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Gordon R. Dickson's The Dragon Knight series came from the ideas first used in “St. Dragon and the George” (F&SF, September 1957). Dickson returned to it during the fantasy boom of the 1970s to write his first full novel about the dragon Gorbash and his draconian culture that hates knights. Jim Eckert finds himself inside the scaly beast and has to learn how to be a dragon. The author uses the Unknown trick of reversing expectations to get a new look at something. The legend of St. George is well-known from stories like Kenneth Grahame’s “The Reluctant Dragon” (1898) which took the idea half way. Dickson goes all the way to seeing the world through dragon eyes. He returned to the series in the 1990s, basically writing a new book a year for a decade.
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WHY GHOSTS MUST BE SCARY

Ghosts, as a monster of interest to horror fans, have fallen on hard times. Films, cartoons and comic books like Casper the Friendly Ghost and Ghostbusters play up the comedic angles of ethereal spirits. The Ring (2003) was a huge success as a horror film because its creator remembered something we have all forgotten after our endless white-sheet ghosts: ghosts must be scary.

The idea of the transparent version of a human soul, that looks and acts like its corporal self, dates back to ancient times. The Greeks peopled their underworld with such spectres. Were they scary? Not really, nor were they meant to be. Such tales of Hades and Tartarus are more symbolic or mythological. They were never meant to be ghost stories per se.

The Ghost Story, as we know it, is a product of the 19th Century. Less than a century earlier, the Gothic writers like Horace Walpole and Ann Radcliffe, produced thrills with ghosts that usually turned out to be badly explained frauds, a lost heir or trapped former wife. We know this formula best today from cartoons like Scooby-Doo.

The Victorians who followed the Gothic writers, pioneers like Ainsworth, Le Fanu and, of course, Dickens, shaped the ghost story into a tale in which real supernatural events affect the lives of ordinary people. The new magazines published ghost stories by the ream. Many of these stories have become the staid clichés, even in Dickens’ own time, as evidenced by Dickens’ complaints in “Christmas Ghosts” (1850).

The classic Victorian ghost stories are those that still create a delicious shiver of dread even today, despite being set in a world of lace collars, train stations and upstairs maids. A good ghost story touches that which is human in all of us. Turning the trick must be more than just “...and he disappeared.” Such clunkers were hoary with age in Roman times, when Pliny the Younger used it in his “Letter to Sula”.

So what makes a ghost scary? As with the film, The Ring, it always comes down to how well the artist can convey the sheer malevolence of the dead spirit. The ghost may have special powers or none at all, but it must have an unending hatred (Oscar Wilde’s “Canterville Ghost” begins nasty enough but ends up just another friend of the family. This is fine for a fantasy like Frank R. Stockton’s “The Great Staircase at Landover Hall”, where a man falls in love with a ghost but it is not a “ghost story”.) Mere physical harm alone is not enough. We don’t recoil from a rattlesnake except out of physical fright. We know its poison and speed make it deadly but it doesn’t fill us with dread. There is something missing, an intelligence bent upon our destruction. The snake is operating on instinct alone, and would like to avoid you as much as you it.

The ghost story writer has a few tricks to show this all-important evil to the reader. I will outline these with examples from classic ghost stories.

Persistent. Scary ghosts never give up. You can’t run away. The ghost-like vampire in “The Horla” by Guy de Maupassant follows its victim from house to house until he goes mad and tries to burn the house down, ghost and all. Like a guilty conscience, scary ghosts will follow you forever. The matronly ghost from Elizabeth Gaskell’s “The Old Nurse’s Story” will always be waiting for some unsuspecting child to be left alone.

Unbendable. Ghosts will never negotiate, or if they do, their price is too high to consider. How can you debate with the terror that dwells inside Shirley Jackson’s Hill House? The forces loose in that place are massive like an earthquake. You might as well try and argue with a tornado or a volcano. The Robert Wise film version was scarier than the remake (with Liam Neeson) because the forces remain unseen and therefore negotiation is impossible.

Unstoppable. Ghosts have amazing power. They can wait for centuries. They can come back again and again. The ghostly ancestor who dwells in the “The Secret Chamber” by Margaret Oliphant, will have his way. His progeny can try to defy him but in the end, he will be victorious. It is this knowledge of invincibility that makes him so repulsive. Fickle lovers experience the determination of the dead in Rudyard Kipling’s “The Phantom Rickshaw” and Mary E. Braddon’s “The Cold Embrace”.

Insidious. Ghosts will use everything and anything to get at you. They can look like your mother or your daughter. The ghostly Lothario, in “Eveline’s Visitant” by Mary E. Braddon, can’t win the husband’s ailing wife away in life but he knows he can in death. In many Japanese ghost stories, some of the very best, the ghosts may not appear harmful until aroused as with the spectres in “Hoichi, the Earless” by Lafcadio Hearn. A wise man must tell Hoichi he is consorting with spirits, and that mystic symbols are needed to ward them off. Unfortunately the wiseman forgets Hoichi’s ears. The title tells what happens next.

Unfathomable. Lovecraft pointed out that the greatest fear is fear of the unknown. A sense of mystery is essential to a great ghost. If we understand all there is to know about a ghost, it loses some of its creepiness. M. R. James was the master of suggesting ghosts, giving very little but producing such terrible spectres. My favorite is the hairy ghost-creature from “Canon Alberic’s Scrapbook”. This apparition appears to whomever owns the scrapbook. Joseph Le Fanu does a similar thing in “The Watcher” and F. Marion Crawford in “The Upper Berth” where the ghost is felt before it is seen. If the writer does not suggest enough, the effect may not work, as in the novel-length The Girl in a Swing by Richard Adams.

A few more caveats:

1) Avoid logical explanations. The old Scooby Doo ending is acceptable, maybe, in some children’s publishing, but nowhere else. The writer might hint at why a ghost does what it does but to reveal it was “only Principal Dingwall in a rubber mask” is like frosting a birthday cake with garden slugs. You build a beautiful, scary structure then ruin it.

2) Avoid humor. Ghost stories are somber things. Humorous ghost stories, such as those collected in Robertson Davies’ High Spirits, are fun but not the same animal. Black humor stories such as the works of Robert Bloch can work in a horror tale but not a ghost story.

3) Avoid sentiment. Ghosts should not become likeable in the end. A good example of this is “How Fear Left the Long Gallery” by E. F. Benson. In the first part of the tale, the twin ghosts are scary as hell, but by making the ending warm-and-fuzzy the story loses momentum. Stephen King did not make this mistake in The Shining (1977). Another one that creates no fire at all is Kipling’s “They” in which a man finds an old plantation where children’s spirits live. To make the film version scary, the writers had to introduce a terrible owl-like ghost. Kipling wrote the story after his daughter’s death, making it cathartic for himself rather than scary for us.

4) Avoid the soapbox. A political or sociological dissertation hidden in a ghost story was acceptable in Dickens’ time, but it’s death today. His story “The Last Words of the Old Year” is a rant disguised as a story and dull except to political science students. Ghosts have their own agenda. Stick with that. Your job is to scare people.

5) Avoid the cliché. This includes white figures with chains and a hundred other Dickensian clichés. Make your ghost memorable in some way. Don’t be afraid to make your ghosts modern too. The girl in The Ring used videotape. The spirits in Poltergeist came through the television. Ghosts are not always ancient creatures bound to the past. They can be a minute old or even from the future.

CAN OCCULT DETECTIVES ACTUALLY BE SCARY?

1

Montague Rhodes James, undoubtedly the finest ghost story writer in the English language, throws shade at certain kinds of occult detective stories. This is very odd for James was inspired by, promoted the works of, and virtually single-handedly resurrected the fame of J. Sheridan Le Fanu, the man who invented the occult detective (even if more by accident than intention.)

Proof of this fallen fortune lies in H. P. Lovecraft’s monumental essay “The Supernatural Horror in Literature” which says of Le Fanu: “The romantic, semi-Gothic, quasi-moral tradition here represented was carried far down the nineteenth century by such authors as Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Wilkie Collins, the late Sir H. Rider Haggard...” and that’s all. He doesn’t champion such tales as “Carmilla” or “Green Tea” (obvious Lovecraft fodder.) 

Writing in 1927, Lovecraft had yet to see a copy of Madame Crowl’s Ghost and Other Tales, edited by M. R. James. In that book James writes: “My Aunt Margaret’s Adventure (ibid. 1864) which belongs to a class of which I disapprove–the ghost-story which peters out into a natural explanation...” 

M. R. James idolized Le Fanu, his slow pace, his building up to horror. Ironically, it was J. Sheridan Le Fanu who gave us the actual ghostbreaker (Poe created the false monster detective in C. Auguste Dupin, not quite the real deal) in the shadowy form of Dr. Martin Hesselius. This character is used as a framing device for what is essentially a collection of separate tales for In a Glass Darkly (1872). He doesn’t have exciting scenes of the Supernatural of the Sam and Dean variety, he just consults. But the idea begins here and ends with Flaxman Low, John Silence, Thomas Carnacki, Jules de Grandin, John Thunstone to today and new series like The Dresden Files. And I think Le Fanu would be pleased (even if James wasn’t) for Le Fanu was also an early Mystery writer. Stories like Wyler’s Hand (1864) or “In Room in the Dragon Volant” (1872), are early mysteries in the school known as Sensation novels made famous by Wilkie Collins (which Lovecraft did seem to know of in Le Fanu’s case, if only by hearsay). 

These tales have plenty of dark atmosphere and Gothic chills in them though they aren’t actual horror tales.  This brings us to our question: can an occult detective story (whether it ends with a logical or a supernatural explanation) be scary? Especially in the case of a series character, which most of them tend to be. It is implied in the fact that it is a series that the detective will survive. Without the threat of death, can it really be scary? And if the spectral hound turns out to be a Pekingese in day-glo paint, does the reader feel cheated, even if they were frightened earlier in the story? Perhaps not. 

M. R. James may be right. For truly great horror fiction, you have to write a non-series tale with real ghosts. Which is exactly what he did so well. When I look at the classic ghostbreakers like Jules De Grandin, Moris Klaw, or even Scully and Mulder, you know they aren’t going anywhere. They’ll be back next week or month. So, in that way their stories aren’t as scary as a horror tale or film in which there are no sequels. 

But is that the point of a ghostbreaker tale? Is it the same animal as M. R. James’s little masterpiece “Wailing Well” or “Count Magnus”? I think not. Let’s not forget half of “occult detective” is “detective”. The ghostbreaker is half in the world of Horror and half in Mystery. Sometimes the answer is non-supernatural. Other times it is otherworldly. The ghostbreaker fan is expecting both kinds of stimulation.  It really goes back to Ann Radcliffe and the Gothic Explique. These old novels tried to frighten the reader but supplied an explanation at the end (often very flimsy and guaranteed to send Don James into a paraxym of disgust). 

This mode of storytelling would split through Edgar Allan Poe into two separate genres: Horror and Mystery. The Gothic Explique and later detective fiction like the classic Hound of the Baskervilles (1901-2) take the reader from Unknown to Known. The Jamesian Horror tale usually works the other way, beginning with dull and ordinary (the antiquarian or academic on holiday) to the Unknown or ‘cosmic horror’ as Lovecraft would call it. Both modes are enjoyable but essentially moving in opposite directions. The ghostbreaker is in the same camp as the straight detective. He or she faces the supernatural (or natural posing as supernatural) and vanquishes it. Whether the ghostbreaker is a doctor (Hesselius, John Silence) who heals a patient, or a detective (Low, Carnacki, etc.) or an actual ‘ghost’ breaker (Thunstone, the Winchesters) matters little. The result is the same, beginning at clues and ending at a resolution (not always a happy ending). This catharsis did not appeal to M. R. James but it obviously did to the readers of Weird Tales, the magazine published ninety-three Jules de Grandin adventures, or the viewers of the eleven seasons of X-Files. 

2

I want to look at two stories that could argue either side of this debate: can occult detective stories actually be frightening? Ultimately, each reader must decide for themselves. 

The first story is H. Russell Wakefield’s “Ghost Hunt” (Weird Tales, March 1948). August Derleth called Wakefield “the last major representative of a ghost story tradition that began with Sheridan Le Fanu and reached its peak with Montague Rhodes James”. Where else but Weird Tales should “Ghost Hunt” appear? Ironically, WT published several famous ghostbreakers including Seabury Quinn’s Jules de Grandin, Manly Wade Wellman’s John Thunstone and E. Hoffmann Price’s Peter D’Artois. The ghost chaser in Wakefield’s tale is Professor Mignon, a French psychic who comes off pompous and phony. (I don’t know if Wakefield meant to poke fun at Weird Tales‘ biggest draw, Jules de Grandin, by making his occult detective French. I suspect not, for he doesn’t make stupid French oaths like de Grandin, but no doubt WT readers may have had a chuckle anyway.) The plot of the story is pretty simple. Tony Weldon has taken his Radio show to a haunted house in London, a mansion with an evil reputation that he lays out for the listeners, telling them how those who lived there committed suicide, often throwing themselves into the river below the house (as the victims in Wakefield's “The Red Lodge” did.) He then introduces his guest, Professor Mignon. The prof says some silly gobbledygook meant to impress us with his arcane knowledge then goes off with a flashlight to find ghosts. Weldon sits there for a while, hears some banging (which he attributes to rats) as a stain grows on the ceiling. Slowly Weldon’s brain melts down as something unseen flits around him (he says it is a bat), more noises and finally the stain begins to drip. Blood, of course. Weldon forces himself to go upstairs to find Mignon, speaks of shadowy forms around him before deciding to go outside and drown himself in the river. “Ghost Hunt” does several things so well. 

First off, it is both a ghostbreaker story as well as actually scary. These two things don’t often happen together. The fact that the occult detective will solve the case, lay the ghost, implies right from the start that the story will operate much as a Mystery story and not really rise to the height of frisson that H. P. Lovecraft and other critics say is the whole point of a horror story. The occult detective tale has a dual track, some horror, some mystery. Despite this, Wakefield actually defies the odds and raise a shudder. He does this by having Weldon ramble in a stream-of-consciousness fashion, allowing us to follow his decline from silly doubt to raving insanity. It is this same technique that would make The Blair Witch Project work decades later. 

Secondly, he uses a modern device that you’d think would ruin a good ghost story, Radio. The entire story is the live show of Tony Weldon. Wakefield begins with: “Well, listeners, this is Tony Weldon speaking. Here we are on the third of our series of Ghost Hunts. Let’s hope it will be more successful than the other two....” Wakefield ingeniously uses the Radio element to mask the horrors of the story. This is an essential tool of the ghost story writer, hinting but not fully revealing. While the Radio broadcast suggests the modernity of the scientific it also allows the writer to present appearances that the reader knows mean something other than what the speaker says. That flitting bat is clearly a ghost to the reader while Weldon refuses to accept that, trying to hold onto his sanity. 

The second story is Henry Kane’s “Ghost Story” (Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, October 1960). Kane was a detective novelist with sixty titles to his name as well as a number of television scripts. His largest series revolves around P.I. Richard Chambers, who is also the hero of “Ghost Story”. 

He begins with: I do not believe in ghosts. Perhaps I do not believe in ghosts because I refuse to believe in ghosts and my mind rejects the possibility and seeks other explanation. In the Troy affair such explanation, for me, involved death-wish, hallucination, guilt complex, retribution, self-punishment and dual personality....  

Let’s remember this story appeared in Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine, not a horror mag (though it was the October/Halloween issue!). The readers of AHMM could accept some horrific window dressing in the John Dickson Carr mode but ultimately a rational explanation had to come. Kane starts with this coda but the reader quickly forgets it until the ending where it will be necessary if you don’t want a supernatural explanation. The story begins like so many hard-boiled yarns with a beautiful woman coming to the office of the detective. The woman is Miss Sylvia Troy, a talent-less performer in a night club act. She admits to Chambers that she and two of her brothers had “accidentally” killed their eldest brother, Adam, for his money. Now a terrible spirit seemed to be taking vengeance on them. Joseph, the next eldest, had been found with his wrists slit but with no visible means of committing suicide. Chambers follows the last remaining brother, Simon, but he, too, ends up dead, sitting at a table with a poisoned glass. In each case witnesses had heard the booming voice of the killer ghost. Chambers puts his mind to saving the sister now, calling the police to her door. Through the door the police can hear the man who has come to kill Sylvia Troy. They fire and when the door is kicked in, they find only her, riddled with bullets. Kane is a subtle enough writer to let you figure out what happened. Chambers had gone to see Sylvia Troy’s act at the night club, where she did impressions, both male and female. She lacks the talent to pull off any real reaction from the audience but she does have a mastery of imitating male voices. 

I won’t spell it out either but if you need a motive for Sylvia’s self destruction you can always go back to that first introduction. In these two stories, talented storytellers have taken sides on this debate. Wakefield resents, as did M. R. James, the silly occult detective and tries to put the idea away forever. Though Wakefield did not end the occult detective craze, his story is a good indicator that Horror fans had become a little too sophisticated for the old de Grandin style stories. (Seabury Quinn would write five more after 1948, with the last being “The Ring of Bastet” (Weird Tales, September 1951). 

Occult detectives after 1954 would either become children’s fare such as Scooby-Doo (1969) or move into the false monster tradition of Mystery such as Henry Kane’s “Ghost Story” or into Science Fiction with shows like Doctor Who. Only the 1970s craze for the paranormal would bring back the traditional ghostbreaker in the character of Dr. Owen Orient, Carl Kolchak and Lucius Leffing.  In the end, the debate has never really been concluded, merely diffused. Modern fans have developed a multiple approach to the question of ghostbreakers. We can enjoy a modern Horror classics such as Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist (1971) or Jay Anson’s The Amityville Horror (1977) to such new works as James Herbert’s David Ash series (1988-2012), to Science Fiction like Kim Newman’s Anno Dracula series, to comics such as Doctor Strange, Constantine: The Hell-Blazer and my new favorite, Robert Kirkman’s Outcast, to dark fantasy of the Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Supernatural, or Grimm variety. There are even a few Mysteries still kicking around like E. J. Copperman’s Haunted Guesthouse series and Victoria Laurie’s Ghost Hunter series. Today, the occult detectives are much too busy to worry about the question at all. 

THE GOTHIC HERITAGE OF THE GHOSTBREAKERS

The word “Gothic” is open to much misinterpretation these days. Most people associate it with a certain lifestyle that requires black clothing and white make-up. While it certainly means that now, it has had several other meanings previously. In its original context it meant the tribes who invaded the Roman Empire in the Third and Fourth Centuries AD. The Goths were Germanic barbarians who captured Rome and sacked it. The Vandals did this as well but the word “Vandalism” has become associated with wanton destruction and “Gothic” with an uncivilized person. Doesn’t really seem fair, does it?

The second meaning of the word “Gothic” comes into usage much later than Rome. The Goths and the Romans are both gone by the time the word becomes associated with architecture. “Gothic” architecture is the Medieval form from between 1200 and 1500 AD. This form of building is considered less elegant than the Classical styles that replaced it during the Renaissance. In essence, a “big ugly building”.

“Gothic Literature” gains its name from an Italian engraver named Giovanni Piranesi (1720-1778) who was inspired by the ruins of Gothic and Roman buildings. His engravings, in turn, inspired Horace Walpole to write The Castle of Otranto in 1764, the first of the Gothic school of stories. Piranesi’s drawings of giant helmets and armor have a direct relation to this tale. Walpole’s clunky novel had an immense influence on all that would follow, and can still be felt in our own time in the cartoon character of Snidley Whiplash, the cinema melodrama character who derives his origins all the way back to Walpole’s Manfred.

You might ask what does all this have to do with those men and women who dress like Tom Cruise in Interview With a Vampire? Quite simply, the Gothic movement was the beginnings of horror literature in English. The Gothics of Walpole, Radcliffe and others had a vital influence on Poe, Mary Shelley, and of course, Bram Stoker. All the creepy castles and 17th century wardrobe, all of it begins with The Castle of Otranto, a conscious borrowing from the past to create a feel of dark and gloomy “frisson”. And what better way can you describe a Goth of today than a person who chooses to dress and act in such a manner?

To understand the appeal of the Gothics one needs to know a little about the mid 18th Century. The intellectual bigwigs of “The Age of Reason” were all about “ideas”. This is the time of Fielding, Smollett, Voltaire and Johnson. Rational thought dominated novels with philosophical under-pinnings. Most books weren’t “fun” but “instructional”. Walpole was a Romantic in an age without Romanticism. He pined for a past that never really existed. His Otranto wasn’t about teaching someone to be a good person. It was about thrills, chills and surprises. The Gothics were the guilty pleasure of an age that felt it had out-grown such things.

The reading of Gothics today is another thing altogether. It requires a willingness to suspend much of your innate criticism. These stories may seem clunky, silly or even outright insane to a modern reader. The fun isn’t in their logic; it is the lengths to which the writer can stretch our believability with outlandish turns. Robertson Davies, the Canadian novelist, compared them to “Christmas fruit cake”, filled with tasty chunks but not something one would wish to sustain themselves on.

Whatever you think of the old Gothic novels, they left us with a pile of tropes both in the Horror and the Mystery genres. The creepy house, the long-hidden murder, the revenant that wails for justice, the solution of the detective and many more came from these three-decker novels (or older in the case of the ghost that rattles its chains). The ghostbreaker story uses more of these than any of the other children of the Gothic: Romance, Horror, Mystery, Fantasy, Historical Fiction and Science Fiction. The reason for this is because the ghostbreaker sits on the line between two genres, using the trope from both.

To really see this we need only look at the first Mystery story ever written, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”. In this story, Poe sets all the rules for a Mystery tale plus most of the rules for a ghostbreaker tale, because the solution appears supernatural before it is explained. As a ghostbreaker writer, Poe need only decide which way he wanted the chips to fall. His C. Auguste Dupin is all about “Ratiocination” so he ends up on the Sherlockian side with a logical and natural explanation. No ghosts need apply!

But for the ghostbreaker writer there is another thread that joins with the Gothic. That is the line of Spiritualism. While Gothic novels were the rage in England, there was a sensation in London known as “The Cock Lane Ghost”. This was a fraud perpetrated in 1762, only two years before Horace Walpole would publish The Castle of Otranto. Writers like Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins had public and private opinions on whether the ghost was true or not. In America, the growing belief in ghostly visitors and seances was spurred on by the Fox Sisters in 1849. The Spiritualist movement came of these spectacular frauds.

Long story short, the belief in Spiritualism grew as ghost stories and other forms of Horror fiction grew. Writers like Arthur Conan Doyle turned to the belief, making the movement more popular. Doyle, like Poe, also offered us a ghostbreaker who always sided with logic in Sherlock Holmes. The model of that investigator was passed on to others who wrote of detectives who believed as Spiritualists believed. The idea of an amateur detective and a Spiritualist developed together from the Gothic novels and fantastic newspaper stories.

Whether we are talking about Dr. Martin Hesselius, Flaxman Low, John Silence, Thomas Carnacki, Moris Klaw, Jules de Grandin or any of dozens of others, the Gothic remains a key part in the tale of the ghostbreaker. The solution can prove to earthly or unearthly. That doesn’t matter as much as the Gothic elements:

1. The detective is hired to solve a case. This can be a doctor-style arrangement or a visit to a strange location. The Gothic novels didn’t feature doctors and investigators in the professional sense but the heroines of these books often acted as unofficial detectives. They were perpetually trapped in creepy castles, pursued by horny barons. To escape this fate, they must unveil the mystery that haunts their prison. This could be a wife locked up in the west wing or a haunting ghost who lives in a painting. Jane Austen parodied this element strongly in her book, Northanger Abbey (1818), where Catherine Morland wonders if she is such a prisoner/detective.

2. The supernatural seeming death is central to ghostbreaker tales. Death was everywhere in Victorian times as with all times. The woman who dies of consumption or the child run over by a horse carriage. Terrible but ordinary enough. Death in a Gothic tale must appear horrific beyond reason such as the heir crushed by a giant helmet. They can prove to be fake such as the Locked Room Mystery tradition allows. Think of The Hound of the Baskervilles. But there is also the actual supernatural death such as Lucy Westenra’s conversion to being a vampire and her dispatch by the vampire-hunters. The shocking death became such a part of the Pulps like the Doc Savage franchise that each novel always begin with a horrible death, some supernatural appearing, but explained by Science in the end.

3. The investigation phase follows whether the story has a logic or fantastical explanation. John Dickson Carr’s Dr. Fell and Seabury Quinn’s Jules de Grandin collect clues or evidence in the same way. Where these clues will lead is different.

4. The big reveal/climax is another thing they share but they look quite different depending which way you go. The typical ending of an Agatha Christie style mystery is all the suspects are gathered together and Hercules Poirot will make us sit and listen to his thinking and finally, a villain is arrested. It has become such a common trope that they made a board game using it.

For the supernatural tale, this ending is a little different. You could have Jules de Grandin collect the suspects and say, “By the Little Green Pig, the vampire is—” but that is far too static for a good story. Usually there is a confrontation scene as in Dracula, where the heroes finally take on the big bad and stick a shiv in his throat. The monster is revealed and the detective/hero fights them until they are defeated. There can be a denouement where de Grandin explains to Trowbridge what it all meant. This would have been obvious to us if de Grandin had shared key information with us, but he does not. Ghostbreaker writers are not beholden to the Detective Club’s “Rules of Fair Play” that Mystery writer are. They can even have the killer be a Chinaman. (Rules #V:”No Chinaman must figure in the story.” This is horribly racist, of course, but it comes from many lazy writers failing to explain their puzzles but simply shrugging it off on a marginalized group. This is a Gothic trend begun by Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone (1868).

5. The denouement has been achieved at last and two very different endings could have happened. The killer was Stapledon who wanted to inherit the Baskerville fortunes or there really was a werewolf living in the abandoned house. The reader receives the satisfaction from such stories with slightly different spins. For the straight Mystery reader, order is restored. There are no monsters in the world. All is safe. For the Horror fan, the world is safe but not because monsters aren’t real but because we have brave men and women like Jules de Grandin and Luna Bartendale to keep it that way. The terrors can go back into the toy box until the next vampire/intelligent gorilla/killer plant escapes in Sunnydale. Both of these are equally Gothic tropes. One descended from Anne Radcliffe, who liked to spoil all the monsters, and the other from J. Sheridan le Fanu, who could handle a ghost or two.

As with all fiction, how well either of these two directions is achieved depends on the author’s ability. Arthur Conan Doyle pulled off the explained Gothic many times with great success. Conversely, the cartoon Scooby-Doo did it week after week, to mixed results. Did we ever think there was a real werewolf in that house. Were we surprised it was the ski hill
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