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“Upon the delicate chin you turned

Venus had set her cloven sign.

Like embers seen through darkest wine

Your unextinguished tresses burned.”

- Clark Ashton Smith.
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THE BLIZZARD

Death is parasite, a symbiotic shadow, an invisible cog that spins on the mercy seat of the human heart. It is the sin of the saint, the ouroboros, and the holy leveller.

With the nocturne eyes of a dark voyeur, death watches.

With the depravity of a malignant passenger, death lurks.

To believe otherwise is a willing act of insanity.

‘Mad is what you could call me,’ Wolfe Remington said. ‘But you should ask: Is he mad or just trapped in a mad world?’

‘I say you are mad for being in that blizzard,’ she said, and the wood in the fire popped as if in accord.

‘My train derailed.’

‘And you decided that walking was the solution?’

‘It was a solution.’

She tilted her head. Her features were so smooth and flawless, her face marmoreal, her movements precise and practised, as though she accounted for someone watching her even in her most intimate of moments.

 ‘What did you see, Wolfe? You saw something. Your eyes tell me.’

Wolfe Remington had shot the shadowy, ashen creatures as they came fluttering from the shadows in the form of shadows themselves. What they were he could not tell and the bullets when they met them also did not know.

He discharged all six chambers of the Enfield No.2, the revolver he kept in his dreadnought coat hard up against his heart; yet the bullets made no impact upon the shadowy forms—eyeless, well-nigh faceless, ashen forms.

‘Creatures of the dark,’ she mused at Remington’s tale. ‘The Chained Ones.’

‘Shadows,’ Remington said. ‘Shadows with agency. With force. Shadows wrought from the coals of life. Shadows made from the essence of a great fire.’

‘Is that really what you saw, Wolfe? Killer shadows? Or have your eyes betrayed you?’

‘Have piety. I saw them crawling inside the train. I managed to lead them out into the snow. I tried … Adeline, I tried to stop them.’

He had gone eastwards into the fog, snow beneath his boots squeaking and crunching drily; then he looked back through toiling mist and slanted snowfall at the behemoth of a broken train.

‘—You haven’t aged a day, Adeline,’ he added.

‘The wonders of milk and honey.’

‘You look the same as you did when I was a boy.’

‘What happened in the snow when you looked back?’

‘Well, I started reloading.’

As he was thumbing cartridges into the chambers—his gloved hands numb and unwieldy against the brass—a shadow cut across his vision, the cartridges slipping from his grip, dotting the snow around his boots. Squatting to pluck them out, he finally chambered them, clicked shut the wheel, spun around.

Teeth chattering.

Snow, snow, snow.

Cold, cold, cold.

Which way was Wovenham? he wondered, wiping snow from his eyes with the back of his arm, his scarf billowing behind him, nothing but shadows of branches flailing in the wind. Where were they?

An hour ago he was on the warm train from London. Now he was stuck in a blizzard during the coldest winter in Britain in a hundred years.

And he wasn’t alone.

‘Then miraculously I saw the light of your lantern,’ Remington said, his palms to the flames, ‘floating through the blizzard. Your hand when it reached out was what it must feel when one reaches spiritual salvation.’

She stoked the fire with an iron poker and the hungry light glinted off her skin, and she asked him for how long he had been away from Wovenham.

‘Ten, it’s been ten years,’ he replied, but didn’t linger on her question. ‘Why were you out there?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘In the blizzard.’

‘You should rest, Wolfe,’ she said. ‘You may have hypothermia.’

‘I have a reservation at the Mad Stag.’

‘They’ll just have to do without you. You’re staying here in the manor until the blizzard lets up. There’s no two ways about that.’

‘You haven’t aged a day.’

She hushed him and said, ‘Lie down before the cold is the last thing that gets you.’

‘My mother,’ Remington said, curling up on the blanket before the fire. ‘I would very much like to see her. Have you seen her, Adeline? How is she?’

‘Sleep now little cub.’

He patted his coat where his heart was, and felt comforted by the lump of the revolver grip. He stared at the ship in a bottle on the mantelpiece, its water shimmering, its sails, he believed, swelling. Then he closed his eyes contentedly and dreamt of his mother surrounded by fields blazing with blood-red fire.


THE MAD STAG

It may have been an hour before sunrise when he woke up. Maybe two. Maybe the sun had given up entirely. Maybe it had thrown in the towel and left for greener worlds. More appreciative ones anyway. Remington gathered his things and set off into the fresh snow and risked witnessing the void.

The moonlight tower, standing taller than a cathedral’s spire, had a circular light radius of 457 metres and illuminated nearly the whole of Wovenham, its six arc lamps spitting shreds of burnt ash into the snowy fog. But he was trudging toward The Mad Stag darkened by a tall, fat knobbly oak that hung over it like some kind of protective mother.  The tree was born of an acorn stuffed into the mouth of a dead and buried pirate—a single shot of a flintlock pistol by Innkeeper Smithens on the Lammas night more than a hundred years ago. Window-light glimmered and guttered through the frosted glass.

Remington shouldered open the door. Innkeeper Dodgers nodded in greeting to him, the wall of liquor bottles behind the counter an alcoholic’s oasis, the knot of pneumatic tubes, like the arteries of a heart, twisting through the shelf. Remington noticed something new was engraved on the outer casing. A familiar logo. That was Armand Miller’s business. The same Armand Miller whose family had helped build the canning factory and the service repair company that kept these pneumatic tubes in good order, the same company that even replaced the arc lamps of the moonlight tower each night.

‘Name?’ Dodgers asked. His bulging forearms were a product of genes and iron weights and spinach and they were wrapped with coarse black hair.

Remington told him, his attention on the wine bottles. Dodgers looked up from the logbook. ‘You checked in last night.’

‘I couldn’t have.’

‘Did you lose your key?’

‘My train was delayed. I never checked in.’

‘Nothing to be ashamed about, mate. Many people lose their keys. You’ll just have to pay a replacement fee.’

Remington asked to see the logbook. He spun it around and looked at the signature. It was true. There was an impostor. Someone had anticipated his arrival. There were villains in his old hometown who had a score to settle. He’d walked into a familiar house and learnt there were wasps in waiting.

‘Well, sorry for the trouble,’ Remington said as he took the new key and handed over the money to replace the one lost.

He went up the dusty stairs that moaned under his footfalls. His room was across from the bathroom. He lay his suitcase on the bed and doffed his gloves with his teeth. On his left hand were scars from flames and they flowed and twisted in fiery patterns all the way up his waxy arm to his shoulder, the wrinkles like those on the hand of a monkey. He slipped out the Enfield No.2 from his coat, the barrel and chamber still smelling of gunpowder. It was one of the first produced and had a wooden grip. Three chambers were occupied; he thumbed in the remaining three .38 S&W cartridges and spun the wheel shut. His hand ached, the way it did sometimes, especially when the gelid air tautened the skin of his fingers.

The stairs moaned again as Remington walked back down them to the bar and ordered a wine. It was strange to be back in Wovenham. He felt like a leprous stranger. Already there were new faces. He may have recognised the ones playing knucklebones with the talus bones of sheep. He couldn’t be sure. He drank his wine. The hearth raged with the intensity of a sexual pervert. The stairs were jealous.

‘Supple wine,’ he said to no one in particular, but probably to Dodgers. ‘Broiled filet mignon. Mother’s milk. Exquisite honey. Bloody good show.’ Remington raised his room key and jingled it. ‘Won’t lose this one.’

‘Replacement fee doubles for every key lost.’

‘I’ll pin it to my breast. Royal Irish Rifles honour.’

‘Just don’t lose it, okay?’ Dodgers said dourly, then moved down the bar to refill an elderly man’s drink.

Remington finished off the glass, polishing the brim with his tongue. ‘Fill her up when you can. So, what do I have to do to get breakfast?’

The dining room was occupied by two guests. One was a gluttonous man at a wooden table with a huge napkin tucked into the collar of a lavish suit that was bulging against his belly, the buttons begging to burst. In front of him was a plate of sausages, chopped onion and deer liver, eggs, buttered toast, hash browns and baked beans, and a glass of orange juice. He was reading an open tome between mouthfuls. At his foot was a valise.
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If he were bald, his head would be shaped like a great big Halloween pumpkin without the stem. Scars that were as deep as drought lines cracked across his left eye and he wore a glass eye where the real one had been extracted.

‘I’ll bet a shilling you didn’t notice the phrase over the doorway when you came into the dining room,’ the man said, and he recited in Latin: ‘De mortuis nil nisi bonum dicendum est. You know what that means, old boy?’

‘My Latin’s a bit foggy.’

‘Of the dead nothing but good is to be said. This dining room used to be an ossuary nearly two centuries ago. A place for bones. Before Innkeeper Smithens turned it into the Mad Stag.’ He tapped his book. ‘When Smithens bought the place there were still human remains here, so he had them buried in the garden.’

‘I know some schooltime chums who came out here one afternoon and found some bones. They played skittle-ball with them.’

‘So you’re familiar with this place. Shall we put our tables together?’

But before Remington could decline, another man, who had been sitting on a castigated chair by the hearth, was standing up. He was pale with spindly appendages and a sullen face and sunken cheeks and carious teeth and ill-fitting clothes and yellow eyes in the dark. The ridge of his spine and back of the neck and hair were forested with fungi. After he had combined the tables, he returned to the wooden chair in the firelight and stared into the flames.

The heavyset man introduced himself as Milton Ashcrowe. He motioned a hand toward his assistant in front of the hearth, who he called Nightspore.

Remington told him his name. Milton audibly gasped.

‘Good heavens, old boy. Hold on a graveyard minute.’ Milton’s jaw was slack as he flipped through the book. Having found what he was looking for, he rotated it and pointed at a photograph. ‘Judge Wolfe Remington. That’s you. I knew you were you.’

‘I’m not a judge anymore. Are you some kind of historian?’

‘I’m an investigator.’

‘Of what, exactly?’

Milton thumped the book closed. ‘Of things that wander the dark. I couldn’t help but overhear that you had train issues.’

‘Oh, just a minor inconvenience. Nothing as bad as the blizzard.’

‘Interesting. I read nothing about such an incident in the Diurnal Brainspaghetti.’

Now Remington could just make out the title on the goatskin book: Netherworld Journeys: An Occult History of Wovenham I & II.

It started vibrating. Then the whole inn groaned, the wooden beams whimpered, firewood crumbled in  a shower of embers. It lasted only seconds. Nightspore let go of the mantelpiece and nervously sat down again.

Remington was looking at his empty wine glass. ‘Did anyone else feel that?’

Nightspore gestured and said, ‘Mhmm-hmph.’

Milton slammed the table with his fist, rattling the utensils.

‘Do not pollute this fine air with your halitosis, my dear Nightspore. Now, Wolfe, what my assistant wishes to express is that the inn is sinking into the ground. There is a great chasm in the cellar.’

‘Sinking?’

‘Mmph-ummph-ooooomph,’ Nightspore added.

Milton struggled over his large belly to tug off his shoe, and he threw it at poor Nightspore’s head. Then he proceeded to snap his fingers and ordered the returning of the footwear so that Nightspore could squeeze the loafer back onto his master’s foot. 

‘Is he all right?’

‘Nightspore is splendid. It’s the tongue, though. His tongue. Can’t articulate a darn thing. He’s a mute. Better for everyone I say.’

‘What happened to his tongue?’

‘Are you a member of some nefarious inquisition? If you must know, a cat got it.’

‘A cat got his tongue?’

‘You’ve never heard the phrase? It’s based on real happenings. You don’t believe me?’ The porcine man forked another sausage on his plate and chewed off a huge piece.

‘It just sounds so outlandish.’

‘I’m not looking to rustle your horses,’ Milton said, chewing noisily, speckles of sausage meat spitting onto his bib. ‘It’s polite conversation. It’s true my manners may be a little out of practice. I’ve been travelling a long time, my face in torn books and crumbling parchment. Sheepskin and ink don’t mind what you do or say. And Nightspore makes a poor companion. Hardly worth acknowledging at all. The things we have seen in our self-made solitude of lantern light and long carriage rides are hardly believable. What can be experienced when no one else is around is simply astonishing. The world is a haunted place.’

The inn jolted again. Milton embraced the plates on the table as though they were his children.

‘What’s causing this?’ Remington said after it had subsided.

‘You’ve been gone so long that you don’t know your town is dying? Falling into the earth like Dunwich being eaten by the sea. Soon there won’t be any evidence that it ever existed.’

‘I haven’t had much to do with Wovenham in quite some time.’

‘And what kind of circumstances would account for that?’

‘I suppose your book is out of date. Ten years ago I was exiled. It already feels like a lifetime. I’ve been granted a temporary stay in Wovenham.’

‘So the political hierarchy didn’t want you, yet now they do. There must be a reason for this change of heart. I’ve heard there’s a body. Could this be the connection?’

A thwoomp from behind the bar—an envelope came down the pneumatic tube. A moment later Innkeeper Dodgers came over to Remington and said, ‘Sir, Judge Linden wants to see you. He’s at the courthouse. It’s about the … uh … the thing.’

Standing up, Remington said, ‘It was a pleasure, Mr Ashcrowe.’

‘I’ll say it only once: call me Milton. I sense we have a lot more to talk about. Don’t worry about your drink. Put it on my tab, old boy.’


DUEL OF JUDGES

What makes a murderer? What made Eric Baum take his hunting shotgun from the gun rack and walk the seven miles through the marshlands to his neighbour’s house and unload four rounds of buckshot on the entire family? Thirteen years ago this question arose when Eric Baum did exactly that. After all life had been stolen—a husband, a wife, two children—Baum spent the remainder of the day in that murder house, listening to the radio, bathing in the bathtub, eating food the wife had put in the woodfire oven, napping in the master bedroom. Then when his own wife came up the driveway, Baum carried his shotgun with him one last time, walked right up to her and fired a single shot that blew apart her midsection.

The reality is that some questions don’t have answers.

Unlike many mass murderers, Eric Baum did not kill himself afterwards. Instead he drove back to town in the car his wife had just driven, walked into the police station and handed himself over. He was polite and conscientious and courteous. He explained in great detail how he did it, but not why. Some people believed it was a case of jealousy, that Baum’s wife was cheating on him—many believing with the husband, others the wife. Either way, this motive was neither proven, confirmed, nor denied.

Not only was Wolfe Remington the judge that presided over that trial thirteen years ago, he was also the judge who sentenced Baum to death. It was this case he was thinking about when he arrived at the courthouse whose steps were guarded on both sides by lion statues—the snow making it seem as if they were pulling themselves out of the ground.

Judge Geoffrey Linden’s office was the third door down the hall on the left. Remington knew this because it was once his office. It hadn’t changed much. It was an elegant, mahogany room primarily lined with bookcases and Geoffrey’s qualifications and achievements, including a taxidermy fox poised on a stand. Behind the cherrywood desk were three Armand Miller-owned pneumatic tubes: one was a confidential network within the courthouse for sending and receiving sensitive documents; another one was connected to several public buildings in town, including the Mad Stag; and another one exclusively for communicating with the police station.

Above these tubes was a triptych imitating an older, more classical style that depicted a deathly katabasis. It didn’t take much to notice that the central figure was an interpretation of the new judge of this office. The real life version of Judge Geoffrey Linden was sitting behind the desk, applauding as Remington walked in, a steaming mug of cocoa by the blotter. He, like the painted version of himself, was a man in his prime, but unlike the artistic representation, this version had a couple of extra pancakes under his chin, and wrinkles on his brow and at the verges of his green eyes that some could call distinguished. He had the kind of face popular amongst statesmen and emperors in Rome. His hands smelled of moisturiser.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Geoffrey announced, still applauding, ‘here he is, the one and only, Wolfe Remington. Former judge, former lover, former dancer.’ Geoffrey winked when he’d said the latter. ‘You think I’d forgotten?’

Remington shrugged. He was warm within his dreadnought coat yet showed no intention of shedding it. He let himself sweat and his brow glisten. ‘I don’t expect people to have such poor memories.’

Geoffrey opened a humidor on the desk in the form of a stoat. He turned it around and offered one.

‘No, thank you.’

‘The state of this place when you left,’ Geoffrey said, clipping the end of a cigar, lighting the tip, dropping the expended match in the glass ashtray. ‘But I’ve got good hands, you see? I cleaned up your mess. But hey, who can blame you, really? The council just about ripped you apart and scattered your limbs from here to the Dead Sea. It’s a miracle you’re standing before me. You want me to stand up and bow? Hey, are you even qualified to practise law anymore?’

Remington had sat down during the spiel, half listening, half watching snow dot the window pane haloed with frost. When he came back to Geoffrey, he was still talking.

‘... and they said you’d won all these awards. I mean, I could hardly believe it myself. A dancer? Have you seen the size of the man? That’d be like putting a tutu on an elephant. But, turns out, they weren’t lying. You danced in music halls in London, didn’t you? Then you became a judge. Quite the change.’

‘People change.’

‘I bet there are many skeletons in your closet. With cobwebs and all.’

‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.’

Remington rifled around in his coat and found the stub of a cigar whose hilt had been chewed and looked like the frayed end of a stick of used dynamite. He lit a match and got the cigar going.

Geoffrey stared through the smoke with a crooked eyebrow. ‘Are you drunk, Wolfe?’

‘No,’ Remington said, hiccuping. ‘What’s the stipulation of my returning? I’d imagine there’s some fine print to this contractual homecoming.’

‘Death, it seems.’

‘Not mine, I hope.’

‘Murder, specifically. A recurrence. There hasn’t a been a murder since—’

‘Eric Baum.’

‘That would be it.’

‘You can’t tell me you no longer have a working police force.’

‘I can tell you that it’s missing a vital piece of equipment.’

‘Underfunded.’

‘Inspector Elmwood seems to think you’ve got something we can use to swiftly bring an end to this.’

Remington mused on his cigar and silver smoke rose and twirled and danced.

‘The game is murder,’ he said, finally. ‘And you want me to play detective.’

‘I like a bit of foreplay,’ Geoffrey said, ‘but I can see you skip straight to dessert. I’ve heard about a hanged man come back from the dead.’

Remington blew out a cloud of smoke and creaked out, ‘Superstition.’

‘Maybe. But superstition didn’t die out with scientific enlightenment. In the mind of the world there is a little black seed that can never be erased. And in that seed there is a notion that perhaps the whole world is haunted.’

‘Scientific advancement has squashed that seed.’

Geoffrey’s chair groaned as he leaned back. ‘More like a frozen wood frog thawed back to life. Superstitious talk may have fallen from the public sphere, but superstitious thought remains. The Mother of Wovenham still talks with the birds, you know. And let me tell you something, Wolfe. The police in this town aren’t quick to ruminate on vampires and ghouls.’

‘Is that what you believe, is it?’

‘I’m not sure what I believe.’

‘I’ll tell you then. You believe you’ve got a murderous ghost on your hands and for some reason you think I can help.’

‘You’re dead wrong,’ said Geoffrey, shading a grin. ‘I don’t want your help. In fact, seeing you in my office has spoiled my day. But Inspector Elmwood is the captain of this particular ship. He seems convinced that this murder is related to Eric Baum.’

‘Eric Baum is dead. I saw him hang.’

‘That’s smart thinking. But I think you ought to be briefed by Elmwood before you make such an arrogant misstep. You might change your mind.’

Remington stood to leave. Geoffrey pointed his cigar at him.

‘The old judge is back, but don’t forget that there’s a new judge now. Who you were means absolutely nothing anymore. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve slipped back on your ballet shoes. You’re the buffoon in the blue court. You’re a piece of entertainment. Well, I’ll sit front and centre to witness a trick or two.’

‘There’s a lot of new everything.’

‘I tried to overturn your return, but Inspector Elmwood really thinks you’re the town’s only hope. I just don't see it personally.’ Geoffrey spread open the folder on the desk and removed a sheet of paper. ‘This says you’re still an exile. My signature at the bottom means you’ve got temporary permission to stand where you’re standing. But I’m not a heartless man, Wolfe. I’ve told Inspector Elmwood my conditions for your being back, and I’ve agreed to give you a chance to return home, permanently. But if you don’t solve this murder by next Wednesday, I’ll make sure you never come back, not even in a coffin or an urn.’

Remington gave him a thumbs up. When one of the pneumatic tubes rattled and the red flag popped up announcing mail delivery, Geoffrey turned toward the sound, revealing on his head a seam where his toupee was fitted on. From Geoffrey’s office, as Remington was leaving, he heard the new judge shouting, ‘Bravo, bravo, Wolfe. Encore, I said, encore.’ But Remington paid no mind, and down the stone steps he went, chugging wine he’d decanted into his hip flask at the Mad Stag, courtesy of Milton Ashcrowe’s bar tab.


WASHED ASHORE

The Mother of Wovenham was fifteen years in sorrow. In black veil she shouted the news when the day dawed at the same moment the sun surpassed the horizon. A birth at midnight is what she revealed this morning with full lungs. Bad luck. The child is cursed. Maybe baptism will sort it out. And she returned to her cottage to scatter grain for her chickens.

Remington walked down the hill to the police station, cottages clustered in front of sylvanian woods, the snowy street hemmed in together on both sides by more cottages, their chimneys puffing woodsmoke, some coal. To the northwest was a ridge atop which stood Three Swords manor—where he had spent the night in front of the fire—fondling a forest copious with ghostly, gnarly trees and crawling spiders and owl-things and Victorian gates out of which shadows leak.

On clear days another mansion can be seen. A newer mansion owned by Armand Miller. It appeared that the businessman was in the midst of building an industrial empire that hadn’t been seen since the days Wovenham was a wool town and the church was the First Sigil of the Mercantile Class. Remington saw posters and propaganda glued to a stone wall, the painted portrait of Armand Miller, smiling because he was told to. Not just an industrialist then, a political activist too.

‘Judge Remington, when did you get in?’ It was Inspector Ralph Elmwood jiggling the front door of the police station. Being a younger man than Wolfe Remington, he hadn’t ever met him on an official matter. Elmwood looked as if he were made up of children sitting on top of each other’s shoulders, dressed in a faded green overcoat frosted with snow. If it weren't for his crooked spine he would have stood taller than Remington. He turned to shake Wolfe’s gloved hand furiously. ‘I heard you checked into the Mad Stag but didn’t sleep there.’

‘I spent the night at Three Swords.’

‘The manor?’

‘Suppose it could’ve been the post office. You all right?’

Elmwood let go of the door handle. ‘The strangest thing. The door locked when I came out and I seem to have lost my keys.’

‘Couldn’t you ring the bell?’

‘I could. I wouldn’t want the others to think less of me.’

‘Move aside, I’ll do it.’

‘Did you see Lady Adeline? She’s immured herself in the manor and is seldom seen now. More than her father at least. Anyway, I can’t believe it’s you. You scared me when I was a boy, you know that?’

After they were let in—a few snickers from the back—Elmwood, who had a Quevedon limp and cropped hair and mahogany skin the texture of driftwood, couldn’t stop smiling with big, yellow chompers.

‘Sure, Geoffrey’s an elected official,’ he was saying, ‘but I know and you know and everyone here knows that he doesn’t run a damn thing. The old blood has been running Wovenham since long before wool was gold. Geoffrey seems uninterested in the justice side of the law.’

‘He strikes me as the type of person who educates himself and immerses himself with subjects he loathes in a false notion that he won’t fall victim to them. Or maybe he just secretly admires the things he claims to hate. I’m not a psychologist.’

‘You sure sound like one, Judge. Do you mean to say Judge Linden’s your secret admirer?’

‘I heard there’s a body to look at.’

Elmwood nodded. ‘The bees were the first to know, as custom requires,’ he said, smiling his banana-teeth. ‘Then the coffin washed ashore.’

‘A coffin?’

Remington accompanied the inspector down a corridor to a door with a red light above it. Under the ceiling lamp, Remington noticed the jaundice-yellow in the whites of Elmwood’s eyes, the ochre of his skin. The inspector unscrewed the lid of a tin. ‘The smell’s not too bad, but I prefer not to have death in my nose all day.’ He then proceeded to rub menthol ointment under his nostrils. Remington declined to use it. Then Elmwood opened the door.

A short man with grey hair and sagging skin looked up over the top of the gurney. ‘Morning, Inspector. Oh Lord Heaven in Mighty Almonds, is that Judge Wolfe Remington?’

‘How you doing, Ted?’ Remington said.

‘They took out a foot of my colon and I shit in a bag. How about you?’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘Yeah, me too.’

‘Is that the body there?’

‘You bet. You wanna take a look?’

‘No, but I’ve got to.’

After the coroner pulled down the sheet covering the body’s face, he lifted the clipboard from the steel bench and said, ‘I’d estimate her age to be between fourteen and eighteen. Possibly twenty. We haven’t identified her yet.’

‘She isn’t from Wovenham?’

‘Unlikely.’

‘Where was she found?’

‘Covewood Beach,’ Elmwood said, ‘at the mouth of Hilden’s estuary. It was inside a pinewood coffin battered by the waves as though it’d been in the sea for some time. Nailed shut from the outside. We first thought that her body was being transported but the coast guard has denied that there were any ships carrying cargo of deceased bodies within the last month. We can’t rule it out entirely though.’

‘A coffin washed ashore.’

‘Aye.’

‘A clandestine operation on the mare.’

‘Uh, yes. I suppose.’

‘The sea returning an empty vessel.'

‘Remington …‘

‘What’s she covered in?’

‘We wondered the same thing. When Portnoy pried off the lid with a crowbar—about twenty-seven nails in total holding it down—he was surprised to find the whole interior had been filled with this viscous substance.’

‘Wax?’

‘Honey,’ the coroner said as he tapped on the clipboard.

Elmwood nodded. ‘The only thing I could find on this is some resemblance to honey mummification. Through a very long process, a human body can be buried in a stone coffin full of honey. With enough time, consuming this honey can have medicinal benefits. Or so they say. In this case, wood floats, stone sinks. Someone wanted this to be seen.’

‘What’s that on her hand?’

The coroner lifted the dead woman’s arm and rotated the waxy palm so Remington could see the tattoo better. 

‘A green monkey, it looks like,’ the coroner said.

‘Could be local,’ Elmwood added. ‘Could be foreign. We’ll need to check it out anyway. There’s also this.’

Elmwood handed over a Zip lock bag. Remington held the plastic up to the light. Inside he could see a small, silver capsule-like amulet adorned with small human skulls.

‘May I?’

‘Go ahead. It’s been dusted for prints.’

Remington felt around the capsule for a moment, delicately inspecting the metalwork. Then he was able to click it open. Upon tilting the capsule, something metallic landed in his palm.

‘How did you do that?’ Elmwood said.

Unfurling the metal leaf, Remington showed Elmwood the text on it, and then returned it to the capsule. ‘Some kind of elaborate prank.’

‘Is this important in some manner?’

‘Was there anything else?’

Elmwood handed off another Zip lock. ‘Found on her face.’

‘On her eye,’ Remington said, anticipating Elmwood’s words. ‘Charon’s obol. The coin for a safe passage in Hades. Payment to cross the river Styx. Either the killer and
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