


[image: Cover]






1

One Hundred Skulls

KENTON, OHIO

The door of the tavern creaked as Tommy Quick scuttled inside. He was shivering as if it were midwinter instead of July, and his skin had a greenish cast that spoke of recent illness. He settled at the bar and I had a glass in front of him before he could ask. Tommy came to the tavern whenever he was in town, so I knew what he favored.

Tommy rubbed his face with a shaking hand and then downed its contents in one long swallow. He slapped it onto the bar and ordered another. I raised an eyebrow and poured him another.

I’d known Tommy Quick all his life. His mother died in childbirth, so Tommy was raised by his grandparents here in town. His pa, Bill Quick, and his Grandpa Quick lived in a cabin on the Upper Scioto. They were hunters and trappers who lived off the land. Bill was taciturn and gruff, but he loved the boy and came to see him whenever he could.

When Tommy was twelve or thirteen, his grandpa was killed and scalped by a native war party, and his pa just about went mad with grief and fury. Bill Quick swore to get revenge for his father’s death and closeted himself away from human society. He was wilder and crazier every time I saw him. Hunters passing the Quicks’ cabin said Bill neglected even the most basic maintenance, and the smell of rotting carcasses was overwhelming. Tommy’s grandparents were afraid of their son-in-law and discouraged the lad from visiting his father’s cabin.

Tommy Quick grew into an easygoing young man who resembled his mother more than his reclusive father. He was a bit wayward, preferring cards and drinking over hard work and religion. But he was preferable to his old man, who frightened even the toughest frontiersmen. Folks claimed that Billy Quick’s pupils gleamed red like those of a maddened beast whenever he spoke.

I poured Tommy a third drink and offered condolences on the death of his father. A hunter passing through town a few weeks ago told me he found Bill Quick dying of fever and calling for his son.

Tommy jumped like a scalded cat when he heard his father’s name. His eyes grew round as saucers and he looked frantically around as if expecting something to jump out at him from the shadowy corners. Ale splashed all over the bar from the shaking glass in his hands.

“Pa?” he screeched, setting his glass down into a puddle. “He’s dead. Died a couple weeks ago.”

I repeated my condolences. Tommy didn’t seem to hear me. “Pa got a bad fever,” he mumbled as I cleaned up the mess and refilled his glass. “I went to see him. He wanted me to do something for him.”


A look of loathing crossed his face. I quietly polished glasses and waited. Tommy grew verbose when he was in his cups. Tommy downed another glass, and the story came pouring out.

The dying Bill Quick had begged the passing hunter to summon his son, and the hunter complied. Tommy was surprised and touched by the message. He hurried through the woods toward the Quick cabin, hoping to get there before Billy died. As he neared the cabin, Tommy was overwhelmed by the stench of rotting meat. Tommy retched, fighting to control his stomach. Covering his nose with a bandana, he knocked and entered. Bill’s emaciated form lay on the bed. His rough face was flushed with fever, and he was picking restlessly at the tattered cover that lay over him.

“I’m dying, curse it,” Bill Quick began abruptly when Tommy reached him, “and I won’t be able to finish my life’s work. You’ll have to finish the job for me.”

“What life’s work?” Tommy asked. This was the first he’d heard of this.

“My revenge!” his father shouted, pupils gleaming red with madness. Billy gestured toward the back door and told Tommy to look in the shed.

Tommy was met by a blast of foul air when he opened the shed door. He gaped in horror as his eyes took in shelf upon shelf of human skulls lining every wall of the tiny room. Some were mere bone, others were partially rotted and crawled with worms and beetles. At least one was fresh. There was only one empty space left in the room, at the center of the back wall—a gap just big enough to fit another skull.
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Tommy reeled away from the grotesque collection and hurried back into the cabin. “Father, what have you done?” he cried, glaring at the dying old man.

“I have avenged your grandfather,” Billy Quick said. “On the day he died, I swore to take the skulls of one hundred tribesmen in exchange for the scalp they took from my father.”

Billy had tracked down his prey, waiting until he found a tribesman hunting alone and then shooting him through the heart. Then he removed each skull for his grisly collection. The tribes became wary as the death toll mounted, and Billy’s task became harder. But Billy persisted, stalking his victims ever more carefully. He continued to add to his terrible collection until this fever laid him low.

“Ninety-nine skulls line my walls,” he told his son. “You must kill the last man and fulfill my oath to your grandfather.”

When Tommy refused, Billy Quick’s eyes turned red with rage. Tommy backed away, afraid that he would become his father’s next victim.

“One hundred skulls! That was my vow,” Bill Quick howled, his voice that of a madman. “I need one more skull!”

“I won’t do it!” Tommy shouted.

Billy Quick reared up, fists flailing with rage. “Fulfill my oath or my spirit will return from the grave to seek you out!” he roared. Then he choked and his eyes popped dreadfully, blood bursting from the veins. He dropped dead, his body flopping backward against the hard mattress.

Tommy raced away as far and as fast as he could. When he could run no longer, he fell to the ground and sobbed in fear and revulsion. Finally, he went back to the house he’d built near his grandparents to drown his sorrows in a bottle of whiskey.


I’d listened with mounting horror as Tommy described his father’s final moments. Billy Quick really had gone crazy when his father died. I’d discounted half the stories folks told about the old man, but it appeared they were all true. One hundred skulls. I shivered.

Tommy Quick wouldn’t look at me as he described what happened next.

“Last night, I woke up from a sound sleep about midnight,” he whispered. “I sat up in bed and saw a glow in the treetops outside. It became the face of my Pa. His eyes glowed red and his mouth gaped open like a huge black hole. He kept shouting, ‘One hundred skulls!’ I dove under the covers and said the Lord’s Prayer until things got quiet. I figured it was all over, but I was wrong.”

Tommy looked into my eyes and I realized he was utterly terrified. “I see Pa everywhere,” he confessed in a hoarse voice. “A pair of red eyes watches my every move. Every time the wind blows, his voice howls ‘one hundred skulls’ into my ear. He was standing on the roof of the mercantile, glaring down at me as I tied my horse to the hitching post just now.” Tommy swallowed and glanced into the mirror behind me. I whirled and for a moment thought I saw a figure with glowing red eyes reflected in the glass. I blinked, and it was gone.

“Dear God,” I whispered.

“I wanted someone to know just in case something happens to me,” Tommy whispered.

Abruptly, he pushed away from the bar and flung money on the counter. He left without another word. I watched him go, wondering how much to believe of Tommy’s tale. The glimpse I’d had of the shadowy figure with the glowing eyes shook me badly. If the figure I saw was Billy Quick’s ghost, then Tommy was in a heap of trouble.

The missus and I were wakened from our slumber that night by some crazy drunken person pounding on our door, shouting at the top of his lungs. I tumbled out of bed and grabbed my rifle. By the time I reached the ground floor, the fellow was across the street calling to the neighbors. Apparently, the drunk had been working his way along the street, because there were figures milling everywhere. A group of men in their nightclothes marched angrily up to the intruder and hustled him out of town.

“Who is that?” my wife asked, standing wide-eyed behind me.

“It’s Tommy Quick,” I replied, heart sinking.

“Was he shouting something about a corpse?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I lied.

Tommy’s voice had carried quite well as they dragged him home. He claimed his father’s rotting corpse had entered his house, demanding justice. “One hundred skulls!” Tommy’s voice wailed over the growl of angry citizens.

My wife turned away, but I stayed on the porch, watching the men deposit Tommy on the stoop of his house. Tommy broke away with a scream of terror and plunged into the woods instead. Just behind the milling men, a gaunt figure stepped out of the shadows and walked toward the woods, following Tommy. The figure was glowing with a red light that stung my eyes. I blinked and looked again. No one was there.

“He’ll wake up under a tree and won’t remember anything about tonight. Never could hold his drink,” I heard one of my neighbors say as the men returned to their homes.


I was uneasy the next morning, remembering the story Tommy told me in the bar. I rallied a few of my neighbors to help me check on him. Tommy’s house was empty. “Still sleeping it off in the woods,” a neighbor said. I wasn’t so sure. Taking our rifles, we started a careful search. We followed Tommy’s trail easily through the woods, but the tracks disappeared just inside the clearing where the Quick cabin stood.

The air reeked of rotting flesh. To the right of the cabin, Bill Quick’s grave lay undisturbed in the flickering morning sunlight. My neighbors headed toward the cabin, but found it empty. The dirt floor showed no new tracks. Heart sinking, I gestured toward the shed. The truth about Bill Quick was about to come out. Poor Tommy.

I crossed to the door and pulled it open. The stench of rotten flesh bellowed out.

“Good lord,” gasped the man behind me. I stepped reluctantly into the shed, followed by my neighbors. Even knowing what was there, I was still overwhelmed by the grisly sight of rotting human heads lining the shelves in the tiny room. But it was the bulging eyes and twisted face of the latest victim that riveted my attention and made my stomach turn. Filling the one-hundredth space at the center of the back wall was the head of Tommy Quick. The rest of his body was never found.
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An Unsolved Mystery

LIBERTY TOWNSHIP, WOOD COUNTY

My story began a decade ago, when Gilmore Syms wrote to the local post office asking about his cousin James, who was scheduled to visit him but never arrived. Gilmore had been writing to everyone along his cousin’s proposed route, trying to find James. A man fitting James’s description—broad-shouldered, ginger hair, missing pinky finger on the right hand—had stopped at the local inn for a meal on the day in question. But he’d left without taking a room and no one had seen him since. James spoke with several men at the bar, including me, but none of them knew where he was headed next.

Off and on, folks in town would discuss the little mystery. Finally, the postmaster wrote to Gilmore to see if there was any news about his cousin. Gilmore told him that James was still missing, presumed dead. No one could trace him further than here.

“Maybe he ran away,” the local miller speculated. “Maybe there was a girl no one approved of.”

I hoped so. It was better than the alternative. There were wolves and bears around. Not to mention soldiers of fortune. I hoped James Syms was living happily somewhere with a sweet wife and a passel of kids.

I mustered out of the military about five years after Syms was reported missing, married my long-suffering sweetheart, and settled down a few towns away. Business drew me back to my old stomping grounds several times a year, and I always stopped to visit with my friend John Stow. John lived on a farm south of town, and his closest neighbor was a mean fellow named Cleves who’d spent time in the penitentiary during a misspent youth. Cleves was a penny-pincher who lived in a big old mansion that was run-down at the seams. He couldn’t keep a housekeeper or handyman to save his life. Stories of his finicky ways and abusive language made good employees shy away, and even indifferent workers steered clear.

Cleves passed away not long after I mustered out, and his mansion was abandoned. He had no apparent heirs, and no one wanted the land. Folks claimed it was cursed. Carriages and horseback riders passing that way at night saw strange lights in the broken windows. One fellow claimed to hear moans, followed by a scream of terror so gruesome that it made his horse rear and bolt. The air on the grounds felt menacing, as if evil eyes watched every movement. Even the daring young men with young ladies to impress avoided the Cleves place. There were better ways to earn a smile.

One winter’s eve, John Stow and I lingered over dinner and a good brandy at the inn, swapping stories and joking with some of the lads we’d known all our lives. When we stepped outside to claim our horses, snow was swirling all around.

“It will be a white Christmas,” John said merrily as we mounted and rode in the direction of the Stow home.


At first the snow fell lightly and talk was easy. Then the wind picked up and the snow grew thick. The ground was covered and swirling snow made it difficult to see John’s horse in front of me. My muffler iced up, and my eyelashes almost froze closed.

“John!” I bellowed over the wind, hoping my friend would hear me. “We have to get out of this or we will freeze to death.”

“We are almost to the turnoff,” John shouted back, stopping his horse. I could barely make out his figure just an arm’s length away.

“The temperature is dropping too fast. The wind chill will kill us if we keep going. We have to find shelter or the horses will drop dead of cold and so will we!” I bellowed. I’d been stuck in a storm like this once before, and only a roaring campfire built under an overhanging rock in the lee of the wind had saved the men in my brigade from an icy death.

“There’s no place to go,” John said. “Only the Cleves place.” He gestured to the right, and I realized the looming dark shadow was the decrepit mansion.

“The Cleves place it is,” I said firmly, grabbing John’s reins from his shaking hands. I didn’t know if it was the freezing air or fear that made him tremble, and I didn’t have time to figure it out. We hadn’t planned for a snowstorm. Our clothes were too light and the wind was a killer.

I rode toward the looming darkness, trying to keep a straight path in the swirling blizzard. If we missed the building, we were dead. My horse gave a little jump and backed up a step or two. He’d hit his nose on the porch railing. I slid off and motioned for John to join me. Together, we coaxed the horses onto the porch, and John threw the double doors wide so we could lead them indoors.


The shadowy mansion was festooned with cobwebs. The horses were uneasy being inside such a strange barn, but they didn’t try to run. The house was freezing but at least we were out of the wind. We wouldn’t make it through the night without a fire, so we started searching for something to burn. The front hallway was pretty bare save for a massive cupboard and a fancy hat stand. But the parlor boasted several rotting couches and a broken card table with several chairs. We sacrificed the card table to the fire, and soon had a blaze going that warmed the parlor and made the front hall cozy enough to stable the horses there for the night. We divested them of their saddles and slung the bags into the parlor by the rotting couches. I found a bucket in the kitchen and melted snow for them to drink. Then we sat on the rotting couches and lit our pipes.

“That was far too close for my liking,” I said, studying John over my pipe. He was still trembling, and had practically pulled the couch into the fireplace. I wasn’t sure if it was the deadly cold or the supposed haunting that had him so rattled. To ease his mind, I started debunking the ghost stories we’d heard about the Cleves mansion as the killer wind blasted snow against the side of the house. My bravado didn’t make a dent on John’s pallor. His eyes kept straying to the shadows, and his thin hands continuously rubbed against one another.

A downdraft shook the whole house and the hall door creaked open. An icy wind swept through the room, making the flames burn blue and ghostly white, but they emitted no heat. “What the devil,” I gasped, my body trembling with the sudden chill. “That last blast must have broken a window. We’ll have to board it up quick or…”


I stopped abruptly, because John was pointing toward the door, speechless with terror. I turned in my seat and saw a skeleton looming in the dark entryway. Ye gods! I grabbed my gun and fired two bullets at the specter. The shots had no impact on the skeleton, but I heard the horses whinny and plunge in fear.

My military chaplain had spoken one memorable night about why ghosts haunt the earth. He taught us some
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