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Maude Delafaire was dying. In this moment, she knew it.

She sensed that this lucid interlude would pass. Soon enough, she would once more slide down that well of vague awareness, floating among distorted memories. Even that thought, despite her determined focus, slipped away like a desperate minnow through a tattered net.

She shifted beneath the sheets in a sudden involuntary shiver. The sole window revealed only a dull overcast of thick clouds in the deepening dusk. It may well have been spring in Louisiana, but she knew darkness could surge from low places with the suddenness of flood, and the accompanying chill was not always merely the wind.

A set of patient monitors near the wall emitted pale light from small digital screens accompanied by soft rhythmic beeps.

She had been in this room, or one very much like it, for the past—ah, three years, was it? Her uncertainty frustrated and angered her; that seemed to bring her awareness into sharper focus. Yes, now she remembered.

This is an “assisted living, memory care facility”. Hah! A nursing home and hospice! I’ve been here ever since that tentative diagnosis of Alzheimer’s. Worse, it seems I’ve only grown weaker with the passing months.

No one had entered her room; the door remained closed. However, she sensed with an ominous certainty that she was not alone. Illuminated only by the diminishing light from the window and the pale glow of the monitors, the dim room held deep shadows. One shifted; a form was barely discernible.

She knew no fear, and felt no pain. The corners of her mouth twisted in a wry smile.

Him! I should have guessed he’d come.

His voice was low and controlled, with a shade of arrogance. “Greetings, my lady. I am pleased to find that you are so amused.”

She willed herself to speak strongly, with resolve, but she only managed a dry rasp. “I see you, Grimrald. You are here without invitation. State your purpose.”

“Lady, you wound me. You dare to name me—by my true name. I have done you no such discourtesy.” His tone dripped condescension as he eased forth from the deepest shadows. Slender in build and pale of complexion, he wore his dark hair slicked back from his high forehead. A dark Van Dyke beard accentuated his narrow chin. His eyes were intense, the irises so dark as to be indistinguishable from the pupils.

“Very well . . .  You go by Salidar these days, do you not? It will suffice?”

He stepped around a solitary chair and stood next to her bed. 

“Indeed, m’lady. I accept your apology.”

“I offered none. Nor am I convinced that you have done me no discourtesy. Now, state your purpose. Remember, you are here uninvited.”

“Ah, m’lady, I am here because I promised that I would be present at your death. As you can see, I keep my word—your lack of invitation notwithstanding.” He flipped a hand dismissively. “We have been in opposition on many occasions over the long years, have we not? Ah, but that is the past. You will forgive me for mentioning it, but you have no place in the future. Indeed, we both know you shall not see the morrow.”

She had little strength for an argument, and none for any resistance should he offer violence. However, her mind was clear.

This pompous bastard is here to witness my death, as he promised ages ago. Since I didn’t refute his impertinence then, there’s nothing I can do about it now. I think I might know what he really wants. 

I must stall for time.

She gathered her breath and whispered, “Salidar, your agenda is plain, and likely futile, as I may well see many more sunrises. My doctors are optimistic.”

“Pah! They know nothing. This is your appointed time! And I am here!”

He strode to the foot of the bed and fixed her with a predatory stare. His confidence palpable, his smoldering visage seemed to will a hastening of her demise.

Her blood chilled with the realization that he would not be so certain, unless . . . Had he a hand in my debilitation? But he could not have, could he? I always thought him a pretender, an inept nuisance bordering on annoyance, and certainly not capable of such strategy and tactics—but, now? Have I underestimated him all these years? Or does he not act alone? Damn the gods, I must know!

“So, I have you to thank for my present circumstances, do I not? My, how base of you.”

“But of course . . . well, not entirely, m’lady. I confess I can take some credit for your diminishing faculties. Of course, I am not the only one who would see you gone from the Council of Realms—and the Stewardship!”  

He couldn’t contain himself, gloating, strutting to and fro at the foot of her bed, smug beyond pretension. “And to be a bit crass, your old age was bound to catch up with you.”

My age? She frowned. How little this fool truly understands!

However, she now knew for certain that Salidar was being used; someone else had manipulated this entire scenario. The cost would be her life; at this point, that was a foregone conclusion. She had always accepted that she would die; everybody did eventually. She had long ago taken certain precautions to secure the future.

She knew that her seat on the Council was a moot issue; one was elected thereto by the other members. However, the Stewardship—now, that was different. It was bestowed upon one by the last Steward. She frowned once more as comprehension dawned, her suspicions confirmed.

Salidar intends to seize the Stewardship for himself at the moment of my death!

She knew that wouldn’t normally work—but now? If her mind were sufficiently addled, she might unintentionally convey the authority, or unknowingly agree to something that would have the same effect. While her faculties seemed sufficiently acute at present to deduce his intentions, she had no assurance that she could remain so lucid. Even further conversation with him could be dangerous.

She heard him softly chanting. What? Casting a spell of some kind? With mild alarm, she felt herself slipping into a subtle stupor. 

She had no choice; the moment had come.

She allowed the spell to spiral her downward, in apparent surrender. With her remaining strength, she concentrated her very essence and accelerated the plunge. She felt a slight tug as she tore through the furtive strands that composed the web of the spell, where she would have been held in a highly suggestible state, and kept descending within herself.

She slipped past lingering whispers of corruption and malice, remnants of hidden sorceries that had contributed to her decline. These had been quite powerful at one time. And yet, it came as no surprise that there was no trace of their source. Her mind shuddered to think of the evil at work here; it had been very powerfully cloaked.

Alzheimer’s—my ass! How did I miss this?

She continued plunging through the tapestry of her life. Threads of memories were now distinct and pure, diminished by neither time nor space; and there had been a lot of time. She felt the temptation to pause and savor a moment; but she knew that wasn’t possible—all would be lost.

At last, she reached her point of origin, a bright warmth of quickening. She was free of everything—and yet, one with everything. She just was.

Have I shed this mortal coil? And yet, I am aware . . .

She remembered Salidar.

At that thought, she was once again in her room, but not in it. She saw it from all angles. Upon the bed lay her inert body, a cooling shell quite oblivious to Salidar’s increasingly frantic pacing and chanting.

His voice rose as he approached the bed and fumbled beneath his shirt. As his chant reached its final crescendo, he pulled forth an amulet suspended from a thin chain, and pressed it to the forehead of the woman on the bed. He now spoke in a language not heard on Earth in thousands of years.

The amulet began to glow with a pale and strangely obscene light, pulsing in cadence to Salidar’s rapid heartbeat. In its throbbing intensity, the profane light suddenly flared, fizzled, and went out.

An amused chuckle arose in Maude’s mind, surprising her.

Salidar cursed vehemently in seven known and two forgotten languages. He kicked the bed and flipped the sole chair over. With an angry swipe of his arm across the wide windowsill, he sent a stack of old magazines fluttering like wounded birds to splay across the floor.

Maude wondered if his tirade would draw the attention of any of the attendants or nurses; their station was right down the hall. Then she knew; no one would come, because no one could hear.

A spell of silence? She didn’t understand how she knew about the spell. She just knew; and she accepted that.

Salidar grew quiet, contemplating the dull amulet in his open palm. He seemed to focus inward, as if listening to something internal, and then sighed. He rearranged the room as if he’d never been there, righting the chair, collecting the spilled magazines and restoring them to the windowsill.

Then he surprised her—he spoke to her.

“Maude, I know you can hear me! You may think you have beaten us, but you are wrong! This has been coming for a long time! We have contingency plans! Now you cannot stop us! You are powerless—no longer an obstacle!”

Frustrated and angry, he took a deep breath, and began his rambling litany of curses once again. He stood near the center and addressed the entire room at first, as if he knew she was still nearby. But the habits of a long lifetime are hard to break; he kept glancing back to the body on the bed. He stalked closer, repeatedly jabbing a finger at the ashen face, overt virtual punctuation in accompaniment to his diatribe.

Even in her ethereal state, Maude was disturbed by his words. She wanted to convey her displeasure, but she didn’t quite know how—or did she? She allowed herself a spectral smirk.

As Salidar sucked a breath through gritted teeth and leaned into the slack dead face, the eyes of the corpse flew open and stared into his own!

His jaw dropped; he choked on a strangled gurgle.

Crashing through the door, he bolted down the corridor for the exit.

Maude surprised herself once more—a spirit can laugh.

Oh yes, it seems I can. Well, that was interesting. Now what?

––––––––
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The ringing phone was an incessant annoyance, petulant and insistent. Ellen hunkered down at her cubicle, avoiding any eye contact, silently pleading for someone else in this vast office to take the call. 

She didn’t need or want any delays, distractions, or interruptions right now. She tried to concentrate once more on her laptop. Her resume needed to be completed today, but was still not polished to her satisfaction. 

She pinched her eyes shut in frustration, and immediately scolded herself. Oh, I’ve gotta stop doing that! I don’t want crow’s feet before I’m twenty-five! Come on, stay on task, girl! Finish this. No one else is gonna pay your bills, and Los Angeles is so-o-o expensive.

She knew all too well that unemployment loomed on the horizon. Her temporary administrative position, mired in the bowels of a communications software company, would expire with the completion of the current municipal government contract.

Her job search, restricted to stolen moments on the phone and harried half-hour lunches, was not going well. She knew she was running out of time.

Fate granted her a small boon; the strident ringing was choked off mid-trill as some other employee relented and answered the phone. Near silence ensued, a moment of peace unencumbered by the usual rustle and bustle of an administrative office, just the sterile ambiance and low-grade static hum of the ubiquitous cube farm.

Ellen cocked her head, listening just to be certain. Pleasantly quiet? Now, how rare is that? Oh man, how easily distracted I am! Focus! Now! You gotta find a new job! Or do you want to have to move in with your mother and Earl?

The quiescent respite was not to last, shattered by the office intercom system’s harsh initiation squelch. Ellen winced at the subsequent announcement.

“Ellen, call on line one! Ellen, call on line one! It’s a GUY! Says he’s your cousin—yeah, right!”

Ellen peeked over the partition and across the room at her friend, Stacy, who was grinning at her as she placed the caller on hold. Ellen could only smile and shrug.

Her friend was like a benign force of nature. In moments of whimsical conjecture, Ellen sometimes thought of Stacy as a dimensionally displaced nymph predisposed to romantic mischief. A pert and vivacious blonde in contrast to Ellen’s brunette reserve, Stacy was ever the optimist. She was also determined to improve her friend’s romantic life, which Stacy had often declared to be something less than optimal. In truth, Ellen quietly agreed, but to be honest, she was actually rather content with the status quo.

Ellen blew an errant lock of chestnut hair from her brow and eased her laptop closed. There was no doubt that Stacy would be perched at Ellen’s elbow momentarily, the better to eagerly monitor her friend’s conversation. In fact, Stacy was already navigating the maze of intervening desks and cubicles with an efficient hip-twisting glide that rendered most men in the room momentarily speechless.

Ellen paused for a moment to watch the show. Shaking her head in wry amusement, she reached for the phone. She actually did have a cousin, but they hadn’t seen each other in years. He was now a lawyer, somewhere in New York, or was it New Jersey? Stacy had said it was a guy. Ellen was truly baffled; she had no idea who would be calling her at work.

Just as Stacy arrived, eyes twinkling above a mischievous grin, Ellen wondered if this was one of Stacy’s little ploys to set her up with someone; but she dismissed the thought almost immediately. Were that the case, Stacy would not likely be so eager to eavesdrop.

“Good afternoon, this is Ellen Doyle, may I help you?”

“El’, it’s your cousin, Mark—Mark Paige. I—” 

“Mark! Oh, it’s good to hear from you! How are you?” She grinned at the memory; no one else had ever called her by that diminutive childhood nickname, El’.

She pointed to the phone and mouthed at Stacy, “He really is my cousin!”

Her lower lip thrust out in an exaggerated pout, Stacy shrugged and made her way back to her desk, oblivious to the wistful gazes of her male coworkers.

“I’m fine, El’. I’m sorry for calling you at work. I had no other way to get in touch. I don’t have your home or cell number. I actually googled you and found you on your company’s personnel roster.”

“You did? I’m surprised I’m even listed; this is only a temp job. Oh well, no matter. So, what’s going on with you, Mark?”

“Not much. Uh, listen, I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

The rest of the conversation seemed to take place in a muted void, all sense of time and place suspended, as Ellen learned of the death of her Great Aunt Maude.

––––––––
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That evening, in the privacy of her apartment, she called Mark back. They had a lot of catching up to do. Ellen had not seen him for almost a decade. As they spoke, she felt those years dissolve. She rediscovered the cousin with whom she had shared childhood adventures and mischief in the beguiling woods and bayous of Chantilly Parish, Louisiana.

Eventually, the conversation returned to their Aunt Maude.

Ellen sighed. “So, Mark, how did you find out, about her passing, I mean?”

“I was contacted by a law firm in LaBorde, who formally advised me of Maude’s death and the subsequent probate procedures. She had a will; and apparently had listed me as her primary next-of-kin contact.”

“That makes sense; after all, you are a lawyer. What about a funeral? We’re family; we should  attend, right? So, are you gonna go?”

“Yeah, I’m going. As for the arrangements, there’s to be a memorial service. I’m expected to be involved but I haven’t gotten details yet.

“And another thing, both you and I are named as beneficiaries in the will. As such, we  are expected—no, actually required per the will, to attend the reading. They inferred that the estate may be significant; but, they wouldn’t give me details over the phone. We can suggest a mutually acceptable date for the reading, but it’s gotta be within thirty days from Maude’s passing. Are you okay with that?”

“Well, I’d go to her funeral, memorial service, or whatever anyway. So, yeah, I’m okay with it. Anytime is good for me. My job as a temp is winding down; so, I’ve got nothing holding me here. I’ll call tomorrow to see if I can get flight reservations. What about you?”

“No problem. There is another thing though; I’m supposed to notify any other family members, and they told me I have to write an appropriate obituary.”

“An obituary?”

“Yeah, it’s actually a stipulation in the will. Jeez, El’, I have no problem with the legal stuff, but I don’t have a clue what to write for an obituary. I don’t really know anything about her—you know, the personal stuff you’d expect to find in an obit. Can you help?”

“Mark, I really don’t know if I can be of much help. I was only, um, thirteen or so when I last saw her. She never told me anything, you know, personal. I don’t think she was ever married, or involved. Of course, that would be—or rather was her business.”

“Yeah, okay, I understand. Maybe you could ask your mom? Aunt Millie would know more than us, wouldn’t she? By the way, I haven’t contacted her to tell her about Aunt Maude yet, since I didn’t have her current number either. Do you want to tell her? I don’t mind doing it, but I’ll need her number.”

Ellen’s response was noticeably cool. “I could tell her; or you could, if you’d prefer. I’ll have to look up her number for you.”

“Well, let’s figure out what we do know about Aunt Maude, and then go from there, okay?”

“Sure, but let’s think about what is usually in an obituary. That’s what you really need at the moment, right?”

“Right. Well, part of the problem is that no one seems to know how old Aunt Maude really was. The Louisiana attorney, Claude Fornier, told me that they could find no record of a birth certificate, social security number, or driver’s license. Even the death certificate only articulated that she died at an indeterminate, albeit advanced, age. He said the cause of death was cited as systematic organ failure.”

“That sounds a little vague to me,” Ellen offered. “Are there any more details?”

“Not really, and I asked,” Mark assured her. “All the attorney could tell me was that when he checked with her doctors for more information, he was told that it’s a fairly common scenario in the elderly wherein all systems seem to shut down at the same time.”

“Okay, I guess, but elderly doesn’t help narrow down her actual age, does it?”

“Not much,” Mark agreed. “Claude Fornier also told me that there was some indication of dementia; Alzheimer’s was suspected. Maude spent the past three years in a residential assisted living facility under the care of geriatricians. However, even they weren’t certain of Maude’s age. She would never discuss it, insisting that a lady never discloses such matters.”

“Ha!” Ellen exclaimed. “Now that sounds like her!”

“Yeah, doesn’t it. You know, the earliest memories I have, per the family lore, are that Maude knew our great grandmother, and was a close friend of our grandmother. I guess I kinda thought Maude had somehow married into the family way back when. But, you know, that wasn’t the sort of thing the adults ever discussed.”

“Oh yeah, especially around us kids,” Ellen confirmed. “I guess I just assumed things, like you did. I can remember my mother saying that Maude had actually babysat our moms when they were little. And of course, you know Maude occasionally took care of us when we were kids.”

“Absolutely, I remember.” There was a smile in his voice.

Ellen paused in thought.

“What? Did you think of something?” he asked.

“Well, yeah. You know, it’s possible that Aunt Maude might not actually be related by blood or marriage.”

“What th—oh, I get it! You mean it’s possible that the honorific, aunt, was bestowed some time in the distant past, as was frequently customary when a well-regarded individual was in consistent proximity to a family and its affairs.”

“Exactly, so children would show respect and acknowledge certain elders like family,” she reasoned. “But would that change—”

“The will? No, we’re specifically named as beneficiaries. So, legally—”

“No, not that,” she interrupted. “I mean would that change how we should feel?”

“About Maude? No, of course not! You know better than that,” he chided.

“I know, Mark. It really doesn’t matter if the connection was by blood, marriage, or whatever; it was strong. You know, looking back on it, she was a loving aunt, all the same. She was just always there, in the moment with us; we loved that about her.”

“Yeah, I do know,” he agreed. “And now, it’s like an essential part of our childhood reality is missing. It feels like a little hollow somewhere in the heart.”

“Mark, that’s sweet of you to say. I know just how you feel. But to be honest, I’m not sure I can be of more help; that’s pretty much all I can remember that might help to determine her age. I don’t know what else to tell you. Is it really that important?”

“You know, maybe not, but I gotta try, for the obit. I admit I’m stumped, too. I guess contacting Aunt Millie is my next step, maybe tomorrow; it’s getting kinda late here.”

Ellen winced. “Okay, I’ll call you back with the phone number, as soon as I find it.”

“No problem, I understand. We’ve got to coordinate our travel plans, too. I’m gonna get on that first thing tomorrow.”

“Oh yeah, me too.”

“Okay, good night, El’.”

“Good night, Mark.”

Ellen reached across the arm of the couch and returned the cordless phone to its charger. As was her habit, she stood at the window to watch the subtle descent of night, that soft blurring of the city’s harsher edges. She had always found dusk calming and comfortable. She snuggled back onto the couch, tucked her feet under her, and pulled a favorite cushion to her chest. With her chin tracing a small divot in the soft texture of the pillow, she stared unfocused at the smudge of dying twilight.

An image of her Aunt Maude, at least how Ellen remembered her, as an old woman with a kind yet knowing smile and an unabashed twinkle in her eye, hovered in her mind. A flush of guilt that she’d not made more of an effort to keep in touch evoked a wincing sigh and further saddened the moment. Aunt Maude had always been one of her favorite people. And yet, how had that bond diminished without her noticing? Were time and distance at fault, or at least contributing factors? 

She realized that missing someone when you’re just out of touch is one thing;  but missing someone when you learn they are really gone is something else entirely. That utter finality can be a harsh moment of compelled acceptance.

In that sense, it was a kind of relief to hear from Mark after all these years. At one time he’d been her best friend and confidant; she had truly missed him. While she was happy to have her cousin back, she wasn’t eager to get her mother, Mildred, involved.

However, she saw no way around it.

She wasn’t even sure how her mother would react to the news; there had been some friction between Maude and Mildred many years ago. Ellen never knew the details, or cared. However, Ellen wasn’t a teenager any longer; and this was a family matter. Mildred would just have to deal with it.

She smiled, realizing that whenever she was piqued at her mother she referred to her as Mildred, not Millie or Mom. Millie hated being called Mildred; she complained it made her feel old. So, of course, this was Ellen’s little way of needling her, even if she only thought it.

Ellen could let Mark make the call, but that wouldn’t be right. She would make the call, and do her best to be civil.

Her mental shields in place, she reached for the phone.

––––––––
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Mark sat in the comfortable retreat of his New York apartment and began to organize his thoughts. A decade’s worth of information had flowed between Ellen and him, upon which he felt he needed to impose some sort of order.

As was his habit developed in law school, he reached again for his ever-present yellow legal pad to take notes while the information was fresh in his mind. Much of what they had discussed about Maude was already duly noted on the first sheet, so he had nothing much more to add. He really needed to interview Aunt Millie; she had to know more about Maude.

Mark found himself nervously tapping his pencil on his legal pad, another ingrained habit from his law school days that seemed to manifest whenever he was faced with uncomfortable decisions or circumstances.

In retrospect, mentioning Millie to Ellen might not have been the best thing, since Millie and Ellen did not enjoy the traditional mother-daughter relationship; but, he’d had little choice. Nonetheless, he was not eager to get involved with whatever emotional tides were pulling at Ellen and her mother.

Mark viewed himself as a linear thinker, a problem solver, unburdened by the yoke of emotional distraction. He would much rather deal strictly with the facts, the solid legal issues. He tried to force himself to concentrate on the situation at hand. Besides, the turmoil between Ellen and Millie had been going on for as long as he could remember.

Wincing, he scribbled a note to self: STAY OUT OF IT!

He really disliked dealing with emotional issues. He wasn’t good at it, and he knew it. He was always in control; and the antithesis of that state was, at least in his mind, emotional chaos. He shook himself free of such ruminations. He had other issues to address, like funeral and memorial arrangements, not to mention that confounded obituary.

Fortunately, in compliance with the will, there would not be a full funeral, just a memorial service. Evidently, Aunt Maude had long ago opted for cremation and a minimum of social fuss. Under the heading Memorial Service Mark listed attendees; Ellen, hopefully Aunt Millie, himself, and . . . He was stumped. Neither Ellen nor he had any idea who Maude’s friends were, if any. Were they even still around, or alive? Who knew?

He really needed to speak with the attorney, Claude Fornier, again—and Aunt Millie. At least the LaBorde attorney should be available in the morning. Realizing he’d not get much more done on Maude’s case, he shrugged, placed his notes in a file, and decided to get some sleep.

It’s kind of odd that I’m thinking of this situation as a case. Perhaps it’s just an unconscious mechanism to distance myself from the more uncomfortable emotional aspects. Oh man, how I hate the drama. I’m going to bed.

––––––––
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“Stacy, are you sure you don’t mind taking me to the airport? I could just take a cab.” Ellen dropped another overstuffed suitcase near the tiny apartment’s front door.

“Forget it! I’m taking an extra long lunch today so I can do this; we can talk on the way. So, what’s with your mom? She’s not gonna go to the funeral or whatever?”

“No, when I called her she said she couldn’t really get away. Something’s going on with her work, you know, that diner she manages. She was kinda vague about it, hinting that the place might be changing hands, new owners and all. I don’t really know that much about it. I haven’t even been down in that part of town in ages.”

Hefting a suitcase, Stacy agreed. “I don’t blame you; that whole area’s gotten kinda rough. I wouldn’t venture down there without a real good reason. Wait! Doesn’t your mom live near there with, uh, her boyfriend?”

“Yeah, with Earl,” Ellen replied sullenly. “He’s her latest, for almost two years or so. I guess I shouldn’t complain; he treats her all right, I suppose. But I’d bet she still thinks she can fix him, like all the rest.”

Stacy may be her friend, but Ellen was always uncomfortable discussing any details about her personal family issues, especially those involving her mother. “Sorry, but I don’t really wanna talk about this, okay?” 

“No problem. Come on; let’s get these to the car.” Stacy glanced at her watch. “We’ve got a little over three hours or so before your flight. Traffic is always a bitch; and, you know getting through security is gonna take some time.”

Her car packed and her passenger aboard, Stacy drove toward the freeway.

“So, Ellen, tell me about your cousin. Is he cute? Who’s older, you or him? What’s he look like? Is he—”

“Enough already!” Ellen sputtered with laughter. “Jeez, Stacy! I haven’t seen him in like ten years or so. I have no idea what he looks like now. He’s older than me, by almost three years, and still single. He’s a lawyer in New York now. We were the best of friends as kids.”

“Wait a minute! He ended up in New York. You wound up in Los Angeles. And you’re both from the same town in Louisiana, right? So, how did that happen?”

Ellen shrugged. “It’s no mystery. His momma, my Aunt Margaret, died of cancer when he was nine. His dad, Luke, took it hard for quite a while; his auto repair business floundered. Eventually he took a job with a paper company as a traveling sales rep, and did pretty well. He was offered the Northeast Regional Manager’s position, so he moved to New York. He took Mark with him, and they stayed.”

“Okay, I get that,” Stacy acknowledged. “But, what about you? You know, winding up in L.A.?”

Ellen frowned. She’d just turned thirteen when her mother decided on a whim to follow another man, her paramour of the moment, out to the West Coast. She took Ellen with her. Millie’s capricious behavior and constant succession of boyfriends whom she thought she could fix were consistent sources of angst and embarrassment for teenaged Ellen. These were the thorns that would fester into the lingering shame and resentment that would taint their relationship for years to come.

“Let’s just say it was my mother’s idea,” Ellen hedged. “She followed a guy she was fond of at the time to California. She must have thought he was the one—he wasn’t. We wound up staying in Los Angeles; and the rest is history.”

Enough said, jeez! How does Stacy do it? I didn’t really want to talk about this.
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Mark glanced up from his tablet as the flight attendant dangled a small package of pretzels just within his field of view.

“Snack? Beverage, sir?”

“Just orange juice, please.” He waved off the proffered pretzels.

As she handed him the short plastic cup, he mumbled his thanks, and glanced out the starboard window at a bright carpet of endless cloud. He downed his three ounces of reconstituted orange juice and slid the cup of melting ice to the edge of his tray table.

He tried to focus on his tablet, but his thoughts wandered to Ellen. As promised, she had returned his call that morning. She surprised him; he had no need to contact Aunt Millie—Ellen had done it. Unfortunately, Millie had very little to add to the store of knowledge about Aunt Maude. Ellen also explained that it was very unlikely that Millie would attend the memorial service due to some sort of undefined issues with her job. Sensing something from Ellen akin to mild disapproval, and very leery of getting involved, Mark felt it wise to inquire no further.

Ellen was to travel to LaBorde today as well, but she would get in later that evening, several hours after his flight. She had insisted that he not wait for her, and urged him to keep an afternoon appointment with the attorney, Mr. Fornier. She would take a cab to the hotel. Later they could meet for dinner and catch up.

Mark tried to stretch his legs out and loosened his seat belt a bit. He peered out the window and thought about the LaBorde attorney.

In their last conversation, Mark apologized and explained that the requested obituary would be quite brief. Claude Fornier guardedly assured Mark that it would most likely not be an issue, and that he would see it appropriately published in the parish weekly newspaper, the Chantilly Clarion, as per the requirement stipulated in the will.

In retrospect, Mark was unsettled about the obituary. Why had he been so tasked? Something just didn’t feel right. He would share his misgivings with Ellen at dinner later that evening.

He had not been back to Chantilly Parish in a decade. Had it changed much? It would be a simple matter to search on the internet and find out.

Chantilly Parish . . . It’d be a “county” everywhere else in the country; but, that’s Louisiana for you.

He turned his attention to his tablet.

His patient probing proved fruitful. Chantilly Parish was still rural, boasting only a number of small towns and one small city, the centrally located LaBorde, which served as the seat of parish government. The population was barely over fifty thousand residents; just under half of whom lived in and around LaBorde. The rest were distributed among tiny townships, farms, and a few rustic hunting and fishing camps.

Aside from oil and gas concerns, the parish had little other industry, save for a long-established paper mill. However, there was the casino built four years ago on the Indian Reservation to the east. Consequently, tourism had seen modest gains. Of course, hunting and fishing were regional staples.

DeLorme University, a small but well-regarded institution, had its campus on the western edge of LaBorde. Its nursing school offered in-service training at the local hospital. 

In an effort to revive the small downtown area, the city blocks around the central courthouse square had been successfully renovated as an arts enclave and now hosted a few galleries, cafes, and a coffeehouse. The square had become reasonably popular with college students and tourists.

The small airport south of town had extended its runway and added a heliport to accommodate the statewide oil and gas industry. The increased commercial flight traffic was a modest boon to the local economy.

As the flight attendant retrieved the empty cup, Mark leaned his seat back. He tried to relax. His mind wandered and he realized that he had subconsciously hoped to find no significant changes in his childhood home, at least not enough to further muddle his memories, already faded to soft sepia.
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Ellen slept through most of her flight, at least the first leg, from LAX to Dallas-Fort Worth. Her connecting flight from DFW was delayed, so she had an extra hour on her hands. The novel she had begun to read on the plane was better than she’d anticipated, but was now in her purse. She would save it for her upcoming flight from DFW to LaBorde.

She decided to stretch her legs, so she wandered through the concourse, window shopping and people watching. She became aware of a subtle sensation, like a phantom itch between her shoulder blades, that she, too, was being closely watched.

Oh well, fair is fair; other travelers people watch, too.
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Ellen’s final flight leg, from DFW to LaBorde, aboard a much smaller propeller-driven aircraft, was a bumpy ride; a rather rambunctious storm front dogged the flight’s eastern progress. Her novel couldn’t compete with the distractions of periodic turbulence. Touchdown at LaBorde Airport came as a welcome relief to all the passengers.

As she stood by the baggage carousel, enduring the inevitable wait, large windows afforded a view of angry clouds roiling forth in slow motion and swallowing the western end of the runway. The weak sun faded far too quickly; within moments, it became storm-dark.

Her luggage in tow, she stepped outside into a robust gust of wind that swirled about her. She had barely begun to look for a cab when a taxi whipped to the curb.

The wiry driver kept his head down and shoulders hunched as he stuffed her luggage into the trunk, and held the door open for her. 

She mumbled her thanks, glanced at the ominous sky, and gave the name of the Ancelet Arms Hotel. She settled in the back seat, clutching her purse, and peered into the driver’s rearview mirror. 

Their eyes locked in the glass; he quickly looked away.

As the taxi left the airport, the storm broke with a furious shriek. Slashing sheets of rain and rumbling thunder rocked the cab as harsh lightning cracked reality. Tucking her chin and gripping her elbows, she erected her mental shields, shutting out the worst of the squall’s fury, and sought her peaceful center.

Minutes later, still some distance from the hotel, and her mind pleasantly elsewhere, Ellen felt that something was amiss.

She tensed, sensing something looming to her right.

A sudden blinding light and jarring impact were followed by jumbled disorientation and a plunge into darkness. 
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Awash in anxiety, Salidar stood tensely in the cone of light, his eyes downcast but ears alert for the slightest sound. He sensed that he was in a vast space; but, he was uncertain, for his eyes could not penetrate the deep gloom beyond the reach of his hands. He stood upon irregular, yet closely fit, smooth flagstones. When he looked for his feet, he was further unnerved to see they were swallowed by his own stygian shadow. He was not tempted to look at the light above; it would likely sear the orbs from his skull.

He endeavored to remain still and exert some semblance of control over his mounting fear. He was not brave by any stretch of the imagination, but he did have a very strong sense of self-preservation, which he had found to be eminently pragmatic, having served him well over his long loathsome life.

To venture beyond the cone of illumination would be the height of folly—anything could lurk beyond in the deep obsidian void. His subconscious screamed that all manner of salivating horrors stalked nearby, in the thick roiling shadows. Could he perceive things below the threshold of his senses? Were his ears playing tricks on him? Did he not hear a subtle snuffling off to his right? A guttural grunt of anticipation muffled to his left? Was that the scratch of claws on stone behind him? Was there just a whisper of carrion-laden breath across his neck? 

The stench—ye gods! The stench was real; or, was it the stench of his fear? His terror was on the verge of total possession of his wits; he struggled to keep it in check.

His clammy sweat did not cool him despite the ambient chill. Waves of stifled nausea wracked his knotted stomach. Only his hidden anger and gritted teeth prevented him from vomiting.

He knew they would make him wait. They were patient. They would taste his fear and savor his terror. They would likely allow him to hover in soundless screams at the breaking point. Only then would he learn his fate. He was no fool. He knew more than his blood and flesh hung in the balance; his very essence, perhaps even his soul, was at risk.

Some time passed. He had no concept of its duration; years it seemed. He had long since collapsed to a huddled heap, and was about to slip from soft sobbing into witless gibbering, when a sibilant voice slithered through the shuddering tremors of his mind.

“Ssso, once again Sssalidar, you exceed the ssscope of your inssstructionsss.”

“M’lords,” he quaked, sensing other ominous presences in the murk. “It was too good an opportunity to miss. I thought it your intention, uh, implied at least.”

“Fool!” roared another deeper, discordant voice. “You are not to think! You were to follow orders explicitly and not demonstrate initiative! This is the second time you have failed us!”

“Your sssoul isss now forfeit, you disssobedient pessstilence! I ssshall—”

“HOLD!” called yet another voice, firm yet light and musical—and cold, so very cold. “It seems our servant would benefit from a lesson; or, do we truly have no more need for such a one?”

No! Not her! This could not be worse!

“L-Lady Diere!” Salidar blubbered. His eyes darting unfocused throughout the darkness, he rasped, “M’lady, I am your loyal servant! Your interests are foremost in my mind! I am still most useful and . . . and, uh . . . have resources yet to call upon.” He wheezed in another breath, as if to speak.

“Hear my judgment, Grimrald!”

That she named him stunned him into silence. This would not be good—no, not good at all.

“You were instructed to watch and observe the Steward’s heir—only watch and observe. For that, you needed only your eyes. Instead, you exceed your instructions, again! Obviously, you do not need your eyes. So, I take your sight!”

Salidar’s vision dwindled to a mere point of dim glow and winked out, leaving only dense blackness. He was blind—absolutely, totally blind. His breath caught in his throat as the shock filled his veins with ice. He was dimly aware that she had again begun to speak.

“You were instructed to converse with the dying Steward at the appointed time, that we might learn more of her plans, or something more of the intended heir. Instead, you attempted a suggestion spell using a dark amulet, its application well beyond your skill, which apparently led to her premature death. We learned nothing! I would wager you even foolishly used your right hand during the amulet ritual, hmm? So, I take the use of your right arm!”

His right arm convulsed and gave one final spasm. It was as dead, limp, an unfeeling weight dangling at his side. It wouldn’t do anything. He couldn’t even push off the stone floor. His sightless eyes flooded and he groaned.

The moment passed and he realized that she was not finished.

“I have yet to pronounce the full judgment; so, pay attention. You repeatedly failed to listen to your instructions. For that you only needed your ears. So they are obviously of no use to you. I take your hearing! Furthermore, I think you could also benefit from a period of contemplation in the void!”

Wrapped in sudden silence, Salidar was almost beyond caring. He could neither see nor hear as she gestured and spoke in a very old language, but he did register a sense of numb disassociation, the dead silence, and the endless dark of what she had called the void.

His body slowly rose from the smooth stones to rotate weightlessly, deaf and blind, suspended in midair at twice a man’s height.
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“Impresssive, and sssevere. But, I ssstill want hisss sssoul!” whispered the watcher.

The deeper voice resonated, with a subtle mixture of fear and awe. “He can’t hear or see us, right? I agree that was very well done. Now what? Kill him?”

“No, I think not.” She sighed. “The truth is, we still need him. George, only you can go about your business unnoticed in the Realm of Man without certain aids or assistance. And you cannot be in two places at once.”

“Not yet,” he quipped.

She smiled in the dark, laid her unseen manicured hand on his arm, leaned into him and breathed, “Patience.” 

She steered him, arm in arm, toward the light, and indicated the floating Salidar. “I’ll bring him back, perhaps not whole, lest he forget this lesson. We have reports that the Steward’s heir still lives, near comatose and critical. So, it appears that we still need this pawn.”

Lady Diere now stood fully in the light, tall and slender, graceful and poised. Raven hair clasped back from her high forehead fell in an ebony cascade over her slight shoulders and dropped to her narrow waist. Slanted deep violet eyes almost overwhelmed her small face and dainty chin. She ran her long fingertips past her temples capturing a few stray strands of hair and tucked them behind her elegant, pointed ears. She was proportioned well, and quite obviously female, but just a bit too ethereal to be human.

Reflected light danced upon tiny onyx beads suspended in the matrix of delicate black lace that trimmed her sheer crimson gown. Close fitting, such attire was considered simple and understated for a Fey of high status, appropriate for casual court functions or other business. It would be otherwise scandalous anywhere but a Parisian fashion runway in the Realm of Man.

“Enough of thisss! What of the men he usssed?” rasped forth from the deeper recesses of the dark.

“George, they were yours, were they not?” She leveled her gaze at the graying man in the blue pin-striped business suit.

“Yes, three thugs from New Orleans, displaced by the hurricanes; they won’t be missed.” He scoffed and tossed a hand nonchalantly. “In fact, I recently learned that one was an unreliable junkie. I would have had to dispose of him eventually anyway.”

“He wasss the taxi driver who wasss killed in the accident?”

She glanced toward the unseen questioner still shrouded in the dark. With the slightest tilt of her head, she indicated that he should join them in the light.

George, oblivious to her gesture, nodded his assent to the question. “Burned to a crisp in the fire, they probably will never even identify him.”

Lady Diere’s violet gaze fixed him, penetrating his carefully maintained façade of aloof detachment like a lepidopterist’s steel pin through a hapless butterfly’s thorax. She stared until she was certain he could feel the icy shaft of her disdain twisting in his own guts. In a voice of crystalline frost, she chastised him. 

“Never underestimate the curiosity and creativity of your own species. If they have his body, they will eventually identify him. There can be no link to you—to us! Am I clear? See to it!”

Clearly chilled to his very core, George could only nod in affirmation.

She held him transfixed for a moment more. “Are we certain that the heir traveled alone? There are no other loose ends?”

George paled, but responded with growing confidence. “She traveled alone. I even had some associates observe her when she changed planes in Dallas. They said she spoke to no one, and kept to herself.”

She looked down her nose at him. “So, the long range plan is still in play, notwithstanding Salidar’s curious initiative?”

George gulped, but found his voice. “It is, despite that fool.”

“And what of the othersss, thossse who aided Sssalidar?”

The unseen speaker eased into the edge of the light. Of medium height, he appeared to be a hairless male of modest, yet compact, stature, a ruddy yellow tinge to his rough dermis. As he turned slightly, his sallow complexion seemed to blush with hints of rust as the light refracted off his exposed skin. A loose hooded robe hid all but his hands, head, and an open laced V across his chest. Beneath a heavy brow, his amber eyes held saurian pupils that squeezed to mere slits as he entered the full light. 

He spoke, his forked tongue slipping between his lips, as if to punctuate his point. “Pleassse, we mussst ssspeak of thisss.”

“Why, Lord Addecus, I saved them for you,” George answered smugly, despite his obvious discomfiture at the proximity of the Were Lord. He then executed a slight bow and made a gesture in a direction to their left. Another cone of light illuminated two figures, sprawled unconscious. “You see, I have managed a small degree of competence with the limited powers at my disposal.”

“Sssplendid, sssimply sssplendid! We may make a mage of you yet, young one. What think you, Lady Diere?” Lord Addecus inclined his head courteously to her, but his unblinking eyes never left George’s own. He smiled, his forked tongue flicking between barely glimpsed fangs.

“We shall see, my lord, we shall see,” Lady Diere said evenly. The thinly veiled sarcasm of the shape shifter’s remark was not lost on her, but she was not so certain about George. Is he too clever for his own good?

She shrugged and tossed a beckoning command over her shoulder as she turned, disappearing into the dark. “Come George, it would be best that we leave Lord Addecus to his distractions, such that you have so thoughtfully provided. We have preparations to make. Lord Addecus can join us at his leisure. Can you not, m’lord?”

“Asssuredly, m’lady. I ssshan’t be long, to be sssure. Tisss quick work that awaitsss me,” he hissed in amusement as George hurried away.
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Moments later, Addecus made a gesture and the cone of light widened considerably. Confident that he was alone, but for the helpless Salidar and the two unconscious men, he set up a rumbling vibration in his throat that summoned a pair of large shaggy hulks that seemed to materialize at a distance within the gloom. They gained definition as they approached the light, loping upright on two legs. Huge furred shoulders cast the bodies in shadow, but the long muscular arms swung in and out of view as the massive clawed hands, almost paws with opposable thumbs, scraped knuckles upon the flagstones in their easy haste.

It was their heads that commanded attention; the elongated snouts, the long teeth, and the panting. The heads resembled those of massive wolves—dire wolves, the likes of which had not been seen on Earth in an age. Elements of man were evident in their carriage, but the aura of the predator and the features of the wolf were overwhelming. Most frightening of all was the evident intelligence in their yellow eyes, a malevolent glint in their gaze.

Stopping a pace from their summoner, whom they dwarfed by twice his size, each werewolf sniffed the air and cocked tall pointed ears as Addecus spoke in a guttural language. He indicated the supine figures unconscious on the stone, and conveyed that they were to be taken to a place he named, unharmed, for he had plans.

The beasts caught Salidar’s scent, and one started salivating, taking a few steps toward the floating body.

“Ssstop! Not that one. He ssservesss Lady Diere’sss purpossse!”

The werewolf froze in mid-step, flinching at her name, and scurried back before Lord Addecus.

The Were Lord hissed to himself. But sssoon enough he’ll ssserve mine! The fool! He fearsss thisss  punissshment, thisss sssensssory deprivation, this void, beyond all reassson. Little doesss he know how vulnerable he really isss! I ssshall have hisss sssoul yet!
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Salidar, a loner at heart, still felt isolated with only shattered portions of his wits for company. A more lucid segment of his subconscious noted that his tattered mind was host to several conversations amongst various aspects of his personality—or should that be personalities?

He struggled to make some sense of the chaos of images, recriminations, hatred, and fear. He found a thin strand of raw cunning and grasped its harsh edge, instinctively focusing on the one reliable trait that offered any potential for recovering his wits. Forcing himself to a fragile state of reasonable calm, he tried to assess his situation. For the moment, he lived; his soul, however dark, was intact—a good place to start.

More facts surfaced in his muddled brain; he had been banished to the void. That was not too surprising; he’d been punished thusly before, and it didn’t really bother him that much because he knew he’d be retrieved. The void held few immediate horrors that he was aware of, nor was the forced solitude much of an imposition for a self-absorbed loner. He thought of the void as his brier patch; of course, he was always careful to react with abject fear whenever it was threatened as punishment. Had the Mad Elf sought his death, neither he nor his soul would now likely exist. She must still need him. She hadn’t killed him, or given him to that were-hybrid monstrosity, Addecus.

At that thought, his ravaged mind shuddered anew.

He remembered more. She had blinded and deafened him; and, she’d done something to his right arm. The terror he had felt then now floated just below the surface of his dubious control; he gripped ever tighter to his anger and cunning. He reasoned that he would be retrieved, and his faculties restored. He was still of use. He was needed; he instinctively knew it. She would come to regret her misuse of his many talents.

He gave no thought as to why she had treated him so severely; he didn’t actually care. His only regret was that his plans had gone awry; and he’d been caught. He would plan more carefully in the future; and, he would have his revenge. The only variable that lay beyond any semblance of his control was time. But time held no meaning in the void. He had learned to be patient. Of course, that didn’t mean he liked it; but, he could wait. After all, he was far older, even for a halfling, than most would believe, an unintended but selfishly gratifying result of his long service to those of darker intentions.

Yes, he would wait and plan.
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Ellen was becoming aware, much like waking from a deep sleep, but finding herself in a strange place, one that she didn’t remember going to, or how she got there, or when—or anything. Everything was grey, or shades of grey. She sensed that she was standing—well, maybe standing, as she had no real sense of gravity either—on a grey floor, in a grey place, yet not in a room, but not outside. There were no walls, but there was a vague grey limit or horizon. Something seemed to define this greyness; it didn’t feel infinite. She stared at her hands, both of which appeared leeched of all color as well.

She was trying so hard to comprehend where she was that she almost didn’t hear, or rather sense, the voice calling her name—or was it just in her mind? Telepathy?

At that very thought, she seemed to hear someone speak—but with her ears? She hoped so.

. . . Oh very well, I suppose that would be better under the circumstances . . .

Slightly startled but somehow unafraid, Ellen asked, “Who? Where are you? Where am I? What’s going on? Where are you?”

. . . Oh, sorry . . . Give me a moment, please . . .

The voice was vaguely familiar, which Ellen found even more unnerving as she twisted around in search of the speaker. Several paces away, the grey matter began to eddy and swirl in place as the form of a petite woman took shape. Ellen stared in fascination as memories flooded forth, and familiarity warmed to full recognition.

“Aunt Maude? B-but you’re—” she stammered.

. . . Yes, don’t remind me. And hello to you too, Ellen . . .

Maude seemed to be grey as well, but somehow that fit, as she waved a hand in the grey air as if to dismiss the obvious.

“Does that mean that I’m . . . ” Ellen’s voice hitched a bit and she tried to swallow.

. . . No, you’re not dead—not that somebody didn’t try! Maude’s visage took on a cross look as she pursed her lips and shook her head in obvious frustration.

“What? Somebody tried to kill me?” Ellen blurted. “What’s going on here?” 

. . . Quiet! And listen! It’s important! This telepathy stuff takes practice; it’ll get easier for you. But right now it’s too slow, so I’m going to try to speak aloud. At least it’ll seem that way to you, but you have to be receptive . . .

“Uh, okay, I guess . . . ” Ellen was still bewildered.

Maude struggled to speak urgently, but could not utter a word. She paused, calmed herself, and quietly found her voice. 

To Ellen, it still felt like much of the message formed within her conscious mind.

“We don’t have much time, and you can’t stay here. The only reason you’re here is because you came close to dying; but it’s not your time. You have to go back, soon.” Maude began to pace. “In fact, I doubt this opportunity for us to communicate was anticipated. Someone has made a big mistake; and we can take the advantage.

“This place, it’s not in your, uh, reality. It’ll help if you think of this as a dreamscape, at least for now. There are rules of a sort here. Think of them as the laws of physics in your world. I can’t tell you all I’d like. I’d try, but it just won’t come out. So I’ll tell you what I can, while I can. You just listen, okay?”

Ellen just nodded.

“You may be able to find your way back here, without benefit of a near-death experience, but you’ll have to discover the technique on your own. I’ve left you some help, a journal and some things—the spectacles are important. There are some people, friends, whom you can trust; you’ll know when the time comes. I’ll likely still be here, but that’s a story for another time.

“You’re in danger, and I’m afraid it’s my fault. I’ve named you as my successor to the Stewardship, but you have to agree and formally accept the responsibility, and . . . ooh, damn it! You’ll have to learn a lot as you go; but remember this, true names are very important and powerful. It’s very important that you accept and do this.”

Maude stopped pacing and tilted her head, as if listening. “You have to go back now. No argument. Go! Just will yourself back into your body. Do it! This place is not safe for you, or me either for that matter. Please, Ellen, do as I ask.”

Ellen was overwhelmed. A part of her wanted to believe she was dreaming, but somehow she knew the truth of Maude’s words was undeniable—someone had caused her deliberate harm. A sudden insight rocked her; had someone also deliberately harmed her Aunt Maude? Killed her? Should she ask?

Maude shook her head. Just go, now!

Maude’s image began to fade, her features softening into the grey mist. Her sad smile seemed to be the last to go; a Cheshire moment, thought Ellen. 

That was the point at which her resolve solidified; she would find out just what the truth was, for herself and Maude.

She became aware of another nearing presence, ominous and foreboding. Just sensing it was not a pleasant experience. Could this approaching entity have sensed her? It was now focused on her—she was certain of it.

She closed her eyes and willed herself back into her body, wherever that was, and felt herself falling, disoriented and breathless into a maelstrom. Her senses faded; even the subtle concept of time’s passage eluded her.
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She became aware of gravity. She was pressed down on her back—no, not really pressed, it was merely her own weight she felt. Then the pain registered, a dull pulsing ache that mimicked her heartbeat. She tried to take a deep breath, and froze as more pain flared on her right side. Taking little hitching breaths, she managed to fill her lungs and slowly exhale.

That hurt! Broken ribs? Oh man, I hope not! What else?

She managed to open her left eye to a squint; but her right didn’t cooperate. She realized that side of her face, and her head, were bandaged. Her neck was stiff, or rather held immobile; she sensed some sort of collar.

I’m flat on my back in a bed? My ribs hurt badly and bandages are on my head and face. I’m sore all over. Okay, I must be in a hospital. What happened? The plane? No, we landed just fine. The taxi? Omigod! The taxi—an accident! The grey place—Maude? This hurt was deliberate?

She noticed the room was small. Something was visible to her left; an IV pole, and softly beeping monitors—a hospital for certain. It was very quiet, the lights dim. She could barely hear soft voices to her right, as if through a closed door, fading with the receding patter of purposeful footsteps.

Okay, now I have a good idea of where I am. But, am I all here?

With much conscious effort she went through a ritual of wiggling her toes and fingers. Satisfied with the inventory, she found she could move both her legs, although her right knee complained. Her arms were stiff; but she could move them.

I can see an IV in the back of my left hand. I can’t see my right hand, but it feels like it’s taped up—maybe another IV?

Satisfied, at least for the moment, Ellen realized she was extremely tired. 

Maybe I should just nap for a bit and I’ll feel better. Maybe then I can get some answers. 

Within the span of a few breaths, she had burrowed into a realm of dreamless sleep.
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Several feet away at the nurses’ station, a small patient-alert light had been flashing for several moments. The senior duty nurse was down the hall checking on another patient. Her volunteer assistant for the evening, a young nursing student, reached over and toggled off the flashing light.

She glanced down the hall, saw that the duty nurse was sufficiently preoccupied, picked up a clipboard, and walked into Ellen’s room. Standing at the IV pole, she adjusted the sedative drip to dramatically increase the flow.

With a penlight, she quickly observed Ellen’s undamaged eye and whispered, “We can’t have you waking up now, can we?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CH 4

[image: ]


Dr. Marie Latrice-Johnson, Chief Neurologist, shifted uncomfortably at her desk as she studied the patient file. She sifted through chart notes, and checked her monitor screen for corresponding images of  imaging scans, and the electroencephalograph readings for the past forty-eight hours.

The scans gave no indication of any head or neck trauma beyond the initially diagnosed concussion sustained to the right anterior of the skull, just above, and slightly forward of the ear. The file clearly articulated that there was still no indication of intracranial bleeding or increased pressure, a very good sign.

There were no fractures, but there was considerable evidence of strained muscle tissues throughout the patient’s body. The blow to her head must have been reasonably significant, not that unusual in the case of traffic accidents. The soft tissues of the upper cheek and around the orbit of the right eye were bruised and swollen. Fortunately, the patient’s overall condition, while still serious, was showing signs of improvement, but Ellen Doyle was still lightly sedated—or was she?

The source of the doctor’s puzzlement was displayed on her computer screen, the digitized EEG chart as recorded at about midnight last night.

Prior to that time, the EEG record was consistent with an unconscious patient under light sedation. In fact, had circumstances warranted, a deeper sedation regimen that mimicked a coma-like condition could be chemically induced when deemed appropriate in certain treatment strategies, but was not applicable in this case.

However, about eight hours ago the digital EEG record reflected a significant increase in brain wave activity that would be consistent with an awake and alert patient. But within two hours of that time, the brain wave patterns dropped significantly below the previously established threshold and into a much deeper, near-comatose state.

Upon discovery of the EEG anomaly, Dr. Latrice-Johnson had immediately reexamined the patient. What she found raised her professional ire; the patient’s IV sedative flow had been set significantly higher than the prescribed rate as specified on the patient’s chart.

The EEG unit in the room was apparently functioning normally; however, the printout from the previous night was not in the patient file. Fortunately, the monitoring systems, to include the EEG, were digitally networked to a server for remote access and backup, so doctors could monitor patients remotely with a few key strokes on networked devices.

So, Dr. Latrice-Johnson caught the apparent mistake in time, and took immediate corrective action. As she treated Ellen Doyle, a cloud of doubt hovered. All her instincts were practically shouting that something was dreadfully wrong with this scenario.

Nurses are not prone to make mistakes like this!

At the nurses’ station, the doctor questioned the day shift duty nurse, Roberta Beckett, who indicated that all had been well according to Eloise Smithers, the night shift duty nurse, when they had met at shift-change this morning.

Unsatisfied, the doctor pressed. “Did she mention anything at all unusual about last night’s shift?”

“Not that I recall,” Roberta insisted, “except for, well, it’s probably nothing. She said she had a student-nurse volunteer for the shift last night. And I thought that was unusual because those college kids usually don’t want to pull a night shift, especially over a weekend.”

––––––––
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Alone with her thoughts, the doctor wrestled with the ethical dilemma of notifying the hospital administrator immediately, or waiting until she had spoken to the night duty nurse. The Administrator, Dr. Gerald Hollis, was not fond of being presented with problems without proposed solutions. Nevertheless, she found herself walking through the administration wing in the direction of his office.

So be it; I may as well tell him now. Something just doesn’t feel right.

She entered his outer office and smiled at Dr. Hollis’ secretary. “Good morning, Nancy, is our fearless leader in?”

“Good morning, Dr. Latrice-Johnson, I’m sorry but Dr. Hollis is unavailable.”

Nancy was not usually so formal, as she and Marie were old friends; so, such courteous formality alerted the doctor that they were not alone. An Emergency Department intern and a morgue attendant were seated in the reception area. Marie acknowledged them with a nod, and noticed that they were positively fidgeting like a pair of misbehaving schoolboys sent to the principal’s office.

Stifling a chuckle at that image, she turned to Nancy, a question perched upon her lips—but Nancy preempted the inquiry with one of her own.

“Doctor, could I have a word with you, please?” Nancy




















[image: ]





























































[image: ]














[image: ]










































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
I HE BOX SET
Vols.1,2,3

THE
STEWARD

M.D. IRONZ






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





