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Old Man’s Cave

Hocking Hills, Ohio

October 25, 1927 (A Tuesday)

“ASK,” hissed a voice reverberating in the cave.

“From whence is yon question posed? Is it from the winged beasts residing within these cave walls or from the belfry upstairs in my own enclosed cranium?” 

“ASK,” came the answer, this time more insistently. 

“Dear creature of doom, I cannot tell if I am delirious from fasting these past few days or if I am truly now being haunted by a true familiar.”

“ASK!” the cave walls demanded in an incessant voice.

“Very well then. I will ask: Have you come here to gloat over my misery, no doubt occasioned by your earlier visitation at the crib that became the deathbed for my son, only 17 days after he took his first breath?”

A black figure hanging upside down on the ceiling of the ancient cave grew and expanded, hovering nearby, obscured by shadowy crevices where the thing lurked.

“I know that you and your wife have been trying to conceive a child and have had your hopes dashed time and again. This time you were so close.”

“The others were still born or miscarried. But this one survived long enough for us to see him as a real boy, enough so at least we could give him his name, ‘John.’”

“For the infamous Baptist of old, no doubt.”

“Mind yourself, blasphemer. To one such as you the name is one to be feared and reviled, but not men of the cloth such as myself.”

“Forgive me, Reverend. Yes, you are a man clothed in cloth, yet a man still the same. You need not shy away from that which you ask of me by drawing your feeble rags around your person to stave off the chill winds of fate that blow against your skin. You seek an heir to continue your bloodline, else your name and your lineage ends, never to be carried forward into time.”

“I ask nothing of you, demon spawn!” 

Then there was . . . nothing.

The reverend peered into the blackness, wondering if the creature had gone away. There was a silence that seemed to last forever.

“Don’t worry, I’m still here,” the voice said, in deeper tones than before. “I do not have the power to make the child into a revenant, if that is what you were thinking.”

“How would you know what I am thinking?”

“Ah, my trick worked. I seem to have touched a nerve. Yes, I can tell what is on your mind, if not directly probing into your tortured brain. What you ask for is quite plainly apparent.” 

“The Almighty will provide; I need not seek aid and comfort from one such as you!”

“Hmmm, that does place you in a quandary. Ask and ye shall receive, as the saying goes. But so far you have received nothing in answer to your asks.”

“Our prayers will be answered if we are deemed worthy enough to bear a son.”

“You say ‘we’ – does that include the mother of this would be son of yours? From what I understand, she would just as soon bear you a daughter. Isn’t that why she has been holding onto that poppet made in the graven image of a woman-child?”

“It is not a graven image. We do not practice that sort of sorcery, nor are we taken in by idolatry of that sort. Especially not that sort.”

“I see. That effigy she has is not a fertility god. It lives for another purpose.”

“It is a thing. It does not live.”

“Not if you say so, we suppose.” 

“Nor does she believe in such things.”

“Is that so?”

“She has given up the old ways that she had learned in Appalachia, at least those which conflict with the holy beliefs and rituals of our Lord. That is something you would know little about.” The preacher peered into the darkness of the cave. Two eyes glowing hot and red peered back at him. The beast responded in a chilling voice.

“It is settled then. You have made your wishes known, as has she.”

“But I neither need nor want anything from you. My Lord will provide.”

“Your Master and that of the mother of your children is who shall provide. You asked to invite me here not once, not twice, but three times. We don’t need to be asked again.”

“What do you mean ‘we?’ Who are you? Answer me!”

There was no answer. The dark beast had grown silent. Its voice reverberated inside of his head and no longer echoed in the walls of the cave.

He walked back home, weak from hunger, hung over from delirium. Through the front door he came, calling out to his wife. She did not answer. He opened the door to the bedroom and found her there rocking back and forth in her favorite chair, cradling the carefully preserved old doll that had been handed down to her from one generation to the next. 

She knew that he did not approve but did not try to conceal the thing from her husband.

He silently walked over to her, kissing her gently on the forehead.

“I know you so much wanted a little girl,” he whispered in her ear. “Do not despair. When the time is right, our Lord and Master will answer our prayers.”

Just a few years later, that is exactly what happened. 
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“Your 10:30 is here,” my receptionist said over the intercom.

“Splendid, show her right in.”

Through the door came a courtly older woman, dressed very prim and proper. She was wearing a black beret that gave her the vague impression of royalty of some sort. I couldn’t quite place it at first. Ah, yes, she was very nearly the spitting image of the Queen of England.

“Queen Mum,” we liked to call her. 

She eased herself into the chair across from my desk as I made my way back to take my own chair. She had a large shopping bag with something inside that she placed next to her chair. 

“I understand you wanted to update your will. Do I have that correct?”

“Yes. My husband recently passed. He had your father draw up wills for the both of us some years ago.”

“My condolences.”

“Same to you. I was told your father himself passed. Are you still able to help me?”

“Thank you. And yes, I have taken over his practice, including your case. I was just reviewing your file which I have right here.” I motioned to a pile of folders on my desk.

She leaned forward to take a peek.

“Pray tell, what have you learned from studying our files?”

I opened her main file. This was mainly for show as I had already studied them extensively before she arrived. “It says here that you have bequeathed your estate to your six children in equal shares.”

“We had seven all together.”

I pulled out a thin file with very few papers in it. “Yes, it says here that you had a daughter – your second-born child – who succumbed to a form of blood poisoning.” 

“That may be what it says there but that is not the full story,, and it does not fully explain why I am here to see you today and why I brought this with me.”

She motioned to the thing in the bag with a slight shudder.

“And why would that be?”

“You see, I was an only child. When I was old enough, my mother gave it to me. She said it was a family heirloom that had been passed down from generation to generation.”

“A family heirloom?”

“More like a familial curse,” she said in a whispered tone, holding her hand to the side of her mouth as if to shield what she had to say from the thing in her bag.

“When the time came and I had a daughter of my own, she told me to give the accursed thing to her. But when I did, the poor child shrieked in fear. She wanted nothing to do with it. I put it away until two years later when her sister was born. I gave it to her sister as a birthday present when she turned one year of age. Our first born had a look of fear on her face when I presented it, but the little one had more of a look of curiosity. She held the thing close to her and stroked its hair until her finger got pricked by something. She cried out in pain.”

“Some sort of doll then?”

“A poppet, my mother called it. An effigy of a young girl, she said.”

She glanced down at the bag. She had a look of fatigue as if she carried a great weight on her shoulders. Then she looked down at her hands, falling silent.

“Would you like some tea?”

That brightened her mood. 

I had the receptionist bring in a tray for two.

She sipped her tea, then gingerly set down her cup before continuing with her story.

“The next day, the little one took ill. Very ill. Presently, she fell to the floor and began to go into convulsions as if possessed by some evil force, her eyes rolling back into her head . . .” her voice trailed off as she looked out into the distance. 

I offered her a tissue, but she waved it off.

“It says here she had a grand mal seizure and lapsed into a coma before she, uh . . .”

“Succumbed. That is what it says there. They said the same thing about our first-born son who was our next-born child. He, too, became possessed by . . . something. We made it to the hospital in the nick of time to save him, but my blonde-haired blue eyed baby boy fell into a coma. He survived, but my precious daughter did not. I should have known better than to give that, that thing to her. I think my father knew as well.”

“Why is that?”

“Her funeral was very queer. My father was a reverend, as I may have mentioned.” 

I poured more hot water in her teacup. She nodded in approval before continuing her story.

“He recited that dreadful poem Mortality that he had memorized, as he often did at funerals.” She paused for a moment, looking up at me, teacup poised at her lips. “Did I tell you my mother had it engraved on my father’s tombstone?”

“I do recall seeing mention of it here somewhere in your files,” I said without really believing such was the case.

“Well, afterward, he grabbed me by the arm and pulled me away from the grave – an unmarked grave, I should add – and said sternly to never look back.”

She held the teacup near to her nose to take in the last bits of steam emanating upwards and into her nostrils. “Then the black seed tried to take root in my little blue-eyed boy.”

I had already pulled out his file.

“I see that he did survive and came out of the coma, which left him alive, but his brain was damaged from lack of oxygen.”

“That’s right as far as medical science is concerned. The light in his bright blue eyes became dimmer than it was before. I always thought that the shroud over his mind helped keep the beast from invading his soul.” She paused, bringing the teacup to her lips. “You must think I am a superstitious old fool,” she added just as she took a last sip of her tea.

“I don’t question other people’s beliefs,” I said, giving my stock answer.

“What of your own?”

“I keep those to myself, but I suppose I have an open mind to many possibilities. Especially those that come from someone as intelligent and thoughtful as yourself.” 

“Okay, maybe I am not foolish per se. My family comes from the hill country back in Ohio. There is a lot of folk magic and other spirits that run loose in their imagination, I suppose. My father was a reverend and didn’t care for it too much. I remember he got into a heated exchange with my mother one day about it. He wanted me to get rid of this thing,” she said, nodding in the direction of the bag on the floor with a fair amount of contempt in her voice.

“The next day they found him slumped over the wheel of his car, sitting at a gas station. They said he choked on a tab to a soda pop that he had inserted into the can before drinking from it. At least, that is what the medical people said.”

“You didn’t believe them?”

“He was severely diabetic. He never touched soda pop.”

“I can see why you are skeptical of modern science. It tends to give explanations for things that cannot be explained so easily.”

I paused for a moment, sifting through the files on my desk.

“So that leaves your eldest daughter, your blue-eyed son, and then four others, three more boys and then a daughter. Have I counted everyone?”

“Yes, except that two more of my children are dead. Only four remain.”

“Two have since passed. They died young, I presume?”

“Prematurely, at best. That is another reason I need to see you. It’s about GD and the circumstances around the death of his two brothers.”

I pulled out GD’s file. It was pretty thick with papers.

“My father kept a dossier, so to speak, about GD,” I said. “Seems he is a lawyer with quite the reputation. Several clients of his complained that he ended up with title to their properties, including his mother-in-law who complained that he ended up with her ranch where he still lives with his wife, two children and some grandchildren. Sounds like some sort of family compound.”

“Jonestown is more like. He runs it like a cult.”

“The original papers you and your husband drew up placed your lawyer-son in charge of his older brother. There was no legal guardianship established, however, and from the looks of it a power of attorney was drawn up by your son, giving himself powers over all of the assets of his brother. That is questionable, to say the least, given his mental state.”

“He also drew up our will, naming himself as executor.”

“I see that,” I said, pulling out the main folder with the will and other testamentary documents. “He also wrote in the will that only siblings that are still alive when you both have died inherit your estate which, I understand, is quite substantial.”

“My husband was very good with investments and money management. He took care that our oldest boy, despite his mental retardation, had acquired a sizeable sum himself. Same with Micky, our other son who died. He was taught how to invest wisely and ended up amassing a fortune of millions of dollars. That is another matter I need to discuss with you.”

I knew where she was headed with this conversation. I had met some time earlier with two of the surviving siblings who expressed concerns about what their brother had done.

The eldest boy – old blue eyes – had suffered another heart attack. He was in critical care with his heart intermittently stopping. He had to be defibrillated to start his heart. 

I looked at the notes in the file from my meeting with GD’s two siblings. “GD said that the only way to keep him alive was to install a defibrillator into his chest that would periodically re-start his heart. Not the best quality of life,” said the eldest sister, according to my notes. “But at least he would live,” I recall her saying. Quite true I recall thinking at the time. 

“He called to tell me he was deciding whether to forego the device and sign a Do Not Resuscitate order with his power of attorney,” the youngest brother had said at the time.  

“That is curious,” I noted. “How was he able to determine that his brother wanted to die rather than live with a defibrillator? Was he even able to express an opinion on the subject?”

“Oh yes,” said the sister. The two siblings were of one mind, taking turns to express their reservations about the actions of their brother. “He was impaired mentally but was very lucid, even well-read, considering he had an eighth-grade reading level.”

“I am ashamed to admit I did not spend enough time with him to know if he would want to live or die,” rejoined her brother. “Plus he was nearly deaf – very hard to communicate with. When GD asked if he should pull the plug on our brother, I didn’t know what to say. All I could come up with was to ask our stricken brother, point blank, if he wanted to live like that or to, to end it.”

“What did GD say?”

“Same thing he always said: ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’” 

In the end, the lawyer-brother signed his brother’s death warrant, but not before signing away his brother’s assets to himself, using the power of attorney he himself had drafted. 

“Somehow GD ended up with all of the assets for both of my two other boys,” the Queen Mum said, breaking into my recollections of my earlier meeting with her two children. 

I already knew the story but was unable to break the confidence of the two siblings by revealing what they had told me, recorded in the notes in my files. 

“Yes, I understand he also wrote the will for your other son, Micky, who had suddenly taken ill and was in the hospital,” I said, peering into yet another file as if reading from it. 

I knew this time-worn story all too well.

“Seems that will also names himself as executor and sole beneficiary of his rather sizeable estate, thus disinheriting his brother’s four children, whom I understand would have been far better off had they inherited their father’s fortune.” 

“Micky died not long afterward. He had some strange ailment that ravaged his body. I never did understand what it is that took his life at such a young age. GD kept close by and never let anyone near him. He was hovering around his brother like a helicopter.”

His two siblings had already given me a full briefing on their own suspicions both as to the mysterious nature of their brother’s demise at such an early age, and the fact that their attorney brother had signed over Micky’s fortune at his death bed. I advised them that if contested, the will probably would not hold up, given that the lawyer who wrote it up had named himself sole beneficiary and executor, something that was neither ethical nor legal. 

But it was up to Micky’s children to argue the point. Neither of the two siblings were willing to incur the wrath of their brother by making such a move. 

“You know, a mother should not have to bury her own child, let alone do it three times over. Sometimes I wonder what caused me to befall such a curse,” the Queen Mum said again in a whisper, glancing down once again at the bag on the floor beside her.

“I think I understand. But I am, regretfully, limited in what I can offer to you, other than to change the provisions of your will as it stands.”

“That is precisely what I need for you to do.” She hesitated for a moment, leaning forward towards me, and in a whispered voice asked, “He doesn’t need to know, does he?”

“Please have a seat,” I told my guests who had come for the reading of the will. I ushered them into the conference room. GD – the lawyer-brother sat on one side with his wife and daughter. They faced off against the three other siblings.

“This is for immediate family only,” I said gravely.

“This is my wife, who was very close to my mother. She is as good as family. My mother would have wanted her to be here for this.”

“It’s okay,” the eldest sister said. She sat at the head of the conference table across from her brother, who was glaring at her. “They can stay.” 

“Not that it matters much. I already know what the will says,” said the brother.

“Oh?” I intoned, knowing that he likely didn’t.

“I should know. I wrote it,” he said with a smirk, looking at his sister.

“Oh, I’m afraid you are mistaken,” I said. “Our office drew up her will shortly after her husband – your father – passed.” I held the document up.

“What? She didn’t mention that to me – nor did you.”

“Counselor, I’m sure you are aware that in the normal course of events a testator does not share the contents of their will with the family.”

“That may be so, but we were extremely close, plus I was, as you know, her attorney that drew up her testamentary documents. She would not have changed her will without consulting me – certainly, would not have signed one without my knowing about it.”

He was getting agitated.

“I understand your point of view. However, she had her testamentary documents revised without your participation and, in fact, directed that you not be told about it.”

“What?” His look of confident arrogance fell from his face.

“Moot point now, I suppose. Here is a copy.” I handed out copies to the four siblings. GD shoved it to his wife as he glared at his sister, then his other siblings. 

“I’m sure little was changed. She wanted me to control the estate. I am the leader of this family now that our mother has passed. Don’t worry,” he continued, extending his arm across the table in the direction of his brother and younger sister, making a patting motion. “I will make sure that you each get what is coming to you.”

I cleared my throat with a slight cough.

“Actually, among the changes is that your mother directed that the eldest child – your sister – is to be named executor and, should she be unable to so serve, that your brother do so.”

GD’s eyes got wide and then narrowed. He was staring down his older sister. She calmly locked his gaze and stared him down. In our meeting she had told me how they had clashed when they were younger, and she had to beat him up from time to time to keep him in line.

He was quite the handful it seemed, constantly getting into trouble, always fighting, always trying to get physical with the younger boys, who she protected. One of the boys – the youngest – was left to die in a snow blizzard, trudging home, barely making it home before falling prey to the elements. It was just one of many instances that GD, carrying what for all intents and purposes was a black seed, worked cruelty and evil into their household.

“What else did our mother want us to know?” asked the youngest sister, breaking the ice – and the icy stares going back and forth across the table. 

“You know, it really doesn’t matter,” GD said, breaking his staring contest off as he turned his attention to me. His eyes were slightly moist, but he was trying to regain a little of his composure – and a little bit more control of the situation. 

“It is all really simple. The estate is split four ways – unless my mother wanted to split it five ways, giving my wife an equal share. That would seem most fair, seeing as how she was virtually a daughter to her.” He patted his wife on the hand. 

She looked embarrassed. 

The little sister nearly choked over the water she had been sipping. 

I took a deep breath. This was going to be harder than I had thought it would be.

“That is not your mother’s wishes. Not in the slightest.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know how to break this to you other than to come right out and tell you: Your mother left everything – well, almost everything – to your two sisters and little brother.”

“What are you saying?” His eyes began to well up with tears in a mixture of disbelief and rage. “She – she – disinherited me and my family?”

He looked with disbelief at his siblings across the table. As I watched, I could not help but think what was likely going through his mind. He should have dispatched them all before it came to this. He had been winnowing the ranks of the heirs, first one brother, then another, getting a bigger and bigger share as his siblings had conveniently become “predeceased” to his mother. None of that mattered anymore. With the new will, he got nothing.

Well, almost nothing.

“This is an outrage! My mother never would have done such a thing. It was YOU and YOU,” he said, turning first to his older sister, then to his little brother. “You coerced her into signing this unlawful paper to get back at me, all out of jealousy. You knew I was the favorite.”

“To the contrary,” I interjected. Your mother was quite careful to give not even an appearance of undue influence when she changed her will. Your siblings knew nothing about it. And she gave very specific reasons why she thought you and your family’s needs were, shall we say, already more than well provided for.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You know damn well what that means!” His elder sister who served as a constant thorn in his side had spoken up, leaning up and forward across the table. 

“Oh yeah? I’ll show you.” The angry son turned towards me, his face flustered and red. “This will never hold up in court. I know the judges in this county. They would never allow such a miscarriage of justice to take place.” 

“Well, it is true that your reputation precedes you, sir,” I said in a calm, even tone. “But I can assure you that all is on the up-and-up with this document,” I held the offending will in the air. “This is an airtight will and open-and-shut case.” I leaned over in the direction of the withering shell of a son for emphasis. “Given the past history and circumstances of this family, and the well-grounded reasons for the actions your mother has taken, you are well-advised, sir, to take the inheritance that has been given to you and go on your way.”

“Did you hear that, dear, she did leave you something after all,” his wife said, her hand on his arm. “What did she leave him?” she asked, turning to me, a calm but stressful look on her face.

I pulled out the bag and deposited it on the conference room table.

“What’s this? Some sort of joke?” asked the distraught, defeated son.

His wife opened the bag and pulled out a wooden box in the shape of a coffin.

She placed it on the table where it sat for a good long time before the daughter reached forward to pry open the lid. She pulled the thing out of the box and showed it to her father.

“Look, it’s an antique doll!” 

I have never heard a full-grown man let out a shriek of primordial terror as I did that day. He stood up, recoiling from the loathsome poppet. His eyes were wide and moist with fright.

“Keep – keep that hideous thing away from me, I tell you!” He stumbled back and then out of the room, nearly falling over his feet. His tormented screeching could be heard reverberating back into the conference room, first from the waiting area before echoing down the hall.

The daughter held up the ghastly familiar, showing it to her mother.

She averted her eyes.

The head of the beastly thing tilted in my direction. One of its eyes fell half-way shut.

I must have been imagining things. 

I swear the thing winked at me.

“What is it?” his daughter asked, stroking its hair. Her finger got pricked on something. She let out a squeal. “Ouch! That hurt!” She sucked the blood from her injured finger.

“Well? What is it? What’s its name?” 

She looked at her mother then to me for an answer.

“How many times do I have to ask before I get an answer?”

She looked down at the repulsive creature in her hands.

“Let me see, what shall I call you?”

I can still hear the silent whispering hissing its reply:

Legion. 
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A DJINN IN CORRYVILLE
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It was nighttime in Corryville. 

A gaslight lamp flickered in the street as Abdulrahman, with his friend from down the hallway, Greg, walked through the sliding front doors of their off-campus apartment complex near the University of Cincinnati.

Greg took a left toward the abandoned building.

“Wait,” said Abdulrahman, “Let’s go to the store first.”

“We’re too young to buy anything from there.”

“I have a fake ID. Plus, I’ve been there before; they don’t even card me—maybe it’s the beard.” Abdulrahman brushed the somewhat burgeoning whiskers on his chin. 

“You don’t have a beard,” said Greg.

“Whatever. They don’t card me there. The owner speaks Arabic. He likes me.”

“He probably knows who you really are,” said Greg jokingly, “Alqahtani isn’t your real last name, is it?”

It wasn’t his real last name. Abdulrahman was a prince—his last name was Al Saud.

That wasn’t necessarily saying much, considering the sheer volume of children Ibn Saud had spawned (108 total, spread amongst his 22 wives as well as other women). 

He was still a prince, though. Abdulrahman had never thought about money a day in his life, that much was clear to Greg. To him, it was literally just paper, plastic, and—as an occasional gift to the homeless—coins. 

Greg, on the other hand, was from Washington Courthouse, a rural town off the interstate between Cincinnati and Columbus. His father was a drunk, ‘self-employed’ mechanic, his mother was a bank teller. They had a two-bedroom, slouching country home built in the ‘40’s.

Greg, as far as he could tell, was Abdulrahman’s only American friend. He often wondered how it would go down if he asked Abdul to cover his university costs. Greg had soooooo much student debt.

He hadn’t asked, though. He would never do that—it was rude. Plus, Americans are supposed to be rich, or something, Greg had learned, so it would be unbecoming of him if he asked a foreigner—a foreigner from the Middle East, no less—for money, even if that foreigner was an astronomically wealthy prince whose family mindlessly funneled him funds they neither cared for nor counted. 

For them, the price of a university education was less costly than it was for Greg to buy a singular cheeseburger at McDonald’s. Greg at least had to think about buying the cheeseburger, about whether he would overdraw his checking account, about his spending plan for the rest of the week. 

Greg still wouldn’t say anything about it, though—never. 

If he were being honest with himself, Greg knew he had much more in common with the homeless people Abdul flipped quarters at than he did with Abdul. 

The bell dinged as the two of them walked into the store. It was nearly midnight on a Saturday. 

“What can I do ya for?” said that cashier.

“You have bad English, Masoud” said Abdulrahman, “Your word order is fucked up. You need
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