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Poor Planning

	 

	Most of the flesh had rotted off Carl's bones, and a stain marred the stone below his corpse. It was dark and resembled oil, but it was the dried and congealed remains of everything Carl had once been. He could only imagine what it smelled like in that enclosed space. What he smelled like as he rotted away.

	Part of him wondered how long he had sat there looking at himself. He didn't know how long it took the average body to decompose because there were so many variables. What was an average body, anyway?

	On a battlefield, under the sun, writhing with insect larvae, it could take maybe a week to strip a body to the skeleton. But stuck in a hole in the wall? In a cold, dark oubliette without the elements, and with few insects? That was another matter. He could have been there for months.

	The girl Eloise came and went. She tried to talk to him, and he was dismissive. He felt ashamed of his behavior toward her. She was a child, and she must have endured something similar in the past. He was too caught up in self-pity to even acknowledge her attempts at comfort and friendship. It was beneath him, and he knew he would have to apologize when he saw her next.

	Much of the trouble that he had was that even in death, he could not comprehend the breadth of his predicament. Was he unbound by mortality now? If eternity was stretched out before him, his mind could scarcely grasp what that meant.

	It was easy enough for a human mind to consider the next five years of one's life. Some people seemed content to make ten-or twenty-year plans. As a thought exercise, it wasn't impossible to imagine the world a century from now. But Carl was no longer in any of those situations.

	He was dead. As far as he could tell, he would be dead forever. For the rest of time. What could that possibly even mean?

	A husband might claim he’d love his wife forever on their wedding day, but everyone understands he means it in mortal terms. If he’s twenty years old, he made what might be a fifty or sixty-year commitment. Forever was centuries. Eons.

	The Earth was billions of years old. Carl had studied biology in school and learned about evolution and history. Humans were but a speck of dust on a cosmic scale. Could his soul endure the epochs of the world? Would he exist beyond humanity itself? Brave cataclysmic ice ages and extinction events and wander the Earth until the sun winked from existence and the universe gasped its final breaths? And then what?

	It was absurd and terrifying, so much so that it rendered Carl frozen in place for however long he had been down there. He realized that a man could go mad thinking about it. He wasn't even sure he was still a man; just something that had once been a man.

	The time finally came when Carl realized he had to decide. He could wrap that self-pity around himself and wallow in it until the end of days, or he could simply not. He could leave that rotten corpse that had once been himself, go into the rest of the house, and see what eternity was made of.

	Another thought occurred to Carl. He was no longer mortal, and he no longer had anything to lose. He could teach Mr. Anderson what fear and suffering truly were. He could get revenge.

	Carl had killed men in the past, but he had never sought to inflict suffering. He had never wanted to terrorize another person. But since he had returned, he recognized that his emotions were not what they once were. That fact struck him sometimes when he was consumed by an overwhelming dread, sorrow, or rage.

	It had been hard for Carl to control the way he felt since his death. It was like he had become a being made almost entirely of emotion. And maybe he was, since he no longer had a physical form. What was he now if not the sum of his thoughts and feelings?

	He could think of a thousand and one things he wanted to do to Mr. Anderson. Carl wanted to make his death slow and painful. Not just revenge for what he had done to Carl, but revenge for what he had done to Mrs. Anderson and everyone else in the house. The man was a monster, and he deserved no sympathy.

	At the same time, Carl was able to rein in his emotions and think rationally about things. Even if he accepted that Mr. Anderson deserved to be punished, Carl didn't think he could handle it on his own. He was not the only person Anderson had wronged. He was not the only person Anderson had killed.

	The twisted creatures in the root cellar were all victims of Mr. Anderson. Carl didn't fully understand the relationship between the man and those spirits, but he knew that Anderson only kept them to torment them. He had killed them all, put them through some kind of horrible torture that Carl could only imagine. The things he had seen down there were not spirits like the girl Eloise, or himself, or any ghost he had ever seen.

	Whoever the Dark Ones in the basement had once been, they had more than enough reason to want to get their revenge on Anderson as well. They had said as much to Carl when he had spoken with them while he was still alive. They wanted vengeance, and now Carl was in a position to help them.

	As hard as it was to keep his emotions in check, Carl struggled to approach things rationally. He began to leave the oubliette and familiarize himself with the house. He found Eloise and spoke to her, and he spoke to the boy, Thaddeus, as well. He saw Mrs. Anderson. Although he didn't speak to her, just seeing her caused a tightness in his chest as though he were still alive. It was reassuring to know that he could still have those feelings.

	He observed Mr. Anderson from the shadows. Carl didn’t want to talk to the man, but he wanted to understand his routines. He wanted to know what Anderson did and when he did it. Any hunter needed to study their prey.

	Days turned into weeks. Carl had nothing but time and patience. When he felt that he had learned everything he needed to know about how Mr. Anderson lived his life, he made his way back to the butler's pantry.

	The trap door in the floor was closed, and it looked as though no one had opened it in a while. Carl didn't blame the house staff. The things down there were dangerous. They took revenge on anyone they could get a hold of, as though Mr. Anderson cared about the lives of his employees. They meant nothing to him, but the Dark Ones seemed incapable of understanding that.

	When they tormented and tortured and abused those people, it was a nuisance to Mr. Anderson only in the sense that he might need to hire someone else. Carl needed to make them see the truth of things. They needed to focus on Anderson. Doing so would mean turning them away from the house’s other spirit, Vivienne.

	She controlled the Dark Ones in the way a child controls a stray dog. There was a tenuous relationship. They didn’t necessarily obey her, but she set them loose, and they seemed grateful for it.

	Carl did not understand the girl’s behavior at first, but he felt he had grown to understand it as much as anyone could. The reason she was so hard to pin down was that her actions were not always rational. She did not think like a normal person. Carl was no expert in such matters, but he did not think Vivienne was sane.

	The Dark Ones were not always under the pale girl’s thumb, however. She often seemed to leave them to their devices. They seemed content, as much as that word applied, to remain hidden in the darkness below the house. But they were by no means restricted to that area, and Carl wanted to take advantage of that.

	He still found himself falling into the habits of being alive. He reached down to open the trapdoor and his hand passed through it. He realized how silly it was that he'd even gone into the butler's pantry in the first place. He could travel through the floor at any point. Old habits died hard.

	Carl drifted slowly through the floor and into the dank cellar. Since his death, he found that the dark was no longer as all-encompassing as it had once been. It was like shadow receded from his eyes, and even the darkest spaces offered him a view of what they hid.

	With his ghost eyes, he could see the Dark Ones much more easily. He was also surprised to see that they were just as difficult to make out as they had been when he was alive. It was not that they were obscured by shadow so much as they seemed to be made of shadow.

	They scurried and scuttled along the walls and behind shelves and support pillars in the basement. They were not the size of men. They were not like Carl or Eloise, who came back as images of what they had once been. They were smaller and warped, their arms and legs long and distended to preposterous proportions. There was something bestial to them, catlike in some ways and insectoid in others. Only in the most rudimentary ways did they resemble something once human.

	What had Anderson done to them? Perhaps, if the shadow could ever be stripped away, there were men in there. But whatever darkness ensconced them, Carl’s eyes could not break through the veil. To him, they looked like darkness made real.

	Carl could see their eyes, glistening in the shadows, watching him as he watched them. It reminded him of turning on a light and catching the gleam of a hundred rats staring back before they scattered. But the Dark Ones did not scatter. They circled him.

	“Dead man comes back,” one of them whispered in a voice like wind in the reeds.

	“A dead man.”

	“Poor, foolish man.”

	Their tones were mocking, and they slithered about one another, darting in and out of their hiding places as they surrounded him. The fear he felt upon meeting them when he was alive was diminished, but Carl was surprised to realize there was still something there. They were so unnatural that, even now, he felt on edge.

	“What brings a dead man down in the dark?” one asked.

	“Dead man wants to be deader?”

	One slithered up behind him, scraping shadowy fingers like nails across his back. He could feel it in a strange way. Not a true feeling, but an awareness. A sense that contact had been made, not unlike a sense one gets when falling.

	“I want your help,” Carl said. “I want to kill Anderson.”

	Some of the Dark Ones gasped, sounds not of surprise but exaltation. They moved faster, slipping closer to him, crowding in, and talking over one another.

	“Kill him, yes!”

	“Peel the flesh from his bones!”

	“Pluck the eyes from his skull!”

	“If we work together, we can come up with a plan. We can all get vengeance for what he did,” Carl said.

	Laughter came from the Dark Ones, dry and raspy. Some climbed up the front of him, pulling themselves up by the loose edges of his clothes and pushing featureless, shadowy faces into his.

	“We can make him bleed. Take every drop he has.”

	“Break his bones to dust while they’re still packed in the meat of his tender flesh.”

	“Drag his soul down into the shadows with us forever!”

	“I don’t want to just kill him. I want to make him regret his choices. I want him to know that his actions have consequences,” Carl said.

	“Yes,” the Dark Ones hissed.

	Another of them crawled up his back, practically embracing him as shadowy lips crept close to his ear.

	“Shatter him. Shatter his world.”

	“We can make his wife scream. Make him watch her insides spill like porridge.”

	“No,” Carl said, trying to find which one had threatened Mrs. Anderson.

	“Everyone who lives,” another said.

	“Limb from limb!”

	“No,” Carl said again.
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