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Introduction

By Hugh B. Cave

In introducing a first volume of short stories such as this, it seems to be the custom to state that its author is a “new young writer with a future.” David Niall Wilson may well be that, but he is also, already, a writer with a voice distinctly his own. I first became aware of this while reading a story of his in a volume of Year’s Best Horror Stories edited by the late Karl Edward Wagner, whose judgment I deeply respected.

That story, “A Candle Lit in Sunlight,” is one of those in the book you now hold in your hands. As well it should be.

“A Candle Lit in Sunlight” struck me at once as being the work of a writer with a solid, deep-searching style and an unusually active imagination. Put more simply, it is the kind of story you don’t come across every week, month, or even year. Mary Magdalene a creature of the night? No run-of-the-mill writer would come up with such an idea, let alone be able to weave a gripping story around it and make you believe it might really have happened

Yet “Candle” is not even my favorite in this collection of Wilson’s stories. Very much at home with religious themes, the author has included two others here, “On the Road to Damascus” and “On the Third Day,” that rival it in excellence. Like everything else here, these are presented in depth, with their players coming through as living, thinking, feeling people—a rather radical departure from much of today’s new fiction in which characters are little more than names racing through violent action and uttering four-letter words at every opportunity. To my way of thinking, “On the Third Day” is a genuine classic. I have been a writer for some sixty years and a reader for longer than that, and consider this one of the most powerful tales I have ever encountered.

It would seem that there is also a touch of Poe and H. P. Lovecraft in David Niall Wilson. “The Fall of the House of Escher” brings to mind both of them, and not merely because of its title. This particular tale, it seems to me, is not so much a rewrite of Poe’s “Fall of the House of Usher” as an updated companion piece, if you will. You see the frightening house in Wilson’s story. You smell it, hear it, feel it. You know it’s alive and find yourself wandering about in it, wondering fearfully what’s going to happen to you next.

In “Yours, the Vengeance,” you learn that author Wilson also has some firmly entrenched ideas about the planet we live on and those greedy souls who would despoil it. A strange little story is this, now whispering along in a kind of fairy-tale magic, now shudderingly grim and ghastly. And then you read a story like “Sparkling Eyes” and realize that author Wilson is a man of widely differing moods, for here is a tender probing of the mind of a man in love. A love story in a volume such as this? Yes. Despite its intricate seascape of color, mood, and killer whales, that’s what this one is.

David Niall Wilson edited an excellent small press magazine called The Tome for over eight years, in which he presented some fine fiction by other writers. This little volume is proof that he, himself, is a writer very much to be reckoned with.


The Fall of the House of Escher

When my friend’s home first came into sight, I let the car coast to a stop, not quite ready to turn the corner; unable to make that final commitment. There were a lot of memories tied up in that old place, good, bad, and indelible. Lessons had been learned there—pounded home. That was the past.

The present was an almost impossible to conceive reversal of fortunes—the abused, mal-adjusted young man as heir, the family mansion his home, not his prison. My mind couldn’t quite press the pieces into place. I still expected, once I pulled into that drive and parked, that Old Man Hector would slam open the door, glaring at me with those crazed, impossibly large eyes, and demand to know what I wanted—why I wouldn’t leave his son alone.

Johnny would be peeking, as always, around the side of his father’s leg, his own eyes begging me not to run, to come in and, if only for a little while, to rescue him from his prison.

I could remember several times that Johnny had borne the signs of his father’s displeasure, black and yellowish bruises beneath his eyes. Deep lacerations poorly healed on his arms. Fingers with nails blackened from being slammed in doors or windows. He never spoke about them, these battle-scars of his adolescence, but without speech we understood one another better than most people could in years of conversation.

He shared one trait with his father—the eyes. Old Man Hector’s, as I said, were huge and frightening. Johnny’s were deep, haunted, and full of a desperate pain that cried for release.

Again, that was the past. I took my foot off the brake and let the car glide forward once again, rounding the corner and nosing it between the gates that led to the Hector homestead. I noted as I passed that the place had a much more dilapidated look about it. Apparently Johnny hadn’t inherited his father’s love of the immaculate.

I would be at a loss to put into words how the sight of that place affected me. It was nothing so much as a sensation—an aura of “wrongness,” that emanated from its walls and glared out at me through the dusty, empty eyes of its windows. Straightening my shoulders and driving on, I tried to put the notion from my head. It was only the past again, I thought, weaving its way into the fabric of the present, trying to disrupt the design.

That was Johnny talking. Even as a boy he had been obsessed with designs, patterns of all kinds. “Everything has a pattern, Kyle,” he told me once. “Everything.”

If that was true, then there was something deeply troubling about the pattern of that old house, something left over from its previous master, I suppose. As curious as I was to see my old friend again, to see what life had done with him, I was in no hurry to enter that shadowy den of childhood nightmares.

I parked near the front, noting the absence of any other vehicles with a slight frown. If it hadn’t been for the short letter tucked into my jacket pocket, penned in Johnny’s unmistakable scrawling style, I’d have thought the place deserted. I certainly wouldn’t have stayed there, given the choice.

The front door banged open as I stepped from my car, and past and present snapped together like the pulled ends of a time warp rubber band. He was the same, and yet, not. The eyes hadn’t changed at all, nor had the wild, waving locks of hair that framed his gaunt face, unless it was to grow longer and even less controlled. He was taller, yes, and the emaciated, almost surreal thinness of his frame was accentuated by the new height. He was a haunted scarecrow with a crooked smile, and I felt the years between us slipping away as I stepped forward to take the hand he offered. I wondered briefly what impression I had made, how he would perceive the product of our years apart, but only briefly.

“Johnny?”

“Of course, Kyle, who else would I be?”

Those words broke down the final barriers. They were so—Johnnyesque. Suddenly it was as though we had not been apart, as though I’d seen him only days, or hours before. I released his hand, stepping forward to give him a quick hug. I hadn’t been aware, until that moment, just how much I’d actually missed him.

“I’m glad you came,” he said simply. “I have things to show you, things nobody else would understand. I have to show someone…”

And that was that. We took my bags inside, tossed them quickly into one of the many empty bedrooms on the upper floor of the old place, and headed for what had once been his father’s den. A sense of déjà vu hit me then with staggering force. The den, forbidden territory—the fear was tangible, even with Old Man Hector’s wrath a dead and empty threat. I watched Johnny’s eyes for signs of it, any indication that he felt the odd, emotional impulses that were assaulting my senses, but his expression never changed.

He pushed the door open without a thought and gestured for me to enter, his face alight with an eagerness I recognized instantly. Johnny had lived a childhood of obsessions, strung one after the next, and with each ensuing thought or idea came the overwhelming desire to share.

It was this desire that filled his eyes at that moment, and I felt a thrill of expectation as I slipped through the door ahead of him. He had had some crazy ideas, but all memorable. His plans and experiments failed as often as not, but their magic had always been in their presentation.

“I’ve been working on this for a long time,” he began, following me into the room and taking one of two chairs that flanked an old, water-stained mahogany table. I had a fleeting desire to wipe it off; it was a beautiful old piece, but I ignored it. Johnny was not one to care about material things. To him, I’m sure, it was a table, nothing more. On its surface sat two empty glasses and a half full decanter of bourbon.

He poured two hefty shots of the liquor, smiling shyly as he did so. “It was father’s,” he said reverently, the first mention of his deceased sire, “but now it’s mine.”

He sat down across from me, took a quick gulp from the glass, and continued. “It started with the stories,” he said quickly, “the ones in father’s old books. At first, when he was gone, the house seemed so—empty. I spent a lot of time in his library, reading things I’d never been allowed to touch. I learned a lot, and it got me to thinking, you know?”

I did, and once something got him “to thinking,” it could lead to hours, days, even months of obsessive experimentation and study. I remembered the library, as well. It was a huge room, right next door to where we sat.

We’d been allowed in there once or twice as children, but only when Old Man Hector had gotten it into his head to share some bit of “learning” with us.

He continued. “I had never really understood how much there was to read, how much there was to know. I was reading a story by Edgar Allen Poe—you’ve heard of him?”

I laughed at that, though more out of amazement at my friends sheltered naiveté than at his question. Sometimes I forgot that he’d been schooled at home, that his life had not been that of a normal boy. “Yes,” I replied, “I had to read him in high school, but that was years ago.”

Ignoring my laughter, he nodded his satisfaction with my answer and went on. “It was a story called “The Fall of the House of Usher” that started it all. The words were so descriptive, so… precise. He wrote of places, configurations of inanimate objects—even certain specific “spaces” in existence that for some reason affect your mind. I’d never really thought about it before then, but I realized at once that he was right.”

Now my curiosity was peaked. What he was speaking of was one and the same as the odd emotional reaction I had experienced upon seeing his house, and again upon entering the room in which we sat. But where would it lead, I wondered.

“That was just a story, Johnny,” I said, knowing I was fueling the fires. “Poe wrote fiction.”

He made a waving gesture, as though brushing away an annoying insect, and continued. “It isn’t the story, Kyle, but the concept! Poe was a writer, a
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