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So this was America. Fresh off the war with Spain, which was all that anybody was talking about. Guam. Everyone on the ship over had been full of opinions about Guam. Several people asked my opinion “as a military man.” They were wrong about the man part, but the thought of explaining Gallacia’s sworn soldiers to a boatload of Americans was so exhausting that I needed a gin and tonic just to contemplate it, and a second one to decide that explaining would be a bad idea.

As for Guam, my opinion was that it was probably a fine place and the weather was undoubtedly better than in Gallacia. I developed the habit of smiling down into my gin and tonic and saying that I had never been to Guam, and so wouldn’t presume to know more than the people on the ground there. This had the advantage of being true, and also generally made at least one other person in the conversation look like an absolute tit.

And if I passed our days at sea having gin and tonics and no opinions about Guam, that meant I was definitely not worrying about the telegram that I had been sent by my American friend, Dr. James Denton.


BEGGING YOU TO COME WITH ALL HASTE STOP NEED YOUR HELP STOP BRING ANGUS STOP



If it had been anyone other than Denton, I would have sent back another telegram to the effect of “What the devil is the problem stop?” but Denton and I had faced down horrors together two years prior, and I knew that he had a cool head and was, if anything, far more skeptical than I was. If he thought he needed my help, then I would damn well come and help him. Also, he included two tickets to Boston.

(Also, my sister was going to have another child and while I think babies are fine in the abstract, my sister has a regrettable belief that if I just hold one long enough, I will come to enjoy it. I will not. I have proven this to my own satisfaction, but apparently not to hers, and America seemed like an excellent alternative. Land of opportunity, they say, which presumably includes the opportunity not to hold a baby.)

I say this all very flippantly, but I’ll be honest, I didn’t much care for the telegram. Not that I objected to Denton asking for my help—far from it. There are some experiences that bond people together more closely than blood, and the nightmare we’d faced had been one of them. If he needed my help, I’d come.

No, what bothered me was the idea that whatever trouble Denton was in, it was the sort of trouble that required Angus and me to cross an ocean. As if, given the entire North American continent to draw from, Denton needed the two people he knew with experience in nightmares.

I tried not to dwell on it, and instead lost myself in listening to people be wrong about Guam. It almost worked.

Our ship steamed into Boston on a brisk October morning. The sun was shining, the water was relatively calm for the season, and the air smelled only slightly of brine and dead fish. Our crossing had been uneventful, our docking equally so. The jaws of the wharf closed over our ship and held it fast. The streets of Boston looked like the streets of any other port town I’ve encountered. It could have been London or Hamburg. Make half the people darker and half the walls lighter, and you could be in Barcelona or Istanbul. Skin and stone changes, but not much else does. There are always children pelting around and harried-looking men moving cargo into wagons and a few extremely worried men who do not have cargo and don’t know why and a dozen horses looking bored and one horse looking like it is about to go on a rampage and a couple of lost passengers huddled together like a clutch of baby chicks. Inevitably, a vendor is trying to sell something to one or more of these groups, except possibly the horses.

The familiarity was oddly comforting. In general I rather like Americans—they’re usually so terribly earnest—but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit nervous. One American can really fill a room. I assume it only takes a hundred or so to really fill a country.

A man threaded his way through this mess, avoiding the vendor, and approached us. He was fine-boned and neatly dressed, like a small bird wearing a clean, unassuming suit.

“You must be Lieutenant Easton,” he said, shaking first my hand and then Angus’s. “I’m Kent, Dr. Denton’s assistant. I’m to see you to the hotel where you’ll be meeting him and Mr. Ingold.”

“Lead on, then,” I said, trading a look with Angus. We don’t shake hands in Gallacia, but Americans are completely mad for it, and you can’t refuse or they get this confused, somewhat hurt look. I resigned myself to shaking a great many hands in the next few weeks.

Kent secured a cab. Angus and I hefted our luggage onto the roof. “Is that all?” asked Kent. “No more trunks? No equipment?”

“We travel light,” I said, wondering what sort of equipment he expected me to bring. Angus had the rifle case. Did that count as equipment? Or did he think that all Europeans were like the upper-class Brits, and had five different outfits for each meal of the day?

(Come to think of it, maybe Americans did that, too. If so, thank God I’d brought one of my dress uniforms. You can always get away with wearing a dress uniform instead of formalwear. Although Denton had never struck me as a formalwear type. Someone who would help you finish off a fungal abomination that had taken over your childhood friend, yes. Someone who wore a tuxedo with tails to dinner, not so much.)

Our cab left the docks, trotting past rows of horse-drawn streetcars. We don’t have those in Gallacia. Then again, we don’t have that much flat ground in Gallacia. It is a very small country made of very large mountains. We grow turnips and sheep, but our primary export is people who want to get the hell away from it.

I was farther away now than I’d ever been. “I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me what this is all about?” I asked Kent.

Kent folded his hands neatly on his knee. “I am certain that Dr. Denton will explain everything when you arrive.”

So much for that. Angus might have been able to get more out of him, if they’d been alone and doing the “Oh yeah? Well, my boss once made me carry kan ten miles in the snow because ka was too cheap to hire a horse!” dance, but it didn’t look like we’d have time.

We eventually reached a medium-sized hotel. Kent paid the driver and helped Angus pull down the luggage, and we followed him inside.

“That is a lot of mauve,” I said, after a moment of stunned silence. The wallpaper was mauve, the carpet that stretched across the marble floor was mauve, the draperies were mauve, the upholstery was mauve, and the pillows scattered on the furniture were mauve with gold tassels. I suddenly knew how a bee must feel with its head buried in a mallow flower.

Kent waved to the front desk and a man came out from behind it, wearing a mauve tie. He shook our hands and said that it was the hotel’s great pleasure to serve us. He clapped his hands and summoned a bellhop, dressed from head to toe in mauve, who took our luggage. I wondered if the bellhops ever stood up against the walls for camouflage.

The hotel man shook our hands again and pressed our keys into them at the same time, in a skilled maneuver that I assume required years of experience. “Dr. Denton is waiting for you in the dining room,” said Kent, herding us efficiently to one side of the lobby. We entered the dining room, which had mauve tablecloths, and I spotted my old friend Denton, who, thank Christ, was wearing a dark brown suit and no mauve at all.

He rose to his feet and shook our hands. “Easton. Angus. I’m so glad you agreed to come.”

“From the tone of your telegram, I expected you to be hip-deep in live wasps,” I said, “not dining at such a . . . ah . . . colorful establishment.”

“We’ll get to the wasps in a moment,” said Denton. “May I introduce my friend, Mr. John Ingold? John, this is Lieutenant Alex Easton and Angus . . . ah . . . forgive me, it occurs to me that I don’t actually know your full name.”

“No one does,” said Angus gruffly.

I hid a smile. Angus has been with me since I was a scrawny fourteen-year-old with a shaved head and bound breasts who barely knew which end to hold a gun by. In all that time, I had never learned if Angus was his first or last name or where he came from originally. If he ever wants me to know, I imagine he’ll tell me.

“Pleasure to meet you both,” said John Ingold, reaching across the table to shake our hands. He had the tan skin and straight black hair that I associate with the native people of the continent, and when he opened his mouth, his Boston accent was so thick that you could stand a spoon up in it. (Yes, we know about Boston accents in Gallacia. We’re backward, but we do occasionally meet people.)

(Okay, fine, I met a Bostonian in Paris once.)

The waiter approached. I half expected him to go in for a handshake as well, but he merely asked for our orders, then retreated into the mauve distance.

“So,” I said, putting my elbows on the table and looking at Denton. “What has you so concerned?”

Denton rubbed his face. “It’s a mess,” he said.

“Dark doings,” Ingold added. The way he pronounced dark as dahhhk was so pure that I had an involuntary urge to snatch up the teapot and find a harbor to dump it in.

“My cousin Oscar’s gone missing,” said Denton. “We grew up together, and we were in very regular correspondence until his letters stopped three weeks ago. I sent an additional two letters, and then went to West Virginia myself to try to find him.”

I settled back against the exceedingly mauve cushions. “I’m sorry to hear it, but you must know, Denton, that I’m no kind of detective.”

“No, of course not.” Denton shook his head. “I know exactly where he vanished. He was investigating an abandoned coal mine outside of Shaversville. That’s what I need you to help me with.”

“I’ve never been in a coal mine in my life,” I protested.

“I have,” said Angus. “In Limburg. Was dark as the pit and we had to walk bent over.”

We all waited politely for him to say anything more, but this seemed to have exhausted Angus’s store of coal mine information. Denton coughed. “At any rate, it’s your experience with . . . unusual . . . circumstances that I need.”

I raised an eyebrow. Angus raised both of his. “You mean like what we saw at Usher’s lake,” I said flatly. “Because I’ll tell you, that was the first time I’ve dealt with anything like that.” (Sadly it was not the last, but what had happened a year ago in Gallacia was not something I wanted to dwell on.)

“The first time for me, too,” said Denton. He looked suddenly weary and much older than I remembered. “But you did deal with it, and you know there are terrible things in the earth. If you encounter another one, you won’t waste time insisting that there must be a different explanation or that I’m lying to you or that none of this can possibly be happening.”

Terrible things in the earth. Yes. Denton and I had seen a terrible thing in the earth and ended it, with the help of Angus and a brilliant Englishwoman who knew everything worth knowing about mushrooms. The only reason that I slept at night was because we had destroyed it. I did not want there to be another one.

“Another fungus?” I asked sharply.

Denton drank down his whiskey and signaled for another one. Ingold watched me, his arms folded, and I wondered how much Denton had told him about what we saw in the tarn.

“Not a fungus,” Denton said, when the waiter had left again. “At least, I don’t think so. But more lights in the deep.”
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“About two months ago, my cousin Oscar went to Hollow Elk Mine in West Virginia,” Denton said, “looking to see if there was any coal left.”

I sipped my gin and tonic and waited. His mention of lights in the deep had taken me back, forcibly, to Usher’s lake, to the brilliant, terrible stars that glowed in the depths of the tarn. It was not a memory I cherished.

“Everything here runs on coal,” Ingold explained. “During the War Between the States, the South ran their warships on coal from the Carolinas. The North ramped up production in West Virginia to compensate, and never stopped. Now you’ll hardly find a hillside that somebody’s not sinking a mine into.”

“But this one was abandoned?” I asked.

Ingold nodded. “Hollow Elk Mine is a bit east of Shaversville, dug in the 1700s. Old place, but the ground was bad. Rockfalls, cave-ins, the lot. Miners said it was unlucky.”

“Some of them said it was haunted,” put in Denton.

“Any unlucky mine is haunted,” said Ingold dismissively. “You kill enough men with bad food and bad air, the earth soaks that up. What my mother’s people would call bad medicine. I doubt Hollow Elk is worse than any other in that regard. No, there was more at work here. Miners reported strange lights in the deep, not just the usual knocking and tapping one gets in a working mine. It was abandoned about forty years later. The owners couldn’t get enough people to work it, and by the end they were losing money on it. It reopened briefly during the war, but closed right up again.”

“Who are the owners now?” asked Angus.

“You’re looking at him,” said Denton. He leaned back with a sigh. “Oscar, God love him, always liked digging, whether it was papers or actual dirt. He was going through our family’s old papers when he found the deed to the mine. I hadn’t even known I’d inherited it. No one’s given it any thought for at least a generation, I imagine. Hollow Elk had been abandoned, and hadn’t been worth much even when fully up and running, according to the papers. Oscar was curious as to why it had been abandoned.” Denton took a gulp of whiskey. If I didn’t know better, I’d think his eyes were getting misty, which was surprising, because Denton was not a misty-eyed type.

“When Oscar and I were kids, he was always looking for caves. Got stuck in one when he was twelve and it took the fire department three hours to get him out again. Then he was back in there the next week. So when he asked if I’d mind if he took a look at the old mine, I didn’t think twice. He said he wanted to see if there was any money to be made from it, with more modern mining techniques, but I knew mostly he just wanted an excuse to go poking around underground. Caves, mines, that sort of thing—he was mad for them.” Denton looked up at me, a wry, unhappy twist to his lips. “So you see, this is ultimately my fault.”

I raised a skeptical eyebrow at that. “Did he have experience underground?” Angus asked. “Other than getting stuck?”

“Quite a lot, yes.”

Angus and I exchanged a look. “Then I don’t see how you could be blamed, unless there’s a lot more to the story,” I said.

The line between Denton’s eyes didn’t smooth out. “He sent me a number of letters,” he said. “The first few aren’t particularly noteworthy. He reached the mine, set up camp there, and began mapping out the details. Then, almost a month after he arrived, he sent me this.” Denton nodded to Kent, who extracted a sheaf of notes from his valise and handed them to me.

I unfolded the letter. It was written in a neat, even hand, the sort of lettering beloved of clerks and teachers.


James—

I must apologize for what I am about to commit to paper, for it must seem as if I am springing it upon you without warning. In truth, I have been observing these phenomena since the very beginning of my exploration of Hollow Elk, but I have been reluctant to mention them. They were easily dismissed at first as the tricks a man’s mind plays on him in the dark, and I did dismiss them as such, until the evidence began to weigh too heavily against it.



Ah, I thought. The sort of person who talks about “observing phenomena.” I actually quite like people like that, because if you can get them talking about their particular specialty, they will tell you the most fascinating anecdotes about botflies or ball lightning or things they have extracted from some unfortunate soul’s rectum. They can be immense fun at otherwise stuffy parties.


I have been hearing sounds in the mine. Not the creaks or knocks that are common to mines, but peculiar sounds, as of something moving around within it. The mine entrance is large and the boards did not cover it completely, so I was not surprised by this either, suspecting only that some animal had taken up residence within. But of late the sounds have gotten closer, and there is something damnably odd about them. They are wet sounds, almost a squelching. Roger hears them too, so I have at least that much proof that it is not my imagination.

Furthermore, things have been going missing. Sheets of paper and at least two fountain pens have vanished, as well as several tins of stew. Roger denies taking any of it, and certainly he is not a man to steal paper and pen. Indeed, I should be overjoyed to find a newfound tendency to literacy in him, and would happily gift him entire reams! (I do suspect him in the case of the stew. He has lately acquired an enormous mutt from the nearby town, and I have no doubt that it eats like a horse. I do not begrudge the dog the stew, though, as it is a comfort to have a watchdog about.)

Ordinarily I would not trouble you with such minor matters, as the noises have continued off and on for weeks, and may be nothing more disconcerting than a drip behind a wall, or a frog having taken up residence in some flooded subsection, and of course, things go missing everywhere, most particularly pens. But yesterday, while I was mapping the lowest area in the third level—the last area excavated before the mine was abandoned—I saw something impossible in the depths. I saw light.

I cannot explain to you how unsettling it was. When you are deep underground, light can only mean other people. There was no possibility of a shaft from above intersecting with this one. This level was not ventilated before being abandoned. Furthermore, the light was red. Deep red, like a darkroom light. I had turned off my own carbide headlamp to refill it, and at first I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me, but there was indeed a red light much farther down the tunnel. It did not flicker like firelight, but was strong and steady.

I am not one of those men who carries a pistol wherever he goes, certainly not within a cave system. But I tell you, James, I wished that I had one then. There was something desperately frightening about seeing a light underground where no light should be. I thought of a dozen improbable explanations, mostly involving lava—you’ll laugh at that, and I would too—but I could think of nothing that could realistically explain such a light.

Very likely I should have gone to fetch Roger to explore the tunnel with me. But at the time, all I could think was that if I did not go at once, whoever made the light could follow me up the sloping shaft to the higher levels, lie in wait there, and then come down behind me the next time I ventured in. I could not bear the thought, and so I redonned my carbide lamp and went forward toward the light.

I will spare you suspense. I did not find the source. It went out almost as soon as my own light went on. The main tunnel here splits into three passages, and I picked the wrong one initially, only to reach a dead end. The central tunnel ends in a squeeze and I would have had to crawl through on hands and knees in order to continue. I am nearly certain, however, that the red light was on the far side of the squeeze. When I turned my own light off again and waited, I heard something moving down there. It dislodged dirt and pebbles, whatever it was, and I do not think that it was the sound of further subsidence.

I would think that it was an animal, but animals do not wear lights.

At any rate, James, you doubtless think that I have gone off my head from bad air now, and I cannot say that I blame you. Certainly Roger is skeptical, although he is too loyal to say anything of the sort, and the dog he’s acquired has given no indication of any strangers about. The brute even barks at passing deer and rabbits, so I doubt any human could pass unmarked. Nevertheless, I plan to get to the bottom of this. The squeeze is a small one, as blasting on this level was not far advanced, and while the air is hardly pleasant, it is not so bad as to make one hallucinate. No, I think some person has taken up residence in the mine itself. I plan to investigate further, if it is possible to do so without the ceiling falling in on me. Rest assured that I will take all due precautions, and shall update you as I can.

Yr devoted cousin,
Oscar



I handed the last page to Angus, feeling an odd clenching in my gut. Not so much at the contents—I could think of a half dozen explanations off the top of my head, including very ordinary human thieves—but the word squeeze came and squatted inside my chest in a way that I didn’t like.

“What is this squeeze he’s referring to?” I asked.

“Ah,” said Ingold. “In a mine like Hollow Elk, they leave pillars of rock between excavations to hold up the ceiling. If the weight of the ceiling is too great, it bears down on the pillars and the floor rises toward the ceiling, so the passage becomes very narrow.”

“That is horrifying and I want to go home,” I said, although I pronounced it, “Ah. I see.”

Despite the formal tone of the letter, it was far too easy to put myself in Oscar’s shoes. I could imagine the weight of all that rock overhead, pressing down, squeezing . . .

I have never thought of myself as claustrophobic. It hadn’t occurred to me that maybe I just had never been required to test that.

The waiter appeared at my elbow with another gin and tonic before I noticed that my glass was empty. Funny how that works sometimes. Denton thanked him absently, his eyes distant. I suspected that in his head, he was a great many miles away, underground, watching strange lights.

The next letter was dated two days later, and the handwriting was notably less even, with occasional blobs of ink.


Denton—

I have found the strangest thing in the mine—or more accurately, behind the mine. It is all so peculiar that I am dashing off this note at once, lest I start to doubt my own recollections. Undoubtedly you will doubt them as well! If you come here, though, and I wish that you would, I will show you what I am referring to.

I am sorry, I am telling it all out of order. I went through the squeeze and found, as I had half expected, that mining had stopped on the far side. The coal seam had run out and these tunnels were mostly exploratory to see if they could pick it up again elsewhere. But it was not a dead end, as I had believed. There was a gap in the stone, amid the rubble left over, though it seemed so narrow that only a boy could fit through. I would have missed it entirely, but there was air coming through from the gap.

My first thought was that there was another mine nearby and that the shaft had broken into this one. But there are no nearby mines, so far as I know, and unless their shaft ran for miles underground, I would certainly be aware of it.

The other possibility—that this was somehow a natural cave—defied geology. Coal seams and caves do not coexist easily, particularly in this part of the world. Nevertheless, I will spare you suspense and tell you that it was a cave. How natural it is, I am not certain.

Roger had grave concerns about excavating the rubble, afraid that the ceiling would come down upon our heads. Given the squeeze, I cannot blame him. We put up timbers, which I confess most likely provided only psychological support, and began clearing the rubble.

The tunnel we found is low and broad, requiring one to traverse on hands and knees, sloping downward. The walls are very smooth, but of a curious, almost undulating shape, tapering inward for perhaps two feet before belling out again for another two, then back again. Despite the discomfort of crawling, it was a very easy passage, though it went for a remarkably long distance, moving downward in a gentle spiral. I could not determine if we were directly beneath the Hollow Elk Mine or if the spiral veered to one side or the other.

When it finally ended, it was at a tangle of limestone seamed with cracks. (By this I knew that we had gone down extremely far indeed.) It looked like a natural cave system, though many of the stalactites had fallen and broken, probably in recent times judging by the wear. But far more important was a passage leading upward to the right, from which light was emerging. Not the red light that I had seen before, but a steady white glow.

Denton, it was a marvel. A chamber a hundred feet across, floored with some gemstone that I have never seen before. It was perfectly smooth, almost like glass, and shone like mother-of-pearl, and it glowed in the darkness, with a light strong enough to read by.

I have never seen anything like it. It was beautiful and impossible and it filled me with the awe and dread that only the inexplicable can invoke. I do not know how such a thing came to be.

The gemstone was too hard to break off, and Roger certainly tried his best. He did not like the cave though, pronouncing it “not canny.”

You must come and see it, for I can hardly believe my own eyes and would be grateful for someone else’s. Roger has many fine qualities, but objectivity is not among them.

That is the bulk of my discovery, and the most important thing. I will note in passing that on our return, I found the tins that had gone missing. They were in the small cave, each of them punctured in the middle and drained. So our mysterious thief is staying down here, although we did not see him during our visit.

Please come at once. This is an extraordinary find, and one which deserves to be brought before the eyes of men of learning.

Yrs,
Oscar



“Huh,” I said, when I had reached the end and handed the last page to Angus. “A gemstone cavern underground? It sounds almost too fabulous to be true.”

“You’re not the only one to think so,” Ingold muttered.

“Obviously I went down at once,” Denton said. “He was nowhere to be found. I spent a day or two trying to find him, but no one had any leads at all. When I came back, this was waiting for me.” He shoved a much-folded slip of paper across the table at me. I unfolded it and saw another telegram.


MY APOLOGIES FOR HAVING MISSED YOU STOP I TOOK ILL FROM THE MINE GAS STOP PLEASE IGNORE MY PRIOR LETTERS AS I WAS NOT IN MY RIGHT MIND WHEN WRITING STOP HOLLOW ELK MINE IS OF NO INTEREST STOP



“Wordy fellow, your cousin,” I said, passing the telegram to Angus. I would have used half as many words and paid a great deal less. Then again, perhaps this Oscar fellow was too wealthy to care.

“Wordy, yes,” said Denton, “in letters, as you saw. But he writes telegrams the same as the rest of us . . . or he did.”

“You don’t think he wrote this one?” I hazarded.

“I’m nearly sure of it. For one thing, he hasn’t responded to any of the letters I’ve sent after, and he hasn’t sent any more of his own.”

“Maybe he’s embarrassed,” rumbled Angus. “You go off your head on mine gas, you see things that aren’t there and send wild letters about it? A man has a right to feel like a damn fool.”

“Maybe,” said Denton. “I’d have said that Oscar is more the type to make a joke out of it. But even so, he would never have said that the mine was of no interest. And even if that was true, he would simply have gone home. But his mother says that he hasn’t been back, and he hasn’t written to her, either. Trust me, Oscar could be off his head from mine gas, half dead, and missing both hands and he would still have written home to his mother.”

I half smiled at that, but it turned into a frown. “I suppose that leaves the possibility that someone murdered him and sent the telegram to cover it up.”

“That’s what I think has happened,” offered Ingold. “I grant that the letters about what he was finding are unsettling, but there’s no reason to think it was anything but straightforward murder. He had an assistant. If there was something valuable in the mine and his assistant wanted it, he may have killed Oscar to get it.”

There was a tightness around Denton’s eyes, but he didn’t protest the suggestion that his cousin was dead. I wondered if he had accepted the possibility, or if he and Ingold had simply argued it so many times that it no longer had the power to sting.

“Roger was incredibly loyal to Oscar,” Denton said. “And yes, I know, men have turned their coats before. But Roger was also very nearly illiterate. He couldn’t have sent that telegram.”

“He got someone else to write it, then,” argued Ingold. By the well-worn feel of the debate, I was pretty sure this wasn’t the first time. “And that’s why you’ve had no more letters. He knew he couldn’t fake those.”

Denton sighed. “Would you think less of me if I said that was what I hope happened? But the letters . . . and the mine.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “There is something very wrong with that mine. I made the trek to West Virginia myself and found his gear and papers still there, but not Oscar. I only went a little way into the mine, just far enough to call for him, but it felt . . . wrong.” He met my eyes across the table. “It felt like standing in Usher’s house again. And you of all people, Easton, know that I don’t say that lightly.”

Usher’s house. The creeping malignancy that had seemed to infest the walls there, made of more than just the library full of rotting books and the worms gnawing on the beams. The thing that had dwelt in the dark lake and sent fungal fingers up into the house itself. Yes, I knew.

The thought of facing such a thing again made me want to turn around and head straight to the docks for a ship going back to Europe. In fact, if there wasn’t a ship, I might see how far I could swim.

But Denton had asked for my help, and there was nothing in me that would allow me to turn tail when a friend needed me. Ours is not to question why, etc. (I hate that poem, but I understand it.) Denton had stood beside me against the horrors in Usher’s lake. It was my turn to stand beside him now.

I drained my gin and tonic and set it down. “All right,” I said. “When do we leave?”
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