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What other dungeon is so dark as one's own heart!  What jailer so inexorable as one's self!

—Nathaniel Hawthorne
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“How's the kimchi?” Blaine Benton asked of his half-Korean, half-Native American friend.

“Not as spicy as usual,” replied Lee Slayer, picking up another french fry.

“Maybe next time we need to go somewhere other than Burger King.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“So, where you been, man?  You disappeared for, like, a year and a half.”

“California.”

“I see.  And how was Lotus Land?”

“Groovy.”

Benton frowned.  He had known the dark-skinned man for about ten years but sometimes it felt like they'd just met.  Slayer had few real friends and he didn't let them very far into his life.  Most people he didn't let in at all.  Lee Slayer had at least two distinct personalities: Korean and Indian.  The Korean was very talkative; the Indian could be as silent as a brave on the warpath.  A few days ago the Korean had called after no contact for over a year, talking a blue streak and wanting to set up a lunch meeting as soon as possible, and here they were.  Now, the Indian had taken over and the torrent of words had slowed to a trickle.  Benton wondered what the point of it all was.

“Okay.  And, uh, what were you doing in California?”

“Mining.”

“Mining?”

“Yup.”

“Mining?  Like, gold mining?”

“Yup.”

“For real?  You've been swirling a saucepan around, like one of those old-timey forty-niners?”

“For real.”

“Have you found any gold?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Far out.  Are you finding a lot of gold?”

“Enough.”

“What's enough?”

“Enough to keep looking for more.”

“I see.  And are we talking flakes or nuggets?”

“Both.”

“Man, I'd like to handle a nugget of gold just once before I die.”

“Here you go.”  Slayer retrieved a small yellow lump from somewhere and placed it between them..

Benton picked it up, wonderingly.  “Holy mother of God.  This is heavy!”

“Four ounces.”

“No kidding.  What's it worth?”

“Gold closed in London yesterday at $1,348 an ounce.”

Benton looked at his friend in astonishment.  Slayer had an uncanny knack for suddenly revealing detailed knowledge about arcane subjects.  Now he seemed to be an expert on gold, of all things.

“You track the price of gold in London?”

“I have an app on my phone that tracks the price of gold in London.”

“I see.  And I'm sure you also have a calculator on your phone, and you've already calculated that this little lump is worth over five grand.”

Slayer nodded without speaking, busy dribbling ketchup on his fries from a little paper cup.

“For crissakes, Lee, I don't wanna hold this thing anymore, not if it's worth five thousand bucks.”  Benton returned the nugget to Slayer and it promptly disappeared back where it came from.  “Aren't you afraid of walking around with thousand-dollar lumps of solid gold on your person?”  As soon as the words had left his mouth, Benton regretted saying them, especially the word afraid.  His friend was one of the oddest birds he had ever met.  When he was in his talkative Korean mode, he was full of the most fantastic stories, which at first Benton had found hard to believe: tales of juvenile delinquency; frequent fighting; martial arts expertise, including kung fu training with a Shaolin monk; walking into the wilderness alone and living like a traditional Native American for weeks at a time; and on and on, more than he could remember at the moment.  The stories poured out of the man like high-pressure water from a fire hose.  Years ago Benton had offered in complete seriousness to write a book about Slayer's crazy life.  Because the stories, whether they were true or not, were told so convincingly and with so much detail that they might as well be true.  And he thought that anyone who picked up the book wouldn't be able to put it down.

More important than the book – which never got written – was that over time Benton came to believe that many of the stories were true.  And then one day it dawned on him that all of the stories were true.  Lee Slayer stood apart from the bovine herd that seemed to make up the majority of the human race.  While most people frittered away their lives in the meaningless pursuit of nothing at all, Slayer lived – Slayer had chosen to live – at an accelerated pace, five or ten, or even twenty times faster than other people.  He sought adventure and found it, and then came back with stories that were exciting and unlikely – but true.

“Afraid?”  Slayer smiled, his brown eyes alive with scorn.  “If someone wants my gold, and he can take it away from me, he can have it.”

Blaine Benton knew that was highly unlikely.  The two men had worked together for several years and Slayer had repeatedly impressed him with his quick street smarts, backed up by the credible threat of swift and decisive violence.  When Slayer was teaching respect, even slow learners learned pretty fast.

“Sorry.  The word popped out without thinking.  Your gold should be plenty safe.”

Benton's soothing words seemed to have the opposite effect.  Slayer's swarthy face darkened still further and the smile disappeared.  “Listen: There is something you need to understand.”

“I'm listening.”

“We don't call it a saucepan.”

“What?”

“I've been panning for gold, but not with a saucepan.  Do you hear what I'm saying?”

“I hear you, buddy.”

“All right.  These french fries are pretty good, almost as good as McDonald's.  Care to try 'em?”
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The meal concluded but the conversation continued.  Slayer transitioned to his Korean persona and started talking nonstop.  Before it was over Blaine Benton had received a lesson in mining, starting with the difference between hard-rock underground mining and the surface or placer mining that his friend was involved with.  In addition to placer mining, the lesson was accompanied by a specialized vocabulary including words and phrases like alluvial deposit, hydraulic sluicing, rocker box, and trommel.  It turned out that Slayer was just passing through the DC area where he'd grown up and was touching bases with old acquaintances in Maryland and Virginia, Benton among them.  Slayer wanted one of those trommel things and was headed down to Florida where he knew more people, some of them with serious money.  Then it was off to California again to take advantage of an unusual dry spell that had lowered river levels and exposed creek beds that hadn't been water-free for decades.  The relative lack of winter snows and summer rains was bad for many Californians, but not placer miners for whom it was a boon.  So it looked like Benton's unusual friend was about to vanish as suddenly as he had appeared.  After they had stopped working together for the same employer, this had become the established pattern.

“When are you leaving, Lee?”

“In a few days, sooner if possible.  The problem is that there's a bunch more people I want to talk to.  I haven't been back to Maryland in years.  And then there's Virginia on the drive south.  I gotta make more stops there, check in with more buds.  You know the routine.  I know too many people.  Funny thing, for someone who doesn't really like people.”

“Yeah, it is funny.”

“So what's happening in your world?  I'm sorry I talked away our lunch.  You didn't get a chance to say anything.”

“Don't worry about it.  My life is not as exciting as yours.”

“Is there anything I can help you with before I leave?”

“Nah, you're busy.  You need to hit the road.”

“Sounds like there is something.  Tell me.”  Slayer's brown eyes looked steadily across the table.

“Well, you remember that I told you in an email about buying a place near the Monocacy River, right?”

“Up in Tiny Town?”

Benton laughed.  The actual name of the little city in Carroll County was spelled Taneytown and it was pronounced TAW-nee-town but on road signs it did look like Tiny Town, and that's what his friend always called it.  “That's the mailing address but I'm actually not in the city, which is how I like it.  I've got me some dirt out in the country.”

“Ten acres?”

“Twenty.”

“Sweet.  So what's wrong?”

“Well, there's this weird situation going on and I haven't been able to resolve it.  See, I don't own the whole 20 acres free and clear.  There's an old tumbledown church at one edge of the property.  The land was sold to me subject to some sort of state historical easement, and what that means is that if anyone wants to come onto the property to look at the ruins, take pictures or whatever, I have to let them.”

“What kind of church was it?”

“I'm not even sure.  Methodist, I think.  These days it's pretty much just a bunch of stones.  Some of them are tombstones but with all the other loose stuff lying around it's hard to tell what's what anymore.”

“That's funny, man: an atheist owning a church.”

“Yeah, I guess it is!  I never thought of that.  I don't actually own it, though.  The easement is an odd thing.  The precise description of my property shows a carve-out that includes the church.  I don't know who owns the church; nobody seems to own the church; maybe Carroll County owns it; maybe the state of Maryland owns it.  The easement the property is subject to allows people to walk or drive up my gravel driveway from the paved road.  So I can't legally put up a no-trespassing sign or throw a fence around the church or anything like that.  I have to allow people access to the church, as long as they don't tear up my land when they go back and forth.  I've had reason to look into this lately and the laws controlling this sort of thing are not very clear.  There's some state commission responsible for the preservation of historical sites and what I just told you about the easement is what a lawyer working for the commission told me.”

“Has anyone taken advantage of this easement?”

“Yeah, two people – three, actually.  The first time there was no problem.  A young couple who had just gotten married drove all the way from North Carolina to do some research on her ancestors; they had no idea the church was on private property but I was cool about everything.  I told them about the easement, told them they had a legal right to be there and take pictures and whatnot, and I didn't mind a bit.  They seemed like good people and we had a nice chat.  I left them alone after that, just watched them from the house a few hundred feet away.  After about an hour they left, no problem.”

“And the third person?”

Blaine Benton grimaced.  “The third person is sort of a butthead.”

“How so?”

“He's a local guy, a contractor in the housing industry.  I first saw him after the North Carolina couple left but now I have reason to believe he's been visiting the church for a long time, since before I bought the property.  In fact, I think my buying the land is impeding his little side business.”

“Side business?”

“Yeah.  I think he mainly works for a general contractor but he also puts up stone walls and fences on his own.  They’ve become a thing around here and people pay big money for a nice-looking wall or stone fence, one that appears to be hundreds of years old even though the mortar is still wet.  You get that historical look by using new stones that have been cut the traditional way, or by reusing old stones, say, from a tumbledown church.”

“I see.  Maybe that church didn't look tumbledown until this guy started working on it.”

“I had that exact thought.  After he left one day – and he comes around pretty often – I took some pictures of the
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