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“Everyone fears the cut of the blade. It doesn’t matter after that. I know the spirit survives as there is so much evidence of the survival of the personality in the afterlife.”

-Dan Ackroyd

“This I can declare: things that are in heaven are more real than things that are in the world.”

-Emanuel Swedenborg

October 13th, 1933

Mt. Olivet Cemetery

Elkhorn, Wisconsin

––––––––
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Edward Beckwith stared at the tombstone, lost in thought. It must be here somewhere. He’d traveled thousands of miles across the ocean and this godforsaken country to be standing here in this old cemetery at this exact moment in time. A tall, lean man in his mid-thirties, he possessed short blonde hair, an angular face, thin nose, slanted eyebrows, and a hard mouth, giving him the look of perpetually scowling. He liked his face because it projected authority and demanded deference. His clothes were of the highest quality and his color of choice had always been black. The broad brim of his hat pulled down low and along with the upturned collar on his overcoat also served to hide his one flaw, a scar that ran down the side of his left jaw line, a reminder of a fight from long ago.

He walked around the tombstone, analyzing it, hoping to find the meaning of its significance. His valet, Everly, stood off to the side and to his rear, keeping a discreet distance until called for. Everly was a large man and was chosen not only for his brawns but for his cunning intuition as well.

Even though Beckwith had spent the trip from England in luxurious quarters on the ship, it had been a long, arduous journey. Followed by a cross country trip to the wilds of Wisconsin to be standing at this very spot.

“It’s got to be here Everly,” he groused more to himself than anyone else as he paced back and forth.

“If it is, it wouldn’t be hidden in a place easily accessible, considering its importance. One couldn’t risk it being discovered by accident,” Everly replied.

Beckwith shot him a look. “Are you saying that my calculations were wrong, and I just made a 4000-mile error?”

Everly remained unmoved. “Nothing of the sort, sir. My point, is that the person who hid it wouldn’t want it to fall into just anyone’s hands and would have taken the necessary precautions.”

Beckwith stopped pacing for a moment, his hands in his pockets. He was staring at the front of the stone again, his back to Everly.

“Do you think one of those fools in the Society found the information before me and changed things enough to throw off my calculations?”

“At this point, anything is possible. I’d venture to say...” his words hung in the air.

Beckwith spun around after hearing the loud thump sound just as Everly crumpled to the ground. He then noticed the man who had been standing behind them. Also dressed in black, the man already had his gun drawn and was pointing it at him.

Beckwith’s hands were down at his sides and began to glow.

“Really, Arthur, a gun? Bit crude, don’t you think?” 

“Crude but effective,” the man replied. “And turn off your hands. You’re not faster than a bullet.”

Beckwith’s eyes flashed with anger, but he remained calm, and his hands stopped glowing.

“You know that I am going to find the book, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Arthur Stewart stood there; gun still pointed at Beckwith’s head. The same height as Beckwith, he was built more solidly than Beckwith’s thin frame and was roughly the same age. Nowhere near as wealthy as Beckwith, his clothes were still of decent quality. His handsome face was topped with neatly parted red hair under a black hat.

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Stewart said as he stepped over to the unconscious Everly, quickly removing his gun and the knife from his left forearm scabbard. 

“So, you followed your old friend all the way from London and across this miserable country to this spot?  And what’s the plan now, Arthur? Are you going to arrest me?” he asked in a mocking tone. “Turn me into the local authorities? You know that won’t go anywhere.”

“One, men like you don’t have friends, only people that are useful. And two, you killed a good man today. You’re going to pay for that.”

“Too bad you have no evidence or proof.”

Stewart paused trying to keep control of his rage. 

“You need to pay for your crimes, here and back home, Edward,” he continued. “But the Society has other plans for you.”

Beckwith spat. “The Society. Bunch of old fools chasing ghosts and the paranormal without understanding the true importance of what it all represents.”

“And yet you were once a member before you formed your club for evil.” 

Beckwith shrugged. “The ranks of the Darkness continue to grow because people value my strengths as the leader.” 

“And only you have all the answers about the book? The arrogance is astounding.”

“Seriously?” Beckwith asked. “I’m the only one who can pull it off and bring about a new world order. We need to shed the current system.”

Stewart grimaced. “You mean, get rid of natural law? Life and death? That system?”

“You know it can be done,” Beckwith answered. “You’re better than those ordinary fools you associate with. You’re a Stewart.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

Beckwith smiled. “Like me, you come from a family bloodline that has powers. Join me, and you can be part of the greatest event in human history. Between our combined abilities, no one could stop a Beckwith-Stewart partnership.”

“You’ve let the Darkness consume you. And that’s why you have to be stopped.”

Stewart raises the pistol. 

“And speaking of powers, don’t even think about using them now.”

A truck loudly rumbled by on West Court St. as it pulled away from the intersection located next to the cemetery. Beckwith quickly rushed him grabbing the gun as it went off. They struggled over it with Stewart surprised how strong Beckwith actually was. Stewart was landing as many punches as he could with his right hand before his gun slid out of his left. Both men went to the ground, fighting furiously. Stewart ended up on his back with Beckwith straddling him, both hands around his neck.

“I don’t need my powers to kill you!” Beckwith screamed.

Stewart was starting to blackout and was inching his fingernails through the grass to reach for the pistol. Just as he felt himself losing consciousness, he squinted, the gun flew to his hand and he brought it up and clubbed Beckwith on the side of his head as hard as he could, the sickening crack of the skull sounding like someone stepping on broken glass.

Beckwith’s eyes flared with surprise as he collapsed on Stewart. Stewart shoved Beckwith off to the side and scrambled the other way, breathing heavily. He felt nauseous and weak. He staggered to his feet with his gun pointing down at Beckwith.

Beckwith moaned and slowly came to. Stewart was shocked that Beckwith had the resolve to awaken. He should’ve been knocked out cold. His breathing was becoming labored now as he looked up at Stewart, smiling weakly.

“This mean’s nothing,” he gasped. “Death is merely a door to another time and place. You and your family will regret this, you.... should’ve joined me, Arthur.” He swallowed hard. “I...will return to claim what is... rightfully mine ...and this world will pay... a heavy price.”

Edward Beckwith, one of England’s wealthiest industrialists, was now dead, his eyes staring blankly at the sky.

Stewart looked around and noted that Everly was still out cold. Damn it! He didn’t want to kill Beckwith, but his hand had been forced.

A couple of men came running up, a little out of breath, 

“Sorry we’re late, bit of car trouble,” Louis Acton said. He looked around at the dead Beckwith and the unconscious Everly. “I told you to wait while we got the second car.”

“No time, we couldn’t risk him getting what he traveled all this way for.”

“Which is what, exactly? The journal? You’ve been vague the entire trip.”

“No, an artifact connected to the journal, which is why with these notes,” he said as he held up a small notebook, “we’re going to make sure it’s still here. Walter was supposed to be with us right now, and you saw the heavy price he paid.”

“What are we going to do with it if it is here?” Acton asked. “Take it back to the Society?”

Stewart had to admit that he hadn’t thought too much about it. His focus had been on stopping Beckwith and he figured between him and Walter, they’d come up with something. Now Walter was gone and he was on his own.

“No,” he answered slowly. “And I’ll tell you why once we find it.”

“And these two?” Acton asked motioning to Beckwith and Everly.

“Everly comes with us back to England sedated and gets turned over to the Society. And Beckwith here gets secretly shipped back in a box where his death will eventually be officially listed as an accidental fall at home. Courtesy of the friendly coroner.”

“We’d better get going then, darkness will fall soon,” Acton said while he and the other man, Henson, got to work.

If we don’t figure this out, that’s what I’m afraid of, Stewart thought, opening the notebook.
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CHAPTER 1
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3 E. Frank St. Elkhorn, Wisconsin

Present day

––––––––
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Mabel Stewart stared at the house she was to live in for the next three weeks with her younger brother, Izzy. It was a large, old house, three stories high, painted olive green with maroon and tan accents. The second story had two turreted rooms on the east and west ends of the house, the spires pointed majestically to the sky. The third story had a dormer window which faced the street. She turned to look at Izzy who returned her gaze.

“C’mon, it’s not going to be that bad,” their mom said as she stood between them, wrapping her arms around the both of them. “I know your grandfather has been looking forward to this for a while.”

Their dad was removing their suitcases and other bags from the back of the car while they stood on the sidewalk.

“I’m a 13-year-old girl, being dumped at my grandfather’s house for what might as well be the entire summer with my little brother and none of my friends to hang out with,” Mabel said dejectedly. “Yeah, it’s going to be a blast.”

“I’m only two years younger and almost the same size as you,” Izzy responded defensively. “And since when do you have all of these friends?”

Mabel shot him a look. “Just so you know, I have plenty of people to hang out with. You’re not always around me, although it feels like it.”

“Amy only counts as one person and you say all the time how much you don’t like the other girls at your school. So, who else?”

Mabel turned to him and was going to let him have it when their mom separated them with her hands. “Enough you two, you need to promise me to behave. I don’t want to be worrying about you when we’re in Central America on a dig.”

Izzy spoke up. “But why can’t we go with you and Dad? It’s an adventure of a lifetime. And you always said we should be adventurous.”

Janet Stewart sighed. “We’ve been through this before, you know why you and Mabel can’t come with us, it’s too dangerous.”

“But...” Izzy started to complain.

“But nothing. We’re archaeologists and our specialties aren’t with the urban digs in some nice city. We’re going to be in the middle of nowhere digging through Mayan and Olmec ruins. The jungle isn’t a playground and I’ll not have you falling into some giant pit or being eaten by some wild animal after you’ve wandered off after I’ve told you a hundred times not to. Got it?”

“Yeah, it’s just that it’s going to be so boring here.”

“Adventure can happen anywhere, you never know,” she replied. “Now, go help your father.”

After Izzy had left, Janet looked at her daughter. “You know this is for the best, don’t you?”

Mabel knew the look that was already on her face. She’d perfected it over the years and her mom knew when she wasn’t pleased. Mabel had seen that look in the mirror and she always thought she looked like she was sucking on a rotten lemon. It definitely wasn’t pretty, but it got the point across.

“Would you like to be stranded here? We’ve only seen him in person three times in the past five years. The only thing we really know about him is that he was an archeologist like you guys, and he’s from England where Dad and Uncle John were born before they came over to America. We’ve never even been here before.”

Janet placed both of her hands on each of Mabel’s shoulders. “That’s because he travels all the time. Look, it’s only for three weeks, the time will fly by. But I want you to promise me you’ll look after Izzy, you know how he is.”

“Yeah, I know. And Izzy’s a pain in the butt. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure he does what he’s told, or else.”

Janet sighed. “Please don’t do anything that’s going to give your grandfather a heart attack. He’s no spring chicken.”

“Neither are you,” Mabel responded with a smile elbowing her mom in the ribs.

She laughed and hugged her daughter. “I know this wasn’t how you wanted to spend part of your summer but when the university says go, you go.”

“But both of you at the same time?” Mabel asked. “There’s always been one of you to stay with us.”

“I know, I know, but this is a special situation. I already made it clear it won’t be happening again.”

“Alright you two, let’s get you inside, we’ve got a plane to catch,” Henry Stewart said with a smile as he hustled them up the steps.

Their grandfather was already out on the front porch with a big smile on his face. Chamberlain Stewart was a big man, with a full head of thick white hair, glasses, and a trim mustache and goatee. An impeccable dresser, Mabel had never seen him looking ratty. It was like he was always expecting someone to visit. It was weird.

“Kids!” he exclaimed as he gave them both a hug, lifting them both up in the air like they were bags of feathers. To her, he was the strongest man she knew.

“Hey Grandpa,” she said as he set her and Izzy down.

He then gave their mom a hug. “When’s your plane leaving?”

Janet looked at her watch. “Too soon, I’m afraid.”

“They both have their spending money, and this is for you,” Henry said handing his father an envelope. “It should cover their expenses. Anything beyond, we’ll settle when we get back.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Chamberlain answered. “I’m not here to make a profit.” He hugged his son and looked at Janet. “And you two be careful when you’re tramping around the jungle.” He paused. “I mean it.”

Mabel thought her Grandpa’s tone was a little different. Being an archeologist himself, he was aware of the dangers but the way he said it made her wonder if he knew something else was going on.

“We will.” Henry looked over at the kids. “I can’t tell you how much we appreciate this; we know this is a lot to ask.”

“Nonsense, it’ll be nice to have some young people around this old man and his even older house. We’ll be fine.”

Mabel watched her mom and dad give her grandpa a hug again before they gave her and Izzy a hug.

“Remember, we’ll be back before you know it,” her mom said looking at both of them. “We love you.” And with that, they bounded down the porch steps to the car.

“Love you too!” she yelled. “And we’re holding you to that promise!” Her parents waved, got in the car, and drove away. And that was that.

“C’mon you two, let’s get you inside so I can show you around,” her grandpa said with his British accent. Her dad’s accent sometimes caused problems for her when the kids made fun of her at school.

They rustled their way through the large wooden door with the fancy woodwork around the window. They stepped into the main hall and looked around.

“What do you think so far?” her grandpa asked.

“It’s awesome!” Izzy exclaimed. “This place is huge!”

Mabel felt the same way. There were rooms on the right and the left of the main hall but were closed off. The grand staircase was straight ahead with a landing partially between the first and second story. She could see another room further down the main hall on the right. She looked up and found she was standing directly underneath a colorful leaded glass chandelier. They were only on the first floor just inside the front door and she knew there was a lot more house to go.

“It’s bigger than I thought Grandpa, and I’m guessing our rooms are upstairs?” she asked.

“They are indeed, my dear. But first, now that your parents are gone, you can drop the Grandpa title. It makes me feel really old. I wasn’t born Grandpa; my name is Chamberlain. And now that’s settled, it’s time for you to meet the other resident of this house.” He gave a loud whistle and called, “Rufus!”

Mabel heard a rumbling and thumping coming somewhere from upstairs that was getting louder. She began to worry until she saw the large German Shepherd round the corner on the landing and come bounding down the stairs at them. Along with Izzy, she took a step back.

“Sit!” Chamberlain commanded as the dog landed on the ground floor, immediately obeying the order. “Now then. We have guests, so introduce yourself.”

Rufus stuck out his right paw, panting with what looked like a grin on his face.

Mabel and Izzy looked at each other and then at Chamberlain. “Go ahead, he won’t bite.”

They walked down the hall and each shook Rufus’ paw. He then put his paw down and sat there calmly, like the whole thing was perfectly normal.

“Now that you’ve met Rufus here, I’ll give you two the nickel tour. Follow me,” he said with a sweep of his arm.

Chamberlain opened the massive wooden pocket doors to the room to the right of the front door. It contained a couple of sofas, a coffee table, a recliner, old, framed maps, and a bookcase on one of the walls that was filled from top to bottom with books. She decided that any house that displayed books so prominently couldn’t be all bad.

“This is the formal parlor that I use for entertaining visitors, not that I get a lot,” Chamberlain laughed. “Most people around this neighborhood refer to me as the kook who lives in the big scary house on the corner.”

“Why do you keep the doors shut?” Izzy asked.

“Never mind that, why do people think that you’re a kook?” Mabel asked.

Chamberlain laughed. “One, Rufus has a particular fondness for one of the sofas and no amount of training can keep him off it, hence the doors.”

“And two?” Mabel wondered.

“That’s a story for another day. Now, the tour continues.”

He opened the other set of doors on the left of the hallway, revealing the dining room. A large wooden formal table, it held nothing except a singular centerpiece with fake flowers. The chairs were made of matching wood and were intricately carved. There were various photos on the walls with their grandpa and two young boys which she guessed were her father and uncle, someone she’d never met. He died in a car crash before she was born, a crash that her dad never talked about.

Chamberlain led them through the back door of the dining room which opened to the kitchen and a couple of doors at the back of the room, one led to the backyard and the other, she didn’t know what it was.

They followed him through the arched doorway through a short hallway through another door which led back out to the main hall at the base of the stairs.

“Bathroom’s right there,” he said, pointing to a door next to the stairs, and under the landing.

They then entered another room that was in the rear of the house, adjacent to the front parlor. She now knew where the second set of pocket doors led to. This room contained a blue recliner sofa, another single recliner, and a fireplace in between the pocket doors and the door to the room. Most importantly, there was a big screen TV in the corner. Thank goodness for that! She pictured him having a small TV, or worse, not having one at all.

“Ready to go upstairs?” he asked.

“Lead the way!” Izzy enthusiastically responded.

They reached the first landing and Mabel noticed a large door on the left.

“Where’s this lead to?”

“Ah, I forgot, that’s the servant’s door for the hidden staircase,” he said as he opened the door. Izzy shoved her aside and they both looked down the stairs at another door at the bottom.

“Does that door go to the hallway by the kitchen?” Izzy asked.

“It does, these steps were designed so the servants could travel to the upstairs out of sight of the guests on the main floor. They exited here at the landing and were up the remaining stairs to the second floor before anyone knew they were there.”

“Kinda crummy for the workers, don’t you think?” Mabel asked. “I mean, it’s like they weren’t worthy of being seen.”

“This home is over 120 years old; it was a different time back then. And don’t forget, there are businesses today who don’t want employees mingling with the customers. How many times have you seen a restaurant’s workers taking their lunch break in the public dining area?”

Mabel knew he was right. “I guess I haven’t,” she admitted.

“Let’s go upstairs already,” Izzy said, walking up the steps. Mabel followed him and found herself on the second-floor landing. The landing was the size of the front parlor and there were six doors surrounding the space. There was a railing that allowed her to look down the stairs from above, although she only could catch a glimpse of the downstairs bathroom.

“This is my office,” Chamberlain said as he opened the first door on the left. It contained an old-time roll top desk, high backed leather chair, a large antique globe, and more books on full bookcases. “And this is my bedroom,” he continued opening the second door. The room was connected to the office by pocket doors and Mabel noticed that the turreted windows she’d seen from the sidewalk were in this room with a small bench circling underneath the windows.

“What’s this one?” Izzy asked as he went to open the door.

“Hold it!” Chamberlain commanded. “I want Mabel to open that door.”

What’s that about? she wondered as she looked hesitantly at the both of them. She crossed the landing and after a pause she grasped the knob.
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Mabel turned the knob and slowly pushed the door opened. She turned to look back at Chamberlain who had a giant smile on his face. She stepped into the room and discovered that her time here wasn’t going to be as bad as she thought. She was standing in the middle of a library.

She walked in further and found that the room was a twin to Chamberlain’s master bedroom. The windows in the turreted corner contained the same built-in bench which circled the space. A very comfy looking blue chair sat in the center of the semi-circular spot. There was a small worktable and chair and a small sofa on one end.

As she turned around, every single other space in the room was filled with books, busts of history’s greatest authors, interesting bookends, and assorted knick-knacks. The smell of old books and their leather bindings permeated the room. Forget flowers. To her, it was the greatest smell in the entire world.

“This is incredible!” she exclaimed, crossing the floor and hugging him. “Where’d you get all of these books?”

“A lifetime of travels and collecting. You’ll find a wide variety of topics here, but I must admit, I tend to lean towards anything historical fiction and non-fiction. For light reading, Agatha Christie is a particular favorite of mine.”

Mabel squinted her eyes at him suspiciously. “How’d you know to let me be the one to open the door first? Did my mom talk to you?”

Chamberlain laughed. “Guilty as charged. She did mention you were a bibliophile like me, and I thought you should be the one to discover it.”

Izzy walked around the room feeling the books and examining some of the items on the shelves. Mabel knew he also loved books, but not as much as her.

“Izzy, go ahead and open that door,” Chamberlain said while pointing to it. Izzy opened what looked to be a closet and his eye lit up. “Pull it out.”

With a little bit of effort, Izzy pulled an enormous red bean bag out of the closet and laid it in the middle of the room. He immediately flopped on it and spread himself out.

Chamberlain laughed. “Since I found out you two were coming, I figured you might like that for reading in here. I’ve had it for years but haven’t used it in a long time because I’m older than dirt. The bones and muscles don’t take kindly to mushy pieces of furniture anymore.”

Mabel walked over to the chair and sat down. It was as comfy as it looked, and it swiveled! She spun around and enjoyed a beautiful view of the street below. She noticed there was a handle on the side and pulled it back, discovering it was also a recliner. She already imagined herself camping out here in this room.

She put the recliner back down and spun around facing them.

“I don’t need to see anything else, if you need me, I’ll just be in here,” she announced.

Chamberlain laughed. “Nice try, but you’ve got a bedroom with a bed to sleep in, so you’d better follow me. And knowing where the bathroom on this level is located might also be of interest to you.”

They left the library and didn’t have to walk far as the bathroom was the very next door. It had an enormous claw foot bathtub with a shower attached. The sink was made of marble with silver faucet handles and a drinking glass holder that must have been copper at one time but since had turned green. Even the toilet looked original, but everything seemed to be in decent shape which was good. She was very particular about her bathrooms.

Right next to the bathroom was the fifth door which Chamberlain opened. “This room I use as for my models, and it provides a nice breeze when the door to the outer deck is opened.”

Mabel looked at all the models he’d built. Antique cars, ships, planes, houses, even a few castles. She could identify with model building as a hobby. It required concentration to detail and more importantly, it was like reading, she didn’t need another person to do it.

“What’s this last door?” Izzy asked. The last door was between the model room and the landing railing.

“That’s where you two will be sleeping.”

Izzy opened the door and was greeted with another set of stairs leading up to the third floor. “This place just keeps going!” he said as he flipped on the light switch and walked up the stairs. Mabel followed and noted that unlike the carpeted main stairs, these stairs were bare wood like the servant stairs. As such, they were very squeaky and noisy.

Arriving on the third floor, there was another landing, and on this level, there were four doors ringing the space. There were a couple of sofas up here as well another TV on the far wall.

“Mabel, this room is for you,” Chamberlain said, leading her to the first door on the left. The room was large, with three windows facing to the west and it had a big closet. It had high arched ceilings and a big bed to sleep on with a nightstand next to it. She walked to the windows and looked down on the street below. This view faced the street that ran along the side of the house.

The second door led to another bedroom, this one much smaller and it faced down onto the street that was in front of the house where they’d walked up the front porch steps. “Izzy, that’s your room,” Chamberlain announced.

“Hey, why do I get the smaller room?”

“Because you’re younger and smaller, doofus,” Mabel said looking down on the street below.

“I should warn you; Rufus prefers that bed so you might have company but don’t worry, he doesn’t shed. And now,” Chamberlain continued, “this last room here is a storage room for my suitcases, winter coats and the like. Stuff I need at different times of the year but don’t want out downstairs all the time.”

It was about the same size of Izzy’s room and she noticed that this room had a long rectangular outline in the ceiling with a cord hanging down.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing up to the ceiling.

“That’s the entrance to the attic.”

“You mean there’s a fourth floor?” Izzy asked. “Can we go up?”

“Yes, there is a fourth floor, and no, you may not go up there. The attic just contains old boxes and furniture and is off limits to the both of you. Some of the floorboards up there aren’t entirely stable and I don’t want you guys falling through. Understood?”

“Yes,” they answered in unison.

“Good. Now, this last door is the bathroom for this floor. No need to worry about going down to the second floor in the middle of the night.”

Mabel looked in and noted it was a full bathroom as well, although the weird angles of the roof line caused the mirror that stretched the length of the wall to be about five feet off the ground. She’d have to stoop to see her face.

She stepped out of the bathroom and looked over the edge of the railing. The view consisted of looking straight down at the third-story steps. As she followed them to the stairs, she looked out the window on the south side at the top of the stairs. Along with the pleasant view of the surrounding city block, this window looked straight down on the fenced-in backyard.

They made their way down to the first floor and Mabel noted it took a while to finally get down to the bottom. It’d stink if she forgot something up in her room, because it’d be a hike to go back up and get it.

Chamberlain was rooting around in the fridge getting some cold cuts out for lunch. Rufus was seated right next to him and it was obvious he was accustomed to getting part of the meal.

“What’s that door?” she asked, pointing to the one by the backyard door.

“That leads to the basement, which is where the washer and dryer are. You two will be responsible for your own clothes, everyone has to pull their weight around here.”

“Can I go downstairs?”

“Sure, the laundry room light is on the outside of the room as you walk in.” 

Izzy, hungry as usual, remained in the kitchen with Chamberlain.

Mabel opened the door and found herself staring down into the darkness. She flipped the switch and walked down the well-worn wood steps. At the bottom she found the switch to the laundry room which was on the right. There was an older, wide door back near the corner which looked like it may have led to the backyard.

She began to explore the rest of the basement, seeing the furnace in the middle of the room. It was an old house as this was a basement designed to be a basement. Exposed floor joists, wiring and ducts everywhere and low ceilings. Their house had a finished lower level where they had a TV and pool table.

She found another room and noted that it was storage with large plastic bins, color coded and labeled with various tools, holiday decorations and the like. She worked her way to the front of the basement past the furnace and saw to her left a large pile of wood. She stepped closer and noted it was various pieces of trim that she had seen throughout the house. This must be the extras when any remodeling was done.

Next to the furnace, she saw a large brick chimney that had storage shelves filled with clutter around it. She knew that back when this house was built, it would’ve had a coal-powered furnace and she bet if she moved stuff around, she’d find the old coal chute.

As she was standing there, she heard a noise that sounded like a train. That’s weird, it sounds like it’s coming from the chimney. She pressed her ear up to the bricks in an open spot she’d found.

Nothing.

Am I crazy? She racked her brain for something else that might sound like a train, but she drew a blank. Nothing sounded like a train except a train. And what would sound like a train coming from within a chimney?

She stood there, straining to hear something else but all was quiet. Izzy yelled down to her that lunch was ready, so she slowly walked to the steps before turning around and looking back. She headed back upstairs and took a seat at the dining room table and started to help herself to the food.

“Is there a train track nearby?” she asked.

Chamberlain eyed her for a moment. “Yes, it’s about a block and a half down the street. Why?”

“Do trains come by a lot?”

“Yes, actually, and at all hours of the day and night. It can be really annoying sometimes but most of the time, I don’t even notice it.”

“Okay, just wondering,” she said. She watched Izzy wolfing down his food as he always did before going back for seconds. Chamberlain and Izzy were going on about the house and what a great summer it was going to be.

I know what I heard.
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CHAPTER 3
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Mabel laid in bed staring at the ceiling. She looked over at the alarm clock and saw that it was 8:30 in the morning. She was glad her new bedroom was on the west side of the house, so she wasn’t woken up when the sun rose. She always hated sleeping in different beds, but she’d found this one to be quite comfortable.

Yesterday had been a long day. The long drive to her grandfather’s house. The emotion of saying goodbye to their parents. Spending the night in a strange house with a person she hardly knew. It had to get better than this.

She got up and then peeked in Izzy’s bedroom. He was still asleep, and Rufus was on the bed right next to him. He lifted his right eyebrow at the sight of her and wagged his tail, not moving from the bed. She was glad that Rufus was with Izzy. She knew he had been nervous about sleeping by himself in a strange house. But having a German Shepherd right next to you all night for protection had suddenly made it a lot easier.

She made a stop at the bathroom and splashed some water on her face. It was a little bit of a pain having to stoop down a little, but there was a mirror on her closet door in her room as well as one in the other bathrooms so she could make do. She padded downstairs in her slippers and her pajamas because she was feeling lazy and besides, other than her grandpa, who was she trying to impress? If she could get away with it, she’d wear her Mickey Mouse pajamas all the time because they were just that comfortable.

Reaching the kitchen, she saw there was a note left on the counter:

Gone for coffee at the diner with friends. Cereal in the cupboard, bread in the breadbox, eggs in the fridge. Be back later in the morning.

As he didn’t say which cupboard, where the silverware was located, or where the pots and pans were, she began her scavenger hunt. Settling on cereal, she began rummaging around until she found the necessary items. Cheerios certainly weren’t her first preference, but they were doable with sugar. She’d found the sugar bowl which made everything okay.

She brought her bowl into the dining room to eat as she still wasn’t sure what the house rules were in terms of eating on the sofa in the living room watching TV. Her parents thought it was okay as long as they didn’t make a mess, but she wasn’t about to get off on the wrong foot with her grandpa for something as dumb as cereal.

She sat there munching on her cereal thinking that even though he didn’t want to be called Grandpa, calling him by his first name didn’t feel right either. She never addressed her elders by their first name, even when given permission. It just seemed like a disrespectful thing to do. She had a feeling that her grandpa wasn’t going to settle for that, so she’d have to get used to calling him Chamberlain. Which was a weird name to begin with.

She finished her breakfast and put the dish in the dishwasher. With Izzy still sleeping, she decided she was going to explore the house a little bit, leaving the basement alone for now. She started in the dining room examining the photos on the wall of her much younger looking grandpa with bright red hair like hers and Izzy’s.

Her dad looked the same and different at the same time. Judging by a lot of these photos, they were taken when her dad and uncle were her age. They looked to be in various parts of the world, from jungles to deserts to forests to tropical islands. She wondered why her grandma wasn’t in any of these photos. Like her uncle, her grandma had died before she’d been born. All she really knew was that she’d been an archaeologist too, it sort of ran in the family. She’d always wondered why her dad never really spoke often of his family. She knew all about her mom’s side of the family.

She walked into the main hall and looked around. On a wooden beam that spanned across the hall at the top of the ceiling, there were two snakes and an oval shape in between them. She walked underneath the beam and noticed the same design was on the other side. Not sure what to make of it, she opened the doors to the front parlor. The coffee table had large books about trains and ships. She paged through one and then set it down while she looked at the bookcase.

Her grandpa had been right about the style of books he preferred. If it had anything to deal with history, it was here. American, European, Asian, military, vehicles, cultures. It was all here. She shut the doors behind her and wandered down to the living room.

The fireplace had a brownish tortoise shell tile around the black cast iron opening. The mantle was intricately carved with a design that reminded her of one of her mom’s doilies. There was also a mirror above the mantle, built into the wood inlay.

She stared at herself. Her long, red curly hair was draped on her shoulders. She hadn’t bothered to brush it yet today as was her custom. She’d always considered this time of the day before getting dressed as a brush-free zone. Truth be told, her hair had a mind of its own and if she didn’t have to brush it, she didn’t.

Mabel wrinkled her nose, raised her eyebrows, smiled, then frowned. She’d just turned 13 last month but she didn’t really feel like a teenager. For that matter, she never felt like a typical kid. And annoying as Izzy was, he’d been right; she didn’t have a lot of friends back home.

It certainly wasn’t for a lack of trying, it was just for one reason or another, people let her down. It was like she was okay for people when it was convenient for them, but absent a need, she was an afterthought.

Unlike most kids glued to their phones, tablets, or laptops, she preferred reading books. And she knew her way around a computer, but it wasn’t really her thing. She had to learn it for school because of the assignments, tests, and projects that were always due. But social media? Hard pass. The girls her age were obsessed with it which to her, seemed rather pointless. You didn’t actually learn anything about people, other than how shallow they were. You rarely learned anything of educational value on someone’s social media platform so what was the point?

She’d always been a bit of a bookworm, something she’d picked up from her parents, both archaeology professors at the University of Wisconsin. She had other interests, to be sure, but she always just felt better with a good book and a quiet place to read. Books allowed her to travel to different worlds and have crazy adventures she’d never experience in the real world.

The smell of old books had always been her favorite. The paper itself and the hard cardboard of the cover just conveyed a sense you were going to learn something worthwhile. You may not agree with the words, but you learned about it. And if the book had an old leather binding, so much the better. She was looking forward to diving into the books here in this house.

She shrugged her shoulders and sighed. She was an adult trapped in a kid’s body. She turned around and surveyed the rest of the room. There were photos of distant lands in the room as well, but they didn’t include any people, just landscapes.
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