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The Caldwell Ghost
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A note to the Editor

Dear Henry,

I have been Simon Feximal’s companion, assistant and chronicler for twenty years now, and during that time my Casebooks of Feximal the Ghost-Hunter have spread the reputation of this most accomplished of occultists far and wide.

You have asked me often for the tale of our first meeting, and how my association with Feximal came about. I have always declined, because it is a story too private to be truthfully recounted, and a memory too precious to be falsified. But none knows better than I that stories must be told.

So here is it, Henry, a full and accurate account of how I met Simon Feximal, which I shall leave with my solicitor to pass to you after my death.

I dare say it may not be quite what you expect.

Robert Caldwell

September 1914

***
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I AM, MY FRIENDS AGREE, a fairly easy-going sort of chap, not quick to anger or to fear. Thus, when I came to live in Caldwell Place, I paid no mind to the screams in the night, which could well have been foxes or cats (never mind that they sprang from the empty air of my bedroom). I scarcely objected to the muffled moans, which could have come from a neighbour’s pleasures (if the house had not stood alone, with no neighbour for a mile to either side).

But I did feel it was a bit much when the walls began to bleed.

Simon Feximal, ghost-hunter, stood in the imposing entrance hall of Caldwell Place, the ancestral home that I had inherited from my uncle along with a fortune far insufficient to restore the dilapidated property. Mr. Feximal was observing his surroundings. I was observing him.

He was worth the observation. A little above medium height but with very broad shoulders and an erect stance, he held himself like a pugilist. His face was more like that of a priest, albeit not one of any religion practised today. The sort of priest who wielded a sickle, or a ceremonial dagger, I thought: stern, unsmiling, dedicated. He had a beak of a nose, heavy brows over deep-set dark eyes, and a thick head of steel-grey hair, although his face suggested he was not many years older than my own twenty-five.

Mr. Feximal turned, looking around him, brows drawn together.

“Have you inhabited Caldwell Place long, Mr. Caldwell?” His voice was a deliciously deep baritone. I repressed the urge to shiver at the sound.

“Not six weeks,” I told him. “I inherited it from my uncle three months ago. The house has stood empty for many years because of its evil reputation. I felt that was an absurd superstition, and I need to sell the place, so I thought I could come and put paid to the nonsense with a bit of nineteenth-century common sense.” Both of us looked at the dull brown-red streaks on the wall, where the blood had bubbled, flowed and dried. “I have now decided I was wrong.”

Feximal nodded. He had doubtless heard many similar openings to many similar stories. “May I see the portrait?”

I took him into the Blue Drawing-Room, lighting all the candelabras and lamps there. The night had drawn in, and I felt the atmosphere was sufficiently sinister without dark shadows. He stood in the middle of the chamber, slowly turning to take it all in, and once again I seized the chance to observe him, admiring his strong thighs and muscled back. Apparently ghost-hunting kept one in excellent shape.

The room was also worth observing, although less attractive. It was furnished in the style of seventy years ago, and although the dustcovers had been removed and the upholstery cleaned, the stiff-backed chairs were still faded and ancient. The parquet floor was bare of rugs. A large, speckled mirror dominated one wall with its heavy gilt frame—I saw Feximal pay particular note to that—and a handful of family portraits hung on the wall opposite. It was one of those that we had come to see, the one whose image had appeared all over the house, etched in shadows, woven in spiderwebs, and finally outlined on the walls in blood. I had taken this to be a hint.

“Randolph, Lord Caldwell,” I said, walking towards it. Feximal came to stand at my side. He smelled faintly of an odd spice that I could not place. “My ancestor of some two centuries.”

“The story, as you know it, please?” Feximal contemplated the picture with a frown in his fine dark eyes. The man in the painting looked back with a faint smile. He was a handsome chap, with green eyes rather like my own, but a much more assured, aristocratic demeanour, and he wore the curled white periwig adopted by gentlemen in those bygone days.

“I can’t vouch for the truth of this,” I began. “It’s family history, and not the kind that’s preserved in the books. What I’ve heard is that Randolph here was a degenerate of the most unrepentant kind.”

“Meaning?”

“He had a fondness for men.” I glanced over. Feximal didn’t look shocked, or disgusted, or even very surprised. “He apparently spread his attentions widely, from the stableboys to the butler, from his tenants to his neighbours. He seems to have been indiscriminate.”

Feximal looked again at the portrait. His gaze was assessing.

It is a strange phenomenon that men of my tastes often have a knack for sensing when another man shares those tastes. Without signals, hints or touches, one can often simply tell. I possess that knack. It had prevented me being assaulted or arrested on many occasions, and now I felt the slightest bat-squeak of awareness and it struck me that the stern, mysterious, powerful Mr. Feximal and I might possibly have something in common.

Not that I would have pressed the issue, alone in a haunted house with a ghost-hunter. But still.

Feximal’s attention remained on the portrait. “What sort of man was he? Is he said to have forced his attentions on the unwilling?”

“Not that I know,” I was pleased to report. “He was not a brute, to my knowledge. Simply a man of decided inclination, applied widely and enthusiastically.”

Feximal’s mouth twitched. I wondered what he would look like when he laughed. If he laughed.

“He met a violent end,” I went on. “It seems that he was in bed with someone—a man—when he was shot to death. The murderer was never caught or tried, because of the possible scandal, I suppose. Whether it was a spurned lover, a current lover that he had yet to spurn, his own wife, a neighbour’s wife...”

Feximal held a hand up. “I grasp the point. Did he have decent burial?”

“I suspect it would have been hurried. He was taken in the act, and the law was even less kind then than it is now.”

“You sound sympathetic.”

“Of course I am. The poor fellow was murdered.”

“I find most of my clients lose their powers of empathy when the screaming starts.”

I shrugged. I had a fellow feeling for the deceased Lord Caldwell, but it seemed something of a risk to say so. “I don’t suppose he wants to be here any more than I want him here.”

His dark eyes turned to me with clear approval. “You are quite right. If I can find a way to free him, it is as much in his interest as yours.” Feximal peered at the portrait again. “If you will go over it once more. The symptoms of the haunting include—?”

“The bleeding walls, of course. That’s happened several times now. Screams at night. And other noises.”

“What sort of noises?”

“Moans. Lots of moans.”

“Of pain?”

“Er, no, not precisely.” I felt myself blush.

“Then of what nature?” Feximal asked.

“Of pleasure.”

“A man’s pleasure?”

“Precisely,” I said, and wondered if he might speculate how closely I was acquainted with the sound of men’s pleasure.

He didn’t seem to, instead looking away to assess the room. “I see.”

“Mr. Feximal, do you think you can deal with this?” I asked. “I have no knowledge of what you do or how you do it. Can you make it—him—go away?”

He turned back to me then, his eyes rather stern under the heavy brows. I felt a decided quiver at being the object of his full, commanding attention. “It is not a matter of making anything go away, Mr. Caldwell. A wrong was done here, a pain caused, a circle opened that has yet to be closed. Only when the story is finished, by whatever means, will the haunting be over.”

“I am a journalist,” I blurted out, because his deep, authoritative voice and chiding demeanour were giving me quite inappropriate sensations. “I know about stories. They must have endings. A story without an ending is an unbearable itch to the reader.”

“And worse to its protagonist.” He looked at me, and there was a connection there now which warmed me even more. Did I see appreciation in those dark eyes, too, an awareness of me as a man? I could not tell. “So I shall find the ending, and end the haunting. I fear I must ask you to leave me to do that alone, and to depart this house.”

That was a bitter disappointment. As a journalist, my curiosity was boundless, and I had been anticipating the spectacle of a ghost-hunter in action. As a man, I should have liked to hear more of that deep voice that seemed to press like dark velvet on my nerve endings.

“I should rather not leave you alone here,” I said. “It is an uncomfortable place even without the haunting, and the manifestations of the thing’s presence have become stronger and angrier by the day. I should not like to be alone here myself, and I worry for your well-being. May I not assist you? After all, the ghost is my family responsibility.”

“I am used to working alone.”

“Might you not benefit from companionship, even so?”

He did smile at me then, almost reluctantly, as though he was not used to the act. The expression was surprisingly warm on such a stern face. “Thank you, Mr. Caldwell. That is a rare consideration. But this is my profession, and I have secrets to keep.”

There was no hint of concession there, and I gave in to his will. In truth, I had not enjoyed the experience of being woken by screams to see blood bubbling out of my walls, and the old house was uncomfortably chilly tonight. I should doubtless be more comfortable elsewhere.

“Very well, if you insist. I shall bank up the fire for you and go.” I glanced at the fire as I spoke, and blinked. It was already burning brightly, far too brightly for the icy tang in the air. “That’s odd, it’s quite high. I wonder why it’s so cold in here.”

Feximal turned sharply. As he did so, the fire went out. One moment, it was a cheerful blaze to the eye, the next black, cold, dead coals, without a hiss of steam.

I stared, disbelieving. Feximal spoke urgently. “Go, Caldwell. Go now. Run.”

I will admit, I bolted, scurrying to the door, tugging on the handle. Then again. And again.

“It’s locked,” I said. There was nobody else in the isolated building. The door had never stuck before. It would not open.

Feximal strode over. He gave the doorknob a tug.

“It seems to be locked,” he agreed. “Although I should point out that there is no keyhole.”

Nor was there. Yet the door was, without question, closed, and staying that way. The fire was out, and as I stared frantically around the room, the candle flames began to wink out, one after another, each tiny bulwark against the darkness extinguishing as I watched.

I may have whimpered.

Feximal was delving into his black Gladstone bag. He produced a squat, wide-necked glass bottle which appeared to be full of sand and bits of dried plants.

“Come here. Stop. Stay there.” I stopped a few feet from the mirror as directed, and watched in alarmed confusion as he placed a candelabra by my feet then hastily walked around me, spilling the bottle’s contents to form a circle. Pins and rosemary needles stuck out of the white sand.

“You should be safe now. Do not, under any circumstances, leave or break the circle. Stay still and do not fear, no matter what you see.” He gave me another, very swift smile. “Trust me. I shall keep you safe.”

I nodded my obedience. “But what about you?”

“I’m used to this,” Feximal said, and stripped off his coat.

Even in these most unpromising circumstances, I had to look. There were only a handful of candles left alight still, except for those in the sand circle, and the rest were snuffed out as I watched Simon Feximal disrobe. He removed his plain dark waistcoat, threw down his cravat, and unbuttoned his white shirt.

I swallowed. “What are you doing?”

He didn’t reply. He didn’t have to. As he dropped the shirt, what I saw was answer enough.

He was covered in writing. It was scrawled in black and red ink, from wrist to shoulder of both muscular arms, across his broad, powerful shoulders and chest. None of it was in a language I recognised, or could read, but it was unmistakably writing...and it was still being written.

I gaped. The lines, some spidery, some looping, still others jagged, etched themselves over his skin, a constant silent chatter of messages.

“What—” My voice failed.

“The stories write themselves,” he said, very matter-of-fact. “I serve as their page.”

“Er...”

“Ssh,” he added, quite kindly. “Try not to worry.”

Easy for him to say.

He stood, stripped to the waist, steepling his hands in an odd, almost prayerful posture in front of his face. He was still and silent for a minute in the dark room, and I could hardly help wondering how far down the writing went, what might be marked on his powerful thighs and buttocks and even further into forbidden territory.

He murmured a sentence in a language I did not know, and walked over to the mirror. He looked into it, and I looked too, and I uttered an oath as I saw.

In the mirror, the writing over Simon Feximal’s body was English. Huge angry capitals that looked nothing like the writing I could see on his body. MURDERED, said the reflected capitals, hastily scrawling themselves and sinking into his skin again. INJUSTICE. JAMES. JAMES. PLOT. HATE. UNDONE. UNFINISHED. JAMES. BASTARD.

“He had a bastard?” I asked breathlessly.

“I suspect—that’s an—expletive.” Feximal jerked the words out, and I realised his face was lined with strain. “He’s—angry.”

The screaming came then, so loud and sudden that I leapt like a rabbit. Louder and louder it shrieked, the sound circling us like a gale. Feximal bowed against the force of it, a force I could not feel in my circle, muttering to himself. The moans were back, too, under the screams, and a terrible gibbering laughter, and I had never heard a noise I liked less than those sounds of pleasure, pain and madness combined in that awful way.

Feximal stood straight, with an obvious effort. The writing on his skin was frantic, tangling lines of incomprehensible scrawl. The writing I saw in the mirror was all too readable, and I gaped as I saw the words forming on his body in an old-fashioned script: fuck me suck my cock spread your hole and take it

I’m quite fond of that sort of literature in its place, but its place was not a man’s skin. I looked away from the obscenity and saw instead the portrait on the opposite wall.

My ancestor, Randolph, Lord Caldwell, was smiling at me. Not the faint smile I was familiar with, but a broad, lascivious grin. As I stared at the painting in the mirror, he licked his lips.

“Feximal!” I yelped, pointing, and the portrait lifted his hand and pointed at me in response. I staggered back, consumed with fear, and as I did, my heel breached the sand circle.

Immediately I was plunged into a vortex. Strange winds howled around me. The screaming was ten times louder, rasping on my nerves and skin like some saw-toothed plant. I was buffeted by impalpable forces, heard howling in my ears and inside my head. I cried out in sheer terror, and Feximal’s strong arms closed around me, pulling me to the shelter of his body, and I heard his voice in my ear, shouting over the unearthly noises. “Quiet, Robert. It’s all right. I’ll look after you.”

And it all stopped.

We stood together in the dark room, he behind me, his arms pinning me close, his chest pressed to my back. The unnatural cold had gone. The silence rang in my ears.

“Did you do that?” I whispered.

“No,” said Feximal grimly.

Then I heard the laugh again. A chuckle, now, a throb of amusement. With it, gently this time, the moaning began, little sighs and groans of carnal enjoyment. Feximal had one bare, muscular arm around my neck, the other around my waist, holding me brutally tight, and despite my sheer, sickening terror, I realised, to my own astonishment, that I was growing hard in my drawers.

That was madness, I thought, but it was as if my body and mind were separate things. I was frightened, confused and desperate to run for my life, or soul, but my prick was being called, and it seemed to intend to come.

I felt, rather than heard, breathless grunts and groans. My mind threw up the faces and bodies of lovers I had never seen. My skin flared with the touch of fingers that weren’t there. I cried out, through fear or arousal, I could not tell which, and Simon Feximal shouted something aloud.

Now, with my hard-won experience, I know that he had begun the Third Line of the Saaamaaa Ritual, on which he and his fellow ghost-hunter Carnacki had done such perilous research. Then, I only knew that the guttural sounds of those strange words in his deep voice boomed like a pagan gong, and the barrage of sensation was snuffed out as instantly as the candles had been.

I gasped for breath and slumped back against his bare chest, held by that hard, unwavering grip. My legs were shaking, but my prick was still rigid as a tent pole.

I became aware of a hard length pressing against my arse, and I realised Feximal was in the same state.

“I think I know what it wants,” I whispered.

“So do I.” His voice was strained. “The power of this thing... I cannot master it and protect you at once. I can hold it off a little longer. You must run to the window. Break it. Climb out. Otherwise...”

“Otherwise what?”

His breath rasped hotly against my ear. “Damn it, man, you can feel what it wants. I can feel it. It is old, and powerful, and it has a way in. It is very easy for a spirit to direct the actions of the living as it desires, if...” He tailed off.

“If the living share the same desires?” I asked.

He stood, absolutely still and silent, holding me pinioned against him. Then he murmured, very softly, very deep, “It’s coming upon us. You really should run away.”

I was bewildered, terrified. I was aching for his touch, for more than touch. I could hear the moaning starting again, beginning to build. And, I was not leaving a fellow human alone in this house of madness.

“Is it evil? What it wants?” I panted.

“No. It’s...angry, betrayed. Lonely. Frustrated. It wants satisfaction.”

“So do I.” I leaned back against him so that my head was on his powerful shoulder, my prick, restrained by close-fitting trousers, trying to push upwards and out.

“Robert... You can still run,” he rasped.

“No.”

“This will not be controllable.” His voice held clear warning, and clearer desire.

“Please, Simon. Please.”

Feximal—Simon—took a shuddering breath. Then his hand on my waist moved down, stroking over my arousal, pulling me hard against his hips, his own stiff prick. His other arm was wrapped over my shoulders, forearm against my throat, and he increased that pressure too.

I was held there, trapped, in a haunted house, with a strong arm gripping my neck and a strong hand opening the buttons at my waist.

My cock sprang free. I groaned aloud. Simon gave a little exhalation of satisfaction and took it in his hand, rubbing his thumb over the tip, spreading the dampness that already beaded there. I rubbed back against his hips in wanton invitation, and he pushed at my drawers and trousers, shoving them down, tucking my shirttails out of the way.

“Kneel,” he ordered me, and I fell to my knees, or tried to. His arm was hard against my windpipe, and I grabbed at it, for balance or freedom, as for a second I was held off the floor by that pressure.

He was strong as an ox, and he was going to fuck me.

I whimpered, and he let me down to the floor so that I knelt obediently before him. I did not look round, or into the mirror, for fear that I might see what was written on that thickly muscled body now.

Simon reached a long arm for his bag, without releasing my neck. He fumbled within, pulled out a small bottle, flicked open the stopper one-handed. I smelled an unfamiliar perfume, one that made me think of the Arabian Nights.

He was slicking his cock, readying himself.

I tried to bend forward, to get on hands and knees. He didn’t let me. His finger slid down the crease of my arse, his knee nudged my legs apart into a wider stance, he moved his free hand forward once more to control my hips, and his cock shoved forward into my entrance.

I gasped aloud. I was no virgin, had had a fair few men ride my arse, but never with so little preparation. I bit my lip as he pushed again, not too far or too fast for what it was, yet it stung painfully. I shut my eyes.

Simon pushed again, and this time my arse took the invasion with more readiness. I grunted, breathing in and out, feeling the burn recede with each breath. He rocked into me, further each time, until I made a small sound of pleasure that somehow rang out clear against the ghostly moans.

Simon shifted his arm from my hips to my chest, encircling my own arms, hand closing over one wrist to hold my arms tight by my sides. He pushed again then, and this time he slid all the way in, thick cock stretching me wide, until I felt his hips pressed right against my entrance. I was trapped by his arms round my neck and chest, by every inch of his erect member inside me, pinioned and stuffed like a Christmas goose.

I groaned aloud. As if in answer, Simon pulled out, slowly and carefully, till only the head of his thick member was inside me, leaving me feeling empty.

Then he began to fuck me in earnest.

I am no Goliath, but neither am I weak. I had never felt the urge to submit to another man’s will, let alone to force. I had always approached physical satisfaction as I did everything in those days of youth: as a pleasant game.

This was no game. Simon held me captive. My legs were splayed, my arms trapped, and I could do nothing but groan and grunt and take the fucking he administered. I was hopelessly mastered, utterly subject to his will, and I had never been so hard in my life. I thrashed against him with a dark, unspeakable joy at the commanding usage, and as I cried my pleasure aloud, I felt something else.

A tongue in my mouth. A pinch to my erect nipple. A hand gripping my cock.

Not Simon’s. Not anyone else’s; we were miles from the next human being. Nobody’s, in fact, because as I opened my eyes and stared, I saw nothing but the dark and empty room.

I shut my eyes again and felt something rub against my erection. It was, without question, a stiff prick. A hand closed around me, pushing them both together.

“The ghost,” I gasped. “It’s touching me.”

Simon didn’t respond. He simply lifted me slightly to change the angle, and as he drove into me now, he hit that spot that sends ecstasy leaping through a man’s flesh. I cried out for more, and he gave me more, more than I thought I could take, again and again, forcing his solid cock deep as the ghostly member thrust and twitched and jerked against mine.

Simon came, buried in my arse, with a savage grunt as his seed spilled. I came a second later, crying out with my release. And I will swear that I felt something else, cool and silvery, splash against my belly, and as it did so, the spectral moans died away.

I lay back against Simon as he loosened his grip—only slightly; if he had released me I would have fallen. I was shaking. He inclined his head so it rested on me, chest heaving with desperate breaths.

When I opened my eyes, the fire burned brightly in the grate, the candles shed their merry glow and, in the mirror, the painting of Randolph, Lord Caldwell was no more than a simple picture.

***

[image: image]


I WILL NOT DETAIL THE rest of that night. Simon tended to me with an absurd attentiveness that charmed me beyond words, until I was ready to walk the house with him to check for any evidence of further haunting, an exploration that ended inevitably in one of the more habitable bedrooms. I am pleased to report that the subsequent moans and screams that disturbed the silence of Caldwell Place were mine.

The ghost never returned, its story concluded that frantic evening. Simon called it a case of two centuries’ coitus interruptus. One can only sympathise.
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Butterflies
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A Note to the Editor

Dear Henry,

I had not intended to write more of what I find myself calling The Secret Casebook of Simon Feximal. (Such is the jobbing author’s habit, to create a book out of nothing!) I told you how we met, tied up the tale, and it was done. Yet there are so many more stories, so much of my history with Simon that I should not like to disappear.

I met him in 1894. For two decades we have been lovers, the best of friends, the bitterest of enemies. We were partners in work and in crime, of more than one sort. We have shared secrets so dark that the stories I have published in The Casebook of Simon Feximal, which you begged me to amend for the sake of readers’ weak hearts, came to seem to me almost light entertainment. For two decades, we have been everything to one another, yet to the world I am no more than the famed ghost-hunter’s friend and chronicler, witness to his deeds. In writing Simon’s stories, I have written myself out of my own life. I wonder, Henry, if you can imagine what that is like.

I have decided. I shall write the Secret Casebook, record the truth of our lives—not Simon Feximal’s life alone, but Robert and Simon, together. It is for you to decide what to do with the tale when it is told.

Your friend,

Robert Caldwell

October 1914

***
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IT WAS A FORTNIGHT after my first and, so far, only meeting with Simon Feximal. He had rid my inherited house of a lustful ghost, opened my eyes to a concealed world of strange forces and arcane knowledge, and buggered me twice. The next day he had departed, with a nod of thanks and a final-sounding farewell. There was no hint of regret in his stern dark eyes. I had wondered whether to propose another meeting, but looking at that remote face, I lost my nerve.

It was hardly unusual behaviour. Those of us who prefer the company of men know that many of those men want to leave one’s company as quickly as possible after the fact. The only dignified response is a smile and a shrug, even if one should wish for more. And Simon Feximal, with his strange air of a pagan priest, and the occult writing scrawling itself over his skin, was not a man to bother with importunities.

I was disappointed, but not surprised. My own features—medium stature, green eyes and unimpressively brown hair—were pleasant but undistinguished. My profession as a journalist would doubtless be repulsive to a man with secrets to keep.

I could understand his indifference to my person and forgive his dislike of my profession. What I found a great deal harder to swallow was the bill for his services.

He did not send it. A fee for the visit had been agreed, but he was to give me a final amount depending on the work required. In the natural excitement of the moment, and the next day’s awkwardness, I had certainly not thought to request it. And it was not sent.

I wrote to him, a businesslike note, asking for the amount due. He ignored the letter. I wrote again, and received a letter by return.

I will admit, I had butterflies in my stomach as I opened it. I wondered if there might be a personal response. Perhaps even a suggestion that we might meet again.

There was no such suggestion. Merely a few lines in a clear, vigorous hand, stating that there would be no charge.

I read the note with incredulity, then dawning fury, as it came upon me with stunning force that Feximal apparently considered my services as bed-partner would suffice in lieu of payment. Whether he believed that I had been paying him by offering my body, or far worse, that he was paying me for my services by waiving his fee for his, I did not know. I did not care. I damned his eyes, the patronising swine, and sent a twenty-guinea payment that I could ill afford along with a note nicely judged to convey my sense of offence, and I resolved to be relieved that I would never see him again.

In fact, it took ten days.

**
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“GET DOWN TO WINCHESTER,” Mr. Lownie told me. He was the editor of the Chronicle then, a tense, compact man with a habit of chewing his pipe stem to splinters. “Extraordinary reports. Two deaths, against all nature. There’s a train at quarter past.”

He pushed a paper into my hand and thrust me out of the office. I was used to this unceremonious method of briefing, and I did not so much as glance at my orders, concentrating only on the seemingly impossible feat of catching the allotted train. I ran to the Underground, fretted until I reached the station, secured my ticket, and leapt aboard the second-class carriage almost as the train drew away with the angry cries of a guard ringing in my ears.

The carriage was empty, and I sat back in my seat, took a much-needed breath, and looked for the first time at my brief, which included two reports from the local Winchester newspaper and a transcribed statement from the local doctor. I read them with curiosity mingled with growing horror.

It appeared that some five days ago, a young lady and her governess, taking a walk in the woods, had stumbled upon a strange discovery. From a distance it looked to be a great pile of brightly coloured paper, a vast heap of trimmings and cuttings piled into a mound some six feet long and perhaps two feet high. As they approached the peculiar sight, they realised with astonishment that it was constituted, not of paper, but of butterflies. Butterflies in their thousands, of the most extraordinary variety of hues, of species not native to England or ever seen here. The insects were all dead or dying, with barely a flutter to their wings, and the two ladies approached to look closer. Then a drift of the lovely dead things slipped to the ground, and what had seemed merely extraordinary became terrible.

It was not simply a heap of butterflies, as if there was anything simple about such a thing in a chilly English October. The bright wings hid a corpse.

He was Thomas Janney, Old Tom, a vagrant of the Winchester woods. Known to the police as an itinerant and a drinker, prone to foul language in his cups, but with little real harm said of him at any time these past two decades. And he was dead, face suffused with blood, skin shrivelled and dry, and inside his mouth, down his throat, in his lungs, were butterflies.

An appalling discovery, but the passing of a tramp makes little impact on the world, however mysterious the circumstances. It was the second death that had set the news wires alight.

This time it was a local schoolmaster, Hubert Lord. No weakling he, as unlike the broken-down wanderer as could be imagined. A young, healthy man in his twenties, he had set off into the woods for a cross-country run, as was his peculiar habit, and he had not returned. Alarmed for his safety, his young wife contacted the police, and it was not long after that his body was found, his face distorted with fear and horror, his throat crammed with butterflies.

Where were the creatures coming from? How could two such swarms arise? Why should they kill?

The local journalist, though his account was verbose and greatly too conscious of its own styling for the taste of a brisk London professional like myself, had included a few valuable pointers in his story. Chief amongst these was the interview with Dr. Merridew, an amateur lepidopterist apparently held in high regard by those who shared his interest. He had been asked to give his views by the police, as Winchester’s only “butterfly man”, and had volunteered the information that some of the species had never been seen outside South America, that none of them were equipped for the rigours of an English climate, and that it was as impossible for butterflies to be directed to kill as it was for such a peculiar mix of species to be bred in captivity, or for them to swarm together.

And yet they were bred, and they did swarm, and two men had died.

**
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I TOOK A ROOM IN THE Wykeham Arms, a pleasant inn set in winding red-brick streets. Compared to London, everywhere was convenient in this little cathedral city, but I was pleased to note that it was just a short walk from Dr. Merridew’s address on Culver Street. My first step was to send him a note requesting an appointment at his earliest convenience. My second was to go down to the crowded dining-room, ready to plead with the staff to find me a seat for luncheon.

I walked in and saw Simon Feximal.

He sat alone at a table for two, directly in front of me, intent on a newspaper as he ate, and I stopped dead, gaping with the shock of recognition, and with that unwelcome, unstoppable quiver of sensation in my gut as I took him in. I had told myself that my memory and the dramatic circumstances of our first meeting had exaggerated his attractions, but he was every bit as commanding a presence as I remembered. That hair like spun steel, that beaky nose, those powerful shoulders that I had clutched as he drove into my body...

The landlady made a politely impatient noise, urging me forward, and as she did so, Feximal looked up.

“Robert?” he said blankly. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, you gentlemen know each other!” cried the landlady, and swept me forward to the spare seat at his table with relief. “Then I dare say you won’t mind sharing. We’ve steak and ale pie, sir, sit you down and you shall have a plate.”

I would have turned away. My injured pride and his less-than-warm welcome both stung, and in truth, more than my pride had been hurt. To have shown the tenderness that Feximal had demonstrated that night, the second time, the murmurs of endearment, the gentle touches, and then to walk away from me—that had felt like a lie. Like a promise made and not kept. Like a cruelty.

Two things stopped me from rejecting the offered seat and taking my meal elsewhere. The first was that he was surely here for the same reason I was, the inexplicable butterflies, and I was determined to have that story. If Simon Feximal, ghost-hunter, discovered anything to do with this mystery, I intended to make it worth three columns of the Chronicle’s paper, with a byline.

The second was that, though his greeting had hardly been a welcome, he had called me Robert.

I sat. Feximal looked at me, deep-set eyes unreadable, waiting. I arranged my napkin. He put the side of his fork through a hard piece of pie crust, shattering the pastry into shards and crumbs.

Someone would have to speak first, unless we were to sit here in silence for the next hour. It was inevitable that the someone should be me.

“You’re here about the butterflies?”

“And so are you, I take it.” I had forgotten how deep his voice was. It seemed to vibrate in my chest as he spoke.

“For the Chronicle,” I said. “Have you been called by a private individual, or the police, may I ask? Or are you here on your own account?”

He gave me a grim look in place of a reply. Whether his discomfort sprang from his habit of secrecy or our previous connection, I could not tell. The landlady arrived at that moment with a laden plate for me, and Feximal took the opportunity for a forkful of pie, avoiding an answer.

As if that would work on a man whose trade was questions. “Have you learned much of interest?” I enquired.

Feximal swallowed, with some annoyance. “Mr. Caldwell, are you intending to pump me much longer?”

The double meaning—very clearly not intended—rang in the air. I saw a slight flush stain his cheeks as he realised it, and my own riposte was so obvious, it barely needed to be said. I said it anyway. “Turn and turn about, Mr. Feximal.”

Feximal put down his fork. “You’re angry.”

“No,” I responded automatically, then, “Yes. Yes, I am.”

“I had no intention of insulting you.”

“When you waived your fee in consideration of services rendered?”

Feximal reached for a piece of bread, tearing it with his strong fingers, not looking at me. “That was not my meaning. I did not think of—that evening professionally. I prefer to remember it as personal.”

“Oh.” I felt my face turning hot. I had put the worst possible interpretation on his behaviour. It had not even occurred to me to consider the best. “Oh. I thought...”

“I gathered what you thought.” His stern mouth relaxed, just slightly. “I can see why you are a journalist. You have a gift for self-expression.”

Now I knew I was scarlet, thinking of that cursed note I had sent him. “I must apologise—”

“You must not. If you misunderstood me, that was my fault.” He looked for a moment as if he would say more, then turned his eyes to his plate, dropping the crumbled bread sops into the plentiful gravy. He resumed eating, and I followed suit, not quite sure what to say now, feeling a flare of quivering excitement. Surely, if he wanted no more of me, he would have allowed me to dwell in my misapprehension. Was there, perhaps, a second chance?

I had no grand dreams, I need hardly say. I had spent a few hours in his company, during which I could count on one hand the number of his smiles. I had no illusions that there would be more than a repeat of our first encounter—ideally, without supernatural interference this time—since I could not imagine what this strong, remote man would want from me other than physical relief.

But if he wanted that, he should have it, and welcome. I had brought myself off half a dozen times in the last few days with the memory of that first, merciless fuck, Simon Feximal imprisoning me with his powerful grip, taking his pleasure as I cried out under him. The thought made me half-hard now, and I shifted uncomfortably in my chair.

Fortunately, my musings were interrupted by the arrival of the postboy at our table with a note for me. I opened it, and was startled to see a brief handwritten line signed by Dr. Merridew, to whom I had written not an hour ago.

“A problem?” Feximal asked. He was watching my cursedly expressive face.

“A rejection.” I dropped the note on the table. “Dr. Merridew, the local lepidopterist, declines to see me. He has an ill opinion of journalists, it seems. That’s a nuisance.”

“Do you need to see him?”

“Unquestionably. If I’m to write a story on this business, he is a useful source of information, which I will have to travel far to find elsewhere. I can hardly pretend to expertise on butterflies myself.”

“Nor I.” Feximal was regarding me with a slight frown. “Why do you want to write the story?”

That would seem an entirely unnecessary question from anyone else. Writing stories was my job. But Feximal wrote stories too, or had them written on his skin in alien alphabets and unknown hands. The stories write themselves, he had said. I serve as their page.

“Two men are dead,” I told him. “I want to know why.”

“To know it, or to write it?”

“Both. My calling is to bring information to light.” I spoke with all the pride of my journalistic ideals. “To tell the world the truth.”

It was twenty years ago. I was very young.

Feximal did not laugh at me, though he might have done. He considered me for a moment, examining my features almost dispassionately. “Yes. But what of those truths that should not be told?”

“Surely knowledge is always preferable to ignorance.”

“No,” he said, looking straight at me. “It is not.”

I felt the hairs on my neck rise at the bleakness in his eyes. It occurred, belatedly, to me to wonder what he had seen. What he wished he could forget.

“No,” he repeated, more gently. “But... If I offer you an olive branch, as an apology for my clumsiness, will you take it in the spirit I intend?”

“There’s no need to apologise. The misunderstanding was mine.” He looked as though I had pushed him away, his face closing, and I added hastily, “But if you have a proposition for me, I shall gladly accept.”

His eyes gleamed at that—I may say that any double meaning was entirely intentional on my part—and what he said then was one of the two things I had most hoped to hear.

“I have an appointment with Dr. Merridew in half an hour. If you should wish to accompany me, as a colleague, and not under the rejected name of Caldwell, I should be glad of your sharp eyes.”

I accepted with thanks, enthusiasm, and hardly any disappointment. He was staying in the same inn, after all. Anything else could wait.

**
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DR. MERRIDEW’S SMALL house stood at the corner of the narrow street, on the edge of a large area of open ground. Simon and I—I had given up trying to keep my distance by thinking of him by his surname—were shown in by a young tweeny maid, who ushered us down a corridor to face a large heavy door, knocked, and fled.

There was no answer from inside the room. I glanced at Simon and knocked again.

This time, I heard a fumbling, and the scrape of a key in the lock, and the door was pulled open.

The man who faced us was in his fifties, at a guess, with a scholar’s stoop and wire-rimmed spectacles. He looked somewhat gaunt, but not feeble. Indeed, he seemed to be bursting with energy, judging by his little hopping skip back from the door.

“Mr. Feximal?” he demanded in a reedy voice, looking from one to the other of us. “I did not expect two visitors.”
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