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			Wild Cards

			The virus was created on TAKIS, hundreds of light-years from Earth. The ruling mentats of the great Takisian Houses were looking for a way to enhance their formidable psionic abilities, and augment them with physical powers. The retrovirus they devised showed enough promise that the psi lords decided to field test it on Earth, whose inhabitants were genetically identical to Takisians.

			Prince Tisianne of House Ilkazam opposed the experiment and raced to Earth in his own living starship to stop it. The alien ships fought high above the atmosphere. The ship carrying the virus was torn apart, the virus itself lost. Prince Tisianne landed his own damaged ship at White Sands, where his talk of tachyon drives prompted the military to dub him DR. TACHYON.

			Across the continent, the virus fell into the hands of DR. TOD, a crime boss and war criminal, who resolved to use it to extort wealth and power from the cities of America. He lashed five blimps together and set out for New York City. President Harry S Truman reached out to Robert Tomlin, JETBOY, the teenaged fighter ace of World War II, to stop him. Flying his experimental jet, the JB-1, Jetboy reached Tod’s blimps and crashed into the gondola. The young hero and his old foe met for the last time as the bomb containing the virus fell to Earth. “Die, Jetboy, die,” Tod shouted as he shot Tomlin again and again. “I can’t die yet, I haven’t seen The Jolson Story,” Jetboy replied, as the bomb exploded.

			Thousands of microscopic spores rained down upon Manhattan. Thousands more were dispersed into the atmosphere and swept up by the jet stream, to spread all over the Earth. But New York City got the worst of it.

			It was September 15, 1946. The first Wild Card Day.

			Ten thousand died that first day in Manhattan alone. Thousands more were transformed, their DNA rewritten in terrible and unpredictable ways. Every case was unique. No two victims were affected in the same way. For that reason, the press dubbed xenovirus Takis-A (its scientific name) the wild card.

			Ninety percent of those infected died, unable to withstand the violent body changes the virus unleashed upon them. Those victims were said to have drawn the Black Queen.

			Of those who survived, nine of every ten were twisted and mutated in ways great and small. They were called “jokers” (or “jacks,” “knaves,” or “joker-aces” if they also gained powers). Shunned, outcast, and feared, they began to gather in along the Bowery, in a neighborhood that soon became known as “Jokertown.”

			Only one in a hundred of those infected emerged with superhuman powers: telepathy, telekinesis, enhanced strength, superspeed, invulnerability, flight, and a thousand other strange and wondrous abilities. These were the aces, the celebrities of the dawning new age. Unlike the heroes of the comic book, very few of them chose to don spandex costumes and fight crime, but they would soon begin to rewrite history all the same.

			These are their stories.

		

	
		
			…excerpt from A Wild Guide to the British Isles:

			
				Exploring Cornwall

			

			Keun Island

			is a tidal island off the Atlantic coast of Cornwall, windswept and stony, with a long and colorful history.

			Three miles of mudflats and an ancient stone causeway connect the rocky island to the Cornish mainland during low tide, but when the tide comes roaring in, with frightening speed, the link is submerged and Keun becomes a true island, accessible only by boat. Almost five times as large as St. Michael’s Mount on Cornwall’s south coast, Keun has a history that is full and as long as that of the better-known tidal island, and even more colorful.

			The island has been inhabited, off and on, for millennia. Archeologists have found Stone Age cairns there, and the remnants of standing stones larger and stranger than any of those at Stonehenge. A ring fort stood upon the island’s sheer black cliffs during the Dark Ages; later a crude castle of rough-hewn stone went up in its place.

			For hundreds of years the island was the stronghold of a clan of reavers and pirates known as the “Hounds of the Sea,” who raided and plundered up and down the coasts of Cornwall and into Wales and England. It was from them the island got its name; keun being Cornish for “hound.” They were finally extinguished in 1308 by Piers Gaveston, the newly made First Earl of Cornwall, who put to death every member of the clan and razed their castle. Legends claim that the last surviving pirate pronounced a curse on Gaveston as he died.

			Thereafter the island remained uninhabited for several centuries, save for seabirds and an occasional fisherman. The fisherfolk did not like to stay overnight, however; it was said the island was haunted. There were also tales of merfolk in the waters surrounding Keun Island; some stories spoke of beautiful mermaids who lured sailors to their doom, others of more grotesque creatures out of Cornish folklore, or the fevered imaginings of fantasists like William Hope Hodgson and Howard Phillips Lovecraft.

			Humanity returned to the island in the 1500s. A new castle arose atop the cliffs on the seaward side of the island, and a fishing village on the landward side. Keun was a poor place, however, and cursed with ill luck. Over the years half a dozen noble families came and went, many of them leaving legends of their own behind, each darker and more forbidding than the one before.

			The last and greatest of the lordly manors of Keun was called “Loveday Castle,” the seat of the family St. Gerren. They held the isle for the best part of a century, but when the last of the line, the widowed Lady Morwen (known as “Mad Morwen” to the locals) died during the Great Storm of 1703 as the castle collapsed about her, she left no heirs, and the ruins of Loveday were abandoned and left to decay.

			For most of the century that followed, the island’s only inhabitants were half a dozen inbred fishing families who lived in the village below the ruins. In 1857, however, a wealthy merchant styling himself Marcus St. Gerren and claiming descent from the noble family of yore laid claim to the island and moved in. He pulled down the overgrown ruins of the old castle and used its stones to build a large, splendid mansion on the site, which he named Loveday House.

			He and his family took up residence there for several generations, but the villagers liked to say that St. Gerren and his descendants found neither peace nor love in all their days at Loveday. The family fortune dwindled with the passage of the years, and madness and ill health seemed to plague many of Marcus St. Gerren’s children and grandchildren.

			By the turn of the twentieth century, most of the money was gone, and the great house had begun to decay—a process that continued until the Great Depression, which took the remains of the family fortune. The last St. Gerren attempted to sell Loveday House but found no buyers; the mansion had become a white elephant, too huge to maintain without servants, impossible to heat, its paint peeling, its foundations cracked. When old Tristan St. Gerren died in 1937, Loveday was abandoned once more and left to rot. And so it did, for the better part of a century.

			The new millennia brought changes to Keun, however. Rock climbers and hikers found the island’s magnificent cliffs and stony trails, and the seabirds that nested there in such numbers attracted nature lovers and bird-watchers. The decrepit fishing village had a rebirth as a holiday destination; antiques shops, guesthouses, B&Bs, and quaint pubs and restaurants sprang up in its granite cottages.

			And at last a new owner purchased the moldering corpse of Loveday House and set about restoring it to its former glory.

			The “new lord,” as the villagers call him, is a mysterious billionaire who goes about in a hooded cloak, always masked…though he seldom wears the same mask twice. He goes by the name Jago Branok and seems to have no limit to his wealth. A dozen mutually contradictory tales are told in the village about his origins, his history, his intentions, but on one point most of the villagers agree: “Lord” Jago Branok is a wild card of some sort. An ace, a joker, a knave, no one is quite certain…

			Restoration continues to this very day at Loveday House. The house and its extensive grounds remain private property, closed to tourists and casual visitors save by invitation, but tales of it are legion, and the locals will be glad to share them over a pint of ale and a plate of fish and chips in one of Keun’s many pubs.

		

	
		
			Longing for Those Lost

			Stephen Leigh

			Part I

			Salt spray sent droplets dancing on Gary Bushorn’s woolen flatcap and doused his already sodden trouser legs and trainers, though his long, rubberized weather jacket was stoutly resisting the water’s assault. Still, the frigid seawater felt good on his skin and the late October wind didn’t bother him. Faint tendrils of steam rose from where clothing met skin.

			He pulled out an old pocket watch, secured to his belt loop by a silver chain, from where it was nestled in the coin pocket of his jeans, shielding its face from the corrosive spray. The watch was his late wife Caitlyn’s. A few decades before, Gary had repaired the then-broken timepiece—originally an anniversary gift from Caitlyn’s mother to her father—as a gift to Caitlyn. She had in turn gifted it to her daughter, Moira, just before her death. Moira had returned it to Gary for safekeeping a few months before she drew the Black Queen and died herself.

			The watch was Gary’s most prized possession, representing as it did all his memories of Caitlyn and Moira. He glanced at the time—twelve thirty-five—and placed the watch back in its pocket.

			“You say you’ve fished down this way before, Cody?” Gary steadied himself on the wall of the wheelhouse cabin of Codman Cody’s boat, the Fear na Gcrúb. The water was choppy, feathered with whitecaps. The prow of the Fear na Gcrúb tore a foaming path through the waves as the boat lifted and fell and lifted again. Gary was holding tightly to the gunwale as the boat rolled heavily in the cold, gray swells; Codman Cody simply swayed easily with the motion, his hands (four fingers on the right hand, two on the left that looked more like the claws of a crab than anything human) tight on the ship’s wheel. The Fear na Gcrúb—“Man of Hooves” in English, and the term in Irish for the Joker playing card—was a working boat, smelling of fish and brine and Cody’s own unique odor, her flanks draped with nets and ropes, her planks slick with fish scales despite continual scrubbing.

			Gary had hired Cody’s boat to take himself, Duncan MacEnnis, and Jeremy Fingers down to Cornwall. The trio had been invited to a weekend on Keun Island. They’d left Rathlin Island in Northern Ireland the previous evening, spending an uncomfortable night on the boat.

			“Aye,” Cody offered in answer to Gary’s question, though his gaze didn’t leave the waves. “Though not often. Diesel fuel’s too dear and the fisherfolk here know the local shoals and banks better’n me. Besides, they ain’t overly friendly toward foreign boats takin’ fish from their waters. I stay farther north, generally. So are yeh gents lookin’ forward to this posh party?”

			“Don’t know how posh it’ll be, but the invitation surely was. I could show you—handmade calligraphy in gold ink on thick vellum from some Lord Jago Branok. You heard of the man?”

			Cody managed a shrug. “I know the name if not the man. Caught a few whispers when I’ve been down this way about how this Branok could buy and sell most’a the billionaires in Russia and the Middle East. Could just be talk, though. Y’know how people exaggerate such things. He puts on parties regularly at his mansion. Word is he’s snagged several well-known people for guests, like Golden Boy or that German ace Lohengrin with the gleaming armor. All kinds a’famous folks have visited. Yeh can tell me more after yeh meet this Lord Branok. How’d he happen to invite yeh?”

			“Not a clue,” Gary answered. “I don’t know the man. Never met him, never heard of him before. Maybe it was Constance Russell—y’know, the woman who comes to Rathlin every so often to recruit people for her sewing business? After all, Jeremy Fingers got an invite, too, and he used to be one of Constance’s tailors. Maybe that’s where this Branok got my name, though I still don’t know why. ‘Former mayor of Rathlin’ ain’t anything all that special.”

			Cody grinned at that and spat over the gunwale into the waves. “I think yer wrong about that. The people of the island kept reelecting yeh, y’know. An’ the way yeh cared for poor Caitlyn and Moira…”

			Rathlin Island—long the home and refuge for the jokers of Northern Ireland—now lay well to the north and east, but it felt more distant than that. Another place, another time. Gary suddenly was assailed by homesickness and the sense of loss. “Feck,” he muttered. His inflection was now somewhat more Irish than American—a testament to the decades he’d been on Rathlin. The mention of Caitlyn and Moira’s names caused Gary to reach under the hem of his jacket. His fingertips circled the outline of the pocket watch snuggled there. “That was a long time ago, Cody.”

			“I remember, though, and so does Rathlin. Leastways, all of us older folk do, and hell”—Cody spat again; Gary watched the spittle hit the gray swells and vanish—“even young Lorcan and Lucan know that story. On Rathlin, yer about as famous as they come.”

			“That tells you more about Rathlin than it does about me, my friend.”

			They both chuckled.

			“Don’t let Cody’s blatherin’ bother yeh, Gary.” That was Duncan MacEnnis, another Rathlin joker. Duncan was holding tightly to the rail of the Fear na Gcrúb with one hand and clutched a quad-based cane desperately with the other. Gary’s invitation from Lord Branok had said Gary could invite one guest to accompany him; he’d chosen Duncan, one of his oldest friends. Duncan was the now retired police chief for Rathlin, as Gary was now the retired mayor. In 1974, as a young constable in the Belfast police, Duncan’s own card had turned. His flesh had run like candle wax in a flame before hardening again into furrows and ripples along his body. His skull was hairless and pitted; his eyes jutted out from bony sockets: “The Melted Man” they called him behind his back.

			Duncan had been forcibly sent to Rathlin, as many jokers had in that time. He’d also become Gary’s friend, not long after Gary had ended up on Rathlin himself in 1995. Since his retirement, Duncan’s health had started to deteriorate—mainly, in Gary’s view, due to the ravages the wild card virus had inflicted on the man’s body. Gary worried about him. He had, in the final week before their departure, tried to dissuade Duncan from coming, or at least to see one of the doctors on the mainland beforehand. He hadn’t been successful. “Nothing lasts forever and every last one of us is going to die, me probably sooner than yeh,” Duncan had told him. “I’ve come to terms with that, Gary—no feckin’ doctors for me. Not never.”

			Gary reached out to grab Duncan’s arm as the boat lurched; the crest of a wave sent foam cascading over the deck and Gary felt Duncan stagger under the impact. He tightened his grip until Duncan steadied himself again. “Rough weather out here t’day,” Gary said. “Good thing we’re nearly there.”

			Lorcan and Lucan, the twin jokers who were Codman Cody’s crew, poked their heads up from belowdeck, along with Jeremy Fingers, who towered above the other two. Lorcan and Lucan looked like they’d stepped out of Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream, with elongated, sagging faces and mouths that drooped open. Jeremy appeared almost normal except for his height, until one noticed that his muscular arms were studded up and down with long human fingers he could independently control—one of the reasons he was an excellent and very fast tailor.

			“Got the pumps runnin’, boss,” Lorcan said. The words that emerged from the long, slack, and nearly uncloseable mouth were indistinct and difficult to understand for anyone who didn’t know the twins. “We’re gonna get lunch ready before it becomes any rougher out here, since we’re still a few hours out.” Lorcan waved to Cody. “Poor Jeremy’s looking a little green, though. We already told him that if he loses his lunch below, he gets to clean it up.” Lorcan and Lucan slapped Jeremy on the back and laughed as the trio vanished again belowdecks.

			“There ’tis, boys,” Codman Cody said, and pointed one of his fat, webbed fingers toward the southeast. “Keun Island. We’re slidin’ along the southern headland of Cornwall now, and Keun’s that large island out where you see the bay openin’ up. Too far away yet to see much, though. Branok owns a fancy mansion on top of the seaward cliffs. Some say they’ve seen strange things around the place, especially at night, and there are all sorts of odd stories about Keun Island in general. Some’a the folk who live there don’t seem entirely natural—not jokers like us, yeh ken, but somethin’ else entirely.”

			Duncan cleared his throat. His fingers were white with the pressure of holding himself upright as he clutched at both rail and cane, and he was breathing heavily. “I checked out Branok through my police connections, but honestly I didn’t get much. The man does seem as rich as feckin’ Croesus. There’s ain’t much information about Branok out there—which to me is more than a bit suspicious.”

			Cody pressed a finger to one nostril and sent a stream of thick yellow snot into the sea. “Ah, there yeh have it. The feckin’ rich can make anythin’ they don’t want people t’know just vanish.” Cody snapped the two fingers of his left hand with a faint fleshy thud.

			“I don’t believe that,” Gary answered. “I think the truth eventually comes out. I hope so, anyway.”

			“Yer just a feckin’ hopeless optimist, Gary,” Cody answered with a chuckle, then stamped on the decking and shouted out loudly: “Lorcan! Lucan! Let’s be gettin’ a couple lines out and see if we can catch somethin’ for dinner tonight.”

		

	
		
			Promises Redux

			Stephen Leigh

			Thursday

			Keun Island protruded from the aquamarine waters of the Celtic Sea—a defiant middle finger of hard Cornish granite that ocean storms had been unable to pummel into submission. The island’s high seaward cliffs defiantly faced the ocean as if daring the curling waves to attack, though the mainland side rose more gently from the water. As Codman Cody pointed out to Gary, the tides in the area were massive, vicious, and dangerous. At low tide, one could walk or drive the couple miles or so of causeway from the mainland to the village of Keun, though the causeway vanished quickly when the waves rushed back in, cutting off the tidal island until the next low tide. Over the years, several “idjits” (as Cody termed them) had waited too long to try to walk or drive back and been swept away—occasionally to their deaths. The rusted remnants of a few unfortunate vehicles pocked the sandy mudflats at low tide as a mute reminder.

			The harbor on Keun was on the mainland side, the colorfully painted houses and shops of the village dotting the lower slope of the island just beyond. Gary glanced past the village and the steepening incline to the fanciful towers and turrets of Loveday House, Lord Branok’s mansion, at the very summit of Keun Island. The Victorian-era edifice appeared to hold the village at arm’s length, staring down haughtily from the heights and reachable only by a single torturous, switchbacked road. “It’s a good hour’s walk from here, I’m told, especially being uphill all the way. Hope he’ll at least be sendin’ a car for you tomorrow, though I notice he didn’t offer to fly yeh out here. For a rich man, he’s rather a cheapskate,” Cody told Gary and Duncan as he nosed the Fear na Gcrúb into its assigned slip, with Lorcan and Lucan setting out the fenders and wrapping lines around the dock cleats.

			Gary had packed a large rucksack for the weekend; Duncan had a rolling suitcase. Gary picked up his pack, swung it around to get one strap on his shoulder, then fit his arm through the other strap and settled the heavy weight into place before grabbing the handle of Duncan’s suitcase. Their taxi was waiting at the end of the quay. They were staying at a local B&B tonight; Jeremy intended to remain on the boat and walk up to Loveday House tomorrow morning. “Still want us back here around seven for dinner, Cody?” Gary asked. “Or would you rather be shut of us until Sunday when we leave?”

			“And let that nice haddock we caught go t’waste? Not a chance. The twins already have it filleted and ready. See yeh both then.”

			Gary had reserved a double room at the Morgawr House, an inexpensive B&B down in the village. The online reviews had been mixed but indicated that while Morgawr House was certainly not fancy, it was at least clean. Like most independently owned B&Bs, it was cash-only—no credit cards. Gary was paying for the two of them, knowing that Duncan had only a tiny pension as income; he’d offered to do the same for Jeremy, but Jeremy had insisted he’d be fine bunking with Lorcan and Lucan for the night.

			While Gary was hardly rich, he at least had a modest investment thanks to Gregg Hartmann’s estate. On Rathlin, with few expenses and bills, that would be enough for the rest of his life—as long as he remained frugal. He’d already paid Cody up-front for estimated expenses with a promise to settle anything overlooked, plus a bit of profit against Cody’s missed fishing income on their return. There were two hundred pounds in small notes folded in his wallet (now a bit less after he paid the taxi driver) along with his debit card; that would do for the weekend. He hoped so, anyway.

			Morgawr House turned out to be a dwelling painted a sad brick red that was slowly weathering into an even more dismal salmon. The proprietress opened the door when Gary knocked. Lamorna Penhollow—he knew her name from the website—was a stout, red-faced woman who looked to be in her fifties, with eyes set a little too wide on her face, a small nose, and an equally small, pursed mouth, placed above a protruding lower jaw that gave the faint suggestion of a fishy snout. A large, cartoonish painting of what Gary assumed was the Morgawr Serpent adorned the entranceway wall, while behind the woman, a dim hallway led into the recesses of the house. A faint smell of bleach, must, and electric heaters billowed out around her. She stared at Gary a little too long, and at Duncan for even longer.

			“Ah, you must be Mr. Bushorn and Mr. MacEnnis. I’m Mrs. Penhollow, though there’s no Mr. Penhollow anymore; I’ve been widowed these past six years now. Come in, come in; I have your room ready. Let me show you…”

			“Wonder where she buried Mr. Penhollow’s body?” Duncan muttered in a stage whisper, though the woman didn’t seem to hear him. He leaned heavily on his cane as they moved along a well-worn carpet. “Maybe I should check out the back garden. A body would make great fertilizer.” Gary ignored him.

			The room she showed them was small but looked to be well maintained: two single beds, a desk, two chests of drawers, as well as a tiny en suite bathroom barely large enough for one person. “Here are your keys, gentlemen,” she said. “I go to bed around nine, but this key unlocks the front door; the other key is for your room. I serve breakfast between seven-thirty and nine; when you wake up, just go seat yourselves in the dining room. Ring the bell on your table and I’ll be in. There are a few other guests staying here tonight; if you don’t meet them tonight, you likely will tomorrow. I believe they’re also going up to Loveday for the weekend…”

			Springs protested as Gary sat on one of the beds after Mrs. Penhollow’s departure. He rummaged in his pack for the fireproof bedsheets and bathrobe that Constance had sewn for him and laid them out on his bed. He raised an eyebrow at Duncan. “Well?”

			Duncan shrugged. “It’s just one night. I can manage to sleep anywhere for one night. We should check out the mantel in the dining room. If she had Mr. Penhollow cremated, I’ll wager his ashes are there next to his picture.”

			Gary grinned. “That’s better than buried in the back garden. Let’s go see if we can find something interesting in this village.”

			

			—

			“Take a look at the sign, Gary. A bit of a chest fetish all around, don’t’cha think?”

			Gary glanced up to where Duncan was pointing, one hand still wrapped carefully around the handle of the quad-based cane against the relative steepness of the street. The signboard dangling above them swayed in the strong, cold breeze. It portrayed an underwater scene of a bare-chested and well-endowed mermaid perched on a treasure chest, pearls and jewelry spilling out from under the lid while the sand around her was littered with coins. The Mermaid’s Chest, the sign proclaimed in large Old English lettering, with Antiques, Oddities, & Other Treasures, Nigel Walmsley, Prop. underneath. The glass front of the shop displayed a random selection of the items for sale. They could see an older man and a younger, very attractive woman behind the counter. “We should go in and look around,” Duncan said with a grin.

			They’d been walking—slowly, due to Duncan—along the single street winding up the hillside where most of the village shops were located, looking at the window displays and occasionally going inside, if only so Duncan could warm up and rest. Despite the island’s copious number of square miles, Keun boasted less than six hundred permanent inhabitants. With an economy largely based on tourists, in late October there were few of that species about, so many of the shops were closed and shuttered. Gary suspected that, for most people, walking around Keun would be far more interesting when the weather was warmer. For Gary, whose body always ran far hotter than a normal person’s, the autumn chill was actually pleasant.

			“If it’s the young woman in there that’s caught your eye, she’s well out of your league or mine,” Gary answered, shaking his head. He pulled the door open, a bell dancing and jingling above them in response, and motioned to Duncan to enter.

			The man behind the counter, Nigel Walmsley presumably, flashed an artificial and well-practiced smile as he came toward them; the young woman just glanced up at them before looking away again. Walmsley was an odd-looking man: only a few inches taller than five foot, heavily balding, with bright green eyes that were too large, a mouth that threatened to split his face in two if he yawned, and teeth the color of dirty playground sand. The hand he extended toward Gary had lacy webs climbing up toward the knuckles. Gary remembered Cody’s comments about the Keun residents and Mrs. Penhollow’s similar appearance.

			“Welcome,” the man said. He released Gary’s hand quickly and the smile vanished. “My, your hand is rather…um, hot.” His voice was polished and almost musical, with a strong Cornish accent. “What might I show you gentlemen today?” he added, recovering his smile.

			“We’re just browsing,” Gary told him.

			“I was drawn to your sign outside, meself,” Duncan interjected. “It’s quite…striking.” Gary gave Duncan a narrow-eyed glare; Duncan just grinned back at him.

			“Yes, I think it is, too,” the shop owner responded. “My wife, Susan, is the model for our mermaid.” He nodded toward the young woman, who looked up again and gave the quick, white-toothed smile of an actress or model.

			Gary could think of nothing to say to that admission. Duncan coughed. “Well then, ’tis certainly a fine likeness,” Duncan remarked, with a lingering stare at Susan.

			“Mr. Walmsley, what can you tell me about this?” Gary asked suddenly, looking intently at a necklace in the nearest case.

			“Ah, that’s a fine discerning eye you have there, sir.” The man opened the back of the case, spread a rectangle of black velvet on the top of the case, and laid out the necklace: finely crafted silver in a Celtic knot pattern, set with small, bloodred rubies at the intersection points. “This was found right here on Keun Island amongst the ruins of old Loveday Castle, which was once where Loveday House now sits. According to the provenance in my possession, this was discovered by Lord Marcus St. Gerren when he came here to Keun in 1857 to reclaim his family’s property. It was Lord St. Gerren who eventually pulled down the ruins of the castle destroyed in the Great Storm of 1703 and built what we now know as Loveday House on the same site. Lord St. Gerren believed this necklace originally belonged to Lady Morwen, also known as ‘Mad Morwen’—the last of the St. Gerren line to live in the castle before its destruction in the Great Storm…”

			The Walmsley man was still droning on about the St. Gerren family, the Great Storm, Mad Lady Morwen, and Keun Island history. Gary noticed that Duncan had shuffled over with his cane and was speaking with Susan, who seemed more interested in dusting the shelves than listening to Duncan. Gary sighed.

			“…rubies are genuine, as you no doubt have noticed, making this necklace an extremely good investment even if the provenance is somewhat inconsistent. Rubies with such stunning color from that age were usually sourced from Macedonia, so it’s quite likely that these stones traveled from there to Cornwall sometime between 1600 and 1700, to be set in this exquisite, chased silver. I can tell you that Lord Branok himself has expressed an interest in this very piece; he already has a fine collection of Keun antiques that he’s purchased from me, so you might wish to buy this while you still can. If you have any questions regarding my reliability and reputation, you might inquire at Loveday House. I can assure you that you’re not going to find anything approaching this in potential value, even in the best shops in London or Paris.”

			Gary quickly interrupted as he saw Walmsley take a breath to gather steam for another barrage of words. “Thank you for all this fascinating information, Mr. Walmsley,” Gary told him, hoping that the lie wasn’t obvious on his face. “I’m afraid my friend and I are already late for an appointment, but I’ll certainly try to stop in again later this weekend and look at this and your other tempting items. Duncan, we really need to go,” he said, more loudly.

			“We’re late for what appointment?” Duncan asked in mock innocence when the door jingled closed behind them.

			Gary didn’t bother to answer. “Duncan, you come off as some doddering old infirm lecher of a joker, staring at the man’s wife and chatting her up. I tell you this as your friend: I was embarrassed for you.”

			Duncan gave a scoffing laugh that turned into a cough. “And I tell yeh this as yer friend,” he answered. “That’s pure shite, Gary. I don’t have time left t’be worryin’ about such trifles. An’ the woman hardly seemed offended. So yeh were embarrassed for me—so what? I was embarrassed for yeh, pretending to be interested in that feckin’ trinket that was probably made in China last year. ‘Oh, and I’ll be certain to stop in again later, Mr. Walmsley…’ Sure, and that’s likely.”

			This isn’t worth arguing about or losing a friend over, especially given Duncan’s condition…Gary sighed in defeat. “Sorry, Duncan. I shouldn’t have made a fuss. I’m just tired, is all—I don’t think I slept more than a few hours on the boat last night and we’ve had a long day already. C’mon, it’s time we got back to the Codman’s boat for dinner. Let me call a taxi for us so we don’t have to walk all the way down to the marina.”

			If Duncan realized that Gary actually meant “so you don’t have to walk all the way back,” he didn’t mention it.

			

			—

			In the Fear na Gcrúb’s galley, a makeshift table—a door placed over two trestles—was laden with a huge steaming platter of breaded fillets of haddock, with sides of mushy peas and fried chips. Pint cans of a local stout stood alongside the plates. With Cody, Lucan, Lorcan, Jeremy, Duncan, and Gary all in the galley, it was a tight fit for the jokers, and Jeremy had to duck his head to keep from hitting it on the roof. There were candles in jars on the table, as well, and Cody gestured to them as they sat. “Gary, mind lighting those for us? A bit of an atmosphere, don’cha know.”

			Gary picked up the nearest jar and stuck his finger down to the wick. He closed his eyes, concentrating: a small flame rose from his index finger, setting the wick alight. He quickly did the same with the other jars, grimacing as the flame charred and blistered his fingertip. Lorcan wordlessly handed Gary a glass of water; he plunged his dark-skinned hand into the tumbler to ease the pain and watched as the burns began to heal.

			“Dig in,” Cody said to the group. “Lucan, pass Duncan the platter to get us started. So how was your day in Keun—Gary? Duncan?”

			“The B&B will be nice enough, I think,” Gary told them. “For one night, anyway.”

			“Even if the owner herself looks a bit like a fish,” Duncan laughed, holding up a filet he’d speared with his fork. “For that matter, so did the owner of the antiques shop we checked out.”

			There were chuckles around the table. “Ahh, The Mermaid’s Chest, was it?” Cody asked. “I know the place. The owner’s nice enough, but he can go on, can’t he? Knows a hell of a lot about Keun and Cornwall history, though. Yeh gotta give him that much credit.”

			“And he’ll vomit out every last morsel of that history, too, won’t he, Gary?” Duncan said. “When yeh see the man’s wife, you know what chest the store’s named after. That’s for damn certain.”

			“Duncan…” Gary began, then stopped himself. He pulled his hand from the glass of water. The skin of his forefinger was again healed and unbroken, though the water on his hand steamed.

			Gary saw Cody’s eyebrows raise as he glanced from Duncan to Gary and shook his weathered head. “Well, we chatted up some of the locals here in the harbor when we were out gatherin’ supplies. Didn’t we, boys?” he said, obviously wanting to change the subject. Lorcan, Lucan, and Jeremy all nodded in agreement. “There’s all sorts of fantastic lore that gets told to strangers to impress them, just like the shite we tell Rathlin tourists. And just like Rathlin’s stories, everyone knows they’re just tall tales, gossip, and outright lies—though I think it’s worse here on Keun. There’s lots of talk of strange things happening around Loveday House at night, and the place is reputedly haunted. Yeh’ll find several of the Keun locals claim to be descended from merfolk, or have personally seen the ghost of Mad Lady Morwen, or who know that ‘little people’ called ‘buccas’ inhabit the old tin mines on the island, or who have glimpsed the midnight washerwomen who can wring their sheets to pull a person’s arms right out of their sockets. And if yeh believe ’em, they’ll sell yeh trinkets to take back home with yeh.” Cody’s gaze went to Jeremy, accompanied by a wide grin. “Now, ain’t that right, Jeremy?”

			There was laughter at that from Lorcan and Lucan; Jeremy smiled sheepishly, his face turning red. “G’wan, show Gary and Duncan what yeh bought,” Lorcan said with his slurred, moist voice.

			“The twins dragged me into a souvenir shop.” From his pocket, Jeremy pulled a carved stone in the shape of a dog. The fingers along his arm moved the carving up and down from wrist to elbow to shoulder. “This is Arthek the Hound, a famous Keun dog, and the stone for the carving came from the cairn where Arthek is buried.” He stopped. “That’s what I was told, anyway,” he added.

			“G’wan,” Lucan encouraged Jeremy. “Give Gary and Duncan the whole story.”

			Jeremy sighed. “Fine. Let me see if I can remember it all. There was a Prince Vador…” Jeremy’s voice trailed off and he looked at Lucan.

			“Cador,” Lucan said. “With a ‘C.’ Cador St. Gerren.”

			“…Prince Cador St. Gerren ruled Keun from Castle Loveday back in the 1500s, and Arthek was the prince’s favorite hunting hound. One day the prince summoned his dogs for a hunt, but Arthek didn’t respond, so the prince went off hunting without the dog. On his return, Arthek came bounding up and Prince Cador noticed that the hound’s jaws were dripping with blood. Now, Cador had a young child. Apprehensive that Arthek had done something unthinkable, Cador went to the child’s nursery and found the boy’s cradle overturned, his wet nurse dead on the floor with her throat torn out, and blood splattered everywhere. There was no sign of Cador’s son. Arthek was whining and whimpering all the while. Cador, furious, drew his sword and struck off poor Arthek’s head. But even as Arthek’s head hit the floor, Cador heard a baby’s cry from underneath the overturned cradle: his son, alive and unharmed. And next to his wailing son was the body of a huge wolf, with Arthek’s bite marks on its throat. Y’see, Arthek had killed the wolf to save Cador’s son.”

			Duncan applauded softly. “Now, that’s a fine story. Let me guess at the rest: Prince Cador built a fine resting place for the loyal and brave Arthek, which still exists up there near Loveday House.” Lorcan, Lucan, and Cody all laughed at that, pounding the table. Pint cans rattled on the wood.

			“Yeh totally nailed it, Duncan,” Cody said. “Only there’s a few wee problems with that tale. Turns out there never was a Prince Cador or Arthek the Hound. The truth is some fella named Angus Walker came to Keun Island from London around 1750 and took up residence. He was the landlord of the Baying Hound Inn, which sat near the ruins of the castle before Loveday House was built. He invented the whole story to promote his inn, claiming that a nearby cairn of rocks was the resting place of Arthek. He’d escort people into the castle ruins—for a few coins, of course—to see the supposed room where Arthek killed the wolf and saved Prince Cador’s child. Angus and the Baying Hound Inn are long gone, but Arthek’s story still gets repeated, and the souvenir shop sells carvings of the dog to gullible tourists, as yeh can see for yerselves.”

			There was more laughter, and Jeremy, fingers wriggling all along his arms, cradled his head in his hands.

			“It’s actually an attractive rock and a decent carving, Jeremy. I might have bought one, too,” Gary told him. “You’ll get your money’s worth back telling people that story.”

			Jeremy held out an arm to Gary, the carving passing down from finger to finger. “Since you like it,” Jeremy said. “I make you a gift of the carving, Gary. You can pass along the story. Just leave my name out of the tellin’, if you would.” Jeremy set the carving down next to Gary’s plate. “Someone pass me the chips before they get cold,” the joker said as the others around the table sniggered.

			The conversation passed to other subjects. More pints came out, and the mound of haddock fillets slowly vanished, as did the chips, though the bowl of mushy peas remained half-eaten. “Y’know,” Cody remarked as he opened a new pint, “everyone in town is saying that this Branok has only invited jokers and deuces to this soirée of yours—no aces, no really famous people, if yeh don’t mind my saying so. Seems he’s done same once or twice before, generally in the bad weather months after the tourist season is over. Some of the locals refer to it as ‘Lord Branok’s Charity Ball.’ ”

			Duncan snorted. His prominent eyes rolled and sweat dripped down the channels of his face. When Duncan reached across the table for the last fillet, Gary saw the man’s hand trembling. “Duncan, you feeling okay?”

			“I’m feckin’ fine,” Duncan said sharply, then as if to soften the tone: “ ‘Charity Ball.’ Don’t sound like a feckin’ compliment to me. But havin’ no aces around sits fine with me. I don’t need no one sneerin’ down their ace nose at me because they got lucky with the virus and I did not.”

			It’s not the wild card virus that worries me with Duncan…

			Gary shrugged, leaning back in his chair. “Usually jokers and deuces are totally ignored. I think it’s fine that this Lord Branok would include us in his events. I’m not going to criticize him. I’m looking forward to meeting the man.”

			“Same here.” Jeremy nodded to Gary. “This should be fun. It’s not every weekend I get to spend time in a mansion, haunted or not.”

			“Well, I’ll wait t’meet the man before I make up me mind about him.” Duncan took a long draw on his pint, then set his mug down wearily. “I’d suggest yeh all do the same. It’ll likely save yeh some disappointment.”

			“Ah, yeh were a bitter old fart even before yeh retired, Duncan,” Cody interjected with a chuckle. “An’ yeh haven’t changed a whit.”

			Duncan grinned.

			With that, the conversation drifted to other topics. Gary checked his pocket watch around ten-thirty. “This has been grand, but we should be going or Duncan and I won’t get a taxi before the pubs close,” he commented. “I’ll call Loveday House in the morning to send a car for us. Jeremy, why don’t you meet us at the Morgawr House around nine-thirty in the morning? If you don’t, you’ll have to hoof it up there to Loveday House. It’s a long walk and every bit uphill.”

			“I’ll be there,” Jeremy answered.

			“Good. Cody, thanks for your hospitality and the fine meal. We’ll see you again on Sunday for the trip back.”

			Cody grinned and pointed at the table with his two-fingered hand. “Just don’t be forgettin’ that,” Cody told him. The stone carving of Arthek stood there in a pool of spilled stout. “Or I’ll have Jeremy bring it with him tomorrow.”

			Friday

			In the overcast, dim October morning outside the windows of the limousine, the Victorian-era gables and turrets of Loveday House huddled above them, the spires looking as if they were about to rip open the low clouds scudding past. “Looks like every haunted house movie I can remember,” Duncan grumbled. “All we need is a thunderstorm and a Vincent Price narration.”

			“You’re showing your age, Duncan.” Gary glanced over at Jeremy in the facing seat. Duncan had been restless all night, and Gary had worried about the rattle of his friend’s breathing. “Hey, Jeremy, do you know who Vincent Price is?”

			Jeremy gave a half shake of his head. “Some old actor?”

			Gary turned to Duncan. “See?”

			“Yeh know who Price was, though, so yer an old bastard, too,” Duncan grumbled. “The place looks like it’s staring down at us—and not in a good way.”

			“I don’t agree,” Gary told him. “I rather like the house. It feels, I don’t know, grand and yet welcoming. Like a home, not a hotel or anything like that.”

			“Yeah, like any of us could afford a home like that.” Duncan laughed aloud as the limousine moved smoothly through the final curve in the road. The tires crunched on a crushed seashell driveway leading to a wide set of stone stairs ending at a huge portico and a set of massive, ornate double doors with intricate stained glass windows. The doors opened as the limousine came to a halt; two liveried staff members emerged, one of them walking quickly down the steps to open the doors of the limo, the other going to the boot and pulling out their luggage. Gary noticed another of the staff pushing a wheelchair from the side of the house toward their car.

			“Welcome to Loveday House, gentlemen.” The servant’s accent sounded vaguely French to Gary. “My name is Étienne, and I’m one of the footmen for Loveday. Lord Branok is waiting to greet you inside. Mr. MacEnnis, we have a wheelchair for you.”

			“I don’t need yer feckin’ wheelchair,” Duncan told the man.

			“Hey,” Gary told him. “They’re just trying to help.”

			Duncan sniffed at that. He clutched his cane and shook it in the direction of the wheelchair. “I’ll manage those stairs with this, damn it.”

			“As you wish, sir,” Étienne answered. The suave politeness in his voice didn’t change, but Gary saw the man’s eyes narrow slightly as he waved away the wheelchair.

			Gary took Duncan’s arm as the servants preceded them with the luggage. Despite Duncan’s bravado, he obviously found the steps difficult, grunting and groaning with each movement. He was breathing heavily by the time they reached the top, the furrowed skin on his face pale with the effort. Gary and Jeremy waited with Duncan until his breath finally slowed. He shook off Gary’s arm as they walked toward the open doors of the mansion.

			“Wow,” Jeremy breathed as they entered the house. “Would you just look at this place!” Gary could only share Jeremy’s awe. The entrance hall was cavernous, with walls of dark polished wooden paneling studded with gold-framed paintings of landscapes and portraits of what Gary assumed were former owners of Loveday. The nearest one to Gary was of a woman with thick and wild midnight-black hair and fierce eyes: Lady Morwen, the plaque on the frame said. The ceiling was tall, rising up to arches two stories above them. The back wall held a massive stone hearth surrounded by a marble mantel carved with intricate Victorian vines and fanciful animals; a wood fire was already crackling and dripping glowing embers there. On either side of the hearth, doors presumably led to the other ground floor rooms of the mansion. A wide, carpeted marble staircase lifted from a polished, mirror-like sea of hardwood several strides in front of them, dividing at a landing halfway up to curve off left and right to a gallery overlooking the entrance hall, where hallways led deeper into the structure.

			Everything spoke of wealth: the carved mermaids that formed the newels at the bottom of the staircase; the intricately lathed spindles supporting the oaken handrails; the tall windows sending shafts of the cloud-filtered sunlight into the hall; the marble busts staring at them from niches along the walls.

			“Can yeh imagine how many feckin’ servants this Lord Branok must employ to keep up with all this?” Duncan commented.

			“I certainly can,” a sonorous and deep male voice answered. A figure emerged from the shadow of the staircase, wearing a black cloak with its hood pulled up. “After all,” he continued, “I have to pay their wages.”

			Under the shadow of the hood, Gary could see a black half mask with an additional feathered wing that covered the entire left side of the man’s face. He pushed back the hood, revealing longish hair as darkly sable as the mask. He untied the cape as one of the servants came forward to take it from him, but left the mask on. The eyes behind the mask were compelling and striking, with irises a strange gray-blue at odds with the black hair. The man’s gaze bored into Gary as he stared. “Please accept my apology for not being here to greet you immediately,” he said. “I had to see to preparations, and you’re the first guests to arrive.”

			“Lord Branok?” Gary stepped forward, his fingers nervously stroking Caitlyn’s pocket watch. “Forgive my friend’s language. And I’m sorry if we’ve arrived too early; the invitation didn’t give a time and I’m afraid I didn’t think to ask when I called for the car.”

			Branok waved away the apology. “It’s nothing, Mr. Bushorn. A trifle. I’m very glad you’re here. Mr. MacEnnis, it’s good to meet you, and Mr. Bushorn is fortunate to count you as a friend. And Jeremy Fingers, as well; I’ve heard good things of you from your former employer. I trust your trip from Rathlin wasn’t too difficult. The sea can be unpredictable this time of year.”

			“You know who we are?” Jeremy asked.

			Branok gave a short chuckle. “A good host should know all he can about his guests, don’t you agree? For instance, I know that Mr. Bushorn and I have a mutual friend in Constance Russell, and that she sends him annual gifts she’s made.”

			Gary’s head went back in momentary surprise. “Call me ‘Gary,’ please, Lord Branok. And yes, Constance is a dear friend whom I’m sure we both treasure.”

			The corner of the lips under the mask lifted in a quick smile. “If I’m to call you ‘Gary,’ then all of you must call me ‘Jago.’ Lord Branok is so dreadfully formal.”

			“Speaking of formal, what’s with the mask?” Duncan asked. “Is it because it’s nearly All Hallows?”

			Jago favored him with a slight smile before Gary could intervene. “Hardly. I’ve been reviving the old Cornwall tradition of guise dancing.” He pronounced the name not as “gize” but as “geeze.” “Why, there are several groups about Cornwall performing now, even out of season: the Turkey Rhubarb band in Penzance or the St. Ives Guisers, for instance. The masks and costumes in guise dancing allows someone to perform anonymously in an outlandish or mischievous manner. And I personally find that masks are quite freeing. I’ll arrange for a demonstration after dinner tonight, especially since we have a few musicians as guests—as long as you’re all willing to take part, of course.”

			“If I may ask, Lord…” Gary stopped. “That is, Jago—why did we receive your invitation? I mean, we’re grateful and very much looking forward to our weekend here, but why us?”

			“I invite people because I know them, know of them, have known them in other circumstances and other places, or know who they might become if given the opportunity.”

			Gary frowned, puzzled at the evasive answer. “But you and I have never met in any circumstance. So what is it that you think I might ‘become’?”

			The smile returned under Jago’s mask. “What would you like to become?”

			Gary gave a confused laugh. “I’ve no idea how to answer that.”

			Jago adjusted his mask and brushed back his hair from his forehead. “I’ve found that people generally bring their own answers here to Loveday House. I just ask the questions.” His gaze drifted past Gary to the front doors as they heard the sound of tires on the gravel. “There’s a few more of our guests. If you’ll excuse me, I must attend to my duties as host…” He gestured toward the clot of staff members, all in the same basic uniform, who had begun to gather near the staircase around a masked, portly man who looked suspiciously familiar to Gary, though he couldn’t quite place him. “Hitchcock!” Jago called out, which made Gary shiver as he realized that the man resembled that famous director. “Please have some of the staff show Messrs. Bushorn, MacEnnis, and Fingers to their rooms and inform them about the day’s schedule.”

			“Certainly, sir,” Hitchcock said in a broad Cornish accent; the nasal, deep voice was also eerily familiar. Hitchcock gestured to four of the staff, then spoke to them briefly. Gary heard only the last of the instructions. “Elbrekt, if you’ll take charge, I’ll go with Lord Branok to see to the new arrivals.”

			The quartet came hurrying over to Gary, Duncan, and Jeremy, with three of them picking up their luggage. “If you will follow us, gentlemen,” Elbrekt said.

			As they followed behind the staff, all of them masked like Jago, Duncan leaned closer to Gary. “This Jago guy is beyond weird. He’s hiding secrets. I can feckin’ feel it.”

			Gary sighed. “We all hide our secrets, Duncan. You and me included. That’s hardly a crime. Let’s give the man a chance, shall we?”

			

			—

			They didn’t start up the massive grand staircase, but instead went around the back of it to where an old-fashioned lift waited to one side of the fireplace; Duncan didn’t object to the accommodation this time. The lift brought them quickly up to the first-floor balcony; Elbrekt, gray-haired and solemn, opened the cage door. “This way, please…” He led them to the right, then turned down a long corridor with doors as well as additional hallways leading away at erratic intervals. He stopped at one of the first doors. A staff member set down Duncan’s luggage, opened the door, and placed his bags inside. He handed Duncan the key, then bowed slightly before departing toward the head of the stairs. “Mr. MacEnnis, this will be your room,” Elbrekt said. “Mr. Bushorn, you’re just down the hall; Mr. Fingers, you’ll be a bit farther along.”

			The ritual was repeated at Gary’s door, and as he stepped inside holding his key (“Now then, Mr. Fingers, let’s get you settled…” ) the door closed behind him.

			Gary stopped, his mouth open. Another staff member was in the room, a bundle of towels in her arms: a woman who, aside from the house uniform, was wearing an emerald green domino mask. It was her appearance that stopped Gary. She could almost be Caitlyn. Even with the mask I can see the resemblance: her hair, her mouth, the way she stands…And those eyes, green as summer grass, that’s Caitlyn as I first knew her back in ’95. He found himself wanting to touch her face, to see if it would have the same porcelain hardness of Caitlyn’s, the gift and curse of the virus.

			The woman nodded to him, almost as if she understood his thoughts. “Good mornin’ to you, sir,” she said. Her accent, like Caitlyn’s, was distinctly Irish. “My name’s Ceallaigh. If you require anything during your stay, all you need do is ring for me.” She set the towels down on the canopied double bed, then gestured to a button on the nearest wall. “This will sound your room’s bell in the servants’ quarters on the second floor. Either myself or, if I’m not available, another staff member will respond. Is this room to your liking, sir?”

			For the first time, Gary’s attention went to his surroundings. The room itself was huge; the double bed with its canopy seemed small in the space. There was a desk with a telephone, a table with four chairs set around it, though there was no television—which reflected Gary’s home on Rathlin. The room might have been decorated by Rathlin’s Island Treasure Souvenir and Gift Shop in Church Bay. On the walls were stunning photos of Rathlin Island set in gilded frames: the West Lighthouse, the South Lighthouse, the East Lighthouse, Bull Point, and Robert the Bruce’s Cave—all very familiar to Gary from his long walks around Rathlin over the decades. There were photos of puffins nesting, seals on a rocky outcrop that Gary knew well, the old Rathlin ferry steaming into Church Bay, and so on. A massive and ornate grandfather clock sat in the corner next to the windows, the brass pendulum swaying in the glassed chamber underneath. A fireplace jutted out from the wall nearest the bed, with a small fire already ablaze in it behind a wire screen, surrounded by blue-glazed pottery tiles and topped with a polished stone mantel on which sat vases of bright sea asters, dog violets, and forget-me-nots, the bouquets punctuated with the bright scarlet of poppies. Puffins and lighthouses adorned the gauzy curtains over the room’s windows.

			Ceallaigh, seeing his gaze, pulled back the curtains so he could see the expansive panorama of the mansion’s grounds running out to the edge of the sea cliffs, with the choppy waters of the Celtic Sea stretching out toward the horizon. She then went to a set of doors alongside the windows and opened them so Gary could see the balcony outside with another small table and chairs. The scent of salt air filled the room.

			“ ’Tis a lovely view you have in this room, I think,” Ceallaigh remarked, “and the balcony’s a grand place to take a meal or watch the sunset with a drink in your hand. Wouldn’t you agree?”

			Gary nodded wordlessly. Does Lord Branok do this for every guest room, decorate it so it’s familiar to them? He’d have to ask Duncan and Jeremy what their rooms were like. He turned to examine the rest of the chamber—through an open door he could see a bathroom the size of the entire main room in his Rathlin cottage, with more island memorabilia scattered around it.

			“This is…amazing,” he said finally. “I’m speechless.”

			Ceallaigh grinned. “Lord Branok will be pleased to hear that.” Then her visage changed, becoming more solemn as the emerald eyes behind her mask seemed to darken. “The staff or Lord Branok himself will be telling this to every guest, and it’s important for you to know. Loveday House is larger than it might appear, and it can be easy to lose your way within it. Should you wander too far into its interior, you may become hopelessly confused. I wouldn’t advise that, as it can be dangerous.”

			“You haven’t lost any guests forever, have you?” Gary asked.

			Ceallaigh pressed her lips together in something resembling a smile. “Some sections of the house still have no electricity,” she continued. “Other parts, especially the upper floors and turret rooms, haven’t been renovated; the floorboards there may be rotten and give way underneath a person’s weight. If you feel you must go exploring, please summon me or any of the other staff and have us guide you to where you want to go. Lord Branok would be distressed if any of his guests were hurt.”

			“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Gary began, but Ceallaigh lifted her hand.

			“There’s a bit more, sir, if I may. Please don’t be tempted to leave the house after sunset. Keun Island isn’t as safe as it may appear—especially at night. Some of the locals have probably already told you that Loveday House is reputedly haunted.” Under her mask, her mouth twitched in the ghost of a smile. “Mind you, sir, I don’t believe in ghosts meself, but wild creatures are another matter. Keun Island is quite large compared to, say, better known tourist locations like St. Michael’s Mount, and there’s abundant and sometimes dangerous wildlife here. There are aggressive boars wandering about Keun, especially up here, and criminals are real enough. We lock the doors and close the shutters every night, as you’ll see. So stay inside, please. I promise, Lord Branok will keep you more than entertained.”

			Then her smile was back, along with the gleam in her eyes. “Now,” she said, “I need to put these towels away for you. Since guests are arriving at various times this afternoon, there won’t be a formal lunch. Instead, Lord Branok will host a cream tea at four in the library where you’ll meet and mingle with the other guests. There will be finger sandwiches and cakes and, of course, tea, though Lord Branok wants to stress that no one should be handling or holding books if they have drinks or food in their hands; many of the books in the library are quite valuable. Dinner will be at eight in the main dining room. For now, might I have the kitchen prepare you some lunch? Chef Daniel makes a delightful and hearty seafood chowder, if you’d fancy that.”

			Gary had to smile at that. “I love a good seafood chowder. There’s a restaurant on Cooraghy Bay on Rathlin that makes an incredible fresh chowder every day. I have it at least once a week.”

			“I’m sure ours will be its equal, or perhaps even better.” That smile—the mirror of Caitlyn’s smile—touched her lips again. “Would you like me to get your friends’ lunch orders, as well? I could have their food brought up here to your room so you could eat together.”

			“That would be wonderful, Ceallaigh. You must have read my mind; I was going to suggest something like that myself.”

			“It’s my pleasure.” Ceallaigh inclined her head to Gary. “I’ll leave you to freshen up and unpack while I check with your companions. Is there anything else that you need from me, sir?”

			“Now that you mention it, there’s a set of sheets in my rucksack that I need to put on the bed, but I can take care of that myself.”

			“Don’t bother yourself,” Ceallaigh answered quickly. “Just pull them out when you unpack and leave them on the bed—I’ll put them on the mattress while you’re at tea. What time does your pocket watch say ’tis?” she asked. She didn’t even glance at the grandfather clock. Gary pulled out Caitlyn’s watch, checking the filigreed hands under the glass of the lid. She must have seen the outline of the watch in my pocket…“Twenty to twelve,” he told her. The grandfather clock had the same time.

			“Then I’ll have the kitchen send up your lunches by twelve-thirty. It was good to make your acquaintance, Mr. Bushorn. I’m certain you’ll enjoy your time here.”

			“Thank you. I’m sure I will.”

			The door closed. Gary lifted his rucksack onto the bed. He put Jeremy’s stone sculpture of Arthek on the bedside table. He started to pull his clothing (and Constance’s bedsheets and bathrobe) from the pack, but stopped when he thought he heard a breathy voice call his name. He paused, listening. “Gary…” Yes, it was his name, sounding as if it was coming from just outside his room, and that voice…

			It sounded like that of his stepdaughter, Moira, in better times, before she’d drawn the Black Queen. Her card turned in their cottage on Rathlin, and Moira had died in his arms, screaming as he tried futilely to comfort her, her body twisting wildly in his grasp as bones cracked and splintered inside her. Blood poured from wounds as the jagged, broken ends ripped and tore through her skin and clothing, coating both her and himself in gore.

			Gary felt himself sweating at the terrible memory—one that had haunted him for years afterward.

			“Gary…”

			He went to the door, pulling it open and wondering if it might be Ceallaigh’s voice he’d heard, but though he looked up and down the hallway, no one was there. He stood listening for what seemed like minutes, his body trembling and his breath fast, but he heard nothing further.

			Taking a deep breath, he went back in the room and closed the door. “It was nothing,” he told himself aloud, needing to hear another voice. The balcony doors were still open, the curtain rustling in the strong sea breeze. “Nothing but the wind and my imagination.”

			

			—

			By the time lunch arrived, Gary had nearly forgotten about the voice. At twelve-thirty on the dot, Ceallaigh escorted a trio of waiters into Gary’s room with a trolley, set the table for three, placed the lunches as Duncan and Jeremy came to his room, and vanished just as suddenly—with a masked smile—to leave them alone.

			Jeremy had been ecstatic about his room. “You jus’ wouldn’t believe it—there’s all sorts of sewing stuff in my room: yarn, thread, and fabric samples framed on the walls, pictures of some of the designs I made or was part of. There’s even a sewing machine, so if either of you need to your trousers hemmed or a tear repaired, just come to me. It’s like they knew exactly what I’d like to see around me.”

			Duncan hadn’t been quite so impressed. Gary had asked him if his room was full of Rathlin stuff, too. “Feck no, it
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