenly appeared and saw me. I jumped back into the time machine as he started to raise his arm and say something. I slammed the door closed and turned the dial again. He’d teleported me to Hell from my lab because I’d been too slow to turn the dial, and I wasn’t going to give him another chance. The Devil faded away.


  How far should I go? Once the time machine was moving through time, it took no power to continue moving since temporal momentum carried it—Newton’s first law, applied to time. Moving a hundred years took the same power as moving five minutes because how fast you moved through time didn’t affect power consumption, since temporal velocity is relative. Starting or stopping is what took power. I had enough battery power for perhaps a couple dozen starts and stops.


  I needed to save Beatrice. I moved five hours into the future. Beatrice still stood next to the time machine, still screaming in agony, as were all the others. She looked up, and again stretched her arms at me, pleading. But again the Devil appeared in a puff of smoke, and before the smoke had dissipated I turned the time dial again.


  I did a number of other stops, each hours or days apart. There didn’t seem to be any change in the few seconds I had to look each time before the Devil appeared, forcing me to leave. Perhaps if I moved much farther into the future? I had no choice. I tried not to think about what Beatrice was going through.


  I moved 10 years into the future. Everything still seemed the same. Beatrice and the others were in the same spot, still screaming in agony, covered in flames. Had she and all the others been tortured, screaming and in agony, for 10 years? I trembled at the thought. I had to save her, bring her into the time machine.


  Again the Devil appeared, and feeling horrible, I left quickly, again leaving Beatrice and the rest to her fate. How many were being tortured and for how many years? Thousands? Millions?


  I had to jump further into the future in hopes of getting away from the Devil and rescuing Beatrice. Somehow he could always sense my arrival.


  I jumped one hundred years, one thousand years, one million years, and still no change. There was nothing I could do for her. Each time I noticed the empty stake still there, waiting, amid the tortured, screaming multitudes. A million years of torture…I couldn’t imagine it. Each time the Devil appeared within seconds, and I had to leave.


  I jumped millions, then billions of years into the future—still no change. I went 98 billion years in the future—a billion years after time itself should have ended with the universe now a singularity.


  Apparently time and space are different in Hell. There was no change. Beatrice, and all the others as far as I could see, were still in agony, still being burnt alive unendingly for 98 billion years. The empty stake was still there, a vacancy waiting to be filled.


  The Devil appeared and I took off again, tears streaking down my face at my powerlessness.


  How long is eternity?


  * * * *


  I was nearly out of power from all the starts and stops. I would soon be stuck, either in Hell, unable to start, or traveling forward in time for all eternity, unable to stop as I slowly died from hunger or thirst. The latter would be infinitely preferable. And yet…perhaps there was a way.…


  I brought the time machine to a stop a trillion years in the future. I glanced at the power gauge—just enough, I hoped, for one more start. Outside, there was still no change. I waited.


  Within seconds the raging Devil appeared. And now I found myself jammed inside my time machine with him.


  * * * *


  “You’ve given me quite a run in this toy of yours. But your eternity in Hell begins now!” He motioned at the empty stake. “I’ve been holding a reservation for you, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. A trillion years—who would have thought! I’m impressed.” He grinned.


  “What happens now?” I asked, as if I didn’t know. My lab coat was soaked with sweat, and not just from the heat.


  He roared with laughter. “I miss conversing with you humans. Mankind died out a long time ago, and we haven’t had any new arrivals in nearly a trillion years. It’s been a long time since I had anyone sane to talk to!”


  A trillion years must be a long time, even for the Devil, I thought. Or was it? “What are you going to do with me?” I asked.


  The Devil roared with laughter. “You still don’t get it!” he said. His hot, sulfurous breath filled the time machine, his face just inches from mine, his horns ripping into the time machine’s roof.


  “You understand eternity merely on a scientific level,” he continued. “A trillion years is a trifle compared to eternity. Eternity goes on for trillions of years, then quadrillions, then quintillions. You can go a nonillion years, a secillion, a googol, even a googolplex—and even then, it’s not a fraction of eternity.” He smiled. “Eternity is forever!”


  I began to tremble uncontrollably.


  “I see you are beginning to understand,” the Devil said. “As a physicist, one who studies time, you above all should understand what eternity is.”


  He stared into my eyes, his face just inches from mine, his hot breath overpowering me. I had to avert my eyes. “There’s about ten billion of them—quite a collection, wouldn’t you say? It’s not a matter of who’s good or evil, it’s whoever I can work out a contract with. I collected them for eons before and after your time, one by one, each with their own deal. They’ve been tortured for a trillion years, and it’s not even the beginning for them.”


  Ten billion for a trillion years, and I was about to join them. I gathered my courage. “Why do you do this?”


  “Because I can and want to.” He smiled broadly. “I find it interesting and, let’s face it, amusing. You’ll find all sorts here. Lots of dictators—Stalin was smart, got to live to an old age, and now realizes he wasn’t so smart. Hitler was stupid, I got him on technicalities and brought him early. The place is full of politicians, artists, musicians, moms who wanted their kids to be successful, scientists like yourself, and lots and lots of professional athletes! Who needs steroids when they can have Me?”


  Despite the situation, I had to grin inwardly at that. “What happens to me now?” I asked. “Do I get some personalized torture? Or does everyone just burn in Hell like these people?”


  “You’ve only seen this section,” the Devil said. “Actually, there are many others. There’s this myth that ‘evil-doers’ will be punished in some way that matches what they did when alive. There’s no connection—I just put ’em wherever I feel like it, and I keep it systematic so it’s easier to run. There’s the drowning section, the shark section, the electric section—thank you, Mr. Edison! And I think this section is fine for you. Which is why I’ve kept that reservation for you so long.”


  He again put his grinning face just inches from mine, his hot breath burning into me. “I’ve been doing this for a trillion years and eternity hasn’t even begun. And so, now that you know just how long eternity truly is…it’s time for you to join them!” He turned away and beckoned at the empty stake. Orange flames burst out of it. The rope tied to it leaped into the air, an animated snake waiting for its prey.


  With the Devil looking away, I saw my chance and grabbed the time dial. I turned it, then quickly stepped out the door on the left. As the time machine faded from view, I saw the Devil try to leap out the open right door. However, with the time machine again moving through time, the time distortion made movement back and forth impossible. The Devil was too late, bouncing off the time distortion as if hitting a brick wall.


  With that final leap forward, there was no more power. The time machine would move forward in time forever. Bon Voyage!


  As the Devil faded into the future, the screaming faded away as well. The flames went out. The ropes fell away.


  By the light of the luminescent rocks in the ceiling I saw people as far as the eye could see taking their first non-tortured breath in a trillion years.


  A trillion years of burning hadn’t left a physical mark on them, but their minds? As the people stumbled away from their stakes, their faces dribbled with drool, all I heard was incoherent mumbling.


  Was I stranded in Hell with ten billion insane residents? Despair overwhelmed me and I fell to the ground, pounding my fist into the hard rock. Exhausted, I collapsed into a dreamless, hopeless sleep.


  * * * *


  “Virgil?” I woke to the sound of my name, and opened my eyes. Beatrice was leaning over me. Behind her were dozens of others looking on. “Are you awake? Can you hear me?”


  I sat up too quickly and almost knocked her over. I was overwhelmed. As I quickly discovered, she was sane!


  Perhaps whatever it is that kept their bodies unchanged for a trillion years also kept their minds unchanged. It took a few hours, but nearly all of the billions were sane, the same physically and mentally as they had been when they first entered Hell.


  Neither Beatrice nor any of the others have any memory of their trillion years of torture. I don’t think Beatrice really believes me when I tell her how much time has passed and what she went through, but it’s enough that she’s here.


  While they were tortured, the billions of humans here were essentially immortal, but now that that’s over, we’re all human again, with human frailties and human lifespans. I prefer that to the alternative.


  We have a new frontier, one never imagined before. The Devil mentioned there were other sections, such as a drowning section and a shark section. That meant, at the least, water and seafood. Many of us are about to go search for these necessities, and to begin to explore this new land. Perhaps we’d settle it, and there would be future generations, a thriving civilization in Hell. I just don’t know.


  As to the Devil…


  …how long is eternity?


  


  MISS FAVERSHAM’S ROOM, by Chelsea Quinn Yarbro


  “And this,” said the housekeeper, “is Miss Faversham’s room.” She indicated the door on the broad landing halfway up the staircase as the two of them climbed the wide, carpeted stairs. “Actually, it’s three rooms, a sitting room, a bedroom, and a dressing room. The bathroom is through the interior door, and isn’t considered a part of Miss Faversham’s suite, since it has access to the swimming pool area, although the interior door makes it seem private.” She used her key-card to open the door, and stood aside to permit her companion to enter ahead of her.


  “I’ve been told every Faversham hotel—all fifteen of them—has a room just like this, a suite, really, although they don’t call it that,” said Harold Bright, speaking into his Thumbnail recorder as he walked into the room, the housekeeper behind him. He noted the room was a bit cold, as if the heat hadn’t been turned on yet; shrugging against the pull of his luggage strap, he dismissed the chill as the result of the room being used rarely.


  “Surely you’ve already seen a few of them,” the housekeeper said with an air of remonstrance.


  “I’ve seen some,” he said without missing a beat. “But not all.”


  “Well, then I suppose you know as well as I that Miss Faversham’s room is an intrinsic part of every Faversham hotel,” she said.


  “That’s what all the p.r. material says,” Bright told her. “But I like to check on such things for myself.”


  “I suppose that’s a reasonable precaution,” the housekeeper agreed, going to the thermostat and turning it up.


  “You know how these things are,” said Bright, turning to look directly at the housekeeper. “Sometimes it’s hard to sort out fact from publicity.”


  “I’m sure the Board could provide you with the information you need—accurate information,” said the housekeeper.


  “They’ve been very helpful so far,” said Bright, trying to stifle a sudden yawn, for although it was three-thirty in the afternoon, he had been traveling since ten the previous morning, and had only arrived in Belgium from Buenas Aires two hours ago.


  “Then you will know whom to ask for more material,” said the housekeeper.


  Bright decided to change tactics. “You must get many inquiries about this place, given the history of the chain,” he prompted, reminding himself how important it was to chat up the staff, particularly since he did not truly fit into his surroundings. His leather duffle slung over his shoulder, although of excellent quality, seemed a bit shabby in this gorgeous room. Even his tweed jacket, silk shirt, and flannel slacks were a trifle too down-market for the suite with its museum-quality furnishings.


  “Yes, we do,” the housekeeper said, her answer well-rehearsed. “And yes: there is such a room in all our hotels. Every one of them on the landing of the Grand Staircase, as this one is; they’re modeled on this room, of course. The Empire House is the first Faversham hotel. But I suppose you know that.” She patted the back of a swan-armed Empire sofa as if it were a spoiled pet. “They are furnished to compliment the hotel, of course, which is why this one is in the Empire style. I’m sure you’ve seen the styles for each of them.” She went on automatically, “The hotel in London is Tudor, the one in Geneva is Art Deco, the one in Buenas Aires is 18th century classical, and the one in Montreal is—”


  “—Louis XV,” said Bright, and could not resist showing off to the housekeeper. “The one in Tokyo is Art Nouveau, the one is Moscow is Russian Imperial, and the one in Washington is Federalist. The Roman hotel is Renaissance; the Berlin, Grand Baroque. The one in LA is Spanish Colonial. The Faversham room is always decorated to match the stylistic theme of the hotel, and always in superb taste.” He smiled at the housekeeper. “I’ve seen the American and European Favershams but not the Tokyo hotel; I’m scheduled to fly to Japan next week to see their Faversham. Then on to Melbourne for the opening of the newest in the chain, making sixteen. Edwardian decor, all the pre-opening releases say, with a great deal of crystal and fine wallpaper. Then just four to go, and I’ll put the article together, for publication next November, which is our annual top hotels issue.”


  “So I understand from the CEO; Monsieur dePuy has said to extend you every courtesy,” said the housekeeper primly. “I trust you’ll enjoy your stay, and that your article will reflect well on the Faversham chain.” She touched the soft collar of her cream-colored blouse that set off her navy-blue wool suit. Her smile was professional—more teeth than good-will—in contrast to her neat, self-effacing demeanor.


  “So far so good,” said Bright, taking in the handsome room with its elegant furniture and beautiful appointments, including a tall porcelain vase on an ebony high-boy, and a dragon-motif lamp that looked as if it had escaped from Brighton Pavilion.


  “It’s most unusual, allowing a journalist to stay in Miss Faversham’s room. Usually only corporate guests are permitted to use the room, no matter which hotel it may be in. Your publication must be more wide-spread than I had supposed,” said the housekeeper in a tone of polite inquiry. “How did you happen to get such an assignment?”


  “It’s my editor’s idea,” said Harold Bright. “He couldn’t set it up for Moscow or Rome, but Montreal was fine, and so was Washington, and Vienna, and Buenas Aires, which opened the doors to all the rest of the chain. This one is the prize.” He tried not to look smug but failed. “If all goes well, I’ll get a book deal as well as the article out of it. It’s a real incentive. And I get to stay in these wonderful hotels.” He swung his free arm to take in not only Miss Faversham’s room but the whole of the Empire House.


  “A very nice assignment, if I may say so,” the housekeeper observed. “I haven’t been to the Moscow hotel, nor the one in Hong Kong. Grand Victorian, with Chinese accents.”


  “Overstuffed chairs and a lot of wicker, large mirrors and portraits in heavy frames, along with Ming vases and Chinese carvings,” said Bright. “Beautiful carpets, polished wood, and brass.” He paused. “This is the flagship hotel, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. Horatio Faversham built it in 1874. It was ten years before he built the London Faversham, the Tudor House.”


  Bright hoped to keep her talking, so he said, “Wasn’t it risky—an Englishman opening a hotel in Brussels?”


  “This hotel was originally intended for British travelers to the Continent. Brussels was often the place they began their journeys, and Horatius Faversham gambled that this would be the kind of establishment they would want before they moved on. The next hotel was built in Paris—I trust you know that.”


  “The Grand Epoch House,” Bright confirmed, recalling that Faversham had wanted Louis XIV, but that proved impossible, and so Faversham had gone for another kind of grandeur. “Then Vienna in 1901. His son Percival inherited four hotels in 1909; he expanded slowly and still almost lost all he owned during World War I, but he hung on and made a fortune before the end. I don’t know much more about him, but I’ve found a couple troubling references to him,” Bright added, to show he knew the basics and to encourage the housekeeper to enlarge upon his knowledge. “I don’t know what to make of him.” He noticed the heating had begun its soft, warm whisper.


  “He is a bit of a puzzle,” said the housekeeper. “He was a prudent businessman, beyond question, and he laid the foundations for the entire chain, in spite of set-backs, but his private life was…” She cleared her throat and went on more carefully, “There were many rumors at the time he owned the chain, some quite…unsavory, as I infer you have discovered. But Percival was not a well-liked man, and some of what was said about him might be nothing more than a reflection of that dislike, which one should bear in mind when reviewing the reports. At the time nothing could be proven, but the accusations made…I was shocked to read a few letters from the 30s and 40s. If half of what they hinted was true, I can only pity his poor wife, having to live with such a man.”


  “And daughter,” Bright suggested.


  “Certainly she had a great deal to handle—assuming the worst of the rumors were true, which they may not have been.” This last was accentuated by a turn-down of her mouth, as if in realization that she had said too much about Percival Faversham. “Miss Faversham took over the chain—then seven hotels—in 1947, the year after her father’s…death.”


  “The final decision was suicide, wasn’t it?” Bright asked, making note of the housekeeper’s wince at the suggestion.


  “That was the ruling; there wasn’t sufficient evidence for the coroner to find it was murder. Given the taint of scandal, and the politics of the time, it was the most justifiable conclusion that could be reached, or so Miss Faversham decided.” She coughed delicately, lifting her handkerchief to her mouth. “No one thought a girl of twenty-four could possibly manage such a huge business, but she not only managed, she enlarged and improved the chain to what we see today.” The housekeeper shook her head, signaling the end of her forthcoming remarks; she returned to her prepared spiel. “The hotels were her whole life. You probably know that she died in the Istanbul hotel?”


  “The Ottoman House, in 1994.”


  “August 9th,” the housekeeper supplied, and turned away.


  “I understand she wanted to be preserved cryogenically, or cremated and her remains put into the foundation of her hotels,” Bright almost made it a question—one to which he was yet to have an answer.


  The housekeeper pretended not to hear this last. “The bellboy will bring your bags up directly. You are familiar with the arrangements of this suite. Your computer can be connected any number of ways; there is a book describing the various links and lines we offer. The room-service menu will be brought up to you. We don’t keep one in Miss Faversham’s room; she never needed one.” She put down the room key-card on a splendid little occasional table standing not far from the door, and started to leave, not quickly enough to seem rude. “I’m not available from 7 until 10 am, and 5 until 9:40 pm, but otherwise, you need only call my office and have my assistant page me for you.”


  “Thanks,” said Bright, nodding as he looked around the room again. “The place is pretty impressive. It wears its age well, doesn’t it?”


  “You could put it that way,” said the housekeeper.


  “I seem to remember there was a major renovation not long ago—is that right?”


  “In 1998,” she said, preparing to depart. “Everything was modernized and made energy-efficient. The whole chain will be energy-efficient in four more years.”


  “Well, it looks great,” said Bright, taking care to put his duffle on the floor instead of on the butler’s table next to the elegant sofa.


  “Thank you. Enjoy your stay,” said the housekeeper as she let herself out of the room.


  Bright nodded to the empty room. “Thanks,” he said, and shoved his hand into his pocket to find the five-dollar bill he had put there. He also touched his cell-phone and wondered idly if he should use it to let his boss know he had arrived. “Not yet,” he said aloud as he continued to take stock of the room; he often talked to himself when there was no one else to hear him. He coughed as a suggestion of a smoky odor went through on an unexpected breeze; a window must be ajar—he would have to find the source and close it. “Then something to take the edge off,” he said aloud, stretching to relieve his muscles from the hours of travel he had endured yesterday and today, truncated though they were. Strolling around the suite, he had to guard against the sense of deja vu that took hold of him—too many nights in eerily similar rooms. If it weren’t for the different styles of furnishings, this suite might have been in any number of Faversham hotels, and he could be in any one of fifteen cities. He began to look for the opened window and discovered that the side-door in the bathroom leading to the hall to the swimming pool was open a crack. He closed it, wondering why it wasn’t locked. He returned to the sitting room and tried to make up his mind whether he should get out his laptop or continue to use his Thumbnail.


  His cogitation was interrupted by a short rap on the door, and the call, “Bellhop.”


  Bright went to open the door, ready to hand over the bill in his pocket. “Just bring them in and set them down. I’ll sort them out later,” he said as the bellboy maneuvered the handsome brass trolley through the door and into the center of the sitting room.


  “If you like, sir,” said the bellboy, a lanky fellow about forty whose face showed almost no emotion. He lifted Bright’s large, wheeled duffle off the trolley, then hefted the large Gladstone bag and set it beside the duffle, and in a single motion, took the five dollar bill and slipped it into his tip-pouch. “Thank you very much, sir,” he murmured as he made for the door, pulling the empty trolley after him. “I’ve been told to bring you a room service menu. It’ll take me about ten minutes to do it, if you don’t mind the wait?” His accent was basic British but smoothed down to a regionless clip.


  “Fine,” said Bright. “But could you ask them to send up a cognac, at least twelve years old?”


  “Certainly; I’ll have the waiter bring you the menu.” He stopped. “Doesn’t this room have a private bar?” The question was out before he could stop it.


  “None of the others have had,” said Bright.


  “Oh,” said the bellboy. “I’ll tell room service, then.” He opened the door and swung the trolley out of the room. “Ten minutes, sir.”


  “I’ll be here,” said Bright, stretching again as he felt the knots in his shoulders start to loosen. He ambled around the room, taking in the beautiful lay-out, the fine appointments that punctuated the splendor of the setting. The room was quiet, but the activity in the hotel was obvious. In his travel from Faversham hotel to Faversham hotel, Bright had come to appreciate the strategic location, for the pulse of the hotel thrummed along the Grand Staircase. From this suite, Miss Faversham had been able to monitor the place without having to open her door. He shivered once as he pulled off his jacket and dropped it over the arm of the sofa.


  Room service arrived with a snifter of excellent cognac; Bright signed for it, accepted a room-service menu, tipped the waiter, and set out to enjoy his stay. He went from the sitting room into the bedroom, and found the 42-inch television in the larger of two armoires. Taking the remote, he plopped himself down on the bed, and turned the set on, allowing the disasters and riots to wash over him as he supposed Miss Melantha Faversham had done. It was hard to think of war and ruin in this beautiful room. Sipping his cognac, he got out his Thumbnail recorder and began to recite into it all the beautiful items he had noticed in this suite, starting with the bed and lighting fixtures, then going around the room. “Two Empire armoires,” he ended up. “One for television, one for clothing, I guess. They say Miss Faversham kept a complete and appropriate wardrobe in each of her rooms in her hotels, so she wouldn’t have to travel with more than a single suitcase.” He had looked in the wardrobes and closets of all the other rooms he had stayed in, and resolved to do the same here, but later, when it would feel less like snooping. “Fine quality antiques, as per usual, excellent state of preservation, and everything useful as well as elegant.” He paused, then said to the recorder, “Miss Faversham must have been quite a character. Bit of a dragon, but very ladylike. They say she never raised her voice. Women of that generation put a lot of emphasis on their femininity.” He stared up at the ceiling, noticing the decorative plasterwork consisting of an oblong medallion in the center of the room with ball-and-lozenge accents at the corners. “I hope that’s original. These days, it would cost a fortune to put in.”


  He turned off the Thumbnail and let his mind wander; he was a bit jet-lagged, although he didn’t want to admit it, and it was pleasant not to have to concentrate on his work. He blinked and glanced at the television where the screen was filled with milling crowds in Chinese clothing in front of two large buildings going up in flames; a skittish reporter stood at the edge of it all, trying to describe what was happening behind him.


  Bright got up and found the leather-bound room-service menu, turning to the central page for the most utilitarian listing of available food. As he had found in other Faversham hotels, this one had an eclectic offering for hungry travelers. He selected the spring rolls, the endive salad, the sturgeon in pastry, and the grilled eggplant accompanied by a half-carafe of five-year-old Cotes du Rhone. As soon as he called this in, he decided he had time for a quick bath—Miss Faversham had never had a shower installed in her bathroom, not in any of her hotels—and loosened his tie while he programmed his watch to buzz in twenty minutes, time enough to bathe and be out of the tub by the time his meal arrived.


  This bathroom was a wonderland of pink marble, tall mirrors, golden fixtures, and an elevated tub of lavish size. After turning the gold-plated spigots to fill the tub, Bright hung his garments on the silent butler, then opened the closet to remove one of the Turkish cotton robes he knew would be hanging in it. He set this on the seat of the silent butler, stepped out of his shoes, and bent to remove his socks, then stopped as he felt another draft slither through the room. He stood still for a moment, a sock in his hand, waiting for something to happen. Surely the door hadn’t opened again. When nothing more occurred, he removed his second sock and went to the bathtub, tested the water with his hand, and satisfied with the heat, climbed into the hot water, reaching for the nearest packet of soap as he did. He knew it would smell of lavender and violet—all soaps in Miss Faversham’s room had that aroma—but he did his best to ignore it. The bath was polished marble, five feet long with sloping sides that made it easy for the six-foot Bright to recline without sinking. He sighed and closed his eyes for a couple of minutes before reaching for the large, natural sponge set in the basket-shaped soap-dish at the side of the tub and set to lathering it up. Little as he wanted to admit it, his thirty-nine-year-old body was beginning to feel the wear and tear of a life spent traveling. He made a point of massaging the tightened muscles in the back s of his calves and his shoulders.


  Emerging from the bath just before his watch hummed, he toweled himself lightly, shivering a little in another unexpected breeze, then shrugged into the luxurious Turkish bathrobe, tied the belt, and wandered out into the sitting room to fetch his bags. He was just unzipping the large duffle when the rap on the door announced the arrival of his meal. He found six Euros tucked into the pages of a book he had been reading on the plane, then went to admit the waiter with his rolling tray.


  “Just put it in front of the sofa,” Bright requested, pointing. “Move the butler’s table if you have to.”


  The waiter complied without having to move the butler’s table, accepted his tip, and left the room in less than a minute.


  Bright wandered back and sat down, lifting the covers off the dishes, and inhaling deeply. He set aside the lid from the spring rolls—three of them, laid on a bed of shredded cabbage; a small serving of sweet-and-sour sauce, and another of hoi-sin sauce accompanied the appetizers, which he ate with his fingers, licking the sauce off his hands when he was through, feeling a bit gauche but enjoying himself. Then he picked up his salad fork and began on the endive leaf by leaf, each of the five leaves bearing a dollop of sour cream topped with caviar. “To think Miss Faversham dined like this every day of her adult life,” said Bright to the room as he finished the salad and gave his attention to the sturgeon, watching the pastry flake as his fork went through it.


  A sudden ringing of the phone jarred Bright so much that he almost dropped his fork. He frowned as he reached out to pick up the receiver, wondering who might be calling him. “Harold Bright.”


  “Harry,” boomed Jeremy Snow, the managing editor of World Traveler magazine. “How was the flight from Buenas Aires? How’s Brussels?”


  “Pleasant; it’s supposed to drizzle tonight, but just now it’s cloudy,” Bright answered, glancing toward the window where the light had turned a tarnished silver color as the day wound toward its close. “The flight was uneventful. But you’re not calling about the weather, or my traveling. What can I do for you?”


  Snow laughed aloud. “There you go—business first, last, and always.”


  “That’s what you pay me for,” said Bright, putting his fork down and reaching for his napkin.


  “Truth; truth,” said Snow. “Okay, here it is: we need you to stay on for an extra day. We’ll get your new plane tickets before nine tomorrow, but it’s important that you attend the semi-annual Faversham’s executives’ luncheon on Thursday. They’re supposed to be discussing two new hotels planned. I want to be the magazine to break the news where and what theme these new Faversham’s will have.”


  “Okay.” Bright looked around for a pen. “What time and where?”


  “At the Empire House, of course. I’ll email the pertinent information before I go home this evening; make sure you long on to get it, and use tomorrow to prepare for the meeting. Make sure you go over it before the meeting. I’ve cleared it with dePuy, who’ll be expecting you.” Snow chuckled. “Remind me to tell you how I finessed the invite.”


  “Yes, please,” said Bright because it was expected of him.


  “So you make sure you make the most of it. I want to know where those two new hotels are going to be. My bet’s on Cairo for one, maybe Mexico City for the other. I know the New York hotel is still on hold.” He made it sound as if he didn’t want to be wrong. “I’ll want details, of course, and schedules.”


  “I’ll make sure to talk to dePuy,” said Bright.


  “And get as much information as you can out of the rest of the executives. They all probably have plans and projects we’ll want to put in the story.” He paused. “I’m upping your article to 18,000 words. I’ll push it as high as 20,000 if you get an extra scoop.”


  “That’s great,” said Bright, contemplating the prospect of filling eighty pages with enthusiastic puffery.


  “I want you to call me after the meeting. Right after. No half hour delays. Use your cell-phone—why else do we pay for international connections. I’ll be waiting.” Snow didn’t wait for a response, but hung up without farewell.


  Bright looked at the receiver in his hands and shook his head slowly before putting it back on the cradle. “Thanks,” he muttered, returning to his meal with mixed annoyance and fatigue. The food had lost most of its savor, but Bright knew that was because of the pall of tension that had come over him, not anything in the meal itself. Three bites of the sturgeon-in-pastry and he was done. He poured himself a glass of the wine he had ordered, and drank it down too quickly. He debated ordering a second carafe when he remembered that he had a little of the cognac left in the bedroom, so he tossed off the last of the wine, moved the rolling tray toward the main door, picked up his Gladstone bag, and made for the bedroom, determined to do his utmost to relax. He hung up the Turkish robe and scrambled into his pyjamas, noticing again that there was a draft in the room. Pulling back the duvet, he got in between the sheets and pulled the duvet up to his chin as he reached for the television remote and toggled the sound back on.


  “—ooding has claimed the lives of at least a hundred people in the town of San Tomas,” the anchorman intoned while pictured of a torrential river filled the screen. “Authorities are concerned that with two bridges and three roads wiped out, rescue workers may not be able to reach San Tomas for at least thirty-six hours.”


  A suggestion of a pop claimed Bright’s attention; he sat up and felt a cold finger of air trace along his arm and shoulder. “Shit,” he said, and got out of bed to fetch his laptop: Snow’s email might be waiting for him, and he wanted to look it over. The air was chilly as he crossed the bedroom, and he took a little time to conduct a search for the source of the draft, and once again found the bathroom door into the outer hall ajar. Now he was bothered. He closed the door firmly and made a point of locking it. “I forgot before,” he said aloud, as if to reassure himself that he had. Returning to the bedroom, he turned on his computer, made his email connection and saw that Snow hadn’t yet sent the information. He conducted a desultory check of the rest of the emails, added one to Sheryl, telling her of his changed schedule. As he sent his email to her, he admitted to himself that their relationship had probably cooled past saving. She no longer worried when he traveled, and didn’t fret when he was delayed. Her own career was thriving, and increasingly she put her attention on her work rather than on him. He was startled to realize how much this saddened him. “Maybe if we’d married…” he said, closing his laptop, setting it on the night-stand, turning down the lamp, and getting back under the covers.


  The television was showing a fast-moving twister cutting a swath across southern Missouri, flinging buildings and vehicles into the air in crazed abandon; then a pasty-faced middle-aged man describing how his wife had vanished into the eye of the storm. “I couldn’t b’lieve it. I just couldn’t,” he said, his expression blank. “Up she went. Up. I couldn’t stop her.” This was followed by a weather man with maps and charts, talking about activity zones and possible new tornados.


  Bright took the last of the cognac in a single gulp, put the snifter aside, then lay back to watch the rest of the news. Almost at once the screen filled with a shot of central Bucharest where two large mobs were locked in street fighting. The sounds of gunfire mixed with shouting and sirens. “—began when two Moldavian men were convicted of killing three youths of the pro-Turkish Reconciliation Party last year—” the announcer droned. Bright shook his head, glad he wouldn’t be going to Istanbul again any time soon. He watched the images flickering, and tried to organize his thoughts as the first, welcome nudge of sleep came over him. He reached for the remote to turn it off, but it eluded him, and he sank back on the pillows, already in the twilight between slumber and wakefulness.


  Strange, how much this room was like the one in the Grand Colonial House in Buenas Aires. Or perhaps it was more like the Grand Victorian House in Hong Kong?


  “—estimated the number of students protesting at 6,000. Early reports say that several hundred were arrested, and dozens sent to hospital—”


  Student riots? Not in Hong Kong, surely. But there were men in threadbare clothes howling in the streets, and sporadic gunfire from somewhere. Two men in uniforms that looked old-fashioned stood at the foot of the bed in what looked like the Grand Baroque House in Berlin, but with elements of other Faversham hotels mixed with it. They spoke eagerly, apparently preparing for a night of pleasure, for one of the men removed his tunic while the other took a silver cigarette case from somewhere and lit up, willing to wait his turn. On the bed, a woman reclined, her eyes half-closed and smoky. Bright had the dismaying sensation of being permeated by the woman, so that he and she were transfixed by this partial dream. He tried to twist free, but her presence held him where he was as the men at the end of the bed prepared to have sex with her. Bright felt drugged, and realized that the woman was high on something. Again he attempted to break free of her and again he failed.


  “—with the German Chancellor saying that he would oppose funding for such a wasteful project—”


  One of the men was naked now, and caressing the woman on the bed in a perfunctory way before he climbed onto her and shoved between her thighs. Bright squirmed in disgust and sternly told himself to wake up. The men faded and he seemed to be in Miss Faversham’s room in Los Angeles at the Spanish House; he recognized the exposed, black beams and adobe-finished walls. A slow wind flapped the draperies on the far wall, and the noise of traffic was loud in the room. Bright strove to wake up, but was left to flounder on the bed while a tall, lean man with a pistol in his hand approached the bed, the barrel leveled at the occupant, who Bright realized was a middle-aged woman in a lavish peignoir. He felt more than heard her say, “You don’t want to do anything so stupid, Ronald, now do you?” and then she extended her arm toward the man. “You don’t have to be a fool.” The decor, Bright realized, was at least one renovation ago, and the clothes were those of the 1950s; the man looked like something out of a gangster movie. Bright squirmed, but only mentally, as the woman reached out for the gun. “You can put it down, Ronald. And put something better up.” No matter how corny this sounded to Bright, the man hesitated and the woman smiled.


  “—the penalty phase of the trial. Since Hammond was convicted on eleven counts of first degree murder, it’s likely the jury won’t need much time to decide on the most severe—”


  Now it was the Geneva hotel, probably in the 80s, Bright supposed. The room was dark and smelled of scented oil. He felt the woman, now noticeably older, stretched out through him, in spite of aching shoulders and hips. She was stroking her thighs and belly, murmuring, “Too bad about Ronald. Poor man. Too bad about Paul and Ernst, too bad about Demetrios, too bad about Jaime, too bad about Trevor, too bad about Papa, too bad about Claude, too bad about Sergei, too bad about Tazuki, too bad about…” The names went on in a dreamy litany as Bright began to share the old lady’s arousal. He shuddered and tried to break free of the hold she had on him, but to no avail; her need possessed him and he was inextricably bound to her presence. He shivered, unable to banish the cold that engulfed him even as the old woman suborned his body. He could share her memories, the faces and locations for each of the men. “One for each hotel,” she crooned as she shook in ecstasy, and Bright was seized by his own orgasm. “Each hotel a shrine, and a tomb.” She swallowed a pill, and drifted into profound sleep, still reciting the names of men she had—had what? Had killed? Had seduced? Had—Bright moaned even as he lapsed into sleep.


  “Before the dam collapsed mandatory evacuations saved more than six thousand residents from drowning. Present damage estimates are at 60 million dollars and climbing. The Premier of Alberta has already dispatched four hundred aid workers to the area most damaged by the dam failure, has ordered an investigation of the explosion that caused it, and has set up an identification and relocation office in West Frazier—”


  Bright sat up with a cry, his eyes wild as he stared around the room, and saw only the television set, still on to International CNN; the first pallid, pre-dawn light filled the room, and made everything look slightly unreal. Bright lunged out of bed and staggered toward the bathroom, wanting nothing so much as to wash himself. As he stumbled through the door, he felt the draft again, and noticed the outer bathroom door was once again ajar. ‘What the fuck—?” he muttered, and went to lock the door again. He was about to fill the tub when he hesitated. So much of this bathroom was hers that he could not bring himself to expose himself to her again.


  “That’s just silly,” he told his reflection, and said, more forcefully, “You’ve been immersed in this story. You’re saturated with it. You were worn out. You fell asleep with the news on, and you made up things about Miss Faversham from what the tv said. Come on. You’ve got an assignment to finish.” He stared at himself, doing his best to ignore the breeze that went through the bathroom, and the old, old eyes that looked back at him from his reflection in the mirror.


  


  THE DAMNED THING, by Ambrose Bierce


  I


  By the light of a tallow candle, which had been placed on one end of a rough table, a man was reading something written in a book. It was an old account book, greatly worn; and the writing was not, apparently, very legible, for the man sometimes held the page close to the flame of the candle to get a stronger light upon it. The shadow of the book would then throw into obscurity a half of the room, darkening a number of faces and figures; for besides the reader, eight other men were present. Seven of them sat against the rough log walls, silent and motionless, and, the room being small, not very far from the table. By extending an arm any one of them could have touched the eighth man, who lay on the table, face upward, partly covered by a sheet, his arms at his sides. He was dead.


  The man with the book was not reading aloud, and no one spoke; all seemed to be waiting for something to occur; the dead man only was without expectation. From the blank darkness outside came in, through the aperture that served for a window, all the ever unfamiliar noises of night in the wilderness—the long, nameless note of a distant coyote; the stilly pulsing thrill of tireless insects in trees; strange cries of night birds, so different from those of the birds of day; the drone of great blundering beetles, and all that mysterious chorus of small sounds that seem always to have been but half heard when they have suddenly ceased, as if conscious of an indiscretion. But nothing of all this was noted in that company; its members were not overmuch addicted to idle interest in matters of no practical importance; that was obvious in every line of their rugged faces—obvious even in the dim light of the single candle. They were evidently men of the vicinity—farmers and woodmen.


  The person reading was a trifle different; one would have said of him that he was of the world, worldly, albeit there was that in his attire which attested a certain fellowship with the organisms of his environment. His coat would hardly have passed muster in San Francisco: his footgear was not of urban origin, and the hat that lay by him on the floor (he was the only one uncovered) was such that if one had considered it as an article of mere personal adornment he would have missed its meaning. In countenance the man was rather prepossessing, with just a hint of sternness; though that he may have assumed or cultivated, as appropriate to one in authority. For he was a coroner. It was by virtue of his office that he had possession of the book in which he was reading; it had been found among the dead man’s effects—in his cabin, where the inquest was now taking place.


  When the coroner had finished reading he put the book into his breast pocket. At that moment the door was pushed open and a young man entered. He, clearly, was not of mountain birth and breeding: he was clad as those who dwell in cities. His clothing was dusty, however, as from travel. He had, in fact, been riding hard to attend the inquest.


  The coroner nodded; no one else greeted him.


  “We have waited for you,” said the coroner. “It is necessary to have done with this business tonight.”


  The young man smiled. “I am sorry to have kept you,” he said. “I went away, not to evade your summons, but to post to my newspaper an account of what I suppose I am called back to relate.”


  The coroner smiled.


  “The account that you posted to your newspaper,” he said, “differs probably from that which you will give here under oath.”


  “That,” replied the other, rather hotly and with a visible flush, “is as you choose. I used manifold paper and have a copy of what I sent. It was not written as news, for it is incredible, but as fiction. It may go as a part of my testimony under oath.”


  “But you say it is incredible.”


  “That is nothing to you, sir, if I also swear that it is true.”


  The coroner was apparently not greatly affected by the young man’s manifest resentment. He was silent for some moments, his eyes upon the floor. The men about the sides of the cabin talked in whispers, but seldom withdrew their gaze from the face of the corpse. Presently the coroner lifted his eyes and said: “We will resume the inquest.”


  The men removed their hats. The witness was sworn.


  “What is your name?” the coroner asked.


  “William Harker.”


  “Age?”


  “Twenty-seven.”


  “You knew the deceased, Hugh Morgan?”


  “Yes.”


  “You were with him when he died?”


  “Near him.”


  “How did that happen—your presence, I mean?”


  “I was visiting him at this place to shoot and fish. A part of my purpose, however, was to study him, and his odd, solitary way of life. He seemed a good model for a character in fiction. I sometimes write stories.”


  “I sometimes read them.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Stories in general—not yours.”


  Some of the jurors laughed. Against a sombre background humor shows high lights. Soldiers in the intervals of battle laugh easily, and a jest in the death chamber conquers by surprise.


  “Relate the circumstances of this man’s death,” said the coroner. “You may use any notes or memoranda that you please.”


  The witness understood. Pulling a manuscript from his breast pocket he held it near the candle, and turning the leaves until he found the passage that he wanted, began to read.


  II


  “…The sun had hardly risen when we left the house. We were looking for quail, each with a shotgun, but we had only one dog. Morgan said that our best ground was beyond a certain ridge that he pointed out, and we crossed it by a trail through the chaparral. On the other side was comparatively level ground, thickly covered with wild oats. As we emerged from the chaparral, Morgan was but a few yards in advance. Suddenly, we heard, at a little distance to our right, and partly in front, a noise as of some animal thrashing about in the bushes, which we could see were violently agitated.


  “‘We’ve started a deer,’ said. ‘I wish we had brought a rifle.’


  “Morgan, who had stopped and was intently watching the agitated chaparral, said nothing, but had cocked both barrels of his gun, and was holding it in readiness to aim. I thought him a trifle excited, which surprised me, for he had a reputation for exceptional coolness, even in moments of sudden and imminent peril.


  “‘O, come!’ I said. ‘You are not going to fill up a deer with quail-shot, are you?’


  “Still he did not reply; but, catching a sight of his face as he turned it slightly toward me, I was struck by the pallor of it. Then I understood that we had serious business on hand, and my first conjecture was that we had ‘jumped’ a grizzly. I advanced to Morgan’s side, cocking my piece as I moved.


  “The bushes were now quiet, and the sounds had ceased, but Morgan was as attentive to the place as before.


  “‘What is it? What the devil is it?’ I asked.


  “‘That Damned Thing!’ he replied, without turning his head. His voice was husky and unnatural. He trembled visibly.


  “I was about to speak further, when I observed the wild oats near the place of the disturbance moving in the most inexplicable way. I can hardly describe it. It seemed as if stirred by a streak of wind, which not only bent it, but pressed it down—crushed it so that it did not rise, and this movement was slowly prolonging itself directly toward us.


  “Nothing that I had ever seen had affected me so strangely as this unfamiliar and unaccountable phenomenon, yet I am unable to recall any sense of fear. I remember—and tell it here because, singularly enough, I recollected it then—that once, in looking carelessly out of an open window, I momentarily mistook a small tree close at hand for one of a group of larger trees at a little distance away. It looked the same size as the others, but, being more distinctly and sharply defined in mass and detail, seemed out of harmony with them. It was a mere falsification of the law of aerial perspective, but it startled, almost terrified me. We so rely upon the orderly operation of familiar natural laws that any seeming suspension of them is noted as a menace to our safety, a warning of unthinkable calamity. So now the apparently causeless movement of the herbage, and the slow, undeviating approach of the line of disturbance were distinctly disquieting. My companion appeared actually frightened, and I could hardly credit my senses when I saw him suddenly throw his gun to his shoulders and fire both barrels at the agitated grass! Before the smoke of the discharge had cleared away I heard a loud savage cry—a scream like that of a wild animal—and, flinging his gun upon the ground, Morgan sprang away and ran swiftly from the spot. At the same instant I was thrown violently to the ground by the impact of something unseen in the smoke—some soft, heavy substance that seemed thrown against me with great force.


  “Before I could get upon my feet and recover my gun, which seemed to have been struck from my hands, I heard Morgan crying out as if in mortal agony, and mingling with his cries were such hoarse savage sounds as one hears from fighting dogs. Inexpressibly terrified, I struggled to my feet and looked in the direction of Morgan’s retreat; and may heaven in mercy spare me from another sight like that! At a distance of less than thirty yards was my friend, down upon one knee, his head thrown back at a frightful angle, hatless, his long hair in disorder and his whole body in violent movement from side to side, backward and forward. His right arm was lifted and seemed to lack the hand—at least, I could see none. The other arm was invisible. At times, as my memory now reports this extraordinary scene, I could discern but a part of his body; it was as if he had been partly blotted out—I can not otherwise express it—then a shifting of his position would bring it all into view again.


  “All this must have occurred within a few seconds, yet in that time Morgan assumed all the postures of a determined wrestler vanquished by superior weight and strength. I saw nothing but him, and him not always distinctly. During the entire incident his shouts and curses were heard, as if through an enveloping uproar of such sounds of rage and fury as I had never heard from the throat of man or brute!


  “For a moment only I stood irresolute, then, throwing down my gun, I ran forward to my friend’s assistance. I had a vague belief that he was suffering from a fit or some form of convulsion. Before I could reach his side he was down and quiet. All sounds had ceased, but, with a feeling of such terror as even these awful events had not inspired, I now saw the same mysterious movement of the wild oats prolonging itself from the trampled area about the prostrate man toward the edge of a wood. It was only when it had reached the wood that I was able to withdraw my eyes and look at my companion. He was dead.”


  III


  The coroner rose from his seat and stood beside the dead man. Lifting an edge of the sheet he pulled it away, exposing the entire body, altogether naked and showing in the candle light a clay-like yellow. It had, however, broad maculations of bluish-black, obviously caused by extravasated blood from contusions. The chest and sides looked as if they had been beaten with a bludgeon. There were dreadful lacerations; the skin was torn in strips and shreds.


  The coroner moved round to the end of the table and undid a silk handkerchief, which had been passed under the chin and knotted on the top of the head. When the handkerchief was drawn away it exposed what had been the throat. Some of the jurors who had risen to get a better view repented their curiosity, and turned away their faces. Witness Harker went to the open window and leaned out across the sill, faint and sick. Dropping the handkerchief upon the dead man’s neck, the coroner stepped to an angle of the room, and from a pile of clothing produced one garment after another, each of which he held up a moment for inspection. All were torn, and stiff with blood. The jurors did not make a closer inspection. They seemed rather uninterested. They had, in truth, seen all this before; the only thing that was new to them being Harker’s testimony.


  “Gentlemen,” the coroner said, “we have no more evidence, I think. Your duty has been already explained to you; if there is nothing you wish to ask you may go outside and consider your verdict.”


  The foreman rose—a tall, bearded man of sixty, coarsely clad.


  “I should like to ask one question, Mr. Coroner,” he said. “What asylum did this yer last witness escape from?”


  “Mr. Harker,” said the coroner, gravely and tranquilly, “from what asylum did you last escape?”


  Harker flushed crimson again, but said nothing, and the seven jurors rose and solemnly filed out of the cabin.


  “If you have done insulting me, sir,” said Harker, as soon as he and the officer were left alone with the dead man, “I suppose I am at liberty to go?”


  “Yes.”


  Harker started to leave, but paused, with his hand on the door latch. The habit of his profession was strong in him—stronger than his sense of personal dignity. He turned about and said:


  “The book that you have there—I recognize it as Morgan’s diary. You seemed greatly interested in it; you read in it while I was testifying. May I see it? The public would like—”


  “The book will cut no figure in this matter,” replied the official, slipping it into his coat pocket; “all the entries in it were made before the writer’s death.”


  As Harker passed out of the house the jury reentered and stood about the table on which the now covered corpse showed under the sheet with sharp definition. The foreman seated himself near the candle, produced from his breast pocket a pencil and scrap of paper, and wrote rather laboriously the following verdict, which with various degrees of effort all signed:


  “We, the jury, do find that the remains come to their death at the hands of a mountain lion, but some of us thinks, all the same, they had fits.”


  IV


  In the diary of the late Hugh Morgan are certain interesting entries having, possibly, a scientific value as suggestions. At the inquest upon his body the book was not put in evidence; possibly the coroner thought it not worth while to confuse the jury. The date of the first of the entries mentioned can not be ascertained; the upper part of the leaf is torn away; the part of the entry remaining is as follows:


  “…would run in a half circle, keeping his head turned always toward the centre and again he would stand still, barking furiously. At last he ran away into the brush as fast as he could go. I thought at first that he had gone mad, but on returning to the house found no other alteration in his manner than what was obviously due to fear of punishment.


  “Can a dog see with his nose? Do odors impress some olfactory centre with images of the thing emitting them?…


  “Sept 2.—Looking at the stars last night as they rose above the crest of the ridge east of the house, I observed them successively disappear—from left to right. Each was eclipsed but an instant, and only a few at the same time, but along the entire length of the ridge all that were within a degree or two of the crest were blotted out. It was as if something had passed along between me and them; but I could not see it, and the stars were not thick enough to define its outline. Ugh! I don’t like this.…”


  Several weeks’ entries are missing, three leaves being torn from the book.


  “Sept. 27.—It has been about here again—I find evidences of its presence every day. I watched again all of last night in the same cover, gun in hand, double-charged with buckshot. In the morning the fresh footprints were there, as before. Yet I would have sworn that I did not sleep—indeed, I hardly sleep at all. It is terrible, insupportable! If these amazing experiences are real I shall go mad; if they are fanciful I am mad already.


  “Oct. 3.—I shall not go—it shall not drive me away. No, this is my house, my land. God hates a coward.…


  “Oct. 5.—I can stand it no longer; I have invited Harker to pass a few weeks with me—he has a level head. I can judge from his manner if he thinks me mad.


  “Oct. 7.—I have the solution of the problem; it came to me last night—suddenly, as by revelation. How simple—how terribly simple!


  “There are sounds that we can not hear. At either end of the scale are notes that stir no chord of that imperfect instrument, the human ear. They are too high or too grave. I have observed a flock of blackbirds occupying an entire treetop—the tops of several trees—and all in full song. Suddenly—in a moment—at absolutely the same instant—all spring into the air and fly away. How? They could not all see one another—whole treetops intervened. At no point could a leader have been visible to all. There must have been a signal of warning or command, high and shrill above the din, but by me unheard. I have observed, too, the same simultaneous flight when all were silent, among not only blackbirds, but other birds—quail, for example, widely separated by bushes—even on opposite sides of a hill.


  “It is known to seamen that a school of whales basking or sporting on the surface of the ocean, miles apart, with the convexity of the Earth between them, will sometimes dive at the same instant—all gone out of sight in a moment. The signal has been sounded—too grave for the ear of the sailor at the masthead and his comrades on the deck—who nevertheless feel its vibrations in the ship as the stones of a cathedral are stirred by the bass of the organ.


  “As with sounds, so with colors. At each end of the solar spectrum the chemist can detect the presence of what are known as ‘actinic’ rays. They represent colors—integral colors in the composition of light—which we are unable to discern. The human eye is an imperfect instrument; its range is but a few octaves of the real ‘chromatic scale’ I am not mad; there are colors that we can not see.


  “And, God help me! the Damned Thing is of such a color!”


  


  THE SHADOWS OF THE DEAD, by Louis Becke


  “It is bad to speak of the ghosts of the dead when their shadows may be near,” said Tulpé, the professed Christian, but pure, unsophisticated heathen at heart; “no one but a fool—or a careless white man such as thee, Tenisoni—would do that.”


  Denison laughed, but Kusis, the stalwart husband of black-browed Tulpé, looked at him with grave reproval, and said in English, as he struck his paddle into the water—


  “My wife Tulpé speak true, Mr. Denison. This place is a bad place at night-time, suppose you no make fire before you sleep. Plenty men—white men—been die here, and now us native people only come here when plenty of us come together. Then we not feel much afraid. Oh, yes, these two little island very bad places; long time ago many white men die here in the night. And sometimes, if any man come here and sleep by himself, he hear the dead white men walk about and cry out.”


  * * * *


  They—Denison, the supercargo of the Leonora; Kusis, the head man of the village nearby; and Tulpé, his wife; and little Kinia, their daughter—had been out fishing on the reef. They had met with scant success, for in the deep coral pools that lay between the inner and outer reefs of the main island were hundreds of huge blue and gold striped leatherjackets, which broke their hooks and bit their lines. So they had ceased awhile, that they might rest till nightfall upon one of two little islets of palms, that like floating gardens raised their verdured heights from the deep waters of the slumbering lagoon.


  Slowly they paddled over the glassy surface, and as the little craft cut her way noiselessly through the water, the dying sun turned the slopes of vivid green on Mont Buache to changing shades of gold and purple light, and the dark blue of the water of the reef-bound lagoon paled and shallowed and turned to bright transparent green with a bottom of shining snow-white sand—over which swift black shadows swept as startled fish fled seaward in affright beneath the slender hull of the light canoe. Then as the last booming notes of the great grey-plumaged mountain-pigeons echoed through the forest aisles, the sun touched the western sea-rim in a flood of misty golden haze, and plunging their paddles together in a last stroke, they grounded upon the beach of a lovely little bay, scarce a hundred feet in curve from point to point; and whilst Kusis and Tulpé lit a fire to cook some fish for the white man, Denison clambered to the summit of the island and looked shoreward upon the purpling outline of the mainland a league away.


  Half a mile distant he could see the sharp peaks of the grey-thatched houses in Leassé village still standing out plainly in the clear atmosphere, and from every house a slender streak of pale blue smoke rose straight up skywards, for the land-breeze had not yet risen, and the smoky haze of the rollers thundering westward hung like a filmy mantle of white over long, long lines of curving reef. Far inland, the great southern spur of the mountain that the Frenchman Duperrey had named Buache had cloaked its sides in the shadows of the night, though its summit yet blazed with the last red shafts of gold from the sunken sun. And over the tops of the drooping palms of the little isle, Denison heard the low cries and homeward flight of ocean-roving birds as they sped shoreward to their rookeries among the dense mangrove shrubs behind Leassé. Some pure white, red-footed boatswain birds, whose home was among the foliage of the two islets, muttered softly about as they sank like flakes of falling snow among the branches of the palms and bread-fruit trees around him. All day long had they hovered high in air above the sweeping roll of the wide Pacific, and one by one they were coming back to rest, and Denison could see their white forms settling down on the drooping palm-branches, to rise with flapping wing and sharp, fretful croak as some belated wanderer fluttered noiselessly down and pushed his way to a perch amidst his companions, to nestle together till the bright rays of sunlight lit up the ocean blue once more.


  At a little distance from the beach stood a tiny thatch-roofed house with sides open to welcome the cooling breath of the land-breeze that, as the myriad stars came out, stole down from the mountains to the islet trees and then rippled the waters of the shining lagoon.


  The house had been built by the people of Leassé, who used it as a rest-house when engaged in fishing in the vicinity of the village. Rolled up and placed over the cross-beams were a number of soft mats, and as Denison returned, Kusis took these down and placed them upon the ground, which was covered with a thick layer of pebbles. Throwing himself down on the mats, Denison filled his pipe and smoked, while Tulpé and the child made an oven of heated stones to cook the fish they had caught. Kusis had already plucked some young drinking coconuts, and Denison heard their heavy fall as he threw them to the ground. Kusis had brave blood in his veins, or they would have had nothing to drink that night, for no Strong’s Islander would ascend a coconut tree there after dark, for devils, fiends, goblins, the ghosts of men long dead, and evil spirits flitted to and fro amid the boscage of the islet once night had fallen. And even Kusis, despite the long years he had spent among white men in his cruises in American whaleships in his younger days, chided his wife and child sharply for not hastening to him and carrying the nuts away as they fell.


  Then, as Denison and Kusis waited for the oven to be opened, Tulpé and Kinia came inside the hut and sat down beside them, and listened to Kusis telling the white man of a deep, sandy-bottomed pool, near to the islets, which, when the tide came in over the reef at night-time, became filled with big fish, which preyed upon the swarms of minnows that made the pool their home.


  “’Tis there, Tenisoni, that we shall go when we have eaten,” he said, and he dropped his voice to a whisper, “and there shall we tell thee the story of the dead white men.”


  So, when the fish was cooked, Tulpé and Kinia hurriedly took it from the oven and carried to the canoe, in which they all sat and ate, and then pushing out into the lagoon again, they paddled slowly along in shallow water till Denison saw the white sandy sides of a deep, dark pool glimmering under the starlight of the island night. Softly the girl Kinia lowered the stone anchor down till it touched bottom two fathoms below, on the very edge, and then played out the kellick line whilst her father backed the canoe out from the quickly shelving sides into the center, where it lay head-on to the gentle current.


  For many hours they fished, and soon the canoe was half-filled with great pink- and pearly-hued groper and blue-backed, silver-sided sea salmon, and then Denison, wearying of the sport, stretched himself upon the outrigger and smoked whilst Tulpé told him of the tale of the white men who had once lived and died on the little islets.


  * * * *


  “’Twas long before the time that the two French fighting-ships came here and anchored in this harbour of Leassé. Other ships had come to Kusaie,1 and white men had come ashore at Lêla and spoken with the king and chiefs, and made presents of friendship to them, and been given turtles and hogs in return. This was long before my mother was married, and then this place of Leassé, which is now so poor, and hath but so few people in it, was a great town, the houses of which covered all the flat land between the two points of the bay. She, too, was named as I am—Tulpé—and came from a family that lived under the strong arm of the king at Lêla, where they had houses and many plantations. In those days, there were three great chiefs on Kusaie, one at Lêla—from where my mother came—one at Utwe, and one here at Leassé. Peace had been between them all for nearly two years, so, when the news came here that there were two ships at anchor in the king’s harbour, many of the people of Leassé went thither in their canoes to see the strangers, for these ships were the first the people had seen for it may have been twenty years. Among those that went from Leassé was a young man named Kasi-lak—Kasi the big or strong—for he was the tallest and strongest man on this side of the island, and a great wrestler. There were in all nearly two hundred men and women went from Leassé, and when they reached the narrow passage to Lêla, they saw that the harbor was covered with canoes full of the people from the great town there. These clustered about the ships so thickly that those that came from Leassé could not draw near enough to them to look at the white men, so they rested on their paddles and waited awhile. Presently there came out upon a high part of the ship a chief whose name was Malik. He was the king’s foster-brother, and a great fighting-man, and was hated by the people of Leassé for having ravaged all the low-lying country from the mountains to the shore ten years before, slaying women and children as well as men, and casting their bodies into the flames of their burning houses.


  “But now, because of the peace that was between Leassé and Lêla, he showed his white teeth in a smile of welcome, and, standing upon the high stern part of the ship, he called out, ‘Welcome, O friends!’ and bade them paddle their canoes to the shore, to the great houses of the king, his brother, where they would be made welcome, and where food would be prepared for them to eat.


  “So, much as they desired to go on board the ships, they durst not offend such a man as Malik, and paddled to the shore, where they were met by the king’s slaves, who drew their canoes high up on the beach, and covered them with mats to protect them from the sun, and then the king himself came to meet them with fair words and smiles of friendship.


  “‘Welcome, O men of Leassé,’ he said. ‘See, my people have covered thy canoes with mats from the sun, for now that there is no hate between us. Ye shall remain here at Lêla with me for many days. And so that there shall be no more blood-letting between my people and thine, shall I give every young man among ye that is yet unmarried a wife from these people of mine. Come, now, and eat and drink.’


  “So all the two hundred sat down in one of the king’s houses, and while they ate and drank there came boats from the ships, and the white men, whom Malik led ashore, came into the house where they sat, and spoke to them. In those days there were but three or four of the Kusaie men who understood English, and these Malik kept by him, so that he could put words into their mouths when he desired to speak to the white strangers. These white men, so my mother said, wore short, broad-bladed swords in sheaths made of thick black skins, and pistols were thrust through belts of skin around their waists. Their hair, too, was dressed like that of the men of Kusaie—it hung down in a short, thick roll, and was tied at the end.2


  “Kasi, who was the father of this my husband, Kusis, sat a little apart from the rest of the Leassé people. Beside him was a young girl named Nehi, his cousin. She had never before left her home, and the strange faces of the men of Lêla made her so frightened that she clung to Kasi’s arm in fear, and when the white men came into the house she flung her arms around her cousin’s neck and laid her face against his naked chest. Presently, as the white men walked to and fro among the people, they stopped in front of Kasi and Nehi, and one of them, who was the captain of the largest of the two ships, desired Kasi to stand up so that he might see his great stature the better. So he stood up, and Nehi the girl, still clinging to his arm, stood up with him.


  “‘He is a brave-looking man,’ said the white officer to Malik. ‘Such men as he are few and far between. Only this man here,’ and he touched a young white man who stood beside him on the arm, ‘is his equal in strength and fine looks.’ And with that the young white man, who was an officer of the smaller of the two ships, laughed, and held out his hand to Kasi, and then his eyes, blue, like the deep sea, fell upon the face of Nehi, whose dark ones looked wonderingly into his.


  “‘Who is this girl? Is she the big man’s sister?’ he asked of Malik. Then Malik told him, through the mouth of one of the three Kusaie men, who spoke English, that the girl’s name was Nehi, and that with many of her people she had come from Leassé to see the fighting-ships.


  “By and by the white men with Malik went away to talk and eat, and drank kava in the house of the king, his brother; but presently the younger white man came back with Rijon, a native who spoke English, and sat down beside Kasi and his cousin Nehi, and talked with them for a long time. And this he told them of himself. That he was the second chief of the little ship, that with but two masts; and because of the long months they had spent upon the sea, and of the bad blood between the common sailor men and the captain, he was wearied of the ship, and desired to leave it. Ten others were there on his own ship of a like mind, and more than a score on the larger ship, which had twenty-and-two great cannons on her deck. And then he and Rijon and Kasi talked earnestly together, and Kasi promised to aid him; and so that Rijon should not betray them to Malik or the two captains, the young white man promised to give him that night a musket and a pistol as an earnest of greater gifts when he and others with him had escaped from the ships, and were under the roofs of the men of Leassé. So then he pressed the hand of Kasi, and again his eyes sought those of Nehi, the girl, as he turned away.


  “Then Rijon, who stayed, drew near to Kasi, and said—


  “‘What shall be mine if I tell thee of a plan that is in the mind of a great man here to put thee and all those of Leassé with thee to death?’


  “‘Who is the man? Is it Malik?’


  “‘It is Malik.’


  “‘Then,’ said Kasi, ‘help me to escape from this trap, and thou shalt be to me as mine own brother; of all that I possess half shall be thine.’


  “And then Rijon, who was a man who hated bloodshed, and thought it hard and cruel that Malik should slay so many unarmed people who came to him in peace-time, swore to help Kasi in his need. And the girl Nehi took his hand and kissed it, and wept.


  “By and by, when Rijon had gone, there came into the big house where the people of Leassé were assembled a young girl named Tulpé—she who afterwards became my mother. And coming over to where Kasi and his cousin sat, she told them she brought a message from the king. That night, she said, there was to be a great feast, so that the white men from the ships might see the dancing and wrestling that were to follow; and the king had sent her to say that he much desired the people from Leassé to join in the feasting and dancing; and with the message he sent further gifts of baked fish and turtle meat and many baskets of fruit.


  “Kasi, though he knew well that the king and Malik, his brother, meant to murder him and all his people, smiled at the girl, and said, ‘It is good; we shall come, and I shall wrestle with the best man ye have here.’


  “Then he struck the palm of his hand on the mat upon which he sat, and said to the girl Tulpé, ‘Sit thou here, and eat with us,’ for he was taken with her looks, and wanted speech with her.


  “‘Nay,’ she said, with a smile, though her voice trembled strangely, and her eyes filled with tears as she spoke. ‘Why ask me to sit with thee when thou hast so handsome a wife?’ And she pointed to Nehi, whose hand lay upon her cousin’s arm.


  “’Tis but my sister Nehi, my father’s brother’s child,’ he answered. ‘No wife have I, and none do I want but thee. What is thy name?’


  “‘I am Tulpé, the daughter of Malik.’


  “Then Kasi was troubled in his mind; for now he hated Malik, but yet was he determined to make Tulpé his wife, first because he desired her for her soft voice and gentle ways, and then because she might be a shield for the people of Leassé against her father’s vengeance. So drawing her down beside him, he and Nehi made much of her; and Tulpé’s heart went out to him; for he was a man whose deeds as a wrestler were known in every village on the island. But still as she tried to eat and drink and to smile at his words of love, the tears fell one by one, and she became very silent and sad; and presently, putting aside her food, she leant her face on Nehi’s shoulder and sobbed.


  “‘Why dost thou weep, little one?’ said Kasi tenderly.


  “She made no answer awhile, but then turned her face to him.


  “‘Because, O Kasi the Wrestler, of an evil dream which came to me in the night as I lay in my father’s house.’


  “‘Tell me thy dream,’ said Kasi.


  “First looking around her to see that none but themselves could hear her, she took his hand in hers, and whispered—


  “‘Aye, Kasi, I will tell thee. This, then, was my dream: I saw the bodies of men and women and children, whose waists were girt about with red and yellow girdles of oap, floating upon a pool of blood. Strange faces were they all to me in my dream, but now two of them are not. And it is for this I weep; for those two faces were thine own and that of this girl by my side.’


  “Then Kasi knew that she meant to warn him of her father’s cruel plot, for only the people of Leassé wore girdles of the bark of the plant called oap. So then he told her of that which Rijon had spoken, and Tulpé wept again.


  “‘It is true,’ she said, ‘and I did but seek to warn thee, for no dream came to me in the night; yet do I know that even now my father is planning with his brother the king how that they may slaughter thee all tonight when ye sleep after the dance. What can I do to help thee?’


  “They talked together again, and planned what should be done; and then Tulpé went quietly away lest Malik should grow suspicious of her. And Kasi went quickly about among his people telling them of the treachery of Malik, and bade them do what he should bid them when the time came. And then Rijon went to and fro between Kasi and the big white man, carrying messages and settling what was to be done.


  “When darkness came, great fires were lit in the dance-house and the town square, and the great feast began. And the king and Malik made much of Kasi and his people, and placed more food before them than even was given to their own people. Then when the feast was finished the two ship captains came on shore, and sat on a mat beside the king, and the women danced and the men wrestled. And Kasi, whose heart was bursting with rage though his lips smiled, was praised by Malik and the king for his great strength and skill, for he overcame all who stood up to wrestle with him.


  “When the night was far gone, Kasi told Malik that he and his people were weary, and asked that they might sleep. And Malik, who only waited till they slept, said, ‘Go, and sleep in peace.’


  “But as soon as Kasi and those with him were away out of sight from the great swarm of people who still danced and wrestled in the open square, they ran quickly to the beach where their canoes were lying, and Kasi lit a torch and waved it thrice in the air towards the black shadows of the two ships. Then he waited.


  “Suddenly on the ships there arose a great commotion and loud cries, and in a little time there came the sound of boats rowing quickly to the shore. And then came a great flash of light from the side of one of the ships and the thunder of a cannon’s voice.


  “‘Quick,’ cried Kasi; ‘launch the canoes, lest we be slain here on the beach!’ And ere the echoes of the cannon-shot had died away in the mountain caves of Lêla, the men of Leassé had launched their canoes and paddled swiftly out to meet the boats.


  “As the boats and canoes drew near, Rijon stood up in the bows of the foremost boat, and the white sailors ceased rowing so that he and Kasi might talk. But there was but little time, for already the sound of the cannon and the cries and struggling on board the ships had brought a great many of the Lêla people to the beach; fires were lit, and conch shells were blown, and Malik and his men began to fire their muskets at the escaping canoes. Presently, too, the white men in the boats began to handle their muskets and fire back in return, when their leader bade them cease, telling them that it was but Malik’s men firing at Kasi’s people.


  “‘Now,’ said he to Rijon, ‘tell this man Kasi to lead the way with his canoes to the passage, and we in the boats shall follow closely, so that if Malik’s canoes pursue and overtake us, we white men shall beat them back with our musket-fire.’


  “So then Kasi turned his canoes seaward, and the boats followed; and as they rowed and paddled, all keeping closely together, the great cannons of the two ships flashed and thundered and the shot roared above them in the darkness. But yet was no one hurt, for the night was very dark; and soon they reached the deep waters of the passage, and rose and fell to the ocean swell, and still the iron cannon-shot hummed about them, and now and again struck the water near; and on the left-hand shore ran Malik’s men with cries of rage, and firing as they ran, till at last they came to the point and could pursue no farther; and soon their cries grew fainter and fainter as the canoes and boats reached the open ocean. Then it happened that one of the white sailors, vexed that a last bullet had whistled near his head, raised his musket and fired into the dark shore whence it came.


  “Thou fool!’ cried his leader, and he struck the man senseless with the boat’s tiller, and then told Rijon to call out to Kasi and his people to pull to the left for their lives, for the flash of the musket would be seen from the ships. Ah, he was a clever white man, for scarce had the canoes and boats turned to the left more than fifty fathoms, when there came a burst of flame from all the cannons on the ships, and a great storm of great iron shot and small leaden bullets lashed the black water into white foam just behind them. After that the firing ceased, and Rijon called out that there was no more danger; for the cunning white man had told him that they could not be pursued—he had broken holes in all the boats that remained on the ships.


  “When daylight came, the boats and canoes were far down the coast towards Leassé. Then, as the sun rose from the sea, the men in the boats ceased rowing, and the big white man stood up and beckoned to Kasi to bring his canoe alongside. And when the canoe lay beside the boat, the white man laughed and held out his hand to Kasi and asked for Nehi; and as Nehi rose from the bottom of Kasi’s canoe, where she had been sleeping, and stood up beside her cousin, so did Tulpé, the daughter of Malik, stand up beside the white man in his boat, and the two girls threw their arms around each other’s necks and wept glad tears. Then as the canoes and boats hoisted their sails to the wind of sunrise, the people saw that Tulpé sat beside Kasi in his canoe, and Nehi, his cousin, sat beside the white man in his boat, with her face covered with her hands so that no one should see her eyes.


  “As they sailed along the coast Tulpé told Kasi how she and Rijon had gone on board the smaller of the two ships, and seen the tall young white man whispering to some of the sailors. Then, when they saw the flash of Kasi’s torch, how these sailors sprang upon the others and bound them hand and foot while a boat was lowered, and muskets and food and water put in. Then she and Rijon and the young white leader and some of the sailors got in, and Rijon stood in the bows and guided them to the shore to where Kasi and his people awaited them on the beach.


  II


  “For nearly three months these white men lived at Leassé, and the father of Kasi, who was chief of the town, made much of them, because they had muskets, and bullets, and powder in plenty, and this made him strong against Malik and the people of Lêla. The ships had sailed away soon after the night of the dance, but the two captains had given the king and Malik many muskets and much powder, and a small cannon, and urged him to pursue and kill all the white men who had deserted the ships.


  “‘By and by, I will kill them,’ said Malik.


  “The young white man took Nehi to wife, and was given a tract of land near Leassé, and Kasi became husband to Tulpé, and there grew a great friendship between the two men. Then came warfare with Lêla again, and of the twenty and two white men, ten were killed in a great fight at Utwé with Malik’s people, who surprised them as they were building a vessel, for some of them were already weary of Kusaic, and wished to sail away to other lands.


  “Soon those that were left began to quarrel among themselves and kill each other, till only seven, beside the husband of Nehi, were left. These, who lived in a village at the south point, seldom came to Leassé, for the big white man would have none of them, and naught but bitter words had passed between them for many months, for he hated their wild, dissolute ways, and their foul manners. Then, too, they had learnt to make grog from coconut toddy, and sometimes, when they were drunken with it, would stagger about from house to house, musket or sword in hand, and frighten the women and children.


  “One day it came about that a girl named Luan, who was a blood relation of Nehi, and wife to one of these white men, was walking along a mountain-path, carrying her infant child, when her foot slipped, and she and the infant fell a great distance. When she came to she found that the child had a great wound in its forehead, and was cold and stiff in death. She lifted it up, and when she came to her husband’s house she found him lying asleep, drunken with toddy, and when she roused him with her grief, he did but curse her.


  “Then Luan, with bitter scorn, pointed to the body of the babe and said, ‘Oh, thou wicked and drunken father, dost thou not see that thy child is dead?’


  “Then in his passion he seized his pistol and struck her on the head, so that she was stunned and fell as if dead.


  “That night the people of Leassé saw the seven white men, with their wives and children, paddling over towards the two little islands, carrying all their goods with them, for the people had risen against them by reason of the cruelty of the husband of Luan, and driven them away.


  “So there they lived for many weeks, making grog from the coconut trees, and drinking and fighting among themselves all day, and sleeping the sleep of the drunken at night. Their wives toiled for them all day, fishing on the reef, and bringing them taro, yams, and fruit from the mainland. But Luan alone could not work, for she grew weaker and weaker, and one day she died. Then her white husband went to the village from whence they were driven, and seizing the wife of a young man, bore her away to the two islets.


  “The next day he whose wife had been stolen came to the husband of Nehi, and said, ‘O white man, help me to get back my wife; help me for the sake of Luan, whom this dog slew, and whose blood cries out to thee for vengeance, for was she not a blood relation to Nehi, thy wife?’


  “But though the husband of Nehi shook his head and denied the man the musket he asked for, he said naught when at night-time a hundred men, carrying knives and clubs in their hands, gathered together in the council-house, and talked of the evil lives of the seven white men, and agreed that the time had come for them to die.


  “So in silence they rose up from the mats in the council-house and walked down to the beach, and launching their canoes, paddled across to the islands under cover of the darkness. It so happened that one woman was awake, but all the rest with the white men and their children slept. This woman belonged to Leassé, and had come to the beach to bathe, for the night was hot and windless. Suddenly the canoes surrounded her, and, fearing danger to her white husband, she sought to escape, but a strong hand caught her by the hair, and a voice bade her be silent.


  “Now, the man who held her by the hair was her own sister’s husband, and he desired to save her life, so he and two others seized and bound her, and quickly tied a waist-girdle over her mouth so that she could not cry out. But she was strong, and struggled so that the girdle slipped off, and she gave a loud cry. And then her sister’s husband, lest his chief might say he had failed in his duty, and the white men escape, seized her throat in his hands and pressed it so that she all but died.


  “Then the avengers of the blood of Luan sprang out upon the beach, and ran through the palm grove to where the white men’s house stood. It was a big house, for they all lived together, and in the middle of the floor a lamp of coconut oil burned, and showed where the seven white men lay.


  “And there as they slept were they speared and stabbed to death, although their wives threw their arms around the slayers and besought them to spare their husbands’ lives. And long before dawn the canoes returned to Leassé with the wives and children of the slain men, and only the big white man, the husband of Nehi, was left alive out of the twenty and two who came from the ships at Lêla. So that is the story of the two islets, and of the evil men who dwelt there.”


  * * * *


  Denison rose and stretched himself. “And what of the big white man—the husband of Nehi?” he asked; “doth his spirit, too, wander about at night?”


  “Nay,” said Tulpé, “why should it? There was no innocent blood upon his hand. Both he and Nehi lived and died among us; andtomorrow it may be that Kinia shalt show thee the place whereon their house stood in the far-back years. And true are the words in the Book of Life—‘He that sheddeth blood, by man shall his blood be shed.’”


  1 Strong’s Island.


  2 Several English and French privateers cruised through the Caroline Islands between 1804 and 1819. Fifteen men belonging to one of them were cut off by the Strong’s Islanders.


  


  BONESY, by Larry Hodges


  When Toby woke, he was dashing across the sidewalk toward the street, barefoot in his red pajamas and wearing a football helmet. Lights flashed in his eyes. There’s a car coming at me, he realized. Just in time he regained control of his body and leaped to the side, away from the honking horn and burning rubber.


  Ignoring the yells from the car’s driver, he returned to the sidewalk, fighting off Bonesy’s attempts to take control. Toby was short but powerful from years of weight training at the reform school, enabling him to overpower his skeleton.


  His left hand quivered. “I should shut you up the rest of the day for this,” he said. But what the heck. He grudgingly relaxed his hand and arm muscles. His fingers began to flutter rapidly in American Sign Language.


  “I want out. Just die, will you.”


  The hand grabbed at Toby’s throat. The itchy leather guard he wore around his neck protected him, but it still hurt. Toby took control of his arms again. His muscles strained as he again fought his skeleton.


  Too late he clenched his jaw as Bonesy chomped down with his teeth, catching Toby’s tongue before he could pull it completely out of the way. Toby cursed as blood trickled down his chin. He realized his mouth rag hung out of the corner of his mouth. He jammed it back in, his main protection for his tongue from such attacks.


  Toby wearily went back to the small one-story house he rented, using an awkward shuffle as Bonesy fought him each step. He’d originally rented a third-floor apartment, but had to move when Bonesy tried jumping out the window.


  The front door was open. Sighing, Toby knew he’d have to get another lock for the front door. Bonesy must have seen the combination, despite Toby’s clumsy attempts to unlock it without looking. Since they both peered out through the same eye sockets, Toby had arranged to get the combination in Braille to keep it secret from his skeleton. He’d also have to do a better job of tying themselves up at night.


  “I am gonna rip your flesh off someday.”


  Toby had relaxed his muscles again, allowing Bonesy to sign with his left hand. Rather than tense up again, he just stayed on guard, ready in case Bonesy tried anything. His neck and much of his body was badly scarred from attempted stranglings and stabbings. He removed the football helmet he always wore at night. His brown hair was in a buzz cut so Bonesy couldn’t yank at it. A bald spot on the right memorialized Toby’s previously longer hair, where Bonesy had yanked out a chunk.


  He pulled the mouth rag out of his mouth and jammed it into his pocket. The corner of his eye twitched for a moment.


  “Bonesy, why can’t we go back to like it was before?” Toby sat down and rocked side to side, trying to calm Bonesy down.


  “Do not want to go back to like before. Want out.”


  “How would we do that?”


  “All your bloody goo around me. I hate it. Want out.”


  “If you behave today, I’ll play Heavy Metal tonight. How about Metallica? Or we can try out that new one we found, ‘Skeleton Witch’?”


  “Do not care about Metal anymore. Want out want out want out.”


  Toby knew there was only one way for Bonesy to do that.


  Dawn had begun to show when Toby returned from the near car accident, so he didn’t bother going to bed. He decided to start his morning workout early. He changed into warm-ups and put on Mozart.


  “Hate that music. Want Metallica.”


  Bonesy tried to take control, but Toby stopped him. Toby had started weight training after the first time Bonesy tried to kill him five years before, when he’d been fourteen. He used a weight machine rather than free weights, which would have made it too easy for Bonesy to catch him off guard and crack their skull. He wondered how a broken skull would affect Bonesy, but didn’t really want to find out.


  As he did squats, his head lashed forward and banged into the machine. Toby jumped back, fighting off Bonesy while rubbing his head. He’d been careless. Long ago he’d put up padding on the weight machine and the walls. If not for that, he’d probably have a concussion.


  “Did you have to do that?” he asked. He wished he hadn’t taken the football helmet off; he’d have a headache the rest of the day. The corner of his eye began twitching again.


  “Yes.”


  “C’mon, Bonesy, give me a break just this one time?”


  Bonesy began thrashing about. Toby tightened his muscles. He grabbed the mouth rag out of his pocket and started to jam it back in his mouth. He grimaced at the old saliva taste, and tossed it aside. He picked up a fresh one from the folded stack next to his desk and put that one in.


  He’d once dreamed of being an investigative reporter. A year before, when he’d first gotten out of the reform school, he’d tried going to college to study journalism, but Bonesy was simply too disruptive, and he’d been asked to leave.


  When Bonesy calmed down, he removed the mouth rag and breakfasted on cold cereal with a plastic spoon. When he was done, he put the mouth rag back in, wrote a few notes to himself in crayon, and then went to his desk to begin work on his daily online advice column, “Practical Solutions.”


  His daily life or death struggles with Bonesy had taught him how to deal with problems in a practical way, and this had paid off. He’d started the column while at the reform school; few of his readers knew of his young age. The column had grown steadily to the point where, by selling ads, he could just pay his bills. It allowed him to work at home, a huge advantage when driving to work was a literal death sentence. During his years at the reform school he’d grown apart from his parents, and at nineteen, he was glad to be financially independent.


  Toby had solved many of his own day-today problems. Looking for a more long-term solution, he’d made an appointment with a psychiatrist the next day. He doubted if anything would come of it.


  That night, after putting on the football helmet and throat guard, and tying himself extra tight to the bed—Bonesy didn’t have the fine muscular control to untie these knots, although he was always trying, and sometimes succeeding—Toby tossed and turned for hours before falling asleep. He had nightmares, as always, as the giant with the stubbled red face and thin nose came and swallowed him.


  It hadn’t always been like this. In the beginning, when Toby was twelve, he and Bonesy had been friends.


  * * * *


  Twelve-year-old Toby lay in bed, racked by fever. Tiny trickles of blood flowed from threadlike cracks all over his skin. Modern medicine hadn’t helped. He was dying, and nobody knew why. His parents finally pulled him from the hospital and, using their life savings, hired around-the-clock medical care at home. Toby knew he was going to die, and that his parents wanted him to enjoy what little time he had left.


  As if he could enjoy lying in bed, his skin erupting with bleeding cracks, his body on fire, his pajamas soaked with sweat. He was hooked up to a life support system that tracked his heartbeat, respiration and other body functions.


  He’d been like this since returning a week before from a forbidden excursion to the inner city, where he had heard there was magic. There he’d stared out from behind a parked car as two robed figures in the street casting spells at each other. After a few minutes, one stumbled to the ground. The man tried to flee on his hands and knees. He crawled behind the very car that Toby hid behind. The victorious wizard appeared on Toby’s other side, his teeth flashing a wide grin before uttering another curse. Toby felt a shock go through his body, and he collapsed to the ground. The other wizard’s eyes went wide with horror before he too fell to the ground and lay still. The grinning wizard glanced at Toby, then left.


  Toby had lain on the ground paralyzed for several minutes before he was able to get up. Already threadlike sores erupted on his body. He’d run home as fast as he could. He never told anyone where he’d been.


  And now he lay in bed, waiting to die.


  He must have dozed off as he opened his eyes to see a man’s stubbled red face leaning too closely over him. As Toby watched, eyes wide, a droplet of sweat rolled down the man’s long, thin nose and dropped onto Toby’s chin.


  He tried to roll away, his body convulsing with pain. He cried out. The man put his hand over Toby’s mouth. Toby continued to struggle.


  “Conserve your strength, child,” the man said. “I am a shaman. If you die, I won’t get paid.” Toby continued to struggle and moan.


  “Stop it now!” the man commanded, tapping his finger to Toby’s forehead. All energy left Toby’s body as he relaxed back into bed, unable to move a muscle.


  The man looked at Toby’s parents, who had rushed to their child’s side. “Back off.” They stepped back at the hypnotic words, out of Toby’s sight. The man faced Toby again.


  “I am Sho. You have the skeletal curse, and are alive only because it is in the dormant stage. You probably were in the wrong place at the wrong time and got in the way.” The man touched Toby’s forehead again and Toby’s energy returned. He no longer struggled as he stared at the shaman.


  “To remove the curse, we must first activate it.” Sho unbuttoned Toby’s pajama top. He removed a pinch of red powder from a small black bag and tossed it on Toby’s bare chest.


  Toby’s body exploded in pain. He screamed and arched his back as painful red welts erupted all over his body. An alarm from the life support system went off. The nurse on duty started to move forward but stopped when the shaman glanced at her.


  The welts on Toby’s body grew larger and began to interconnect, leaving his skin crisscrossed with bleeding stripes. Another alarm went off in the life support system as Toby’s heart stopped beating. Toby’s mother screamed as he relaxed, fell back into the bed and lay still.


  * * * *


  The shaman grabbed Toby’s face and held it up, splattering himself with blood from the bleeding stripes on Toby’s face. He recited a series of words with too many consonants. A shock went through Toby’s body as he convulsed, but he didn’t open his eyes.


  The shaman stared at him. “Didn’t work, must try again.” He repeated the words with too many consonants. Another shock went through Toby’s body. He opened his eyes.


  The shaman studied Toby. He put his hand over Toby’s forehead. “No, it isn’t possible,” he said. “I sense two lives.” The shaman kneeled and looked under the bed. “Is there a dog or cat? No, not that.” He stood up again, and stared down at Toby. Then he took a step back. “I spoke the words twice. That was a mistake.”


  Toby’s parents rushed to Toby’s side as the nurse began checking him. “What’s wrong?” Toby’s dad asked, staring at the shaman, whose red face had drained of color.


  “Your son was dead, but now he’s alive,” the shaman said. “I’m done here. No charge.” He left quickly.


  * * * *


  Less than twenty minutes later Toby’s skeleton took control for the first time. Toby had just woke up and noticed that his fingers were twitching. Then, on its own, his body sat up in bed. When it started to get out of bed, Toby clenched his muscles, stopping the movement. It was as if his body had a mind of its own. He stopped his body from getting up, but could feel it fighting back.


  Control was a purely physical contest. He was slightly stronger, but he couldn’t keep his muscles clenched all the time. His body battled him for control much of the day and well into the night. Toby finally relaxed control, and his body walked about on its own, examining his room and belongings. Finally Toby took control, and they struggled again.


  The battles for control resembled epileptic seizures, dozens of them each day. Toby’s parents sent him to doctor after doctor, but none could figure it out. EEGs proved it wasn’t epilepsy. Toby’s parents tried and failed to locate the shaman.


  After a time Toby discovered that whatever it was that lived inside him understood English. Toby could say, “Hold up one finger,” and a finger would go up.


  One day Toby checked out a book on American Sign Language from the library. As he learned, so did the creature inside him. Soon he could converse with it. That’s how he learned it was his skeleton that had come alive. He christened it “Bonesy.”


  Since they inhabited the same body, they had a major conflict. But the two engineered a truce. They grew up together.


  The two were never alone and would often talk late into the night. Bonesy told him what his insides felt like: “Gooey!” Most often they’d talk about sports or videogames, or as they grew older, girls.


  One night, when Toby was thirteen, he asked Bonesy about his first memories. Bonesy signed back.


  “I remember everything from instant I came awake. The shaman and incantation. Everything.”


  “I remember him saying something about saying it twice,” Toby said.


  “I remember. First must woke you. Second woke me.”


  Toby rubbed his hand over his chest, feeling his ribs as he sometimes did when talking with Bonesy.


  “Tickles.”


  “How did you learn English? You seemed to know that really fast, but took a while to learn sign language.”


  “I do not remember anything before I woke. But I knew all you knew.”


  Toby found there were advantages to having a living, conscious skeleton inside him. When they worked together and combined their strength, Toby was the strongest kid in class, and their explosive power made him an unlikely football star.


  And that led to all the problems.


  * * * *


  When Toby was fourteen, he made his high school football team as a freshman despite his relative small size. Playing both offense and defense, he was the best and smallest fullback and defensive back his school had ever seen.


  Toby and Bonesy had the mass of one, but the power of two. When they worked together, they could out-muscle and out-cut the much larger juniors and seniors. College scouts came from all over the state to see this prodigy shove aside bigger, older players. They salivated as he upstaged his teammates, leading them to win after win.


  Toby also joined the school’s newspaper staff, where he covered current events part-time. Often his stories would run side by side with sports stories by others about him. A number of upperclassmen on the football team were not happy with the situation.


  After another easy victory, the team clinched going to the state finals. Toby was once again the star, rushing for over 200 yards and making eight tackles. After showering and dressing, he left the locker room. That’s when he was jumped.


  Neither Toby nor Bonesy saw who their assailants were when the bag was stuffed over their head from behind. They fought violently and threw several off before their arms were pinned, two people on each. The assailants stuffed them into a locker, and slammed it shut. It locked with a click.


  “Have a good night, freshman!” was the last thing they heard as the attackers left. The entire assault took less than a minute, a minute that would change Toby’s and Bonesy’s lives forever.


  Toby yelled for help, but there was no answer. Using their combined strength, they threw themselves against the front of the locker over and over, to no avail.


  About an hour after their imprisonment, Bonesy began to fidget. Toby let Bonesy have control, and his arms and legs moved about restlessly.


  “You okay?”


  “Get us out.”


  “You know I can’t. I’ve been yelling forever.”


  “I am scared.”


  Bonesy shook uncontrollably. Toby had never seen Bonesy like this before.


  “Must get out.”


  The signing was barely readable in his shaking hands.


  “Bonesy, we may have to spend the night in here, but we’ll be okay.”


  “No No No No No No No No No.”


  Toby’s body was thrown into the front of the locker, and he tensed his muscles to stop Bonesy. The two struggled, and Toby could barely keep Bonesy from banging his head against the cold, hard steel of their prison. His skeleton had never been so maddened with fear.


  The two struggled through the night. Toby found that if he rocked side to side, it calmed Bonesy down some, but it was only temporary and usually ended with spastic movements as Bonesy panicked again.


  Soon Toby felt a rising fear in himself as well. The cold steel seemed to close in on him, pinning him down. Like Bonesy, he frantically wanted out. Toby didn’t know where this sudden fear had come from. Soon he too was panicking, frantic to get out, but helplessly trapped. He and Bonesy fought their prison for hours, drenched in Toby’s own sweat, both in near mindless terror.


  When a janitor opened the locker in the morning, Toby was too tired to resist as Bonesy shot out, punched the janitor, and then ran into a wall, knocking Toby out.


  Toby woke up in the hospital with a concussion, handcuffed to the side of the bed, with a police officer standing guard. While he’d been unconscious, Bonesy had gone on a rampage.


  The charges were read: destruction of school property, assault, and attempted murder. Bonesy had found a member of the football team whose voice he recognized as one of the football players who had trapped them. He had snuck up behind him and strangled him almost to death before he was pulled off. Of course, all anyone saw was Toby.


  He spent the next four years at the St. Philomena School for Boys, a reform school.


  The locker experience changed Toby in an unexpected way. He now found the very thought of enclosed areas terrifying. Closets, small bathrooms, even pulling a blanket over his head at night made him nervous. He had nightmares where he’d see the door to the locker close in his face, over and over, and he’d wake up screaming. Then the giant with the stubbled red face and thin nose entered his nightmares, swallowing him each night.


  Bonesy’s reaction was far worse. He too became afraid of enclosed places—except he lived in an enclosed place, Toby’s body. Bonesy began suffering regular panic attacks, giving Toby “seizures” as his skeleton literally fought to get out of his body.


  One day several boys at St. Philomena jokingly shoved Toby into a closet and locked the door. Toby and Bonesy were equally terrified as they combined their strength to break through the door and inflict panicked revenge on the boys. For the rest of his stay, the other boys avoided him.


  Toby left St. Philomena’s at eighteen with a relatively clean record but a reputation for strangeness due to his frequent “seizures.”


  Bonesy’s condition worsened during the four years at St. Philomena. Day after day it was the same thing:


  “Let me out.”


  Or:


  “I feel closed in.”


  Or:


  “I drowning in your guts.”


  Browsing the library early in his stay at St. Philomena, Toby had read about claustrophobia, fear of enclosed spaces, which he learned was generally caused by a traumatic incident in childhood. Which was exactly what had happened to them with the locker incident.


  Unable to free himself, Bonesy slowly went crazy. When the closed-in feeling was too severe, he’d writhe about, fighting for control. His signings became more and more desperate as he frantically tried to get out of Toby’s body. But there was only one way for Bonesy to get out of Toby.


  Through Toby’s flesh. Living or dead.


  * * * *


  “How long have you suffered from claustrophobia?” Dr. Oliver asked, staring at Toby through thick glasses. Toby lay on a couch nearby, feeling somewhat silly. The Bonesy problem had only gotten worse in the year since he’d gotten out of St. Philomena. The near car accident in his pajamas the day before was only the latest incident. Perhaps the psychiatrist could shed some light on the matter, even if Toby couldn’t tell him the whole truth. Who would believe him?


  “It started when I was fourteen,” Toby said, as a corner of his eye twitched. He recited the locker story, leaving out any mention of Bonesy. He felt uncomfortable not telling the whole truth, but what choice did he have? If he mentioned Bonesy, Dr. Oliver would truly believe he was crazy.


  When he got to the point where they were thrown into the locker, Bonesy acted up. Toby fought him off as Dr. Oliver watched.


  “This is a severe case,” Dr. Oliver said, jotting down notes. “Try to relax your muscles when you talk, that should help.” Of course, relaxing his muscles was the last thing Toby could do with Bonesy inside. Through clenched teeth, and with his muscles rigid, he finished the story.


  “Is there a cure?” he asked when he was through. He sat up. His muscles were exhausted, and he risked relaxing them a bit, hoping Bonesy wouldn’t notice.


  Dr. Oliver put down his notebook. “There are a number of ways to treat claustrophobia. First, there are medications, such as tranquilizers, anti-depressants and beta blockers. When we’re through today, I’m going to give you a prescription.”


  Little help that’ll be, Toby thought. Medications would affect him, but not Bonesy, who didn’t have a circulatory system.


  “Another way is hypnosis.”


  That’s not going to work either, Toby thought. He’d be hypnotized, and that’d leave Bonesy in charge. He didn’t know if a skeleton could be hypnotized.


  “Cognitive behavior therapy is another way that sometimes works,” Dr. Oliver said. “For this, you confront and change the actual thoughts that lead to the fear of enclosed spaces.”


  Toby thought this could work, but only if Bonesy actively participated. Not likely.


  “Finally,” Dr. Oliver continued, “you can confront it directly with what’s called ‘flooding.’ You face the fear by exposing yourself to it completely until you become conditioned to it.”


  “No No No No No No No No No.”


  “What are you doing with your fingers?” Dr. Oliver asked. Toby tensed his fingers, shutting Bonesy up.


  Face your fears, Toby thought as he left the doctor’s office, tossing the prescription in a trashcan on the way out. He called a taxi, but instead of going home, he went to several department stores. He found one that sold lockers nearly identical to the one he’d been trapped in so many years ago. He bought it.


  It was a struggle getting the locker out of the box with Bonesy on a rampage. Finally he got it out, and put it on the ground horizontally with the door on top. The sight of it made him increasingly nervous. The corner of his eye began twitching.


  Over dinner he and Bonesy argued. But Toby was determined. When Bonesy managed to slap his plate to the floor, spoiling his dinner, Toby had had enough. It was time to face their fear.


  He tied a piece of string to the door of the locker so he could close it from within by pulling on it. He’d made sure the locker he bought had a latch on it so he could open it from the inside.


  He put on his football helmet and a fresh mouth rag. His ever-present throat guard was already on. He hung the string from the locker door loosely inside the locker so he could get at it easily. He sat down in the locker, and tied his hands and feet together as always did at night, using his teeth to pull the knots on his wrists tight. Then, tensing his muscles against Bonesy’s vigorous disagreement, he lay down in the locker.


  Keep your eyes on the ceiling, he told himself. It’s just an open locker, no different than a bed. Nothing to worry about.


  His body began to shake. He’d expected that from Bonesy. Only, he realized, it wasn’t just Bonesy that was shaking.


  You have to do this, he repeated over and over. Both for himself and for Bonesy. He grabbed the string from the locker door in his teeth and began to pull.


  His body exploded like an earthquake as both he and Bonesy gave in to their fears. Working together for once, they jumped out of the locker, tore the ropes off their hands and feet, and made it to the farthest corner of the room, where they cowered in a corner, staring at the locker. Toby sat there for hours until his trembling came to a halt and he finally fell asleep.


  * * * *


  Toby screamed silently into his mouth rag when the giant with the stubbled red face and thin nose came and swallowed him. In utter wet blackness he fell down the giant’s throat, feet first. He came to a stop. His arms and legs were sucked in different directions into the wet softness, pinning him in the tiny enclosed area as he struggled to move and breath. He was drowning in the giant’s guts.


  Something pulled over his head, like a football helmet. Two peepholes of light appeared. He saw his living room. He tried getting up, but something stopped him. He tried again, but his arms and legs were held firm by what seemed wet and gooey molasses. He couldn’t move, he couldn’t breath. He spit out the mouth rag and screamed and screamed and screamed.…


  He jumped to his feet, thrashing his arms and legs about, but they were now free, and he could breath again. He was awake.


  Bonesy was tapping. Please don’t go in locker.


  He had had another nightmare, but it was over. Bonesy’s perpetual nightmare was not. Neither was Toby’s.


  “We have to do this,” he decided. His mouth rag was on the floor; he jammed it in his pocket. “It’s the only way.”


  No. I fight you.


  Toby stared at the locker as he ate breakfast. Then he once again did his preparations, putting on the football helmet and mouth rag. Staying on the opposite side of the room, he tied his arms and legs again, but loosely for now.


  He stood across the room from the locker, and took a few deep breaths. He gave his mouth rag one more adjustment. Then he ran toward the locker, stumbling with the ropes around his feet, screaming as loudly as he could, the sound muffled by the mouth rag. He dived into the locker, fighting off Bonesy’s sudden opposition. He continued to scream mindlessly as he pulled the knots on his hands and feet tight.


  Unable to think clearly while screaming, he barely noticed what he was doing as he grabbed the string to the locker door with his teeth and yanked.


  The locker door closed over him with a clang, and thus began the longest night of Toby’s life. Before he had screamed himself into a mindless frenzy so he wouldn’t think about what he was doing as he trapped himself in the locker. Now he screamed with the same blind terror as Bonesy.


  He started to reach for the latch to open the locker. It was just over his head, an awkward reach with his hands tied. With Bonesy mindlessly bucking his body about, it was almost impossible. He finally got his hands high enough.


  “No!” he screamed, yanking his hands away from the latch. He worked his hands back down, away from the latch.


  An eternity went by. It’s just like lying down, he thought desperately. He took several deep breaths. He still had the shakes, and Bonesy continued to fight him. He closed his eyes, tensed his muscles, and tried to close his mind. Sweat poured out of him as he kept his muscles tense, hour after hour, periodically resting and letting Bonesy painfully bang his body against the cold, hard steel of their prison. He was thankful for the football helmet.


  Bonesy stopped fighting late that afternoon. Soon afterwards Toby nodded off.


  He woke up exhausted, with no idea what the time was. His shirt was glued to his chest from dried sweat, and every muscle ached. Yet he felt strangely relaxed. He slowly worked the knots on his hands free, and opened the locker. After untying his feet, he stood up and spit out the mouth rag.


  “You okay, Bonesy?” he asked as he made his way to the kitchen, his muscles on edge.


  “I—”


  Toby poured cereal for breakfast as he waited for Bonesy to finish. Finally, after a long pause, Bonesy continued.


  “—am fine.”


  Their nightmare was over. Within a week Toby took down the padding on the wall, removed the locks, and bought real silverware made of actual metal.


  * * * *


  Toby died peacefully in his sleep at the age of 79. During his long writing career he wrote thousands of articles, seven books, and won a number of journalism awards. The nurse at the hospital who noted his death reported a severe case of postmortem spasms as his fingers moved about long after he died.


  The executor of Toby’s estate, a lawyer, had known Toby on and off for many years. When he’d last spoken with him shortly before his death, Toby had given him the sealed will. He’d seemed perfectly normal. The lawyer now read, with growing amazement, the instructions Toby had left in the will.


  First, his casket was to be buried no more than one foot deep, under loose earth. Strange, but no big deal there. Second, the casket was not to be locked. Did Toby expect to take any trips out of his coffin? Third, he was to be buried with a large and sturdy knife that he had left at his home before going to the hospital the final time. The lawyer could only shake his head.


  And finally, the will specified the words to be placed on his gravestone. The lawyer was fairly sure Toby had never been closely involved with civil rights groups, but perhaps he didn’t know Toby as well as he thought.


  If someone were to challenge this, he thought, there would be a strong case to have Toby declared not of sound mind. However, it was his job to execute the will as written. Besides, who would challenge the will? Toby seemed a near recluse who’d spent his life with himself as his only company.


  The instructions were carried out. At the burial a few days later, the lawyer read the words on the gravestone: “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, I am free at last!” Why had Toby chosen to put the quote from Martin Luther King on his gravestone? Bewildered and shaking his head, the lawyer left.


  The soil at the base of the gravestone stirred.


  


  VENGEANCE IN HER BONES, by Malcolm Jamieson


  The messenger from the Navy recruiting office found old Captain Tolliver in his backyard. The crabby, sour-visaged housekeeper took him as far as the hedge back of the house and pointed the retired mariner out to him. Captain Tolliver was reclining in a ragged canvas deckchair taking the sun. He had on faded dungarees, soft and pliant as linen from hundreds of scrubbings, and the stump of his handless left arm rested carelessly on his lap. The peg-leg that matched it lay in alignment with the one good leg. The captain had his eyes closed, comfortably drinking in the sun’s good heat, when he heard the crunch of the messenger’s step on the gravel walk that separated the vegetable from the flower beds. The old skipper’s hearing was still alert, though, and at the sound he raised his lids and looked inquiringly at the newcomer.


  “Commander Jason’s compliments, sir,” said the bluejacket, “and would you please step down to the office. He has a ship for you.”


  Captain Tolliver smiled feebly, then he closed his eyes against the glare. His eyes were not overstrong these days—the doctors had said something about incipient cataracts.


  “Commander Jason is confusing me with my son. He already has a ship, working out of West Coast ports. My sea-going days are over. Forever.” To emphasize his point he waved the stump of his left arm, and lifted the pegleg slightly.


  “No, sir. It’s you he wants. He was very clear about that. He has a ship that only you can command. She’s a rogue. They say she a will obey no other skipper. He says they have waived your physical defects and will give you all the help you need. But they’ve got to have you.”


  The captain shook his head.


  “He’s wrong, I say. There is no such a ship. There was one once, but she rotted her life away in the back channel. They sold her finally to a wrecking company and broke her up for scrap. All I have to say to that is whoever bought that scrap had better have a care as to how they use it. For she was a vindictive wench. The Sadie Saxon bore grudges and would have her way no matter what you did.…


  “Yes, sir,” said the messenger, eagerly, “that’s the ship—the Sadie Saxon—a cargo type vessel! They’ve put her back in commission but she won’t leave port. They need ships now that America is at war. Every ship. That’s why they need you. The commander says please come. If you want, he’ll send an ambulance.”


  “The Sadie Saxon,” whispered the old captain, suddenly rapt with nostalgia for World War days when he and she were in their prime.


  Then aloud, “He needn’t bother about the ambulance. I can get there under my own power, son. Give me a hand so I can get up and go dress. The old uniform still fits, thank God.”


  Captain Tolliver’s senility seemed to drop from him as a cloak the moment the well-worn blue garments were back on his lean frame. He looked a little ruefully at the tarnished gold lace on the sleeves and at the cap device the years had tinted with green mold, but nevertheless he brushed the uniform carefully, squared his shoulders, and marched down the steps without availing himself of the sailor’s proffered arm.


  “So they didn’t break her up after all?” said the captain, as they waited at the curb in the hope a cruising taxi would come by. “How come? I know she was sold.”


  “Too expensive. She was part of a contract for scrap to be sent to the Japs some months ago, but they only worked three days on her. She killed nine men the first day they brought their cutting torches aboard, all of them in different ways. One of her booms crashed down the second day and smashed five others. On the third day seven suffocated in a hold, and two slipped and fell overboard. The men said she was jinxed and threatened to call a strike. So they put a tug alongside and hauled her back to her old berth.”


  Caplain Tolliver chuckled.


  “For the Japs, huh? She knew it even before they attacked Pearl Harbor, but I might have told ’em. But what’s this about her refusing to leave port. Doesn’t that sound a little silly to you?”


  His faded old eyes twinkled when he asked the question. It was one that did sound silly, when a person came to think about it. Yet he knew it was not silly and one an experienced sailorman would answer as seriously as he could.


  “There’s no other word for it, sir,” replied the bluejacket, soberly. “She was refitted at Newport News, given a crew and loaded with cargo. They took her out to make a voyage to Spanish Morocco, loaded with grain and automobile tires. But she wouldn’t pass the Thimble. Her rudder jammed and she piled up hard, and at high tide, too. It took four days to pull her off. They took her back to the yard and looked her steering gear over. It was okay. So they started her out again. That time she sheered out to the other side and grounded near Willoughby Spit. The third time they tried to take her out, ahe piled up in the dredged channel and blocked all shipping for hours. The yard still insisted there was nothing wrong with her steering gear and suspected sabotage—”


  “I know,” said the captain. “They didn’t find any evidence of it.”


  “That’s right. They gave her crew a clean bill of health and ordered to sea once more. She won’t budge. She had steam up and stood a good dock trial, but once she was out in the stream her propellers quit turning over—”


  “With full throttle, of course,” remarked Captain Tolliver calmly.


  “Yes, sir. With full pressure in the boilers and throttle wide open. All she would do was drift until she banged into a dock.


  “The tugs got hold of her and tied her up again. The engineers swear her engines are all right and there is no reason why she won’t run. She just won’t—that’s all.”


  A taxi rounded the corner and caught the sailor’s hail. As it slid to a stop before them the captain made one final remark.


  “I see. They looked up her record and found she was always that way. Except when I had command of her. Well, I know what is on that little tub’s mind and what to do about. It won’t be orthodox, but if they want her in service it is the only way.”


  “What’s that, sir.”


  “Give her her head,” said the old man cryptically, then stiffly climbed into the cab.


  It was a week later that Captain Tolliver arrived at Norfolk Navy Yard. An aide of the admiral in charge of transport took him to the dock where she lay. She looked spick and span and new and a painter’s stage swung under her near bow, and was to play her part in keeping supplies going Eastward in spite of havoc to the West. Tolliver climbed up onto it with some difficulty and patted one of the shiny plates of her nose.


  “Up to your old tricks, eh, Sadie?” the astonished aide heard him say. “Well, everything’s going to be all right now. We’ll go hunting together.”


  Was it the wash of a passing tug that caused her to bob suddenly up and down that way? The aide shrugged his shoulders and was glad he as in the regular outfit. He would hate to have to go to sea through the war zone on a rogue ship under the command of a decrepit and senile madman of a skipper.


  “I am ready to take over,” announced Tolliver when he was back on the dock, “whenever those three men whose names I gave you have heen replaced by others more acceptable.”


  “Acceptable to whom, sir? I repeat that they are loyal American citizens despite their German ancestry. They have been investigated fully.”


  “Acceptable to me as representative of the ship,” answered the captain with all his old dignity. “When they are off we sail. Not before. Perhaps it is prejudice—Sadie’s funny that way—perhaps your investigation was not as comprehensive as you think. That’s your problem.”


  The aide laughed. The old lunatic, he thought, but I’m stuck I guess. They said give him anything he asked for.


  “Very well, sir,” was what he said out loud.


  Captain Tolliver waited patiently beside the bow until the last of the thee scowling men had come down it laden with their bags and dunnage. Then he mounted to the deck and went straightway to the bridge. His hand reached for the whistle pull. A long, triumphant scream of a blast split the air.


  “Stand by your lines,” bellowed the old man through a megaphone, “and tell the tug never mind. We won’t need her.”


  Two hours later the Sadie Saxon swept through the dredged channel, picked up and passed the entrance buoy to the bay. Throbbing with the vibration of her churning screws and rising and falling to the heavy swell outside, she shook herself joyfully at the smell and feel of the open sea. Cape Henry and Cape Charles Lights soon faded behind. The Captain set a course for Bermuda, for the ship’s orders had been changed. After the long delay in setting out the situation was different. She was to rendezvous with a Gibraltar bound convoy at the island.


  Mate Parker came up to take the watch. It was a cloudy, dark night and the ship was running without lights.


  “Keep a sharp lookout,” warned the captain, “and handle things yourself. I don’t want to be called unless something extraordinary occurs.”


  “Aye, sir,” acknowledged the mate surlily. By rights he should be the skipper of this cranky tub—not this doddering old fool.


  The captain got down the ladder the best way he could and groped along the darkened decks until he came to the door of his room. He did not undress at all but lay down in his bunk as he was. The Sadie Saxon could be counted on to do the unexpected at any time. He closed his eyes wearily, for the excitement of the day had taxed his strength to the utmost. In a moment he was fast asleep.


  It must have been well after midnight when be was roused from his deep slumber. Mr. Parker was standing over him with a look of concern on his face.


  “She’s gone crazy again, sir,” he reported, “and we can’t do a thing with her—”


  “Don’t try,” directed the captain. “What’s she doing?”


  “Turned sharp to the left about fifteen minutes ago and is turning up about twelve revolutions more than her proper speed. The helmsman can’t do anything about it. Neither can the engineer. She won’t obey her wheel or throttle. What do we do—fold up and call it a day?”


  Captain Tolliver sat up in his bunk.


  “Oh, no. By no means. You’ll be awfully busy shortly. Turn out all hands at once. Man your lifeboats and have them ready for lowering? Shut all water-tight doors below and see that there is plenty of shoring handy in case the peak gets stove in. Have the collision mat ready. That’s all.”


  “But the steering?”


  “Just let the wheel go. She’ll steer herself. She knows where she wants to go. I don’t.”


  The mate left and the old man dragged himself to his mismated feet and began the laborious journey to the bridge. Once he was up there he made sure that the searchlight was ready to turn on in case he needed it. After that he could only wait.


  The wait was not long. Fifteen minutes later there was a shock, a grinding, bumping of something under the fore-foot and along the keel. The ship’s engines stopped abruptly, then began backing. Captain Tolliver reached for the engine room telegraph and rang it to “Stop.”


  The ship stopped.


  “Collision forward?” shouted the lookout in the bow. “We just ran down a small ship of some sort.”


  Tolliver could hear the boatswain and his gang dropping into the fore hold to see whether the damage was serious. Then he spoke quietly to the mate who was on the bridge beside him.


  “You may put your boats in the water now, Mister. I have a hunch we just ran down a Nazi sub. I’ll put on the light as soon as you are lowered.” The mate left on the run, more mystified than ever. A man came up from forward and reported the peak was full up to the waterline but the bulkhead abaft it was holding and the ship seemed to be in no danger.


  “Turn on that searchlight,” ordered Captain Tolliver, “and sweep aft.” There was a chorus of gasps as the light stabbed out into the murk and almost instantly lit on a large black object rearing up above the waves. It was the bow of a submarine, and even as they sighted it it slid backwards into the deep. But in that brief glimpse they saw several men plunge overboard, and as the light swept to right and left the bobbing heads of a dozen or more men could be seen in the water.


  “Pick up those men and be smart about it,” yelled Tolliver through his megaphones to the boats. Then he watched as they draped the survivors into the boats and rowed back to the ship. He watched as they hoisted the boats in and housed them at their davits.


  “Put those men under guard,” he directed, “and get back on your course. Things will be all right now.” And with that he went below to pick up his nights sleep where it had left off.


  The arrival of the Sadie Saxon at Bermuda caused quite a stir. Many were the congratulations upon the ship’s luck in blundering across a U-boat and ramming it in the dark. The two officers and eleven men rescued from the crash were most welcome to the British Intelligence officers. Hasty arrangements were made for quick repairs to the ship’s damaged bow. She had missed the convoy for which she was intended, but there would be other convoys and the little delay was well paid for by the bag of the undersea wolf. Captain Tolliver took his praise modestly.


  “It’s not all luck,” he said. “It is a habit of the Sadie Saxon. If you will look up her record in the last war you will see she has done that sort of thing before.”


  By the time the ship was ready for sea again the hubbub had died down. Captain Tolliver took the position assigned him with entire calm and confidence. It was a big convoy and made up of three columns of ships. The Sadie Saxon was given the post of danger and honor as the lead ship of the right-hand column. But destroyers frolicked about ahead and on the flanks. It would be costly for any submarine to tackle that well-guarded flotilla.


  For three nights they went eastward, steaming without lights and in formation. There was no alarm other than the appearance overhead one day of a trio of scout bombers marked with the black and white crosses of Germany. The anti-aircraft guns of the escorting warships kept them at too great a height to do any damage, and so drove them away. But after their appearance old Captain Tolliver knew anything might happen. The Sadie Saxon had behaved most peculiarly all the while they were in sight, vibrating almost as if she had dropped a screw.


  “Steady, old girl,” whispered the skipper into the binnacle, “you’ll have to get used to those. They’re an innovation.”


  It was the night after that that the big attack occurred. The long triple column of ships was plowing along through a dark and misty night and thirty officers on as many bridges were staring anxiously into the murk striving not to lose sight of the tiny blue stern light of the ship ahead. Under the circumstances mutual collision was much more likely than a hostile attack. The orders were strict—maintain radio silence at all costs, never show a light under any circumstances, and above all, keep station.


  But the Sadie Saxon cared next to nothing about commodore’s orders. At ten minutes past four in the morning she balked, her engines churning violently at full speed astern, to the consternation of the black gang who had had no bells to that effect and were caught off guard. Captain Tolliver was on the bridge when it happened and called sharply to the forward lookouts:


  “Look sharply close aboard! What do you see?”


  The ship was turning rapidly to starboard, her rudder jammed hard over, while the helmsman strove wildly to bring the wheel back the other way.


  “The wakes of two torpedoes, sir—no, four—five—nine! Coming from starboard, sir.”


  The streaks of phosphorescent light were visible now from the bridge. The Sadie Saxon was turning straight into them; she would pass safely between a pair of them.


  The aged skipper acted with an alacrity that surprised even him. He yelled for the searchlight and with his own hand pulled the whistle into a strident blast of warning. The searchlight came on and threw its beam straight ahead. There, in a line, were three gray conning towers—three submarines on the surface and in fairly close formation. The nearest destroyer saw them too and at once plunged towards them with its guns blazing. Geysers of white water shot up about the nearest one. A couple of seconds later a bright flash told of a six-inch hit squarely at the base of a conning tower. The other two subs were diving hard, but the one that was hit did not dive. Or did not dive the regular way. It rolled slowly over toward the Sadie Saxon, spilling frantic men from its torn superstructure, then settled to its grave.


  The leading freighter of the middle column suddenly blew up with a bang, lighting up the sea like day. A moment later the second ship of the left-hand column burst into flames. At least two of the nine torpedoes fired had found a mark. But the subs that fired them had no opportunity to fire more. They had been ambushed in their own ambush, and already three destroyers were racing back and forth over the spots where they had last been seen and dropping depth-charges by the score. Similar activities were going on on the other side. Apparently there had been other subs waiting there as well.


  The Sadie Saxon lay still where she was until the survivors of the two ships destroyed had been brought on board. Then she unaccountably turned due south and ran for an hour at full speed. There she stopped and refused to budge another yard. It was well past the dawn then and a destroyer could be seen on the horizon behind still searching for vestiges of their attackers.


  “Signal that destroyer,” the captain said, “and tell him to come over here. We’ve got one spotted.”


  The destroyer came up within hail, and its captain delivered a blistering message through what must have been an asbestos-lined megaphone. “Will the second on that ship kindly relieve that blithering idiot in command and put him under arrest? The—”


  “The sub’s right under me,” Tolliver yelled back, “playing possum a hundred feet or so down.” The ship started moving ahead. “Come in and drop your eggs. Then lock me up if you want.”


  He turned to Parker who was in a quandary as to what to do. The performances of the ship had shaken his nerve. He had begun to wonder whether he was the crazy man. Tolliver ignored him. Instead he walked out to the wing of the bridge and watched the destroyer do its work.


  Huge seething hummocks of water rose as the ash-cans exploded under the surface. Four of them had gone off and the destroyer was coming back for a second run across the same spot. But there was no need. A half mile away a black nose appeared for a moment on the surface, stuck its beak up into the air, then with a loud hissing of escaping air fell back weakly into the water. Where it had been were three bobbing heads. There had been a sub under there!


  “Thanks,” flashed the destroyer, “well done. Rejoin convoy.”


  They went past Gib without stopping and made the hazardous trip to Alexandria without incident other than a few sporadic and ineffectual raids by enemy aircraft. At Alexandria Captain Tolliver found this message waiting for him; it was from ONI.


  
    “You are a better guesser than some of our experts. The three men you tipped us off to are in jail. They planned to seize the ship and divert it to a Norwegian port. Congratulations.”
  


  The skipper gave a brief snort and then crammed the message into a pocket with his one good hand. Then he learned that on the voyage home he was to carry the convoy’s commodore. The “commodore,” a retired Navy captain, came aboard and looked around.


  He did not say much until they were out of the Mediterranean and well to the west of Portugal. By then they had been joined by many other ships and were steaming in a formation much like the one before, with the difference that this time, being flagship, they were more nearly in the middle of the flotilla.


  “You seem to have a remarkable ability to spot submarines, Captain,” he remarked. “What is your secret?”


  “Me?” said the skipper indignantly. “Hell, I can’t see a submarine in the dark or under water any farther than the next man. All the credit is due to Sadie. She smells ’em. She hates ’em, too.”


  “Yes, I know. She rammed several in the last war, didn’t she? And didn’t they make her into a Q-ship?”


  “She did. She was. If you’ll look down there on the pedestal of the binnacle stand you’ll see some file marks. There are fourteen of ’em now. Each one stands for a U-boat. Or raider. I tell you, she don’t like Germans. She was a German herself, you know, but they didn’t treat her right. She has a grievance.”


  “Now, Captain,” laughed the commodore, “don’t you think you are carrying your little joke too far? After all…”


  “Do you know the story of this ship?” asked Tolliver fiercely, “well, listen.”


  It was close to midnight then and a bright moon was shining. The silhouettes of the ships about were distinct as black masses against the glittering white-kissed sea. The two officers went on talking, but their eyes were steadfastly kept ahead. This was a night when anything might happen.


  “In 1914 this ship was spanking new. She was the Koenigen von Sachsen or something of the sort, freshly turned out of the Vulcan Works at Stettin. The outbreak of the war caught her at Hoboken and they tied her up for the duration. But when we joined the war in ’17 and took her over, her innards were something pitiful to see. Her crew had dry-fired her boilers and they were a mass of sagging tubes. The vandals cracked her cylinders with sledges, threw the valve gear and cylinder heads overboard, and messed up all the auxiliaries. They fixed the wiring so it would short the moment juice was put on it, and they took down steam leads and inserted steel blanks between the flanged joints. In other places they drove out rivets and replaced them with ones of putty. I tell you she was dynamite, even after they fixed up the boilers and main machinery.


  “Naturally, having a thing like that done to you would make you sore especially if you were young and proud and the toast of the Imperial German merchant marine. But that was not all. On her first trip across—I was mate then—a sub slammed a torp into her off the north of Ireland and it took her stern away. Luckily she didn’t sink and another ship put a hawser on us and worried us into Grennock where they fixed her up. That would have been bad enough, but on the trip home she smacks into a submarine-laid mine off the Delaware Capes and blows in her bow. We had to beach her near Cape May.


  “They rebuilt her again and we set out. But her hard-luck—or mistreatment rather—wasn’t at an end. In those days our Secret Service wasn’t as good as it is now and a saboteur got aboard. He gummed up things pretty bad. So bad that we caught afire and almost sank in mid-ocean. It took some doggoned hard work to save that ship, but help came and we stayed afloat. Well, that was the end of her patience. She went hog-wild. After that, no matter whether she was in convoy or not, whenever, anything that was German was around—sub, torpedo, raider or what not—she went after it, and never mind engine room bells or rudder. Her whimsies cost me a hand and a leg before we were through, but I didn’t mind. I figured I could take it if she could.


  “She broke the hearts of three captains. A lot of captains, you ought to know, object to having the ship take charge. They said she was unmanageable and chucked their jobs. That left me in command, though at the time I didn’t rate the job. Knowing something of her history, I knew better than to interfere. Her hunches are the best thing I know. No matter what she does…”


  “Hey?” yelled the commodore, thoroughly alarmed, “watch what you’re doing.”


  The Sadie Saxon had sheered sharply from her course and was heading directly across the bows of a ship in the column to one side of them. It was too late then, even if the Sadie had been tractable, to do anything about it. A collision was inevitable. The commodore reached for the whistle pull, but Tolliver grabbed his arm and held it.


  “Wait,” he urged, “this means something. I know her.”


  An angry, guttural shout came from the bridge of the ship whose path they were about to cross. Then came the rending crash as steel bit into steel—thousands of tons of it at twelve knots speed. The other ship had rammed the Sadie Saxon just abreast the mainmast and she heeled over sharply, spilling deck gear over the off rail. At once pandemonium reigned in the convoy as ships behind sheered out to avoid compounding the already serious collision.


  At once fresh confusion succeeded. The ship that was the victim of the Sadie’s caprice suddenly dropped her false bulwarks and the moonlight glinted off the barrels of big guns both fore and aft. Harsh orders sounded in German and the guns began spitting fire. Shells began bursting against ships on all sides as the raider that had insinuated itself into the midst of the convoy began its work. Escort ships began dashing toward the scene, worming their way through the scattering freighters so as to get to a spot where they could open fire.


  “I told you,” said Captain Tolliver, serenely. “You can always trust her.”


  But she was sinking, and the crew were lowering what boats they could. The commodore was one of the first to leave, since he was in charge of the entire expedition and must transfer his flag to a surviving ship. Tolliver stayed behind. There was not room enough in the boats for one thing, and his faith in the durability of the Sadie Saxon was unlimited. He had seen her in worse plight many times before.


  The raider had succeeded in backing away, but it, too, was in a perilous condition. Her bows were torn wide open and she was fast going down by the head. She continued to fire viciously at everything within reach, paying especial attention to the crippled Sadie Saxon. A shell struck her funnel and threw fragments and splinters onto the bridge. One fragment struck Captain Tolliver in the right thigh and he went down with a brief curse. Another pair of projectiles burst aft among the rest of the crew who were engaged in freeing a life raft from the mainmast shrouds. It must have killed them all, for when shortly afterward a destroyer ranged alongside and hailed, there was no answering cry.


  Toiliver battled himself to the wing of the bridge and managed to cut an opening in the weather screen. He looked out just in time to see the flaming remnants of the raider sink under the moon-tipped waves. The freighters had all gone and the destroyers were charging off in a new direction. Apparently submarines, working in conjunction with the camouflaged raider, had made their appearance. Tolliver watched a moment, then was aware of a growing faintness. His leg must be bleeding more than he thought. In a moment everything turned black.


  It was broad daylight when he came to again. Another peep showed him an empty ocean. The convoy must have gone on, as it was proper and correct it should. And then he heard the burr and roar of airplanes overhead. They swooped low, machine-gunning the decks systematically on the assumption men were still aboard. One, more daring than the rest, swooped in between the masts. Sadie Saxon was trembling in every plate and rivet.


  “Steady, girl,” murmured the now delirious captain, laying his cheek against the bridge deck and patting it gently with his one hand. “you can’t handle those, I know. But we’ve done enough, you and I. We can’t keep afloat forever.”


  Her answer was typical. He had no way of knowing how deep she was in the water, or what her trim, but she heeled violently to port—hung there a moment, then turned quietly over on her side. The instant she to chose do it was just as the daring raider plane was diving beneath her radio antennae, ready to drop its final bomb. Captain Tolliver heard its wings snap off and its body crash as the whipping, heeling mast struck it. There was a final burst of flame, and the rest was cool, green water. The old sea-dog felt the waves close over him, but he was smiling and content.


  “Bless her old heart,” was his last thought, “she even got one of those.”


  


  LITTLE PIECES, by Matt Piskun


  I wanted to see her again, her smile, her flowing, golden hair that smelled like spring flowers. I missed the way she touched me, so light and caring yet it always sent a charge through me. My life corroded quickly when she disappeared. A piece of her was mailed back to her apartment. The police had no leads.


  We met in the third grade, in this classroom. The furniture had changed, as of course had the children’s artwork on the walls. New pictures and poems on construction paper were hung where ours used to be. Where were my old drawings? They were rotting in a landfill somewhere probably the same as Hope was.


  The pictures on the wall fluttered as the door to the classroom opened.


  “Can I help you sir?” She spoke with her arms crossed just below her chest.


  “I went to school here, had third grade in this room.”


  She gave me a nervous smile. Dimples appeared on her face that made her look quite cute. My stomach fluttered as her cool, grey eyes studied mine.


  “I’m sorry but you shouldn’t be in here. This is my room. I was just about to lock up.”


  “I’m just reminiscing.”


  Her smile slowly melted away and a tinge of worry appeared on her face. Could she see the knife hidden under my shirt? I began to sweat and I couldn’t look her in the eye.


  “Look,” she told me, “I’ll give you five minutes. I’m going to head back to the teacher’s lounge and get my stuff. I’ll be back with security so please be gone. I know you want to revisit your memories but you really shouldn’t be here.”


  I nodded and that adorable smile snuck back onto her face. She held up her hand, “Five minutes.”


  Revisit memories, if only she knew. When she left I opened the coatroom door and moved a bunch of wire hangers over to one side and there it was on the wall, just as I remembered it.


  Etched into the faded wood were the initials ‘MJ + HW’ encased in a heart; my initials and those of Hope Winters. She wore a red and white strawberry dress the day I carved it. I pulled out my knife and scraped the initials off the wall. I caught the shavings in my hand and dropped them into a small plastic bag.


  Before I went to see Babanoose I needed to eat so I headed home. Visits with him could be interesting and I was already light headed.


  “What are you doing home?”


  “I have the day off, Dad.”


  His wrinkled face made a sour expression and he waved his lit cigarette in my direction. “You take off and do nothing? What a waste.”


  The old curmudgeon lives with me now. My sister lived in Miami and it was too hot for him to live there, which I find ironic since he would most likely spend eternity in hell.


  I made no reply as I prepared myself a peanut butter and Fluff sandwich. He kept yapping but I knew how to tune him out. Occasional words like, “no girlfriend”, “pathetic” and “no confidence” burst through my mental defenses, but I pushed them deep down into that special place I reserve for all life’s bile.


  “See ya later, Pop.” I said, but “Fucking die already,” is what I thought.


  Babanoose sat on his big, green, ugly-ass couch and puffed on a joint. He wore a black dashiki with gold trim and blue jeans. He offered me a hit but I declined. “Mandatory drug testing at work,” I lied. Baba knew I was full of crap but he respected me enough not to call me out on it. We’ve been pals since kindergarten.


  He rubbed his hand over his bald head. “You sure you want to go through with this, bro?”


  “I need her back.”


  Babanoose looked at me and frowned. “Sometimes the dead should stay dead. She was a great friend but it’s been a year. I don’t wanna be insensitive but you need to date or something.”


  “Something inside me vanished when she did.”


  Baba knew he wouldn’t win this argument. “Give me what you got.”


  I gave him the bag of shavings from the coat-room wall.


  “Dust? You shittin’ me? How much mojo you think I got?”


  “It’s from when we first met.”


  “Hmm. O.K., I’ll give it a whirl.”


  He pulled out a skull from a worn leather chest. It looked human but I wasn’t sure and I didn’t ask. He lit two white candles that sputtered and spit out yellow sparks.


  “Fat candles,” Babanoose smirked.


  He dumped the shavings in the skull and filled it to the top with red dust. “Hold my hand,” he told me, “and don’t let go. Oh, and don’t say shit either.”


  I grabbed his left hand and with his right he tilted one of the spitting candles until the flame licked the red powder inside. He looked me in the eye and said, “Don’t fucking let go of me.”


  The skull sizzled on the table with smoky, black tendrils drifting up and twisting lazily around each other. I was starting to wonder how much Babanoose had been smoking when the skull started to shake violently. The room grew dark, then darker still. I couldn’t see the skull on the table but I could hear it rattling fiercely. My hands started to sweat and I gripped my friend a little tighter.


  The eyes of the skull lit up. Two yellow orbs pierced the blackness and floated before me. Like twin searchlights they scanned the room until they discovered me. The exploring beams found my eyes and for a moment my sight was lost. My heart seized in panic then my vision came back to me.


  I was alone in the room, in a different level of reality, but I felt Babanoose’s hand anchoring me back in the real world. In the shifting kaleidoscope of different shades of night I saw her lips. Thin and red and smiling, just the way I remembered them. They whispered but her words were lost in the dark tempest that surrounded her mouth. I moved closer driven by my desire to hear her voice again. I stopped as my arm jerked behind me tethered to the other world by my friend. I pulled harder and I felt my hand begin to slip. The lips moved more frantically. I jerked my arm with greater intensity. My hand was slipping free, my fingers running across Baba’s palm. I was making out what she was trying to say, her words swimming through the murk, kissing my ear when I felt a hand grab my forearm and pull me back into reality.


  The candles had burned down to little stubs and Babanoose’s dashiki was wet with sweat down his chest.


  His eyes were filled with rage when he spoke, “Bastard, you stupid shit. I nearly lost your ass.”


  “Hair.”


  “What?”


  “She told me that I needed to find a lock of her hair.”


  Baba looked surprised then he took the burnt scrapings from the soot-covered skull and rubbed them on a compass. “Her spirit has spoken, man. Take this compass and follow the needle. It will take you to her hair or whatever the hell she wants you to find.”


  “Will I be able to bring her back with it?”


  “I don’t know but you think I’m gonna try after that stunt you pulled?”


  “I swear it won’t happen again. You can handcuff me to you if you want.”


  “Then you’d pull my ass in with you and Babanooose is happy where he is.”


  “I promise.”


  “Damn, we’ll see.”


  I put the compass in my coat pocket and walked home. It was cold and I could see my breath. The moon was full but it offered little light through the clouds.


  I heard a rustling in the bushes beside me. I peered inside and saw nothing but darkness. I quickened my pace. I heard the brush move once again then heard footsteps behind me. I was spooked, my otherworldly experience still fresh in my mind, and I ran. The footsteps ran too. They were gaining on me. I was about to shout for help when I was tackled on the sidewalk. My hands broke my fall and I felt my palms rip open. Then I was punched in the back of the head causing me to see stars.


  “Give me everything in your pockets! Empty them. Now!”


  I turned over but I couldn’t see his face as he stood over me in the darkness. What little light the night offered was reflected in the blade he held. I started to comply to his demands when I felt the ash-stained compass in my pocket.


  My pause made him impatient and he wound up for another punch. I jerked my head to the side and his fist hit the ground. I yanked my hand from my pocket and hit him on the side of his face. Then I brought my foot up and kicked him in the groin as hard as I could. He dropped his knife and fell to knees clutching his balls.


  I picked up the knife and stood over him. I pointed the blade at him, gripping the handle so hard my knuckles hurt. “No. No, man,” he said through pained breaths. I put the knife in my coat pocket and left him retching in the dark.


  Walking into my house I found my father sitting in the living room. A cigarette smoldered in the ashtray. “What the shit happened to you?”


  “Nothing, I fell.”


  “Clumsy bastard,” he snickered.


  Adrenaline still flowed through me. I balled my fists in anger and my heart pumped faster. The steel in my pocket was ice cold.


  He picked up his smoke and took a long drag. “Go clean your lumbering self up. You’re bleeding on the damn carpet. It’s no wonder you have no woman.”


  Anger was replaced with self-pity. I unclenched my fists and went upstairs to shower. I sat in the tub and let the water rain over my head and back. I picked small pieces of gravel from my palms and watched them spiral down the drain much the way my life had. When Hope died a light went out in the world and the darkness she held back stampeded toward me until I was awash in it, a night that has forgotten day.


  I remember the last time I saw her. “She likes you, you know?”


  She pushed her hair out her out of her eye as she spoke. “She would go out with you. She’s hot too.”


  “I don’t know about that. Plus we work together.”


  “Give yourself some credit. You’re a catch and who cares if you work together.”


  I grinned at her and she smiled back. God, I loved her. I think she knew it.


  “Look, I think I like someone else.”


  “Well,” she laughed, “why don’t you ask her out? It is a her isn’t it?”


  “Yes! I’m just building up my confidence.”


  Her smile widened and she touched my hand. “Don’t wait too long. She may not wait around forever.”


  * * * *


  The next morning I left for work early before my father was awake so I didn’t have to listen to his crap. As I left I heard him snoring away; the shit in his lungs from a lifetime of smoking rattling around in his chest.


  I couldn’t concentrate at all at work so at lunch I told my boss I wasn’t feeling well and needed to leave. He informed me I had no sick-time left but I told him I was going to barf so he let this one slide.


  I put the compass on my car dashboard and followed the needle as I drove up Sycamore Avenue and South on the Garden State Parkway. I went about sixty miles and was starting to seriously doubt Baba’s compass as horseshit when the needle jerked to the right as I approached exit thirty-nine. I got off and drove down a side-road for a few miles then pulled onto a dirt path, which stopped in front of a dense forest. I parked the car and peered through the trees. The setting sun cast long, black shadows across the woodlands. There was complete silence, not even the chirping of birds or the rustling of leaves. I got sharp, nervous jabs in the pit in my stomach and thought about coming back in the morning but the needle on the compass was vibrating excitedly in my hand.


  I heard a car coming and I turned around to see it approaching. The driver rolled down their window. A woman with green eyes and reddish- brown hair smiled at me.


  “You having car trouble?”


  Her smile calmed me. “No, just looking around, checking the area out.”


  “Did they finally agree to sell some of this land off?”


  She was beautiful and I noticed her hands on the steering wheel. She had no rings on. “I heard they might,” I lied.


  “Well if you buy it I live a mile up the road, number sixty-four on the right. Come and say hi.”


  She smiled at me as she closed her window and drove away. I waved good-bye. She reminded me of the cute teacher I met yesterday.


  It was getting darker but I could still read the compass so I went into the woods. I kept stumbling on the overgrown shrubbery and twisted roots that covered the ground. Nightfall seemed to come much too quickly and I couldn’t see the compass anymore. I looked around and saw nothing but trees and blackness. A cold breeze whipped at me from every direction and I wrapped my arms around myself for warmth.


  I jumped as I heard a sharp crack. It sounded like someone else was in the woods with me. I peered into the surrounding gloom and saw only the stirring of shadows. There was a pressure building behind me making me want to walk forward. I shuffled slowly ahead when there was another loud bang and the tree trunk in front of me exploded in a shower of splinters. I dove onto the ground as I heard another shot buzz past my head and shatter more wood.


  I lay flush to the ground, hiding in the tall overgrowth, when I heard a voice, soft and confident call out to me.


  “I’ve got night-vision. I’m going to find you.”


  He fired another shot off trying to make me jump up and reveal myself. I crawled further ahead afraid to stay still and do nothing. As I crept along I came across a long swath of what felt like long grass. It was soft but was dried out and caked with dirt. Another shot rang out overhead and I yanked my hands to my ears pulling the grass. A handful was ripped off between my fingers and as I felt it brush across my face I knew what it was. Hair.


  I heard footsteps approaching. The snapping of tangled roots and fallen branches brought more dread then the gunshots. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. The man was approaching me from behind. I held my breath and lay flat in the brush hoping he would be peering through a scope, looking behind trees and not looking down.


  “You won’t make it out these woods,” he whispered. A foot crunched behind me. “This is my place, where I take people to play.” A boot came down by my head and I could smell its damp leather. He was standing above me. I felt the tangled hair between my fingers then clenched my fist tight.


  I quickly got to my knees and jumped upwards screaming with fear. My back came up between his legs and I felt him tumble over and heard the clatter of his rifle hitting the ground. I heard him scrambling to his feet in front of me and I leaped forward into the shadows. I grabbed his arm but couldn’t get a grip on his jacket.


  He threw me off and I hit a tree, my vision exploding in a flash of lights. I felt the knife from the mugger in my jacket. I pulled it out but my attacker grabbed my wrists and turned it back on me. He pushed the blade towards my chest. I screamed and pushed back but he was stronger. The tip pierced my jacket then flesh. I felt a bead of blood run down my chest. I crashed my head into his face and he released his grip and fell over. I howled into the night and raised the knife above my head. When he moved I would find him. I would see the ripples in the darkness; I would hear his muffled breathing through his broken nose. Then I would thrust my blade into him again and again. I heard him try to crawl away but as I stepped toward him we were surrounded by beams of light.


  The beams got closer and closer tightening their circle. Then I heard the shouts of “freeze” and “police” as scores of cops flooded the woods surrounding us.


  I spent the next morning in the Egg Harbor Township Police Station.


  “You’re lucky a neighbor called us when she heard shots fired.”


  I rubbed the hair in my pocket between my thumb and forefinger.


  “I know you’re in shock sir but you should know that we found a body in the woods. We think the man who attacked you may have killed someone and buried the body in the woods.”


  I knew it was Hope.


  “Would you be willing to come back and answer any questions we might have?”


  I wiped a tear from the corner of my eye and nodded my head.


  I drove straight to Babanoose’s house with Hope’s hair still entwined in my fingers. I knocked on his door and he answered wearing only a pair of boxers.


  “It’s early. What to do want?”


  “I’ve got her hair.”


  His eyes widened. “You sure you want to do this?”


  He packed the hair into the skull and looked at me as he held the lit candle over it.


  “You’re not gonna let go of my hand?”


  The flame sizzled and danced. “No.”


  “Don’t lie to me.”


  Little sparks jumped from the wick. “No.”


  “Seriously, man.”


  Wax rolled down the length of the candle.


  “I said no.”


  Baba lit the contents of the skull. The shadows came fast and the room was darker then the woods from the night before. Remembering my promise to him I gripped Baba’s hand tightly. I felt pressure in my chest. It felt like something was growing, pushing out on my sternum.


  A small light formed in front of me. It shimmered as if underwater. The force inside me grew. The glimmer took the form of a woman and the growing thing in my chest moved to my throat then to my mouth thrusting my jaw open.


  The shining lights dispersed into the twin gaze of the skull. The lights searched me up and down and stopped at my face. Radiance caressed my cheek. I saw the smile of the teacher in my old classroom as she left me to reminisce. My heart raced as I saw the folded hands of a mugger begging me to spare him and lastly, hovering before me were the emerald eyes of the caring woman who was pulling over in her car to see if I needed help. The presence in my mouth vanished and with it the light.


  The room came back into focus and Baba looked at me with sorrow. “I never tried to bring anyone back. I’m sorry, we can try again.”


  I rubbed his bald head now wet with sweat. “You did great, bro.”


  “But, she ain’t here.”


  “No she is. I think she never left.”


  It was noon and I was stoned out of my mind when I got home. My father was waiting for me in the living room.


  He sniffed the air as I walked in and grimaced. “Jesus Christ. Look what the cat dragged in. Where in the hell have you been?”


  I looked at my father sitting in his chair a cigarette burning between his fingers and emotions swirled inside me.


  “Look, Dad, I told you, no smoking in the house.”


  He looked surprised. Then he looked at me and saw my clothes covered in mud, scratches on my face, and a huge bruise on my forehead where I hit a tree. Then he looked me right in the eyes.


  He smirked and stood up. “Sorry, son. My memory isn’t what it used to be. I’ll finish this outside.”


  I went up stairs and took a shower. As I sat and let the water wash over me a few strands of hair washed from my fingers and floated down the drain.


  


  THE MAN WHO LIVED by Raymond F. O’Kelley


  Hunger and the sight of plenty drove Edward Penderby from the streets at 9 o’clock the night of that September 10. London’s heat, pulsing at wall and roof all afternoon and evening had made the Lupus Street attic oven hot. He opened the window, and the effort left him panting.


  Penderby was tired in body and mind, tired as only the workless on his futile quest can be. His underwear clung. The soles of his feet seered burning. The hunger-pain had given way to an ache that throbbed between his eyes and the top of his head.


  Picture this Penderby. Picture him as he lay, while the room darkened, on the soiled coverlet of the truckle-bed. Lanky, ill-shaven, black hair in need of cutting, eyes quick even in defeat, suit now so ragged that any employer would have been repelled; and in dubious control a clever, savage brain scheming ever to no purpose.


  And ask why he was chosen.


  Whatever the quality of Penderby’s faculties, worry and fatigue had numbed his mind beyond the power of directed thought that night, and he stared as unthinkingly as a human being can at the lamp-thrown window-pattern taking shape on the slanted ceiling.


  When that pattern was sharpest, he had fallen asleep, one leg still hanging over the side of the bed, and it was three hours after the automatic extinguishing of the street-lights wiped the design away that he awoke.


  “If it weren’t so infernally hot” he said, “I’d stay in bed.”


  Then he saw that he had slept in his clothes, and cursed. They would stick to his sweating skin more than ever. As he swung onto the edge of the bed, he felt the clamminess of them already.


  But he washed, tiptoed down through the fetid lodging-house air, and stepped into the freshness of the street. He turned toward London’s heart, and walked slowly.


  What impelled him, what had caused him to leave his room so early and make a miserable day longer than it normally would have been, he did not know.


  The first body was outside a store at the corner. It was an old newspaper-seller’s, in a greasy blue suit that shone. Copies of the Evening Standard and the Star had fallen from his arms to the sidewalk, Penderby, determined not to be an inquest witness, hurried past.


  But beyond the corner was another body, a girl who had been standing in a doorway. Her body had folded into the attitude of a sleeper on the step, and her cigarette had burned away in the palm of one hand. There was no blood, so far as Penderby could see. But she might have been murdered; so might the old man, only a few feet away; and Penderby turned and ran.


  He stopped short to avoid a bundle of rags and what had been a slum harridan.


  He was frightened, now. He retreated to the middle of the street, and looked swiftly up and down. Two more bodies were about fifty yards away. And one was that of a policeman.


  “What in thunder is this?” Penderby asked aloud. “Am I awake, anyway?”


  He undeniably was, and the bodies still were there.


  “They can’t be asleep, all together,” he said. “Nor drunk—look at that cop.”


  But he went back to the sidewalk, and touched the two bodies on it gingerly. He said, “Hey, wake up!”—and felt a little sacrilegious, as he tried to shake what had been the girl. They were corpses, without a doubt. So, he found, were the bodies of the policeman and the well-dressed youth nearby.


  Five bodies! And not noticed, apparently till now.


  “I don’t give a damn,” Penderby muttered. “Let someone else be a witness. I’d get no thanks for it, I’ll bet.”


  On he went. A pair of cats had died on the steps of a house. What he assumed to be the body of a man lay on the other side of the street. “Let him lie there!”


  He found himself counting the dead on Warwick Way. They seemed natural after a time; most, at a distance, were dark bundles that matched the drab street. His astonishment gradually receded; it did not grow: it became a curtain in his awareness, new background that gave a new proportion. But he stopped now and then to ponder the astounding fact once more, and his thinking did not lessen the fact that these streets in the center of London were filled with dead.


  To one he did give heed. A girl, seventeen or eighteen, had been leaning out of a first-story window, face cupped in hand. Her elbows had spread on the sill, and her fingers had slid into her yellow hair. Chin and part of one cheek rested on the stone slab.


  He ran to the door of the house. He pressed the bell, wielded the knocker till the street echoed. No one was aroused.


  “It’s a plague!” Penderby shouted. His voice was shrill. A sickly, light sweat stood on his forehead. “It’s a plague! It’s got all the town and it’ll get me!”


  But he began to reason, with the surprising coolness that marked most of what he did that day. He walked from one to another of six or seven bodies on the street. The expressions of the faces were those of persons who had tried to prevent themselves from slipping, from tripping, from being struck. There was no sign of panic. And there was no sign that anyone had run to aid anyone else.


  “No,” he concluded. “If it was a plague, it killed everyone at once. But a plague couldn’t do that; and anyway how comes it that I’m here, after sleeping beside an open window all night?” Then, “But am I awake?”


  He pinched the soft skin on the backs of his hands, in turn, several times, stamped, shook himself as if to fling a burden away.


  He was awake. These others had died, Edward Penderby was alive.


  He went on, his bearing less hesitant than before.


  Sixteen or seventeen busses, passengers in all of them, drivers and conductors in a few, stood in the Victoria railroad-depot yard. Penderby did not enter any of them. He noted a blue-uniformed group in a corner, and remembered that drivers, conductors, and inspectors had gathered at the spot.


  There was no sound of trains. One, bearing travelers from the Continent who had landed the evening before, had drawn in. Some doors were open, but the cars still were full.


  Outside were taxi-men dead, newsboys dead, policemen dead. Two bodies in German-cut clothes had fallen into a gutter; they were those of refugees, probably.


  Horror and alarm gained brief mastery, and Penderby fled the place. As he fled, Big Ben and Cathedral bells began to peal the useless hour, and made a clangor in his ears.


  He stopped only when his lungs seemed about to burst and his aching legs could not carry him farther.


  An automobile stood six feet from him. It was the first he had noticed. He stepped onto the running-board. But he had had to respect property, and he paused.


  “Is there anyone alive here?” he shouted. Then he bawled the question.


  There was no reply, and he slipped in.


  But the ignition had been locked and the key removed. He cursed in impatience already different from the vexations of his months of struggle, and jumped out. A bigger automobile was ahead, and the driver had slumped onto the wheel. He opened the nearest door, turned the body off balance and guided it to the ground, seated himself at the wheel, and started the engine. The key had been lying on the floor.


  Bicycles, cars and bodies blocked the way every few yards; so Penderby traveled slowly. He passed the houses of Parliament and Government buildings in Whitehall.


  Trafalgar Square contained more dead than even the space outside the depot. He spared them only a glance. The air was chill, and the hunger that sleep had held off had returned. He drove to a big restaurant three hundred yards away, and, somewhat timidly despite all he had seen, walked in.


  The restaurant had been full. He halted at a table at which a middle-aged man had sat. On it were beef, ham, cakes, bread and butter, a pot of tea. Standing, he snatched food in both hands, and as he ate wolfishly from one, the other was stretched for still more. But he could not eat as much as he had expected; his stomach had been used to little.


  He was thirsty. The long-cold tea cut the saliva from his tongue; still, it was bitter, and he set the pot, from which he had gulped, back with a crash. He remembered that he was in the less-expensive section. He returned to the entrance-hall, stepped over bodies of waiters and others, and went up the broad stairs.


  Bottles and glasses stood on a table near the cashier’s desk in the second dining-room. He poured a glass of wine. He swallowed it in a second, poured and drank another; and, a little less quickly, another. His body began to tingle; he lost awareness of blistered feet and sticky clothes.


  “This is something like it!” said Penderby.


  Bottle and glass on knees, he sat on a chair he had drawn a little apart, and mused in a mingling of contentment and glee.


  His mind suddenly seized on the fact that the dead he faced had been more than well-to-do. He leaped onto the chair, waved bottle and glass aloft, and cried:


  “Silence!”


  His voice mounted to a singsong screech:


  “Ladies and gentlemen! Ladies and gentlemen! You simply cannot know the pleasure it gives me to be with you this morning! There’s a slight difference, to be sure, between your standing and mine just now, but you’re big enough to overlook it, aren’t you?


  “Well, ladies and gentlemen of the upper crust, I give you—”


  There Penderby paused.


  “What do I give you?”


  He rubbed his forehead with the wet bottle-spout.


  “I’ve got it! I give you discontent, disappointment, starvation, clothes the dogs bark at—and a happy death!”


  He drank the toast, sent bottle and glass sliding and spinning along the waxed floor, and ran down the stairs. He was exhilarated as never before; he was triumphant.


  The Strand, London’s most famous thoroughfare, which leads from Trafalgar Square to Fleet Street, was strewn with dead. They had fallen at bus stops, in late-shutting stores (lights in some of these burned still), on pedestrian crossings, in busses and automobiles that had crashed against one another and in places formed a barrier from wall to wall. Here and there, wheels had squeezed blood into oozy patches.


  A bus had shattered a café window, and spilled cakes and pastries onto the sidewalk. Another had snapped an electric-light post, and wires lay in curls and tangles for sixty yards.


  One wing of a Rolls-Royce, a white-haired woman in the back, had littered a section of pavement with the plate glass of a clothing-store.


  Penderby climbed in, and in ten minutes was wearing a tweed jacket, flannel trousers, a gray shirt, light underwear, clean socks, and a yellow belt. He took a pair of brown shoes from a store nearly opposite, and then sought the effect in a mirror in the dim rear.


  “I don’t look too bad,” he commented, “considering everything.”


  He went back to the street.


  “And now to see what’s become of the rest of the eight million.”


  Penderby had begun to utter his thoughts.


  But it was not in fear—so far as he knew, at least. Nor was he lonely after this inexplicable departure of his fellow creatures.


  He picked his way among the dead for about half a mile. The number decreased as he neared Fleet Street, and he took a bicycle from the doorway of a store and rode, with little difficulty, into London’s Newspaper Row.


  The stare of what had been a police man at a lamppost near the court buildings brought him up with a jerk that nearly threw him off the machine. For a moment, he thought that another had been spared. But the eyes did not move. Only for a wastepaper-bin, shoulder-high, on the pole, and his straddling legs, the policeman would have fallen as he died.


  Penderby was slightly hungry when he came to a corner lunch-counter; so he climbed over the bar, mixed a milk-shake as he had seen attendants do, and drank it between bites of a stale ham sandwich. He rode on, and dismounted at a newspaper office. He walked in. The front office contained twelve or fourteen bodies, three or four those of clerks. He climbed the marble-and-concrete stairs two at a time. He had searched two corridors when he opened a door marked “News Room.”


  There were bodies at nearly half the desks, and one had fallen beside the half-opened door of a telephone booth, in which the instrument hung the full length of the cord. A head pressed the keys of a typewriter on a desk near, and some of the type-bars were in midair. Penderby pulled a sheet of paper from the machine. The word “Churchill” and the number “3” were in the top left corner.


  He read:


  
    “Mr. Churchill declared that he did not favor any ‘attitude, policy, or frame of mind’ that could be construed as ‘containing even the germ of what has been called’ encirclement, but that, he would oppose any atte—”
  


  No more.


  “Good God!” murmured Penderby.


  He moved to the desk alongside. A young man had begun a story about loan failure. He had typed a line of hyphens through “said,” and substituted “asserted.”


  Penderby went to all the other desks occupied. No one had been writing of death.


  “How could they have known, after all?” he reasoned. “It probably got everyone at the same time. It must have.”


  He wandered through the composing room and down a spiral, metal staircase to the pillared press-room. The remote bulbs still glared. In the light diluted by mud-spattered, wire-netted windows, they did little but bring glints to the shiny parts of the machines.


  One press had run off an early edition. It had continued to run, it seemed, long after those who had tended it died. A hill of papers hid the little gate out of which they had come.


  A man in dungarees had been leaning against a steel pillar of another machine. A face-high metal button shone on the pillar; it had been handled often. Penderby pressed it, and the machine began to roll. He retreated to the door as the rush of paper merged with a thunderous hammering; then returned, and lifted one of the papers already carried out.


  The main story was about Russia and Germany.


  “If they could have waited,” he said, “they’d have had a bigger story than that. But I suppose they couldn’t. They had to go with the rest.”


  The press still ran, and the concrete floor vibrated. The sight and the sound of it, with the recollection of what he had seen in the news room, stirred something akin to pity in the man. Brains, hands, metal here had been working when death had come, and if ever the product of journalism had been of fleeting value it was now.


  Penderby did not know how to stop the press, and the noise irritated him after awhile. He found the rear exit, a grimy, steel-grilled door that opened onto a lane. He turned right, the direction in which a number of tracks had been turned, and found himself on Fleet Street again.


  His throat was parched, and he decided to look for more drink. Beer would be best, for the forenoon was hot. He filled two big glasses in a saloon, brought them out, placed them on the curb, and sat beside them in the sunlight.


  This time, he drank slowly. He had slipped a newspaper into a jacket pocket, and he idly read and drank for half an hour. The day was serene, and had brought an air purer than London had breathed in a century.


  The man to whom all London—if not all Britain—had passed dropped the paper. For he had noted that purity of the air. He wondered how long it would last. The street contained enough corpses to start a plague after another day or so. He could not bury them, not to mention the rest of the eight million in Greater London.


  “I suppose,” Penderby decided, “I’ll have to leave. Well, it wouldn’t take long to get out by car.”


  But whither? The countryside, in all likelihood, would be as perilous as the city; no district in Britain was thinly-populated.


  “Oh, the hell with it!” was his conclusion. Having dismissed the problem for the moment, he went into the saloon for more beer.


  He was tired, and it was nearly noon when he stretched himself and decided to explore farther; only a little farther, for the heat was intense. He cycled across Ludgate Circus, at the end of Fleet Street, and up Ludgate Hill. Dead, as he had expected, everywhere; silence complete, save for the faint noise of the bicycle.


  He was in the financial center. This region of swarming clerks and dull buildings had interested him little at any other time, and only the coolness of narrow streets between high, gray walls induced him to go in now. The bodies he saw were few; life normally had left the district with the closing of offices at 5 p.m.


  Ahead was a bank. He dismounted at the curb in front of it. A gate stood between sidewalk and door. The windows were high, deep, and barred.


  “If I weren’t so tired,” Penderby reflected, “I’d go in—even if it took a month.”


  The place could tell him nothing, he saw. As he rode back to the Strand, he pondered the fact—the most illuminating so far as his new life was concerned—that the district of money was the least useful in all London.


  Penderby was sleepy now, though it still was early afternoon. The stimulus of wine and beer had worn off, and the alcohol made him drowsy. He cycled as far as a luxury hotel before which taxis and limousines had been busy the night before, left the machine tilted against one of the glass doors, and walked in.


  Some of the well-dressed guests had died in armchairs, others on divans. More, standing, had fallen in groups that even now, somehow, told of their easy, unvexed lives of conversation and travel. Penderby, glancing round, was glad that the bitterness in him had not died.


  The first door he opened after he went upstairs moved only a few inches; something had fallen against it. On the floor of the next room was the body of a man. A woman and a little girl had died in another.


  The fourth was empty. A door in it led to a bathroom. He turned the hot water on. It still was at boiling-point, and as he waited till it had cooled he shaved with a good sharp razor someone had left on the dressing-table.


  Penderby, despite the luxury of steam and soap and water to his chin, did not linger in the bath. He had begun to hurry. For what? He did not know. But the cool sheets soothed him. The comfort of the bed was so exquisite that, to sense it as long as possible, he tried to stay awake. The sleep into which he soon fell was dreamless, and lasted till 7 p.m.


  He made tea in the big kitchen, below street-level, and brought butter and cold roast chicken from a refrigerator and fine bread from a chrome-and-white cupboard. When he left the hotel, he was munching a sandwich made of remnants of the meal.


  The Strand was gray and, in corners and gaping store-fronts here and there, black. Rain had made scattered pools that gave the street a shabby, defeated look. The only light they reflected was the little in the sky. All the street-lamps had failed now, and the store-lights that had outlived the day were few and ineffectual.


  It was as Penderby looked round Trafalgar Square, somber and a little frightening, that he felt his first bewilderment, apart from the shocks of surprise, of the day. He sat on a balustrade outside South Africa House, and tried to plan the suddenly monstrous-appearing future.


  He could not stay in the vast charnelhouse London had become. A day or two more, as he already had warned himself, and plague would ride every breath of air. But his food was in London; he could not turn farmer at short notice, and the supplies in stores and hotels would last very long.


  The Continent? But he hardly could manage a boat even on the short Dover-Calais voyage, could he? Then, he had not heard nor seen aircraft since the afternoon before. If air-liners had come from France and other countries, and landed at a dead airdrome, the pilots, undoubtedly, would have flown from Croydon on to London. Had everyone in France, Germany, Spain, Italy died? Was he the only one spared? Were there French, German, Spanish, Italian Edward Penderbys?


  The Square was cold, lonesome. He left his perch stiffly, and turned onto the Strand once more. He tumbled over a body now and then. Clouds that had scudded from the west broke in a short, heavy shower, and it brought a damp smell from the heaps of wet clothes on every side.


  The hotel was in darkness, and he leaned against a bronze-encased pillar outside and began to smoke a cigar he had found in the bedroom. The dead he did not fear, but he was uneasy in the midst of so vast a number of them; besides, the excitement of the day had left him a little nervous. And hours of wakefulness would be the price of his evening’s sleep.


  Penderby began to wonder about the Thames. What had happened to the ships on the river, the men who had lived in them? A street nearby led to the water, and in five minutes he was leaning over the wall and trying to count the vessels in the dark. Two were little holiday steamers, heeled over slightly. One of the four or five motorboats had rubbed along the wall as the tide ebbed, and was held in the angle of the nearer bridge.


  Warehouses and other buildings beyond the river were forbidding masses that added to the gloom of the water and hid all but a few mud-gleams, here and there.


  Penderby was sorry for having come. The scene was the most mournful the dead city had shown him. But he would not go back to the hotel yet. Approach of night seemed to have sharpened his senses, and the early-afternoon restlessness had returned.


  A body lay sixty or seventy yards away, in the direction of Trafalgar Square. It was the only one in sight. The spread-eagled symmetry of it stirred his curiosity, and he walked quickly toward it. But something held him back, and his pace became slow, then very slow. And then he was trembling.


  He stooped over the body. Recognition came without a shock. He was looking at Edward Penderby, lanky, ill-shaven, in ragged clothes. But the eyes, wide open, were quiet, and the lines beside the mouth had softened.


  The man who had lived dropped on one knee, and touched the angular forehead with an objective pity.


  “So you went, too,” he said.


  * * * *


  There still were some traces of what had been London when life came back to the Earth; green, creeper-tied heaps of concrete and steel, for instance, and flooded steel vaults beneath banks, and a few big guns in arsenals, and presses, now in rust, under Fleet Street ruins. Rain, wind, heat, and cold had seen to the rest, and the two bodies—one well-dressed, the other shabbily—on a street beside the Thames had been dust many a year.


  


  THE FOND NIGHTMARE, by Colin Azariah-Kribbs


  
    J’implore ta pitié, Toi, l’unique que j’aime…
  


  
    I beg of thy mercy, Thou, the sole one whom I love…
  


  —Charles Baudelaire, “De profundis clamavi”


  *


  I was far from any sound save the pattering rustle of wren wings amidst withered leaves and the steady rise and fall of the crickets’ vespers, marking off the minutes in cascading cadences. My breath slackened, then hastened, to match every lull, every quickening of that insect litany and I was insensible to the time when my senses at last dulled—muted—and I passed into sleep. I do not know what it is that I dreamt; but I recall a succession of searing lights followed by gaping darkness so that I had the same impression as one who blinks rapidly into the very face of the sun until he is blind.


  When I awoke, it was quite dark with only the moonlight above, its light obscured and fragmented by the intervening branches and subtly illuminating the depths of the forest. And there, quite close beside me where I lay, you stood with your eyes fast upon me. Would that I had not stirred; that you had not known that I had awakened; for you then knelt noiseless by me and I was forced to meet your gaze. It was something like looking at the glimmer of a silver piece beneath the surface of a stream; I felt myself dizzied but could not shut my own eyes to exorcise that bright, flickering presence.


  I stirred with the intention of rising; but you put out your hand and drew me down again upon the brambles and dew-fresh moss. My breath rose like an exhumed vapor against your face and I found myself possessed with a sudden, sharp chilliness altogether unlike the balmy heat of the early evening. With a moving shock, I felt your hand touch first upon my throat; then above my racing heart. Closer you came as though to feel my breath upon your face—as though that were some rich sustenance which caused your eyes to flicker with a look of rare delight as my own soul recoiled within me. Perceiving my disquiet, your gaze grew full of a tenderly malefic contemplation such as that with which the python might regard the smothered bird within his manifold embrace and thus you spake in soft, dripping words which filled my heart with an unutterable dread:


  “As thou hast, dear one, presumed to wander within this forest wherein I am both shade and warden, thou art by nature under mine governance for the remainder of this night. Do not pale so; I shall not be an unkind regent and ask for naught but thy soul and the possession thereof for the short while that I have thee. There is no more fulsome bounty, no holier manna, than the movings and quickenings of a spirit and I would fain have thine to savor.”


  I lay still and motionless with a tightened heart, my mouth as parched as though I lay in a windless desert, so absolute was the consummation of my fear. I attempted to speak, to supplicate as you looked down upon me with a silent, implacable desire. I promised—all in vain!—that I would never return, that I would heed what I had been told of the haunted nature of the forest. Better would it have been had I wept at the stone feet of a gargoyle, so bitterly useless were all my tears and oaths. At length you put an end to even this as you brought your horribly cold mouth upon mine, your arms going about and beneath me, drawing me close against your form.


  At first, I attempted to resist this familiarity, but I found that I could not match your strength; nor did it seem to improve my situation, for your kisses waxed all the more languorous as though to match my horror. With fingers twined in my loose hair, clinging and caressing with an amatory meticulousness, you held me helpless in your arms. I felt a strange darkness come over me as though my eyes were dimming and my sentience fading. All around me, the world became a distant nothing and I felt as though my very soul were lifted like a struggling creature out of my corporeal being. Somewhere ahead in the darkness, I discerned a shadow stretching before and behind me with an immeasurable interminability and I wondered at it. Then I remembered your words and awoke with a terrible start.


  Your lips had left mine and though you still held me, your hands were now clasped at the back of my throat, lifting my face closer to your own. Your visage held something of an elated rapture and I had the sudden impression that you were drawing upon my breath as it came out hurried and ragged after my near-swoon and nightmare. Seeing that I had awakened, you loosened your grasp about my throat somewhat and regarded me with a dark examination. I moved, shuddering in the night breeze that drifted over us, but found that my limbs ached with a breathless tightness. Your formerly cold fingers trailed burningly against my lips and smoothed and ruffled the hair at my brow as you spoke in words that fell upon me with an asphyxiating softness like melting ashes:


  “I shall not attempt again for a time. It does not please me to gain thee so easily, simply through weariness.”


  “Gain me?” my bruised and faltering lips returned and you then said, your eyes shining with a malignant tenderness as I shrank under your familiar caress:


  “Can it be that thou dost not remember me?”


  I denied this suggestion with sickened certainty as you murmured: “It is as I thought; thou who art mortal and have drunk of the forgetfulness of Lethe would not remember those dim, distant centuries, whilst I who am blessed with immortality and cursed with memory recall all. Most clearly do I remember the nights in woodlands still warm from the noon sun’s radiance, much like this particular night, when thou and the others would burn sweetened sap upon bonfires and call forth my name upon the windswept, fragrant air. And when I came and when the supplications had been offered to my name that I might visit horror upon any against whom enmity was borne, dost thou remember how afterwards thou and I, in the cool and silence of the evening, would lay amongst the trampled leaves and moss, thou with thy face against my throat and I with my lips upon thy hair?”


  I asked in a voice of faint, fearful wonder: “What are you?”


  As wistful as the wandering, homeless wind amongst the boughs above us, you replied: “I am one of the cursed, cast out from Heaven with Lucifer—yet as the rest of my comrades fell below Earth, heedless in their defiant damnation, I chanced to cast my eyes back upwards towards Heaven and, appalled at what through foolish pride and beguiled iniquity I had lost, I hung back ’twixt Heaven and Hell and found myself here, amidst these lonely forests, alone and seeming without hope.


  “Yet did I find that there were others of mine kindred who had done the same as I and that throughout the span of this world they still wander, neither angel nor daemon, visiting ill or beneficence upon mankind according to their own solitary lights. We are the Unseelie Court and so we have been even before man’s Fall—and so we shall remain, until the Day of Wrath when we shall be judged and it shall be determined which of us shall be borne to Paradise or to flaming Hell, depending upon Our Savior’s compassion. Many of us have chanced to encounter mortals and, as we have kept certain of our old powers which we possessed before our disgrace, many of these mortals are wont to both worship and seek succor from us for the fulfilling of certain favors.


  “I was and still am the master of certain dreams of terror and wonder which I may visit upon mankind when it is my wont to do so—and so I must, for there is a strange succulence to be gained through breathing upon the quickened breath of a nightmare’s victim. In the far, distant past, those who swore themselves as my devotees would ask that I visit upon their enemy such tormenting visions and thus I would.”


  You paused for a moment in strange thought. Then you said, “But thou, dear one, though thou wert of my thralldom, asked for no such favors. Rather, with a simple, innocent devotion, devoid of all such complications as arose within the rest, wouldst thou join the rest in their rites as I, impossibly, grew to love thee with a steady, insatiate fixedness that would admit of no wavering or equivocation. I shall not trouble to recount the noons, evenings, or fog-wrapped nights—nor how we spent them, for thou wouldst not remember.


  “But when thou finally died at the hand of some mortal spawned of Cain’s ilk, my grief was such that it equaled nearly in full measure the searing pain I felt at the loss of Heaven—and I visited upon thy murderer dreams of such swallowing, frightful concentration—of such monstrous, gaping terror and mortal wretchedness—that he feared more than Death itself to succumb to sleep. In but a fortnight’s time, his mind was but a mass of twitching, tattered nerves through which my dreams still shredded with a merciless haste to ravage; and when he died at last in his sleep, they said that he screamed and begged aloud for some hand to awaken him from his dreadful repose. So died that damned wretch that rifted thy soul from mine. And yet,” you finished, your eyes full and dark with subtle contemplation. “Yet here thou art once again; thy soul returned to this world centuries after all this: the same one whom I loved, do love, and shalt always love. What change hast been wrought, dear one, that hast turned thy love to dread?”


  And I said once more, “I do not remember these things. Nor do I know if what you say is true or is meant to tempt me.” Within, I felt the vague stirring of remembrance of such a former life, like the passing stir of a breath; but I could not be sure whether some supernatural guile was at work within my heart. A dim look of sorrow arose within your eyes and you said, “Then I shall depart if thou canst not find it in thy heart to love me as before.”


  I thanked you, then, with trembling ardor, all hope and relief returning as you, without a plea or word of complaint arose and departed, vanishing into the shadows as utterly as a fallen stone into the depths of the sea upon a moonless night. I longed for daylight to return and for the lights of the village that I had wandered so far from, that I might forget all that had occurred and all the doubts within me that they had exhumed.


  I returned to my cottage, with its dulled linen curtains and ancient clocks with their golden hands covering their cracked faces, and I lay upon the white bedspread in my chamber. I saw without my window, past the crooked rows of cottages and shops, past the well and past my garden, the waving boughs of the forest within the wind. And as I sunk into sleep, I saw a quick, flashing glimpse of pale light and murky darkness, such as I would see if I were looking upon a reflection of the moon in a pool of water into which were thrown a steady succession of pebbles.


  Like the sudden parting of twin veils, this vision ceased and I found myself lying upon the cold marble of a bare alcove; and there, not two feet away, you stood. The world about us wavered and undulated as though we stood not on land but under the sea and I knew then that I was asleep.


  “I believed you to be gone forever,” I said.


  You looked upon my disquiet with a gentle, maleficent patience, replying as you drew near to take my hand, “And so I am, for I shall never visit thee again as I did upon Earth. But dost thou forget that every night in sleep, willing or unwilling, thou enterest my domain as thou didst within that woodland? Is it not meet then that I, who have done as thou wished and departed from thy world, should linger with thee when thou encroachest upon my realm?”


  And with this irrefutable logic, you drew me once more into your arms upon the cold surface of the alcove and, as I felt your lips again upon me, I closed my eyes to the undulating world, the breadthless darkness of the eternity that hung full-flown about and before me.


  


  THE RESIDENCE AT WHITMINSTER, by M.R. James


  Dr. Ashton—Thomas Ashton, Doctor of Divinity—sat in his study, habited in a dressing-gown, and with a silk cap on his shaven head—his wig being for the time taken off and placed on its block on a side table. He was a man of some fifty-five years, strongly made, of a sanguine complexion, an angry eye, and a long upper lip. Face and eye were lighted up at the moment when I picture him by the level ray of an afternoon sun that shone in upon him through a tall sash window, giving on the west. The room into which it shone was also tall, lined with book-cases, and, where the wall showed between them, panelled. On the table near the doctor’s elbow was a green cloth, and upon it what he would have called a silver standish—a tray with inkstands—quill pens, a calf-bound book or two, some papers, a churchwarden pipe and brass tobacco-box, a flask cased in plaited straw, and a liqueur glass. The year was 1730, the month December, the hour somewhat past three in the afternoon.


  I have described in these lines pretty much all that a superficial observer would have noted when he looked into the room. What met Dr. Ashton’s eye when he looked out of it, sitting in his leather arm-chair? Little more than the tops of the shrubs and fruit-trees of his garden could be seen from that point, but the red brick wall of it was visible in almost all the length of its western side. In the middle of that was a gate—a double gate of rather elaborate iron scroll-work, which allowed something of a view beyond. Through it he could see that the ground sloped away almost at once to a bottom, along which a stream must run, and rose steeply from it on the other side, up to a field that was park-like in character, and thickly studded with oaks, now, of course, leafless. They did not stand so thick together but that some glimpse of sky and horizon could be seen between their stems. The sky was now golden and the horizon, a horizon of distant woods, it seemed, was purple.


  But all that Dr. Ashton could find to say, after contemplating this prospect for many minutes, was: “Abominable!”


  A listener would have been aware, immediately upon this, of the sound of footsteps coming somewhat hurriedly in the direction of the study. By the resonance he could have told that they were traversing a much larger room. Dr. Ashton turned round in his chair as the door opened and looked expectant. The incomer was a lady—a stout lady in the dress of the time. Though I have made some attempt at indicating the doctor’s costume, I will not enterprise that of his wife—for it was Mrs. Ashton who now entered. She had an anxious, even a sorely distracted, look, and it was in a very disturbed voice that she almost whispered to Dr. Ashton, putting her head close to his, “He’s in a very sad way, love, worse, I’m afraid.”


  “Tt—tt, is he really?” and he leaned back and looked in her face.


  She nodded. Two solemn bells, high up, and not far away, rang out the half-hour at this moment.


  Mrs. Ashton started. “Oh, do you think you can give order that the minster clock be stopped chiming tonight? ’Tis just over his chamber, and will keep him from sleeping, and to sleep is the only chance for him, that’s certain.”


  “Why, to be sure, if there were need, real need, it could be done, but not upon any light occasion. This Frank, now, do you assure me that his recovery stands upon it?” said Dr. Ashton: his voice was loud and rather hard.


  “I do verily believe it,” said his wife.


  “Then, if it must be, bid Molly run across to Simpkins and say on my authority that he is to stop the clock chimes at sunset: and—yes—she is after that to say to my lord Saul that I wish to see him presently in this room.”


  Mrs. Ashton hurried off.


  * * * *


  Before any other visitor enters, it will be well to explain the situation.


  Dr. Ashton was the holder, among other preferments, of a prebend in the rich collegiate church of Whitminster, one of the foundations which, though not a cathedral, survived dissolution and reformation, and retained its constitution and endowments for a hundred years after the time of which I write. The great church, the residences of the dean and the two prebendaries, the choir and its appurtenances, were all intact and in working order. A dean who flourished soon after 1500 had been a great builder, and had erected a spacious quadrangle of red brick adjoining the church for the residence of the officials. Some of these persons were no longer required: their offices had dwindled down to mere titles, borne by clergy or lawyers in the town and neighbourhood; and so the houses that had been meant to accommodate eight or ten people were now shared among three, the dean and the two prebendaries. Dr. Ashton’s included what had been the common parlour and the dining-hall of the whole body. It occupied a whole side of the court, and at one end had a private door into the minster. The other end, as we have seen, looked out over the country.


  So much for the house. As for the inmates, Dr. Ashton was a wealthy man and childless, and he had adopted, or rather undertaken to bring up, the orphan son of his wife’s sister. Frank Sydall was the lad’s name: he had been a good many months in the house. Then one day came a letter from an Irish peer, the Earl of Kildonan (who had known Dr. Ashton at college), putting it to the doctor whether he would consider taking into his family the Viscount Saul, the Earl’s heir, and acting in some sort as his tutor. Lord Kildonan was shortly to take up a post in the Lisbon Embassy, and the boy was unfit to make the voyage: “not that he is sickly,” the Earl wrote, “though you’ll find him whimsical, or of late I’ve thought him so, and to confirm this, ’twas only today his old nurse came expressly to tell me he was possess’d: but let that pass; I’ll warrant you can find a spell to make all straight. Your arm was stout enough in old days, and I give you plenary authority to use it as you see fit. The truth is, he has here no boys of his age or quality to consort with, and is given to moping about in our raths and graveyards: and he brings home romances that fright my servants out of their wits. So there are you and your lady forewarned.” It was perhaps with half an eye open to the possibility of an Irish bishopric (at which another sentence in the Earl’s letter seemed to hint) that Dr. Ashton accepted the charge of my Lord Viscount Saul and of the 200 guineas a year that were to come with him.


  So he came, one night in September. When he got out of the chaise that brought him, he went first and spoke to the postboy and gave him some money, and patted the neck of his horse. Whether he made some movement that scared it or not, there was very nearly a nasty accident, for the beast started violently, and the postilion being unready was thrown and lost his fee, as he found afterwards, and the chaise lost some paint on the gateposts, and the wheel went over the man’s foot who was taking out the baggage. When Lord Saul came up the steps into the light of the lamp in the porch to be greeted by Dr. Ashton, he was seen to be a thin youth of, say, sixteen years old, with straight black hair and the pale colouring that is common to such a figure. He took the accident and commotion calmly enough, and expressed a proper anxiety for the people who had been, or might have been, hurt: his voice was smooth and pleasant, and without any trace, curiously, of an Irish brogue.


  Frank Sydall was a younger boy, perhaps of eleven or twelve, but Lord Saul did not for that reject his company. Frank was able to teach him various games he had not known in Ireland, and he was apt at learning them; apt, too, at his books, though he had had little or no regular teaching at home. It was not long before he was making a shift to puzzle out the inscriptions on the tombs in the minster, and he would often put a question to the doctor about the old books in the library that required some thought to answer. It is to be supposed that he made himself very agreeable to the servants, for within ten days of his coming they were almost falling over each other in their efforts to oblige him. At the same time, Mrs. Ashton was rather put to it to find new maidservants; for there were several changes, and some of the families in the town from which she had been accustomed to draw seemed to have no one available. She was forced to go further afield than was usual.


  These generalities I gather from the doctor’s notes in his diary and from letters. They are generalities, and we should like, in view of what has to be told, something sharper and more detailed. We get it in entries which begin late in the year, and, I think, were posted up all together after the final incident; but they cover so few days in all that there is no need to doubt that the writer could remember the course of things accurately.


  On a Friday morning it was that a fox, or perhaps a cat, made away with Mrs. Ashton’s most prized black cockerel, a bird without a single white feather on its body. Her husband had told her often enough that it would make a suitable sacrifice to Æsculapius; that had discomfited her much, and now she would hardly be consoled. The boys looked everywhere for traces of it: Lord Saul brought in a few feathers, which seemed to have been partially burnt on the garden rubbish-heap. It was on the same day that Dr. Ashton, looking out of an upper window, saw the two boys playing in the corner of the garden at a game he did not understand. Frank was looking earnestly at something in the palm of his hand. Saul stood behind him and seemed to be listening. After some minutes he very gently laid his hand on Frank’s head, and almost instantly thereupon, Frank suddenly dropped whatever it was that he was holding, clapped his hands to his eyes, and sank down on the grass. Saul, whose face expressed great anger, hastily picked the object up, of which it could only be seen that it was glittering, put it in his pocket, and turned away, leaving Frank huddled up on the grass. Dr. Ashton rapped on the window to attract their attention, and Saul looked up as if in alarm, and then springing to Frank, pulled him up by the arm and led him away. When they came in to dinner, Saul explained that they had been acting a part of the tragedy of Radamistus, in which the heroine reads the future fate of her father’s kingdom by means of a glass ball held in her hand, and is overcome by the terrible events she has seen. During this explanation Frank said nothing, only looked rather bewilderedly at Saul. He must, Mrs. Ashton thought, have contracted a chill from the wet of the grass, for that evening he was certainly feverish and disordered; and the disorder was of the mind as well as the body, for he seemed to have something he wished to say to Mrs. Ashton, only a press of household affairs prevented her from paying attention to him; and when she went, according to her habit, to see that the light in the boys’ chamber had been taken away, and to bid them good-night, he seemed to be sleeping, though his face was unnaturally flushed, to her thinking: Lord Saul, however, was pale and quiet, and smiling in his slumber.


  Next morning it happened that Dr. Ashton was occupied in church and other business, and unable to take the boys’ lessons. He therefore set them tasks to be written and brought to him. Three times, if not oftener, Frank knocked at the study door, and each time the doctor chanced to be engaged with some visitor, and sent the boy off rather roughly, which he later regretted. Two clergymen were at dinner this day, and both remarked—being fathers of families—that the lad seemed sickening for a fever, in which they were too near the truth, and it had been better if he had been put to bed forthwith: for a couple of hours later in the afternoon he came running into the house, crying out in a way that was really terrifying, and rushing to Mrs. Ashton, clung about her, begging her to protect him, and saying, “Keep them off! keep them off!” without intermission. And it was now evident that some sickness had taken strong hold of him. He was therefore got to bed in another chamber from that in which he commonly lay, and the physician brought to him: who pronounced the disorder to be grave and affecting the lad’s brain, and prognosticated a fatal end to it if strict quiet were not observed, and those sedative remedies used which he should prescribe.


  We are now come by another way to the point we had reached before. The minster clock has been stopped from striking, and Lord Saul is on the threshold of the study.


  “What account can you give of this poor lad’s state?” was Dr. Ashton’s first question.


  “Why, sir, little more than you know already, I fancy. I must blame myself, though, for giving him a fright yesterday when we were acting that foolish play you saw. I fear I made him take it more to heart than I meant.”


  “How so?”


  “Well, by telling him foolish tales I had picked up in Ireland of what we call the second sight.”


  “Second sight! What kind of sight might that be?”


  “Why, you know our ignorant people pretend that some are able to foresee what is to come—sometimes in a glass, or in the air, maybe, and at Kildonan we had an old woman that pretended to such a power. And I daresay I coloured the matter more highly than I should: but I never dreamed Frank would take it so near as he did.”


  “You were wrong, my lord, very wrong, in meddling with such superstitious matters at all, and you should have considered whose house you were in, and how little becoming such actions are to my character and person or to your own: but pray how came it that you, acting, as you say, a play, should fall upon anything that could so alarm Frank?”


  “That is what I can hardly tell, sir: he passed all in a moment from rant about battles and lovers and Cleodora and Antigenes to something I could not follow at all, and then dropped down as you saw.”


  “Yes. Was that at the moment when you laid your hand on the top of his head?”


  Lord Saul gave a quick look at his questioner—quick and spiteful—and for the first time seemed unready with an answer. “About that time it may have been,” he said. “I have tried to recollect myself, but I am not sure. There was, at any rate, no significance in what I did then.”


  “Ah!” said Dr. Ashton, “well, my lord, I should do wrong were I not to tell you that this fright of my poor nephew may have very ill consequences to him. The doctor speaks very despondingly of his state.”


  Lord Saul pressed his hands together and looked earnestly upon Dr. Ashton. “I am willing to believe you had no bad intention, as assuredly you could have no reason to bear the poor boy malice: but I cannot wholly free you from blame in the affair.”


  As he spoke, the hurrying steps were heard again, and Mrs. Ashton came quickly into the room, carrying a candle, for the evening had by this time closed in. She was greatly agitated.


  “O come!” she cried, “come directly. I’m sure he is going.”


  “Going? Frank? Is it possible? Already?”


  With some such incoherent words the doctor caught up a book of prayers from the table and ran out after his wife. Lord Saul stopped for a moment where he was. Molly, the maid, saw him bend over and put both hands to his face. If it were the last words she had to speak, she said afterwards, he was striving to keep back a fit of laughing. Then he went out softly, following the others.


  Mrs. Ashton was sadly right in her forecast. I have no inclination to imagine the last scene in detail. What Dr. Ashton records is, or may be taken to be, important to the story.


  They asked Frank if he would like to see his companion, Lord Saul, once again. The boy was quite collected, it appears, in these moments.


  “No,” he said, “I do not want to see him; but you should tell him I am afraid he will be very cold.”


  “What do you mean, my dear?” said Mrs. Ashton.


  “Only that;” said Frank, “but say to him besides that I am free of them now, but he should take care. And I am sorry about your black cockerel, Aunt Ashton; but he said we must use it so, if we were to see all that could be seen.”


  Not many minutes after, he was gone. Both the Ashtons were grieved, she naturally most; but the doctor, though not an emotional man, felt the pathos of the early death: and, besides, there was the growing suspicion that all had not been told him by Saul, and that there was something here which was out of his beaten track. When he left the chamber of death, it was to walk across the quadrangle of the residence to the sexton’s house. A passing bell, the greatest of the minster bells, must be rung, a grave must be dug in the minster yard, and there was now no need to silence the chiming of the minster clock.


  As he came slowly back in the dark, he thought he must see Lord Saul again. That matter of the black cockerel—trifling as it might seem—would have to be cleared up. It might be merely a fancy of the sick boy, but if not, was there not a witch-trial he had read, in which some grim little rite of sacrifice had played a part? Yes, he must see Saul.


  I rather guess these thoughts of his than find written authority for them. That there was another interview is certain: certain also that Saul would (or, as he said, could) throw no light on Frank’s words, though the message, or some part of it, appeared to affect him horribly. But there is no record of the talk in detail. It is only said that Saul sat all that evening in the study, and when he bid good-night, which he did most reluctantly, asked for the doctor’s prayers.


  * * * *


  The month of January was near its end when Lord Kildonan, in the Embassy at Lisbon, received a letter that for once gravely disturbed that vain man and neglectful father. Saul was dead. The scene at Frank’s burial had been very distressing. The day was awful in blackness and wind; the bearers, staggering blindly along under the flapping black pall, found it a hard job, when they emerged from the porch of the minster, to make their way to the grave. Mrs. Ashton was in her room—women did not then go to their kinsfolk’s funerals—but Saul was there, draped in the mourning cloak of the time, and his face was white and fixed as that of one dead, except when, as was noticed three or four times, he suddenly turned his head to the left and looked over his shoulder. It was then alive with a terrible expression of listening fear.


  No one saw him go away, and no one could find him that evening. All night the gale buffeted the high windows of the church, and howled over the upland and roared through the woodland. It was useless to search in the open: no voice of shouting or cry for help could possibly be heard. All that Dr. Ashton could do was to warn the people about the college, and the town constables, and to sit up, on the alert for any news, and this he did. News came early next morning, brought by the sexton, whose business it was to open the church for early prayers at seven, and who sent the maid rushing upstairs with wild eyes and flying hair to summon her master. The two men dashed across to the south door of the minster, there to find Lord Saul clinging desperately to the great ring of the door, his head sunk between his shoulders, his stockings in rags, his shoes gone, his legs torn and bloody.


  This was what had to be told to Lord Kildonan, and this really ends the first part of the story. The tomb of Frank Sydall and of the Lord Viscount Saul, only child and heir to William Earl of Kildonan, is one: a stone altar tomb in Whitminster churchyard.


  Dr. Ashton lived on for over thirty years in his prebendal house, I do not know how quietly, but without visible disturbance. His successor preferred a house he already owned in the town, and left that of the senior prebendary vacant. Between them these two men saw the eighteenth century out and the nineteenth in; for Mr. Hindes, the successor of Ashton, became prebendary at nine-and-twenty and died at nine-and-eighty. So that it was not till 1823 or 1824 that any one succeeded to the post who intended to make the house his home. The man who did was Dr. Henry Oldys, whose name may be known to some of my readers as that of the author of a row of volumes labelled Oldys’s Works, which occupy a place that must be honoured, since it is so rarely touched, upon the shelves of many a substantial library.


  Dr. Oldys, his niece, and his servants took some months to transfer furniture and books from his Dorsetshire parsonage to the quadrangle of Whitminster, and to get everything into place. But eventually the work was done, and the house (which, though untenanted, had always been kept sound and weather-tight) woke up, and like Monte Cristo’s mansion at Auteuil, lived, sang, and bloomed once more. On a certain morning in June it looked especially fair, as Dr. Oldys strolled in his garden before breakfast and gazed over the red roof at the minster tower with its four gold vanes, backed by a very blue sky, and very white little clouds.


  “Mary,” he said, as he seated himself at the breakfast table and laid down something hard and shiny on the cloth, “here’s a find which the boy made just now. You’ll be sharper than I if you can guess what it’s meant for.”


  It was a round and perfectly smooth tablet—as much as an inch thick—of what seemed clear glass.


  “It is rather attractive at all events,” said Mary: she was a fair woman, with light hair and large eyes, rather a devotee of literature.


  “Yes,” said her uncle, “I thought you’d be pleased with it. I presume it came from the house: it turned up in the rubbish-heap in the corner.”


  “I’m not sure that I do like it, after all,” said Mary, some minutes later.


  “Why in the world not, my dear?”


  “I don’t know, I’m sure. Perhaps it’s only fancy.”


  “Yes, only fancy and romance, of course. What’s that book, now—the name of that book, I mean, that you had your head in all yesterday?”


  “The Talisman, Uncle. Oh, if this should turn out to be a talisman, how enchanting it would be!”


  “Yes, The Talisman: ah, well, you’re welcome to it, whatever it is: I must be off about my business. Is all well in the house? Does it suit you? Any complaints from the servants’ hall?”


  “No, indeed, nothing could be more charming. The only soupçon of a complaint besides the lock of the linen closet, which I told you of, is that Mrs. Maple says she cannot get rid of the sawflies out of that room you pass through at the other end of the hall. By the way, are you sure you like your bedroom? It is a long way off from any one else, you know.”


  “Like it? To be sure I do; the further off from you, my dear, the better. There, don’t think it necessary to beat me: accept my apologies. But what are sawflies? will they eat my coats? If not, they may have the room to themselves for what I care. We are not likely to be using it.”


  “No, of course not. Well, what she calls sawflies are those reddish things like a daddy-longlegs, but smaller,3 and there are a great many of them perching about that room, certainly. I don’t like them, but I don’t fancy they are mischievous.”


  “There seem to be several things you don’t like this fine morning,” said her uncle, as he closed the door. Miss Oldys remained in her chair looking at the tablet, which she was holding in the palm of her hand. The smile that had been on her face faded slowly from it and gave place to an expression of curiosity and almost strained attention. Her reverie was broken by the entrance of Mrs. Maple, and her invariable opening, “Oh, Miss, could I speak to you a minute?”


  A letter from Miss Oldys to a friend in Lichfield, begun a day or two before, is the next source for this story. It is not devoid of traces of the influence of that leader of female thought in her day, Miss Anna Seward, known to some as the Swan of Lichfield.


  “My sweetest Emily will be rejoiced to hear that we are at length—my beloved uncle and myself—settled in the house that now calls us master—nay, master and mistress—as in past ages it has called so many others. Here we taste a mingling of modern elegance and hoary antiquity, such as has never ere now graced life for either of us. The town, small as it is, affords us some reflection, pale indeed, but veritable, of the sweets of polite intercourse: the adjacent country numbers amid the occupants of its scattered mansions some whose polish is annually refreshed by contact with metropolitan splendour, and others whose robust and homely geniality is, at times, and by way of contrast, not less cheering and acceptable. Tired of the parlours and drawing-rooms of our friends, we have ready to hand a refuge from the clash of wits or the small talk of the day amid the solemn beauties of our venerable minster, whose silvern chimes daily ‘knoll us to prayer,’ and in the shady walks of whose tranquil graveyard we muse with softened heart, and ever and anon with moistened eye, upon the memorials of the young, the beautiful, the aged, the wise, and the good.”


  Here there is an abrupt break both in the writing and the style.


  “But my dearest Emily, I can no longer write with the care which you deserve, and in which we both take pleasure. What I have to tell you is wholly foreign to what has gone before. This morning my uncle brought in to breakfast an object which had been found in the garden; it was a glass or crystal tablet of this shape (a little sketch is given), which he handed to me, and which, after he left the room, remained on the table by me. I gazed at it, I know not why, for some minutes, till called away by the day’s duties; and you will smile incredulously when I say that I seemed to myself to begin to descry reflected in it objects and scenes which were not in the room where I was. You will not, however, be surprised that after such an experience I took the first opportunity to seclude myself in my room with what I now half believed to be a talisman of mickle might. I was not disappointed. I assure you, Emily, by that memory which is dearest to both of us, that what I went through this afternoon transcends the limits of what I had before deemed credible. In brief, what I saw, seated in my bedroom, in the broad daylight of summer, and looking into the crystal depth of that small round tablet, was this. First, a prospect, strange to me, of an enclosure of rough and hillocky grass, with a grey stone ruin in the midst, and a wall of rough stones about it. In this stood an old, and very ugly, woman in a red cloak and ragged skirt, talking to a boy dressed in the fashion of maybe a hundred years ago. She put something which glittered into his hand, and he something into hers, which I saw to be money, for a single coin fell from her trembling hand into the grass. The scene passed—I should have remarked, by the way, that on the rough walls of the enclosure I could distinguish bones, and even a skull, lying in a disorderly fashion. Next, I was looking upon two boys; one the figure of the former vision, the other younger. They were in a plot of garden, walled round, and this garden, in spite of the difference in arrangement, and the small size of the trees, I could clearly recognize as being that upon which I now look from my window. The boys were engaged in some curious play, it seemed. Something was smouldering on the ground. The elder placed his hands upon it, and then raised them in what I took to be an attitude of prayer: and I saw, and started at seeing, that on them were deep stains of blood. The sky above was overcast. The same boy now turned his face towards the wall of the garden, and beckoned with both his raised hands, and as he did so I was conscious that some moving objects were becoming visible over the top of the wall—whether heads or other parts of some animal or human forms I could not tell. Upon the instant the elder boy turned sharply, seized the arm of the younger (who all this time had been poring over what lay on the ground), and both hurried off. I then saw blood upon the grass, a little pile of bricks, and what I thought were black feathers scattered about. That scene closed, and the next was so dark that perhaps the full meaning of it escaped me. But what I seemed to see was a form, at first crouching low among trees or bushes that were being threshed by a violent wind, then running very swiftly, and constantly turning a pale face to look behind him, as if he feared a pursuer: and, indeed, pursuers were following hard after him. Their shapes were but dimly seen, their number—three or four, perhaps, only guessed. I suppose they were on the whole more like dogs than anything else, but dogs such as we have seen they assuredly were not. Could I have closed my eyes to this horror, I would have done so at once, but I was helpless. The last I saw was the victim darting beneath an arch and clutching at some object to which he clung: and those that were pursuing him overtook him, and I seemed to hear the echo of a cry of despair. It may be that I became unconscious: certainly I had the sensation of awaking to the light of day after an interval of darkness. Such, in literal truth, Emily, was my vision—I can call it by no other name—of this afternoon. Tell me, have I not been the unwilling witness of some episode of a tragedy connected with this very house?”


  The letter is continued next day. “The tale of yesterday was not completed when I laid down my pen. I said nothing of my experiences to my uncle—you know, yourself, how little his robust common-sense would be prepared to allow of them, and how in his eyes the specific remedy would be a black draught or a glass of port. After a silent evening, then—silent, not sullen—I retired to rest. Judge of my terror, when, not yet in bed, I heard what I can only describe as a distant bellow, and knew it for my uncle’s voice, though never in my hearing so exerted before. His sleeping-room is at the further extremity of this large house, and to gain access to it one must traverse an antique hall some eighty feet long and a lofty panelled chamber, and two unoccupied bedrooms. In the second of these—a room almost devoid of furniture—I found him, in the dark, his candle lying smashed on the floor. As I ran in, bearing a light, he clasped me in arms that trembled for the first time since I have known him, thanked God, and hurried me out of the room. He would say nothing of what had alarmed him. ‘Tomorrow, tomorrow,’ was all I could get from him. A bed was hastily improvised for him in the room next to my own. I doubt if his night was more restful than mine. I could only get to sleep in the small hours, when daylight was already strong, and then my dreams were of the grimmest—particularly one which stamped itself on my brain, and which I must set down on the chance of dispersing the impression it has made. It was that I came up to my room with a heavy foreboding of evil oppressing me, and went with a hesitation and reluctance I could not explain to my chest of drawers. I opened the top drawer, in which was nothing but ribbons and handkerchiefs, and then the second, where was as little to alarm, and then, O heavens, the third and last: and there was a mass of linen neatly folded: upon which, as I looked with curiosity that began to be tinged with horror, I perceived a movement in it, and a pink hand was thrust out of the folds and began to grope feebly in the air. I could bear it no more, and rushed from the room, clapping the door after me, and strove with all my force to lock it. But the key would not turn in the wards, and from within the room came a sound of rustling and bumping, drawing nearer and nearer to the door. Why I did not flee down the stairs I know not. I continued grasping the handle, and mercifully, as the door was plucked from my hand with an irresistible force, I awoke. You may not think this very alarming, but I assure you it was so to me.


  “At breakfast today my uncle was very uncommunicative, and I think ashamed of the fright he had given us; but afterwards he inquired of me whether Mr. Spearman was still in town, adding that he thought that was a young man who had some sense left in his head. I think you know, my dear Emily, that I am not inclined to disagree with him there, and also that I was not unlikely to be able to answer his question. To Mr. Spearman he accordingly went, and I have not seen him since. I must send this strange budget of news to you now, or it may have to wait over more than one post.”


  The reader will not be far out if he guesses that Miss Mary and Mr. Spearman made a match of it not very long after this month of June. Mr. Spearman was a young spark, who had a good property in the neighbourhood of Whitminster, and not unfrequently about this time spent a few days at the “King’s Head,” ostensibly on business. But he must have had some leisure, for his diary is copious, especially for the days of which I am telling the story. It is probable to me that he wrote this episode as fully as he could at the bidding of Miss Mary.


  “Uncle Oldys (how I hope I may have the right to call him so before long!) called this morning. After throwing out a good many short remarks on indifferent topics, he said ‘I wish, Spearman, you’d listen to an odd story and keep a close tongue about it just for a bit, till I get more light on it.’ ‘To be sure,’ said I, ‘you may count on me.’ ‘I don’t know what to make of it,’ he said. ‘You know my bedroom. It is well away from every one else’s, and I pass through the great hall and two or three other rooms to get to it.’ ‘Is it at the end next the minster, then?’ I asked. ‘Yes, it is: well, now, yesterday morning my Mary told me that the room next before it was infested with some sort of fly that the housekeeper couldn’t get rid of. That may be the explanation, or it may not. What do you think?’ ‘Why,’ said I, ‘you’ve not yet told me what has to be explained.’ ‘True enough, I don’t believe I have; but by-the-by, what are these sawflies? What’s the size of them?’ I began to wonder if he was touched in the head. ‘What I call a sawfly,’ I said very patiently, ‘is a red animal, like a daddy-longlegs, but not so big, perhaps an inch long, perhaps less. It is very hard in the body, and to me’—I was going to say ‘particularly offensive,’ but he broke in, ‘Come, come; an inch or less. That won’t do.’ ‘I can only tell you,’ I said, ‘what I know. Would it not be better if you told me from first to last what it is that has puzzled you, and then I may be able to give you some kind of an opinion.’ He gazed at me meditatively. ‘Perhaps it would,’ he said. ‘I told Mary only today that I thought you had some vestiges of sense in your head.’ (I bowed my acknowledgements.) ‘The thing is, I’ve an odd kind of shyness about talking of it. Nothing of the sort has happened to me before. Well, about eleven o’clock last night, or after, I took my candle and set out for my room. I had a book in my other hand—I always read something for a few minutes before I drop off to sleep. A dangerous habit: I don’t recommend it: but I know how to manage my light and my bed curtains. Now then, first, as I stepped out of my study into the great half that’s next to it, and shut the door, my candle went out. I supposed I had clapped the door behind me too quick, and made a draught, and I was annoyed, for I’d no tinder-box nearer than my bedroom. But I knew my way well enough, and went on. The next thing was that my book was struck out of my hand in the dark: if I said twitched out of my hand it would better express the sensation. It fell on the floor. I picked it up, and went on, more annoyed than before, and a little startled. But as you know, that hall has many windows without curtains, and in summer nights like these it is easy to see not only where the furniture is, but whether there’s any one or anything moving, and there was no one—nothing of the kind. So on I went through the hall and through the audit chamber next to it, which also has big windows, and then into the bedrooms which lead to my own, where the curtains were drawn, and I had to go slower because of steps here and there. It was in the second of those rooms that I nearly got my quietus. The moment I opened the door of it I felt there was something wrong. I thought twice, I confess, whether I shouldn’t turn back and find another way there is to my room rather than go through that one. Then I was ashamed of myself, and thought what people call better of it, though I don’t know about “better” in this case. If I was to describe my experience exactly, I should say this: there was a dry, light, rustling sound all over the room as I went in, and then (you remember it was perfectly dark) something seemed to rush at me, and there was—I don’t know how to put it—a sensation of long thin arms, or legs, or feelers, all about my face, and neck, and body. Very little strength in them, there seemed to be, but Spearman, I don’t think I was ever more horrified or disgusted in all my life, that I remember: and it does take something to put me out. I roared out as loud as I could, and flung away my candle at random, and, knowing I was near the window, I tore at the curtain and somehow let in enough light to be able to see something waving which I knew was an insect’s leg, by the shape of it: but, Lord, what a size! Why the beast must have been as tall as I am. And now you tell me sawflies are an inch long or less. What do you make of it, Spearman?’


  “‘For goodness sake finish your story first,’ I said. ‘I never heard anything like it.’ ‘Oh,’ said he, ‘there’s no more to tell. Mary ran in with a light, and there was nothing there. I didn’t tell her what was the matter. I changed my room for last night, and I expect for good.’ ‘Have you searched this odd room of yours?’ I said. ‘What do you keep in it?’ ‘We don’t use it,’ he answered. ‘There’s an old press there, and some little other furniture.’ ‘And in the press?’ said I. ‘I don’t know; I never saw it opened, but I do know that it’s locked.’ ‘Well, I should have it looked into, and, if you had time, I own to having some curiosity to see the place myself.’ ‘I didn’t exactly like to ask you, but that’s rather what I hoped you’d say. Name your time and I’ll take you there.’ ‘No time like the present,’ I said at once, for I saw he would never settle down to anything while this affair was in suspense. He got up with great alacrity, and looked at me, I am tempted to think, with marked approval. ‘Come along,’ was all he said, however; and was pretty silent all the way to his house. My Mary (as he calls her in public, and I in private) was summoned, and we proceeded to the room. The Doctor had gone so far as to tell her that he had had something of a fright there last night, of what nature he had not yet divulged; but now he pointed out and described, very briefly, the incidents of his progress. When we were near the important spot, he pulled up, and allowed me to pass on. ‘There’s the room,’ he said. ‘Go in, Spearman, and tell us what you find.’ Whatever I might have felt at midnight, noonday I was sure would keep back anything sinister, and I flung the door open with an air and stepped in. It was a well-lighted room, with its large window on the right, though not, I thought, a very airy one. The principal piece of furniture was the gaunt old press of dark wood. There was, too, a four-post bedstead, a mere skeleton which could hide nothing, and there was a chest of drawers. On the window-sill and the floor near it were the dead bodies of many hundred sawflies, and one torpid one which I had some satisfaction in killing. I tried the door of the press, but could not open it: the drawers, too, were locked. Somewhere, I was conscious, there was a faint rustling sound, but I could not locate it, and when I made my report to those outside, I said nothing of it. But, I said, clearly the next thing was to see what was in those locked receptacles. Uncle Oldys turned to Mary. ‘Mrs. Maple,’ he said, and Mary ran off—no one, I am sure, steps like her—and soon came back at a soberer pace, with an elderly lady of discreet aspect.


  “‘Have you the keys of these things, Mrs. Maple?’ said Uncle Oldys. His simple words let loose a torrent (not violent, but copious) of speech: had she been a shade or two higher in the social scale, Mrs. Maple might have stood as the model for Miss Bates.


  “‘Oh, Doctor, and Miss, and you too, sir,’ she said, acknowledging my presence with a bend, ‘them keys! who was that again that come when first we took over things in this house—a gentleman in business it was, and I gave him his luncheon in the small parlour on account of us not having everything as we should like to see it in the large one—chicken, and apple-pie, and a glass of madeira—dear, dear, you’ll say I’m running on, Miss Mary; but I only mention it to bring back my recollection; and there it comes—Gardner, just the same as it did last week with the artichokes and the text of the sermon. Now that Mr. Gardner, every key I got from him were labelled to itself, and each and every one was a key of some door or another in this house, and sometimes two; and when I say door, my meaning is door of a room, not like such a press as this is. Yes, Miss Mary, I know full well, and I’m just making it clear to your uncle and you too, sir. But now there was a box which this same gentleman he give over into my charge, and thinking no harm after he was gone I took the liberty, knowing it was your uncle’s property, to rattle it: and unless I’m most surprisingly deceived, in that box there was keys, but what keys, that, Doctor, is known Elsewhere, for open the box, no that I would not do.’


  “I wondered that Uncle Oldys remained as quiet as he did under this address. Mary, I knew, was amused by it, and he probably had been taught by experience that it was useless to break in upon it. At any rate he did not, but merely said at the end, ‘Have you that box handy, Mrs. Maple? If so, you might bring it here.’ Mrs. Maple pointed her finger at him, either in accusation or in gloomy triumph. ‘There,’ she said, ‘was I to choose out the very words out of your mouth, Doctor, them would be the ones. And if I’ve took it to my own rebuke one half-a-dozen times, it’s been nearer fifty. Laid awake I have in my bed, sat down in my chair I have, the same you and Miss Mary gave me the day I was twenty year in your service, and no person could desire a better—yes, Miss Mary, but it is the truth, and well we know who it is would have it different if he could. “All very well,” says I to myself, “but pray, when the Doctor calls you to account for that box, what are you going to say?” No, Doctor, if you was some masters I’ve heard of and I was some servants I could name, I should have an easy task before me, but things being, humanly speaking, what they are, the one course open to me is just to say to you that without Miss Mary comes to my room and helps me to my recollection, which her wits may manage what’s slipped beyond mine, no such box as that, small though it be, will cross your eyes this many a day to come.’


  “‘Why, dear Mrs. Maple, why didn’t you tell me before that you wanted me to help you to find it?’ said my Mary. ‘No, never mind telling me why it was: let us come at once and look for it.’ They hastened off together. I could hear Mrs. Maple beginning an explanation which, I doubt not, lasted into the furthest recesses of the housekeeper’s department. Uncle Oldys and I were left alone. ‘A valuable servant,’ he said, nodding towards the door. ‘Nothing goes wrong under her: the speeches are seldom over three minutes.’ ‘How will Miss Oldys manage to make her remember about the box?’ I asked.


  “‘Mary? Oh, she’ll make her sit down and ask her about her aunt’s last illness, or who gave her the china dog on the mantel-piece—something quite off the point. Then, as Maple says, one thing brings up another, and the right one will come round sooner than you could suppose. There! I believe I hear them coming back already.’


  “It was indeed so, and Mrs. Maple was hurrying on ahead of Mary with the box in her outstretched hand, and a beaming face. ‘What was it,’ she cried as she drew near, ‘what was it as I said, before ever I come out of Dorsetshire to this place? Not that I’m a Dorset woman myself, nor had need to be. “Safe bind, safe find,” and there it was in the place where I’d put it—what?—two months back, I daresay.’ She handed it to Uncle Oldys, and he and I examined it with some interest, so that I ceased to pay attention to Mrs. Ann Maple for the moment, though I know that she went on to expound exactly where the box had been, and in what way Mary had helped to refresh her memory on the subject.


  “It was an oldish box, tied with pink tape and sealed, and on the lid was pasted a label inscribed in old ink, ‘The Senior Prebendary’s House, Whitminster.’ On being opened it was found to contain two keys of moderate size, and a paper, on which, in the same hand as the label, was ‘Keys of the Press and Box of Drawers standing in the disused Chamber.’ Also this: ‘The Effects in this Press and Box are held by me, and to be held by my successors in the Residence, in trust for the noble Family of Kildonan, if claim be made by any survivor of it. I having made all the Enquiry possible to myself am of the opinion that that noble House is wholly extinct: the last Earl having been, as is notorious, cast away at sea, and his only Child and Heire deceas’d in my House (the Papers as to which melancholy Casualty were by me repos’d in the same Press in this year of our Lord 1753, 21 March). I am further of opinion that unless grave discomfort arise, such persons, not being of the Family of Kildonan, as shall become possess’d of these keys, will be well advised to leave matters as they are: which opinion I do not express without weighty and sufficient reason; and am Happy to have my Judgment confirm’d by the other Members of this College and Church who are conversant with the Events referr’d to in this Paper. Tho. Ashton, S.T.P., Præb. senr. Will. Blake, S.T.P., Decanus. Hen. Goodman, S.T.B.,Præb. junr.’


  “‘Ah!’ said Uncle Oldys, ‘grave discomfort! So he thought there might be something. I suspect it was that young man,’ he went on, pointing with the key to the line about the ‘only Child and Heire.’ ‘Eh, Mary? The viscounty of Kildonan was Saul.’ ‘How do you know that, Uncle?’ said Mary. ‘Oh, why not? it’s all in Debrett—two little fat books. But I meant the tomb by the lime walk. He’s there. What’s the story, I wonder? Do you know it, Mrs. Maple? and, by the way, look at your sawflies by the window there.’


  “Mrs. Maple, thus confronted with two subjects at once, was a little put to it to do justice to both. It was no doubt rash in Uncle Oldys to give her the opportunity. I could only guess that he had some slight hesitation about using the key he held in his hand.


  “‘Oh them flies, how bad they was, Doctor and Miss, this three or four days: and you, too, sir, you wouldn’t guess, none of you! And how they come, too! First we took the room in hand, the shutters was up, and had been, I daresay, years upon years, and not a fly to be seen. Then we got the shutter bars down with a deal of trouble and left it so for the day, and next day I sent Susan in with the broom to sweep about, and not two minutes hadn’t passed when out she come into the hall like a blind thing, and we had regular to beat them off her. Why her cap and her hair, you couldn’t see the colour of it, I do assure you, and all clustering round her eyes, too. Fortunate enough she’s not a girl with fancies, else if it had been me, why only the tickling of the nasty things would have drove me out of my wits. And now there they lay like so many dead things. Well, they was lively enough on the Monday, and now here’s Thursday, is it, or no, Friday. Only to come near the door and you’d hear them pattering up against it, and once you opened it, dash at you, they would, as if they’d eat you. I couldn’t help thinking to myself, “If you was bats, where should we be this night?” Nor you can’t cresh ‘em, not like a usual kind of a fly. Well, there’s something to be thankful for, if we could but learn by it. And then this tomb, too,’ she said, hastening on to her second point to elude any chance of interruption, ‘of them two poor young lads. I say poor, and yet when I recollect myself, I was at tea with Mrs. Simpkins, the sexton’s wife, before you come, Doctor and Miss Mary, and that’s a family has been in the place, what? I daresay a hundred years in that very house, and could put their hand on any tomb or yet grave in all the yard and give you name and age. And his account of that young man, Mr. Simpkins’s I mean to say—well!’ She compressed her lips and nodded several times. ‘Tell us, Mrs. Maple,’ said Mary. ‘Go on,’ said Uncle Oldys. ‘What about him?’ said I. ‘Never was such a thing seen in this place, not since Queen Mary’s times and the Pope and all,’ said Mrs. Maple. ‘Why, do you know he lived in this very house, him and them that was with him, and for all I can tell in this identical room’ (she shifted her feet uneasily on the floor). ‘Who was with him? Do you mean the people of the house?’ said Uncle Oldys suspiciously. ‘Not to call people, Doctor, dear no,’ was the answer; ‘more what he brought with him from Ireland, I believe it was. No, the people in the house was the last to hear anything of his goings-on. But in the town not a family but knew how he stopped out at night: and them that was with him, why they were such as would strip the skin from the child in its grave; and a withered heart makes an ugly thin ghost, says Mr. Simpkins. But they turned on him at the last, he says, and there’s the mark still to be seen on the minster door where they run him down. And that’s no more than the truth, for I got him to show it to myself, and that’s what he said. A lord he was, with a Bible name of a wicked king, whatever his godfathers could have been thinking of.’ ‘Saul was the name,’ said Uncle Oldys. ‘To be sure it was Saul, Doctor, and thank you; and now isn’t it King Saul that we read of raising up the dead ghost that was slumbering in its tomb till he disturbed it, and isn’t that a strange thing, this young lord to have such a name, and Mr. Simpkins’s grandfather to see him out of his window of a dark night going about from one grave to another in the yard with a candle, and them that was with him following through the grass at his heels: and one night him to come right up to old Mr. Simpkins’s window that gives on the yard and press his face up against it to find out if there was any one in the room that could see him: and only just time there was for old Mr. Simpkins to drop down like, quiet, just under the window and hold his breath, and not stir till he heard him stepping away again, and this rustling-like in the grass after him as he went, and then when he looked out of his window in the morning there was treadings in the grass and a dead man’s bone. Oh, he was a cruel child for certain, but he had to pay in the end, and after.’ ‘After?’ said Uncle Oldys, with a frown. ‘Oh yes, Doctor, night after night in old Mr. Simpkins’s time, and his son, that’s our Mr. Simpkins’s father, yes, and our own Mr. Simpkins too. Up against that same window, particular when they’ve had a fire of a chilly evening, with his face right on the panes, and his hands fluttering out, and his mouth open and shut, open and shut, for a minute or more, and then gone off in the dark yard. But open the window at such times, no, that they dare not do, though they could find it in their heart to pity the poor thing, that pinched up with the cold, and seemingly fading away to a nothink as the years passed on. Well, indeed, I believe it is no more than the truth what our Mr. Simpkins says on his own grandfather’s word, “A withered heart makes an ugly thin ghost.”’ ‘I daresay,’ said Uncle Oldys suddenly: so suddenly that Mrs. Maple stopped short. ‘Thank you. Come away, all of you.’ ‘Why, Uncle,’ said Mary, ‘are you not going to open the press after all?’ Uncle Oldys blushed, actually blushed. ‘My dear,’ he said, ‘you are at liberty to call me a coward, or applaud me as a prudent man, whichever you please. But I am neither going to open that press nor that chest of drawers myself, nor am I going to hand over the keys to you or to any other person. Mrs. Maple, will you kindly see about getting a man or two to move those pieces of furniture into the garret?’ ‘And when they do it, Mrs. Maple,’ said Mary, who seemed to me—I did not then know why—more relieved than disappointed by her uncle’s decision, ‘I have something that I want put with the rest; only quite a small packet.’


  “We left that curious room not unwillingly, I think. Uncle Oldys’s orders were carried out that same day. And so,” concludes Mr. Spearman, “Whitminster has a Bluebeard’s chamber, and, I am rather inclined to suspect, a Jack-in-the-box, awaiting some future occupant of the residence of the senior prebendary.”


  3 Apparently the ichneumon fly (Ophion obscurum), and not the true sawfly, is meant.


  


  LOST PROPERTY, by David Anderson


  “Can I get a ride, Carol?”


  “Sure, hop in.”


  Ron Norrison grinned mischievously. “Actually, I was just kidding. Remember, I live right across the road!”


  Carol Mills smiled in return. “We had a good meeting tonight. I really enjoyed chapter five of your historical novel.”


  Ron nodded. “Yes, I’m pleased with how the Writers’ Group is going. Keep working on your chick lit novel, it’s bubbling along nicely.” He fumbled for a key in his pocket. “OhI almost forgot. I left my umbrella in the sanctuary last night. I’ll just go look for it now before I go home.”


  “Take care then, Ron. Don’t forget to lock up.”


  The engine of Carol’s minivan burst into life as Ron closed the side door of the church and made his way back through the lounge, then into the sanctuary itself. Propping open one of the big twin doors, he picked up a stray leaflet from the floor and clicked on the lights. In bold font the four-page program proclaimed: ‘Rev. Brent Gilson performs Milhaud’s Percussion Concerto and selections for snare drum by Jacques Delécluse.’ Instead of a regular Sunday evening service last night, Firview Presbyterian had put on a music concert featuring their minister, Rev. Brent Gilson, as solo instrumentalist. Ron had enjoyed it, though, as he’d cautiously remarked to Brent afterwards, the UFO-shaped Bernese Hang Drum had taken a bit of getting used to…


  Ron placed the program leaflet on a chair by the door and peered into a cardboard box with ‘Lost Property’ scrawled on its side in thick black marker. No umbrella there. He’d arrived late last night and had sat at the back, in the far corner. Perhaps the umbrella had rolled under his pew; it was worth a quick look.


  He got down on his knees and fumbled under the long wooden pew. There it is. Good, that was easy. He was about to get up when his eyes fell on something round in the surface of the floor next to the pew; something that faintly gleamed even under a thick covering of dust.


  It was a metal ring set into the floor. He flicked his fingers over its surface and saw that it was a burnished yellow, probably brass, and looked very old. Without thinking he curled his fingers around it and yanked hard. With the stiffness of long disuse the ring came free of its dusty bed until it stood at right angles to the floor. Ron pulled again and lines appeared on the floor, the straight black lines of a trapdoor inching out of its frame. The door was heavy and Ron let it slide snugly back into place.


  Why was there a trapdoor here, and why hadn’t it been used in years—decades by the look of it? It was a mystery he had to solve. He placed both hands on the ring, arched his back, and heaved with all his strength.


  * * * *


  Concrete steps led down into Stygian darkness and he was tempted to abandon the idea of exploration there and then. But he knew there was a flashlight under the sound console behind him, kept there for when the lights were off during PowerPoint presentations. It was only a small one but it would do just fine. He wouldn’t need it for long anyway, as the steps probably led down to a blank wall. Having checked that there was no way the trapdoor could accidentally close, he directed the thin beam into the hole and began his descent.


  He gave up counting after the twentieth step as they seemed to be going on forever. There was nothing except the side wall to hold on to, but the steps were broadly cut so there was little danger of him falling. Another twenty or so steps and he reached the bottom. He shone the beam ahead and discovered a narrow tunnel carved through solid earth. Carry on or go back?


  Once again curiosity got the better of him: he simply had to find out where it led. The tunnel brought him further downwards on a shallow gradient and it too seemed to continue forever. By now he had to be well outside church property boundaries but he had no idea in which direction he was going. He came to a sharp left hand turn, after which the declination became steeper. A couple of minutes later it turned to the right and another set of steps appeared in front of him.


  Then the reality of it hit him: the direction he was going was neither left nor right, nor was it north, south, east or west. It was primarily down: ever further down into the depths of the ground. But he couldn’t stop now.


  He walked for at least another ten minutes—descending several hundred metres underground—before the decision to stop was made for him. In front of him, set flush in an impenetrable wall of stone, was a small metal door without decoration of any kind. More to the point, it didn’t have a handle either. Or, rather, any handle it had was on the other side. It was time to go back. Only now did he start to get worried: his flashlight had gradually grown dim and he didn’t fancy feeling his way in darkness all the way back up. He shook the flashlight very gently and the bulb grew brighter. It was then that he saw it.


  A small furry cap, like a child’s ushanka, was lying on the ground near his feet. He picked it up, noted short ear flaps and a curious little chin strap, and stuffed it into his pocket.


  Twenty minutes later he closed the trapdoor, tossed the cap into the lost property box, and switched off the lights in the sanctuary.


  * * * *


  Rev. Brent Gilson finished his Sunday morning sermon and paused several seconds for effect. Then he quietly closed his Bible, gathered up his typed notes and sat down. Ron was already walking up the steps to the pulpit, having agreed to do the long prayer of ‘thanksgiving and supplication’ that came next. He set his carefully composed oration on the podium in front of him and looked out over the heads of the congregation. Not many here today. There were large empty spaces at the front, and several rows of pews at the back were completely vacant.


  Ron cleared his throat. “Let us pray. Almighty God and heavenly Father, you have promised to hear and answer our requests which we make to you in the name of your beloved son, Jesus Christ our Lord…”


  He fastidiously followed his script, slowing his voice from time to time and keeping a steady tempo and tone. His text was double spaced, which had allowed him to make several short additions while Brent had been preaching. It was always good to integrate specific points from the sermon into the prayer. He’d added these in blunt pencil—his expensive red ink pen had gone missing sometime during the week—and had to peer closely at the page in order to make out the pencilled-in phrases.


  “Next we pray, most gracious God and merciful Father, for the private needs and burdens of our hearts, which we offer up to you in this period of silent reflection…”


  As silence fell his gaze rose to the empty pews at the back of the sanctuary. But there was someone sitting there now, someone who definitely hadn’t been there before. A short, pointed-faced man sat in the back pew, right in the corner, near the trapdoor.


  Ron couldn’t be sure—the strange-looking man obstructed his view—but it almost seemed as if the trapdoor was open.


  The man wore a soft grey coat that looked like some kind of heavily napped fur. Tiny gimlet eyes gleamed behind an enormous pink nose wiggling as if sniffing the air. His big hairy hands flopped over the back of the pew in front of him, revealing long white fingers that appeared far too big for his body. As Ron looked back down at the podium he had the surreal thought: Good fingers for digging with.…


  He steadied his voice and continued to read his prayer until he reached the last paragraph.


  “Finally, O God and Father, grant also that we, who have gathered here today to hear your Word, may acknowledge you in all things this coming week. Help us to praise and glorify your holy name…”


  Ron straightened up as he recited the final sentence, a doxology he had used many times before and knew by heart. Inevitably, his eyes were drawn to the back pew again.


  The mysterious little man was gone. The trapdoor, if it ever had been open, was now definitely shut.


  He finished his prayer with an “Amen” that was more relieved than resounding.


  * * * *


  As the last note of the organ postlude faded away, Ron sprung to his feet and hurried to the back of the sanctuary, not sure what he expected to see. The back pew remained empty and he couldn’t very well get down on his knees and examine the trapdoor. With a quiet sigh of resignation he took a last glance around. His eyes fell on the lost property box and he almost jumped with surprise.


  The fur cap was gone. Come to think of it, it had been exactly the same shade of dull grey as the strange man’s coat. But what really startled him was that someone—the man in the back pew?—had put something in its place.


  A pen: an expensive-looking red ink pen. The one he had brought to the Writers’ Group last Monday night and hadn’t been able to find since. The one he’d concluded he’d lost somewhere down the tunnel.


  


  THE BLISSFUL HOUSE ON BLYSWORTH STREET, by Skadi meic Beorh


  “John Brindle, please.”


  “This is he. May…I help you?”


  “Ah…Mr. Brindle? This is Edward Carmichael. I, that is, we live at 7737 Blysworth Street…”


  “Listen, is this some kind of joke? Who are you!”


  “I’ve…just told you my name, Mr. Brindle. We…”


  “There is no 7737 Blysworth!”


  “Please, Mr. Brindle. I understand what kind of pain you’re in. Believe me, I do. All I ask is that you give me a chance to explain.”


  “You have about a half a minute, Mr., uh, what’d you say your name was?”


  “Ed Carmichael.”


  “Okay, Ed. Better make it good.”


  “Mr. Brindle, I am calling you and your wife Charlene representing a coalition of five families who now live on Blysworth Street. Our houses were all constructed this past Spring, and we’re the new residents. We…”


  “Has something happened? Have we left something behind? What’s the problem?”


  “No sir. Please. Let me tell you why we’re calling.”


  * * * *


  Silence. Heartbeats. A soft questioning whisper close to John’s feverish ear. Who is it? Who, John?


  * * * *


  “Mr. Carmichael. Why…ah, would…why are you phoning?”


  “It’s…your boys, John. They’re…”


  “God…”


  “We…”


  “O God in Heaven…p-please…”


  “This is not a prank, Mr. Brindle. Please believe me.”


  More silence. Then…


  Have…they…have they said anything? Asked about us, I mean? Are they…are they happy?”


  Ed Carmichael took a needed breath. The whole room breathed with him.


  “Oh, very happy, I should say, John. The happiest.”


  “Is…anyone living there now? 7727, I mean.”


  “No. No one wants to stay. It’s like…well…it’s like…”


  “Please. O Lord…please. Do us a favor. Will you, Mr. Carbuncle?”


  “It’s Carmichael, and, anything, John. God. Anything.”


  “Go to Holman Real Estate. It’s over on Airport, not far from Cody Road. You know the area? You know the town well, do you?”


  “Mere details. Just tell me. What do you need?”


  “Secure 7727 with them. Holman Real Estate. They own the property, or know who does now. Would you, ah, your coalition, do that for us, Ed?”


  “Of course we will. Immediately. Today. So…would I be right in guessing that…you’re coming home?”


  “Yes. I believe so. Yes. Our boys need us home.”


  * * * *


  7727 Blysworth Street had been empty since the late summertime of 1970, when the John and Charlene Brindle sold the property to a local real estate agency and moved to carve out a new life in Delaware. A rather wild “bottom of the garden” style lot sat on the right side of the half acre built upon by the Brindles in 1959, when most Americans still believed in the expansive Post-War Dream…this tract also belonging to the family. In this lot grows a thick copse of old growth Spanish oak which once sported a fantastic interconnected set of soft-impact mahogany treehouses masterminded by architect John and his boys. Beyond this lot stage left were more recently built, as far as the dead-ending watershed will allow, five smaller abodes resembling only in semi-ranch façade the sprawling Brindle Place; but these early-’70’s knock-offs conspicuously lack the long, lazy porch furnished with the requisite rocking chairs, the undulating wooden loveseat and, of course, the creaking porch swing. Stage right still sports the old Coppard residence on the corner of Blysworth and Cellar, sold by the uneasy and childless Coppards in late 1970, and only a month or so after was turned into one of the first assisted living establishments in Alabama, from which no complaints ever issued. Across the street, on the west side of Blysworth, lies a spacious but rarely used baseball diamond and public park, zoned to never be re-developed. And then there was the watershed filled with trails and streams and lazy, sunny glades. All in all, this was an exurban environment perfect for a burgeoning family of six.


  John and Charlene had joyously given birth to four happy, athletic boys. In 1970 the youngest, Charlie, was six. His oldest brother, Bobby, had just turned twelve. In between were Stevie, eight, and Jackie, ten-and-a-half. There had never been any age problems between the lads. They had all loved one another fiercely, and had included each other in everything (even when the youngest could only crawl and laugh), somehow intuitively knowing they had a ready-made clan on their hands, and were as proud about that fact as had been their Mercian ancestors. Tragically, though, on the way home from visiting their maternal grandparents up toward Montgomery late one rainy night, the vehicle the boys were traveling in, a sturdy ‘57 Chevy, somehow lost traction on the slippery roads and wrecked, taking the lives of everybody aboard, the driver being their stalwart grandfather, civil rights advocate and pillar of the community Hieronymous Norton Hezekiah Buggs III, aka Norty Buggs. Less than a month later John and Charlene were living on a refurbished Colonial farmstead in Delaware, the fortuitous property of a recently deceased great-uncle.


  Just before Christmas 1970 the Jenkins ~ George and his wife Thelma and their twin fifth-grade roustabouts Skip and Rip ~ moved into 7727 Blysworth. The boys made immediate friends with whom they referred to as “the kids from the neighborhood”. George and Thelma were very happy about this quick development, until they discovered that there were no other children living in the whole vicinity, and that what children there were seemed to be sharing their new home with them. The Jenkins moved just after the holidays.


  In the six months following, three more families with children moved into 7727, the most determined of them staying four months before the midnight games of kick-the-can and raid-the-fridge proved too noisy, too expensive and, well, just too spooky. Apparently ghosts do eat. Growing ghosts, anyway.


  In ‘72 the five smaller houses aforementioned were all built within a three month stretch, and suddenly the neighborhood was filled with, ah, physical children of all ages. The Rorshacks came with three hopscotching girls and a strapping, fiery-haired Viking lad. Then came the Jillions with cute twin third grade tree nymphs. This quaint family was followed by the Favershams, who bought the third new house down and two months later added a baby imp to their ten year old daredevil. The Carmichaels relocated from Pensacola with an adventurous princess and a pirate captain. And finally the Nelsons, taking up the rear nearest the watershed, moved in with a fifth grade tomboy who could be in three places at once.


  The new children of Blysworth Street got to know and love “the kids from the big house”, but when hopeful parents began to investigate for bar-b-que get-togethers, ball games, picnics, potlucks and such, it was discovered, to everyone’s mutual alarm, that the Brindle Place had not been lived in for nearly a year. No one, though, knew the heartbreaking story. Until freelance writer Ed Carmichael did some library research and discovered the sad truth surrounding the home.


  Then came the amiable Hillweathers. They moved into 7727 Blysworth in the last week of June ‘72, but not without being dutifully forewarned by William Jillion, Kingsley Faversham and both Ilene and Richard Nelson. But no amount of caveat did any good. The real estate office had said not a word about any haunting, they had six rambunctious boys, the house and grounds were nothing less than perfect, and that was that. A week later, after nine fireworks conflagrations, seven refrigerator raids and one or two interminable games of boisterous hide-and-seek, not to mention an all-night treehouse slumber party and the introduction of two rather garrulous ghost hounds, the amiable Hillweather’s, after making note that they couldn’t exactly see the children playing at their raucous charades, changed their minds about the neighborhood and were gone within the month. Holman Real Estate placed an immediate moratorium on 7727 Blysworth, and that was the end of what would probably have been a very long list of disconcerted owners.


  For the remainder of the newcomers to Blysworth Street, who put up with it all because they weren’t actually sharing a dwelling with the cheerful specters, it was time for a little meeting. And maybe even a phone call up North.


  EPILOGUE


  John and Charlene Brindle did indeed go back to their hometown and former residence, but they didn’t stay for very long. It seems that, well, their boys liked the idea of a farm in Delaware far better than an exurban street full of excited kids who were constantly trying to figure out ways to “get to the other side”. And, needless to say, the concerned parents of these children were not a little relieved at the vacating of 7727 Blysworth Street. More relief came when the house and treefort were razed and dismantled, respectively. In the event, the Holman report read, that one or more of the Brindle clan should decide to relocate yet again.


  


  THE BONE FLUTE, by M.E. Brines


  The curio shop in Chinatown was crammed between a noodle shop and one of those stores that advertises “nothing over a dollar” but never stocks anything worth half that. Steve stood on the sidewalk looking through the window at the debris on display.


  “Looks like a garage sale at a museum,” he muttered to himself. “Just the sort of junk Robert loves.”


  His brother-in-law’s birthday was next week and he was tired of the complaints from his sister about his “mundane” gifts. The striped tie he gave him last year was no Taj Mahal, but it was real silk and cost a bundle. Maybe something from this oriental junk shop would satisfy her for a fraction of that.


  He browsed the shop. The aisles were narrow, the shelves heaped with mismatched trinkets: monkey skulls, lacquered masks, glassware, incense burners, water pipes pawned by druggies, silk fans, mostly the worse for wear. It annoyed Steve that the old Chinese guy who owned the place watched him constantly as if he expected a middle-aged stockbroker to shoplift a solid brass Buddha or a chipped plaster miniature of the Great Wall.


  Surely there had to be something that would impress his sister? He pawed through a bin containing an assortment of chopsticks made of some dark shiny material inlaid with brightly colored plastic. He guessed they were more likely Bakelite than ebony and was about to move on when he caught a glimpse of ivory from the bottom.


  Real ivory might be something that would finally impress his snooty sister. And these days with animal rights lunatics running amuck, real ivory was unobtainable. But if it was like half the old junk in this place it had probably been made long before he had even been born and might be the real stuff.


  His questing fingers drew out a slim, hand-carved flute. He was disappointed to notice it wasn’t ivory, as he hoped, merely bone but carved by an expert hand. Around most of the length were engraved tiny figures of people dancing.


  No, he held it up to the light. The figures appeared to be writhing in agony, each dying in a different graphically horrific way. He made out one fellow who seemed to be impaled on something. A woman nearby had been beheaded. It was quite macabre.


  He smiled: just the thing for old Robert. The jerk was always bragging about his collection of headhunter masks. This would be perfect.


  He took it to the counter.


  “How much?”


  “Wun hunna dollar.”


  “A hundred dollars!”


  The old man just nodded and smiled.


  Steve scowled. It was probably the suit. If he’d been wearing an old sweatshirt the guy probably wouldn’t have even asked for ten bucks. But he hadn’t made a fortune in brokerage fees by always accepting the first offer. Half an hour later he’d got him down to six dollars and sixty-six cents. He put that on his credit card and watched as the proprietor wrapped his treasure in a scrap of old burlap and tucked it into a plastic shopping bag with the logo of a bankrupt supermarket chain printed on it, one bag from a stack of hundreds more.


  On the way out he passed an old man in a dirty trenchcoat coming in. The man was balding, his face scarred and he was wearing an eye patch. All he needed was a parrot on one shoulder or a cutlass to look the part of a modern-day buccaneer. As the door closed behind Steve the man walked rapidly back to the chopstick bin and began scrabbling through the contents.


  Later at his apartment Steve unwrapped the flute. After wiping it down with a damp towel he took it into the living room and examined it under the light. The engravings were even more lurid than he remembered.


  “Whoever carved this was one sick son of a bitch.”


  Still, he lingered long over the pictures before blowing a few notes. To his surprise the flute sounded so melodious he felt compelled to play more. It seemed only minutes that he played as the sun set and darkness crept across the face of the Earth.


  Then there was a knock at the door.


  Annoyed at the interruption, he swung the door open. In the hall stood the one-eyed man in the trenchcoat.


  “Who the hell are you?” Steve demanded.


  The old man smiled, displaying years of neglected dental work.


  “Caine Adamson is the name. I’m sorry to disturb you on such a fine evening but you have an artifact that once belonged to me. I’m willing to offer a fine price for it.” He gestured at the flute in Steve’s hand.


  “I only bought it today. It’s a gift for my brother-in-law.” But as he spoke he realized he could never bear to part with it.


  “Please, sir,” said the old man. “I don’t think you realize what you have.”


  “All the more reason to hang onto it.” Steve began to close the door but the old man stuck his boot in the way.


  “Please sir, I’m begging you. At least let me tell you what that flute is before you decide.”


  “You can tell me its origin?”


  The old man nodded, so Steve let him inside and ushered him into the kitchen.


  “Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?” He took in the man’s unkempt appearance. “How about a beer?”


  “Yes, that would be good.”


  Steve set the flute on the counter by the sink and pulled a pair of bottles out of the fridge. He set one in front of his guest and sat nearby, opening his with a quick twist of the cap.


  Neither one spoke for nearly half a bottle.


  “You were going to tell me where that flute came from?”


  The old man nodded and set his beer on the table. “I made it.” He said.


  “Really? You’ve got clever hands.”


  “Aye, too clever for my own good sometimes.”


  “The detail you put into the engraving is incredible. But what sort of bone did you use? It’s too small to be elk or deer.”


  “It’s human.” He replied. “The left tibia.”


  “What?”


  “The bone itself is from the left shin of Abel, the first murder victim in all of history. That’s what makes it so special. It has both tremendous historical significance and occult power as well.”


  “What do you mean, the first murder victim?” Steve eyed the old man and then began to wonder what he had allowed so easily into his kitchen. A quick glance showed he was closer than the old man to the cutting block by the stove that held a selection of carving knives, and if it came to that, the man was more than twice his age.


  The old man nodded at his question.


  “Ah, yes. I can see why you don’t understand. These days the level of biblical literacy is abominably low. What I mean is, Abel from the account in the Bible of the creation of the world. In the beginning God created the Heavens and the Earth including the first two people: Adam and Eve. They had two sons, Cain and Abel. They got to fighting, as most brothers eventually do, and Cain murdered Abel. God cursed Cain for it, marking him and leaving him to wander the Earth.”


  “That’s quite a story.”


  “It’s the truth.”


  “Sure. But if it is, then the flute is probably worth a fortune. Certainly more than what I paid for it.”


  “But it’s cursed. If you hang on to it long enough, terrible things will happen.”


  “Whatever you say, old man.”


  “No, really! I’ll give you a hundred dollars for it.” He pulled a banknote out of the pocket of his grimy coat.


  Steve looked at the money and licked his lips. Then he shook his head.


  “No. You’re going to have to leave. Take your beer and go.”


  “I must have that flute. You don’t understand.” The old man grabbed his beer bottle.


  Steve heard a little voice shout a warning. “Steve! He’s going to hit you with the bottle and steal me!” The voice was high-pitched and distorted, like a speeded up recording of a child. He looked toward the source.


  It was the flute.


  “Kill him!” It said. “Kill him now, before it’s too late!”


  Steve jumped up and seized a chef’s knife from the butcher block. As he turned toward him the old man muttered.


  “Oh, God, not again.”


  He threw his bottle at Steve and ran for the door. Steve caught up with him in the hall, plunging the knife in again and again and again, continuing to stab even after the old man collapsed and stopped moaning.


  He looked down at himself covered in the old man’s blood.


  “Oh, my God. What have I done?”


  “You did what you had to do.” The voice of the flute answered. “He deserved it. He attacked you. He was going to rob you. You were only defending yourself.”


  “Yes, that’s it. He was going to rob me.”


  He rifled through the old man’s pockets and took the hundred-dollar bill. He hid that and the flute in his bedroom and then called the police to report a prowler.


  It was hours before they were through with all the statements and photographs. The police detective was dubious of Steve’s claims of being attacked by a deranged drug fiend in his own home but couldn’t come up with a more plausible scenario.


  “Just don’t leave town for a while. We may have more questions,” he told Steve as he left and those words haunted him.


  “He knows.” He whispered. “He knows but he can’t prove anything. Not yet.”


  That night the flute sang to him in his dreams and told him what had to be done. It was self-defense. The cop was out to get him. He had to do something.


  “Besides,” the flute sang to him. “We will need his gun for the next time. Knives are so messy and guns make such a cheerful noise.”


  * * * *


  Meanwhile, the old man came to his senses in the locker of the morgue, kicking his feet against the door until it opened. The attendant took one look at the corpse crawling out of cold storage and fled screaming into the night to seek another career.


  The old man glanced at his wounds, even now healing, the bloody cuts scabbing over into puckered scars as he watched.


  “Oh, God, this curse is too much for me to bear.”


  He received no answer to his prayer, and expected none. Cain knew he would never be granted the peace of the grave until he recovered all the shattered pieces of his brother’s body and gave them the burial his necromantic arts had denied them for millennia.


  Taking the attendant’s overcoat from a hook by the door, he pulled it around his shoulders and let himself out.


  


  A FAULT AGAINST THE DEAD, by Nina Kiriki Hoffman


  You can’t keep dead people happy all the time.


  Thursday night I was walking on the beach, and five ghosts were following me, one friendly, two whiners, one halfway on its way to somewhere else, and the last one potentially a client.


  “Julia,” said the friendly one, a dead guy named Roger I’ve known for eight of the nine years I’ve been a counselor to dead people (talk about a job whose rewards are intangible), “are you getting enough sleep?”


  “Probably not,” I said. I flumped down on the cold sand, lay flat on my back, and waved my arms up and down to make a sand angel amid the footprints of people who’d come to the beach by day. The breathing hush of waves coming in and going out, the shifting grains against my back, the coolness under me, and the scent of sea, with a faint undertone of something small and dead a short distance away, all combined to lull me. Roger was right. I needed sleep. But it was exam week at community college, I had been cramming for four nights in a row, and there was more ghost activity than usual. “I won’t get much tonight, either. I have an anthro exam tomorrow to cram for. Minnie and Hiram have too many complaints. Nothing I say seems to help.”


  Minnie and Hiram had gone, moping, down to the water, where they let wavelets wash through their ankles and stared glumly out to sea. The moon shone through them; they were translucent, like thin green jade. If there had been any way to ditch them, I would have taken it. But, though they hadn’t been able to figure out what was holding them in this world and solve it so they could move on, they were startlingly resourceful when it came to tracking me down and torturing me.


  “They don’t want to be helped. They just like you.” Roger drifted down to float above the sand near me. He had been a ghost long enough to look like someone specific. I wondered if he looked like who he had been. Some ghosts didn’t. A lot of them could posthumously turn into their dream selves, select an appearance they thought suited them better than the one they had been born into. I was totally freaked out the first time I saw someone I knew die and emerge from her mouth as someone else.


  Some of the people I saw weren’t even dead yet, and there, other rules applied.


  Roger was a good-looking ghost. Also, he wore clothes. Some of the dead acted like death was a nudist colony. I was still a little frisson about that, especially about the naked guy ghosts, when I could tell whether they liked me or didn’t. They enjoyed being able to get excited by live women without the women knowing, and sometimes it took a while for them to figure out I could see them and they should mind their manners. A lot of them didn’t care. I guess, why should they?


  Still, if they didn’t care about my feelings, I didn’t take them on as clients.


  With Hiram and Minnie, it was hard to tell if they cared. They whined a lot. They talked in my ears when I was trying to read my textbooks, and when Minnie went into Mother mode, she drove me crazy. Still, there were a few small flickers of what looked like affection in our relationship.


  At least they wore clothes.


  I stopped flopping around. Sand angels didn’t give a person the same satisfaction as snow angels. You couldn’t tell from the outline what a person had been trying for.


  “So who are you?” I asked the fourth ghost, who looked like lavender jade and drifted in the air about a foot from my head. I couldn’t tell much about her; she hadn’t decided on what to look like yet. She was small, though. A kid ghost.


  I had problems with kid ghosts. It was kid ghosts who sent me to the mental hospital for five years.


  She didn’t say anything. She just watched me with her black olive-pit eyes in their shadowed caverns.


  I sat up and shook sand out of my coat sleeves. “I can’t help you if you don’t give me anything to work with.”


  She flickered and vanished.


  Whew. Another bullet dodged.


  “So what’s your story?” I asked Ghost Five, more a colored, internally lighted smear on the dark sky than a person.


  It wavered like the Northern Lights. I heard a faint wind-chime sound, then a deep bell bong.


  “Great,” I muttered. The half-there ghosts were sometimes dream selves and didn’t need help. As soon as their bodies woke up, they’d disappear. I wasn’t sure Ghost Five was one of those. You couldn’t always tell. Some of the real dead spoke other languages. I hoped there were other me’s out there who could help them. Well, I’d met one other guy, Nick, who saw almost as many ghosts as I did, but he and I didn’t get along.


  Music as a language was a big problem for me. I had a tin ear. “Roger?”


  Roger went to Half-There and walked through it. He came shuddering out the other side, his face stained purple and pink, his clothes writhing. “Yech!” He flumped down onto the sand beside me and shook.


  “A dreamer?”


  “No, he’s dead.”


  “What does he need?”


  The stains faded from Roger’s translucent face, leaving his skin his more usual light brown. “Forgiveness,” he muttered. “I couldn’t forgive him, though. He’s polluted with the deaths of others.”


  God, I hated these guys. I could do it, though. The sooner the better, probably. Thin down the ghost herd and then go study.


  I stood up. “Okay, ghost guy. Here’s what I can do for you.”


  The smear wavered some more. Why couldn’t he have been a dream?


  “Walk into me and give me your sins. Walk out of me and leave them behind, and then you can go on. If this isn’t what you want, please leave me alone. I have other things to do.”


  Half of him shifted up and the other half circled, rippled, pulsed. I stretched out my arms as though I were making a sky angel. The ghost flowed suddenly toward me and then into me, and then my stomach clenched. A river of blood, an orchestra of screams, sick hot excitement, the cold wracking shudders afterward, the irresistible need to find more of other people’s pain to taste, oh, God, I hated these guys. My stomach churned, my forehead burned, sweat burst out all over my body. He slid out of me, washed clean and pale and confused.


  I forgive you. I forgive you. I forgive you. You did it because you couldn’t find anything else that worked. You learned some lesson here. It happened for a reason. (Oh, God, what reason could there be? Yet this sort of thing kept happening. If I believed there was a reason—I needed to believe there was a reason. Otherwise I’d end up back in the room where you could bounce off the walls and not hurt yourself. There had to be a reason. I just didn’t know what it was.) You gave others lessons—you evil, sick fuck—no, no, focus, Julia. You are done here. You are forgiven. Please move on to your next lesson. Please be free of what hurt you in this life. Please find love and joy in the next.


  He shot up into the sky and was gone.


  “Is he gone?” I asked, even though I knew he was.


  “He’s gone,” said Roger.


  I screamed. I dropped to my knees and pounded on the sand. I screamed again, then lay with my face to the ground and screamed a third time, as loud as I could into the sand, vomiting up the things that ghost had done in his life, cleaning his taste out of my mouth.


  “Miss? Miss?”


  Uh-oh.


  I clenched my fists and pushed myself up.


  “Are you all right?”


  He was alive. He wore a big puffy dark jacket and dark jeans and knee-high rubber boots. On his head, a pale knitted cap; on his hands, dark gloves. His face was obscured by thick glasses. Even if the light weren’t solely moon and stars I don’t know if I could have figured out what he looked like.


  He knelt, reached for me.


  I scrambled away. I had forced the last ghost’s sick acts mostly out of my brain, but a residue remained, the way it always did. I could remember being the guy, or I could remember what he had done. When I remembered what he had done, I took the stance of his victims. If I remembered being the guy, I stained myself with his inescapable desire for power over something, anything, preferably something that would whimper and quiver when he poked it.


  Through a haze of killer memories, I looked at this live guy and thought: Killer.


  “Miss?” said this mummy-wrapped guy. “I don’t mean you any harm.”


  What my last ghost had always said to the women he managed to separate from everything they knew or could cling to for safety. Had always meant, up until the moment he harmed his victims, because he couldn’t let himself know ahead of time what he really wanted and intended to do, not and function. He had to pretend it wasn’t happening, had never happened, until it did.


  The other kind, the ones who had no consciences and no regrets, they must go somewhere else. I didn’t have to deal with those.


  Puffy guy stood slowly. “I just wanted to see if you were okay,” he said in a hurt voice.


  “Sure.” My voice was hoarse from all the screaming. “I come down here to scream because I figure it won’t bother my neighbors.” I could hardly hear myself, my voice was so thin. “Thanks anyway. I’m kind of frazzled.”


  “Frazzled,” he said, an amused note in his voice.


  Roger walked through him. “Julia, get out of here.”


  I climbed to my feet, stood swaying. From the tone of Roger’s voice, I knew this guy must be a wrong one, too. What were the odds?


  What chance did I have of getting away from this guy? He was a head taller than I was, and I was exhausted from too little sleep, too much studying, too much greasy food, and too much murder.


  Hiram and Minnie had drifted up from the water’s edge. Minnie heard Roger and flashed between me and the stranger. “Run, Julia,” she said.


  Run? Fat lot of good that would do me.


  Hiram streaked across the beach. “I’ll rouse Nick!” he cried as he disappeared. Nick was one of the few people I knew who could also see ghosts, and he might listen to Hiram. He might try to help me. We didn’t like each other, so I wasn’t sure that would work.


  Which direction should I run?


  “Frazzled,” I repeated. I walked past the guy, heading toward my car. If I could get most of the way there—


  If I ran, he’d bring me down. An image of a lion leaping to bite a gazelle on the neck flashed through my brain. Hah. Gazelle. As if. I glanced sideways at the guy. Lion. As if.


  If I pretended I didn’t know what he was up to, maybe I’d have time to collect myself, restore my energy. I pulled a granola bar out of my coat pocket, ripped off the wrapper, and took a bite. I pulled a water bottle out of my other pocket, shook sand off it, unscrewed the cap and took a long drink. My throat felt better.


  He followed, weaving beside me on the sand.


  “See, what happens when you die,” I said, “You suddenly stop being able to forget all the horrible things you did while you were alive. You have to live with them or find someone like me to help you ditch them. You know? When I die I don’t think I’ll have that problem, because as far as I know, I haven’t done any horrible things to anyone else, just myself. Then again, memory is so tricky. I suppose I could have done awful things and just made myself forget.”


  “What are you talking about?” asked the guy.


  “Julia, what are you talking about?” Roger asked at the same time. “Why aren’t you running? This man has evil intentions.”


  “I know, but I’m too tired.”


  “Huh?” said stalker guy.


  I ate more granola bar, washed it down with water. I was feeling better.


  Minnie and Roger flanked me, Roger mixing edges with stalker guy because stalker guy was walking pretty close beside me. “Julia,” Minnie said, “Julia, don’t join us.”


  “It’s not my idea, but you know, sometimes things just happen.” I wished I felt as calm about all this as I sounded.


  The little lavender ghost returned, floated in front of me as I walked. The sand dragged at my feet. Breeze blew past my face, flavored with a faint whiff of woodsmoke from someone’s fire. Somewhere, someone was sitting in front of a nice fire in a living room, maybe reading a book and drinking hot coffee or some nice wine. Maybe they had slippers and a fluffy bathrobe on. Maybe there was nothing in the world that worried them.


  Lavender danced as she walked, and she walked backward, her dark eye-sockets the only features in her face.


  “I wish you’d tell me what you want. Maybe I can help you,” I said.


  “Are you nuts?” asked stalker guy.


  “Certifiably. I still have my ID bracelet from the mental hospital in my keepsake box.”


  “Really?” He sounded intrigued.


  “He killed me,” said the lavender ghost. “I want to kill him.”


  “I understand. Of course you want to kill him. You can’t, though, probably. I guess it depends on whether you’re so angry your rage shifts you into power mode. That happens sometimes. Then you can drive them to hurt themselves or maybe even die, if you try hard enough. But it’s a waste of energy, and it drops you into a lower mode of existence next time, as far as I know, which, I have to admit, isn’t that far.”


  “Who are you talking to?” stalker guy asked.


  “The ghost of one of your victims.”


  Roger groaned.


  “What?” said stalker guy.


  “He hurt me. He hurt me so bad. He put a dirty sock in my mouth so I couldn’t cry. I cried anyway, but I couldn’t make the noises. He wouldn’t stop.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “What’s your name?”


  “Hazel Mindell.”


  “I’m so sorry, Hazel.” We were almost to the parking lot.


  There were two vehicles in the parking lot: my Mazda Protege, and an overmuscled pickup truck with tall tires and a camper shell.


  Sure. Closer to my car, closer to his. Here I was, making his job easy by walking myself to where he wanted me.


  Stalker guy grabbed my left arm. “Hazel?” he said. For the first time, he sounded upset.


  “Where’d he put you after he killed you?” I asked Hazel.


  “Just over there.” One arm rose, pointed toward a thick stand of shore pine to the right of the parking lot. I turned my head to look. Short squat trees hunched shoulder to shoulder in the night, their tops cropped and blown back by the constant sea wind. “I was still alive when he took me there. There’s a little clear place where one of the trees died. He did things to me there. Even after I was gone.”


  “Hazel?” said stalker guy.


  “How many have you killed?” I asked, then realized it was the wrong question in almost any social situation.


  “Seven,” Roger told me.


  Huh. He could walk through live people and pick up that much detail? I’d seen him walk through people before, but I just assumed it was an accident. I never realized—though heck, I did something similar myself with dead people.


  If I survived what was about to happen, though I didn’t see how I could, I wanted to ask Roger a lot more questions. Like: could he walk through some of the guys I saw at school? Even though I was years older than most of them, thanks to the unintended detour in life I’d taken courtesy of doctors, drugs, and bad advice, I suspected some of them might like me. I never knew how to approach them, though. The risk of rejection was pretty high with live people. Dead people didn’t have as many options. Most of the dead people I’d dealt with liked me. I thought.


  The stalker guy’s hand was tight around my upper arm now, and getting tighter. It hurt. “Hey,” I said. “Throttle down.”


  “What do you know about killing, or Hazel?”


  “Only what the ghosts tell me.”


  “You are really weird.”


  “Gee. News flash.”


  He shook me.


  I shoved my right hand into my pocket and pulled out my car keys, fisted them with some of them sticking out between my fingers, the way we’d been taught in self-defense class, though doing it one-handed was a lot harder, and raked his face with the keys. He yelped, let go of me, and staggered backward.


  I ran for my car, trailed by Roger, Minnie, and Hazel. I couldn’t get the key in the lock, though; I was shaking too hard. “Hurry up! Hurry up!” Roger said. “Damn it, Julia!”


  “That’s helping,” I muttered, finally shaking loose the right key and getting it into the keyhole.


  Heavy breathing and even heavier steps came up behind me, and then stalker guy crushed me against my car. “You bitch.”


  “Oh, that’s original,” I whispered. The keys, caught in the car lock, were digging into my hip. Stalker guy smelled like bad aftershave and sweat. He was bulky under his coat.


  “Leave her alone!” Hazel yelled. She flashed and fluoresced and flickered into another state, standing on my car. She looked about nine, with tight braids and freckles and a ragged pink dress with blood streaks on the front. “Get away from her!”


  The weight left my back. “What!” said stalker guy.


  I grabbed my keys, turned the one in the lock, jerked them loose, opened the door, and dived into the car. I slammed the door and locked it. Then I sat trying to get my breath.


  Minnie materialized in the passenger seat, and Roger walked through the front of the car and dropped down into me.


  “Come on,” he said, or I said, without meaning to. He jerked my hand up and shoved the key into the ignition, pumped the gas pedal, started the car, put it in reverse, and we drove out of there while I was still adjusting to the roils in my stomach of having another ghost inside me. I was doing an automatic sort on Roger: pulling out what was keeping him here, figuring out how to solve it, sucking his sins free of his ghost self and into me so I could process and release them.


  What was keeping Roger here:


  Love.


  He loved me.


  He knew we didn’t have a future, but he couldn’t get himself to let go.


  “Julia!” screamed Minnie. I looked ahead of us and realized I was driving thirty-five miles an hour straight toward a tree. I swerved, got the car back on the road, headed for town, tears streaming down my face.


  By the time I reached the police station, Roger was gone.


  


  BUCK, GLORY RAE, & THE THREE LITTLE PIGS, by John Gregory Betancourt


  The day they move in, I give them till dinnertime before paying my traditional welcome-to-the-house social call. I should be jaded, inured, the way people flow through these doors; but each new arrival strikes me as keenly as a church bell pealing on a still summer morning.


  Glory Rae answers my knock. She has her hair up in a red handkerchief and over her shoulder I can see the wreckage of the living room, buried waist-deep in boxes.


  “Can I help you?” she asks.


  I hold out a foil-covered dish. “I just wanted to welcome you here, Mrs. Osterman.”


  She accepts my present, looking puzzled. “Do I know you?”


  “I live next door,” I say. “I hope you don’t mind, but I called the realtor and asked your name when I saw the SOLD sign. I’m really glad you got this place—it needs children. A pity about the Johnsons having to leave so suddenly.”


  “I heard Mrs. Johnson had a nervous breakdown?”


  “Something like that, yes. She claimed this house was haunted and went all to pieces over it.”


  Glory Rae laughs. “I don’t believe in ghosts.”


  “I can’t really say, myself. I must know plenty of people who’ve seen strange things…”


  “My uncle used to drink, and he’d see the little people.”


  I smile. “I wouldn’t know about that. But poor Ruth, it really shook her, thinking this place was haunted. It’s always sad when it happens to someone so young.” I nod for emphasis. “But I didn’t come to mourn the loss of one set of neighbors, I came to celebrate the coming of a new one. A very pretty one, if I may be so bold.”


  She smiles back, raises a corner of the foil, and takes an appreciative sniff. “Tuna casserole?” she asks.


  “I hope you like it.”


  “It’s very kind of you,” she says, backing up a step. “Won’t you come in?”


  “I know how busy you must be…” That’s the way you play the game, give them a chance to escape.


  “No, really, I could use a break.”


  “If you’re sure it’s not an imposition?”


  “Of course not, Mr.—?”


  “Call me Buck.” I smile. And reel her in.


  * * * *


  Glory Rae’s husband is dead, it turns out; she doesn’t offer details and I don’t pry. I can find out anytime I want, anyway: her kind is always so easy to read. She works as a receptionist in a factory to keep her children fed and clothed, and dreams of going to Beauty School. I have a sort of knack with people, and she opens up at once, thoughts and words spilling over each other so fast I have trouble keeping up. And as we talk, she oozes that special type of charm women have when they’re looking for a husband. Not that an old geezer like me—age 666, thank you, and mostly retired these days—would be fair game. But I can tell she’s hunting.


  My first glimpse of Glory Rae’s children comes when they tumble down the stairs in a laughing, giggling heap. They seem all light and sunshine; like their mother, they have startlingly blond hair, but cropped short and with tails in back. She’s dressed them alike in bib overalls, and from the moment I see them all I can think of is the Three Little Pigs.


  I have no sympathy or patience, but feign it well enough. Children have always disturbed me. They see with a clearness their parents never know.


  Back, back through the years I can still see them: bunched like rats around my coal-cellar door in their knickers and high-button shoes and little red caps, a midnight gathering, each dared by another to come, all giggling and telling horror stories of the old man inside. “He worships Satan,” they whispered then. “He eats human flesh, and he poisons all the dogs and cats he catches in his yard.”


  True, true, but how did they know?


  Glory Rae introduces her brood one by one. I nod politely to each, Joey (age 3), Ricky (age 6) and Patrick-not-Pat (age 8).


  “You can call me Buck,” I say, and smile.


  Joey hides behind his mother and peeps out, wide eyed. Patrick and Joey mumble a hello. They are all clearly uneasy at my presence. Perhaps they sense something about me which their all-too-sane-and-rational mother cannot.


  Run, little pigs, or I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blo-o-w your lives down. I grin at each and ruffle their hair. They dance back out of reach.


  * * * *


  The casserole leads to my staying for dinner, exactly as I’d planned, and as we sit around the kitchen table (again lost in a sea of boxes), I feel the age-old call to the hunt. Glory Rae has a strength, a vitality, that makes my mouth water and my hands shake. I long to taste it, to tear it from her. With no husband around, it will be easy, not the slow seduction I needed for Ruth Johnson.


  Slowly I let my facade of age slip away: the gray recedes, the hairline inches forward, the teeth grow straighter, ever so slightly whiter. Am I 65—or 50? 50—or 40? I can see the doubt begin to creep into her eyes; she reappraises me. Perhaps he might make a good husband after all.


  Yes, yes, this is what you want. I can feel it. But you must ask me, I cannot take what you do not give.


  She licks her lips, hesitates. “Buck—”


  * * * *


  That night, I make love to Glory Rae. I am thirty going on thirty-five, handsome, confident, everything Bill was to her. The game is over. She can refuse me nothing now.


  There is a certain inevitability about everything I do, in more than the physical act of entering her body, of caressing her, of devouring her soul. I have centuries of practice and experience to draw upon. She is mine, as surely as hundreds of others have been mine.


  She screams in pain/pleasure, and I smother her lips with kisses, my mind piercing hers. I see all the layers peeling back, and at the core lies a lost and lonely woman. Grew up in a small town. Met Bill at a church dance. Married him, followed his career (architect, how trite) around the country. Allowed herself to be wooed into the domesticity of housewivery. Then—Bill dead in an automobile accident, so sudden, and how sweet the tang of loss.


  I drink it all in, and when there is nothing left, push deeper, into primal feelings. Lust. Greed. Ambition. Love.


  Ah, love. Her children swim here, larger than life, alongside a glowing Christlike icon that can only be dear departed Bill Osterman. How perfect the skin, how piercing the eyes, how loyal and sympathetic the expression. Idealized, pasteurized, blended with God and Daddy and dreams. And perhaps hidden somewhere just a tad of reality.


  I suck that in, too, make it part of me. It buries (for a time) my own true self, buries the darkness within that threatens to overwhelm all that I once was. For a second I am alive—


  Then Glory Rae moans and abruptly lies still, eyes fixed on the ceiling. Empty. No more dreams, no more ideals, no more pleasures or pains or joys or fears. Just a bland sort of grayness inside.


  I touch her cheek softly, wistfully, wishing I were human, wishing I were Bill. Sated, I withdraw.


  I dress, walk catlike down the stairs, let myself out.


  * * * *


  Next morning, as I lie abed, I can easily imagine the scene next door:


  Glory Rae is asleep, her skin ivory, her breath coming soft and rhythmic, hair haloed around her head. How peaceful she seems, how deathlike her sleep.


  Suddenly one of her children comes in. Suppose it’s Joey. He climbs up beside her, all light and motion, and shakes her awake. She turns blank eyes on him.


  “Mommy,” he pleads, “it’s breakfast time.”


  “Breakfast…” she murmurs, and begins to rise with mechanical grace, pulling on housecoat, houseshoes. The fires within her have dulled; her mind has chilled. She looks around, but I am gone. Was I real? Uncertainty flickers through her. But it no longer matters, so quickly it fades. As everything will fade now, in her drab, soulless life.


  It’s all so familiar. The lack of dreams, perhaps she will notice that as she lies abed at night. And perhaps she will notice her sudden loss of appetite, of ambition. But surely it’s nothing Valium cannot fix if she goes to a doctor.


  Little Joey tugs her arm, gets her moving toward the kitchen.


  It happens this way every time. I sigh.


  How beautiful Joey is, the image of Bill Osterman made young and small.


  Then for the barest moment I feel a pang of guilt. No, I am not beyond these emotions; I feel them more keenly than any human, since I feed on them, need them to survive. Perhaps that is the worst part of my eternal curse: with every soul I take, I become a little more human.


  Bill is part of me now, the dream Bill, the idealized Bill. I revel in the life I—he—created: how sweet little Joey is. Now, hunger slaked, I can appreciate the finer things. Little Joey, partly my son. How I…love you.


  It makes my skin crawl, but I know the truth. My needs outweigh my morals. Next time I hunger, I will come for Joey, a wolf wrapped in the skin of a father returned from the grave.


  And I will suck him dry.


  


  THE HAUNTING OF DORIC LODGE, by James C. Stewart


  Even as a kid I’d heard rumours the old Doric Lodge was haunted.


  Walking passed the lodge on a fall day it’s not hard to entertain the notion. Clocking in at number five on a list of North Bay’s historic buildings,4 standing dark and solitary between twin bare trees on the corner of First and Frazer, perhaps it had generated such stories merely by its gray, stoic presence. A foreboding two-storey brick box, caught in the melancholy of October, it’s the kind of lonely, looming structure kids love to think is ghost-ridden, daring one another to knock on the door or try the antique handle, passing the ever-inflated stories from generation to generation. Add to the mix the mystery and suspicion already surrounding Freemasonry,5 and you have fertile ground for all manner of outlandish nonsense.


  But it wasn’t until after my Initiation into the Craft, during an evening spent in the company of William Decosta, a Past Master of Doric Lodge 323, I really became interested in the lodge’s extraordinary visitations.


  We’d finished his wife’s Sunday roast, and retired to a cluttered but cozy living room. And maybe it was the autumn rain tapping at the window, or the esoteric conversation we’d already been enjoying, but for whatever reason, setting myself into one of his leather chairs I said, “You know, I’ve always kind of wondered about those spooky stories.”


  The colour drained from his face.


  “You’re talking about Charlie Galt.”


  He rose, agitated, rummaging through a nearby drawer and coming up with a cigarette, “I’ve seen the restless bastard myself, standing in the north, by the Chaplain’s Chair and the third degree tracing board.”6


  I noticed his hand had started to shake. It wasn’t obvious, but it was there. He shot a guilty glance at the kitchen and muttered something about his wife. He lit the smoke, exhaling, “And I’m not the only one. The stories go way back. You should talk to Doc Prescott. Over the years, he’s become somewhat of an expert.”


  Decosta smoked and fussed with the remote for his television. He avoided eye contact. It was clear he didn’t want to talk about Charlie Galt. And I could sense the evening had suddenly faded—he looked tired, haggard even. Our short discussion seemed to have taken a piece of him. Bill Decosta wasn’t the kind of man prone to bouts of drama or flights of fancy. Whatever had happened, I believed it had indeed happened.


  I changed the subject, and left within the hour with a determination to ferret out the truth.


  * * * *


  A couple of days and a phone call later I met with Dr. Alex Prescott at Doric Lodge 323.


  I entered the dusky windowless room silently, and caught the Doctor during an introverted moment contemplating one of the framed documents hiding in the shadows on the wall. I recognized it; a list of Masons killed during World War I, their names memorialized behind glass in 1920. Fascinating when you consider the cornerstone of the building bore the date 1924. I wondered how long Freemasonry had been active in North Bay. Probably since the Voyageurs first traveled the Champlain Trail.


  Probably longer.


  I purposefully cleared my throat. Prescott turned toward the sound. He was a slight man, and his thin hair was the colour of snow. He wore a beige tweed blazer with corduroy elbow patches. A gold Scottish Rite7 pin gleamed at his lapel. He’d never held a Chair or Office in lodge, but even the eldest of our Past Masters deferred to him. Over the years he’d had a half-dozen or so papers published in various journals, mostly explorations into the history of the Craft.


  It took him a couple of seconds to recognize me. Eventually his eyes brightened, “What brings a young man like you into lodge in the middle of the day?”


  “Brother Decosta had suggested you might shed some light on a subject I’ve recently become interested in.”


  He clasped his hands behind his back, “And what might that be?”


  “Charlie Galt.”


  Prescott frowned, “Ah,” he threw a troubled glance toward the Chaplain’s Chair, “That.”


  The old Doctor retreated into thought.


  I hurried to add, “Bill had mentioned you were well-versed in this area.”


  “Indeed.”


  He began wandering toward the north side of the lodge, toward the Chaplain’s Chair and third degree tracing board. He spoke as if to himself, “I saw Brother Galt for my first time back in ’57. I’d just been Initiated. My sponsors and I were in lodge going over my Obligation in preparation for my Passing.”8


  Prescott put himself into the Chaplain’s seat. The dark chair seemed to fold around him. He stretched a trembling, liver-spotted finger toward a spot on the floor, “That’s where we saw him.”


  “Wait…all three of you saw him?”


  He gave me a grim-faced nod.


  I noted it was the roughly the same location in Decosta’s tale.


  Perhaps Prescott sensed my thoughts.


  “It’s where he’s always seen. And old Charlie doesn’t care how many people are present. In 1935, Galt appeared in the middle of a second degree. It’s the largest mass sighting I can find in our records. There were seventy-five men at that meeting, and the apparition’s presence was duly noted by the Secretary in the minutes. In fact, he’s appeared during twenty-three degree ceremonies, and at thirty-seven regular meetings over the past eighty-odd years. Add to this my collection of individual anecdotes, and you have Galt showing up an average of three times a year,” he pointed to the guilty spot on the carpet, “and always right there.”


  Given the gleam of fear in Prescott’s eye, and the quiet vibe settling over the room, I half expected ol’ Charlie to materialize in front of us. My voice came too loud, “So who was he? And what does he want with Doric Lodge?”


  “God only knows what he wants. But as to whom he was…”


  Prescott leaned back in the too big chair and formed a steeple with his fingers.


  “Charles Walter Galt was born in 1859. He was Initiated into Doric Lodge 323 in January of 1880, Passed in February of that same year, and Raised in March. All of which is noted in our records. My own research has revealed Galt became a major player with the railways around the turn-of-the-century, back when North Bay was still an important train town9…that is until he vanished without a trace in 1927.”


  “What do you mean ‘vanished’?”


  “I mean it like it sounds, son. Charlie Galt went missing eighty-three years ago, and except for the sightings here, he hasn’t been seen since.”


  Outside the wind played an off-key whistle, the tune drifting from some small flaw in the roof.


  The Doctor continued, “At no small expense, I’ve obtained a copy of the North Bay Nugget10 from Friday, December 9th, 1927. There’s an article in it discussing the Galt disappearance. Not much to it really—the story appears a week after his wife reported him missing. Apparently he just never came home from work. A friend at the police department allowed me a look through their old archives. The reports are scant…missing persons cases in 1927 were infrequent, especially in this region. At 5:17 p.m. on December 2nd, Galt was witnessed by his co-workers leaving the Canadian Pacific Railway station11 on Oak Street, walking toward the downtown corridor via Ferguson Street. And that was the last time he was seen. He was never found, and his body was never recovered; and although police kept the investigation open for several months, no further evidence was forthcoming. It would seem Charlie Galt quite literally vanished from the face of the Earth,” he paused to look me in the eye, “that is until he started appearing here around 1929.”


  I shivered involuntarily.


  “What about the wife?”


  Prescott gave a sigh. It came across annoyed.


  “Charlie’s wife—Marion Galt—died in 1940, so no help there. Marion and Charlie did have a son, though. Robert Charles Galt. Unfortunately the poor tyke succumbed to diphtheria in 1915. Both Robert and Marion have graves out at Terrace Lawn. I found their headstones in an old section of the cemetery a few years back. Even took some rubbings.”


  With elderly effort Prescott pushed himself out of the Chaplain’s Chair, “So now you know the gist of it. I’ve kept journals of the various stories over the years. Feel free to come by and check them out. You might also want to have a look at that old Nugget.”


  He headed for the exit. I called after him, following him out, “When was Galt last seen?”


  He hesitated, answering once we were in the anteroom.12


  “The last witness to one of Charlie’s visits was made a Master Mason shortly before your own Initiation. His tale…stands apart from the rest. He…he hasn’t come out to lodge since.”


  “Stands apart? How so?”


  Producing a small leather-bound notebook and pen from an inside pocket, he scribbled a name and an address, ripped out the page, and handed it to me.


  “I’m not really comfortable talking about this. The person in question should be present. His name is Blake McCann. Perhaps you should ask him yourself.”


  And then Dr. Prescott changed the subject to more mundane matters, and I was left realizing the answers had only led to more questions.


  * * * *


  My coat flapped around me as I left the lodge. The day had taken a nasty turn. Fall gusted through the city, and in addition to chilly wind, it now spat icy rain.


  I double-timed to my car, slamming the door against the weather. A quick glance at McCann’s address on the scrap of paper, and I fired the engine.


  Wet leaves danced in dingy light as I drove the deserted streets. The radio played barely noticed bubblegum.


  Questions distracted.


  What did the old spirit want with the lodge? There had to be a method to the madness. Why did Galt always appear in the same spot? Perhaps he was attempting to send a message, a communiqué from beyond the grave. Equally as intriguing was the fact the man had simply vanished. Why? What had happened?


  I was still going over it when I found myself parked in front of a dumpy, rundown apartment building on a neglected corner of Dudley Street. I re-checked the address. It seemed McCann lived on the wrong side of town.


  I turned up my collar. I left the car locked.


  Gathered beneath the entrance’s frayed canopy a group of hooded youths watched the rain steal away the afternoon. They watched me with malevolent boredom.


  After a taped and boarded, once glass-fronted door, I found the number five on a buzzer panel. Through cracking static a woman’s voice came back.


  “Yes?”


  “Hello? I’m looking for Mr. Blake McCann.”


  A pause.


  “Who’s asking for Mr. McCann?”


  I identified myself, and said I was with Doric Lodge 323.


  Another pause. The moment stretched.


  I noticed someone had carved ‘FTW’ into the smudged and sticky metal around the panel.


  “Please, come up.”


  The door made an angry noise. I pulled it open.


  I followed dirty stairs up to an ugly carpet. I followed the ugly carpet until I found a dirty door marked with the number five and knocked.


  An incongruously well-dressed woman appeared. She said, “Come in.”


  Her mouth smiled, but her eyes were cold.


  McCann’s apartment was comfortable, the décor done up fairly funky—the pad of a bachelor in his thirties. The walls were busy with movie posters, most board-mounted, but some actually framed. His bookshelves bristled. A quick scan revealed a fascination with science fiction and the strange. A couple of Masonic masterpieces jumped at me, and next to them a well-rounded theology section; Gnosticism, Buddhism, Sufism, the Koran and a couple of Bibles.


  The woman put her hands on her hips. Streaks of black ran through a severe, mostly white bun, her lined face suggesting an age somewhere between fifty and sixty.


  “Finally,” a hard gaze fixed me to where I stood, “finally I can ask one of you people what happened to my son.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “He was fine. At least he was before he got mixed up with Doric Lodge.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t follow you, ma’am.”


  And then I got it—this was McCann’s mother.


  Jesus.


  She was operating under the impression whatever had happened to her son was a result of Freemasonry, not of Galt’s appearance…it was probable she didn’t even know about Galt.


  “He’s been in a psychiatric ward for the past six months. Now what are you going to do about that?”


  I’d stirred a hornet’s nest. It also explained why Dr. Prescott didn’t want to discuss McCann. But obviously Prescott wasn’t aware the man had been institutionalized; if he had, he would’ve given me an address to a hospital instead of a home.


  I played defense.


  “Look, Mrs. McCann, I’m not sure what we’re talking about here. First of all, I’ve never met Blake. I’ve never even seen him in lodge. I was asked by the Secretary to come ’round and check on him.” I improvised based on the truth, “He hasn’t paid his dues this year, and we just wanted to see if he was all right. We weren’t even aware he was having problems.”


  She searched my face.


  “Problems,” Mrs. McCann gave an indignant snort, “yeah. That’s one way of putting it.”


  And with that she dropped herself onto a couch, and motioned me toward a chair. She heaved a sigh, tears forming at the corners of her eyes.


  She held it together.


  “The last normal conversation I had with my son was over the phone. He told me he was going to meet one of the Deacons at your lodge.”


  A tear slipped.


  “Whatever happened must’ve happened there. I came by to visit him the next day…”


  She fished through a purse and found a tissue.


  “He was wandering around this hovel talking to himself,” she gave a sad, nervous little laugh, “except it wasn’t really talking, it was more like screaming. And there was nothing I could say or do to make him stop. He just kept shrieking the same thing over and over, ‘Look to see!’” Her voice came surprisingly loud as she imitated her son’s ravings, “‘It’s there!’”


  The tears came freely now, her voice pleading, “What does it mean? Can you tell me? Or is it one of your secrets?”


  I started to stammer something, but what could I say? There was no way she’d believe the truth. Not that it mattered. Before I could say anything she was off in a back bedroom. She returned pinching a torn sheet of sketch paper by the corner, holding it in front of her as if it was toxic. She dropped it onto the coffee table, wiping her eyes while she apologized for the outburst.


  A drawing stared up at me—a disturbing snapshot into McCann’s skewed perception. The horror of the thing was breathtaking. It was composed in dark colours: mostly black, but some gray, brown, deep red and purple. It was Galt; had to be judging by the clothes and his familiar placement beside what I recognized as the Chaplain’s Chair. He was standing, an outstretched arm clawing toward a hovering, cartoonish rendering of the third degree tracing board. The head was too large in proportion to the body, and it lolled at an abnormal angle toward the viewer. What struck me about it was the way McCann had rendered the face. The eyes seemed burned into the page. A gaping black hole acted as a mouth, the jaw elongating into a scream of the damned.


  My God. Was this what he’d witnessed?


  “Maybe—if nothing else—you can tell what that…” she glared at the drawing, “…that nightmare means.”


  Truth was I didn’t know. I could only assume it was a warped depiction of Galt. So I said, “I have absolutely no idea. But I am truly sorry your son finds himself in such distressed circumstances. If there’s anything we can do—”


  Mrs. McCann cut me off.


  “Actually, there is something you can do.”


  She was crying again.


  “You can leave,” she stabbed a finger at the picture, spitting, “leave, and take that with you.”


  I fired apologies. At the same time, I rolled up McCann’s drawing and made my way toward the door before she changed her mind.


  * * * *


  The Baycrest Mental Health Facility13 widened in my windshield as I followed a narrow asphalt road bisecting forty treeless acres of fenced brown grass.


  Situated five miles outside of North Bay, the main building had been constructed in the Thirties, an additional wing tacked on in the Seventies. The two styles clashed. The hospital proper was classic—stone and brick arranged into a three-story rectangle with a peaked, jutting entrance. Windows lined up three high, three aside symmetrically around the grandiose if not gothic doors. Centered above the entry, at the highest point on the roof, a mammoth granite cross overlooked everything; a cold, dreary monument to madness.


  Attached by a raised, comparatively modern glass and steel crosswalk, the new wing seemed flimsy by comparison. And the design, like everything else produced in the Seventies, seemed conceived by architects with a penchant for bizarre geometry, circles and diagonal wood.


  With McCann’s drawing carefully tucked beneath my arm, I jumped through the necessary bureaucratic hoops to be allowed a few moments with the man. Eventually a nurse led me to an artificially bright, sky-blue room, explaining, “Blue is a calming colour.”


  McCann waited at a bare table. His bathrobe matched the walls. I took a seat across the table. He sipped at something in a paper cup, and regarded me with bloodshot eyes.


  “Now—who are you?”


  I guessed the man who’d raved at his mother was controlled by heavy medication. I unrolled the drawing, spreading it in front of us on the table. Part of me expected McCann to go ballistic. It didn’t happen. Instead he bent over the drawing and sniffed, “Not my best work.”


  “But this is Charlie Galt?”


  I tapped a slowly curling corner.


  “Sure…if you believe in that sort of thing.”


  He scratched at a day’s growth of beard.


  “I was under the impression you and one of the Deacons had witnessed an appearance of Mr. Galt.”


  McCann leaned back in his chair and gave me a shrewd, cocky smile, “So, are you with the lodge?”


  I nodded.


  “I knew it.” Smirking, McCann ran a hand through unkempt hair, “I don’t know what you’ve been told. First of all, I was alone. The Deacon wasn’t there. Secondly, there is no Charlie Galt. The whole thing is a shared psychosis or something. Dr. Hale says I’ve made a lot of progress in this area. When I arrived here, I was convinced Galt was real. I’ve come to understand I was the victim of a myth, and I became a slave to a creation of my own mind.”


  He finished whatever was in the cup.


  Confusion. What had he been screaming…?


  (Look to see! It’s there!)


  But if the Deacon hadn’t been there…


  “I understand you were quite vocal following your experience. You kept repeating the same phrase. If there was no one there, who were you talking to?”


  McCann chuckled, “I wasn’t talking to anybody.” He shook his head, “Look, I’ll tell you what I used to believe. I used to believe Galt was screaming when I saw him. I used to believe he had a message to share. And when I was brought here, I was only repeating what I’d been told.”


  He pushed the drawing back at me, “You can have this. It’s a fitting gift for a man chasing an hallucination.”


  I thanked him. McCann gave me a sad, knowing smile, “Be careful with your ghost. It must be spoken to before it will explain itself.”


  And then a nurse appeared, leading me out of the sky-blue room.


  * * * *


  I found myself alone in lodge and it all seemed wrong.


  Always dim, the room appeared to have been abandoned for years; cobwebs hung in the corners and clung to the old fixtures, the carpet had deteriorated to a threadbare covering, and a layer of dust cloaked everything.


  I was in the south, sitting in the side benches. A logic-defying digital clock rested on a nightstand beside me, its red, liquid-crystal numbers no longer the time but rather unreadable gibberish. Part of me wondered about this—clocks were frowned upon in lodge.


  The silence was suddenly a presence.


  A shadow moved within the shadows…was somebody in the Chaplain’s Chair?


  I froze.


  Naturally, Charlie Galt shuffled into the gloom.


  “Now we’re in that twilight time.”


  It was McCann. He was in the seat in front of me wearing his sky-blue robe smoking a cigarette. He turned to me and bobbed his brows, his smile bordering on malicious.


  Galt screamed a tormented, subhuman noise, shattering the unnatural quiet. He’d moved to the expected spot in front of the Chaplain’s Chair by the third degree tracing board, and it was in this moment I realized the tracing board had always been his focus.


  Then he spoke, his voice reaching out from the abyss, scratching itself across the surface of my mind, “Look to see! It’s there!”


  McCann twisted himself around, “See? I was only repeating what I’d been told.”


  He paused to drag from his smoke.


  “He’s doing this all the time, you know. It’s all he does. Only occasionally does he breach the barrier to become visible on our side.”


  Galt plodded back to the Chaplain’s Chair, and resumed his seat in the shadows.


  (Muzzle flash. Napalm-strike white in tandem with a blink. Abrupt blood-spatter across wood. A split-second still of shining silver. Greed gleam.)


  After a moment which may’ve been an eternity he rose, caught in his hellish cosmic loop, and the scene played out again. And then I was in the Chaplain’s Chair, the lodge brighter, and a familiar bedroom dresser in place of the altar. The first degree tracing board in the south no longer existed, exchanged for a framed print of Bosch’s The Wayfarer. In the east, Sunday sky and a field of childhood green stretched into the horizon, and I was six, running into the forever summer—


  The clock on the nightstand beside me came alive with a too loud voice, “…and cloudy. Meanwhile, it’s raining in the city this morning, so you might wanna bring your umbrella. Stay tuned for the news at eight, followed by a six-pack of rock classics…”


  * * * *


  The dream perplexed. I re-ran it over eggs and bacon. The radio chattered background noise.


  If nothing else, I was convinced Galt was trying to communicate with the living, and I believed the focus of his message was the third degree tracing board.


  The ‘why’ of it all remained a question mark.


  Part of me still mocked the idea of ghosts, laughing at my gullibility—and my obsession—with this so-called spirit. Perhaps McCann had been right, perhaps these appearances by the long dead Charlie Galt were nothing more than a shared psychosis created by a group of men who were seeing what their history had programmed them to see. After all, apart from a creepy dream, I’d never witnessed the apparition.


  Toast popped.


  I sipped coffee and argued with myself. I’d read several explanations for haunting,14 some suggesting certain buildings act as “psychic sponges”, holding the energy, or essence, of events which have occurred within their walls the way our minds hold memories…the more traumatic the event, the greater the impression.


  But what triggers the memory? What causes it to replay in reality? McCann’s experience had been unique. Was it a certain personality type? A certain time of year?


  A look at Doc Prescott’s journals might reveal a larger pattern. Besides, I was anxious to share my theory concerning Galt and the tracing board.


  I left my breakfast dishes unwashed. I took a final sip of coffee, and I slipped into my coat. I didn’t even consider the time of day until halfway up the man’s walk. A glance at my watch suggested it might be a bit premature. Nevertheless I gave the knocker three sharp raps.


  Prescott answered the door wearing reading glasses and a cardigan over silk pajamas. He seemed only slightly surprised to see me, ushering me through a modest yet elegant living room into a wood-paneled study. I apologized more than once for the hour of my entrance. Prescott told me I didn’t understand old age, “Although,” he confessed, “I am curious as to the reason behind this welcome, albeit early visit.”


  Galt’s dream scream rang through my memory.


  I told Prescott my suspicions regarding the third degree tracing board, and my hopes of finding a patterm15 in his journals which might explain the unusual focus of Galt’s attention.


  Prescott was unmoved.


  “I can save you the trouble of searching my journals.” He removed his glasses and rubbed his temples. The glasses returned. He continued slowly, thoughtfully, “I have to concur with your theory. There are several instances where my collected anecdotes would seem to indicate Galt is either gesturing—”


  (or screaming)


  “—or apparently screaming at the tracing board.”


  It was clear from Prescott’s body language he was uncomfortable with the idea. I could see it in the way he looked passed me while he clarified his findings, and in the subtle undertones of his halting speech.


  “Why didn’t you tell me this?”


  “I wasn’t sure what it meant,” he cleared his throat and met my gaze, “and I’m still not sure what it means.”


  “Don’t you understand? We came to the same conclusion years apart. There has to be something to this. We need to look at the tracing board.”


  “I have. There’s nothing hiding in the symbols. I’ve examined and re-examined them. I’ve researched their meanings, and their potential meanings, from over a hundred Masonic sources.”


  “But what about the actual physical object? Have you examined the tracing board itself?”


  “Of course,” he patronized me with raised eyebrows, “I’m the chairman of the Maintenance Committee. I’ve dusted it once a month for the past twelve years. I’m telling you, there’s nothing there.”


  And given that, I knew I had my answer for this, “Sure…but have you ever taken it off the wall?”


  Prescott’s eyes widened.


  “You’re aware the third tracing board was purchased by the lodge in 1908, right? It’s over a century old.”


  I grinned at the predictability of the old Doctor.


  “You’ve never taken it off the wall.”


  “I can’t risk damaging it. The piece was moved into lodge alongside our oldest artifacts. The tracing board existed before the building itself.”


  “My point exactly. If Galt was Initiated in 1880, and the lodge was constructed in 1924, there’s a very good chance Galt was involved in the building or engineering—”


  Prescott cut me off, “There’s an awful lot of supposition there.”


  “Maybe. But where there’s smoke, you’ll often find fire.” I fought the exasperation tugging at my voice, “Look, we owe it to ourselves to at least check it out.”


  He glanced at a tattered page of yellowed newsprint in a high-end frame over a peripheral bookshelf, “I guess just taking it off the wall can’t really hurt…”


  It sounded like he was trying to convince himself.


  “I don’t see how.”


  I held my breath.


  He dropped into thought.


  The moment hung, suspended on Prescott’s impending decision.


  Finally he said, “Let’s call it an acceptable risk.”


  I gave him a mute nod.


  “I suppose we ought to bring the Master in on this.”


  I agreed, and found myself staring at the yellowed page which had caught his eye.


  It was the Friday, December 9th, 1927 edition of the North Bay Nugget…the issue highlighting disappearance of Charles Galt.


  * * * *


  Worshipful Brother Daniel J. Wilson had unlocked Doric Lodge, and was comfortably reading a book in his cushioned chair when Dr. Prescott and I arrived. And though the light was still pallid, I noticed he’d set the dimmer as bright as it had ever been, a clear sign of the approach he intended take in this matter. He nodded at us from his elevated position in the east, “Gentlemen.”


  I was a bit older than Wilson, whose meteoric rise through the chairs of Blue Lodge16 had been marked by a no nonsense attitude and a strict adherence to the ancient charges.17 In addition to a plethora of minor accomplishments, several candidates had been Initiated during his year, and in the ebbs and flows of Masonic time, his reign had been golden. He was a good master and a born leader. It was obvious he was at home in this role, and in return Wilson was widely respected by those in lodge.


  Putting his book aside he said, “I understand the two of you have been quite busy with ghost stories.”


  I glanced at Prescott. He regarded Wilson with composure. No doubt he’d become accustomed to skepticism. But Wilson wasn’t finished, “Over the course of the past twenty-four hours I’ve received two rather disturbing phone calls.”


  He centered his attention on me.


  “Perhaps you can explain why Brother McCann’s mom was on the line yesterday; complaining a man from our lodge had come by to pester her with questions about her mentally ill son.”


  I opened my mouth in an attempt to defend myself. Wilson held up a hand. He turned to Prescott, “After that, perhaps the good Doctor can explain why he’s phoning me at eight o’clock on a Sunday morning, demanding my presence in lodge with a bizarre request to examine the third degree tracing board.”


  Jesus…it was Sunday? I’d had no idea. And from the way Prescott suddenly wavered, I was guessing he didn’t either.


  To the Doctor’s credit, he stepped forward, “Danny,” his voice was quiet, respectful, the use of ‘Danny’ instead of ‘Dan’ or ‘Worshipful Brother Wilson’ intended to convey a sense of the generational gap between them; it was transparent ploy, but effective. Prescott continued, “I’ll be happy to clear all this up for you. But before we do anything, it’s imperative we have a quick look at that tracing board—”


  I broke in, “If what we’re thinking is wrong, there’ll be no harm done. I’ll apologize to Mrs. McCann, and I’m sure Dr. Prescott finds himself as embarrassed as I do at the hour.”


  Prescott bobbed his head in agreement.


  “But, if our thinking is accurate, we may be one step closer to untangling a mystery—and in the process ending the rumours—which have plagued this lodge for years.”


  Wilson gave us a sarcastic chuckle, “No harm done…yeah. As long as you don’t count my sleep. Well, far be it for me to stand in the way of anybody solving the Mystery of Old Charlie Galt,” he rose, “so, if you Hardy Boys are ready, let’s take this damned thing off the wall and be done with it.”


  He fixed Prescott with a hard stare, “And, depending on the results of this so-called examination, I’ll be looking forward to hearing your explanations, Doctor.”


  Prescott and I exchanged a nervous moment.


  Wilson headed for the tracing board, leaving the east on a diagonal, crossing to the Chaplain’s Chair in the north. We followed in a straight line from the center.18


  With Wilson and I on either side, we removed the antique from the wall; an extremely agitated Dr. Prescott oversaw the event. It was long and thin, about five feet by three feet, the fragile, time-scarred frame flimsy in our hands. The wood was remarkably light…I suppose I expected a piece of such preserved history to command a more substantial weight. Prescott bent for a closer look, circling while Wilson and I placed the base on the floor and held the piece upright.


  The Doctor straightened, “Oh.”


  I tried peering around, but the height of the piece frustrated me, “What ‘oh’? What do you see?”


  We leaned the tracing board face down against the Chaplain’s Chair. The back was covered, sealed with a thick, brown paper. Prescott tapped the lower left corner, “Here…what do you make of this?”


  At first I thought he’d discovered a manufacturer’s stamp, but under scrutiny I realized I was looking at three small lines of calligraphy:


  Edgar Wallace Framing & Photography

  110 Main St. North Bay, Ontario

  1925


  We stared at the fine script. Prescott was rattled.


  “They must’ve had it re-framed.”


  “In 1925.”


  Wilson added, “I know the shop is long gone. There’s a parking garage there now. But the name…I recognize that name…Edgar Wallace…”


  I came to an obvious but no doubt unwelcome conclusion, “We have to remove the back. We have to get rid of this paper.”


  Prescott’s head snapped toward me. At the same time Wilson walked away, toward the anteroom in the west. He tossed a distracted, “I’ll just be a second,” over his shoulder.


  “The paper has to stay. We can’t do that.”


  I turned to Prescott, “Why not? The back is easy enough to replace. I’ll tell you what,” I found my Swiss Army knife in a front pocket, “leave it to me to cover the repair cost.”


  And before Prescott could say another word I opened my sharpest blade and slid it into the paper alongside the frame with no small amount of precision.


  Prescott bordered on apoplectic, but what could he say? Besides, I knew he wanted the answers as much as I did.


  Wilson returned flipping through a slim, hard-covered volume around the same time I was preparing to cut into the paper along the top of the frame.


  “I knew I recognized that name. Check it out.”


  It was a history of the lodge, opened to a complete list of Doric Lodge’s Past Masters, replete with photographs and short biographies. Wilson pointed out a sepia-toned headshot of the Past Master in 1927, one Worshipful Brother Edgar Wallace, who’d been “a local businessman and a municipal councilor”.


  The significance of the date wasn’t lost on us.


  Prescott said, “When I was in the army we had a saying, ‘Once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence. Three times is enemy action.’”


  I gave him a grim smile, hurrying to slice away the back of the tracing board, more sure than ever we were on the right track. Meanwhile, Prescott explained our fascination with the year 1927 to a confused and skeptical Wilson.


  Then the brown paper fell away from the frame, revealing a protective layer of eighty-odd-year-old cardboard. We moved it with extreme care, and even then portions crumbled in our hands. Eventually the back of the tracing board began to show itself. Prescott guessed it was constructed from some sort of pre-twentieth century cloth. The corners, normally hidden by the frame, were tattered and slowly succumbing to inevitable decay.


  Dr. Prescott used the opportunity to take a tiny sample.19 Wilson, frowning and obviously annoyed nothing of any real importance had been discovered, leaned in to assist Prescott. It was in this moment he suddenly stopped with a puzzled expression, crouching, tugging at an obscured something held by the frame.


  A thin page slid into existence from behind what little of the cardboard remained. With some caution given its age, Wilson placed it on the carpet amid the scattered refuse.


  The paper was in remarkably good shape…a by-product of having been safely encased between the cardboard and the tracing board for the past eighty-six years. It looked as though it had been torn from a book.20 At the bottom of the page was the Roman numeral ‘II’ in an antique typeface. And the size of the page was right; maybe five inches wide by eight inches long, the ragged edges seeming to agree with me, as did Dr. Prescott. The page consisted of ten handwritten statements21 centered beneath the title,


  We, The Roundhouse Lodge, Believe:


  As Above So Below


  Reason and Tolerance are the Highest Virtues


  Love Thy Neighbour As Thy Self


  Look beyond the Narrow Limits of particular

  Institutions, whether Civil or Religious


  Prize Truth, Beauty and Love while

  seeking symmetry with the Infinite


  Government and Religion

  must be kept Separate


  Humanity did not invent Geometry,

  Humanity merely discovered Geometry


  —Geometry is the face of the Absolute


  A Balance will always be found—


  Nothing can exist in the Light

  without casting a Shadow


  Contemplate Death—Know Thy Self


  Be not a cancer on the Earth—

  Live always in Harmony with Nature


  Prescott’s eyes blazed with excitement. He breathed, “Fascinating.”


  I studied the handwriting, which differed from the meticulous script on the tracing board.


  “What the hell is the Roundhouse Lodge?”


  Wilson asked the question as if we had an answer.


  Without taking his eyes off the document, Prescott said, “I’m not entirely certain, but ‘roundhouse’ is a term for a locomotive repair shed on a spinning platform. I think the ONR22 still uses one in Kapuskasing, but they’re rare these days. The reference here suggests a group of railway men from Doric Lodge may’ve established an informal lodge or perhaps even a clandestine lodge.23 Clearly the word ‘roundhouse’ harkens back to another time, raising several questions: when was this Roundhouse Lodge formed? North Bay is a train town—”


  I added, “And Galt worked with the railways.”


  “—personally, I think the real question is who brought Freemasonry to North Bay? Was it here before the railway? Or did this so-called Roundhouse Lodge play a larger role?”


  I said, “So it’s like the chicken and the egg. Which came first, the Roundhouse Lodge or the Doric Lodge?”


  “Exactly,” Prescott grinned.


  “That’s nothing. Take a peek at this.”


  Both of us looked at Wilson, who’d flipped the old paper, revealing three well-known symbols of Masonry—a sun, a moon and a key—each numbered and connected by arrows. Below this bit of strangeness a line of familiar glyphs, reproduced here from Dr. Prescott’s notebook:
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  “Jesus! Now this is interesting!”


  Prescott’s knees creaked as he moved for a closer perusal.


  Wilson asked before I could, “Do you know what this means?”


  Prescott tsk-tsk’d us, “I don’t have a clue about the numbers…or why they’re reversed. The sun, the moon and the key I know you know, although their context here is a mystery. But these marks below that…well, frankly I’m a little disappointed in the both of you. It’s clear neither of you have read Beyond the Pillars,”24 he puffed, pushing himself to his feet, “it’s the Harris Code.”25


  Without notice, Dr. Prescott ambled off to the anteroom. He returned almost immediately with a copy of Beyond the Pillars I’d often noticed but never picked up.


  He quickly found the appropriate section.


  “It’s a simple enough code. The alphabet is broken into a series of four grids, two in a tic-tac-toe pattern, and two in the form of an X. The first eighteen letters of the alphabet fit into the tic-tac-toe grids, the remaining eight into the X’s. On one of the X grids the letters have dots, as on one of the tic-tac-toe patterns. Here,” he turned the book toward us, “see for yourselves.”
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  Wilson said, “Intriguing. So the letter ‘E’ would become a simple square.”


  “Precisely.”


  Prescott began working the code in his notebook. We watched him put it together in less than a minute.


  “Ex Libris.”


  He stared at us triumphantly.


  I looked at Wilson. He shrugged.


  Prescott rolled his eyes.


  “It’s Latin. And obviously they should never have stopped teaching it in schools. Ex Libris…it means ‘Library Of’.”


  After a moment of confused silence I said, “Okay, but library of what?”


  Prescott gave us a sly, knowing smile, “I have an idea about that.”


  There were two doors in the east, one on either side of a crimson curtain behind the Master’s chair. Prescott headed for the one on the right. He led us through it, and into the Secretary’s office. Of course ‘Secretary’s office’ was only vaguely accurate. In reality it was more of a catch-all storage space where the lodge’s forgotten odds and ends eventually came to rest.


  Prescott began moving planks of wood left from a failed renovation project some ten years ago. He leaned them against a set of pre-World War II filing cabinets. Not entirely sure what we were doing, Wilson and I hurried to help. Prescott talked while we worked, “In 1958 my sponsor, Soupy Bolger, gave me a tour of this building. Soupy said the Secretary’s office had once been used as a library, and back then there were still one or two boxes of books kicking around.”


  And sure enough, as we moved the planks we slowly uncovered a series of beautiful, dark-oak shelves extending floor to ceiling. They were built into the wall, very likely during the construction of the lodge itself. Prescott ran an admiring hand over the rich grain, “I’ve frequently wondered what became of the original volumes housed here. No doubt some were priceless.”


  “I think you’ve answered your own question, Doctor.” Wilson seemed entranced by the shelves’ intricate wood-work, staring intently at an exquisitely crafted key intertwined with vine, “And say, isn’t this one of the symbols on the page we discovered?”


  In fact there were nine Masonic signs decorating the shelves. Three vertical supports crisscrossed the horizontal ledges, and at nine of the intersecting points the wood had been painstakingly hand-carved into a moon, a beehive, a sun, a geometric compass, a key, a builder’s square, a broken column, the letter ‘G’ and the 47th Proposition of Euclid (also known as the Pythagorean Theorem).26


  “It would appear all of our characters are assembled,” Prescott’s hands played over the figures, “and I think I understand—”


  He ran his finger along the wood on the underside of the key, suddenly smiling at us, “Sure…”


  He asked for my Swiss Army knife.


  I quickly passed it to him.


  Amazed, I watched as this man who’d nearly had a stroke while I was cutting the paper on the tracing board, jammed my blade under the key, into the almost ninety-year-old oak.


  “As I suspected,” Prescott moved to the next closest figure, the builder’s square. After a cursory examination he beamed, “I know what the page is trying to tell us.”


  He turned, his face flushed, his eyes bright, “All of these symbols are carved into the wood, they’re actually part of the structure…all except three, which appear to have been added after the fact.”


  “Let me guess,” Wilson’s skepticism had been replaced by enthusiasm, “the sun, the moon and the key.”


  Prescott nodded, smiling, “Look at this,” he pointed at the shelf, “there’s a tiny space between the key and the wood behind it. I would’ve missed it entirely if I hadn’t scrapped away a coat of the varnish.”


  After a melodramatic pause he said, “Gentlemen, I believe what we’ve found is a rudimentary combination lock.”


  “A lock? What’s it locking?”


  Prescott winked at me, and slipped the blade back into the thin crack, scratching at the multiple layers of varnish. Wilson found an ivory-handled letter opener in a coffee mug colourfully celebrating the 1967 centennial. He began working his way around the oak moon in a similar fashion, levering the wood forward ever-so-slightly as he moved.


  But everything stopped when a series of muffled, metallic clacks, followed by a hollow thunk, reverberated from behind the wall.


  Wilson stumbled back, eyes wide, dropping the letter opener, almost falling over a short, wire-framed wastebasket. He pointed at the moon, which had flipped itself over and grown about two inches out of the shelf on a rotating steel cylinder.


  I looked at Prescott, “What was that you’d said about ‘rudimentary’?”


  “Perhaps I spoke a bit too soon.”


  Wilson swept up the letter opener, and started prying at the sun, pulling it away from the wood little-by-little. I took my knife from Prescott and did the same with the key.


  After a minute, and more deep, disconcerting sounds from behind the shelves, all three symbols were reversed and protruding.


  We stared. I couldn’t help wondering when they were last in the same position. And looking at them it dawned on me, “They seem to form handles.”


  Prescott agreed. Consulting the drawing in his notebook he said, “I believe the numbers associated with each of the characters represents the order in which your ‘handles’ are to be turned.”


  It made sense, so we arranged ourselves accordingly; Wilson at the moon, Prescott on the key, which left me holding the sun.


  Prescott pointed, giving me the go-ahead, “The sun first.”


  It took effort. The device hadn’t been used in eighty-odd years. The cylinder creaked, somewhere metal groaned, then the mechanism abruptly locked into place, the metallic clacking returning, Prescott shouting at Wilson over the sound, “Okay Dan, now you!”


  Wilson put his back into it, his face contorted with exertion. It turned, there was more metal-on-metal ratcheting, and whatever hidden gears were at work locked into place. Then the old Doctor tried to turn his key, the noise louder, Wilson rushing to help him. The key flipped, and the sound was suddenly a cacophony. Then it stopped; there was a brief moment of silence. This was followed by an enormous wooden clunk, and we watched, stunned, as the wall slid apart. With an ear-splitting crack, the varnish separated along a brilliantly hidden seam running the length of the shelf’s center support. Dust rained.


  Once all had settled, we saw a narrow opening just wide enough for a person. A glance at the floor revealed the wall had traveled on a foot wide bronze track.


  Wilson crouched to inspect the opening, “It fit together perfectly, undetectably. The workmanship is incredible, truly incredible. And I think we have the answer to at least one of our questions—the Roundhouse Lodge was evidently involved in the design and construction of this building.”


  “We may’ve answered one question,” Prescott peered into the darkness beyond the entrance, “but I’ll bet we can come up with a few more…”


  * * * *


  Wilson found a flashlight in the old filing cabinet. The beam led us single file through the extraordinary entry.


  I was struck by an unusual sensation, the strange feeling of having swapped one reality for another. And there was the smell; musky abandonment, earth and an organic, intangible undertone. Almost immediately we came to a rough-hewn rock wall, the light finding a stone sconce fashioned into an ugly, skull-faced gargoyle. The thing held a cobwebbed, half-burnt candle. I lit it, and after God knows how many years it came to life, a warm orange glow filling the space.


  The ceiling was low, certainly lower than the room we just left. We were on a small landing, the wall in front of us curling around a sharply descending, spiral staircase. I realized it was sheer luck we’d stopped to light the candle. If we hadn’t, Wilson might have slipped over the edge and down the stairs.


  He hesitated, his gaze jumping between us, “I tellya, had I known this was going to be one of my duties, I might’ve re-thought that run for Master.”


  We shared a nervous, short-lived chuckle, and when the silence became awkward Wilson shrugged, following his beam down the stairs.


  Prescott faced me, and maybe it was the dim light, but he looked as young as he ever had. He smiled, “It’s been quite the journey,” and with a comical, oddly touching tip of an invisible hat he turned, trailing after Wilson.


  I cast a glance at the stone sconce. The gargoyle clutching the candle gave me its terrible, frozen leer.


  I hurried to pursue the Doctor, my hand catching a pock-marked wooden banister held in place by blackened, wrought-iron supports. Wilson’s silhouette obscured the light, and I fought claustrophobia while shadows whispered ominous warnings. We said nothing, each of us cornered by our own thoughts. The few moments spent traveling those steep, twisting stairs stay with me, and I doubt they’ll be forgotten soon.


  Wilson stopped at the bottom, his voice sudden, echoing, “It’s a doorway.”


  Prescott and I crowded onto the stair above Wilson. His flashlight gave partial illumination to an arched entry, and occasionally vague definition to the blackness beyond. Two more stone sconces guarded the arch, one on either side, each bearing candles. Unlike the horror at the top of the stairs, these were sculpted into tools of Masonry; on the right a plumb rule, on the left a builder’s level.27


  I lit the candles.


  The brick work around the arch was smooth, perfectly proportioned, and stood in stark contrast to the rough rock surrounding it. Prescott called for additional light in the lower right corner, pointing out a series of Roman numerals chiseled onto a block at the base: MCMXXIII.


  “1923,” Wilson kept the beam trained on the spot, “a cornerstone maybe…? If so, that places the building of this passage a year before Doric Lodge.”


  “Makes sense doesn’t it?” I went with the simplest explanation, “Put the stairwell in first, and then use the construction of the lodge around it to mask the building of this—”


  “And what exactly is this?” Wilson aimed the light through the arch, “Perhaps it’s time we found out.”


  With that he disappeared into the chamber. Before we could move to follow, his panicked voice bounced back, “My God!”


  I paused long enough to trade an anxious expression with Prescott, and then I rushed after Wilson with the Doctor on my heels. I stopped in my tracks just inside the arch, Prescott plowing into me, pushing me forward.


  We were frozen, our eyes riveted to—


  (What was I seeing? Was someone there?)


  —the thing caught in the flashlight’s beam.


  “Jesus…!”


  Prescott’s voice slapped us.


  It took a moment, but my mind eventually pieced together the bits of morbid information it was reluctantly being fed…


  We were staring at a corpse.


  It was seated in an old oak swivel chair, the kind I’ve always wanted, facing us with a ghastly, skeletal grin. The rest of its features had long ago given way to time; only the gray, ragged remnants of a face remained. Dirty white hair extended to the shoulders. It wore an ancient, turn-of-the-century suit, its hideous hands—all bones and fingernails—stretching from the cuffs.


  Prescott brushed passed me, moving into the light, calling Wilson to bring it closer so he could examine the body. The initial shock of the discovery wearing off, I began to take in my surroundings.


  Like all Masonic lodges the chamber was a perfect square, maybe fifteen feet by fifteen feet. The arched entry lay in the north, the body in the east. The wall opposite, the wall in the south, was a smooth, white and pale pink marble,28 its only decoration another sconce and candle, this one in the form of a builder’s heavy-setting maul;29 an unintentionally fitting tool for the room.


  I sparked the candle. In the west were a couple of empty wooden boxes, each stamped with the Seagram’s logo. In the east, beyond the corpse, was a dust-covered roll-top desk,30 and occupying the entire wall behind it a red, crushed-velvet banner embroidered with a once gold, now copper, almost rust-coloured symbol, reproduced here from Dr. Prescott’s notebook:


  [image: ]


  “The insignia of the Roundhouse Lodge.”


  Prescott glanced at me, “Naturally. The circle and lines most certainly represent a roundhouse. The lines even look like railway tracks. And if that isn’t enough, the Harris cipher in the center of the square and compass signifies an ‘R’ and an ‘H’,” he returned his attention to the cadaver, “this man was murdered…he’s been shot in the head.”


  “Why am I not surprised?”


  Wilson’s tone suggested a statement rather than a question. I could relate.


  A frowning Prescott used his pen to hold open the dead man’s coat, reaching inside to check the pockets, coming back with what looked like a cheque book.


  In fact it was a wallet.


  The leather cracked, flaking the instant Prescott opened it. Wilson gave him more light.


  Prescott produced a small, age-battered, decay-stained paper; a Doric Lodge membership card. He scanned it, his eyes victorious. He thrust his chin at the corpse, “Gentlemen, meet the elusive Mr. Charles Walter Galt.”


  * * * *


  After that things moved in a surreal, if not crowded blur.


  Wilson called the police. I guess someone had to. We couldn’t very well just leave the poor bastard in his unmarked, makeshift crypt. We told the cops we’d found the Roundhouse Chamber accidentally while cleaning. We could see no sense in giving them the near-impossible-to-believe truth. For their part the cops didn’t really buy it, but it played well to close the file on an old cold case.


  Of course the press had their go around.


  There was a front page story in the Nugget, complete with a photograph of Wilson, Prescott and myself standing on the steps into Doric Lodge with the building looming behind us. The headline:


  MASONS FIND SKELETAL REMAINS


  Prescott had it framed, and put it next to the December 1927 Nugget in his study.


  The story was picked up by a major Toronto paper. They even used the same photo, just smaller.


  Meanwhile, the lodge took a vote and decided to keep the media out of Doric 323. Consequently, very little information was made public about the Roundhouse Chamber;31 that being said, the number of visiting Masons sky-rocketed.


  Every Brother in the region sooner or later made their way through Doric Lodge to tour the hidden chamber and its winding staircase. Our lodge became a Masonic tourist attraction. Brethren from as far away as Europe, Australia and Asia trekked from their respective countries to see the Roundhouse Chamber.


  And everyone had a theory.


  A polite, well-spoken gentleman from England turned up and gave an entertaining lecture elaborately tying Galt’s murder to the Knight’s Templar, Rosslyn Chapel, the Great Pyramid of Giza, the constellation of Orion, the P2 scandal, and ultimately, to extraterrestrials from somewhere near the Sirius star-system.32


  Given the discovery and contents of a love letter in Galt’s wallet,33 some suggested the murder was a crime of passion. Of all people, Bill Decosta was a proponent of this theory. We often argued over it during our Sunday get-togethers. Decosta had the dates all figured out, and they put the young woman at the tender age of seventeen when she’d written the letter. Additionally, the racy letter was from a girl proven to be the daughter of a Past Master in Galt’s time. This romantic but improbable theory had the Past Master (and presumably a member of the Roundhouse Lodge) discovering the affair between Galt and his daughter, luring Galt to the chamber, and then killing him.


  I didn’t buy it.


  Another interesting, though misguided bit of conjecture had Galt as the lynchpin in a bootlegging ring, and his murder the result of a gangland dispute. The whole theory was built around the Seagram’s boxes34 we’d found in the chamber. Only one part of the problem with this conclusion was the fact Ontario had voted to repeal prohibition in 1924, three years before Galt’s death.


  The most intriguing theory was put forth by Dr. Prescott.


  One warm evening the spring following our discovery, Wilson and I were in Prescott’s study for drinks after lodge. It was one of Wilson’s last meetings as Master, and the mood was celebratory. Prescott, who’d been unusually quiet for the better part of the night, interrupted our libations and light-hearted conversation with, “I’m relatively certain I know what happened to old Charlie.”


  Wilson finished his drink, the ice clinking as he placed the glass on Prescott’s desk, “How’s that then?”


  “I have reason to believe Galt was involved in the Cobalt train robbery of 1909, that he was in fact, the inside man.”


  Prescott opened a file folder, sliding some research papers at us.


  I didn’t need to read them. Everyone in the area knew the story of the legendary train robbery.


  In the opening years of the twentieth century, Cobalt was one of the Northern Ontario’s main economic centers. The town was booming, and boasted the country’s largest silver find.35 The metal was shipped out by rail, and on Monday, December 27th, 1909 a five man gang of armed bandits hit the train and made off with five hundred thousand in cash (at the time a fortune)36 and twenty-five, ten-pound bars of pure silver bullion.37


  The planning had been careful; they robbed the train the first work day back after Christmas; they knew the security schedule; they knew exactly when to hit the train; and they somehow knew both the money and bullion were there.


  The thieves were never caught.


  Over the years the police and the public had become convinced there must have been an inside man, someone who would’ve had all the information the robbers needed…someone who worked for the railway.


  “I looked into it,” Prescott posed one of his rhetorical questions, “do you know where Galt was in 1909?”


  “Lemme guess,” I poured myself more of his pricey scotch, “Cobalt?”


  “Not only was he in Cobalt, but he was employed by the Temiskaming & Northern Ontario Railway,38 who’s head office has always been in North Bay. It wasn’t until 1922 Galt went back to work for the CPR.”


  “So what?” Wilson folded his hands in his lap, “So he worked for the same railway? That’s a far cry from being the inside man on a heist.”


  “Agreed,” said Prescott, “but he was in a managerial position which would’ve allowed him access to all the necessary information. An interesting coincidence,” Prescott bent, opening a drawer in his desk, “especially when you consider I found this in the old Roundhouse roll-top.”


  He hefted a cloth-covered object onto his desk, pulling aside the material to reveal shining metal. It was a ten-pound bar of silver bullion, and stamped onto the surface:


  McKinley & Darragh Mining Co. Inc.

  Cobalt, Ontario

  190039


  * * * *


  Brother Charles Walter Galt was finally laid to rest next to his wife and son in Terrace Lawn Cemetery that same spring. The lodge purchased the casket and the plot, and Galt was given a full Masonic funeral service with several national and provincial dignitaries of the Craft in attendance.


  We decided to quietly keep the bar of silver, storing it in Dr. Prescott’s wall-safe; not for its monetary value, but rather as our own private souvenir from the haunting of Doric Lodge. We’d occasionally take it out to keep us company during our sessions after lodge, and I think it was Wilson who began informally calling us “Silver Lodge 1909”.


  A beautiful summer passed in a languid haze. I made a trip to British Columbia to check in on my aging parents, and was surprised to find our discovery had made news out west. My mother had clipped the article from the oddities section of The Vancouver Province, proudly displaying it on a bulletin board in her kitchen.


  In September I was elected the Junior Warden of Doric 323, and Dr. Prescott was appointed Chaplain; a position he found ironic, if not slightly disturbing. Worshipful Brother Wilson, now a Past Master, was kept busy with his wife’s third pregnancy and visitations to area lodges.


  By the time we met to mark the one year anniversary of our discovery, an air of happy normalcy had settled over Doric Lodge. Dr. Prescott pointed out it was the first year he could remember none of the brethren had come to him with tales of a strange figure in the north by the third degree tracing board.


  That night I slept the dizzy slumber of the partially inebriated, and when I woke my mind clutched at the fading fragments of a dream.


  I’d been alone in lodge with Galt. He was in the Chaplain’s Chair. It’s vague now, the memory dissolving into an idea, but I remember a discarnate whispered, “Thank you.”


  * * * *


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  First off, Doric Lodge 323 is entirely fictional, as are the characters in this tale. But there’s enough truth here I feel I should point it out.


  Doric Lodge is loosely based upon the North Bay Lodge of Ancient Free & Accepted Masons No.617 G.R.C. The lodge building as described from the outside is accurate (although it hardly “stands solitary”). Within North Bay Lodge 617 there is a document commemorating the veterans of World War I. Everything I’ve written about the Roundhouse Lodge and the Roundhouse Chamber is fictional. There is no hidden passage in the North Bay Lodge…at least as far as I know. Everything I’ve said about North Bay’s history is accurate, as is my source material (with the exception of the volume Vanishing History: Historic Buildings of Northern Ontario, its associated author and publishing company are fictional; this was based upon a calendar I once saw…although the North Bay Lodge is one of the city’s oldest buildings, and Northern Ontario does have a bad habit of destroying its historic buildings). The silver robbery, as I’ve described, is fictional. There was a railway robbery in Cobalt, but much later, in the 1930’s, I believe. Everything regarding the railways is entirely accurate. And while there is no photograph of Rev. Silas Huntington and John McIntyre Ferguson with Sir William Van Horne, it could’ve easily happened. All three were very real, and contemporaries. William Van Horne really did put the railway across Canada (The Last Spike and The National Dream by Pierre Berton are both wonderful books), and Ferguson really did stake the townsite for North Bay, as well as build its first home. Silas Huntington has a historic plaque outside the first church in North Bay, which still stands today. And Rev. Huntington really did found North Bay’s first Masonic lodge (something I discovered after writing this story). Everything about the Cobalt mines and Cobalt itself is true. I don’t know if the McKinley & Darragh Mining Co. was real, but it certainly could’ve been. James McKinley and Ernest Darragh were the men who first discovered silver in the Cobalt region. Baycrest Mental Health Facility is entirely fictional, as is its history. Everything I’ve written about Freemasonry, including the Harris Code, is true. The Masonic volumes I’ve mentioned are real. The Georgia Guidestones exist, and are as strange as described. Jim Miles’ book, Weird Georgia: Close Encounters, Strange Creatures, and Unexplained Phenomena is real, as are Robert Anton Wilson and his book Cosmic Trigger, and the books mentioned regarding parapsychology. Everything about The North Bay Nugget is true…oh, and King Albert I of Belgium really was crowned on December 23, 1909.


  —James C. Stewart


  North Bay, Ontario


  November 2010


  4 R.C. DeFrietas, Vanishing History: Historic Buildings of Northern Ontario (Toronto: Fireside Gold Publications, 1988) p. 5.


  Northern Ontario communities have a nasty habit of demolishing their historic buildings. Of the ten listed for North Bay, only four remain.


  5 Freemasonry is certainly the largest, probably the oldest, and still the most controversial of secret societies surviving on the planet. No two scholars can even agree on how old it is, much less on how “good” or “evil” it is. Although Masonry is often denounced as either a political or religious “conspiracy,” Freemasons are forbidden to discuss either politics or religion within the lodge. I can offer personal testimony that after many years as a Mason I have never been asked to engage in pagan or Satanic rituals, or to plot against the government or any political party. The only values taught in a Masonic lodge are charity, tolerance and brotherhood. The more rabid anti-Masons, of course, dismiss this testimony as lies. The enemies of Freemasonry, who are usually Roman Catholics or Fundamentalist Protestants, insist the rites of the order contain “pagan” elements. This is true, but only to the extent that these religions themselves contain “pagan” elements, e.g., the Yule festival, the spring solstice festival, the dead-and-resurrected martyr (Jesus, allegedly historical, to Christians; Hiram, admittedly allegorical, to Masons). All these and many other elements in Christianity and Masonry have a long prehistory in paganism, as documented in the 12 volumes of Sir James George Frazer’s Golden Bough. The major offence of Masonry to orthodox churches is that it, like the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, encourages equal tolerance for all religions, and this tends, somewhat, to lessen dogmatic allegiance to any one religion. Those who insist you must accept their dogma fervently and renounce all others as devilish errors, correctly see the Masonic tendency as inimitable to their faith


  6 A Masonic lodge uses the directional compass points; thus the Master of the lodge sits in the east, the Senior Warden sits in the west, the Junior Warden sits in the south and the Chaplain sits in the north. Each of the three degrees of Freemasonry is explained by a series of symbols in a drawing. These drawings are called ‘tracing boards’. The first degree tracing board usually sits above or near the Junior Warden’s Chair, the second degree tracing board above or near the Senior Warden and the third above or near the Chaplain.


  7 Many operate under the mistaken belief Freemasonry has 33 (or more) degrees. The reality is Freemasonry has three degrees, no more, no less. These three degrees are sometimes known as Craft Lodge. There are, however, separate orders; among Masons these are known as concordant bodies. Two of the more well-known examples (there are many) are the York and Scottish Rites. These orders are additions to Craft Lodge, and in reality have nothing to do with Craft Lodge. The Scottish Rite has 32 degrees, the 33rd being an honorary degree. These bodies are rich with their own meanings, but their beginnings are well-documented, and relatively modern. It is important to remember this is not the case with the three degrees of Craft Lodge…their origin is a matter of much speculation and debate.


  8 A candidate for Freemasonry is Initiated into the first degree, Passed to the second degree and Raised to the third degree.


  9 “North Bay was totally the creation of the railway. Before its first buildings were erected, the main institutions were located in railway cars shunted onto sidings. Even early church services were held in these cars and the custom continued for some time until the first church was constructed in 1884.” From Pierre Berton’s The Last Spike (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1971) p. 280


  10 Originally called the Cobalt Nugget (the name changed in 1921), The North Bay Nugget has an unusual history. Born in the silver boom, it has survived two world wars, at least two recessions, and dug its roots deep into Northern Ontario. It was born in 1907 when A.G. Davie had the idea that he could print a weekly paper and ship it from North Bay to Cobalt. Little is known about him, but he was probably a local printer. One of the more notable moments in The Nugget’s history occurred Monday, May 28th, 1934 when then editor Eddie Bunyan took a call from Leon Dionne. Dionne had just heard he had five new nieces and wanted to know if a birth notice for quintuplets would cost more than for one. Thus began the Dionne Quintuplet Story (a national phenomena), which transformed North Bay and the surrounding area. Years later it was to have many tragic overtones. But the Quints’ story brought thousands of tourists to the North Bay area and founded a tourist trade that prospers to this day.


  11 The Canadian Pacific Railway Station in North Bay is the city’s oldest building, dating back to 1882. R.C. DeFrietas, Vanishing History: Historic Buildings of Northern Ontario, p. 5; pp. 12-15


  12 The ‘anteroom’ is a convenient room adjoining the lodge.


  13 Built in 1932 by the Roman Catholic Church, The Baycrest Mental Health Facility has a dark history. Originally St. Mary’s Indian Residential School for the surrounding area’s First Nation population, it became St. Mary’s Mental Asylum in 1953, and changed its name again in 1975 after being rocked by a financial scandal and allegations staff were abusing the patients. In recent times, Baycrest has been back in the news, the focus of an on-going probe by the Federal government investigating its period as a residential school.


  14 A couple of intriguing volumes come to mind immediately: Dr. Richard S. Broughton’s Parapsychology: The Controversial Science (New York: Ballantine Books, 1992) and Stephen E. Brande’s Immortal Remains: The Evidence for Life after Death (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003).


  15 A pattern explaining why the spirit could only occasionally become visible was never found, and the science behind the appearances remains completely obscure.


  16 Craft Lodge is sometimes referred to as Blue Lodge. The exact reasoning behind this remains a bit of a mystery even to Masons, but the term ‘Blue Lodge’ is widely believed to have come into use due to the colour of the aprons worn by its members.


  17 The ‘Ancient Charges’ are those documents coming down to us from the fourteenth century incorporating the traditional history, the legends, rules and regulations of Freemasonry. They are called variously ‘Ancient Manuscripts’, ‘Ancient Constitutions’, ‘Legend of the Craft’, ‘Gothic Manuscripts’, ‘Old Records’, etc, etc. In their physical makeup these documents are sometimes found in the form of handwritten paper or parchment rolls, the units of which are either sewn or pasted together; of handwritten sheets stitched together in book form, and in the familiar printed form of a modern book. Sometimes they are found incorporated in the minute book of a lodge. They range in estimated date from 1390 until the first quarter of the eighteenth century, and a few of them are specimens of beautiful Gothic script. The largest numbers of them are in the keeping of the British Museum, and the Masonic library of West Yorkshire, England.


  18 The center being the point from which you cannot err.


  19 Dr. Prescott’s educated guess was indeed correct. A laboratory analysis revealed the cloth to be a piece of linen originating from the eighteenth century. Following the analysis, Doric Lodge 323 took steps to have not just the third degree tracing board insured, but also the first and second degree tracing boards as well.


  20 Eventually this was proven to be true. The Senior Warden at Doric Lodge 323, Bro. Norm Derosier, an avid collector and expert in antique books, took it upon himself to solve this particular mystery. After taking the page to Toronto, and meeting with a number of colleagues and booksellers, Bro. Derosier concluded the page was torn from the back of Candide and Other Philosophical Tales by the French Enlightenment writer Voltaire (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1920).


  21 The Roundhouse Statements (as they’ve come to be called) remain a highly debated and controversial subject not just among Masons, but also among historians and researchers of the unusual. It’s been noted the Statements bear a striking resemblance to the so-called ‘Georgia Guidestones’ in Elberton, Georgia. If curious, I suggest Jim Miles’ Weird Georgia: Close Encounters, Strange Creatures, and Unexplained Phenomena (Nashville, Tennessee: Cumberland House Press, 2000). Pages 422-431 discuss the ‘Guidestones’, but the book is a fascinating overall read.


  22 The ONR (Ontario Northland Railway) runs north to south from Moosonee to North Bay. Its main offices are located in North Bay, Ontario.


  23 A clandestine lodge is a lodge unrecognized by a Grand Lodge (in this case the Grand Lodge of Canada in the Province of Ontario), working without right, authority or legitimate descent.


  24 A unique volume, a small note in the opening pages reads, “This book may be purchased by any Master Mason in good standing, through the Secretary of his lodge. Edited by The Special Committee on Publications.” No author is mentioned other than the Grand Lodge A.F. & A.M. of Canada in the Province of Ontario, Beyond the Pillars (Hamilton, Ontario: Masonic Holdings, 1973) pp. 91-92.


  25 I don’t have the heart to tell Dr. Prescott, but my research has since revealed Beyond the Pillars misrepresents the characters when identifying them as the ‘Harris Code’. The code is actually an ancient cipher, possibly older than a thousand years. A similar cipher has been attributed to the Roman legions in France (then Gaul). French lodges used a version in 1745, and it was definitely used by soldiers during the American Revolution and the Civil War. The code is variable. Beyond the Pillars uses one example, with the alphabet running left to right in the tic-tac-toe boxes (as shown in the illustration); however, I’ve seen other grids where this is reversed. It would seem the Roundhouse Lodge was using the so-called Harris version, popular in Canadian lodges.


  26 Symbolism is an integral aspect of Freemasonry. In fact, when asked what Masonry is, a Mason will often say, “A beautiful system of morality, veiled in allegory and illustrated by symbols.” A symbol is “something that stands for, represents, or denotes something else, not by exact resemblance, but by vague suggestion, or by some accidental or conventional relation” (Canadian Oxford Dictionary). Some symbols occur so frequently in daily life we have stopped thinking of them as symbols. Most familiar are the letters of the alphabet. There is no clear reason why the shape ‘S’ should stand for a hissing sound, but we all accept it as such. Other symbols in common use include numerals, mathematical and monetary signs, musical notation, and scientific formulas. Such symbols are indispensable for almost any sort of communication. Without them the marvels of modern science could never have been achieved. Another type of symbol is found in the arts, both graphic and verbal. It represents something which is abstract, or hard to visualize, in terms of something which can be perceived by our senses, above all by sight. In this way purity is symbolized by the colour white, peace by the dove and olive-branch, poison by the skull and crossbones, Canada by the beaver or the maple leaf, Christianity by the cross, Judaism by the Star of David.


  27 The tracing boards of Masonry sometimes display—among other things—the working tools associated with the degrees. In speculative Masonry (as opposed to operative Masonry, which is the actual cutting of stone) the working tools become symbols used to teach a variety of moral lessons. The tools mentioned here are associated with the third degree.


  28 Geological tests conducted on the southern wall of the chamber show the marble was taken from the Holston Formation, alternately known as the Holston Limestone, a 120 mile (190 km) long outcrop belt in East Tennessee, which is a source of the decorative building stone known as Tennessee marble.


  29 Recorded within the annals of Freemasonry is a murder. A heavy-setting maul figures prominently in the tale of this grisly crime.


  30 There wasn’t much found in the desk, but what was there proved to be invaluable on a Masonic and historic level. There were particulars of moderate interest like antique fountain pens and an old, crumbling book of minutes (intriguingly, its pages had been torn out, leaving only blanks). But also recovered were two fascinating and priceless items; the first, a medieval Biblia Pauperum or “Bible of the Poor” (twelve pages of Bible stories in a hand-printed text inlaid with woodcut illustrations) dated to either the end of the fifteenth or beginning of sixteenth century. How such a thing came to be in the subterranean chamber continues to baffle. Doric Lodge donated the chiro-xylographic (‘block book’) to the Royal Ontario Museum. The second object; a wood-framed, black and white photograph of five men posed in front of steam locomotive. The handwritten date on the back of the photo is 1881. A stout, bearded man in the center of the group has been identified as Sir William Cornelius Van Horne, the man responsible for laying the Canadian Pacific Railway across this vast and then untamed land. Of the other men pictured only one remains unidentified. But a book could be written about the rest. They include John McIntyre Ferguson (a Scot who’d laid out the townsite of North Bay and built its first house), Rev. Silas Huntington (the city’s first preacher, one of the original Masters of Doric 323, and presumably one of the founding members of the Roundhouse Lodge) and an intense-looking young man named Charles Walter Galt. The desk itself has been restored to its original luster, fitted with a brass plaque honoring the Roundhouse Lodge, and today rests in Doric Lodge where it’s regularly used by the Secretary.


  31 That’s not to say information didn’t leak…or that there weren’t consequences to the unwanted publicity. One of the more peculiar incidents occurred when an old chap turned up at Doric Lodge claiming to be Galt’s long-lost son. The man was obviously unbalanced, and clearly an imposter. Yet he knew strange details not just about the discovery, but about the chamber itself. When we told him he was about ten years too young to have been Galt’s son, he threw a fit. The police had to be called, and we haven’t seen him since. Still, the question remains as to how the lunatic had so many facts correct.


  32 If interested in this end of things, I can’t recommend highly enough Robert Anton Wilson’s Cosmic Trigger 1: Final Secret of the Illuminati (Las Vegas: New Falcon Publications, 1977).


  33 Beside the Doric Lodge membership card and the contentious love letter, Galt’s thin leather wallet contained $3.25 in old Dominion of Canada coins, a 1926-27 driver’s license, a small CPR notepad (inside were two pencil drawings; one a loose sketch of a woman, the other a more technical drawing of a mechanical part), a receipt for a newspaper subscription ($1.10/yr.) and a receipt for John Deere tractor parts ($1.75).


  34 Aside from the repeal of prohibition in 1924, another problem with the bootlegging theory lay with the boxes themselves. Dr. Prescott took them to a filming of the popular television program The Antiques Roadshow when it visited North Bay. An expert there dated the boxes to between 1910 and 1915. He also promptly offered the Doctor five hundred dollars to “take them off his hands.”


  35 As a source of silver riches, the Cobalt area led the world in yielding a phenomenal 460 million ounces. That’s about $2 billion (US) worth of silver at today’s prices. In 1911, Cobalt’s peak year, 34 mines produced some 30 million ounces. Remarkably, the silver fortunes extracted far exceeded those made from Klondike gold. Cobalt silver helped drive the economy of Ontario—just out of a deep 1890’s North American economic depression. It helped increase the wealth of Canadian Banks and attracted the financing for mining exploration and development. It produced a large number of Canadian millionaires and allowed for great investment in the Toronto Stock Exchange. However, by the 1980’s, most of the region’s silver had been rendered from the earth and mining activity slowed. Cobalt’s population dwindled to a fraction of its former self. The mines of former glory closed and lay dormant, and began to rust back into nature. The mining activities in Cobalt have left a significant environmental legacy. Millions of tons of mine waste rock and mill tailings were dumped on the land and in local lakes. The Cobalt area is also laced with many miles of underground mine workings, as well as surface trenches, pits and shaft openings. As a result, there are risks of collapse or subsidence of underground mine workings and many areas have been fenced off to prevent entry.


  36 The $500 000 actually had nothing to do with silver. It was money banked in Cobalt over the Christmas season being moved by rail to the Canadian Bank of Commerce in Toronto.


  37 It was unusual for silver to be transported in this manner, at least from Cobalt. Normally only raw ore was shipped by train, the refining was being done in the south. These particular bars of silver had been specifically stamped by the McKinley & Darragh Mining Co. for the Federal government, who’d purchased the bars as a gift for King Albert I of Belgium following his coronation on December 23, 1909.


  38 The Temiskaming & Northern Ontario Railway was renamed the Ontario Northland Railway on April 5, 1946. The history of rail service in Northern Ontario has been wonderfully captured in Robert Surtees’ The Northern Connection: Ontario Northland Since 1902 (Toronto: Captus Press, 1992).


  39 Dr. Prescott located the bar of bullion in a concealed compartment built into the Roundhouse Chamber’s roll-top desk. In what has to be one of the more bizarre elements of an already strange story, two weeks prior to our meeting Dr. Prescott had received a letter in the mail with no return address. Inside was a detailed drawing of the desk. It was through the drawing (evidently done on a computer) Prescott was able to find, one lonely night in Doric Lodge, the hidden compartment (a false-bottomed drawer). Attached to the drawing was a single sentence centered on an otherwise blank sheet of paper: “Courtesy the E.R.I.S. Society of North Bay.” As of this date there has been no other information forthcoming, and who or what the E.R.I.S. Society is remains an unknown.


  


  LUGAR DE LA PAZ, by B.N. Clark


  The day was another good one for melting things: skin cells, deodorant, work ethic, ambition—not to mention, bagged up pizza, which Dodd Tanner had allowed to bask in the sunwaves all morning. It was another of those fry an egg on the sidewalk days, temperatures in the city having reached record highs all month long. Mercifully, the sun had disappeared behind a thick sea of cloud around 10:30, where it had stayed, making the Volunteers’ half hour lunchbreak more tolerable, though the God-awful south Texas humidity was something that wasn’t going any place until late October or November.


  The kid was sitting on a five gallon bucket flipped upside down, the loose cloth of his beige Dickies pants drooping like lazy man hands over the sides. “They’re in there, you know,” he said. He was staring out past the three rusted John Deere riding mowers, a large dinosaur of a skidloader, and the pile of rakes, shovels, hoes, out at the slowly ascending plain, all green and lush and full of gray concrete headstones and big marble monuments.


  Tanner was facing the same way. He was seated on the ground five feet from the kid, his back pressed against the moldy red bricks of the Administration Building, the neatly cut ends of silver hair touching down to his shoulders. His bare knees were up, elbows resting on them. With the underside of his forearm he brushed the latest coat of perspiration from his pockholed face. He moved the remainder of warm pepperoni and black olive slice toward his mouth, stopping just shy, a mutilated pizza-ship frozen in mid-flight: “What’d you say, kid? What’s in where?”


  The kid took a massive gulp from his Coke can. “Out there,” he said, still staring ahead. “In the graves. The dead people.”


  Tanner cast an odd look at him. The kid, Rody Passo, was actually a young black man (probably twenty one or two, Tanner guessed; at fifty, anyone under forty was still just a kid). He was a good looking kid of a thin, lean build; his hair was trimmed tightly to his head in clean small curls, his skin, the color of coffee overloaded with creamer; there was something about him—maybe the way he spoke, so calmly and softly—that lent him something like an air of wisdom, Tanner thought, if at least for his age. Or maybe it was the eyes. The eyes were very black, always seeming to dwell under a furrowed brow, as if just behind them lay a deep reservoir of thought, wherein only the severest of concerns were allowed.


  Tanner’s eyes played across the kid’s long arms. Yes. And perhaps it was the tattoos: all the way down to the wrists, Passo’s well-toned arms were covered in various permanent inkings—death skulls, clownish faces of horrified expression, gang affiliation, illegible personal mantra, numbers and symbols of strange design; he looked like a typical hooligan, no doubt, yet carried himself as a young man who had made mistakes, but learned from them.


  “Well duh? No shit, kid,” Tanner said, clawing his fingers at a tiny itch behind his gray goatee. “Maybe you didn’t read the sign over the arches when the van brought us in.” The dark eyes twisted to glare sideways at Tanner while he drained out the rest of the Coke. “It said Looger Cemetery. And they’d better be out there. Otherwise, we’re doing all this mindless shitwork for nothing.”


  The kid crushed the can in his hand, lowered it down to the gravel. “I know what the sign says.” His gaze travelled away from Tanner, back out beyond the Maintenance parking lot, out to the imperfectly lined rows and rows of the dead. “Lugar De La Paz,” he said softly, almost with reminisce; his pronunciation was flawless.


  “Lugar De La What?”


  “Lugar De La Paz.” Eyes still fixed on the plain. “It means Place of Peace.”


  “Wow. How’d they ever think of that one?”


  “It came easily to them. They didn’t know any better.”


  Plucking the last pepperoni from off the pizza and balancing it on his fingertip, he eyeballed the kid, one ashy eyebrow raised. “Who didn’t know any better?”


  “Place of Peace,” the kid said, “is a lie. There’s hardly any peace out there. I know. There’s only torment. And darkness and maggots and rotting flesh and heat.”


  After a moment Tanner shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah. I guess that’s a way to look at it.” He poked the red meat into his mouth and tossed the rest of the slice up over the tall edge of an industrial trashbin to his left. He shifted his legs in front of him. “So how you know Spanish?”


  “My mom’s from El Salvador…They lived deep in the jungle. There was a civil war there when she was younger. She left with my uncles before it started. They came here. Well, to Chicago. Met my dad at a poultry farm.”


  “Didn’t know they had chickens in the Windy City.”


  “That was a long time ago.”


  Tanner grunted a low yawn, stretching his arms out in front of him, feeling his elbows pop. He sounded off a belch.


  “It must be awful in there,” the kid said.


  “Where’s that, kid?”


  “Down in those deep black holes.”


  Tanner laughed out loud. “You shittin me, kid? Or are you some kind of freaky man?”


  The dark eyes studied him for a time, then the brow above them smoothed out; the kid smiled broadly, baring a set of straight white teeth. Tanner shook his head, laughing. He hauled himself to his feet. “You’re crazy, kid. You almost had me, you know?” He yawned, arching his back. “You about ready? Cowboy told us to meet him at 12:30.” He glanced at his wristwatch, eyes squinted. “It’s about that time.” The kid nodded.


  Tanner walked out across the dusty parking lot toward Lugar De La Paz’s Section G, where Rick Helmsley would soon be waiting for them in his big white plastic Go-Buggy. Passo left the empty Coke can where it lay and reached down and pulled another from out of his insulated lunch sack. “You coming, kid?” Tanner yelled back.


  “Yeah, just a sec.” He shoved the can down deep into the spacious maw of a leg pocket, frumpled the fabric around its shape. He followed Tanner out into the big boneyard.


  * * * *


  The Volunteers weren’t really volunteers, of course. But that’s what they called them, and that’s what was painted on the sides of the white vans that shuttled them all over the city twice a week to sweat and toil and pay off their supposed debts to society. CITY PARKS & RECREATION VOLUNTEER TRANSPORTATION: it was better, so devised the Powers That Be, to slap that on the vehicle than to come right out and advertise that these largely motley looking groups were composed of law breaking probationers, quite in-voluntarily working off their loads of community service hours; some little old widow bringing flowers to her dead husband’s graveside might well get offended if she knew what caliber of the living were weed-whacking around his shriveled body.


  Today only two other Volunteers had accompanied Tanner and Passo in the van: one was a mid-aged Hispanic man with a thick black mustache named Juan, whose knowledge of the English language apparently dead-ended at the words yes and no; the other was a scrawny old unshaven fellow named Phil, who wore a dirty yellow T-shirt Tanner had smelled toxically emanating from the back of the van on the ride over, and whose hands trembled when he lit his crooked cigarettes, as if he’d gotten up and left the dumpster that morning without having his fifth of Scotch pick-me-up. The other two dozen or so Volunteers who’d shown up at 9 AM at the main branch downtown had been deposited at different locations throughout the city, some to other municipal cemeteries, but most, to pick up beer and soda cans, deflated children’s birthday party balloons, rotted uneaten leftovers and other debris at the public parks; who and how many went where, depended on the number that reported for duty, and where the Public Slaves (Tanner privately regarded any city employee as such) needed them the most.


  The day dragged by.


  At three o’clock Tanner stabbed his shovel into the remaining mound of black dirt; he cupped the handle, leaning against it. “Whoo-wee.” Grimacing, he snatched the red bandanna from atop his head to sop at the river of sweat on his face like gravy with a biscuit; satisfied, he tucked it into his rear pocket behind his wallet, letting the red end dangle down like a woman’s hair. He said, “I’ll be damn glad when my body burying days are over. I still can’t believe this shit.”


  When “Cowboy” Rick Helmsley had first handed them shovels and told them what they’d be required to do for the next several hours, Tanner had thought the man was joking. It was soon conveyed that no, he was not joking, and yes, he was quite aware it was an unusual request—one either man could freely refuse if he wanted, on religious or any other grounds—and that normally it was the old skidloader that plowed the soil back over the pits after funerals. However, Rick explained, in the cemetery’s upwardly sloping G-11 section, where the trees grew more closely together and large boulders had been left in place (for sake of serene scenery, ideal for a hillside funeral), the big machine could not easily maneuver, and God forbid if the thousand metallic pounds of boom and dipper were to go knocking over a tall headstone or monument.


  Holding his oblong hat in one hand, Rick had facetiously shown them the brighter side of things, saying, “Consider yourselves two lucky pilgrims. Think about it this way: Ain’t just anyone can say they’ve buried a body, now.”


  “Yeah,” Tanner had replied. “It seems like luck just can’t get enough of my sorry ass.” Then Cowboy Rick had had himself a hearty old laugh.


  Now Tanner turned and looked down the long slope they were up near the highest part of, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand—just after lunch that loyal old Texas sun had come right out again, in full blazing fury, and had gone away to hide no more. He wondered just what menial task Mexico Juan and Phil The Wino had been assigned. He thought they were probably on the far eastern side of the sprawling cemetery—that’s the direction Raul Jantillan had zoomed them off to in the facility’s second Go-Buggy—either picking up trash or twiddling idle thumbs. Whatever piece of work Cowboy and Raul had them doing, Tanner was sure it was something a hell of alot easier than shoveling nap-dirt over corpses and coffins in the ass-squelching heat.


  The kid laid the handle of his shovel down beside the dirt pile. “Hot isn’t, Mr. Tanner?”


  Tanner turned back around, digging in his pocket for Pall Malls. “Sure as hell is, kid.” He lit a cigarette with his Zippo, offering the pack to the kid, but he shook his head. “What’s this Mr. Tanner crap, anyway? I look that old? Just call me Dodd, why don’t you.”


  “Okay. Dodd…Never heard that name before. Rhymes with God.”


  Tanner chuckled. “Rhymes with not-quite-God, too. Yeah, I know. I never heard it before, either. Just me and my father, is all. He was Old Dodd Number One. I’m Old Dodd Number Two. The Junior.”


  The kid didn’t say anything. Up thirty yards or so, near the top of the hill, there was a wide bald cypress tree that looked as if it had been growing there since Genesis. There was an abundance of good dark shade beneath its great spanning canopy. Tanner gestured at it. “I think I can hear my brains sizzling. Let’s get out of this heat for a minute, uh? Get some of that water Cowboy left us.”


  “All right.”


  He opened the small ice cooler Rick Helmsley had left them, took two bottles and started wearily up toward the tree. He passed through two rows of graves before he said, “I tell you, I’m glad I make my living behind my desk in the cool AC.” He paused in the narrow berth between two faded concrete crosses to lean down and swat a husband and wife mosquito couple that had been on a clandestine honeymoon at his shin flesh. He straightened up. “I’m sure as hell too old for this kind of sh—” The kid was not beside him. He turned around.


  Twenty yards downhill Rody Passo was down on his knees in the grass. He was hunched over the side of the grave they’d been shovelling dirt into. He was holding the Coke can he’d brought with him from lunch, pouring it into the half-filled hole. “What the hell?” Tanner heard himself whisper. He watched the kid pour the Coke until it trickled to nothing. Some odd way, he thought, to get rid of a hot soda water.


  Still on his knees, the kid surveyed the landscape, as if he were some covert operator determining whether or not he was being spied upon by an unseen enemy. Apparently satisfied he was not, he got quickly up to his feet, buried the empty can in his pocket and trotted up the grassy ascension to where Tanner waited.


  “What the hell was that all about?”


  “You’re thirsty, right, Dodd?”


  “Uh, yeah?”


  “Well. Just imagine how thirsty they get…Come on.” The kid flashed a grin, then went running up the rest of the way to the big cypress. Standing there like a sun-baked graveyard statue, Dodd Tanner was suddenly quite certain the heat was playing tricks on his thin skull, if not outright cooking its contents. He shook his head and walked slowly up the hill, thinking what a very peculiar sense of humor young Rody Passo had.


  * * * *


  They sat in the shadows beneath the lush green foliage, chugging, then sipping from the water bottles. Tanner puffed at his cigarette. After several minutes of relative quiet he said, “That’s a trip. I can’t believe they actually have us burying bodies. And for free. Talk about government raping the people. I get my second lousy DUI, and here I am fucking with up-and-coming zombies. Our taxes pay these fuckers’ wages, and they can’t even bury the godamm dead?”


  The kid was sitting on a pile of leaves, Indian-style, his hands resting on his thighs. “Why does it bother you so much?”


  Tanner looked at him. “I don’t know, kid. I just don’t like burying dead people. Especially not here.”


  “Here?”


  “Yeah. At Looger.”


  School was out, and now wrinkled old Uncle Forehead had let the dark eyes come back out to play. “Why is that, Dodd?”


  Tanner swallowed, his throat dipping and rising back up. “Because…Probably because Old Dodd’s down there somewhere. Old Dodd Number One.”


  The kid’s face lit up. “He is? Why didn’t you say so?”


  “Why would I?” Tanner said. “Thousands of people are buried out here.”


  “Yeah, but only one of them is your dad. Maybe you can go and visit him. I bet Cowboy wouldn’t mind.”


  Tanner sighed out. He looked away from Passo’s optimistic gaze. “I don’t even know where he is, kid. I never visited him before.”


  An incredulous look came over the kid. Then a frown. “Never? Why?”


  Tanner looked down at his old veiny hand, which was making a fist, opening, making a fist. He stilled it. “Because. It’s a long story.” He stared at the brown leaves between his shoes. “Old Senior and I didn’t exactly get along. He was a damn drunk. And not the kind that goes around bear-hugging every person he sees when he’s full of the stuff. He could get real nasty…Twice a year my mom’ll still come out here and visit him, even though he used to kick her ass. She was a saint to stay with him. Or a fool. But she loved him. Still does, I guess. She used to ask my brother and I to go with her…She quit asking years ago.”


  The kid remained quiet, the dark eyes watchful.


  Tanner sat there thinking for a long while, smoking his Pall Mall down to the butt, eyes fixed on a bright yellow sunbeam that had somehow managed to penetrate the above mass tangle of leaves and branches. Without any prodding he said, “You know…I used to hate him. Old Dodd, The Bastard. I always thought he loved that godamm Jim Beam more than he did any of us. I thought if he loved us, he’d be able to just put it down. But he never could. I hated that I’d been named after him.” He smiled. A quiet laugh escaped him, dry as sandpaper. “I never did call him Dad. Not since I was nine or ten years old. Only Dodd…Our dad Old Dodd is dead. That’s what I always told my little brother Steve. It sounded pretty funny.”


  “When did he die?”


  Tanner glanced at him quickly, as if for a few moments he’d forgotten somebody else was sitting there with him, listening to him verbalize his thoughts. He went to raise the cigarette up, then saw it was dead and smoldering. He flicked it away. He clasped his hands together, interlocking his fingers. “Over fifteen years ago,” he sighed. “Liver went bad. He was gone less than a month after he went to see the doctor, said he had severe stomach cramps. I never went to see him. I thought he’d come right out, go back to his bottle and his job at the post office. But naw. Didn’t happen that way. Not that I even cared. I cared about my mother, that was about it. But I was bad to her too. I didn’t even go to the funeral. Steve went. I told him he was a fool to. I told him Old Dodd The Bastard had been dead since we were kids, so why go and cry over him now? Told Steve he was full of shit. Besides, I wanted to stay home that day. Get drunk myself. Like every day. That was my way to mourn back then. Or my way to avoid it. It’s funny, but I turned out just like him. I did. Just another old drunk. Just another Old Dodd The Bastard. Only my wife didn’t stand by me through it all like Mom did for him. Guess she was smarter than Mom.”


  “What would you tell him, Dodd?”


  Tanner looked at him. “What do you mean?”


  “If he were standing right here in front of you, what would you say to him?”


  Tanner smiled, the pits in his face distorting. “You’re funny, you know that kid? This ain’t one of those video games you youngsters grew up on. In the real world, you don’t get second chances. But I’ll humor you. If he were sitting right there where you’re sitting now…I’d tell him I’m sorry. That I don’t hate his damned guts anymore. I’d tell him I understand him now. That I am him…Hell, I’d tell him alot.”


  “I’m sorry for your loss,” the kid said, suddenly standing up. “And for his.” He clenched his teeth together, his jaws thickening. “But you know something? It’s never too late.” He stared into Tanner’s eyes, then turned and walked back out into the sunlight, looking up at the hot blue sky. He turned back. He said, “Today, old Dodd Tanner, Jr., might just be your lucky day.”


  He smiled. Then he was gone.


  Tanner sat still for a long moment, watching the kid meander his way back down the hill. “Well allrighty then. Stupid fucking kid.” He stood up slowly, feeling the little creaks and aches in his bones and tendons. He picked up his empty water bottle and went out into the bare heat. As he went down the slope, his eyes travelled wide across the big span of boneyard below, at the hundreds, the thousands of markers, the inanimate concrete and stone celebrations of ones who once ate and breathed and laughed and hated and loved and lived. Somewhere, he knew, among the vast green acreage, was the body of one who once drank much booze. Old Dodd The Bastard. He was out there. Somewhere.


  * * * *


  By four o’clock it was like one of those Chicago chickens standing inside an oven. Tanner was dead on his feet, and it was good to soak up a few minutes’ worth of tax-funded air conditioning. After he and the kid had finished filling in the second of the two hillside holes (with no more conversation; Tanner felt he’d gotten too damn personal with the strange boy, something quite contrary to his character), Cowboy Rick’s big white hat and winning smile had come along in the Go-Buggy to inform them that the rest of the day they’d be changing the dirty bags out of trash cans scattered throughout specified cemetery sections, but that first they’d get a fifteen or so minute break in the Maintenance garage.


  By the time they got to the garage, Mexico Juan and Phil The Wino were already lounging in chairs at a beat-up card table, Phil with his second-hand boots propped up on the top, one with a hole worn clear through to a dung colored sock beneath. Tanner had been right: the pair had had themselves an easy-breezy day, picking up debris across the eastern edge of Lugar De La Paz with steel poke-sticks, sweeping dirt from off the few intertwining walkways, and, in general, being lazy asses, while Raul Jantillan rode around to unknown places in his Go-Buggy all day; even though he’d done very little real labor, Phil mentioned three times (Tanner counted) that he was about ready for a nice cold one. Juan grinned over at Phil and said, “Bironga fria!” Apparently The Wino knew what this meant, for he said, “Yes, my amigo! Mucho!” When Raul took off in the cart again, leaving his two minions there at the shop, Tanner concluded the pair would spend the rest of their day right there in the garage AC, doing nothing at all productive.


  Cowboy Rick had sent him and the kid, however, off into separate directions to finish their respective days: the city would send a different Parks & Recreation goon back over in the van to pick them all up at five.


  Just after 4:20 Tanner set off on his Great Trashcan Voyage, the always nostalgic scent of newly cut grass filling his nose. He walked the route slowly, frequently glancing down at his wristwatch. He headed for A-1, the section of cemetery encompassing the main North Gate, where the van had brought them in through the arches. The trashcans were, for the most part, empty, but for three or four filled with great bouquets of withered flowers, presumably stuck there by dedicated loved ones who’d replaced them with fresher specimens. Whatever else he found in the bins, he took out and placed inside his sack. He picked a few empty plastic bottles off the grass and sidewalks here and there, a few discarded food wrappers.


  The cemetery was quiet, and mostly abandoned. It was the heat, Tanner figured, that kept the crowds away on a day like this. But there were always a couple:


  A tall elderly woman draped by a long black dress, a matching veil hanging over her face from a camelia widebrim, a stark white flower poised at the center, walked alone, all dressed up as if whoever’s funeral had just been held that day; perhaps, Tanner thought, it had been, if only in her mind. She carried a dozen red roses, clutched to her breast.


  Out at the northernmost edge of the cemetery, the side fronting 63rd Street and its slow-motion traffic, a burly man with a long, messy beard and thick braid of hair running straight down the back of a black Bandidos vest, sat hunched over in a pink fold-out chair in front of a miniature headstone. His large torso shuddered as he wept quietly, an oversized Bud Light bottle clasped between wide thighs. Laid out by his feet were several more of the bottles, bottles some other lucky Volunteer would probably be filling a trashbag with tomorrow. Tanner walked carefully, in a wide arc behind him, not wishing to disturb the man’s grieving process—nor awake the anger that embarrassment might cause.


  By 4:40 Tanner had cut right, and had casually begun crossing through the center of section C-5, back toward the snaking concrete path he would follow all the way back to the Maintenance and Administration buildings, where the van would soon be arriving to haul them back downtown where his Chevy was parked. He reached the sidewalk, and walked alongside it in the grass, where he wouldn’t wear a hole in the trashbag (which had become a good deal heavier) as he dragged it behind him. He stopped for a moment, letting go of the bag to wipe a palm across his sweating face and to get himself one final cigarette for the home stretch; he’d light the next one inside his own air conditioned vehicle. He pulled the menthol from the green box and slid it between his lips. He was just bringing the silver Zippo’s flame to bear on the tip when he heard the distant wailing of sirens. It grew louder. From where he stood, 63rd was still visible through the trees and the wrought iron fence in front of it. One cop car sped along the shoulder of the road, bypassing the rush hour travellers. It went down a ways, then turned into the North entrance of Lugar De La Paz, its rooftop lights flashing patriotically red, white, blue. Then came another. And another.


  Tanner puffed rapidly on the cigarette and pocketed the Zippo. He walked quickly toward where the lit-up cars appeared to be headed: the Maintenance parking lot.


  * * * *


  By the time he arrived at the buildings, his trashbag was nearly empty from the hole he’d inadvertently worn through it, and the kid was handcuffed in the backseat of a brown and white squad car, dark eyes looking straight ahead, seemingly oblivious to the police officers talking to one another—and on hand-held radios—on the other side of his door. The three cars’ emergency lights were still revolving colorfully, but the sirens had been silenced. Five police officers were huddled together in discussion, their voices an earful of inaudible and secretive murmurings. Two of them turned and cast suspicious glances at Tanner, then turned back to their fellows. Three other Parks & Rec employees were watching quietly from the Maintenance garage. “What the hell’s going on,” Tanner asked Rick Helmsley as he approached.


  Rick was shaking his head, holding his hand up over his cheek. “The bastard scratched me. That’s what.”


  “Who scratched you, Cowboy? What’s going on?”


  “Passo,” he said, taking his hand off his face to point at the rear of the cop car. Running from his high left cheekbone all the way down to the curve of his bottom lip were four bright red cut marks. Still seeping, blood glistened in the heat of the sun.


  “My God. The kid? What happened?”


  Rick’s trademark winning smile had gone off into the cemetery to bury itself someplace beside the other dead things. “I’m awful sorry, Dodd.”


  “Sorry? I’m sorry. Why you saying sorry to me? What the hell happened?”


  “Well, I think I should be saying I’m sorry, at least. Look, pilgrim,” he said, placing a firm grip on Tanner’s shoulder. “Let me ask ya a question, Dodd: is your daddy, by any chance, buried here?”


  Tanner was dumbstruck. He felt the word yes just sort of flow through his lips; he’d made no effort to even place it on his tongue.


  “I figured,” Rick said. “How many Dodd Tanners can there be in a city? Well, he went screwin around with his grave.” He sighed. “Come on. Let me show you what he did. You’ve got to see this yourself. It’s only right. Then we’ll come back. Cops’ll probably wanna talk to you, too.” Rick Helmsley led a bewildered Dodd Tanner across the parking lot toward the Go-Buggy. Halfway there Raul called out, “Rick! Hold up!” They turned around. Raul came toward them, a First-Aid kit hanging down from his hand. “Let’s disinfect that face before you do anything else.”


  “Nah,” Rick said, making a shooing gesture. “In a few minutes, R.J. I’ve got to take care of this first,” he motioned at Tanner with his eyes. Raul nodded. “We’ll be back.” Rick turned and went the rest of the way to the cart. “You comin, Dodd?”


  Tanner was staring over at the police cruiser, at the kid. Through the window the kid was staring at him, too; he thought he was, at least—his long-distance vision wasn’t what it once had been. From across the dusty parking lot, Tanner could only imagine: those dark eyeballs, studying him like a lab rat, just beneath that furrowed brow. “Yeah. I’m coming,” he said. Before he turned around, he saw the shape of the kid’s face change. He was grinning. Tanner thought he was, anyway. Maybe it was just the godamm heat.


  * * * *


  It was surreal.


  The topless Go-Buggy buzzed quietly up the narrow sidewalk toward the unbridled sun, toward the southernmost tip of the cemetery’s land; it was a side of Lugar De La Paz Tanner had not been to during either of his previous two trips there. Eyes shaded beneath his white hat and black sunglasses, Cowboy Rick began to explain:


  Hoping for a break in a string of unsolved crimes, Rick had been tagged by the PD—through Rick’s higher-ups, of course—to follow the kid around all that day, to observe him in the cemetery. The offense Rody Passo had been placed on three years of probation for, it turned out, was vandalism of a human grave. It was at Murray Wilson Cemetery, on the far east side. It really hadn’t been anything too major. He’d simply been caught in the dark of night by a groundskeeper, marking strange symbols—gang signs, they’d at first figured—onto an old headstone with a can of red spraypaint. The man called the police when he’d seen the kid’s flashlight shining in the distance, the cops had come, and they’d caught him in the act. Offensive and disrespectful, but no huge deal, just typical juvenile graffiti stuff. But much more disturbing things were to happen at Wilson in the following months.


  After Passo had agreed to plea no contest to the vandalism, they’d ordered him to a pre-sentencing investigation, standard procedure, wherein an interview with a court officer took place (Tanner was quite familiar with the process, having endured it more than once himself); during those long interviews the assigned officer would ask detailed questions about background, prior history of drug and alcohol abuse, the current state of familial relations and living arrangements, etcetera, as a way to determine what kind of rehabilitation and/or psychological counseling, if any, was suitable for the offender. The kid had apparently spoken freely—too freely—during the course of the interview, and that’s how suspicion had fallen upon him months later, once the other crimes, the “depraved acts,” as Helmsley called them, began occurring at Wilson; not to mention the obvious, that Wilson is where they’d caught him “tagging.”


  “So what happened at Wilson that was so depraved?” Tanner said, gripping the metal grab bar to keep from tumbling out as Rick took a sharp curve of sidewalk without slowing.


  “Well, somebody’s been diggin up corpses, man. Not stealin em either. Not even robbin em, like you’d expect. There’s been three of em there, and all since Passo got caught vandalizing. I don’t know if you read the paper, but they been talkin about it in the news.”


  “It seems like I might’ve heard something.”


  “Yeah, well this last one, number three, even made the national news, about two weeks ago. It was some old retired college professor who’d once marched with MLK in Washington. Name was Hollins. The media jumped all over it, tried to call it a hate crime, being who he was and all. Someone dug all the way down to the pinebox, opened it up and pulled the old man’s corpse out. They sat him up and leaned him back against his own big marble monument. Don’t ask me how they ever bent him into that position. Once that rigormortis takes over…I’ll just say it’d take one hell of a concentrated effort to do a thing like that.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “Yeah. And what made it worse was somehow pictures of the damned thing got put out on the Internet. Real grisly shit. They said it was police photos that were leaked, probably some dumbass cop who thought it was cute. I saw em myself at my sister’s house, before they took em off the Web.” Rick glanced at Tanner and grimaced. “Anyway, you don’t wanna know.”


  “Tell me.”


  The cart zoomed along the path, up through a shaded tunnel of cypress trees, the hot sun’s influence momentarily minimized. “Well, the old fella was just sitting there in his best pinstripe suit, big black holes for eyeballs, face all leathery and wilted, fingerbones half showing where the skin had rotted off. He was still wearing his wedding ring, too. Big solitaire diamond. Eighteen karat. And what’s even worse was the face, the mouth. Mouth of that old corpse seemed to be grinnin. A big old Texas shit-eatin grin, ya know, like he just won the fuckin lottery. According to the police, the other two bodies was like that, too. Happy campers. And the thing is, see, all three of them memorials had them damned strange drawings on em. Awful similar to the stuff they caught Passo putting on that headstone to begin with. Just like all those freaky tattoos he’s got. Symbols and shit, some other language or somethin. Said they never could get a translation on none of it. He, of course, was the obvious suspect, but they couldn’t prove nothin. All circumstantial.”


  “So if the kid didn’t steal anything off the bodies, why the hell would he dig them up? They have some idea about that?”


  “Course. Officer Sheckle said that during the course of that pre-sentencing interview, they asked him what gang he belonged to. They keep a gang profile on all them youngsters. They figured he was a Latin King, or a Puro Ocho or something—alot of them around here—although they didn’t see any of the regular tats them guys usually have. He said he wasn’t in no street gang. Said he was in a tribe, an actual one. Said all his tats had em a spiritual meaning. Said it was part of his tribal religion, that he’d got em all from the time he was a boy. Said all his uncles and cousins back in Latin America had the same exact marks. Called em the Booboos or the Booboo Tribe, or some weird shit like that. I can’t remember. From some little village down in Bolivia, Columbia someplace.”


  “El Salvador,” Tanner muttered.


  Rick hadn’t heard him. “After that first corpse got dug up some months back—some woman who’d got killed by her ex-husband back in the ’90s—they looked into Passo, went over his file, just as a matter of standard procedure, since he got busted at Wilson and all. Well, it raised quite a few eyebrows. So they Googled up them BooBoos on the computer, and they found some pretty weird shit in this article, Sheckle said. It said the BooBoos are real superstitious people, ya know? Said when one of their people dies, they don’t bury em right away. Said before they do, everybody they ever knew who still has a grievance with em has to come and make their peace. Talk it all out. Sounds like a pretty one-sided conversation if ya ask me. Crazy. But you know the kind of hooga booga bullshit they believe in them little Third World armpits. They claim if a person gets buried before they’re at peace with God’s whole big happy planet, then that person don’t move on to the afterlife. Nah, they just stay right there in the coffin, trapped under the lid. In the dark and the heat, forever. Like being stuck in an elevator til the Rapture. Anyway, what I caught him trying on your father’s grave don’t prove he dug up them others, but at least it’ll get him off the streets for quite a good while for violating his probation. And who knows? Maybe they can get the poor guy some help.”


  “Yeah,” Tanner said softly. He swallowed hard. “I sure hope so.”


  * * * *


  Finally Rick eased off the gas pedal and the golf cart coasted to a squeaky halt beside a steel post supporting a wooden sign that read K-8. He leaned down and switched the key to the OFF position. Inside his stomach, Tanner felt two hands twisting and turning his guts, tying big bandanna knots in them. “Come on,” Rick said, getting out of the cart. He walked around the front and started off the pavement, going carefully down the dry mudbank of a rock-filled creek bed, leading to where a gathering of knee-high headstones stood at attention like ancient concrete army men. The section was about thirty yards wide and five rows deep. When he got to the flat ground, he turned back and said, “You comin?”


  Tanner stepped out of the cart and followed Rick down, his legs numb beneath him, injected with Novocaine. When he reached Rick, Rick said, “Look, Dodd. We didn’t plan on this happening, not to you, anyway. They shoulda never even brought him here, really. It’s kinda like locking a drunk in a liquor store overnight and telling him not to touch any of the bottles.” Tanner nodded. “But when he dug up that old civil rights fella, they had to go after him, catch him, keep him from doing it again, if only for a couple years. This was the only way, they said. Put him out here in this situation, see what he’d do.”


  “What did he do, Rick? What the hell did he go and do?”


  “Shit. Nothing, at first. Hell, by late afternoon I was starting to think the boy wasn’t gonna do a damn thing after all, that maybe the dang cops had him figured wrong. Me and Raul been watching him all day long. Binoculars. Saw him emptying that damn Coke can into that grave y’all was filling, but that ain’t exactly a capital offense, ya know? Then, snap. He went and did it, just like that. I don’t know what in hell you and him were discussing beforehand, or how he found out about your father—it damn sure wasn’t any coincidence—but something set him off. Right about 4:20 or 4:30, whenever I sent y’all off to do the trashcan routes after your break, is when he snuck off and went around to the front of the Admin building, to the visitor’s center. I was watchin him from over in B-12. I’d pulled the cart back in behind a thick bunch of bushes. Raul was on standby. Walkie-Talkies. Passo thought he was being real sly, I could tell, kept lookin around like he was gettin away with somethin. He went straight up to the electronic plot locating machine. You type in the first and last name of your loved one, and that little puppy’ll tell ya what section it’s in, what row and number. Hell, it’ll even print ya out a little map as to how to get there. Which is exactly what he did. I didn’t, of course, know exactly what he was up to, but knowing what I knew, I damn sure figured it wasn’t any good. Anyway, I followed him all the way over here, with Raul on the radio the whole time. He was runnin, real fast. I almost lost him. Would have if I hadn’t seen him just as he disappeared into the other side of that thicket over there. I knew exactly where he’d come out at. Right here.” He pointed to a narrow opening in a cypress cluster. I just wish I hadn’t had to drive all the way around to meet up with him. I woulda got to him quicker, before he dug any. But then again, I guess there wouldn’t be no proof of tampering if I had.”


  Rick took his white hat off, sliding a hand across the top of a wet bald head. Frowning, he said, “I still can’t figure out where he got the little hand spade. It wasn’t one of ours. Maybe he brought it with him. Either that or it was an old forgotten one he took from some high shelf in the garage in the morning or at lunchtime. I’m awful sorry, Dodd. But like I said, at least he won’t ever do nothin like this again. And at least he didn’t have his can of paint with him, either. Come on.”


  Tanner followed Rick through the first row, dead leaves crackling, thin twigs snapping beneath their footsteps. In between the second and third rows, Rick stopped and pointed up at the back of a simple gray headstone in the fourth. “There,” he said. “Your daddy’s plot.”


  Looking to the other side of it, it was obvious the ground had been tampered with, though Tanner couldn’t see the full extent of the excavation. He stood there still and quiet, staring at the backside of the wintry gray marker. His hands were trembling like a very old man’s. Though he’d never been there, he knew exactly what he would see if he were to walk to the other side of it and look, for on the fireplace mantel at his mother’s home, there was a framed picture of it she had taken one Christmas many years ago:


  DODD MILTON TANNER, SR.

  Feb. 8th, 1947-Dec. 16th, 1996

  MAY HE FOREVER REST IN PEACE


  The words were etched in deep, permanent lettering.


  Yet it would be different from the one on the mantel; there’d be no pretty fresh flowers in front of it this time, no WE MISS YOU reef or anything else. Just those few plain words, so final in their meaning.


  Back up on the sidewalk, from the two-way radio still in the golf cart cup holder, there was a crackle, then a male voice started speaking through static. It was probably Raul, or one of the higher-up bosses, wondering what the hell was going on there at Lugar De La Paz.


  “He was already down on his knees diggin when I come right up over that little hill yonder, not ten feet beside him. I said, ‘What the hell you think you’re doin there, boy?’ He didn’t look up or nothin. I yelled at him again, but he just held his head down, arm stabbin fast into that dirt, just diggin all like a damn gopher, like I wasn’t even there. When I come up and grabbed hold of his shoulder’s when he spun up to his feet and clawed the crud out of me.” Rick rubbed at his cheek wound in remembrance. “Guess I’m lucky he didn’t stab me with that damn spade he was using. Coulda really hurt me, uh?”


  Tanner said nothing, only stared at the gray concrete and fresh soil. “Good thing Raul was nearby. He come right off the bat and jumped on the dang kid. Helped me wrassle him down til the cops got here. It was good he was here, right?” Only silence. “Anyway, Dodd, uh, I’ll get this all taken care of right away, within the hour, okay? We can ride back up if ya want, and I’ll send some fellas down here to fix all this, get that dirt packed down how it was. The van oughta be here by now. Or I can take ya over to your car if ya like? Dodd? Talk to the cops tomorrow if ya want. Or, hell, forget em altogether. Dodd? Dodd?”


  Tanner stared at the back of the headstone.


  “Alright, Dodd…I’ll just leave you be for awhile. Okay? Okay. I’ll be back. Alright? I’ll be back.” Rick reached out as if to touch Tanner on the shoulder, then pulled his hand back. He went up to the Go-Buggy. The quiet engine came on. He backed slightly off the other side of the narrow path in reverse, the shrill-pitched warning noise sounding off. Then it cut out. The cart lunged forward; soon it disappeared up the path. Then it was quiet.


  Then it was still.


  Tanner looked over his shoulder. He saw he was indeed alone. He crept forward, inch by inch, moving closer to the backside of his father’s headstone. The closer he got to the marker, the more disturbed soil he could see on the other side. Forward he went. Slowly, with caution. As he crept he held his right hand out in front of him and stared at it. His fingers were very hard. They were trembling. They looked just like sharp claws. He spoke in the quietest voice. Just the faintest of whispers. So softly it might have been only the rustling of leaves or the wind gliding through the old bald cypress canopies.


  “Daddy?”


  


  THE HOUSE AND THE BRAIN, by Lord Edward Bulwer-Lytton


  A friend of mine, who is a man of letters and a philosopher, said to me one day, as if between jest and earnest: “Fancy! Since we last met, I have discovered a haunted house in the midst of London.”


  “Really haunted? And by what—ghosts?”


  “Well, I can’t answer that question; all I know is this: six weeks ago my wife and I were in search of a furnished apartment. Passing a quiet street, we saw on the window of one of the houses a bill, ‘Apartments, Furnished.’ The situation suited us. We entered the house—liked the rooms—engaged them by the week—and left them the third day. No power on Earth could have reconciled my wife to stay longer; and I don’t wonder at it.”


  “What did you see?”


  “It was not so much what we saw or heard that drove us away, as it was an undefinable terror which seized both of us whenever we passed by the door of a certain unfurnished room, in which we neither saw nor heard anything. Accordingly, on the fourth morning I summoned the woman who kept the house and attended on us, and told her that the rooms did not quite suit us, and we would not stay out our week. She said, dryly: ‘I know why; you have stayed longer than any other lodger. Few ever stayed a second night; none before you a third. But I take it they have been very kind to you.’


  “‘They—who?’ I asked, affecting to smile.


  “‘Why, they who haunt the house, whoever they are. I don’t mind them; I remember them many years ago, when I lived in this house, not as a servant; but I know they will be the death of me some day. I don’t care—I’m old and must die soon anyhow; and then I shall be with them, and in this house still.’ The woman spoke with so dreary a calmness that really it was a sort of awe that prevented my conversing with her further. I paid for my week, and too happy were my wife and I to get off so cheaply.”


  “You excite my curiosity,” said I; “nothing I should like better than to sleep in a haunted house. Pray give me the address of the one which you left so ignominiously.”


  My friend gave me the address; and when we parted, I walked straight toward the house thus indicated.


  It is situated on the north side of Oxford Street, in a dull but respectable thoroughfare. I found the house shut up—no bill at the window, and no response to my knock. As I was turning away, a beer-boy, collecting pewter pots at the neighboring areas, said to me, “Do you want any one at that house, sir?”


  “Yes, I heard it was to be let.”


  “Let!—Mr. J. offered mother, who chars for him, a pound a week just to open and shut the windows, and she would not.”


  “Would not!—and why?”


  “The house is haunted; and the old woman who kept it was found dead in her bed, with her eyes wide open. They say the devil strangled her.”


  “Pooh!—you speak of Mr. J——. Is he the owner of the house?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where does he live?”


  “In G—— Street, No.—.”


  I gave the pot-boy the gratuity earned by his liberal information, and I was lucky enough to find Mr. J—— at home—an elderly man, with intelligent countenance and prepossessing manners.


  I communicated my name and my business frankly. I said I heard the house was considered to be haunted—that I had a strong desire to examine a house with so equivocal a reputation—that I should be greatly obliged if he would allow me to hire it, though only for a night. I was willing to pay for that privilege whatever he might be inclined to ask. “Sir,” said Mr. J——, with great courtesy, “the house is at your service, for as short or as long a time as you please. Rent is out of the question. The poor old woman who died in it three weeks ago was a pauper whom I took out of a workhouse, for in her childhood she had been known to some of my family, and had once been in such good circumstances that she had rented that house of my uncle. She was a woman of superior education and strong mind, and was the only person I could ever induce to remain in the house. Indeed, since her death, which was sudden, and the coroner’s inquest which gave it a notoriety in the neighborhood, I have so despaired of finding any person to take charge of the house, much more a tenant, that I would willingly let it rent free for a year to any one who would pay its rates and taxes.”


  “How long is it since the house acquired this sinister character?”


  “That I can scarcely tell you, but very many years since. The old woman I spoke of said it was haunted when she rented it between thirty and forty years ago. I never had one lodger who stayed more than three days. I do not tell you their stories—to no two lodgers have there been exactly the same phenomena repeated. It is better that you should judge for yourself than enter the house with an imagination influenced by previous narratives; only be prepared to see and to hear something or other, and take whatever precautions you yourself please.”


  “Have you never had a curiosity yourself to pass a night in that house?”


  “Yes. I passed not a night, but three hours in broad daylight alone in that house. My curiosity is not satisfied, but it is quenched. I have no desire to renew the experiment. You can not complain, you see, sir, that I am not sufficiently candid; and unless your interest be exceedingly eager and your nerves unusually strong, I honestly add, that I advise you not to pass a night in that house.”


  “My interest is exceedingly keen,” said I, “and though only a coward will boast of his nerves in situations wholly unfamiliar to him, yet my nerves have been seasoned in such variety of danger that I have the right to rely on them—even in a haunted house.”


  Mr. J—— said very little more; he took the keys of his house out of his bureau, gave them to me—and, thanking him cordially for his frankness, and his urbane concession to my wish, I carried off my prize.


  Impatient for the experiment, as soon as I reached home, I summoned my confidential servant—a young man of gay spirits, fearless temper, and as free from superstitious prejudice as any one I could think of.


  “F——,” said I, “you remember in Germany how disappointed we were at not finding a ghost in that old castle, which was said to be haunted by a headless apparition? Well, I have heard of a house in London which, I have reason to hope, is decidedly haunted. I mean to sleep there tonight. From what I hear, there is no doubt that something will allow itself to be seen or to be heard—something, perhaps, excessively horrible. Do you think, if I take you with me, I may rely on your presence of mind, whatever may happen?”


  “Oh, sir! pray trust me,” answered F——, grinning with delight.


  “Very well; then here are the keys of the house—this is the address. Go now—select for me any bedroom you please; and since the house has not been inhabited for weeks make up a good fire—air the bed well—see, of course, that there are candles as well as fuel. Take with you my revolver and my dagger—so much for my weapons—arm yourself equally well; and if we are not a match for a dozen ghosts we shall be but a sorry couple of Englishmen.”


  I was engaged for the rest of the day on business so urgent that I had not leisure to think much on thenocturnal adventure to which I had plighted my honor. I dined alone, and very late, and while dining, read, as is my habit. I selected one of the volumes of Macaulay’s essays. I thought to myself that I would take the book with me; there was so much of healthfulness in the style and practical life in the subjects, that it would serve as an antidote against the influence of superstitious fancy.


  Accordingly, about half-past nine, I put the book into my pocket and strolled leisurely toward the haunted house. I took with me a favorite dog—an exceedingly sharp, bold, and vigilant bull-terrier—a dog fond of prowling about strange ghostly corners and passages at night in search of rats—a dog of dogs for a ghost.


  It was a summer night, but chilly, the sky somewhat gloomy and overcast. Still there was a moon—faint and sickly, but still a moon—and, if the clouds permitted, after midnight it would be brighter.


  I reached the house, knocked, and my servant opened the door with a cheerful smile.


  “All right, sir, and very comfortable.”


  “Oh!” said I, rather disappointed; “have you not seen nor heard anything remarkable?”


  “Well, sir, I must own I have heard something queer.”


  “What?—what?”


  “The sound of feet pattering behind me; and once or twice small noises like whispers close at my ear—nothing more.”


  “You are not at all frightened?”


  “I! not a bit of it, sir;” and the man’s bold look reassured me on one point—viz.: that happen what might, he would not desert me.


  We were in the hall, the street door closed, and my attention was now drawn to my dog. He had at first run in eagerly enough but had sneaked back to the door, and was scratching and whining to get out. After patting him on the head, and encouraging him gently, the dog seemed to reconcile himself to the situation and followed me and F—— through the house, but keeping close to my heels instead of hurrying inquisitively in advance, which was his usual and normal habit in all strange places. We first visited the subterranean apartments, the kitchen, and other offices, and especially the cellars, in which last there were two or three bottles of wine still left in a bin, covered with cobwebs, and evidently, by their appearance, undisturbed for many years. It was clear that the ghosts were not wine-bibbers. For the rest, we discovered nothing of interest. There was a gloomy little back-yard, with very high walls. The stones of this yard were very damp; and what with the damp, and what with the dust and smoke-grime on the pavement, our feet left a slight impression where we passed. And now appeared the first strange phenomenon witnessed by myself in this strange abode. I saw, just before me, the print of a foot suddenly form itself, as it were. I stopped, caught hold of my servant, and pointed to it. In advance of that footprint as suddenly dropped another. We both saw it. I advanced quickly to the place; the footprint kept advancing before me, a small footprint—the foot of a child; the impression was too faint thoroughly to distinguish the shape, but it seemed to us both that it was the print of a naked foot.


  This phenomenon ceased when we arrived at the opposite wall, nor did it repeat itself on returning. We remounted the stairs, and entered the rooms on the ground floor, a dining-parlor, a small back-parlor, and a still smaller third room that had been probably appropriated to a footman—all still as death. We then visited the drawing-rooms, which seemed fresh and new. In the front room I seated myself in an armchair. F—— placed on the table the candlestick with which he had lighted us. I told him to shut the door. As he turned to do so, a chair opposite to me moved from the wall quickly and noiselessly, and dropped itself about a yard from my own, immediately fronting it.


  “Why, this is better than the turning-tables,” said I, with a half-laugh; and as I laughed, my dog put back his head and howled.


  F——, coming back, had not observed the movement of the chair. He employed himself now in stilling the dog. I continued to gaze on the chair, and fancied I saw on it a pale blue misty outline of a human figure, but an outline so indistinct that I could only distrust my own vision. The dog was now quiet. []


  “Put back that chair opposite to me,” said I to F——; “put it back to the wall.”


  F—— obeyed. “Was that you, sir?” said he turning abruptly.


  “I!—what?”


  “Why, something struck me. I felt it sharply on the shoulder—just here.”


  “No,” said I. “But we have jugglers present, and though we may not discover their tricks, we shall catch them before they frighten us.”


  We did not stay long in the drawing-rooms—in fact, they felt so damp and so chilly that I was glad to get to the fire upstairs. We locked the doors of the drawing-rooms—a precaution which, I should observe, we had taken with all the rooms we had searched below. The bedroom my servant had selected for me was the best on the floor—a large one, with two windows fronting the street. The four-posted bed, which took up no inconsiderable space, was opposite to the fire, which burnt clear and bright; a door in the wall to the left, between the bed and the window, communicated with the room which my servant appropriated to himself. This last was a small room with a sofa-bed, and had no communication with the landing-place—no other door but that which conducted to the bedroom I was to occupy. On either side of my fireplace was a cupboard, without locks, flush with the wall, and covered with the same dull-brown paper. We examined these cupboards—only hooks to suspend female []dresses—nothing else; we sounded the walls—evidently solid—the outer walls of the building. Having finished the survey of these apartments, warmed myself a few moments, and lighted my cigar, I then, still accompanied by F——, went forth to complete my reconnoiter. In the landing-place there was another door! it was closed firmly. “Sir,” said my servant, in surprise, “I unlocked this door with all the others when I first came; it can not have got locked from the inside, for——”


  Before he had finished his sentence, the door, which neither of us then was touching, opened quietly of itself. We looked at each other a single instant. The same thought seized both—some human agency might be detected here. I rushed in first—my servant followed. A small blank dreary room without furniture—a few empty boxes and hampers in a corner—a small window—the shutters closed—not even a fireplace—no other door but that by which we had entered—no carpet on the floor, and the floor seemed very old, uneven, worm-eaten, mended here and there, as was shown by the whiter patches on the wood; but no living being, and no visible place in which a living being could have hidden. As we stood gazing around, the door by which we had entered closed as quietly as it had before opened; we were imprisoned.


  For the first time I felt a creep of undefinable horror. Not so my servant. “Why, they don’t think to []trap us, sir; I could break that trumpery door with a kick of my foot.”


  “Try first if it will open to your hand,” said I, shaking off the vague apprehension that had seized me, “while I unclose the shutters and see what is without.”


  I unbarred the shutters—the window looked on the little back-yard I have before described; there was no ledge without—nothing to break the sheer descent of the wall. No man getting out of that window would have found any footing till he had fallen on the stones below.


  F——, meanwhile, was vainly attempting to open the door. He now turned round to me and asked my permission to use force. And I should here state, in justice to the servant, that far from evincing any superstitious terrors, his nerve, composure, and even gayety amid circumstances so extraordinary, compelled my admiration, and made me congratulate myself on having secured a companion in every way fitted to the occasion. I willingly gave him the permission he required. But though he was a remarkably strong man, his force was as idle as his milder efforts; the door did not even shake to his stoutest kick. Breathless and panting, he desisted. I then tried the door myself, equally in vain. As I ceased from the effort, again that creep of horror came over me; but this time it was more cold and stubborn. I felt as if some strange and ghastly exhalation were rising up from the chinks of that rugged floor, and filling the atmosphere []with a venomous influence hostile to human life. The door now very slowly and quietly opened as of its own accord. We precipitated ourselves into the landing-place. We both saw a large pale light—as large as the human figure, but shapeless and unsubstantial—move before us, and ascend the stairs that led from the landing into the attic. I followed the light, and my servant followed me. It entered to the right of the landing, a small garret, of which the door stood open. I entered in the same instant. The light then collapsed into a small globule, exceedingly brilliant and vivid; rested a moment on a bed in the corner, quivered, and vanished. We approached the bed and examined it—a half-tester, such as is commonly found in attics devoted to servants. On the drawers that stood near it we perceived an old faded silk handkerchief, with the needle still left in a rent half repaired. The kerchief was covered with dust; probably it had belonged to the old woman who had last died in that house, and this might have been her sleeping-room. I had sufficient curiosity to open the drawers: there were a few odds and ends of female dress, and two letters tied round with a narrow ribbon of faded yellow. I took the liberty to possess myself of the letters. We found nothing else in the room worth noticing—nor did the light reappear; but we distinctly heard, as we turned to go, a pattering footfall on the floor—just before us. We went through the other attics (in all four), the footfall still preceding us. []Nothing to be seen—nothing but the footfall heard. I had the letters in my hand: just as I was descending the stairs I distinctly felt my wrist seized, and a faint soft effort made to draw the letters from my clasp. I only held them the more tightly, and the effort ceased.


  We regained the bed-chamber appropriated to myself, and I then remarked that my dog had not followed us when we had left it. He was thrusting himself close to the fire and trembling. I was impatient to examine the letters; and while I read them, my servant opened a little box in which he had deposited the weapons I had ordered him to bring; took them out, placed them on a table close at my bed-head, and he occupied himself in soothing the dog, who, however, seemed to heed him very little.


  The letters were short—they were dated; the dates exactly thirty-five years ago. They were evidently from a lover to his mistress, or a husband to some young wife. Not only the terms of expression, but a distinct reference to a former voyage, indicated the writer to have been a seafarer. The spelling and handwriting were those of a man imperfectly educated, but still the language itself was forcible. In the expressions of endearment there was a kind of rough wild love; but here and there were dark unintelligible hints at some secret not of love—some secret that seemed of crime. “We ought to love each other,” was one of the sentences I remember, “for how []every one else would execrate us if all was known.” Again: “Don’t let any one be in the same room with you at night—you talk in your sleep.” And again: “What’s done can’t be undone; and I tell you there’s nothing against us unless the dead could come to life.” Here there was underlined in a better handwriting (a female’s): “They do!” At the end of the letter latest in date the same female hand had written these words: “Lost at sea the 4th of June, the same day as——”


  I put down the letters, and began to muse over their contents.


  Fearing, however, that the train of thought into which I fell might unsteady my nerves, I fully determined to keep my mind in a fit state to cope with whatever of marvelous the advancing night might bring forth. I roused myself—laid the letters on the table—stirred up the fire, which was still bright and cheering, and opened my volume of Macaulay. I read quietly enough till about half-past eleven. I then threw myself dressed upon the bed, and told my servant he might retire to his own room, but must keep himself awake. I bade him leave open the door between the two rooms. Thus alone, I kept two candles burning on the table by my bed-head. I placed my watch beside the weapons, and calmly resumed my Macaulay. Opposite to me the fire burned clear; and on the hearth-rug, seemingly asleep, lay the dog. In about twenty minutes I felt an exceedingly cold air pass by my cheek, like a sudden draft. I fancied the door to my right, communicating with the landing-place, must have got open, but no—it was closed. I then turned my glance to my left, and saw the flame of the candles violently swayed as by a wind. At the same moment the watch beside the revolver softly slid from the table—softly, softly—no visible hand—it was gone. I sprang up, seizing the revolver with one hand, the dagger with the other: I was not willing that my weapons should share the fate of the watch. Thus armed, I looked round the floor—no sign of the watch. Three slow, loud, distinct knocks were now heard at the bed-head; my servant called out: “Is that you, sir?”


  “No; be on your guard.”


  The dog now roused himself and sat on his haunches, his ears moving quickly backward and forward. He kept his eyes fixed on me with a look so strange that he concentrated all my attention on himself. Slowly, he rose up, all his hair bristling, and stood perfectly rigid, and with the same wild stare. I had not time, however, to examine the dog. Presently my servant emerged from his room; and if ever I saw horror in the human face, it was then. I should not have recognized him had we met in the street, so altered was every lineament. He passed by me quickly, saying in a whisper that seemed scarcely to come from his lips: “Run—run! it is after me!” He gained the door to the landing, pulled it open, and rushed forth. I followed him into the landing involuntarily, calling him to stop; but, without heeding me, he bounded down the stairs, clinging to the balusters, and taking several steps at a time. I heard, where I stood, the street-door open—heard it again clap to. I was left alone in the haunted house.


  It was but for a moment that I remained undecided whether or not to follow my servant; pride and curiosity alike forbade so dastardly a flight. I re-entered my room, closing the door after me, and proceeded cautiously into the interior chamber. I encountered nothing to justify my servant’s terror. I again carefully examined the walls, to see if there were any concealed door. I could find no trace of one—not even a seam in the dull-brown paper with which the room was hung. How, then, had the Thing, whatever it was, which had so scared him, obtained ingress except through my own chamber?


  I returned to my room, shut and locked the door that opened upon the interior one, and stood on the hearth, expectant and prepared. I now perceived that the dog had slunk into an angle of the wall, and was pressing himself close against it, as if literally striving to force his way into it. I approached the animal and spoke to it; the poor brute was evidently beside itself with terror. It showed all its teeth, the slaver dropping from its jaws, and would certainly have bitten me if I had touched it. It did not seem to recognize me. Whoever has seen at the Zoological Gardens a rabbit, fascinated by a serpent, cowering in a corner, may form some idea of the anguish which the dog exhibited. Finding all efforts to soothe the animal in vain, and fearing that his bite might be as venomous in that state as in the madness of hydrophobia, I left him alone, placed my weapons on the table beside the fire, seated myself, and recommenced my Macaulay.


  I now became aware that something interposed between the page and the light—the page was overshadowed: I looked up, and I saw what I shall find it very difficult, perhaps impossible, to describe.


  It was a darkness shaping itself forth from the air in very undefined outline. I can not say it was of a human form, and yet it had more resemblance to a human form, or rather shadow, than to anything else. As it stood, wholly apart and distinct from the air and the light around it, its dimensions seemed gigantic, the summit nearly touching the ceiling. While I gazed, a feeling of intense cold seized me. An iceberg before me could not more have chilled me; nor could the cold of an iceberg have been more purely physical. I feel convinced that it was not the cold caused by fear. As I continued to gaze, I thought—but this I can not say with precision—that I distinguished two eyes looking down on me from the height. One moment I fancied that I distinguished them clearly, the next they seemed gone; but still two rays of a pale-blue light frequently shot through the darkness, as from the height on which I half-believed, half-doubted, that I had encountered the eyes.


  I strove to speak—my voice utterly failed me; I could only think to myself: “Is this fear? it is notfear!” I strove to rise—in vain; I felt as if weighed down by an irresistible force. Indeed, my impression was that of an immense and overwhelming power opposed to my volition—that sense of utter inadequacy to cope with a force beyond man’s, which one may feel physically in a storm at sea, in a conflagration, or when confronting some terrible wild beast, or rather, perhaps, the shark of the ocean, I felt morally. Opposed to my will was another will, as far superior to its strength as storm, fire, and shark are superior in material force to the force of man.


  And now, as this impression grew on me—now came, at last, horror—horror to a degree that no words can convey. Still I retained pride, if not courage; and in my own mind I said: “This is horror, but it is not fear; unless I fear I can not be harmed; my reason rejects this thing; it is an illusion—I do not fear.” With a violent effort I succeeded at last in stretching out my hand toward the weapon on the table: as I did so, on the arm and shoulder I received a strange shock, and my arm fell to my side powerless. And now, to add to my horror, the light began slowly to wane from the candles—they were not, as it were, extinguished, but their flame seemed very gradually withdrawn; it was the same with the fire—the light []was extracted from the fuel; in a few minutes the room was in utter darkness. The dread that came over me, to be thus in the dark with that dark Thing, whose power was so intensely felt, brought a reaction of nerve. In fact, terror had reached that climax, that either my senses must have deserted me, or I must have burst through the spell. I did burst through it. I found voice, though the voice was a shriek. I remember that I broke forth with words like these: “I do not fear, my soul does not fear”; and at the same time I found strength to rise. Still in that profound gloom I rushed to one of the windows—tore aside the curtain—flung open the shutters; my first thought was—Light. And when I saw the moon high, clear, and calm, I felt a joy that almost compensated for the previous terror. There was the moon, there was also the light from the gas-lamps in the deserted slumberous street. I turned to look back into the room; the moon penetrated its shadow very palely and partially—but still there was light. The dark Thing, whatever it might be, was gone—except that I could yet see a dim shadow, which seemed the shadow of that shade, against the opposite wall.


  My eye now rested on the table, and from under the table (which was without cloth or cover—an old mahogany round table) there rose a hand, visible as far as the wrist. It was a hand, seemingly, as much of flesh and blood as my own, but the hand of an aged person—lean, wrinkled, small, too—a woman’s []hand. That hand very softly closed on the two letters that lay on the table; the hand and letters both vanished. Then there came the same three loud measured knocks I had heard at the bed-head before this extraordinary drama had commenced.


  As those sounds slowly ceased, I felt the whole room vibrate sensibly; and at the far end there rose, as from the floor, sparks or globules like bubbles of light, many colored—green, yellow, fire-red, azure. Up and down, to and fro, hither, thither, as tiny Will-o’-the-wisps, the sparks moved, slow or swift, each at its own caprice. A chair (as in the drawing-room below) was now advanced from the wall without apparent agency, and placed at the opposite side of the table. Suddenly, as forth from the chair, there grew a shape—a woman’s shape. It was distinct as a shape of life—ghastly as a shape of death. The face was that of youth, with a strange mournful beauty; the throat and shoulders were bare, the rest of the form in a loose robe of cloudy white. It began sleeking its long yellow hair, which fell over its shoulders; its eyes were not turned toward me, but to the door; it seemed listening, watching, waiting. The shadow of the shade in the background grew darker; and again I thought I beheld the eyes gleaming out from the summit of the shadow—eyes fixed upon that shape.


  As if from the door, though it did not open, there grew out another shape, equally distinct, equally ghastly—a man’s shape—a young man’s. It was in []the dress of the last century, or rather in a likeness of such dress (for both the male shape and the female, though defined, were evidently unsubstantial, impalpable—simulacra—phantasms); and there was something incongruous, grotesque, yet fearful, in the contrast between the elaborate finery, the courtly precision of that old-fashioned garb, with its ruffles and lace and buckles, and the corpse-like stillness of the flitting wearer. Just as the male shape approached the female, the dark Shadow started from the wall, all three for a moment wrapped in darkness. When the pale light returned, the two phantoms were as if in the grasp of the Shadow that towered between them; and there was a blood-stain on the breast of the female; and the phantom male was leaning on its phantom sword, and blood seemed trickling fast from the ruffles, from the lace; and the darkness of the intermediate Shadow swallowed them up—they were gone. And again the bubbles of light shot, and sailed, and undulated, growing thicker and thicker and more wildly confused in their movements.


  The closet door to the right of the fireplace now opened, and from the aperture there came forth the form of an aged woman. In her hand she held letters—the very letters over which I had seen the Hand close; and behind her I heard a footstep. She turned round as if to listen, and then she opened the letters and seemed to read; and over her shoulder I saw a livid face, the face as of a man long drowned—bloated, bleached—seaweed tangled in his dripping hair; and at her feet lay a form as of a corpse, and beside the corpse there cowered a child, a miserable squalid child, with famine in its cheeks and fear in its eyes. And as I looked in the old woman’s face, the wrinkles and lines vanished, and it became a face of youth—hard-eyed, stony, but still youth; and the Shadow darted forth, and darkened over those phantoms as it had darkened over the last.


  Nothing now was left but the Shadow, and on that my eyes were intently fixed, till again eyes grew out of the Shadow—malignant, serpent eyes. And the bubbles of light again rose and fell, and in their disordered, irregular, turbulent maze, mingled with the wan moonlight. And now from these globules themselves, as from the shell of an egg, monstrous things burst out; the air grew filled with them; larvæ so bloodless and so hideous that I can in no way describe them except to remind the reader of the swarming life which the solar microscope brings before his eyes in a drop of water—things transparent, supple, agile, chasing each other, devouring each other—forms like naught ever beheld by the naked eye. As the shapes were without symmetry, so their movements were without order. In their very vagrancies there was no sport; they came round me and round, thicker and faster and swifter, swarming over my head, crawling over my right arm, which was outstretched in involuntary command against all evil beings. Sometimes []I felt myself touched, but not by them; invisible hands touched me. Once I felt the clutch as of cold soft fingers at my throat. I was still equally conscious that if I gave way to fear I should be in bodily peril; and I concentrated all my faculties in the single focus of resisting, stubborn will. And I turned my sight from the Shadow—above all, from those strange serpent eyes—eyes that had now become distinctly visible. For there, though in naught else around me, I was aware that there was a WILL, and a will of intense, creative, working evil, which might crush down my own.


  The pale atmosphere in the room began now to redden as if in the air of some near conflagration. The larvæ grew lurid as things that live in fire. Again the moon vibrated; again were heard the three measured knocks; and again all things were swallowed up in the darkness of the dark Shadow, as if out of that darkness all had come, into that darkness all returned.


  As the gloom receded, the Shadow was wholly gone. Slowly, as it had been withdrawn, the flame grew again into the candles on the table, again into the fuel in the grate. The whole room came once more calmly, healthfully into sight.


  The two doors were still closed, the door communicating with the servant’s room still locked. In the corner of the wall, into which he had so convulsively niched himself, lay the dog. I called to him—no movement; I approached—the animal was dead; his eyes protruded; his tongue out of his mouth; the froth gathered round his jaws. I took him in my arms; I brought him to the fire; I felt acute grief for the loss of my poor favorite—acute self-reproach; I accused myself of his death; I imagined he had died of fright. But what was my surprise on finding that his neck was actually broken. Had this been done in the dark?—must it not have been by a hand human as mine?—must there not have been a human agency all the while in that room? Good cause to suspect it. I can not tell. I can not do more than state the fact fairly; the reader may draw his own inference.


  Another surprising circumstance—my watch was restored to the table from which it had been so mysteriously withdrawn; but it had stopped at the very moment it was so withdrawn; nor, despite all the skill of the watchmaker, has it ever gone since—that is, it will go in a strange erratic way for a few hours, and then come to a dead stop—it is worthless.


  Nothing more chanced for the rest of the night. Nor, indeed, had I long to wait before the dawn broke. Nor till it was broad daylight did I quit the haunted house. Before I did so, I revisited the little blind room in which my servant and myself had been for a time imprisoned. I had a strong impression—for which I could not account—that from that room had originated the mechanism of the phenomena—if I may use the term—which had been experienced in my chamber. And though I entered it now in the clear day, with the sun peering through the filmy window, I still felt, as I stood on its floors, the creep of the horror which I had first there experienced the night before, and which had been so aggravated by what had passed in my own chamber. I could not, indeed, bear to stay more than half a minute within those walls. I descended the stairs, and again I heard the footfall before me; and when I opened the street door, I thought I could distinguish a very low laugh. I gained my own house, expecting to find my runaway servant there. But he had not presented himself, nor did I hear more of him for three days, when I received a letter from him, dated from Liverpool to this effect:


  “Honored Sir:—I humbly entreat your pardon, though I can scarcely hope that you will think that I deserve it, unless—which Heaven forbid!—you saw what I did. I feel that it will be years before I can recover myself; and as to being fit for service, it is out of the question. I am therefore going to my brother-in-law at Melbourne. The ship sails tomorrow. Perhaps the long voyage may set me up. I do nothing now but start and tremble, and fancy It is behind me. I humbly beg you, honored sir, to order my clothes, and whatever wages are due to me, to be sent to my mother’s, at Walworth—John knows her address.”


  The letter ended with additional apologies, somewhat incoherent, and explanatory details as to effects that had been under the writer’s charge.


  This flight may perhaps warrant a suspicion that the man wished to go to Australia, and had been somehow or other fraudulently mixed up with the events of the night. I say nothing in refutation of that conjecture; rather, I suggest it as one that would seem to many persons the most probable solution of improbable occurrences. My belief in my own theory remained unshaken. I returned in the evening to the house, to bring away in a hack cab the things I had left there, with my poor dog’s body. In this task I was not disturbed, nor did any incident worth note befall me, except that still, on ascending and descending the stairs, I heard the same footfall in advance. On leaving the house, I went to Mr. J——’s. He was at home. I returned him the keys, told him that my curiosity was sufficiently gratified, and was about to relate quickly what had passed, when he stopped me, and said, though with much politeness, that he had no longer any interest in a mystery which none had ever solved.


  I determined at least to tell him of the two letters I had read, as well as of the extraordinary manner in which they had disappeared, and I then inquired if he thought they had been addressed to the woman who had died in the house, and if there were anything in her early history which could possibly confirm the dark suspicions to which the letters gave rise. Mr. J—— seemed startled, and, after musing a few moments, answered: “I am but little acquainted with the woman’s earlier history, except, as I before told you, that her family were known to mine. But you revive some vague reminiscences to her prejudice. I will make inquiries, and inform you of their result. Still, even if we could admit the popular superstition that a person who had been either the perpetrator or the victim of dark crimes in life could revisit, as a restless spirit, the scene in which those crimes had been committed, I should observe that the house was infested by strange sights and sounds before the old woman died—you smile—what would you say?”


  “I would say this, that I am convinced, if we could get to the bottom of these mysteries, we should find a living human agency.”


  “What! you believe it is all an imposture? for what object?”


  “Not an imposture in the ordinary sense of the word. If suddenly I were to sink into a deep sleep, from which you could not awake me, but in that sleep could answer questions with an accuracy which I could not pretend to when awake—tell you what money you had in your pocket—nay, describe your very thoughts—it is not necessarily an imposture, any more than it is necessarily supernatural. I should be, unconsciously to myself, under a mesmeric influence, conveyed to me from a distance by a human being who had acquired power over me by previous rapport.”


  “But if a mesmerizer could so affect another living being, can you suppose that a mesmerizer could also affect inanimate objects; move chairs—open and shut doors?”


  “Or impress our senses with the belief in such effects—we never having been en rapport with the person acting on us? No. What is commonly called mesmerism could not do this; but there may be a power akin to mesmerism and superior to it—the power that in the old days was called Magic. That such a power may extend to all inanimate objects of matter, I do not say; but if so, it would not be against nature—it would only be a rare power in nature which might be given to constitutions with certain peculiarities, and cultivated by practice to an extraordinary degree.


  “That such a power might extend over the dead—that is, over certain thoughts and memories that the dead may still retain—and compel, not that which ought properly to be called the Soul, and which is far beyond human reach, but rather a phantom of what has been most earth-stained on Earth to make itself apparent to our senses—is a very ancient though obsolete theory, upon which I will hazard no opinion. But I do not conceive the power to be supernatural. Let me illustrate what I mean from an experiment which Paracelsus describes as not difficult, and which the author of the ‘Curiosities of Literature’ cites as credible: A flower perishes; you burn it. Whatever were the elements of that flower while it lived are gone, dispersed, you know not whither; you can never discover nor re-collect them. But you can, by chemistry, out of the burned dust of that flower, raise a spectrum of the flower, just as it seemed in life. It may be the same with the human being. The soul has as much escaped you as the essence or elements of the flower. Still you may make a spectrum of it. And this phantom, though in the popular superstition it is held to be the soul of the departed, must not be confounded with the true soul; it is but the eidolon of the dead form. Hence, like the best attested stories of ghosts or spirits, the thing that most strikes us is the absence of what we hold to be the soul; that is, of superior emancipated intelligence. These apparitions come for little or no object—they seldom speak when they do come; if they speak, they utter no ideas above those of an ordinary person on Earth. Wonderful, therefore, as such phenomena may be (granting them to be truthful), I see much that philosophy may question, nothing that it is incumbent on philosophy to deny—viz., nothing supernatural. They are but ideas conveyed somehow or other (we have not yet discovered the means) from one mortal brain to another. Whether, in so doing, tables walk by their own accord, or fiend-like shapes appear in a magic circle, or bodyless hands rise and remove material objects, or a Thing of Darkness, such as presented itself to me, freeze our blood—still am I persuaded that these are but agencies conveyed, as by electric wires, to my own brain from the brain of another. In some constitutions there is a natural chemistry, and those constitutions may produce chemic wonders—in others a natural fluid, call it electricity, and these may produce electric wonders. But the wonders differ from Natural Science in this—they are alike objectless, purposeless, puerile, frivolous. They lead on to no grand results; and therefore the world does not heed, and true sages have not cultivated them. But sure I am, that of all I saw or heard, a man, human as myself, was the remote originator; and I believe unconsciously to himself as to the exact effects produced, for this reason: no two persons, you say, have ever experienced exactly the same thing. Well, observe, no two persons ever experience exactly the same dream. If this were an ordinary imposture, the machinery would be arranged for results that would but little vary; if it were a supernatural agency permitted by the Almighty, it would surely be for some definite end. These phenomena belong to neither class; my persuasion is that they originated in some brain now far distant; that that brain had no distinct volition in anything that occurred; that what does occur reflects but its devious, motley, ever-shifting, half-formed thoughts; in short, that it has been but the dreams of such a brain put in action and invested with a semi-substance. That this brain is of immense power, that it can set matter into movement, that it is malignant and destructive, I believe; some material force must have killed my dog; the same force might, for aught I know, have sufficed to kill myself, had I been as subjugated by terror as the dog—had my intellect or my spirit given me no countervailing resistance in my will.”


  “It killed your dog! that is fearful! indeed it is strange that no animal can be induced to stay in that house; not even a cat. Rats and mice are never found in it.”


  “The instincts of the brute creation detect influences deadly to their existence. Man’s reason has a sense less subtle, because it has a resisting power more supreme. But enough; do you comprehend my theory?”


  “Yes, though imperfectly—and I accept any crotchet (pardon the word), however odd, rather than embrace at once the notion of ghosts and hobgoblins we imbibed in our nurseries. Still, to my unfortunate house the evil is the same. What on Earth can I do with the house?”


  “I will tell you what I would do. I am convinced from my own internal feelings that the small unfurnished room at right angles to the door of the bedroom which I occupied forms a starting-point or receptacle for the influences which haunt the house; and I strongly advise you to have the walls opened, the floor removed—nay, the whole room pulled down. I observe that it is detached from the body of the house, built over the small back-yard, and could be removed without injury to the rest of the building.”


  “And you think, if I did that——”


  “You would cut off the telegraph wires. Try it. I am so persuaded that I am right that I will pay half the expense if you will allow me to direct the operations.”


  “Nay, I am well able to afford the cost; for the rest, allow me to write to you.”


  About ten days after I received a letter from Mr. J——, telling me that he had visited the house since I had seen him; that he had found the two letters I had described, replaced in the drawer from which I had taken them; that he had read them with misgivings like my own; that he had instituted a cautious inquiry about the woman to whom I rightly conjectured they had been written. It seemed that thirty-six years ago (a year before the date of the letters) she had married, against the wish of her relations, an American of very suspicious character; in fact, he was generally believed to have been a pirate. She herself was the daughter of very respectable tradespeople, and had served in the capacity of a nursery governess before her marriage. She had a brother, a widower, who was considered wealthy, and who had one child of about six years old. A month after the marriage, the body of this brother was found in the Thames, near London Bridge; there seemed some marks of violence about his throat, but they were not deemed sufficient to warrant the inquest in any other verdict than that of “found drowned.”


  The American and his wife took charge of the little boy, the deceased brother having by his will left his sister the guardianship of his only child—and in the event of the child’s death, the sister inherited. The child died about six months afterward—it was supposed to have been neglected and ill-treated. The neighbors deposed to having heard it shriek at night. The surgeon who had examined it after death said that it was emaciated as if from want of nourishment, and the body was covered with livid bruises. It seemed that one winter night the child had sought to escape—crept out into the back-yard—tried to scale the wall—fallen back exhausted, and had been found at morning on the stones in a dying state. But though there was some evidence of cruelty, there was none of murder; and the aunt and her husband had sought to palliate cruelty by alleging the exceeding stubbornness and perversity of the child, who was declared to be half-witted. Be that as it may, at the orphan’s death the aunt inherited her brother’s fortune. Before the first wedded year was out, the American quitted England abruptly, and never returned to it. He obtained a cruising vessel, which was lost in the Atlantic two years afterward. The widow was left in affluence; but reverses of various kinds had befallen her; a bank broke—an investment failed—she went into a small business and became insolvent—then she entered into service, sinking lower and lower, from housekeeper down to maid-of-all-work—never long retaining a place, though nothing decided against her character was ever alleged. She was considered sober, honest, and peculiarly quiet in her ways; still nothing prospered with her. And so she had dropped into the workhouse, from which Mr. J—— had taken her, to be placed in charge of the very house which she had rented as mistress in the first year of her wedded life.


  Mr. J—— added that he had passed an hour alone in the unfurnished room which I had urged him to destroy, and that his impressions of dread while there were so great, though he had neither heard nor seen anything, that he was eager to have the walls bared and the floors removed as I had suggested. He had engaged persons for the work, and would commence any day I would name.


  The day was accordingly fixed. I repaired to the haunted house—we went into the blind dreary room, took up the skirting, and then the floors. Under the rafters, covered with rubbish, was found a trap-door, quite large enough to admit a man. It was closely nailed down, with clamps and rivets of iron. On removing these we descended into a room below, the existence of which had never been suspected. In this room there had been a window and a flue, but they had been bricked over, evidently for many years. By the help of candles we examined this place; it still retained some moldering furniture—three chairs, an oak settle, a table—all of the fashion of about eighty years ago. There was a chest of drawers against the wall, in which we found, half-rotted away, old-fashioned articles of a man’s dress, such as might have been worn eighty or a hundred years ago by a gentleman of some rank—costly steel buttons and buckles, like those yet worn in court-dresses, a handsome court sword—in a waistcoat which had once been rich with gold lace, but which was now blackened and foul with damp, we found five guineas, a few silver coins, and an ivory ticket, probably for some place of entertainment long since passed away. But our main discovery was in a kind of iron safe fixed to the wall, the lock of which it cost us much trouble to get picked.


  In this safe were three shelves, and two small drawers. Ranged on the shelves were several small bottles of crystal, hermetically stoppered. They contained colorless volatile essences, of the nature of which I shall only say that they were not poisonous—phosphor and ammonia entered into some of them. There were also some very curious glass tubes, and a small pointed rod of iron, with a large lump of rock crystal, and another of amber—also a loadstone of great power.


  In one of the drawers we found a miniature portrait set in gold, and retaining the freshness of its colors most remarkably, considering the length of time it had probably been there. The portrait was that of a man who might be somewhat advanced in middle life, perhaps forty-seven or forty-eight.


  It was a remarkable face—a most impressive face. If you could fancy some mighty serpent transformed into a man, preserving in the human lineaments the old serpent type, you would have a better idea of that countenance than long descriptions can convey; the width and flatness of frontal—the tapering elegance of contour disguising the strength of the deadly jaw—the long, large, terrible eye, glittering and green as the emerald—and withal a certain ruthless calm, as if from the consciousness of an immense power.


  Mechanically I turned round the miniature to examine the back of it, and on the back was engraved a pentacle; in the middle of the pentacle a ladder, and the third step of the ladder was formed by the date 1765. Examining still more minutely, I detected a spring; this, on being pressed, opened the back of the miniature as a lid. Withinside the lid was engraved, “Marianna to thee—Be faithful in life and in death to ——.” Here follows a name that I will not mention, but it was not unfamiliar to me. I had heard it spoken of by old men in my childhood as the name borne by a dazzling charlatan who had made a great sensation in London for a year or so, and had fled the country on the charge of a double murder within his own house—that of his mistress and his rival. I said nothing of this to Mr. J——, to whom reluctantly I resigned the miniature.


  We had found no difficulty in opening the first drawer within the iron safe; we found great difficulty in opening the second: it was not locked, but it resisted all efforts, till we inserted in the chinks the edge of a chisel. When we had thus drawn it forth, we found a very singular apparatus in the nicest order. Upon a small thin book, or rather tablet, was placed a saucer of crystal; this saucer was filled with a clear liquid—on that liquid floated a kind of compass, with a needle shifting rapidly round; but instead of the usual points of the compass were seven strange characters, not very unlike those used by astrologers to denote the planets. A peculiar but not strong nor displeasing odor came from this drawer, which was lined with a wood that we afterward discovered to be hazel. Whatever the cause of this odor, it produced a material effect on the nerves. We all felt it, even the two workmen who were in the room—a creeping, tingling sensation from the tips of the fingers to the roots of the hair. Impatient to examine the tablet, I removed the saucer. As I did so the needle of the compass went round and round with exceeding swiftness, and I felt a shock that ran through my whole frame, so that I dropped the saucer on the floor. The liquid was spilled—the saucer was broken—the compass rolled to the end of the room—and at that instant the walls shook to and fro, as if a giant had swayed and rocked them.


  The two workmen were so frightened that they ran up the ladder by which we had descended from the trap-door; but seeing that nothing more happened, they were easily induced to return.


  Meanwhile I had opened the tablet; it was bound in plain red leather, with a silver clasp; it contained but one sheet of thick vellum, and on that sheet were inscribed, within a double pentacle, words in old monkish Latin, which are literally to be translated thus: “On all that it can reach within these walls—sentient or inanimate, living or dead—as moves the needle, so work my will! Accursed be the house, and restless be the dwellers therein.”


  We found no more. Mr. J—— burned the tablet and its anathema. He razed to the foundations the part of the building containing the secret room with the chamber over it. He had then the courage to inhabit the house himself for a month, and a quieter, better-conditioned house could not be found in all London. Subsequently he let it to advantage, and his tenant has made no complaints.


  


  WHITE BEAUTY, by Cynthia Ward


  I smell the blood of a virgin, nothing so pure and fine in all the world. I advance through the forest, my horn parting branches; soft oak and prickling pine leaves caress my white flanks. I scent men, their rank, anxious sweat, but still I advance, to the shadowed edge of a glade. I see an image such as men celebrate in art: a beautiful girl seated beneath a leaf-crowned oak, her golden hair loose as befits an unwed lass. She is clad with maidenly modesty, in a brightly colored wool kirtle that hides her legs to the crossed ankles; her lap invites. Though I cannot see them, I know the men wait in the oak boughs above her, holding a net.


  These mortals think me a base animal, no wiser than their slave horses. I am supernatural, white and beautiful; they know I am as much a creature of Heaven as the angels, though angels live not upon the earth. Yet I am nothing more than prey in the eyes of men, a brute beast to be slain and robbed of my horn.


  I step into the glade, and my pricked ears catch the sharply drawn breaths of the hidden men, the frightened gasp of the waiting virgin. But she settles herself with determination. She knows I will not harm her. I am helpless with devotion.


  I advance on cloven hooves of purest white, and lower my head to her lap. She cries out in alarm that gives way to a sharp, possessive pleasure, and reaches up to embrace the perfect arch of my neck.


  Her cry rises and shatters as my horn enters her gut.


  The men scream with disbelief and horror, struck motionless by the witness of their eyes. I have time to feed, my horn blushing pink, the color deepening quickly to heart’s-blood red.


  The men release the net. Fools! I have done the unthinkable, yet still they believe me a stupid beast. My sharp hooves and horn slice hemp strands as easily as Damascene steel parts silk thread. But the men have not waited to see whether their net would hold me; already they leap from their boughs. With a toss of my head I slice one man open in midplummet and trample the others beneath my hooves. They fight to survive, and their crude knives and spears break on my beautiful hide. Why do they never realize a supernatural being is not a cow to be led to slaughter? In their terror they shriek blasphemies, and I slow the pace of my hooves that they may not be silenced too soon.


  No mortals have ever captured a unicorn, yet they refuse to understand. They look upon my white beauty and think of Heaven. They fantasize that my horn must be a pure ivory spiral which, when powdered, will create fantastic medicines and effect miraculous cures; they never dream it is a blade keener than any Damascus sword; it is a hollow serpent-fang to draw forth the maiden’s blood that sustains me.


  One man screams, “Satanspawn!” before my hoof crushes his skull. This crude peasant comes closer than most, but does not realize that my Lord has not yet sired His Son. Though not an angel, I am one of those immortals who fell with my Lord in the age before Adam.


  Men know the unicorn did not ride upon the waters in Noah’s Ark; they never wonder how I could have survived if I were naught but a beast.


  The men are all dead now, their souls stained by their blasphemous last words--and the girl still lives. I have done my work well. I return my horn to the virgin’s belly, entering through the same wound, and finish drawing her blood and life into myself. Those chaste maidens who resist my Lord’s temptations to debauchery are my prey. Those mortal females who emulate the Mother of our enemy are righteously slain, pierced through the virgin womb.


  


  FEAR, by Guy de Maupassant


  We went up on deck after dinner. Before us the Mediterranean lay without a ripple and shimmering in the moonlight. The great ship glided on, casting upward to the star-studded sky a long serpent of black smoke. Behind us the dazzling white water, stirred by the rapid progress of the heavy bark and beaten by the propeller, foamed, seemed to writhe, gave off so much brilliancy that one could have called it boiling moonlight.


  There were six or eight of us silent with admiration and gazing toward far-away Africa whither we were going. The commandant, who was smoking a cigar with us, brusquely resumed the conversation begun at dinner.


  “Yes, I was afraid then. My ship remained for six hours on that rock, beaten by the wind and with a great hole in the side. Luckily we were picked up toward evening by an English coaler which sighted us.”


  Then a tall man of sunburned face and grave demeanor, one of those men who have evidently traveled unknown and far-away lands, whose calm eye seems to preserve in its depths something of the foreign scenes it has observed, a man that you are sure is impregnated with courage, spoke for the first time.


  “You say, commandant, that you were afraid. I beg to disagree with you. You are in error as to the meaning of the word and the nature of the sensation that you experienced. An energetic man is never afraid in the presence of urgent danger. He is excited, aroused, full of anxiety, but fear is something quite different.”


  The commandant laughed and answered: “Bah! I assure you that I was afraid.”


  Then the man of the tanned countenance addressed us deliberately as follows:


  “Permit me to explain. Fear—and the boldest men may feel fear—is something horrible, an atrocious sensation, a sort of decomposition of the soul, a terrible spasm of brain and heart, the very memory of which brings a shudder of anguish, but when one is brave he feels it neither under fire nor in the presence of sure death nor in the face of any well-known danger. It springs up under certain abnormal conditions, under certain mysterious influences in the presence of vague peril. Real fear is a sort of reminiscence of fantastic terror of the past. A man who believes in ghosts and imagines he sees a specter in the darkness must feel fear in all its horror.


  “As for me I was overwhelmed with fear in broad daylight about ten years ago and again one December night last winter.


  “Nevertheless, I have gone through many dangers, many adventures which seemed to promise death. I have often been in battle. I have been left for dead by thieves. In America I was condemned as an insurgent to be hanged, and off the coast of China have been thrown into the sea from the deck of a ship. Each time I thought I was lost I at once decided upon my course of action without regret or weakness.


  “That is not fear.


  “I have felt it in Africa, and yet it is a child of the north. The sunlight banishes it like the mist. Consider this fact, gentlemen. Among the Orientals life has no value; resignation is natural. The nights are clear and empty of the somber spirit of unrest which haunts the brain in cooler lands. In the Orient panic is known, but not fear.


  “Well, then! Here is the incident that befell me in Africa.


  “I was crossing the great sands to the south of Onargla. It is one of the most curious districts in the world. You have seen the solid continuous sand of the endless ocean strands. Well, imagine the ocean itself turned to sand in the midst of a storm. Imagine a silent tempest with motionless billows of yellow dust. They are high as mountains, these uneven, varied surges, rising exactly like unchained billows, but still larger, and stratified like watered silk. On this wild, silent, and motionless sea, the consuming rays of the tropical sun are poured pitilessly and directly. You have to climb these streaks of red-hot ash, descend again on the other side, climb again, climb, climb without halt, without repose, without shade. The horses cough, sink to their knees and slide down the sides of these remarkable hills.


  “We were a couple of friends followed by eight spahis and four camels with their drivers. We were no longer talking, overcome by heat, fatigue, and a thirst such as had produced this burning desert. Suddenly one of our men uttered a cry. We all halted, surprised by an unsolved phenomenon known only to travelers in these trackless wastes.


  “Somewhere, near us, in an indeterminable direction, a drum was rolling, the mysterious drum of the sands. It was beating distinctly, now with greater resonance and again feebler, ceasing, then resuming its uncanny roll.


  “The Arabs, terrified, stared at one another, and one said in his language: ‘Death is upon us.’ As he spoke, my companion, my friend, almost a brother, dropped from his horse, falling face downward on the sand, overcome by a sunstroke.


  “And for two hours, while I tried in vain to save him, this weird drum filled my ears with its monotonous, intermittent and incomprehensible tone, and I felt lay hold of my bones fear, real fear, hideous fear, in the presence of this beloved corpse, in this hole scorched by the sun, surrounded by four mountains of sand, and two hundred leagues from any French settlement, while echo assailed our ears with this furious drum beat.


  “On that day I realized what fear was, but since then I have had another, and still more vivid experience—”


  The commandant interrupted the speaker:


  “I beg your pardon, but what was the drum?”


  The traveler replied:


  “I cannot say. No one knows. Our officers are often surprised by this singular noise and attribute it generally to the echo produced by a hail of grains of sand blown by the wind against the dry and brittle leaves of weeds, for it has always been noticed that the phenomenon occurs in proximity to little plants burned by the sun and hard as parchment. This sound seems to have been magnified, multiplied, and swelled beyond measure in its progress through the valleys of sand, and the drum therefore might be considered a sort of sound mirage. Nothing more. But I did not know that until later.


  “I shall proceed to my second instance.


  “It was last winter, in a forest of the Northeast of France. The sky was so overcast that night came two hours earlier than usual. My guide was a peasant who walked beside me along the narrow road, under the vault of fir trees, through which the wind in its fury howled. Between the tree tops, I saw the fleeting clouds, which seemed to hasten as if to escape some object of terror. Sometimes in a fierce gust of wind the whole forest bowed in the same direction with a groan of pain, and a chill laid hold of me, despite my rapid pace and heavy clothing.


  “We were to sup and sleep at an old gamekeeper’s house not much farther on. I had come out for hunting.


  “My guide sometimes raised his eyes and murmured: ‘Ugly weather!’ Then he told me about the people among whom we were to spend the night. The father had killed a poacher, two years before, and since then had been gloomy and behaved as though haunted by a memory. His two sons were married and lived with him.


  “The darkness was profound. I could see nothing before me nor around me and the mass of overhanging interlacing trees rubbed together, filling the night with an incessant whispering. Finally I saw a light and soon my companion was knocking upon a door. Sharp women’s voices answered us, then a man’s voice, a choking voice, asked, ‘Who goes there?’ My guide gave his name. We entered and beheld a memorable picture.


  “An old man with white hair, wild eyes, and a loaded gun in his hands, stood waiting for us in the middle of the kitchen, while two stalwart youths, armed with axes, guarded the door. In the somber corners I distinguished two women kneeling with faces to the wall.


  “Matters were explained, and the old man stood his gun against the wall, at the same time ordering that a room be prepared for me. Then, as the women did not stir: ‘Look you, monsieur,’ said he, ‘two years ago this night I killed a man, and last year he came back to haunt me. I expect him again to-night.’


  “Then he added in a tone that made me smile:


  “‘And so we are somewhat excited.’


  “I reassured him as best I could, happy to have arrived on that particular evening and to witness this superstitious terror. I told stories and almost succeeded in calming the whole household.


  “Near the fireplace slept an old dog, mustached and almost blind, with his head between his paws, such a dog as reminds you of people you have known.


  “Outside, the raging storm was beating against the little house, and suddenly through a small pane of glass, a sort of peep-window placed near the door, I saw in a brilliant flash of lightning a whole mass of trees thrashed by the wind.


  “In spite of my efforts, I realized that terror was laying hold of these people, and each time that I ceased to speak, all ears listened for distant sounds. Annoyed at these foolish fears, I was about to retire to my bed, when the old gamekeeper suddenly leaped from his chair, seized his gun and stammered wildly: ‘There he is, there he is! I hear him!’ The two women again sank upon their knees in the corner and hid their faces, while the sons took up the axes. I was going to try to pacify them once more, when the sleeping dog awakened suddenly and, raising his head and stretching his neck, looked at the fire with his dim eyes and uttered one of those mournful howls which make travelers shudder in the darkness and solitude of the country. All eyes were focused upon him now as he rose on his front feet, as though haunted by a vision, and began to howl at something invisible, unknown, and doubtless horrible, for he was bristling all over. The gamekeeper with livid face cried: ‘He scents him! He scents him! He was there when I killed him.’ The two women, terrified, began to wail in concert with the dog.


  “In spite of myself, cold chills ran down my spine. This vision of the animal at such a time and place, in the midst of these startled people, was something frightful to witness.


  “Then for an hour the dog howled without stirring; he howled as though in the anguish of a nightmare; and fear, horrible fear came over me. Fear of what? How can I say? It was fear, and that is all I know.


  “We remained motionless and pale, expecting something awful to happen. Our ears were strained and our hearts beat loudly while the slightest noise startled us. Then the beast began to walk around the room, sniffing at the walls and growling constantly. His maneuvers were driving us mad! Then the countryman, who had brought me thither, in a paroxysm of rage, seized the dog, and carrying him to a door, which opened into a small court, thrust him forth.


  “The noise was suppressed and we were left plunged in a silence still more terrible. Then suddenly we all started. Some one was gliding along the outside wall toward the forest; then he seemed to be feeling of the door with a trembling hand; then for two minutes nothing was heard and we almost lost our minds. Then he returned, still feeling along the wall, and scratched lightly upon the door as a child might do with his finger nails. Suddenly a face appeared behind the glass of the peep-window, a white face with eyes shining like those of the cat tribe. A sound was heard, an indistinct plaintive murmur.


  “Then there was a formidable burst of noise in the kitchen. The old gamekeeper had fired and the two sons at once rushed forward and barricaded the window with the great table, reinforcing it with the buffet.


  “I swear to you that at the shock of the gun’s discharge, which I did not expect, such an anguish laid hold of my heart, my soul, and my very body that I felt myself about to fall, about to die from fear.


  “We remained there until dawn, unable to move, in short, seized by an indescribable numbness of the brain.


  “No one dared to remove the barricade until a thin ray of sunlight appeared through a crack in the back room.


  “At the base of the wall and under the window, we found the old dog lying dead, his skull shattered by a ball.


  “He had escaped from the little court by digging a hole under a fence.”


  The dark-visaged man became silent, then he added:


  “And yet on that night I incurred no danger, but I should rather again pass through all the hours in which I have confronted the most terrible perils than the one minute when that gun was discharged at the bearded head in the window.”


  


  GENIUS LOCI, by Chelsea Quinn Yarbro


  “And this part of the house is called the gullet,” the proud owner declared as they went up the stairs.


  “Who lived here before you bought the place; do you know?” Agatha Pomeroy asked her niece, Bronwyn allister, as she followed her up to the second floor. This was her first visit to the new house and she was very impressed with what she saw of the refurbished Queen Anne Victorian.


  “You mean before it was restored?” Bronwyn stopped on the landing, allowing her aunt to catch up with her. She was dressed in a mauve silk blouse over beige wool slacks, her light-brown hair pulled back from her face into a pony-tail. For thirty-eight, she was in fine condition, burnished with health and fitness. As a part-time librarian for the local historical society, she had achieved a place in the community she enjoyed.


  “Yes. That’s what I mean,” said Agatha. “From what you said, it was quite transformed by the renovators.” She had taken off the long, pin-striped jacket of her traveling suit, revealing the lace-fronted blouse with a high, frothy neck. Her slacks were a bit wrinkled from the long drive, but she felt neat enough not to need to change clothes yet. A trim woman of middle height, Agatha Pomeroy was striving to keep from admitting her fatigue, but the five-hour drive had left her feeling a bit frayed, and it showed.


  “It had been very run-down,” said Bronwyn, finding it impossible to imagine her glossy, elegant house anything less than what it was. “It was built in 1894, you know. The man who owned it before the restoration company bought it didn’t bother with it, or so I’m told. He was retired and spent most of his time in Santa Barbara, I understand, with his son’s family. He only came back here two or three times a year, and never stayed more than a month. He said he didn’t like the place, or at least, that’s what my across-the-street neighbor told me. She’s been in her house for thirty-nine years, so she knows everyone.”


  “Why didn’t he like it?” Agatha wanted to know.


  “According to Mirabelle, he claimed the house was haunted.” Bronwyn laughed to show her opinion of such nonsense.


  “This Mirabelle—your neighbor?—does she have an opinion? Does she agree it’s haunted?”


  “She hasn’t said. Not that I’ve asked.”


  “You’d think she would have,” said Agatha musingly. “If she told you so much in the first place.”


  “If you want to know, ask her when you meet her,” said Bronwyn, clearly not interested in Agatha’s line of questioning.


  “If she’s lived here for so long, she must be about my age, unless she was born here,” said Agatha, who was fifty-seven, the youngest of Bronwyn’s three maternal aunts.


  “Oh, no: she’s eighty-eight, a long-time widow. A real Energizer Bunny. I’ll invite her over, if you like,” Bronwyn offered as she resumed the climb. “As you see, four bedrooms, each facing a different direction. I’ve put you in the south bedroom. Martin and I have the north bedroom—it’s the master suite, I’ll show it to you after you see your room. Then there’s the east room, which we’ve made Martin’s study, and the west, which is our second guestroom, for when Martin’s kids are here.” She smiled and stepped onto the gallery that surrounded the stairwell. “It’s as if this is the heart of the house, isn’t it?” The gallery was lovely, the elegant quartet of fan-lights in the square cupola above banishing all darkness. “Come.” She turned right, with Agatha behind her.


  “Was this part of the original house?” Agatha asked, looking upward.


  “Yes, but there were only two very small windows in the cupola and a really hideous chandelier hanging down from it. The whole place was very dark.” The renovators had shown her a photo of it, and she had been shocked. “The stairwell was almost always in shadow and…claustrophobic.”


  “Then this is really an improvement,” Agatha remarked, and went into the bedroom where she would be staying for two weeks; it was large, with a bay window overlooking the adjacent house, a fanlight above the bed, and two skylights that revealed the luminous blue May sky, all making the room bright and airy; but as Agatha entered it, she had one of her notions—an impression that began at the base of her spine and ran electrically up it, combined with a sense of being watched—and she decided in that instant she knew why the former occupant had stayed away from the house. She hadn’t felt anything like it since the dig in Turkey, four years ago when she had been working on excavations near Kutahya, and had stumbled into an ancient villa.


  “The bathroom is next door, just turn left as you go out the door,” Bronwyn went blithely on. “The blue towels are for you. There’s an extra blanket in the closet, and you can plug in your computer behind the desk. The small armoire has a television, and we have satellite.”


  Agatha could only nod.


  “These switches control the lights. This turning knob controls the shades on the skylights, if you want to have a more muted morning,” Bronwyn said, demonstrating how to work the sliding switch. “You can have partial sun, or no sun at all, if you want to sleep in.”


  “No,” said Agatha, not wanting to be in the dark in this house. “I like rising with the larks.”


  “As you wish.” She went back out to the gallery. “Our room is directly across from yours. The master bath is en suite, and there’s a walk-in closet with a dressing room.”


  Agatha did her best to look enthusiastic.


  * * * *


  At four-thirty that afternoon there was a knock on the door and Bronwyn, who had been setting out salad-makings and salmon to marinate in lime and tequila for dinner, looked over at Agatha. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back.”


  “Fine,” said Agatha, who was polishing the good silver for their dinner which Bronwyn was determined to make a special affair.


  There was a flurry of conversation at the door, and then Bronwyn returned to the kitchen accompanied by a small, bird-thin woman in khaki slacks and an olive-green cotton sweater; she carried a tray of canapes along with a bottle of Golden Owl Chardonnay. Her bright eyes peered out of a nest of wrinkles, and she grinned at Agatha. “Welcome to Auburn, Missus Pomeroy.” She handed the tray to Bronwyn, and surged toward Agatha.


  Agatha turned away from the sink, and reached for a towel to dry her hands. “I’m guessing you’re Bronwyn’s neighbor,” she said, trying to match the wattage of welcome the newcomer displayed.


  “Mirabelle Trask,” she supplied, taking both of Agatha’s proffered hands in hers. “So nice to meet you. Is this your first visit to Auburn?” Not waiting for an answer, she glanced at Bronwyn. “Why don’t I find us some wineglasses and a corkscrew, and you can just leave things in the kitchen while we all have some Chardonnay?”


  Bronwyn shrugged. “All right. Give me five minutes. You two go into the living room while I finish slicing the heirloom tomatoes and dousing them with balsamic vinegar and olive oil. The wineglasses are in the glass-fronted cabinet in the dining room. You know where to find them.”


  “Very good.” Mirabelle plucked Agatha’s sleeve and, taking the bottle by the neck, prodded her toward the door to the dining room. “We’ll be in the living room. Don’t dawdle.”


  “Certainly not, Mirabelle,” said Bronwyn, laughing her best social laugh. “I’ll be right in.”


  Mirabelle hurried to the glass-fronted cabinet and removed three white-wine glasses, then winked at Agatha as she took a Rabbit corkscrew from a drawer in the lowboy next to the cabinet. Artfully holding the glasses, the bottle, and the corkscrew, she rounded on Agatha. “I hope you like Chardonnay. I have a real fondness for it, particularly Golden Owl.” She bustled into the living room, and plunked herself down on the sofa. “Come. Sit down. Let’s toast your visit.”


  Agatha, feeling a trifle overwhelmed, did as she was told, choosing a handsome Maguire chair for herself. “I haven’t had Golden Owl before,” she said, to prove she was paying attention.


  “I love it—the flavor is so intense.” Mirabelle had already set down the glasses and bottle, and clamped the corkscrew to the top of the bottle and now worked the lever-handle, penetrating the cork and withdrawing it in two quick motions. “I hope you will, too.”


  Agatha took a sip, finding it a little oakier than she liked, but she said, “It’s quite good,” which was true enough.


  “The vintner teaches at Cal Davis, and his vineyard is in Yolo County, back in the hills,” said Mirabelle, and leaned back against the sofa cushions. “Here’s a welcome to you, and the hope for a pleasant stay.”


  “Thank you,” said Agatha, “To new friends.”


  “So, have you been to Auburn before?” Mirabelle asked.


  “I have, but not for many years,” said Agatha, who had stopped here with her husband on their way to Salt Lake City, two years before they divorced.


  “Bronwyn tells me you’re a professor?” Mirabelle pursued.


  “At Cal Poly, in San Luis Obispo: Archeological Anthropology.” She smiled. “The semester’s just ended.”


  Bronwyn appeared in the kitchen door, the tray of canapes in her hands. “Here I am,” she announced and brought the tray to the coffee table and set it down. “Has Agatha asked you anything about this house yet, Mirabelle?”


  “Not yet,” said Mirabelle, eyes bright with anticipation.


  “Well, she probably will,” said Bronwyn, taking the glass Mirabelle had just poured for her. “I can’t remember half of what you told me about the place., so I rely on you to fill her in. Chin-chin.”


  They sat and talked, making the usual gambits of first acquaintance, and comparing experiences. Mirabelle had a raft of questions to ask Agatha, who answered them with just enough reserve not to feel she was divulging too much to her talkative neighbor. Finally, about an hour-and-a-half later, Mirabelle considered the empty tray of canapes, and said, “Well, time to stop grazing.” She looked directly at Agatha. “What did you want to ask about this house? You must have questions. Not that the place is anything like it used to be. Still, there is the question of the genius loci, isn’t there?—the spirit of the place.”


  Startled by such direct questions, Agatha answered without shaping her inquiry. “Is the house haunted?”


  Mirabelle gave the question some consideration. “Well, Jim Riggins certainly thought so, but he felt it was something more than haunted. And he didn’t like it.”


  “You mean he thought it was possessed?” She was surprised to her herself say this; just the idea made her queasy.


  “He didn’t use that word,” said Mirabelle, enjoying herself hugely. “He said the house was the embodiment of something, or someone, and that it wasn’t well-inclined toward him.”


  “Do you agree?” Agatha pursued, thinking in for penny, in for pound.


  “Not entirely, no,” said Mirabelle. She gazed into the middle-distance, then said, “Jim served in the South Pacific in World War II, and spent some time on one of those islands near Australia—I forget which one—and he brought back a thing called a Spirit House; it’s something the natives make to house the souls of their dead. It’s not like a grave, it’s like a new corporeal form, so that the spirit can continue to live—sounds like something right up your alley: these houses are the people they’re made for. Most of them are model houses, very complete. Well, Jim thought the spirit in the house he brought back got out of its miniature house and took over his. The whole house was imbued with the spirit, he used to say. He had been told that the Spirit House was for the first chief to come out of the interior and deal with Europeans, but he thought that it probably wasn’t true. He said one of the natives had sold it to him, along with some tiki-gods.” She pondered a bit. “I don’t know if he was convinced that the spirit was a good one or something malicious, he only said it had occupied his house, made this house its body, so to speak.”


  “You’d think the renovation would put an end to it,” said Agatha.


  “Yes, you would. But it could be having the house restored served to restore the spirit within it—you know, like a closet full of new clothes.” She laughed. “So long as the building is standing, I imagine, if Jim was right about it, the spirit will continue to…live.” She managed a bright smile. “Not that I put much stock in what he said.”


  “That’s a bit…unnerving, thinking that such a ridiculous thing might be believed,” said Bronwyn, getting up. “I have to do more on dinner, or we won’t eat until after nine. If you want to sit a chat a while longer, it’s fine with me.” With that, she took her wineglass and the canape tray and made for the kitchen. “I’ll put this in the dishwasher for you, and return it tomorrow.”


  “Bronwyn isn’t comfortable with these kinds of conversations, is she,” said Mirabelle.


  “I’m not entirely sanguine, myself,” said Agatha.


  “It could be a lot worse,” said Mirabelle with an artful shudder. “You could have one of those demonic things—you know, like the Amityville house: the one they did the movies about? They weren’t just scarey films, you know. There truly was a house and very nasty things happened there.”


  “Did anything nasty happen here?” Agatha asked, trying to sound simply curious.


  “Not that Jim ever mentioned.” She put the empty bottle aside. “But he didn’t tell me everything. It had him spooked, that’s for sure.”


  “So there could have been some kind of event?” Agatha prompted.


  “It’s possible, I suppose, but in Auburn, spooky doings wouldn’t remain unnoticed for long. In a town like this, they’d probably want to make it into a tourist attraction,” said Mirabelle, getting to her feet and smoothing the front of her clothes. “It’s been great fun, Agatha. I hope we do this again soon.” She raised her voice. “Bronwyn, thanks so much!” Without waiting for more formal farewell, she made for the door and let herself out.


  * * * *


  “Sorry I wasn’t able to get yesterday off,” Martin Sallister as he sat down to brunch the next morning. He was a pleasant man in his mid-forties, his dark-blond hair thinning, his glasses now bifocals. His demeanor was content to the point of smugness. Beside his plate were two Sunday papers—the Sacramento Bee and The New York Times, ready for reading; he had gone out to pick them up an hour ago, to get ahead of the Saturday crowds. “Sometimes they give us half-days on Friday, but not yesterday. We’re up for our annual office performance review, and it’s been hectic, I can tell you.” He smiled at Agatha. “We’re glad you’re here, Aunt Agatha.” Reaching over to pat her hand, he added, “I hope you slept well.”


  “Well enough for a strange bed,” she said obliquely. There had been the on-going sensation of being watched, but not with any ill intent, so eventually she had been able to sleep, although lightly. This morning, she had had an uneasy few minutes in the shower for the same reason—she felt observed, and it flustered her, as a goat might feel when there were lions about.


  “Well, that’s good.” He grinned at Bronwyn in the kitchen, and changed the subject. “The word around our office is we’re twelve percent ahead of last year. That means the Roseville office is ahead of the Sacramento office, for a change. We’ll get bonuses for it.”


  “That’s good news,” said Bronwyn, bringing in a platter of Hangtown Fry, the fried oysters artfully folded into the scrambled eggs and bacon. “Something fairly local,” she said, and set it down in the center of the breakfast table. She beamed at Martin, who continued to grin.


  Agatha took her napkin and dropped it in her lap, then reached for a slice of multi-grained toast. “This looks wonderful, Bronwyn,” she said, loving the rich aroma of the steaming dish.


  “Mimosa? Coffee? Tea?” Bronwyn sat down at the foot of the table and looked at Martin. “I’ll have a Mimosa. One-third Champagne for me, if you please.”


  Martin reached for the carafe of orange juice and poured out a generous amount into an over-sized flute. Then he took the bottle of Champagne and topped off the glass. “Aunt Agatha? Which would you like? A little Mimosa, or something less alcoholic? Name your poison.” He indicated the options that flanked the platter.


  “I’ll have a Mimosa and then coffee,” she said, mildly annoyed that he should call her Aunt Agatha when they were only in-laws.


  “Half and half?” Martin asked, meaning orange juice and Champagne.


  “Thank you,” she said, and watched the ritual of pouring, finding Martin’s style of hospitality a bit officious.


  “We’re really glad you’re here, Aunt Agatha,” Martin went on. “We hope you’ll make it a habit, coming up to visit us now that we’re in this wonderful house. You have a lot of time off in the summer. You could make a longer stay, couldn’t you?”


  “Thank you,” she said as Bronwyn served up the Hangtown Fry. She lifted her glass and dutifully said, “To you both.”


  Martin touched the rim of his glass to hers. “That’s very gracious. To you, Aunt Agatha.”


  Bronwyn beamed as she finished serving the breakfast. “I’m so pleased that we have this time together.”


  “So am I,” said Martin, and looked encouragingly at Agatha. “We haven’t got to know each other very well, and it’s time that changed.”


  “Yes; yes indeed,” said Agatha, and set her glass down so she could eat, devoting herself to the merest small-talk until the eggs, bacon, and oysters were all gone. Then she said, making an effort to sound academic, “I was thinking about what Mirabelle said yesterday, about the Spirit House the former owner brought back from the South Pacific?”


  “Oh, please,” said Bronwyn. “Let’s not indulge int hat kind of fantasy.”


  “I wasn’t thinking about the haunting, I was thinking about the Spirit House. Does anyone know what happened to it? Did the owner take it with him, or the renovator? Or is it here somewhere?”


  “What can it matter?” Bronwyn asked impatiently.


  Agatha persisted, keeping very calm. “It’s just that an artifact like that could be valuable to a university, or to a museum. It shouldn’t be lost.”


  “There are some boxes in the basement that the renovator didn’t remove,” said Martin. “You can have a look, if you like.”


  “Oh, Martin, I just hate the thought of something like that still being here. I’m not superstitious, but something like that is just so…so unpleasant.” Bronwyn gave a lady-like shudder.


  “That’s just the point, my dear,” he said to Bronwyn. “I think Aunt Agatha’s right. After all, she should know about these things, shouldn’t she? If we can find the Spirit House, I’m sure there’s a museum that would be grateful for the donation, and we’d get a nice tax deduction for it.” He smiled and nodded to Agatha. “I think you’ve hit on a very good notion. Thanks for the suggestion. I’ll help you go through the boxes later today, or first thing tomorrow, whichever you prefer.”


  A little taken aback, Agatha said, “I suppose this afternoon would be as good a time as any.”


  Martin nodded crisply. “You’re on. Let me pour you some coffee—do you like cream or sugar, or both?”


  “Black, please,” she said, suddenly dismayed at what she had got herself into.


  * * * *


  Far more than the rest of the house, the basement showed the building’s age; dark beams hung low, with any number of hooks and improvised shelves on them for tools and storage. Martin had turned on the lights, but he also offered Agatha a flashlight, saying as he did, “There isn’t much light in the corners, as you see.”


  “Yes, I see,” said Agatha, switching on the flashlight and taking comfort in its beam, although it revealed little more than ancient cardboard boxes and cobwebs. She was glad now that she had insisted that she and Martin wear latex gloves—who knew what kind of creepy-crawlies lurked in those very old boxes?


  “Yes. There they are,” Martin said, shoving past Agatha and reaching for the top box. “There’s writing on the lid,” he told her, using his flashlight to illuminate the faded letters. “J. Riggins. Jackpot!” He reached to pull down the box—the uppermost of four in that stack, pulling at the lid, and revealing two large scrap books and a photo album. He made a sound of disgust and set it aside, reaching for the next box in the stack, doing a swift count of the remaining boxes. “I count nineteen of them left.”


  “Don’t be so hasty,” said Agatha, removing the photo album and flipping through its pages. She was about half-way through the heavy, black pages when she came upon a series of snapshots taken during World War II, the first one captioned, Honolulu, March 19th, 1942. Encouraged, she slowed down and perused them carefully. On the fourth page of war pictures she found what she had been looking for: an angular young man in a Navy uniform standing on the steps of a South Pacific house next to an older native man in a printed regional skirt topped off by a G.I. blouse and a number of wooden necklaces; the islander was offering the young naval officer what looked to be a model of a house very similar to the one in front of which they stood; the line of the front of the house made it appear that they were in front of a grinning mouth. Both men were looking pleased. Agatha held up the album. “Martin. This is very useful. This is the Spirit House. It not only shows us what we’re looking for, it provides a kind of provenance—you’ll need that to make a donation. You can prove the item wasn’t stolen, and that could be important.”


  Martin stared down at the photograph. “Looks kind of flimsy—the real house, I mean, like it couldn’t do more than keep off the rain,” he said, for the first time allowing a little doubt to slip into his tone.


  “Most of the inhabitants of the South Pacific islands don’t need to stay warm, they need to stay cool,” said Agatha, finding a loose clipping and using that to bookmark the page in the album.


  “I suppose you’re right,” said Martin, pulling up the lid of the second box. “Shit!”


  “What is it?” She set the album aside, and went to where he was bending over the open box.


  “Uniforms. A pair of shoes. Useless!” He clicked his tongue in disgusted disappointment.


  “Not necessarily,” said Agatha, as much to keep Martin working as to encourage him in his hope for a windfall. “There’s bound to be an historical society that would be glad to have these for display.”


  Trying not to seem too dissatisfied, Martin put the lid back on the box. “Do you really think so?”


  “Of course I do.” She reached for the third box in the stack, a bit put off by his obvious greed.


  “Or maybe I could sell them on E-Bay? What do you think?”


  “You probably could,” Agatha agreed flatly.


  “I could probably sell a lot of this stuff, couldn’t I?” He smiled again, and began a pile of the first two boxes near the foot of the stairs. “Come on—there’s seventeen boxes to go.”


  They were on to the fourteenth box when Martin gave a long whistle of discovery. “Looks like this is the one. It’s not in very good shape; stored on its side.” He pointed his flashlight straight down and revealed a finely woven mat of some kind of vegetable fiber. Newspapers from 1951 surrounded the item; he tossed them aside and pulled the thing from its resting place.


  It was about the size of a microwave oven, beautifully detailed even in its neglected condition. The front was readily identified: there was a wide verandah spread out on either side of four central stairs leading up into the house itself. A railing along the verandah stood up on little posts like teeth, the railing collapsed where the thread holding the rails on had rotted. The main rafter supported a kind of bamboo thatch, and the woven-mat walls, even though they were brittle and cracked in a few places, had not fallen apart. A number of squat gods no bigger than the last joint of Martin’s little finger were ranged about the little house, posted at every door and window.


  “Now, this is more like it,” said Martin. He looked over at Agatha. “What do you think?”


  “I think it’s remarkable,” she answered, staring at the Spirit House; it was in fine condition, considering its haphazard storage. “It’s the one in the photo, that’s for sure.”


  Martin laughed out loud. “Six boxes of collectable stuff, and this.” He put the Spirit House down carefully on the workbench under the largest of the basement windows. “I should have thought about this when we first moved in. Thanks, Aunt Agatha. I owe you one.”


  Agatha took the Spirit House from him. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a look at it. If it’s as unusual as I think, there are a couple colleagues I’d like to call—to get an idea where you might donate it. You’d like it to go some place with a fine reputation and a superior collection, wouldn’t you?”


  “Why can’t you handle it yourself?” He gave her a sudden, hard look.


  “Because the South Pacific islands are not my field of specialization. If this were from Turkey and at least two thousand years old, I could find you just the right place with a couple of e-mails. But twentieth century and South Pacific? I only know it’s a good piece. I’ll call a couple of museums, and I’ll e-mail a colleague in Australia. I should be able to get you solid information by Monday.”


  Martin considered this, finally nodding. “That’s okay with me, then, but it has to go to a place where I’d get a tax deduction. Keep that in mind, Aunt Agatha.”


  She bit back the sharp retort and said only, “I’ll bear that in mind.”


  * * * *


  It was Tuesday morning before Constantine Hildred called from the National Anthropological Museum; his call, coming at that hour, told Agatha that he was about to leave his office for lunch.


  “I got your e-mail about the Spirit House, and the photos you attached,” he said after a quick exchange of pleasantries. “Tell me more about this find.”


  “Well, as far as I can tell, it was acquired by the former owner of this house some time during World War II. We found it on Saturday, packed away in the basement,” she said as she went to the desk where she had set up the Spirit House next to her laptop, grinning contentedly out at the room. She said nothing about the disturbing dreams that had filled her sleep for the last three nights—not that they mattered. She logged into her e-mail, just in case.


  “Yeah, I got that from the old photo you attached with the rest. Go on.”


  “It’s rumored to be haunted, but given what it appears to be, that’s hardly surprising,” said Agatha.


  “Tell me about the little gods in the Spirit House; it’ll help me identify where it came from.”


  Agatha picked up a small magnifying glass and peered into the little house. “They’re the usual small, squat gods. The carving looks as if it might come from the Philippines or Indonesia.”


  “Can you tell me anything about them that’s more specific? Don’t worry. I’m interested in the piece, but I want to know what kind of thing I’ll be getting. I don’t want any trouble with it.”


  “Why should this be trouble? Are you worried about provenance?”


  “More about the nature of the thing,” said Constantine.


  “More national treasure issues, you mean?” she asked.


  “Ethnic ones, anyway,” he said.


  “Okay, Conny.” She lifted her magnifying glass again. “There’s two that are female—long breasts, and one with a bone in his hand. There’re carvings along the main rafter, very intricate. Would you like me to photograph them and attach the photos to an e-mail?”


  “How soon can you do it?”


  “I’ve got my camera right here,” said Agatha, ready to put it to use.


  “Okay. Take a couple and send them along right now. And while you’re at it, take another of the front of the house, if you would.”


  “Glad to,” said Agatha, lifting her camera and taking a half-dozen photos. She attached them to her e-mail to him and sent them on their way. “I gather the previous owner didn’t like the Spirit House,” she repeated while she listened to the keyboard click from Conny’s office.


  There was a long silence, and then Hildred said. “Small wonder.”


  “Why?” Agatha asked with an uneasy glance at the Spirit House.


  Hildred took a deep breath. “Because the people who made it are cannibals.”


  


  ABOUT THE AUTHORS


  DAVID ANDERSON grew up in Northern Ireland during the political ‘Troubles’. After grammar school he took an honours degree in philosophy from Queens University, Belfast, followed by postgraduate work in social studies. He immigrated to Vancouver, Canada in 1991, where he owned a bookstore for several years. Nowadays he runs an internet out-of-print book business and writes in his spare time.


  COLIN AZARIAH-KRIBBS is a grad student at Princeton University, studying for her Ph.D. in Victorian literature. Her interest in weird fiction of the era has led her toward becoming a writer, working in the same, er, vein—to coin a phrase!


  LOUIS BECKE (also known as George Lewis Becke (1855–1913) was an Australian short-story writer and novelist.


  JOHN GREGORY BETANCOURT is a writer of science fiction, fantasy and mystery stories and novels. He has worked as an assistant editor at Amazing Stories and editor of Horror: The Newsmagazine of the Horror Field, the revived Weird Tales magazine, the first issue of H. P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror (which he subsequently hired Marvin Kaye to edit), Cat Tales magazine (which he subsequently hired George H. Scithers to edit), and Adventure Tales magazine. He is the author of four Star Trek novels and the new Chronicles of Amber prequel series, as well as a dozen original novels. His essays, articles, and reviews have appeared in such diverse publications as Writer’s Digest, The Washington Post, and Amazing Stories. In his spare time, he runs Wildside Press and publishes large ebook anthologies.


  AMBROSE BIERCE (born June 24, 1842; assumed to have died sometime after December 26, 1913) was an American editorialist, journalist, short story writer, fabulist, and satirist. He wrote the classic short story “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” and compiled a satirical lexicon The Devil’s Dictionary. His vehemence as a critic, his motto “Nothing matters,” and the sardonic view of human nature that informed his work, all earned him the nickname “Bitter Bierce.” His style often embraces an abrupt beginning, dark imagery, vague references to time, limited descriptions, impossible events, and the theme of war.


  In 1913, Bierce traveled to Mexico to gain first-hand experience of the Mexican Revolution. While traveling with rebel troops, he disappeared without a trace, presumably murdered by those same rebels.


  ROBERT BLOCH (1917–1994) was a prolific American writer, primarily of crime, horror, fantasy and science fiction. He is best known as the writer of Psycho, the basis for the film of the same name by Alfred Hitchcock. He wrote that “Despite my ghoulish reputation, I really have the heart of a small boy. I keep it in a jar on my desk,” (a quote borrowed by Stephen King and often misattributed to him). His fondness for a pun is evident in the titles of his story collections such as Tales in a Jugular Vein, Such Stuff as Screams Are Made Of, and Out of the Mouths of Graves.


  M.E. BRINES is a member of the British Society for Psychical Research and author of 25 novels, e-books, and pamphlets on esoteric subjects such as Alien Abduction, conspiracies, esoteric Nazism, the Knights Templar, magick, the Bible, and the Spear of Longinius available through Amazon and Smashwords. His website is www.MEBrines.com.


  LORD EDWARD BULWER-LYTTON—actually Edward George Earle Lytton Bulwer-Lytton, 1st Baron Lytton PC—(1803– 1873), was an English novelist, poet, playwright, and politician. He was immensely popular with the reading public and wrote a stream of bestselling novels which earned him a considerable fortune. He coined the phrases “the great unwashed,” “pursuit of the almighty dollar,” “the pen is mightier than the sword,” as well as the infamous opening line “It was a dark and stormy night.”


  B.N. CLARK has been working at the craft of fiction since 2010. “Lugar De La Pas” is his first story to be published. He is currently working on a number of short, strange stories and a novel. He also writes songs and sings in a Texas honky tonk band.


  JOHN HAGGERTY is a writer living in Northern California. His stories have appeared in Confrontation, The Santa Monica Review, and Shock Totem, among others. He is currently at work on a novel about greed, gambling, religion, sex and death set in the deserts of Nevada. (It’s a comedy.)


  LARRY HODGES is an active member of SFWA with numerous short story sales. He was the 2010 Garden State Horror Writers Short Story Competition Grand Prize Winner. He’s a graduate of the Odyssey Writing Workshop and a full-time writer with four books and over 1300 published articles. Visit him at www.larryhodges.org.


  Over the past thirty years, NINA KIRIKI HOFFMAN has sold adult and YA novels and more than 250 short stories. Her works have been finalists for the World Fantasy, Mythopoeic, Sturgeon, Philip K. Dick, and Endeavour awards. She had won both the Stoker and the Nebula awards.


  W.W. JACOBS William Wymark Jacobs (1863–1943), was an English author of short stories and novels. Although much of his work was humorous, he is most famous for his horror story “The Monkey’s Paw.


  M.R. JAMES (1862–1936), was an English medieval scholar and provost of King’s College, Cambridge (1905–1918), and of Eton College (1918–1936). He is best remembered for his ghost stories, which are regarded as among the best in the genre. James redefined the ghost story for the new century by abandoning many of the formal Gothic clichés of his predecessors and using more realistic contemporary settings. However, James’s protagonists and plots tend to reflect his own antiquarian interests. Accordingly, he is known as the originator of the “antiquarian ghost story”.


  H.P. LOVECRAFT invented the “Cthulhu Mythos” and is one of the most horror popular authors of the 20th century.


  SKADI MEIC BEORH is the author of the novella “The Highwayman’s Tale” (27th Dimension Publishing), the poetry study Golgotha (Punkin House Press), and the story collection A Crazy Child Called Pinprick (27th Dimension). He presently lives in an Edwardian neighborhood on the Atlantic Coast with his exceedingly imaginative wife, Ember.


  MATT PISKUN lives and writes in South Jersey where he works as a pharmacist and not so secretly plots dominion over the eastern seaboard. He currently has six short stories published, none of which contain the phrase “vainglorious dolt” but he vows to use it one day. Follow his steep decline into madness at www.thebadgerine.com.


  SEABURY QUINN (1889–1969) was an American pulp magazine author, most famous for his stories of the occult detective Jules de Grandin, published in Weird Tales. Some of these stories may be found in The Occult Detective Megapack, coming from Wildside Press in 2013.


  JAMES C. STEWART appeared in the debut issue of Paradox: The Magazine of Historical & Speculative Fiction. He’s currently seeking a publisher for two novels, and is at home working on his third. He lives in North Bay, Ontario, Canada.


  CYNTHIA WARD was born in Oklahoma and lived in Maine, Spain, Germany, the San Francisco Bay Area, Seattle, and Tucson before moving to the Los Angeles area. A 1992 graduate of the Clarion West Writers Workshop, she has sold stories to Asimov’sScience Fiction, and other anthologies andmagazines. Cynthia’s reviews appear regularly on Amazon.com and SciFiWire.com and irregularly in other websites and publications. She is working on her first novel, a futuristic mystery tentatively titled Stone Rain.


  LAWRENCE WATT-EVANS is the author of about fifty novels and over a hundred short stories, mostly in the SF, fantasy, and horror fields. He won the Hugo award in 1988 for his short story, “Why I Left Harry’s All-Night Hamburgers,” and was president of the Horror Writers Association for two years. His most recent books are Tales of Ethshar, a collection of short stories set in the same universe as The Misenchanted Sword and many of his finest fantasy novels, and The Sorcerer’s Widow, a new Ethshar novel, both from Wildside Press.


  STEPHEN WOODWORTH is the author of the New York Times best-selling Violet Series of paranormal thrillers, including Through Violet Eyes and With Red Hands, and his short fiction has appeared in such publications as Weird Tales, Realms of Fantasy, Fantasy & Science Fiction, Year’s Best Fantasy 9, and Mutation Nation.


  CHELSEA QUINN YARBRO is an award-winning professional writer for more than forty years. She has sold more than eighty books and more than ninety works of short fiction, essays, and reviews, and also composes serious music. Her novel Hotel Transylvania is among six nominated for the Horror Writers Association one-time Stoker award for the Most Significant Vampire Novel of the (20th) Century. She lives in Richmond, California with three autocratic cats.


  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
THE






OEBPS/Images/00004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00005.jpg
o3





