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Enter the Realm of Terror…
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	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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The Magic Library
By David Longhorn

	 

	After Marcy left him, Tony Clayson wept bitter tears for a day and a night. Pretty much after that, he sniffled a lot and played Call of Duty far into the night. But he told people he cried for a week. And he got some sympathy, at first. But as weeks turned to months and Tony continued to whine and mope, people got fed up with his attitude.

	“For Christ’s sake, man!” said his old pal, Joe. “You got dumped. So freakin’ what? I got dumped a couple times. It’s bad but you gotta get back on the horse. Put yourself out there. The best revenge is good living, said some old-time philosopher. And in your case, that means go get yourself some touch! Get it out of your system!”

	Tony felt that Joe was too vulgar at times. But he couldn’t fault the guy’s logic. Unfortunately, after a five-year relationship that he had assumed would lead to marriage, Tony was a little rusty at dating. Friends and colleagues tried to set him up, but the results ranged from dull to disastrous. After a while, most of the would-be matchmakers gave up. Joe, ever persistent, urged him to try online dating. Tony took a shot, mainly to shut Joe up. He ended up being catfished by a teenage boy from Des Moines who nearly cleaned out Tony’s PayPal account.

	Tony went back to moping, games, and too much solitary drinking. His work suffered, and Joe gave up calling. His family all lived a long way off. He began to spiral into self-pitying chaos. He became ever more disheveled, and his apartment looked like a small bomb had gone off in the garbage. Until one day, his neighbor, Marie, told him about The Magic Library.

	“You’re joking,” he said. “I’m not, like, a seven-year-old. There are no magical things in the world, I’ve learned that. And libraries? Shit, they’ll all be gone soon. We’re living in a postliterate culture, right?”

	Marie, who lived across the hall and had a bouncy, optimistic way with her, shook her head sadly. She had captured Tony after he came home from work and found he’d lost his keys somewhere. She let him use her phone to call a locksmith and sat him at her kitchen table while he waited. She made him coffee, fed him a homemade brownie, and told him a story he found quite ridiculous.

	“It’s true,” she insisted, “it’s not always there, but when it is, you can go in and have these amazing adventures or just chill with nice people. You want romance, you can find it there. It’s genuinely magical. It turned my life around. Give it a try!”

	She produced a small card and handed it to Tony. He turned it over, noting that it bore no email address or phone number. There was no website, either. Just the three words, The Magic Library, and an address.

	“Corner of Union and Third?” he said, wrinkling his forehead in thought. “Isn’t that a vacant lot? Yeah, there’s nothing there! It used to be a Blockbuster, or maybe a Greek restaurant?”

	“Nobody remembers what used to be there, not really,” Marie said, smiling. “That’s because the library has always been there and nobody can build anything else on that lot.”

	“Oh, come on...” Tony began.

	But then someone shouted from the hallway through Marie’s half-open front door. It was the locksmith. Tony thanked his neighbor in a perfunctory way and left. Twenty minutes later, after taking a massive hit to his credit card, he got inside his home. Shoulders slumped, he took off his jacket and then remembered the card. Taking it out, he peered at it as he went into the kitchen for a beer. Then he paused.

	The card had changed.

	Where once there had just been the location, now there was something else.

	“Open eleven ’til midnight,” he read.

	It was a trick card, of course. Marie had pulled a fast one, giving him a card treated with some chemical. Any amateur conjurer could pull that off. But something made him pause in the act of throwing the card into the waste bin. Marie wasn’t the practical joker type. And for the life of him, he couldn’t remember when he last saw anything at that corner. Yet it was a prime location. Why hadn’t it been built upon?

	Still carrying the card, he went into the living room without a beer and fired up his laptop. Sure enough, the corner of Union and Third was a vacant lot. What’s more, there was nothing in official city records about proposals to build on it. Nor did the local newspaper mention it at all. He continued to search and eventually found a brief item about a failed candidate for councilman who had said something weird about the occult being practiced in the heart of the city. The lot was named but no details were given. A police officer, unnamed, was quoted as saying they’d had no formal complaint. And that was that.

	“Weird,” he said to himself.

	It was just after eight. It was just a ten-minute walk to the mysterious site. He couldn’t believe Marie, of all people, had malicious intent. She had always been kind and helpful. He got up, went outside, and knocked on her door.

	“Look,” he said, holding out the card.

	She looked, without touching, and smiled.

	“You’re lucky!” she said. “It took nearly a month for me to get my first invitation. You clearly need it more than I did!”

	He stared at her, trying to find a hint of mockery or deceit. There was nothing to see but the face of a plump, motherly woman in her forties.

	“Tony,” she said. “It’s not a con or a trap. It’s just a place full of books you can lose yourself in. But remember, it’s a secret place. It’s only for the lost, the lonely, the hurt. I’ve seen you since Marcy left. You’re a nice guy, and you deserve a helping hand. But be discreet! Don’t tell anyone else about it! Now, tidy yourself up and go!”

	He stood looking at her closed door for a moment.

	“It’s crazy,” he muttered.

	At five to eleven, Tony was standing at the corner of Union and Third. A few spots of rain heralded worse to come. The vacant lot was fenced off. He could make out scrubby grass, a few heaps of rubble, some bottles and cans that had evidently been flung over the fence. That was it. Nothing could have been less magical. He paced up and down, glancing up and down the streets, wondering what his excuse could be if a cop pulled up. A nearby church chimed the hour. He looked at the vacant lot again and froze.

	The rectangular plot was no longer vacant. A very solid two-story building stood at the corner. It had an old-fashioned look, with its red brick walls and high windows. Through vertical blinds, he could just make out a warm yellow glow. The front door was ajar. He could make out a reception desk with someone standing behind it. Above the doorway was a semicircular arch bearing an inscription. Three simple words.

	“No,” he muttered. “No way!”

	It was a trick, it had to be. Some kind of hidden camera show, maybe? But why would anyone go to so much trouble to fool a miserable nobody? That made no sense. In a way, magic was suddenly more credible than the heartless ingenuity of some TV producer. Before he even realized he was moving, Tony had pushed open the door and walked into The Magic Library.

	“Ah, Mr. Clayson! Always nice to see a new reader!”

	The lady behind the reception desk was tall, slim, about fifty, with iron-gray hair pulled back into a severe bun. She wore half-moon glasses on a chain and was dressed in a neat dark blue suit. Tony looked around and saw that the place was like a regular old-fashioned library, with rows of shelves and Dewey Decimal codes everywhere. There were also regular labels: CRIME, ROMANCE, CLASSICS, and so on. Thousands of books inside a building that had just popped into existence. There were also tables on which green-shaded reading lamps spread pools of light on seasoned wood. Pillars here and there obscured his view, but the overall effect was of a vast open space, far larger in fact than the corner lot. Another impossibility.

	“This—this place can’t be here,” he stammered.

	Tony suddenly felt faint and leaned against the counter. The librarian patted the back of his hand, like a benevolent but sensible aunt comforting a little boy.

	“It gets them like that sometimes, Mr. Clayson, but don’t worry,” she said. “It’s at least as real as what people call real life. Books can endure far more than people. And when they are put together in sufficient number, by people who truly care for them, well...”

	She waved a slender hand.

	“Voila! A kind of magic takes hold. And we can help people who need to escape from an untidy, unsatisfactory reality into a much more satisfying one.”

	She leaned forward over the desk and lowered her voice slightly.

	“Now, Mr. Clayson, what sort of book would you like to escape into?”

	Tony snorted.

	“All this so I can read a book?” he said. “Marie said this place would help me.”

	The librarian shook her head.

	“I take it that she didn’t explain things very clearly, then,” she said. “This library allows you to escape into a book. Become a character in one. Meet the legendary characters of world literature! You have just under an hour to make your choice!”

	Tony rolled his eyes but didn’t reply. It was absurd, and he was again leaning toward the hidden camera theory. Of course, he couldn’t explain how it was done, but hadn’t some magician made the Eiffel Tower disappear? Or maybe the Statue of Liberty? Hell, half the place could be a big hologram. That made more sense than magic. Magic was for kids.

	“Okay,” he sighed. “I’ll play along. It was starting to rain anyways.”

	The librarian beamed tolerantly as he wandered off along the CLASSICS aisle. He’d not read much since high school, and most of the titles meant nothing to him. However, a few rang a bell, mostly because they’d been made into movies or TV series. David Copperfield. Antony and Cleopatra. Moby Dick. He paused and plucked a slim volume from the shelf. The Great Gatsby. Marcy had said it was the greatest American novel and urged him to read it.

	Thinking of Marcy made him tear up a little. He carried the book back to the desk and laid it down.

	“Ah, an excellent choice for one who wishes to escape from it all,” the lady said. “The Roaring Twenties! Beauty, romance, and nonstop partying in Gatsby’s mansion. And, though I shouldn’t say it, quite a lot of naughtiness.”

	“Yeah,” sighed Tony. “Whatever. I guess. But what’s magical about borrowing a book?”

	The librarian smiled knowingly, opened The Great Gatsby, and stamped it. Then she pushed it back to Tony. He looked down at the stamp. The date was wrong, surely?

	“But this is the day after tomorrow!” he protested. “I can’t read a novel in that time!”

	“You don’t need to read it,” the woman said. “Just take it home and lose yourself in it. Place it under your pillow when you sleep, and you will truly experience Fitzgerald’s entrancing vision of the Jazz Age.”

	Tony was doubtful. But the librarian was not the sort of woman he was accustomed to arguing with. He smiled politely and took the slightly worn hardback. After slipping the book inside his coat, he stepped outside then turned to take a last look into the impossible building.

	It wasn’t there. He stood and gawked at the fence, the rubble, the weeds. Then he walked home, collar turned up against the cutting wind, face spattered with icy rain. Back home, he took a hot shower before bed and climbed into the sheets still slightly damp. It was an old trick to help himself fall asleep more quickly. He had laid the book on his bedside table but decided to follow instructions. He slid it under his pillow and laid his head on it.

	Now, he thought, I’ll get no sleep tonight, waiting for something to happen. And I’ll be good for nothing at work.

	But he did sleep. When he woke, it was to the sound of laughter, music, and the occasional crash of glass echoing in the distance. He sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes. Moonlight flooded into the bedroom. It was not his bedroom. Everything was bigger and considerably fancier. What’s more, he seemed to be wearing pajamas. Silk pajamas, they felt like. He reached for his phone, but his hand collided with glass that fell to the floor. It hit what sounded like a very soft carpet. Immediately afterward, he smelled bourbon. He sensed movement nearby, a rustling of garments in the dark, coupled with a whiff of perfume. Then came a soft giggle.

	“Hello?” he said.

	“Hello!” said a feminine voice.

	With a metallic click, a flame appeared a couple of yards away. It illuminated a pretty face with a cigarette between dark glossy lips. The flame went out, and the glow of the cigarette rose and swayed closer.

	“You were out for the count,” said the woman. “I was going to slip in beside you. In fact, I think I might still do that. Any objections?”

	“Erm, no,” he said weakly.

	There was the sound of sheer fabric moving against flesh, then the covers were lifted and a warm body pressed against his.

	“I love Jay’s parties,” said the woman, evidently sitting up as she smoked. “But all this fun can be tiring, don’t you think?”

	“I guess,” he said. “You mean Gatsby?”

	She chuckled then coughed.

	“God, these things are strong,” she said. “Yeah, I mean Gatsby. You’re one of those guys who just turns up, right? No problem, invitations are not needed at an orgy. Now slide over. I’ll put this out and we can get frisky.”

	He never did learn her name or even get a good look at her. It didn’t seem to matter during what followed. After they were done, he fell into a doze, and when he was alert again, she was gone. He got up and groped for a light switch. Eventually, he found one. The bedroom was as palatial as he’d assumed. His silk pajamas were splendid, monogrammed JG. There was a formal suit folded over the back of a chair. A pair of polished shoes were standing neatly by it.

	Tony gave up trying to make sense of it all. He got dressed, checked himself in the mirror, decided his distinctly 21st century goatee would have to do. Then he went downstairs to join the enigmatic tycoon’s other guests.

	 

	***

	 

	“Unbelievable!”

	He laid The Great Gatsby on the desk. The librarian picked it up and stamped it returned. Then she laid it neatly on a little trolley behind her.

	“I mean, how does it work?” Tony demanded.

	“Three words above the door,” the dignified woman said. “One of them is magic. That’s it.”

	He shook his head in amused disbelief. Tony Clayson still didn’t believe in magic. He was sure it was all down to some kind of technology from a parallel universe. That would explain why the vacant lot could be suddenly un-vacant. It would explain the virtual reality experience with the book. He had toyed with the idea that the librarian was an alien and that it was some kind of behavioral experiment on random humans. But he had rejected that as too weird.

	“But think of the money you could make!” he persisted. “This is amazing! It would wipe out TV, movies, video games—sending experiences straight into the brain.”

	The librarian shook her head sadly.

	“You’re not the first to draw that erroneous conclusion, young man,” she said. “It’s not about gadgets, it’s about stories. Books. Imagination. A work of fiction that really matters—that changes the lives of millions—becomes a key component of reality. Human reality, anyway. All we do here is let you experience the intensity many people get simply from reading. You get to lose yourself in a book.”

	Tony decided not to argue. He had had two nights of pleasure in Gatsby’s mansion, with dancing, booze, gambling, and plenty of no-strings sex. He wanted something a little different now, as he explained to the helpful lady. A kind of vacation, maybe, with some fresh air after inhaling all that tobacco smoke.

	“Well, why not go for adventure of some sort? Perhaps Rider Haggard, Kipling, Hemingway if you’re up for something darker and grittier? Or there’s this one, which was just returned…”

	She held up a hardback with a title he’d never heard of. The author was new to him as well.

	“An adventure story?” he asked, turning it over in puzzlement, looking at the picture of a small sailboat on the back cover. “Kind of old-fashioned?”

	“The Riddle of the Sands,” said the librarian, “is something held to be the first spy thriller. And it involves sailing around the European coast, before World War One. Very bracing, I’m told.”

	“Heck, why not?” he said, smiling.

	Already, he felt like a regular customer. Or client. Or patient. Whatever his status was, it felt right. He watched as she stamped the book then walked out into a blustery night. This time, he didn’t look back to see the library vanish.

	And so Tony became a regular at The Magic Library, returning books punctually and accepting the recommendations of the nice lady at the desk. This went on for months, and his life undeniably improved. He had commitment-free sex when he needed it, courtesy of Arthur Miller or James Joyce. He could be a heroic warrior in ancient Greece or a brave soldier in any one of a dozen more modern wars. He was by turns a billionaire, an ace reporter, a movie star, a crusading lawyer. He was often a brilliant detective. The librarian could always find something. People noticed he was more confident, happier, and his work improved.

	“So, is it a chick?” asked Joe one night, as they left their usual bar at nine-thirty. “Because you keep rushing back home, every time. Never wait for last orders no more. It’s a chick, right?”

	“No,” Tony said. “It’s a whole world of chicks.”

	He knew what he was doing. When Joe asked for more details, he could have smiled enigmatically. Instead, he blurted it out, the whole strange saga. He told Joe because he wanted to brag, to impress, to be special. He told Joe because he knew he shouldn’t. He felt his face grow hot as his friend scoffed at the story and inevitably challenged Joe to meet him at the corner of Union and Third an hour before midnight, that very night.

	“I gotta take a book back, anyhow,” Tony said.

	“You’re on!” said Joe, as they parted.

	An hour later, Tony was packing in his apartment, wondering how he could warn Joe off. He had not been given a specific warning by Marie, merely told not to blab to anyone else. He had just gone and blabbed. Would it lead to him being barred from the library? That was a bleak thought. He almost called Joe a couple of times but then stopped himself. No way would Joe let him cry off. Tony had to go and face the music.

	Tony arrived a quarter hour early, and there was no sign of Joe. A cab swept by but didn’t stop. The hour struck. Tony felt his spirits lift, imagining his friend slumped in front of the TV, eating cold pizza and belching. But then a familiar figure turned the corner.

	“So, where is it?” Joe asked.

	The vacant lot was still vacant. There was not even a ghostly hint of red brick walls and high windows. The Magic Library had declined to materialize. Tony barely heard his friend’s jeering. He glanced at his watch as the dial showed five after eleven. A gust of wind blew trash around on the other side of the fence..

	“Hey, buddy, is there something going on?” Joe asked, taking his arm. “I mean, what gives? What did you think would happen?”

	Tony couldn’t explain. He clutched the book he should have returned and felt tears of despair starting from his eyes. What if he could never return it? What if he was barred forever? He shook off Joe’s hand and walked home not seeing the dull city. And when he got home, he sat and wept almost as bitterly as he had when Marcy had left him.

	At midnight, his phone rang. He knew, before he answered, whose voice he would hear.

	“Mr. Clayson? You failed to return your book.”

	“I tried!” he said then thought to add, “And how did you get my number, anyway?”

	The librarian ignored his question.

	“You will incur a fine,” she said primly. “It will be a small one for a first offense. But please, return the book tomorrow night at the usual time. And do not, whatever you do, attempt to enjoy it tonight.”

	She rang off before he could ask any of a dozen or so questions that were fighting for his attention. Then he looked at the book that was now overdue. It was a hard-boiled detective novel by Raymond Chandler. He had enjoyed being a character in it, as it meant punching wise guys and enjoying the company of “dames”. But he was not allowed to venture into it again.

	“To hell with it,” he muttered. “If I’m going to have to pay a fine, I might as well enjoy myself first.”

	He slipped the book under his pillow, cleaned his teeth, then hit the hay. Despite being stressed out by the evening’s events, he still managed to nod off after only twenty minutes or so. Then he found himself once more on the mean streets of the noir thriller. Only this time, he was not a tough guy, nor any kind of hero. No, this time, he was a weaselly snitch who got punched, very hard, in the gut by one of the big boss’ heavies. Then he was hung upside down in a meat factory and more liberties were taken. Finally, he was dumped in the harbor wearing what one wise guy referred to as “concrete galoshes”.

	All in all, it was a very unpleasant experience.

	The following night, he went to the corner alone. The library was there. He strode in and slammed the book down on the desk.

	“That was a dirty trick,” he complained. “You knew I’d sleep on it.”

	The gray-haired woman smiled as she stamped the book then shook her head slightly.

	“They always do, but I have to warn them anyway. Those are the rules. You broke them and your fine was, naturally, of a psychological nature. Now, Mr. Clayson, would you like to select another book?”

	Tony looked around. Then he walked up the CLASSICS aisle and plucked a book free of the shelf. He knew it, and it seemed dull—Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen. But he recalled that Marcy had liked that kind of thing, people in fancy clothes having misunderstandings.

	“An interesting choice,” said the librarian as she stamped the book. “I can’t quite see you in knee breeches and a tailcoat, but each to his own.”

	He smiled thinly, wished her good night, and left. Did she suspect? It didn’t matter. He’d contacted Joe earlier and his pal was waiting at the next corner, engine running. They drove to Joe’s place and there began the experiment. Joe put the book under his own pillow and went to bed while Tony sat watching from an armchair.

	In the dark, Joe turned restlessly under the duvet. Tony willed his friend to fall asleep. He needed to know if the book worked for anyone. If it did, he would give it to Marcy as a wonderful gift. That would prove to her how much he loved her. He would win her back. He need never go near the library again so they couldn’t punish him.

	Tony was nodding in the chair, feeling tired but certain he would never sleep. Suddenly, Joe was standing over him, shaking him. Gray dawn light was filtering through cheap curtains.

	“Oh my God, man!” Joe said, wide-eyed and very excited. “That was amazing! It was like being in a movie! A real boring one, at first, with all those Limeys in fancy dress, but then it got more interesting! Those ladies weren’t always so ladylike!”

	Tony feigned to listen as his old pal babbled about the sexual mores of Regency England. It didn’t matter. What did was that he could give Marcy a unique and wonderful gift. One that no other man could match. Surely that would win her back?

	He was at work, daydreaming of the moment when Marcy would fling her arms around him and declare her undying love when he got the call. This time, the librarian sounded angry, not merely disappointed.

	“You have broken the rules twice in succession, Mr. Clayson,” she snapped. “The fine this time will be serious.”

	Aware that others were listening and that he shouldn’t be taking personal calls anyhow, Tony was politely dismissive.

	“I’m sorry, I can’t talk now, but I think you’ll find the situation is what it is. There’s no going back.”

	That night, he wrapped the Austen book in very fancy paper and made several attempts to write out a gift card. Eventually, he was satisfied with his efforts and noticed it was just after midnight. He felt a qualm when he got into bed, knowing no book would be under the pillow, beckoning him into its world. But he could live without fantasies when he won back his true love.

	His sleep was dreamless and refreshing, but then he half woke with the impression there was someone standing over him. He muttered a few words, turned over, and sank back into sleep. He just had the fleeting impression of something hard being slipped under his pillow. He struggled against oblivion and lost.

	Then he found himself in a strange poorly lit mansion with dozens of rooms and long winding corridors. He wandered from one room to the next, opening door after door. He was dressed in old-fashioned clothes, somber and elegant. He had the vague idea that the mansion was his, but that it would fall down soon, that it was unsafe in some fundamental way.

	There was certainly no fun to be had here. Again and again, he looked into dark old-fashioned chambers where lay the dead or the dying. The people were young women mostly, their faces thin and pale, lungs rasping, some coughing up blood into scented handkerchiefs. Sometimes, they reached out to him for help. He turned his back on their pitiful cries, telling himself that they weren’t real.

	Then he encountered a group of men clustered around a figure lying in an old-style four-poster bed. This invalid was so painfully thin that at first, Tony thought he was dead. Then the man nearest the bed started to ask questions. The cadaverous figure responded in a voice that was deep and somehow inhuman.

	“I was asleep,” said the voice, “now I am dead!”

	Recoiling from the scene, Tony moved on swiftly to a flight of stairs that led down but not to an exit from the house. Rounding a corner, he almost walked into a half-naked woman covered in gold paint and wearing a mask. He stammered out an apology, which got a laugh from a bunch of other people. All were masked and wearing extravagant fancy dress. He asked them where they were and somebody made a sneering remark in what sounded like Italian. He pushed through the crowd and made his way through a series of rooms, each one tricked out in a different color.

	Then the people started dying, outlandish figures falling to the floor, writhing and moaning. Spots of blood blossomed on their skins, trickled out of the mouth and eyeholes of their masks. Tony ran through rooms, blue and white and violet and green, until he reached a black chamber where a great clock chimed. He opened a small door by the clock and rushed through, hoping to finally escape.

	Instead, he found himself trapped in a maze of tunnels. The dripping walls were lined with skulls and bones, encrusted with what looked like limescale. It was scary as hell but not as disturbing as a man he almost walked into. The guy was too preoccupied bricking up a tunnel, or alcove, to notice Tony. Then a shout rang out from the other side of the wall.

	“For the love of God, Montresor!”

	“Yes,” replied the sinister bricklayer, with a little chuckle that sent a chill down Tony’s spine. “For the love of God.”

	Tony turned and walked briskly in the other direction. Soon, he had no idea if he was in a tunnel he’d already seen or a totally new one. Then the walls lined with skulls and bones gave way to a stone-walled corridor, which led to a room full of robed and grim-faced men. Before he could retreat, Tony was seized by two hulking masked guards and shoved into a seat. Then he was subject to what seemed like questioning in Spanish, of which he only understood a few words.

	The next thing he knew, he was being dragged into another bigger room where he was strapped to a kind of wooden frame in the middle of the floor. This did not bode well but his attempts to threaten, plead, or bribe his way out of the situation achieved nothing. The guards withdrew, and Tony was left in the bare room. Light from some unseen source illuminated a high-ceilinged chamber. The only decoration was a huge painting on the ceiling of a grim figure wielding some kind of scythe. Except that the blade of the scythe was oddly shaped. And it was moving.

	It took him a few minutes to figure out that the blade was attached to some kind of pendulum that was getting longer with each swing. The blade was descending. Tony started shouting, begging, demanding to speak to the librarian.

	“It’s not fair!” he yelled, as the vicious curved blade hissed by, just a few inches above his chest. “I don’t even know what book I’m in!”

	 

	***

	 

	Marie heard the scream and called the cops. When they couldn’t get a reply, they broke into Tony’s apartment to find him dead in his bed. There was no sign of visible trauma. The usual calls were made. A junior detective turned up to make a perfunctory check on the scene. With no evidence of foul play, the officer assumed the postmortem would find out why the poor guy had snuffed it in his sleep.

	He was about to leave after looking around when he caught sight of something on the bed, just protruding from under the pillow. Donning gloves, he pulled out a small hardbacked book. It was odd to find it there, but he could not see how it pertained to the case. He flipped it open and glanced at the title.

	“Tales of Mystery and Imagination by Edgar Allan Poe. Huh.”

	There was a library ticket and a date. He smiled at the name of the library, assumed it was a gimmick. Then he shrugged and laid the book on the bedside table. It was obviously irrelevant to the case and he would not mention it in his report. And it certainly wasn’t his job to return it.

	He watched the body being carried out. The dead guy had slept in just his shorts. The detective saw that the corpse had a weird birthmark or scar right up the middle of his chest. It was as if someone had taken a red Sharpie and drawn a very precise line that bisected his rib cage. The man could have had surgery at some point, perhaps on his heart.

	Well, thought the detective as he stepped out of the room, if it was his heart, the autopsy will tell the tale.

	 

	* * *
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