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O, beat away the busy meddling fiend

That lays strong siege unto this wretch’s soul …

—SHAKESPEARE, Henry VI, Part II, II, iii, 21

Blood shall drip from wood,

and the stone shall utter its voice;

The peoples shall be troubled,

And the stars shall fall.

—2 ESDRAS 5:5
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Author’s Note


Chapter 1



Joseph Stein looked into the gaunt, wizened face of the man. He had been dead a long time. The turnscrew that pierced the top of his skull was hung over a metal rod, and the rod was fitted into one of a row of vertical brackets attached to the paneled side of the case.

Metal wires ran from the turnscrew down to the man’s arms, holding them aloft in an attitude of mid-air crucifixion. The chest had been split open and the ribs folded back, exposing some of the internal organs. Those had been dried, and painted in various colors. The red heart was still connected to the main artery that snaked down from the neck.

Joseph slowly drew closer, until his face was only an inch from the glass that separated the exhibit from the patrons of the Mutter Museum of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia. Others might have turned away, but Joseph had seen far worse. Besides, he could appreciate the painstaking artistry with which the physician who had prepared this specimen had worked. That same kind of patience and attention to detail had earned Joseph the repute in which he was held in the Central Intelligence Agency.

Unfortunately, it was that same reputation that had brought him to his current situation. He was hiding out in a safe house in Philadelphia, along with Tony Luciano and their team leader, Laika Harris, while Richard Skye was cozily tucked in back at Langley, probably trying to decide what new madness to unleash on them. Skye had interrupted their much-needed R&R in San Francisco to send them to Philadelphia, supposedly to keep them closer to Langley, but also, Joseph suspected, to keep them from being in one place for too long, which only increased their odds of getting spotted.

As far as everyone in the Company knew, except for Skye and a few above him, Joseph, Laika, and Tony were on individual missions in the Balkans and elsewhere in Asia. But in actuality they were performing black ops within the United States, in direct violation of the CIA charter, first in New York City, and then in the deserts of the high southwest.

Skye had assured them that the creation of their group was the result of a direct presidential request. The President, however, didn’t seem to have shared the news with any other government agency, if the FBI man who had insinuated himself into their party in Arizona had been any indication. He had treated them like dangerous fugitives and had wound up dead as a result. You didn’t fire a gun at Tony Luciano if you wanted to stay alive.

Even though it had been many weeks before, the three operatives still wondered when the dead federal agent’s masters would send more of their dogs out on the hunt. Though they hadn’t seen anyone suspicious in the two weeks they had been in Philadelphia, that didn’t mean the feds weren’t looking for them. After all, the ops had killed one of their agents, and they weren’t too forgiving about things like that.

Joseph tried to push the thought to the back of his mind, and concentrated on the exhibits. He and Laika and Tony had seen most of the tourist attractions in the city, including the Liberty Bell, Independence Hall, Christ Church, Betsy Ross’ house, and the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Tony had been disappointed that the statue of Sylvester Stallone as Rocky was no longer out front.

Joseph had even talked Laika into going to the Poe house, but she had been disappointed to find it completely bare, since none of Poe’s furniture had survived. Joseph applauded the Park Service’s decision not to fill the rooms with period pieces. The empty chambers were, for him, far more evocative of Poe’s haunting presence.

He felt, as he walked through the low-ceilinged, whitewashed rooms, that he had somehow come home. It was Poe’s stories that had enthralled him as a child, and led him into his lifelong interest in weird and supernatural literature and films. As he stood in the dirt-floored basement of Poe’s house, he had found himself wondering if this place was what Poe had pictured as he wrote “The Black Cat,” if those basement stairs were the ones down which the narrator’s wife had tumbled, dead, or if that wall was the one behind which he had entombed both her and the cat. It was as close, Joseph thought, to looking through Poe’s eyes as he could ever come.

In a sense, he owed Poe his vocation as well as his avocation. Joseph’s love of popular fiction had led him to the spy books and movies that had intrigued him as a teenager and eventually brought him to the CIA, the ideal place for his precise, logical, and encyclopedic mind.

It was also an ideal place for a person fascinated by the macabre, as was the Mutter Museum. In retrospect, however, Joseph thought the museum was a bad choice for a place to forget what he had been through in the past few months. The first few rooms were innocuous enough, with a turn of the century doctor’s office, and some circumspect displays of glass X-ray tubes and presidential artifacts, including Grover Cleveland’s jaw tumor.

However, the cases on the wide gallery and those in the large room below held the things for which the Mutter was notorious. Hundreds of human skulls were carefully labeled with the names of the subjects, their occupations, and causes of death.

The Soap Woman, whose body, buried in chemical-rich soil, had turned completely to adipose tissue, looked up at Joseph. Her mouth was open in a silent and eternal scream, as if shocked by the glass-cased display her remains had become, a momentary thrill for curiosity seekers.

Jars filled with preservatives held the raddled heads and limbs of syphilis victims. Next to them were molds of other victims’ faces, the decay of their flesh preserved perfectly in multihued wax, like 3-D color photographs.

In the room at the bottom of the stairs, a massive dried colon reared up like a sandworm from Dune, and the shared livers of Barnum’s Siamese Twins, Chang and Eng, sat in shadow in a pan. A number of wide metal cabinets held thousands of items that had been either accidentally swallowed or aspirated by human beings, and a well-worn book detailed the circumstances of every nail, tack, buttonhook, and shard of glass.

Joseph spent twenty minutes studying the various invaders, and when he looked up again, he saw that he was alone in the museum. There had been only a few other people to begin with, and now they were gone. The solitude did not bother Joseph, even in the midst of so much evidence of human frailty. He knew that there were far greater things to fear in this world than the dead.

The Prisoner, for one. Joseph and the other ops thought he had been responsible in one way or another for every bizarre occurrence that had taken place since Skye had assigned them to their current job of debunking supposedly paranormal phenomena.

It had all started with a mass suicide that they had later found out was a mass assassination of a group of men, the last Knights Templar, assigned by the Roman Catholic Church to investigate acts possibly caused by a strange prisoner. And things became stranger when they found out that the church had apparently been keeping the Prisoner captive for centuries.

The situation had shaken Joseph to the very roots of his skepticism. He had always gloried in his materialism, but now every bit of evidence, and his own experiences, pointed to an ageless prisoner, somehow bound and weakened by lead, who nevertheless had the power to communicate to others with his mind alone.

If what they had seen was true, the Prisoner had spoken in dreams to a sculptor in Manhattan, to a fat and loathsome guru in Arizona, and to Joseph himself, cajoling, ordering, demanding his freedom. And now, at last, he had gotten it.

Michael LaPierre, a billionaire and religious right demigod, had assumed the Prisoner was none other than the Antichrist himself. Joseph still didn’t buy that story, but LaPierre figured he could stick a real feather in his holy cap by sending the “Antichrist” straight to the flames of hell.

Unfortunately for LaPierre, it hadn’t quite worked out that way. LaPierre had been the one who had gotten burned, along with the small army he had put together, and the rest of his followers. It had only strengthened the “Religious Right = Nut” equation that was hurting the Republican Party while strengthening the Democrats.

But the worst thing that had resulted from LaPierre’s arrogant coup attempt was that the Prisoner was no longer the captive of the church. He or she—or it—was free now, maybe still walking the American desert, or maybe cozying up to Saddam Hussein, for all Joseph knew. And that was a bad thing. No, that was the mother of all bad things, because the Prisoner had an incredible and frightening power, one in which Joseph had to believe, for he had seen its results.

The Prisoner had the power to enter certain people’s minds and use them. He could point them like guns at each other, making them kill or torture or sabotage or commit suicide or whatever else amused him. And from what Joseph had seen, amusement took an awful lot of blood. If the Prisoner wasn’t the Antichrist, then at least he was Superprick, or Badass Supreme, with the potential to become Nasty Master of the Universe, now that he was free of his leaden prison.

Still, several weeks had gone by, and the ops hadn’t heard of any new wars or mass acts of violence. If the legends that the church had passed down were true, the Prisoner could take an entire town and turn it against itself. True, some people were immune to the Prisoner’s commands, but not enough for comfort.

Every morning, Joseph dreaded waking up, fearful that he would hear the news of an outbreak of mass violence for no conceivable reason, or receive a report from Skye that some dinky burg in Ohio or Missouri or West Virginia was being swept by a wave of murder-suicides. But nothing had happened, and the more time went by, the more apprehensive Joseph grew.

Laika and Tony weren’t nearly as jumpy as Joseph, but then, the damned thing hadn’t touched them. It hadn’t crawled inside their heads while they slept, pretending to be Jesus or some other near-perfect entity, begging with all its tenderhearted might for freedom so that it might live and love and bring all mankind to the truth.

The truth of blood and death. The truth of mass destruction. That was the only truth that would satisfy it.

Joseph closed the file drawer filled with things that foolish people had swallowed or breathed into their lungs, his mind fully on the Prisoner now. Forget it, he told himself. Forget everything that’s happened so far. You’re on R&R now, so just enjoy yourself in your little macabre museum. Now, what else is there to gawk at?

That was when he saw the babies. There were dozens of them. Some were tiny skeletons braced upright, showing the huge skulls of hydrocephaly. There were larger ones, too, who had survived until the toddler stage, if indeed they had ever been able to toddle with those monstrous heads bearing them earthward. There were others in preservative, babies born with trunks instead of noses, or brains on the outside of their skulls, some with no head whatsoever, or with no limbs, or with flippers instead of arms.

But what lanced through Joseph Stein was a specimen on a bottom shelf, an infant fixed eternally in a standing position it could never have known in life. Its dried skin was as brown as leather, and its eye sockets had been filled with blue glass eyes that looked disturbingly alive in the midst of that parchment-like flesh. It was looking toward the side of the case, away from him, as if denying him the grace of its gaze.

It would not look at him, because he had killed it.


Chapter 2



No. No, that wasn’t right. He hadn’t killed any baby, and certainly not this poor child, who must have died a hundred years ago. He had shot that other baby, yes, had thought he had killed it, but it was already dead, starved to death, still held by its mother, who had come at Joseph with a knife in some wretched tenement back in New York.

He had shot at her, in self-defense, and the bullet had passed through the baby and into the mother, killing her, sending the madwoman to wherever her child already was. But when Joseph had thought he had shot the baby, it had been the worst moment of his life. The feeling would never fully leave him, and now, crouching among these cases, filled with children who had never had a chance to live free of agony, the feeling came flooding back. He felt guilty, sick, and empty, and the thought occurred to him that maybe the Prisoner had been able to speak to him inside his head because he was evil, because he was a man who would shoot a child to protect himself.

The Mutter Museum lost all its interest and novelty, and he stood and walked up the steps and through the exhibits, his eyes on the carpet to avoid the evidences of mortality.

Outside on the street, the early autumn day had grown chilly, and he shivered and took several deep breaths of cool air, then started walking back toward the safe house. He had thought he might be able to clear his head of some of the things that were bothering him, all the questions and enigmas yet to be explained. But the questions weren’t nearly as bad as the guilt that he had hoped to forget. It hung around his neck like a dead albatross, so viciously demanding that he didn’t even notice the man following him until he had walked several blocks.

The man was on the other side of the street, twenty yards behind Joseph. He was carrying a shopping bag for cover, but he couldn’t hide the posture and attitude indigenous to feds. Despite the leather jacket and jeans, the man was a little too upright, alert in more than a street-smart way.

Once he had made him, Joseph tried not to notice him anymore. The man didn’t want just Joseph, he wanted all three of them, so he wouldn’t try and pounce on his prey until he reached its den. And then it could get very ugly.

Three rogue CIA agents working inside the United States, agents who had capped an FBI man when he’d tried to arrest them in their illegal activities, agents who had been at the scene when Michael LaPierre had begun his unsuccessful war against the government. No, definitely not a scenario the ops wanted to get in the middle of.

And Langley wouldn’t want them there, either. Skye would let them twist in the wind. Rogues. Outlaws. Not pretty, but it happened, despite the best efforts of the agency.

Hell, maybe he was just being paranoid. Maybe the guy was just an Al Gore-type wooden stiff who just happened to be walking in the same direction as Joseph.

And maybe not. Paranoia could be your friend. It had saved a lot of lives over the years, including his own a couple of times. No reason to doubt it now.

Joseph turned right at the corner, taking the man away from the safe house. The man followed about as innocently as a pit bull ripping open a cat. Joseph smiled to himself. He would take no more turns until he was ready to lose the man for good.

A possibility presented itself after he had gone another few blocks. A covered alley ran down between two townhouses, and Joseph, not changing his pace, entered it. It could have been a dead end, but instead it cut across to the next street.

He darted through and found himself on a street with a number of small shops. He quickly entered a coffee shop, sat near the back, where he could still see through the window, and watched as the man following him trotted by, glancing around as he ran. Joseph ordered a sandwich and coffee, and spent a half hour over his modest meal.

The man was nowhere in sight when Joseph stepped back onto the street. He started walking away from the safe house. Several blocks later, when he felt sure no one was following him, he flagged a cab and had it drop him off seven blocks north and two west of the apartment, and walked the rest of the way back.

When he got there, Tony was in the kitchen cooking homemade cheese ravioli and Laika was at one of a row of three computers on a long table against the living room wall. They both took the time to greet him. “You’re pretty late,” Laika said. “I was starting to worry.” A smile of concern creased the café au lait skin of her face.

“Not me,” Tony said, coming in from the kitchen. The full chef’s apron he wore made his stocky frame look even more solid. “I just figured you’d gotten all wrapped up in those stiffs and pickled body parts. You’ve got strange tastes, Joseph.”

“Somebody tailed me,” he said without preamble.

“What?” said Laika, rising. Tony’s face grew equally grim.

“I lost him. He picked me up outside the museum. I think he might have been a fed. At least, he moved like it.”

“You led him away?” Tony asked.

“Of course. He was easy to lose. I just nested for a while, and he was gone.”

“You’re sure?” Tony asked. Joseph gave him a look. With over twenty years in the Company, he knew when he had lost a tail. “Okay, sorry.” Tony shook his head as though he wished he hadn’t said anything.

“One or tandem?” asked Laika, and Joseph held up a single finger. “That’s good. Maybe he stumbled onto you then, recognized you. They’ve got to have our photos out there. Eyes only for field agents, in the hopes that one of them gets lucky.”

“Like Brian Foster did out west,” Tony said. It was the name of the man he had had to kill. “So you think the town’s gonna be crawling with agents by tomorrow?”

Laika looked thoughtful. “How close was the guy to you?”

“Twenty yards away,” Joseph said. “He may have been closer when he made me, though.”

“Young guy? Or old?”

“Pretty fresh-faced. Looked right out of Quantico.”

“He’ll report it, then,” said Tony.

Laika shook her head. “I doubt it. If he could’ve tracked you down, he would’ve, but odds are he lucked onto you. Then his luck changed. He probably doesn’t feel positive enough about his ID to report that he found you and lost you. It’d make him look bad, and why risk that if he’s not sure it’s you to start with?”

“So what do we do?” Tony asked.

“We stay put,” Laika said. “But we’ll report the incident to Skye. If he wants to relocate us, he can. But this is a big city, and he picked you up a couple miles from here. Let’s just stay away from that part of town from now on.”

Tony headed back toward the kitchen. “Suits me. I never wanted to see any babies in jars anyway.”

Joseph felt Laika’s gaze on him, as hard as hail. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Just tired. Think I’ll lie down a little bit before dinner.” Joseph went into his bedroom and sat on the bed. It was after six o’clock, and the sky outside was lit only by the lights of the city. He left the blinds open and lay down, looking out at the sky from which all the stars had been washed by the millions of bulbs that shone from the earth below.

He closed his eyes, and felt the albatross again, pushing down on him, its weight made heavier by the mysteries he could not explain and by his being a fugitive in his own country. Although he doubted he could sleep, only minutes passed before he was dreaming.

He dreamed of darkness, thick, dense, cloying. He was breathing it, aspirating the black, and it felt gummy, tarry in his lungs. His eyes tried to pierce it but it was no use. He could see nothing except the flashes, fire against velvet, within his eyeballs.

Joseph brought up his hands, and they pressed against soft cloth, with hardness behind, like the lining of a heavy box, and he knew that it was a buried alive dream. He had had them before, and although the inability to breathe easily was disquieting, he was not afraid, for he knew it was a dream, and that nothing bad would happen to him in reality.

Still, for the life of him, he couldn’t remember where he was sleeping. Was it one of those damned motels out west? The apartment where he had lived in New York City while they were investigating the death of the sculptor? But no, that was long ago. His townhouse in Alexandria? Hell no. That was even longer ago, when he worked at Langley. Oh Christ, that must have been a hundred years or more.

Or was it over a hundred years since he had been lying in this casket?—yes, that was it. He had been in here for centuries, sealed inside and buried down under the earth, and it was goddamned well time that he got out. He had to get out. He didn’t know why, but it was important, not just to him, but to others, too—to Laika? Tony? He remembered them all right. So if he was going to get out, he was going to have to yell, just scream as loud as he could, like that screaming woman in the Ray Bradbury story, the one the little girl heard screaming under the ground. Maybe a little girl would hear and go get help, someone to dig his casket up and open it and let him out.

So Joseph screamed. Inside his dream, he yelled and shouted and called to whoever might be standing over his grave. He screamed, and the blackness that rolled down from his nose and clogged his throat spewed from his mouth with the words, incomprehensible even to him. The sounds were the shrieks of his soul, the demands of a prisoner, held long and hard against his will.

Laika and Joseph did not hear them, but someone else did.


Chapter 3



Tom Kerr came from a long line of treasure hunters. Eight generations of his ancestors had been ship salvagers as well as sheep men. Ships ‘n’ sheeps was how his father, Old Tom, had always put it. But things had changed precipitously for his son, who was still addressed as Young Tom, although he was sixty and his father had been in the ground for twenty years.

Young Tom Kerr still hunted treasure, all right, but there were no more ships to salvage off Scotland’s rough western coast. Ships hardly ever sank anymore, and if they did, the salvage laws had changed drastically. Gone were the stormy nights when the Kerrs prayed for the failure of the lighthouse at Rubha Reigh.

The current Tom Kerr did his treasure hunting with a White Eagle Spectrum metal detector. He didn’t find trunks of goods the way his fathers had, but he did find his share of coinage, some of it dating back to the fifteenth century. He had also found metal cups, tools, and on one occasion, the blade of an authentic claymore that Dr. Byrne over in Ullapool said was old enough to have belonged to Robert the Bruce himself.

While Tom sold most of the coins he found to a dealer in Inverness, he kept much of the other booty for himself, and had a nice little collection of artifacts that nearly filled the shed behind the sheep barn. His wife occasionally complained about the “rusty rubbish” that Tom had accumulated, but because the money from the coins he found nearly equaled the amount they made from crofting, she never pressed it.

Tom didn’t usually hunt at night, but he didn’t want to be seen on this jaunt. He had learned in some old books in the Gairloch Library that there had been a small village back in the seventeenth century, half a kilometer east of Castle Dirk, and there was no place to find coins and artifacts like the site of an abandoned village.

The problem was that the area was within the property owned by Mr. Scobie, the never-seen landlord of the castle. Tom’s wife had said that Scobie probably was ashamed to show his face, owning a castle with a name like that. It was true, it was a stupid name. Most castles were named for the families or clans who owned or had owned them, and others were named for Gaelic place names. But Castle Dirk? It sounded like something invented by a boys’ book writer. Why not Castle Adamant, or Castle Braw? Castle Dirk, indeed.

Yet maybe it wasn’t Scobie’s fault. The castle had borne that ridiculous name ever since Young Tom could remember, and he knew that Old Tom never called it by any other. Still, Scobie, whoever he was, should have changed it to something more Scottish. Even Castle Scobie would have been an improvement.

It seemed in pretty sad shape. Tom had heard it had been built in the late fourteenth century, but nearly all of the outer curtain and its towers had fallen, and most of the stones had been hauled away for use elsewhere. The inner curtain, the wall that surrounded the castle’s apartments and the inner ward, was mostly still erect, however. It appeared to measure fifty meters wide on each side and ten meters high. Tom recalled when the castle was partly reconstructed when he was a boy. Even from a distance one could see the difference in the color of the stone used in the newer sections.

Some of the workmen had told him about the castle, and had filled his head with stories of the ghosts that were reputed to haunt it. Most of them were joking, he thought, but one night he heard Robbie Douglas telling Old Tom that he had really seen something one day at dusk when he was the last to leave the work site. He said it looked like a white robed figure with a face so smooth there were hardly any features to it at all. It glowed and seemed to hover just above the ground, looking at him. Then it disappeared in a wink. Old Tom told Robbie he’d had too early a start on his evening’s drams, but Robbie swore he hadn’t touched a drop, and what he’d seen, he’d seen.

His story was enough to give Young Tom nightmares for a week. When he’d finally told his father about overhearing the tale, Old Tom had scoffed and told him there weren’t any such things as ghosts, and he should know. While salvaging, he and his had robbed the dead themselves, washed up on the shore, and never a bogle had haunted his house or his dreams afterward.

That had made an impression on Young Tom, and he had never seen a ghost himself, though many times he had hunted around graveyards and ruins where they were reputed to dwell. So he had no fear of any ghosts in the vicinity of Castle Dirk, nor was he afraid of being seen by the caretaker, who went into Gairloch once every two weeks for supplies and was never seen outside the castle walls at any other time.

What did make Tom hesitate was the fear of getting caught trespassing by the local constabulary. Inspector Molly Fraser had been with the district police for three years now, and she seemed to have an uncanny nose for sniffing out lawbreakers. She was an attractive woman in her early forties, originally from Torridon, but had spent her youth down in London, doing what nobody knew, though some folks said it was government work.

Still, the odds of getting hobbled by her tonight were as long as they were that he’d actually find anything, digging around in the dark. A fine, misty rain was starting to fall, and that would help to curtain his light from the road two hundred meters away, should anyone actually pass by at eleven o’ clock.

Tom Kerr walked through the drizzle until he reached what he figured was the site of the old village. As far as he could determine, this land had never been crofted, and he wondered just what it was that whoever had lived in Castle Dirk had done with the land around them. As far as he could see, it was just brush and gorse, dotted by the occasional tree. All the better, he thought, that no ploughs had ripped up the soil, and plunged whatever treasures he might find even deeper.

He turned the dials to no discrimination, which meant that the machine would alert him if it detected anything at all metallic. Then, since he could not see the display in the darkness, he slipped on the headphones whose varying tones would tell him when the machine scored a hit. Tom kept the flashlight off and moved slowly, as he always did when he searched, sweeping the big platter of the machine scarcely an inch from the ground.

Five minutes later, he got his first sound. He could tell it was something small, a coin, he hoped, from pinpointing the tiny area which yielded the sound. He set down his machine and stuck his probe, a thin, eight-inch awl with a wooden handle, into the ground at the sweet spot. He moved it up and down in the earth until he felt the gentle contact of the point with metal. Then he turned on his flashlight and dug with his small one-handed shovel.

The moist ground was soft, and four inches down he uncovered a nail. It was worthless, but it was a carpenter’s nail, not a horseshoe nail, and from its shape he knew that it was eighteenth-century or earlier. At least he seemed to be on the right track.

In the next half hour, he found innumerable pieces of ironmongery, but also turned up three coins from the era of the Stuarts, and another example of Tudor coinage. He also found the heavy iron head of a blacksmith’s hammer, and what he suspected were the surviving parts of a brace, the handle and bit having long vanished.

It was nearly midnight when the tone in the earphones began again and continued to sound, even when he swung the detector in a foot-wide swath. There was something big here, larger than a coin or an ax head. And then the other sound crept through his earphones and into his head.

It lasted for only a second, but Tom could have sworn that the steady beeping tone of the metal detector twisted into a human voice, a man’s voice that screamed so loudly Tom staggered. He yanked off the earphones and shone his flashlight all around, certain that someone had just shouted nearby. But the only sound was the soft patter of raindrops on the earth, and not a soul was in sight.

Ghosts? he thought. But then he shook his head. Ghosts were for gowks, and bogies were bull shite. It had been his imagination, that was all, or maybe the machine had malfunctioned. Tentatively he brought one of the earphones back to his right ear, swung the machine over the place that had sounded before, and listened.

There now. Just a good, strong, steady tone, the way it should be. His imagination then, nothing more. Relieved, he set down the machine and knelt on the wet earth. No need to probe, he thought. He was bound to hit whatever was buried here.

He dug, trying to be patient, not to go too fast or thrust the blade of the tool in too violently. Doing so could scratch soft metal like gold, or break whatever the metal that had sounded might be attached to.

He was eight inches down now, and still there was nothing. But he kept digging. He wouldn’t have gotten a strong sound like that for nothing.

Finally, at a little more than a foot in depth, the blade scraped a rough surface. Tom shone his light down into the hole and began to clear the dirt away. His heart jumped in his chest when he saw what he had found.

It was a box, nearly a foot long and nine inches wide. It was made of a dark wood, and brass fittings covered the four corners that Tom could see. He cleared the earth around it, and saw that a padlock was slipped through a brass hasp. There was no need for it. The nails that had held the hasp had loosened, and he easily pulled off the lock and hasp.

Tom knew that he should wait, should get the entire box out of the ground before he opened it. But he couldn’t. Here it was, begging to be opened, begging for hundreds of years. He wouldn’t make it wait any longer.

He held the flashlight with one hand, and brushed as much dirt away from the edges of the box as he could, so that it wouldn’t fall in when he opened it. But when he tried to lift the lid, he discovered that it was somehow sealed around the edges with a soft gray substance.

Lead.

All right then. He’d dig it up and chisel it open.

Getting the box onto the surface took another fifteen minutes of digging, as it proved to be nearly a foot high. But at last he lifted it from the hole, and was surprised and alarmed at the feel of it. It seemed heavy enough, but there was no mass to it, and the thought of it being filled with coins and jewels was fast vanishing. Still, there must be something of value inside. Why would anyone bury an empty box?

The flashlight he had set on the ground illuminated the box as he scraped away the lead from around its edges, the bits falling off like strips of putty from weather-worn windows. When there was enough lead chiseled away, Tom opened the lid.

Inside was something made of cloth, pale yellow in color, the threads glistening metallically. Loosely woven silk, Tom thought. But then, what made it glisten so? And what did it conceal?

He carefully folded back the first layer of cloth, but there was only more of the garment, if that was what the thing was. He pressed on it, but felt nothing beneath but a yielding mass of fabric. Still, he peeled back every layer, just in case.

No. Nothing but the cloth. He stood up, holding it, looking down into the now empty chest, feeling somehow betrayed. Well, he thought, the cloth seemed to be in decent shape for all its time below ground. Being sealed up had probably helped. There couldn’t be many cloths this old that had survived so nicely.

He began to open it up, and was further disappointed to find that it wasn’t any type of garment, but seemed rather to be a blanket or coverlet, a meter wide and two long. What was worse, there was a large piece missing from the one corner. Grand. There went any real collector’s value.

Tom shook the thing out the way his wife did when she was shaking the dust out of blankets, first up and down, then side to side, as though he were waving a flag. He saw no dust come from it in the flashlight’s glare. It had been sealed up well.

He gathered it in his arms again, and bent down to put it back into the chest, thinking that maybe he could get some money for the container, if not for what it contained. It was a strange box, brass cased, but lined with some dark material. He scraped a fingernail across it and guessed, from the softness and weight of it, that it was lead, the same metal that had sealed the damned thing.

Tom had just closed the lid, turned off his flashlight, and picked up the box when he heard a gentle voice speak to him from out of the darkness.

“Nice soft night, eh, Tom?”


Chapter 4



Tom Kerr’s heart jumped up into his throat, and he felt the air stand on the back of his neck. He froze, afraid to turn around. Then a light hit him from behind, and he knew it was no ghost, but something that inspired even more fear. He turned, and in the bright flashlight’s peripheral glow, he saw the round and lovely face of Inspector Molly Fraser. Her head was cocked to one side, and she was smiling like a mother who’s caught her son at the sweets jar. Her long brown hair seemed to pour out from under the knit tartan tam she wore.

“Aye, Inspector,” Tom stammered. “A wee bit cold, though.”

“And what’ve you got there, Tom?” The inspector shined her light on the box he was holding. “An old box? And what’s in it?”

“Oh, just an auld cloot, that’s all.”

“Mmm-hmm. Let’s have a look.” Tom opened the box, and held it toward her so she could see. She shined her light on it, then turned it off. “A strange old cloth, though, Tom—you’ve got to admit that. Aren’t many cloths that glow in the dark, are there?”

Tom looked down. He had always had a light on the cloth before, but now that it was in darkness, he saw that it was indeed glowing dimly, with the same pale yellow color. He was so startled he almost dropped it, and the first thing that came into his mind was the childish fancy that it might be a fairy cloth.

“And what’s that lining the box, Tom?”

“I think it’s lead, Inspector.”

Molly Fraser looked at the bit of lead lying on the ground. “Sealed with lead, too, was it?” Tom nodded. “You know what lead does, Tom?” He looked at her dully. “For one thing, it doesn’t allow radioactivity to pass through it,” she said. “Now you’ve got something glowing there in a box that’s lined and sealed with lead, Tom. What might that lead you to think?”

His eyes grew wide and he slammed the box lid shut, set it quickly on the ground, and backed away from it. “Do you … do you think I’m all right?” he asked her, thinking of all the horror stories of what large doses of radiation could do.

“Don’t know, Tom. Did you handle it?”

“Well, I … I took it out, shook it, opened it up—you don’t think …”

She shrugged. “You might have taken a pretty strong dose, Tom. I suggest you have the doc take a look at you. I’d better take that box with me. And you’d better fill in that hole. You’re on private ground here, you know. At least I assume you know, otherwise you’d have been here during daylight. Am I right?”

“Uh, yes, ma’am … Inspector.”

“Now I won’t cite you, Tom, but I will confiscate that box, and whatever else you’ve found out here. So come on, carry it over to my car.”

Tom picked up the box gingerly and held it at arm’s length during the long walk to the Inspector’s little English Ford. There, he put it in the boot, and handed over the coins and tools he had found. “Give you a lift back to your car, Tom?”

He looked skittishly at the closed boot lid and shook his head. “No thanks, mum. I’m fine.”

“All right then. Stay off private land from now on, you hear? Next time you’ll visit the magistrate.”
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Molly Fraser put her car into gear and pulled out onto the one-lane road. Between her threat and the radiation scare, she doubted Tom Kerr would be digging the castle’s land anytime soon.

She had been out tonight, driving the lonely roads of the Gairloch peninsula, for the usual reasons. She couldn’t rest, and figured she might as well tend to her flock as sit in her cottage and stew. Ninety-nine nights out of a hundred, she found nothing amiss, but when she had seen a quick flicker of light far across the fields, she’d known something was afoot. The old caretaker of Castle Dirk never would have been abroad at midnight.

Sure enough, Young Tom Kerr was scavenging again, this time on private property. At least he hadn’t been on any land held by the National Trust. Then she would have had to hobble him for sure.

She had already caught a few people hunting for treasure over at the Mellangaun Stones, on the eastern side of the peninsula. When she’d found them, they hadn’t uncovered a thing except for some modern coins and ginger beer can tabs. Still, she’d had to arrest them.

No worries about the Stones now, though. There was an archeological bunch up from Edinburgh University doing a full dig all around the stone circle, and about time, too, Molly thought. Though not as impressive as Callanish, the Mellangaun Stones still had the power to awe. The stones, like those at Callanish on the Isle of Lewis, were sharp edged, alarmingly vertical stone teeth, canines as opposed to the ground-down molars of most stone circles.

It was to these university nobs that she would take the box in the morning, along with the tools and coins. Mr. Scobie of Castle Dirk had no claim upon them, for they were now archeological treasures, property of the government. She wondered what they would say about the cloth. It probably wasn’t at all dangerous, as she had led Tom Kerr to believe. She knew that all things luminescent gave off some sort of radioactivity, but most at very low levels. Still, why had the thing been sealed in lead?

It might, she thought, be something that her old bosses in MI5 might be interested in. Then she dismissed the thought. After all, she had come on her drive to forget MI5. God, it was hard enough. Nearly fifteen years she had spent in the British Security Service, coming in under Sir John Jones and leaving with relief after Mrs. Rimington’s tenure as director-general had ended.

The game had changed too much for Molly’s taste. The great majority of the service’s resources were spent combating counterterrorism. The divisions in which Molly had gained her expertise, counterespionage and countersubversion, had become, with the downfall of Soviet communism, poor relatives. Although an official statement from MI5 in 1993 said, “… the old threat no longer exists, but it is equally true that spying continues,” you’d never have known it from Molly’s assignments.

In 1996, when Stephen Lander took over from Mrs. Rimington, the writing was on the wall. Lander had previously been MI5’s director of Irish counterterrorism, and had every intention of expanding his war against the IRA and its splinter groups, using every MI5 resource available to him.

Molly Fraser did not share his passion. Although she was appalled by the renewed spate of IRA bombings that had so incensed Lander, her heart was in espionage. When they asked her to go undercover, using her gift for dialects and her red-cheeked cherubic face to pose as Irish and work her way into a cell, she declined, and then turned in her resignation.

Though Molly did not approve the tactics of the IRA, neither could she bring herself to fight against them. There was more kinship between her and them than language, however; they’d had their country stolen as well.

Ten years before she might have done it, but those ten years had been spent in the pursuit of, among other things, history, the history of not only the Irish and the English, but the Scottish as well. Though she had known the history of her homeland, she had learned it from an English perspective. When she looked at it from a purely Scottish point of view, it became a scenario in which one country had used its superior military strength and numbers to first conquer and then subdue a proud and noble land, then allied itself with the greediest natives by promising wealth for those few in return for obeisance from all.

Over the years, she had learned how England had used the Scots. They had used the technological brilliance of the finest Scottish minds, and sent their English dullards to Scottish universities; they had formed Scottish regiments of the bravest soldiers in the empire, and then marched them into cannons’ mouths or set them upon native peoples in Africa and Asia, allowing the conquered to conquer, but only for their English masters; they had taken the resources of the North Sea, and allowed only a small portion of those billions from suboceanic black gold to filter back to Scotland.

The more she read and the more she learned, the louder the songs of English betrayal and domination rang in her ears: Falkirk, Glencoe, Culloden, the highland clearances. True, they had happened centuries before, but present-day Scots were still living with the results of their ancestors’ defeats and deprivations. If she, as a Scot, felt this resentment, how much greater anger then would the Irish feel, with England’s far more recent injustices toward them?

So she had resigned. The director of counterespionage had offered to clear her way into MI6, the foreign intelligence service, but Molly had politely declined. She had had enough of the government. She did accept his offer, however, to assist her in finding the police job that she sought in her native Scotland.

As luck would have it, there was a chief inspector’s opening in the Gairloch district on Scotland’s northwestern shore, not far from her hometown of Torridon. The pay wasn’t much, but with her MI5 pension she didn’t need much. The director had provided her with an unbreakable résumé, which included police experience in London and Australia, as well as exemplary letters of recommendation from several highly placed police officials in London and Sydney.

In the three years she had been living in Gairloch, she had come to love the job and the people. There were hardly any acts of violence except for the occasional pub brawl, and few major larcenies. The primary crimes were petty thefts and vandalism, most of which she and her two deputy inspectors were able to solve readily enough.

Her mother and father still lived in Torridon, and she spent many of the weekends she wasn’t working with them, helping around their house. The modest needs of her love life were met by Alan Keith, a fifty-year-old widower who owned a gift shop in Gairloch, and whom she dined with, and afterward circumspectly slept with, every few weeks. All in all, it was a pretty boring life, and extremely satisfying, although every now and then Molly hoped for just a little excitement.

Maybe, she thought, the glowing cloth in the boot would provide a little interest.
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The first ghost was seen the next day. At six o’clock in the morning, the driver of a delivery truck on his way to Melvaig ran off the B8021 and got stuck in a ditch. When the tow truck arrived to pull him out and the garageman asked what had caused him to slide off the road, the driver said that he had seen a glowing white shape floating above the roadway, like a man without a face.

It didn’t take long for the story to spread down to Gairloch, where the young people laughed at it and the older ones frowned. A ghost made more sense, thought the elders, than blaming it on drink at the crack of dawn.

They were proved right quickly enough. A crofter came into the pub in town that evening, anxious to tell his tale. He claimed he had been looking for a lost ewe, and was driving her back from the steep gully in which he had found her, when he heard a sound like the wail of a woman, and when he looked behind him, he saw, only a few feet away, but a foot or two in the air, the figure of a woman in a long white dress. She had a face like something out of a nightmare, all smooth and almost featureless, and her arms were reaching out for him.

When he finally got over his shock and knew that he could move, he left that ewe in his dust, but she came running along behind him until they had both outdistanced that bogle. And the funny thing was, he finished, it was broad daylight, the sun shining, for a change, as bright as you please.

The crofter was believed, since his description pretty well matched the truck driver’s, and the crofter hadn’t been in town to hear the driver’s story. But what kind of ghost, the drinkers wondered, would show itself in daylight?

That night, four people discovered that the ghost or ghosts had no exclusivity on sunshine, nor did they seem to be limited to certain places. A fisherman on Loch Ewe, bringing his dory in at dusk, saw a luminescent humanoid shape fifty feet in the air above the waters of the loch. It too had no discernible face, but the fisherman continued to watch instead of flee, and swore that he saw the shape rise higher into the air until it vanished. “Soared up like an angel,” he said. “I wasnae a bit afraid of it.”

A hiker and his wife from Glasgow who were planning to spend the night on the gentle summit of Cnoc Breac changed their minds when a throbbing sound awakened them shortly after midnight, and more gleaming shapes than they could count seemed to be standing all around them before they vanished into the trees. When they told their story later, the husband said they looked like ghosts, but the wife held out for aliens, “Like in that Close Encounters, wee fellas.”

And in Kenley House, her Gairloch bed and breakfast, Mrs. Ross was helping a young English boy’s parents to clean up him and her carpet after he’d wakened in the middle of the night and thrown up the lovely salmon, brown potatoes, and carrots she had cooked them for supper, along with three helpings of raisin pudding. She was taking the sodden paper towels out to the rubbish can in the alley, when two shapes appeared on either side of her, “Burning like hell’s fires,” she said later. She screamed, and fainted dead away, for the first time in her life. When she came to, the only detail she could remember was that “They didn’t have faces … not proper faces, anyway.”


Chapter 5



When Chief Inspector Fraser heard the next morning about the multiple hauntings, her first thought was to attribute it to a hoax. So she and Ian and Kevin, her Deputy Inspectors, set out to visit some of the locals who specialized in such shenanigans, but found all of them sincerely puzzled about what had happened.

When she got back to her office in the late afternoon, there was a message on the machine: “This is Martin Leech calling for Inspector Fraser,” the man said. He then gave a number and requested she call back.

Now, what the hell was this all about? Martin Leech had joined MI5 several years before Molly’d left. He had been very unlike his name, a gentle young man eager to learn, and to serve his queen and country. A bit overeager, she had thought, like a puppy rather than a leech.

Then she thought about the possibility that his call might have something to do with the glowing cloth she had confiscated from Tom Kerr. The day before, she had driven over to the Mellangaun Stones and given the box and cloth to a Dr. Ewing, the head of the dig, but had cautioned him that it was glowing and might be radioactive. He had tentatively identified the box as fourteenth-century, and had said that he would send it directly to the university for examination. Molly had asked that she be informed of whatever was learned about the cloth, and Dr. Ewing had promised
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