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  The Past Throws a Long Shadow


  An Introduction by Laird Barron


  The past throws a long shadow. Familial bonds can be indistinguishable from shackles in an ancient town such as Helmburg, Germany, circa the mid-19th century. The fog, like the fetid breath of a beast, comes stealing over valley and vale. Across the small, isolated town of Helmburg, lamps snuff as the midnight hour encroaches. Atop a mountain cliff, shadows cluster among the ruins of a castle. A thin red beam of candlelight flickers in counterpoint to the gloom of the village; a thin red beam that burns soft and cold in the highest tower and illuminates a winding stairwell, clotted with dust and cobwebs. One shadow stirs among the host. Indeed, the shadow stirs to purpose most damned, first lurching, then steadying to murderous intent. The shadow of shadows drags its axe down the many steps and out the yawning gate to a road that descends toward empty cobble streets, barred doors, and the low-burning hearths of restless dreamers…


  Nicholas Kaufmann appeared on my radar during the early Aughts with his dark, dark collection, Walk in Shadows, and a pair of excellent horror/fantasy novellas, General Slocum’s Gold and Chasing the Dragon. Both novellas were nominated for awards. Since those early days, he’s written numerous stories and an urban fantasy series featuring an unkillable, but far from infallible, protagonist. There’s a powerful emotional core in Kaufmann’s work; he has real empathy for his characters—hero and villain alike.


  This time around, his short novel plays an ambitious game within the framework of its homage to classic B movies and gothic literature. The narrative travels along parallel tracks—Black Easter, 1826, concerning the heroic actions of the protagonist’s father and boon companions, and the current time, 1847, wherein an outcast son returns home to find much has changed in his childhood village, yet the shadow overhanging its populace is grimly, and inevitably, the same. Evil seldom recedes, it merely slumbers, awaiting the appointed hour to reemerge. The appointed hour generally coincides with one or more well-meaning fools who go searching for it, shovels in hand.


  In the Shadow of the Axe is a tale that, like a magic lantern from days of gaslight yore, revolves and projects a blood-drenched, phantasmagoric tapestry of intertwined events/tragedies. It illuminates, in a muzzy and tantalizingly oblique fashion, the lives of the damned inhabitants of Helmburg. Chief among these is Kasch Möllhausen, a young ne’er-do-well who has recently been expelled from college and now flees home to his rural village of Helmburg, a bucolic setting marred by a dark history and the ruins of cursed castle Karnstock looming on a nearby peak—ruins that once served (and perhaps still do) as the lair of a vile creature referred to as the Necromancer. Alas, temperamental Kasch’s own problems run far deeper than academic humiliation—his father, the village hero who once stood against the Necromancer, has suddenly died after years of drunkenness, leaving the boy alone in the world; most of the locals aren’t particularly happy to see the prodigal son returned; and to compound these troubles, Kasch suffers from dramatic blackouts and is prone to fits of powerful, savage emotion that have culminated in violence. And now, a series of brutal killings is in progress. Does the Necromancer, that dreaded bogeyman of Helmburg, stir once more? Has he, or it, revived to visit bloody doom upon the land?


  The novel came as a surprise when I first encountered the manuscript—while it possesses Kaufmann’s familiar voice and attention to character, the setting and style are well-removed from what I’ve become accustomed to regarding his work. There’s a potent sense of nostalgia here and yet the homage elements are redolent of a distinctly modern bent. In any case, a great deal of my affection for this story has to do with how it transports me to another time—not only to a historical rural Germany and its black forests and haunted ruins, but to the contemporary black forests and haunted environs of my own childhood.


  I grew up in the 1970s and ’80s—back in the American Cryptozoic when eight-track cassettes were the height of innovation and television/stereos gave you three channels. During the ’70s, television networks shut down sometime after the late-late show with a national anthem farewell followed by a few hours of static. This was the era of black-and-white matinees and late-night monster flicks. Vincent Price, Anthony Perkins, Christopher Lee, and Peter Cushing were waning household names.


  At the tail end of this era (around 1981), Cassandra Peterson, who often went by the stage name, Elvira, reintroduced adolescent boys of all ages to B movie classics via her Movie Macabre. Granted many of the films showcased by Elvira lived down to their provenance in the fevered and lurid imaginings of cynical producers and writers. There are gems, however. More importantly, the series framed these pictures in a way that raised questions (via Elvira’s screwball and satiric analysis) and encouraged further inquiry into the genre niche.


  I don’t know if Kaufmann watched the shows I did, although we’re from the same generation and commonality of pop culture experiences seems probable. Whatever the case, his book resurrects that particular time and place in a manner that adheres to tradition and is also profoundly meta. While unnecessary to enjoy the story, the meta aspect adds another layer of appreciation for those of us who loved Movie Macabre, old Universal monster flicks, and the lurid offerings of Amicus and Hammer films.


  Kaufmann gives us the ghouls and goblins and supernatural trappings we horror fans crave. Yet, much like the best among those old pictures, he knows human drama is the real draw. Part of what makes his narrative successful is that aforementioned core of humanity he depicts so well—sons versus the ghosts of their fathers, the pangs of unrequited love, and the dreadful notion one can never outrun the long shadow of one’s past. Most of us can identify with these things. Many of us are in pain; some of us are running.


  Time is a ring of black blood flowing through itself. In the Shadow of the Axe imparts a lesson—everybody gets what’s coming to them, whether they deserve it or not; and they always will.


  —Laird Barron


  Stone Ridge, NY


  September 20, 2016


  IN THE SHADOW OF THE AXE


  1.


  There, do you see it? On the side of the mountain, rising from where the mist clings to the rock. All that’s left of Castle Karnstock.


  It wasn’t always a ruin of crumbling stone. Before the assassins came, before the flames engulfed it, its turrets and towers rose proudly to the sky, the hallways echoed with the footsteps of its master, and the air trembled with the sighs of those called from the village for a greater purpose.


  It may look dead, but don’t be fooled. Castle Karnstock’s heart still beats.


  Can’t you feel it?


  Can’t you hear it calling you?


  Don’t you know me?


  2.


  Kasch Möllhausen opened his eyes, startled awake by a sudden, loud tapping. The coach bounced and shook around him as it drove over the bumpy terrain of the narrow mountain pass. He’d fallen asleep just after crossing the border into Germany. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed since then, but if they were in the mountains they had to be getting close now.


  The tapping came again. Kasch turned to the window. A blackbird was perched on the sill, its feathers greasy black as if recently dipped in oil, its eyes little beads of midnight. It pecked at the glass.


  “Shoo,” Kasch said. He tapped the window. “Get moving, blackbird.”


  The bird kept pecking, and for a moment Kasch had the panicked thought that it was trying to break through the glass to get at him. Something in those black, soulless eyes frightened him. He banged a palm on the window.


  “Shoo, bird! Get!”


  The blackbird fixed him with a single beady eye, then fluttered its wings and flew away, disappearing into the gloom of the flat, gray sky. Kasch sighed, relieved, and then laughed at his own foolish fears. The bird had probably been curious at the sight of a coach, nothing more. Coaches, he knew, didn’t come this way often.


  He looked down the craggy slope of the mountainside to the valley below and could just make out the shingled roofs, winding cobblestone streets, and outlying farmland of Helmburg, the village he hadn’t seen in seven years. Not since he was thirteen and his father sent him out of Germany and across the Swiss border to a succession of cold, impersonal boarding schools, and finally, the university in Bern. There’d been money for tuition, for room and board, but no letters, no visits, no word from his father in all that time. Kasch had been sent away, abandoned, and now he was returning in disgrace, a dog with his tail between his legs. Somewhere down in the valley his father waited. Luther Möllhausen, the Hero of Helmburg.


  Kasch wasn’t looking forward to this. The university would have sent a letter ahead detailing the troubles that led to his expulsion, which meant he would have no room to lie about why he’d come home. His father would demand an explanation, but what could Kasch say? He himself didn’t understand what had happened. He’d had two good years at the university, high marks, always stayed out of trouble. He hadn’t made any friends, but he was used to that after his lonely years at the boarding schools. Then a student named Otto Gruber had shown up. Otto, it turned out, was also from Helmburg. But instead of befriending the boy, Kasch grew to despise him. Otto was loud and dull-witted, and the sight of him receiving letters from home while Kasch’s mailbox remained empty was like a knife twisting in his gut.


  The university demanded physical exercise as well as mental, and fate had forced the two of them into the same boxing class. Put into the sparring ring together, something had snapped in Kasch’s head. He blacked out, and when he came to, the teacher was pulling him off of Otto’s unconscious body. The boy’s face was bruised and covered in blood, his nose broken. His classmates claimed Kasch yelled vile obscenities at Otto while beating him, but he didn’t remember that. He didn’t remember any of it. Still, with the university’s reputation at risk, the dean gave Kasch a week to pack his belongings and make his travel arrangements.


  The coach jostled and bounced down the dirt road into the valley, pulling him from his thoughts. Before them, the towering iron gates of Helmburg stood open, as they always did. Legend had it that long ago, when the village was first settled, an old blind woman had prophesied on her deathbed that the gates would close only three times, and on the third Helmburg would fall. Helmburg had been a deeply superstitious village at the time—a trait it never truly lost—and the gates had been kept open by decree ever since. Only twice in recorded history had Helmburg been forced to close them—the first was when an army of French bandits had tried to take the village; the second was the year before Kasch was born, a day in 1826 they called Black Easter. Now, passing through the gates to the cobblestone street on the other side, Kasch thought he saw two more blackbirds perched atop them. He twisted in his seat for a better look, but they were already gone.


  He leaned forward and put his face close to the window, taking in the village he hadn’t seen in the better part of a decade. As far as he could tell, nothing had changed. There was the same tavern he remembered, Huetten’s Bierbrunnen, and across the street was the apothecary shop, its wooden sign still sporting the diagonal, lightning-bolt crack that had been there since before he was born. He saw the Bürgermeister’s house, its columned porch and marble walls no longer as big and intimidating as he remembered, and the constabulary building with its big iron bell out front.


  And the church. The dark stone of its buttresses, spires, and belfries made the church look more shadow than substance in the twilight. No light came through the rose window over the door, or through the stained glass windows to illuminate the images of St. Peter and Daniel in the lion’s den that he had admired as a child. A moment later, he saw why. Wooden planks had been nailed across its doors. The church was deserted. Everything in Helmburg was exactly as he remembered—except this.


  When they pulled up to his father’s house on the far edge of the village, he paid the coachman, then stood watching as the coach drove away into the blue-black dusk. Only when it was gone did he take a deep breath and finally turn to face the house. It seemed smaller, less impressive than he remembered during the first few years of his exile, when he’d pined so often to come home. The windows were dark. Kasch knocked on the door.


  No answer came. He tried the handle, found the door unlocked, and stepped inside. “Hello?” he called. His voice echoed back to him through the pitch-black interior. He fumbled for his matches and lit one of the oil lamps on the wall. Its lone flame barely penetrated the dark. He lit all the lamps in the entrance hallway, brightening the room. “Father, are you here?”


  In the light, he noticed a white sheet had been draped over the round mirror on the wall near the door. The sideboard beneath it was covered too. He walked into the sitting room at the other end of the hallway and lit the candles on the marble table in the center of the room. All the furniture was covered with sheets, he saw, as were the paintings on the walls. It was the same in every room he entered—beds, chests, dressers, chairs, all were covered. There was no sign of his father. It looked like no one had lived in the house for weeks.


  He went back to the front door to get his bags. On the floor just inside the threshold, he found a single envelope that had been slipped under the door. It bore the seal and address of the university in Bern. The messenger must have delivered it while his father was away. That meant no one had seen it yet, no one knew he’d been expelled. He picked the letter up and carried it into the sitting room. There, he held a corner of the envelope to one of the candles and watched as the flames devoured it.


  If anyone knew where his father was, it would be the people at Huetten’s Bierbrunnen. From what Kasch remembered of his childhood, Luther Möllhausen had spent more time in the tavern than anywhere else, including his own house and the stables where he worked. Night after night he’d sit drinking what seemed like barrels of ale while young Kasch played hide and seek under the tables and in the cellar with Liese Maentel—Leelee, he’d called her then—the golden-haired daughter of Henry Maentel, one of his father’s closest friends.


  The dark streets leading back to the center of town were deserted and quiet, save for the grumbling of Kasch’s hungry stomach. Only when he got closer to the main thoroughfare did he finally see other people. Men in frocks, waistcoats, and breeches walked beside women in buttoned-up caraco jackets and absurd bustles that made their bottoms look enormous. Kasch smiled and nodded at them, but they only glared back and quickened their pace. They didn’t recognize him as one of their own. How would they, after so long? He was a stranger to them now, an outsider, and there was nothing less welcome in Helmburg than outsiders.


  Light shone warmly through the windows of Huetten’s Bierbrunnen, and the sounds of laughter, clanking steins, and tinkling silverware reached him on the street. Through the window, he saw it was packed wall to wall with villagers inside. He took a deep breath and tried to carry himself like he belonged, but the moment he opened the door the room fell silent and he was greeted with suspicious glares. He made his way toward the polished maple bar front that stretched along one wall, from the kitchen door all the way to the stairs that led up to the second floor. Villagers stepped aside and followed him with their eyes.


  The barkeep, a bulky, mustached man whose suspenders strained to hold his pants over his big belly, eyed him warily. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before,” he said. “If you’re looking for a room for the night, we have accommodations upstairs.” He fixed Kasch with an unfriendly eye. “After that, I expect you’ll be moving on in the morning.”


  “I have a place to stay,” Kasch replied. “A house, actually. I was born in Helmburg.” The barkeep frowned with concentration as he studied his face. Kasch held out a hand. “Kasch Möllhausen.”


  The barkeep’s face softened. “Möllhausen, eh? Luther’s son?” Kasch nodded. The barkeep grabbed a stein and pulled the tap, filling it to the brim with ale. “This one is on the house. Go find yourself a seat and the girl will take your order.” Conversations started up again around him, and he could feel the tension drain out of the room. Kasch took the stein and was about to turn away when the barkeep spoke again. “I wanted to say…” He paused and pulled nervously at the tip of his mustache. “Well, I was sorry to hear, that’s all.”


  “What do you mean?” Kasch asked, but the barkeep was already walking away to fill someone else’s stein. Kasch took the last empty table, a small one by the door. He ordered a plate of sausage from a frantic, overworked serving girl who looked about ready to throw down her tray and storm out of the tavern. When she ran off to the kitchen, he watched the barkeep moving behind the bar front. Why had he said he was sorry? Sorry to hear what?


  “You won’t see your dinner anytime soon,” a voice nearby said. A short, toadish old man waddled toward Kasch’s table. “She might be back by dawn, but then again, she might not. May I?” He gestured toward the free seat with the beer stein he carried. Kasch nodded and pulled the chair out for him. The old man smoothed his white hair and sat, extending his hand. “Hahn Gehrig. I hope you don’t mind, but I overheard you talking before. You’re Kasch Möllhausen?”


  “That’s right.”


  Hahn nodded. “I knew your father. I’m so sorry.”


  “So people keep saying, but I don’t know why.”


  Hahn furrowed his brow. “No one told you? Oh, child, Luther died two months ago.”


  Kasch’s heart sank. The sheets over the furniture, no lights in the house—all signs he would have recognized right away had he not been so nervous about coming home. He cursed his foolishness. “How did it happen?”


  Hahn nodded toward his stein. “The drinking finally got the best of him. He drank a lot after your mother Dora died, as I’m sure you remember, but after you left it got worse. One day he drank himself to sleep and never woke up. If it’s any consolation, passing in your sleep is thought to be painless. Your father didn’t suffer.”


  Perhaps he should have, Kasch thought bitterly. “I wasn’t told of his death,” he said. “I would have come right away if I’d known. Did they already hold the funeral?”


  “Yes, shortly after he passed,” Hahn said. “Your father was well loved by this village. Everyone was there.”


  “Everyone but me,” Kasch said. They’d all forgotten him, it seemed, not just his father. They hadn’t even thought to inform him of his father’s death. This wasn’t his home any more than the boarding schools or university had been.


  Hahn took a sip from his stein and licked the foam off his upper lip. “And yet fortune has brought you back home anyway. I’m told there was some trouble at the university?”


  Kasch took a deep drink of ale to mask his surprise, but he was sure his hands were shaking enough to give him away. He thought of the charred remains of the unopened university letter peppering the floor of his hearth, and asked, “Who told you that?”


  “Fritz Gruber. His son Otto was at school with you, wasn’t he?” Hahn shrugged. “Helmburg is a small village. Gossip is our only pastime.”


  Otto Gruber. He should have known. The dullard must have written home gleefully the moment he heard about Kasch’s expulsion. But did that also mean everyone knew about his blackout, about what he’d done in the sparring ring? Kasch started to sweat. He quickly drained the rest of his ale and stood up. “Excuse me, I’m going to go see about my dinner.”


  Hahn laughed into his stein. “It’s still a good ten hours before dawn, my boy, but go if you must.”


  Kasch took a tentative step toward the bar, but there were too many people in the way, swinging their arms and spilling their drinks. He moved toward the kitchen, where they could wrap his sausage in paper to take home, but that path was blocked too. Behind him, four large, laughing men stood in front of the exit. Kasch felt hot, short of breath. The crowd was closing in on him, the smell and the noise. There was no way out. Darkness swam into the corners of his vision. The tang of ash filled the air. He’d felt this before, in the boxing ring just before he blacked out. If he didn’t do something quickly, it would happen again.


  Panicking, he spun around. A space had cleared between him and a yellow door set in the wall by the stairs. The door to the cellar. He knew it well from the games of his youth. Nothing was down there but barrels of ale and wheels of cheese stored in the natural cold. He’d be safe from the noise, the crush of bodies, the stifling lack of air.


  He threw open the door and hurried down the steps to the room below. A single oil lamp cast a flickering light across the dirt floor. His heart racing, he leaned against a rack of barrels and let the cool, calming air wash over him. The voices from the tavern upstairs became a muffled hum. He breathed deeply, inhaling the sharp scent of cheese and the humid aftertaste of spilled ale. The darkness creeping into his vision dissipated.


  Blackouts. Sudden bouts of panic. What was happening to him?


  A voice came from the dark corner of the cellar. “You’re not supposed to be down here. It
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