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SPIRITS OF THE DEAD

Thy soul shall find itself alone

‘Mid dark thoughts of the grey tomb-stone;

Not one, of all the crowd, to pry

Into thine hour of secrecy.

Be silent in that solitude,

Which is not loneliness - for then

The spirits of the dead, who stood

In life before thee, are again

In death around thee, and their will

Shall overshadow thee; be still.

The night, though clear, shall frown,

And the stars shall not look down

From their high thrones in the Heaven

With light like hope to mortals given,

But their red orbs, without beam,

To thy weariness shall seem

As a burning and a fever

Which would cling to thee for ever.

Now are thoughts thou shalt not banish,

Now are visions ne’er to vanish;

From thy spirit shall they pass

No more, like dew-drop from the grass.

The breeze, the breath of God, is still,

And the mist upon the hill

Shadowy, shadowy, yet unbroken,

Is a symbol and a token.

How it hangs upon the trees,

A mystery of mysteries!

Edgar Allan Poe, 1829
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Chapter I

Chains clicked over sprockets and gears whirred as Specter Eliminator came to life. Edgar released the stoker—its skull knob once his favorite paperweight. In a few, short seconds, the ethereal tincture within would boil and iodized bitter salts would vaporize. He gripped the nozzle lance with both hands.

“Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to step aside.”

“He’s my husband.”

“Was,” Edgar said. “And I’ve been contracted to remove him from the premises. This establishment is none too pleased with a phantom scaring off its patrons.”

“I’m a patron,” Mrs. Dupuis said, standing with dignity between Edgar and the specter. “What about what I want?”

“Yes…well….” He was formulating a logical retort based on the benefit of pleasing one customer against the benefit of balancing the financial accounts, arguably not his strong suite, when he was spared when a small puff of vapor leeched from the nozzle’s tip and hung on the air.

Mrs. Dupuis’ eyes widened, and her bosom heaved in a deep breath as he leveled the weapon at her. Behind her stood the diaphanous, non-corporeal image of a man dressed in his Sunday best.

Unlike other specters Edgar had eliminated over the years, this spirit appeared calm, almost depressed, not at all restless or violent. He wondered if he was making a mistake in this case. But he could not ignore the complaints levied against the spirit, moaning at all hours, visiting adjoining rooms, flaring the gas lamps, and banging upon doors. This specter was calm at the moment; that was all. And having spent the retainer fee on cardstock, fresh ink, and a fine bottle of cognac—Edgar had no choice but to finish the job.

If this specter wished to act timid by hiding behind his widow, it was easy money.

Edgar had startled both the living and the dead when he’d burst into the lavish suite. A puzzled shock had adorned the woman’s face, as if surprised someone—anyone—could have figured out her modus operandi.

The puzzle had proven rudimentary, his analytical mind not only deciphering the ghost’s identity, but its routine as well within thirty minutes of looking over the Rowes Wharf hotel’s ledger. The answer was there, written in felt pen for any common eye to see. Despite having one of the more luxurious homes in Boston, every Thursday night, Mrs. Dupuis checked into room 1140. The very room where Mr. Dupuis had been found murdered, presumably by his mistress’s husband who was still at large. Edgar wasn’t sure what transpired when Mrs. Dupuis visited, the late husband and widow had been conversing as if in their own drawing room when he entered, but it was obvious she had a calming effect on the specter, for on those nights she was absent, Mr. Dupuis’s spirit drove guests from the premise in a speedy fashion and, worst of all, had them asking for a refund from the front desk.

“I know what they say, but he hasn’t harmed anyone,” she said.

The specter nodded in agreement.

“That is a matter of perspective,” Edgar said over the hissing and clanging of his machine as pressure built. “It would be a shame to ruin such a lovely dress. Wool, I presume,” Edgar said to move things along. “Please, Ma’am, step away.”

With her hands on her curvy hips, she defied him. “What do you intend to do with that infernal contraption?”

“I assure you, Madame, he will feel nothing.”

Her brow wrinkled as her nostrils flared in outrage. “How could you possibly know that?”

“Well…I…” She had a point. Being of the mortal coil he could never truly know. Not until the day of his own passing, at least. And, because they were always agitated, he’d never considered if the specters’ final howls were of pain instead of frustration as he’d assumed.

The machine whistled, signaling it was primed.

Edgar grabbed Mrs. Dupuis’ slender wrist. “Forgive me. I have to insist.”

He pulled her out of the way. Her husband’s pale face twisted into a snarl before he lunged, hands outstretched for Edgar’s throat.

Edgar did not flinch. The sudden change of demeanor allowed him to shed his doubt and do what was required. With one hand keeping Mrs. Dupuis at bay, and the other on the lance, his finger applied pressure to the trigger.

The vaporized ethereal salts roared out with such ferocity that the nozzle’s lance whipped his right arm off target. The white vapor knocked over a lamp. Its porcelain base shattered upon impact with the floor.

Mrs. Dupuis screamed, shrill and guttural, as if being murdered.

The room filled with an acrid fog. The immense heat and moisture blistered the floral wallpaper in a sweeping arc across the far wall before Edgar brought the lance around and finally engulfed the specter. Mr. Dupuis’s curled fingers were mere inches from Edgar’s throat, but Edgar barely heard the specter’s growl over the rushing steam.

By the time the room cooled, and the vapor cloud cleared, the remnants of Mr. Dupuis’s spirit had dissipated.

The woman wrenched her arm free and stepped in front of Edgar, her gaze scanning the room. “Beauregard?”

She whirled around to face him, the skirt of her sea foam-colored dress danced in her sudden movement, exposing the silk underlining. “What have you done to him?”

Edgar busied himself with coiling the hose and clipping the lance in its rightful place on his machine. The universe functioned on mathematical and astronomical principles. Everything and everyone were infinite pieces of the primordial particle, and a soul is nothing more than a collection of particles electrically unified by the gravitation of the body. Once the body dies, the particles of the soul dissipate, or should dissipate, and reunify with that primordial particle. Edgar merely helped errant souls along the natural path. But he wasn’t sure how he could explain it to her.

The woman stomped her foot. “Answer me!”

“I imagine he passed on to the next world as he should have when he died.”

Edgar opened a small door held in place by a hook latch, removed a hardcover book from the compartment and handed it to the woman. “A prose poem on the material and spiritual universe will help you understand what transpired here.”

Mrs. Dupuis’s brow wrinkled in her confusion. With a shaky hand she accepted the copy of his masterwork, Eureka.

Edgar smiled as she thumbed through the pages of his greatest achievement. “Just a simple token to elevate myself above the other brutes in this business.”

A single tear streaked down her rosy cheek. “What will I do now? I have nothing without my Beauregard.”

“My dear lady, with the fortune your husband has left in your name you shall want for nothing.”

“I want my husband,” she said through clenched teeth.

The argument lost, Edgar closed the small door. “Might I suggest a hobby then? Gambling perhaps?”

“How insensitive!”

The pulsating vein in the center of her forehead was Edgar’s signal to go. He tilted his machine upon its axle and pulled it behind him, its wheels squeaking in protest as he exited the hotel room.

“I will not soon forget this!” Mrs. Dupris said as he closed her door.

In the hallway, a rankled guest looked upon Edgar for an explanation for the racket.

Edgar was not ashamed of this sideline employment and offered the man an honest explanation, “Merely eliminating a restless spirit.” He nodded down at the Specter Eliminator as proof.

“Poppycock,” the guest scoffed and slammed the door at Edgar as if slapping his face. Edgar merely shook his head and made his way toward the elevator car. Most people wouldn’t believe in ghosts until the specter had them by the neck.

Once inside the cramped elevator car, Edgar simply said, “Lobby.” The operator closed the accordion door and eased the drive lever forward. As the cage descended, Edgar counted the floors and noted the rhythm. Confident he could halt the cage with the doorway level to the lobby floor, he was tempted to ask the operator if he could give it a go.

While attending the University of Virginia, Edgar had discovered a hidden passion for solving puzzles and tinkering. He had an uncanny ability to dissect a machine and reassemble it in new, more efficient ways. The skill was utilized during his time as an Artificer in the Army and refined once he enrolled at West Point, but he found the idea of his creations being used in such a destructive and deadly manner disheartening and sabotaged his military career. Now that military life was just one of the many ghosts that haunted his mind, albeit a minor one.

The night manager greeted Edgar when the elevator door opened, standing before him in a half-bow with his hands folded together, and a toothy grin stretched across his cheeks. “I hope it went well, Mister Poe,” the night manager said.

“Very,” Edgar replied as he stepped off the elevator. “I shall be paid now.”

“Won’t you grant me a moment to inspect the room myself?”

Edgar flicked his wrist and waved the man off. As the elevator doors closed, he said, “Do not make me wait too long. I have other matters to attend to this night.”

“I shan’t be a moment.” With that, the elevator car disappeared into the ceiling.

Edgar sighed loudly through his nose, eager to get home and continue work on his latest creation.

The single patron in the lobby looked up from reading today’s paper. He wore a fine black suit and top hat and sat cozy in a high-back chair. Waiting for his wife to return from the theater, no doubt.

“Excuse me,” Edgar said to the gentleman.

The gentleman nodded to Edgar but did not return to his paper. He offered a friendly, almost conspiratorial, smile, inviting conversation. Edgar walked to the far end of the lobby and gazed upon the lobby’s finery.

I should have negotiated better terms, he thought as he took in the fine wood carvings and gold leaf details in the crown molding. A large, crystal chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, its light illuminated out into the street. The hotel’s ambiance tickled his muse; one could write a great novel in any of these spacious rooms. No, not just a great novel, but a great American novel.

The elevator’s door creaked as it opened, and the mousy-looking night manager stepped off with his lips pursed and brow furrowed.

“Mrs. Dupuis has confirmed your triumph.”

“Naturally.”

“However,” the night manager said, “the room has suffered for it.”

“It couldn’t be helped.” Edgar shrugged his shoulders. “You have a fine establishment here. Might I suggest a copy of my collection Tales for every room? Or perhaps a subscription to my magazine, The Stylus? It would certainly add a—”

“No,” the man said as he walked past, not bothering to look Edgar in the eye as a true gentleman would.

The night manager returned to his station and pressed a single button on the cash register. With the chime of a bell, its drawer opened, and the man’s fingers went to work. He pulled out several bills and three coins and placed them down in front of him.

Edgar narrowed his eyes as he tried to decipher if this were a jest, but the man stood defiant, his features cold.

“This is not the price the owner and I agreed upon,” he said.

“I’m afraid the damage to the room must be compensated.” The night manager tapped his fingers upon the desk in a rhythmic symphony.

“We’ll just see about that.”

The night manager simply nodded as if it was no threat to him.

“I’ll be taking it up with the owner on the morrow,” Edgar added to let the man know just how serious he was.

“Of course, sir,” the night manager said with a smile, as if Edgar was a willful child making demands. Then he nodded once again. “Good evening to you.”

Given what the hotel charged per night, Edgar figured their losses around seventy-five dollars per week for that floor. If he could not dicker a few more coins out of the deal, he could always threaten to put the specter back. Not that he actually had the capability for such a thing, but he would not share that information with anyone.

Edgar scooped the loose bills and three silver dollars off the counter, pocketed them, and walked out of the hotel with his head high and machine trailing close behind.

The transaction reminded him of the humiliation at Graham’s Magazine when he discovered that scoundrel George Graham had been paying him four dollars a page where all the others received twelve. This time would be different, though, and he would fight for fair compensation or refuse the employment. No longer having to care for Virginia, Edgar refused to allow anyone to take advantage of him ever again.


Chapter II

Outside, an autumn breeze kissed his cheek and teased the hairs at the nape of his neck. The stars shone in the heavens and the moon reflected off the harbor. Waves splashed against the pier as a ship traversed the channel and Edgar couldn’t help but wonder if it were carrying even more immigrants into the bustling city.

The scene stirred a myriad of images in his mind’s eye as the muse whispered in his ear. He fished the coins out of his pocket and rolled them over his knuckles. The metal would make a fine accent to his creation. Tonight, he would allow the muse to work through his hands rather than his words. His medium would be silver, gears and spindles and springs rather than paper and pen.

As he walked Boston’s cobbled streets toward the elevated cable car, he admired the city’s beauty and basked in flickering gaslight and silence. Even the Quincy market was quiet. From the King’s Chapel to The Common, the city was alive with history and inspiration for his writings. Though he would always be connected to his birthplace, Edgar knew the time was near to move on. The Wellmans, for whom he was currently house sitting, would return from safari within the week. Since Virginia’s cruel and untimely passing, no one place had felt like home, and he often traveled to wherever there was work, whether it be lecturing, editing, or ghost hunting.

Virginia… He looked past gas lights, past the stars, and deep into the darkness, wondering if her light shined down on him now.

Then he felt the urge to drink. Not to forget her, but to dull the pain. No amount of alcohol could wipe her soft complexion, warm smile, soft brown hair, youthful spirit, and loving heart from his memory. She was ingrained in every fiber of his body, and her loss was an unfillable void.

And to think you once passed notes between Mary Devereaux and me. What a fool I was. Your forgiveness was a blessing.

There had been other women since her death, a few fiancés, but he could never refrain from comparing them to Virginia. The women, of course, knew this. Some walked away when this was revealed, others thought they could either live with it or change him. They were wrong.

The cable car had arrived when he reached the station and, as he lugged the Specter Eliminator up the steps to the platform, his thoughts turned to how he could make the damnable machine weigh less. He wove his way through the few disembarking passengers and made it onto the car before the gripman set it on its way.

Settling onto a bench between two gentlemen, he noticed their eyes upon his machine, their brows wrinkled in curiosity. He took out a few chapbooks and made his pitch. “Might I interest you in the prose of a fellow Bostonian?”

They shook their heads and looked away.

Typical. Exactly why he hated acknowledging himself as a Bostonian and only did so when in New England.

Edgar’s thoughts drifted back to his Virginia and lingered there until he disembarked at Beacon Hill.

As he stepped out into the street, his gaze fixed on the swinging pub sign. “There’s time for one drink,” he said to no one, and then walked East instead of West.

Few patrons remained in the Blue Terrier at such a late hour, and Edgar recognized none of the current clientele. With its lavishly decorated mirrors, tiled walls and mahogany accents, the pub catered to the higher social class. Or so Edgar thought.

Edgar straddled up to the bar and the barkeep was already in the midst of pouring his drink. Oh Virginia, I promised, but without you here, I must.

As the barkeep placed the low-ball glass of Cognac before him, he said, “Mind yourself.”

Edgar nodded in understanding as he slid his recently acquired bills across the bar top.

A hand engulfed the top of his glass, and another slammed down on his hand with the money.

“I find it hard to believe you have money for such fine indulgences, Mister Poe, while I patiently wait for you to pay your debt.”

To Edgar’s right, Andrew Hugh grinned ear to ear. Edgar then looked left to size up the hired muscle. A longshoreman for sure. Or perhaps, two longshoremen in one boiler suit. With a stern look, the barkeep was sent away, and the longshoreman guided Edgar’s head back toward Andrew.

“When last we spoke about the salary loan I gave you in good faith, I was under the impression you had a high-profile job. And you assured me I would see my money before your other debtors.”

“I fulfilled the job,” Edgar replied.

“And?”

Edgar’s tongue wet his lips, as if searching for that drink to steel his nerves.

“I’m waiting,” Andrew said, and a firm hand pressed into his shoulder.

“There was a botheration with my payment. I’m going back tomorrow to negotiate—”

“There always seems to be a…botheration with you. You give me their name and me and Lewis will settle it up.”

“Lewis and I,” Edgar corrected and the pressure on his shoulder increased threefold. He gave the name of the night manager.

“Seeing how you can’t afford to drink, you should go home.” Andrew tossed back the Cognac in a single gulp. “And if all goes smoothly tomorrow for Lewis and me, then this will conclude our business.”

Edgar found the man’s boorishness off putting and wondered why he had ever gone into a business arrangement with this glorified street thug. The answer came hard and swift. Necessity. He had taken one loan to pay off another. A common practice of his that had shortened his options.

Without argument, Edgar stood and turned to leave.

“Be careful on your way home, Mister Poe,” Andrew said. “We wouldn’t want anything to happen to our great poet.”

“Thank you for your concern,” he said without looking back.

Nothing more than an idle threat, but it reinforced his need for work, either writing or ghost hunting. If only he could launch The Stylus; the magazine would set him up for the remainder of his years.

Edgar walked West a block and a half to the modest residence of the Wellman family, a red-brick home with fine, lavish furnishings. Though he cared little for the nautical instruments and paintings of ships—both on and off the dock—adorning the walls, he thought as he walked the hall, perhaps one day I’ll re-visit Arthur Gordon Pym and write another sea-faring adventure. Mr. Wellman’s life was interesting, to say the least, one worthy of documentation. The owner of several ships used in trade and whaling, he was afforded every luxury and rubbed elbows with the city’s elite. Edgar certainly appreciated the vast library with several literary works even he had yet to read.

He stopped abruptly at the study door, the scotch inside calling him.

No. He buried the need. The work he intended to accomplish would require a steady hand and sober mind. He walked on past and entered his sleeping chamber.

With fresh kindling in the fireplace, Edgar dragged the oak table toward the bedside. Upon it rested his latest creation. In its current condition, it was nothing more than a hollowed-out husk, but in Edgar’s mind it was already a masterpiece. The various wheels, sprockets, chains, springs, and pallets that would animate it were organized upon the table by size and quality. On the end table, dormant and silent, lay the gutted corpse of Mr. Wellman’s fine ship’s chronometer. A serious house-sitting transgression, but the precision and quality of the springs, cogs, and escapements needed to keep a chronometer accurate under the harsh conditions aboard a merchant vessel at sea made them irresistible. He could rarely find such parts, let alone afford them, so Edgar had plundered the chronometer. He planned to restore it to working order, but the chronometer would be rebuilt using Edgar’s inferior parts. By the time the man of the house realized Edgar’s malefaction, he would be miles from Boston, and not even Edgar knew where the roads would lead him this time.

Edgar had always had a fascination with exotic birds, but the idea of droppings left upon his backside from a bird on his shoulder was not befitting a gentleman of his stature. Inspiration struck during one of his loneliest of moments. No species in the world could be more exotic than a clockwork bird. The Raven had been, and still was, his one poetic success. He considered it a trifling poem, one popular mainly with ladies’ clubs, but a poem that had become his mark. And so, to perpetuate his literary reputation and capitalize on his most popular poem, Edgar crafted the bird in the likeness of a raven.

Over the course of the last two weeks, he’d gathered materials, engineered designs, and cast forms. The breast, wings, and legs were made of burnished copper. A silver key protruded from its nether region. The wing’s manus, metacarpals, ulna, radius, and humerus were jointed and hinged to the body with the hope of threading black feathers to the frame. But what material to use for the bird’s feet and beak? Rubies would be perfect for its eyes, but he’d have to settle for something far less expensive.

With a firm, steady hand, and the aid of his magnifying goggles and tweezers, Edgar laid in the gear train, then gingerly inserted the spring-detent escapement, attached the mainspring, and finally added a balance wheel. With the foundation in place, he wiped the sweat from his brow and then attached a cannon pinion to a gear reduction for each wing.

He exhaled a deep breath. “Tomorrow,” he said to the mechanical bird as he pushed the worktable off to the side, “we’ll see if the saddle maker has finished your breast plate.”

He stripped off his suit and pants, slipped on his nightshirt, and climbed underneath the goose-down comforter.


Chapter III

Edgar stood alone upon the stage. His heart raced, and his stomach roiled with anxiety as visitors were ushered from the anteroom. The large, circular chamber was too spacious. He could never draw a crowd large enough to fill all its seats. The three galleries above the parquet were first to be filled, he estimated those seats at fifty cents apiece. Was that all these fine folks deemed him worthy of? The higher end seats in the dress circle and private boxes remained empty.

And why was he on display for the patrons as they took their seats? Wasn’t he deserving of a proper introduction? Patrons stepped and shuffled into the rows before him, but he found not a single distinguishable feature. There were far too many stage lamps for a simple reading. The glare overwhelmed his eyes. All he could make out were the tiny flames dancing along the aisles, insuring no one tripped on the descending steps, and blank, emotionless faces—a mask of taut skin devoid of noses, mouths, and eyes.

Edgar’s voice lodged in his throat.

Was this some sick joke—a hoax to rile the horror writer? He held his tongue and remained professional. The faceless men and women awaited his macabre words, so he cracked the spine on his copy of Tales and read the Raven’s opening stanza.

Two patrons harrumphed and walked out after the first line. He read on in his melodious voice without missing a beat, inwardly chastising their crassness.

Upon the fourth line, another two patrons stood and stomped out. The lack of physical features, and therefore expressions, made it impossible for him to deduce their reasoning for leaving. Were they unaware that tonight’s reading was one of art and poetry? Perhaps they expected him to sing, or dance? Surely some mistake on their part. After all, he was a respected poet and editor, who has received dozens of invitations to recite and lecture.

As six more patrons walked out, he interrupted himself and called, “How dare you show me such blatant disrespect!”

Another four stood, turned their backs on him, and left.

“Fine! Leave!”

The remaining patrons stood.

“I still get paid. So, in the end, who did you hurt?”

With the last of the faceless ones gone, Edgar’s head slouched forward in defeat. He stood alone in the dark, feeling worthless as a writer and a man.
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Edgar awoke as the sun’s early light peeked through the silk curtains, and its warmth radiated his cheek. He rubbed his eyes in an effort to stimulate them and erase the remnants of his dream. His vision came into focus and his gaze locked on his newest creation.

Perhaps I spent too much time on you last night, he thought.

Though his body could have rested easily for another hour, his mind had already begun the day’s planning. He tossed the heavy bedding aside and walked out of the bedroom and into the hall. In the midst of a yawn, he caught sight of a whale’s tooth on a nearby table.

“A scrimshaw,” he said as he picked it up. The blunt end revealed the tooth to be hollow, but the ivory itself thick enough, perfect for what he had in mind for the beak and talons.

He marveled over the intricate, incised design. A squaw dressed in heavy fur as if it were winter when the image was captured in the artist’s eye. The edges of the picture were blackened as though it were scorched by fire. He rotated the tooth and inspected every inch, looking for a spot where he could carve off a chunk without it being too noticeable. All the while, the Indian woman’s piercing gaze remained locked on him. The detail was so precise, Edgar could not shake the feeling she was staring directly at his soul.

“I bet you kept a sailor or two in high spirits.”

He could hollow it out from the bottom. They’ll never know, he thought, then pocketed the piece in his pajama pants and continued his way toward the kitchen.

After coffee and some toast and jam, Edgar washed and dressed, then headed out. The city was alive with pedestrians, carts, horses, and carriages. Everyone had somewhere to be. Passersby tipped their hats and wished him a good day, and in turn, being the gentleman he was, he reciprocated.

As he turned down the north slope of Beacon Hill and crossed the unmarked border into the neighborhood of free coloreds, a few people stopped and gawked at him, as if shocked by his audacity in breaking through the social barrier. Like two sides of a coin, Beacon Hill was completely different on its south face than its north. On the southern side, individual Federal-style family homes by Charles Bulfinch stood opposite the brick, four-story rowhouses of the northern district. The small townhomes of the tradesmen lacked the finer qualities such as brass knockers, hand-carved moldings, and decorative columns of elite’s mansions on the northern side.

Edgar cared nothing for his social transgression; coloreds were beneath him for sure, but so also were most all of his own race-the workmen, laborers, and farmers. As a gentleman, he was within his rights to conduct business with whomever he wished and if that necessitated a walk through what was not-so-affectionately called ‘Mount Whoredom’ by the Bostonians, then so be it. He walked with his back straight and shoulders up; the glances drifted elsewhere.

A thumping pulsed in the air like a steadily beating heart as Edgar approached the saddler’s shop. Edgar walked around toward the back, where he found Mr. Thomas tapping a weave pattern into a fine piece of red leather. He wore nothing more than a leather apron and chaps decorated with intricate foreign designs. Sweat glistened on his biceps with each strike of the mallet, relaying to Edgar he had been working on this particular piece for some time already.

“Good morning, Mister Thomas.”

Mr. Thomas looked up and said, “Mornin,’ sir,” to acknowledge Edgar, but hit the stamp twice more to finish some small detail before laying it and the mallet upon the bench. Edgar respected his work and Mr. Thomas didn’t need to kowtow or play the fool with him.

He wiped his hands on his apron as he stood and shook Edgar’s hand. “You will be pleased to hear your piece is finished.”

Edgar slapped his hands together. “Excellent!”

The saddle maker picked up a rag draped over the edge of his workbench and dragged it across his brow and shaven head. “Follow me.”

Mr. Thomas led the way toward the front of the store, a small showroom where six of the finest looking horse saddles Edgar had ever seen were on display. The saddle bases were wrapped in cushioning for the horse’s comfort. Each had a deep seat and high cantle, and leather of the highest quality. Silver studs decorated the outer perimeter on one of the saddles, and another had colorful glass beads.

“Your craftsmanship causes me to wish I owned a horse.”

The giant of a man smiled. “Thank you.” He walked around the counter and bent at the knees. When he came up, the tin breast plate seemed lost in his boulder-sized hands. “Did you bring the piece this is to be mounted too?”

“No, sir, I did not.”

“Shame. Would’ve liked to’ve seen the finished product.” Mr. Thomas placed the item on the counter for Edgar to inspect.

Wide eyed, Edgar picked up the clockwork raven’s breastplate, his fingertips barely touching the edges. True, he’d come to Mr. Thomas for a lower price than he’d get at a silversmith, but he also hoped the man’s native style would lend a more authentic feel to the piece. The details far exceeded Edgar’s expectations and were superior to any he could have managed on his own. Instead of a uniform pattern of stamped feathers, Mr. Thomas set some askew and ruffled others slightly- the imperfections creating an impression that a raven’s breast had been turned into tin rather than replicated in tin.

“Did you stamp or etch these feathers?” Edgar asked.

“A little of both, sir.”

“Marvelous.”

The saddle maker nodded his head, a toothy grin stretched across his cheeks.

Edgar placed the breastplate down on the counter and fished in his pants pocket for the three silver dollars he had earned the night before, then held them out. “I believe this will cover it.”

“You are too kind.”

Mr. Thomas held out his hand and Edgar dropped the coins into his palm.

“I’m curious,” Mr. Thomas said.

“About what?” Edgar asked.

“This ghost hunting you do, is it lucrative?”

“No, not very,” Edgar explained. “An individual hunt pays well, usually, but hunts themselves are few and far between.”

“All right. Good.” Mr. Thomas’s shoulders relaxed, and he smiled. “So, not many ghosts to hunt, then,” he said, more to himself than Edgar.

“No, I didn’t mean to give you that idea” Edgar said. “It’s just most people who require my services wish to keep their privacy, so referrals are scarce. Then there are those who need help but don’t seek it. They rationalize the disturbance as a draft or some other such nonsense.”

The indomitable man averted his gaze.

“All right then,” Edgar said, not wanting to pry. He had seen the behavior enough to know arguing was frivolous, when someone was ready to accept the unacceptable, they came looking for him. He changed the subject to ease the man. “By any chance, would you happen to have any more of those colorful glass beads?” Edgar pointed toward the saddle that had caught his eye earlier.

“Do I!” Mr. Thomas squatted down once more, and this time came up with a wooden box heaped to the top with glass balls of various sizes. “Help yourself.”

Edgar’s fingers rummaged through the beads. He pushed aside the browns, greens, and blues. If he could not have rubies for the raven’s eyes, he would at least have red glass. Though it took a few minutes to find two perfectly shaped red orbs, his search was not deterred, and his patience was rewarded.

Not exactly identical, but they’ll do just fine, he thought, staring at the two he had selected. Both had an identical vibrant color, but one had been cut on one side giving it an almost crystal-like appearance. That’ll be the side I set into the socket. He smiled at his own ingenuity.

“I’ll take these,” he said, displaying his newfound treasures. “What do I owe you?”

The saddle maker held his hand up. “No charge.”

Edgar smiled. “Thank you kindly.”

“You’re most welcome.”

Mr. Thomas returned to his work and Edgar scooped up his belongings and saw himself out.

He walked home with a longer stride, eager to get home and finish his raven. If any eyes were upon him, he did not notice nor did he care, his mind preoccupied with attaching the breastplate, installing the glass eyes, and carving a suitable beak and feet from the whale tooth.

As he walked up the stone path toward the Wellman home, a voice off to his right called to him.

“Mister Poe!”

He turned to see a city letter carrier bounding up the sidewalk.

“Mister Poe, good morning. I have a delivery for you.” The man already had his hand in his satchel as he turned down the cobblestone path. By the time he reached Edgar, the letter was in his hand and held out before him.

“Thank you,” Edgar said, taking the proffered letter.

“Good day, sir,” said the letter carrier before turning around and heading off for his next destination.

Edgar looked over the envelope, reading the return address. “Portland,” he mumbled.

He knew of no publishing house located in Portland, so it wasn’t a rejection or acceptance letter, and since he had no time for fan mail, he dismissed it for the time being and retrieved the house keys from his pocket. Whatever it was, it could wait, for right now only one thought dominated his mind.

Once inside the house, he hung his jacket, tossed the unopened letter onto the table beside the door, and then headed straight for his sleeping chamber where he had left the clockwork raven.

“I need a knife,” he said, putting the glass beads down beside the copper body of the raven. Before heading toward the kitchen, Edgar took a calming breath, realizing he was too anxious. He needed to keep his excitement in check, or else face making a crucial mistake and botching his hard work.

He chose the sharpest looking knife in the drawer and snatched up the scrimshaw.

In the sleeping chamber, he dug the knife’s blade into the blunt end of the whale’s tooth. He quietly asked for forgiveness as if Mr. Wellman were in the room watching him desecrate his possession. As the gum and sulfur mixture heated for the adhesive, he whittled a beak and talons from the shavings and polished them to a high sheen.

When the adhesive had vulcanized, Edgar was finally satisfied with his polishing. He brushed the elastic glue onto the base of the beak halves in a hatch pattern and held each firmly to the face
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