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Chapter 1

	Deeply Troubled

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"What would you say if I were to tell you I believed…that in the heart of every man and woman alive, there lies the potential for ultimate evil?"

	My response was slow in coming. Actually, it was dead on arrival. I do not believe I was stunned, but, more likely, bewildered. Such a topic for after-supper conversation is hardly the type to which I was accustomed. My mind was not designed for philosophy after dark. I prefer to be in bed with a good book, or, otherwise, sound asleep in preparation for another busy day doing what I do best.

	It should not seem that I cannot think deeply, for I can and often do. My mind has been known to wander off into all manner of interesting places when it should be focused on the task at hand. But I have always felt that after a hearty meal, the brain should be given a chance to rest, and that this respite ought to involve light, carefree discussions with friends, should one be fortunate enough to have any.

	Charles did not agree. 

	We were friends, of course—that much was obvious. Why else would he have invited me here to his newly inherited estate after decades of silence on his end? I had reached out every few months, but he had never returned my letters. I had assumed his work and hobbies kept him very busy; when he wasn't acting as a defense attorney, he dealt in money, that much I knew. Investments and stocks and such, passed down to him from his forebears. All of it was beyond me. I had my savings stashed under my mattress, and if I continued to tuck enough spare change in there, I would be able to retire at the ripe old age of ninety with plenty to live on during my golden years. 

	Charles and I had been next-door neighbors as lads and had grown up, straight and tall, together: attending the same schools and, eventually, the same university. But after graduating, our paths had taken us each on a different course. He became a lawyer, and I an inspector. There were never any ill words or actions that divided us, merely contrasting career goals. He had accepted a position in a law office hours away to the north, and I had accepted a position that suited my talents an equal distance to the south. Our lives had thus diverged, never to intersect again.

	Or so I had thought.

	After a while, I ceased my one-sided correspondence. My feelings were not hurt; I simply had grown tired of conversing with blank sheets of paper. And there was only so much I could say about my job. Certain things had to be kept from the public, after all. As for my own hobbies, well, some things are private. Most people would not understand my predilection for time travel, or my penchant for solving complicated crimes.

	Before you get the wrong idea, no, I am not a fan of science fiction. I once tried reading H.G. Wells and ended up falling asleep—for an entire week, every evening I tried to get through the first chapter of The Time Machine. That is not the sort of time travel I refer to. What I mean, at a very basic level, is something truly anyone can do: relive their own memories. 

	I often travel for hours at a time, either resting in my easy chair or on a park bench and remembering. Every detail, sights and sounds and smells, taste and touch. In so doing, I can become a boy again, or a teen, or that strapping young man at university with the entire world wide open before him.

	I do not have to be the man I am, in desperate need of companionship. Perhaps that is why I jumped at the chance to see Charles again after so long. Because, plainly put, I have grown lonely.

	Sometimes I wonder if I missed my chance at love. There were many wonderful young ladies who caught my eye before I graduated, but I never pursued relationships with any of them. I focused on my studies while maintaining surface-level friendships with members of the opposite sex. And then I watched as those friendships melted away, each woman finding her man and the two of them becoming completely absorbed in each other's orbit. Naturally, there was no place for me anymore. Which was for the best, I suppose. The life of an inspector tends to be all-absorbing, and it would not have been fair to marry a woman, promising her the world, only to have her suffer inadvertent neglect.

	Even so, I cannot help but think that perhaps the love of my life is still out there, somewhere, and I have only to find her. I am no longer young or middle-aged anymore, yet I hold out hope that every woman I meet for the first time could be the one. Perhaps I am a silly romantic. Perhaps I am a fool. I have been called worse.

	But I digress.

	A few days prior to this night, I received a telegram from Charles. His grandfather had passed away suddenly due to a hunting accident involving a fox and a rifle—the details were unclear—and Charles, being the only surviving male heir, had inherited the old fellow's sprawling countryside estate. An English-style manor, complete with a butler and servants. Despite the stops and terse grammar, the telegram had been written as if our friendship had never been put on pause, as though we'd spent the previous night at the pub playing darts and downing pints of frothy ale.

	I had been invited to spend the weekend at the manor. No reason was given. Surprised, excited, but also perplexed, I had arrived Friday evening just in time for supper.

	Charles had not seemed happy to see me. Yet he had not seemed displeased, either. His mind had been on other matters, or so it appeared, matters that consumed his attention all throughout our meal together. He and I had eaten at either end of the long, elegant table in the dining hall, and the food and drink had been better than anything I had ever tasted, rich and delicious. It was the sort of fancy fare one would expect to be served in such a place—three courses, piping hot, carried in on silver trays by the cooking staff. This was something I had only ever read about, never experienced for myself. More than once I had commented on how wonderful everything was, only to be answered by Charles in monosyllables.

	The echoing tinkle of my silverware against plate and dish grew uncomfortable in the silence that otherwise held the hall. My every gulp and swallow seemed obtrusive. When I would glance over at Charles—yards of pristine white tablecloth separating us—I found his demeanor unchanged: eating slowly with his head bowed and eyes downcast, fixed on the meal before him, his face devoid of expression. 

	The matter on his mind was grim, I had assumed, but it was something I would have to wait to hear about. He did not seem ready to share, and I would not press him.

	Now, as I relaxed comfortably in a stuffed chair in the sitting room with the warmth of the blazing hearth and the fullness of my belly threatening to lull me to sleep, I knew the time had come for Charles to tell me what was troubling him.

	Something about ultimate evil.

	



	
Chapter 2

	True Friendship

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The stone fireplace was a magnificent piece of masonry, an impressive presence that took up nearly an entire wall of the sitting room. In it sat a crackling log, the flames that consumed it serving as the only source of light. There were a pair of lamps in attendance, but neither had been switched on. 

	Charles stood by the hearth, his somber expression basked in its warm, flickering glow. I could see the lines that had been engraved into the contours of his proud face over time, at the corners of his eyes and around his mouth, the furrows present across his brow even when it was at rest. They were strangers to me, a part of him I had never known. Somehow, they seemed to say the most about the years we had spent apart.

	I was no spring chicken either, of course. But on occasion, whenever I looked into the mirror, I found glimmers of the young man I once was. He was still in there somewhere, beneath the surface. It was the same with Charles: there were moments when the firelight caught the young fellow I'd known. Appearing and then vanishing.

	"Would you agree, Willem?"

	I parted my lips to speak, but I came up empty. The truth was I had been close to dozing, and his statement about ultimate evil residing in the heart of every man and woman alive—well, it had thrown me a bit. But I had to say something. He was staring at me now, his face in shadow. He expected an answer.

	Charles was the host, and I the guest. So I obliged with, "Well, I…suppose so."

	He did not respond. Facing the hearth once again, his gaze roved along the row of framed photographs lining the mantelpiece. Keeping one hand in the pocket of his plaid smoking jacket, he picked up a picture seemingly at random. I could not see who was in the photo. He stared at whoever it was for a long moment before setting it back in place.

	"In following that line of reasoning, then, you must agree that there are few people we can trust," he said.

	I watched him as he slowly took his seat in the chair opposite me, moving as if his bones were brittle or the muscles attached to them were on the verge of snapping free. His eyes remained on the fire and glinted with its frenetic energy. 

	"Do you mean we, as in you and I, or we as in humankind, in a general sense?"

	"The latter."

	"I see." There was hope for me yet. He seemed to be unaware that I had lost track of the conversation. But now I was fully alert and ready to do battle—philosophically speaking. "Well, I suppose I would say that there are those who are worthy of my trust, and there are those who are not."

	For the first time since the moment I had arrived, Charles looked me in the eye. Earnest, leaning forward. Almost desperate. "But how can you tell one from the other? Friend or foe? Might not someone who seems to be a friend today just as soon stab you in the back tomorrow if there were something to be gained by it?"

	"Not a true friend."

	He dropped back. "We are all capable of committing unspeakable acts. Friends, foes, it makes no difference. We are products of our environment, at war with our very nature. Our upbringing. The choices we have made. Every person you meet is a boiling stew of contradictions and discrepancies. How can any of us be trusted? How can the word friend have any meaning? We are every one of us cast adrift on the sea of life, struggling to keep our heads above water. Thrashing wildly. A danger to ourselves and anyone who comes too close." He shook his head.

	He looked frightened. Or paranoid, perhaps. I paused before replying. 

	I had to choose my words carefully. This was not the same Charles Sullivan I had known long ago. I had no idea how he would react to what I was about to say. In our university days, we would stay out late discussing the state of the world, and he would always take my opinions—whether he agreed with them or not—with a nod of respect and a thoughtful frown. I had no assurance that he would do the same now. For all I knew, he might lose his temper and toss me out into the night, and I would spend the long drive home to my apartment wondering what I could have said differently.

	Often the perfect turn of phrase does not come to me until well after the moment it would have proved useful. Usually I am in the bathroom when this happens. There I am, minding my own business while taking care of my business, when the words I had lacked during an earlier interchange appear unbidden, materializing in my mind far too late to be of any earthly good. Of course I cannot run after the person I had been conversing with and tell them, "Remember half an hour ago when you said (fill in the blank) and I replied rather lamely (fill in the blank)? Well, what I meant to say was (fill in the blank)! There. Much better."

	So I do my best to take my time before responding. Some might say the pause is pregnant and awkward, but I would rather it be so than to lose an opportunity to say the right thing at the right time. You never have a second chance at a first impression, after all. There are no do-overs in life as far as that is concerned.

	Meeting the intense gaze he had turned upon me, I raised an eyebrow and shrugged slightly. "For a friend to be a friend, one must know the person well, traveling the road of life together, enduring its highs and lows. This is how you learn someone is loyal and would never turn on you, no matter the gain."

	He nodded slowly. There he was, my old friend. "And we are, Willem, are we not? Friends. Even after so much time has passed. Thirty years…"

	I smiled back at him. "It is very good to see you, Charles. It has been a long time."

	"The job is going well, I trust? Still an inspector?"

	"Yes. It keeps me very busy."

	"You always were so tight-lipped about it."

	I shrugged. "There is not much I can say."

	"Right. Sworn to secrecy." Charles almost smirked. "Is there a special someone I should know about?" He glanced at my hands.

	"The hunt is still afoot, I am afraid."

	"Willem Broekstein, hopeless romantic. Refusing to settle for anything less than the love of his life." He was not mocking me. He sounded wistful. "Sparing yourself plenty of heartache in the process, I'm sure."

	On the contrary. My heart ached, but this was not the time or place to mention it.

	Charles rose suddenly and approached the hearth, his brow crumpled. Both hands thrust into the pockets of his jacket, he glared down at the charred log as if it had done something to offend him. He seemed to be once again lost in thought, debating with himself in the silent recesses of his mind. And once again I felt uncomfortable, as if my presence were intruding upon a private moment. I watched him, wishing he would tell me what tormented him so.

	He grabbed an iron poker from the brass stand and jabbed at the log with violent abandon, sending flurries of sparks upward. Without facing me, he said, "More guests will be arriving in the morning. Friends of mine I should like you to meet. I would greatly value any insights you might have regarding them." 



	
Chapter 3

	Dark Silhouette

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Charles removed the poker from the fireplace and held it down at his side as he had with his fencing foil when we both were much younger men. "There will be no more than half a dozen of them, I should think. Personable enough." His grip on the poker noticeably tightened as he repeated, "They will arrive in the morning."

	Work associates from his law office? I wondered, but I did not ask. It was not my place to pry into his affairs. These were people he considered to be friends, and he wanted to introduce them to me. Based on our conversation, it was clear he could not decide whether they were to be trusted, and that was where I came in—someone he had not spoken to in thirty years. For some reason, my opinion of them mattered to him.

	"I…look forward to meeting them," I said at length, averting my eyes from the poker.

	He turned toward me. "Good." A smile flickered across his face, and for a moment in time, there he was again, the old Charles I remembered, always with a sparkle in his eye and a hearty laugh. "Lionel will show you to your room. Breakfast is at nine."

	Again the hearth stole his complete attention, and he was taken from me, his thoughts far away from this room.

	I rose from my chair and stood for a moment, indecisive, wondering if I should say anything else, and, if so, what? He had dismissed me, it seemed. He did not wish to discuss matters further. What I wished was immaterial; I was merely a guest here, at liberty to make no demands.

	But there was no end to the questions rattling around inside my skull. Why did he seem so unhappy—after inheriting such an impressive estate? Who were these friends I would meet on the morrow, and why was he concerned about their trustworthiness? What had he been doing with his life for the past three decades, and why had he never returned my letters? 

	Most importantly at the moment, however, was a single question: where was the bathroom?

	A man of my age, it must be said, has one goal upon entering any unfamiliar establishment: to locate the nearest restroom as soon as possible. This, of course, is in order to avoid an unseemly accident whenever nature might come calling; and for the past five years in particular, I have noticed the call comes when I least expect it, far too frequently, and with greater urgency than one would think possible, considering how often I need to relieve myself on any given day.

	I cleared my throat quietly. "Mustpissin."

	He seemed to freeze in place. Then he whirled around to face me with a broad smile on his face and a laugh that filled the room. "Mustpissin! Of course—I remember that! How could I have forgotten? It's been so long…" He shook his head and pointed toward the corridor outside, still chuckling. "Down the hall, first door on the left."

	I smiled and nodded. "Thank you, Charles."

	"I am glad some things never change." The laughter subsided, and his smile faded. "Even when too much time has passed." He turned back toward the fire.

	I watched his dark silhouette for a moment, then with another nod, I turned to leave the sitting room. "Good night, Charles."

	As I reached the doorway and stepped out into the corridor, I heard his faint reply, "Sleep well, Willem."

	I wondered how long he would remain standing there in front of the flames with the poker in his grip. For some reason, a strong sense of foreboding overcame me.

	Doing my best to shake it off, I found my way to the first-floor bathroom—larger than the kitchen in my apartment—and quickly took care of matters. A physical sense of relief washed over me as I relieved myself, and I had to wonder why, in most books and films, the characters never use the toilet. They eat, they sleep, they engage in romantic activity, but seldom do we ever see them engaging in the elimination of waste. It is such a natural biological process, something we do multiple times throughout the day—some of us more often than others—and yet, perhaps due to lingering Puritanical prejudices, it is omitted from most works of fiction. We are expected to believe the characters in a three-hundred-page novel are able to hold their water from start to finish without suffering any ill effects. Absurd, when you really stop to think about it.

	Which I did, until my thoughts returned to Charles and whatever it was that troubled him so greatly. What had changed him into the man he was tonight? Could the passage of time alone account for turning a confident, high-spirited young man into that brooding figure by the fire? Silent, burdened, afflicted by a deep-seated anxiety that gnawed at the core of his being. Could this possibly be the same man I had grown up with? I thought I had known him so well. 

	But the Charles Sullivan I had met this evening was a stranger to me.

	I was tired, and it was late. My pocket watch read half past eleven. It had been a long drive, my belly was full, my bladder was mostly empty, and I needed sleep. There was no way of knowing what lay in store for me tomorrow, but I had a feeling I would be needing my strength, whatever the day might entail.

	Exiting the bathroom, I inadvertently ran into a wall that I had not noticed being there a minute ago. I glanced upward—

	"Oh…forgive me. I did not see you there." I looked into the shrouded eyes of the well-dressed giant standing before me. He had to be nearly seven feet tall.

	With a curt nod, he took a step back, extending his long arm and gesturing toward the stairs with a sweep of his hand. 

	"This way, sir, if you please." His voice was a deep baritone. "Your room awaits."

	I was not sure whether I was supposed to go first or if I was to follow him. His posture seemed to dictate that I lead the way, but since I had no way of knowing where I was going, I refrained.

	"Thank you," I said with a slight bow. "After you."

	"Yes." With the deliberate movements of an ancient sloth, he turned and mounted the steps.

	Assuming he was the Lionel that Charles had mentioned and that he was the butler, based on his fine suit, I followed him up the curving flight of carpeted stairs toward the manor's second floor. He was a unique-looking fellow, pale in skin tone and skeletal in bone structure, easily taller than any human being I had ever seen. Unlike many who are blessed with great height, he did not carry the slightest stoop to his shoulders. His exact age was indeterminable, but I would have placed him in the vicinity of my parents'—God rest their souls—generation.

	Only the sounds of our footsteps and an intermittent creak from the stairs broke the silence. Along the wall, unlit gas lamps were mounted in between framed paintings of Sullivan Family patriarchs and matriarchs vacantly staring at me as I passed.

	"Are the lamps usually out this time of night?" I said.

	"Yes," he replied without an explanation.

	I wondered how anyone got around after dark without breaking their necks.

	



	
Chapter 4

	New Arrivals

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	We reached the second floor, and Lionel stopped beside the first door on the right. There were other rooms beyond it, their doors spaced a few yards apart on either side of the carpeted hallway. Each one was closed.

	"Is that where the others will be staying?" I said as he unlocked my room. Were the other doors locked as well? Why would they be?

	"Others?" The door creaked open at his prompting to reveal the warm glow of the fireplace inside, fully stoked and inviting. Lionel's work, I assumed.

	"Yes…" My throat went dry as I beheld his face turned toward me, his skin cast in a yellow pallor by the firelight, his eyes sunken pits of darkness. "The other guests." I found myself unable to look away from his spectral visage, looming over me like Dickens' Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. 

	He took a long step backward in a manner that suggested I was to enter the room without him. His expression remained unreadable. "I was unaware of there being any other guests, sir."

	"Yes. Charles mentioned that they should be arriving in the morning. Tomorrow morning."

	"Tomorrow…" A strange look crossed his skullish face, and he glanced over his shoulder, down toward the sitting room where I had left Charles. Then he turned his ghostly gaze back to me. "If you require anything, you may ring the bell beside the bed."

	With a sharp nod, he turned to descend the stairs—much faster than he had led me up them.

	I was left feeling even more bewildered than I had been before. Both Charles and his butler were behaving so strangely. But then again, in both situations, I was the common denominator. So perhaps it was just me—a man not often afforded the opportunity to socialize, what with my demanding job and hobbies. 

	I suppose I could get out more, interact with more people in social settings, but when I was not working, I so enjoyed having time to myself. Traveling through my memories and solving crimes I read about in the newspaper were two of my favorite pursuits, in addition to reading mystery novels. 

	Was it that I truly had no time for socializing because I was too busy, or had I made myself busy on any given day because I had no friends? And how could I possibly hope to meet the woman of my dreams someday, woo and then marry her, if I had difficulty interacting with others in even the most benign of situations?

	But no, that was not true. I handled social interactions well enough. Tonight I was overtired, and I tended to doubt myself when I did not get enough rest. The truth could have been environmental: something in the water making the locals act oddly, irritating their minds and setting their behaviors off-kilter. Charles had been living here for a while now—ever since he had inherited the place—and drinking the water; so he, too, would have been affected by it. I decided to avoid drinking the stuff myself.

	Regardless, there was definitely something amiss here.

	Perhaps the next day would enlighten me somewhat. Things do tend to seem stranger than they actually are the closer the clock gets to midnight. In the morning, my senses would be clearer, and I would be able to determine what was wrong, if anything.

	Stifling a yawn, I entered the room and shut the door quietly behind me. The bed beckoned, and I would have gone willingly. But first, one more trip to the bathroom. All that thinking about tainted water had not been a wise idea. 

	My bladder is a very impressionable creature, sorry to say. 

	"Mustpissin," I muttered to myself as I went downstairs. There must have been a second-floor restroom as well, but it was dark, and I had no idea where it might be. So I stuck with what I already knew. 

	The only light downstairs seeped out of the sitting room, where I imagined Charles remained standing by the hearth, staring into the flames. I hoped that whatever was troubling his mind had not been robbing him of sleep, and that he would eventually turn in for the night.

	For some reason, I paused at the bathroom door and listened. Lionel's confusion about the guests arriving had led me to believe that he might seek out Charles for clarification on the subject. But there was no murmur of voices, only the periodic crackle of the log in the fireplace. The butler had probably returned to his quarters to consult his calendar and had realized his lapse in memory—not uncommon for someone his age.

	Once I returned to my room and shut the door, I undressed and collapsed onto the bed. In less than a minute, I was fast asleep.

	 

	 

	"Willem! Come now, I want you to meet my friends here!"

	I had been on my way to the dining hall for breakfast, the hands on the stately grandfather clock nearing nine A.M., but I came to a halt as I passed the foyer. The ornate double doors stood wide open, and Charles lingered just inside, welcoming two new arrivals: a man and a woman. Since the front of the mansion faced east, morning light streamed in around the trio, giving them each a glowing aura. Catching sight of me as I passed by, Charles had called out and beckoned, his manner bright and cheerful—much like the younger version of him I had known long ago.

	"Don't be shy, old chap!" He laughed.

	It appeared that a change in mood had come over him. He was no longer the brooding figure I had spoken to last night. But as I approached, I could tell that his joviality was but a facade. 

	His eyes held little light in them, even as he smiled.

	"Estelle, Auguste—meet my good friend, Inspector Willem Broekstein, from all the way down in Hamden." Charles clapped me on the back as he had done when we were lads.

	"Oh my," said Estelle, a big-boned, wide-eyed woman gaudily dressed with an overabundance of gold jewelry, face paint, and perfume. "Are you with Scotland Yard?"

	A common misconception, even though we were three thousand nautical miles across the pond from their jurisdiction. 

	"Sudsy Disinfectant Solutions," I clarified.

	Charles watched, mildly amused, as Estelle and Auguste glanced at each other, unsure how to respond to that. 

	"And what is it that you inspect, Mr. Broekstein?" Auguste said, clearing his throat as his wire-rimmed spectacles flashed in the sunlight. He was a medium-sized fellow, a few inches shorter than Estelle, and his taste in attire was much more conservative.

	"Soap," I said. "Packaging and dispensing. Quality control on the line. I ensure that all of our products are up to standard."

	"The line…" Auguste echoed. "You mean to say that you…work in a factory?"

	At my nod, Estelle said, "The honorific is a bit confusing, Inspector Broekstein."

	Auguste chuckled. "My dear, there are doctors with no medical experience. Why shouldn't there be inspectors without any experience in law enforcement?"

	"Willem has actually assisted the Hamden police department in their investigations on more than one occasion," Charles said, giving me a pointed look. "Haven't you, Willem?"

	So. He had read my letters, after all.



	
Chapter 5

	Awkward Conversations

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"We have had rare instances of theft at the factory," I explained. "And I was able to assist the police in a limited capacity—"

	"The case of the stolen soap!" Auguste said with a laugh. "The pilfered purifier!"

	Charles gave my shoulder a friendly squeeze. "Solves crimes he reads about in the paper, too. Willem is an honest-to-God amateur sleuth."

	"Yes, I am familiar with the trope," said Estelle, angling her nose upward. "In fiction, that is. I had no idea I would be meeting an actual inspector in the flesh today!"

	She extended her hand, and I took it. But there was no spark of attraction as our fingers met, and this came as no surprise to me. Estelle was not the sort of woman I could see myself spending the rest of my life with, regardless of her relationship with Auguste; I could not tell whether they were romantically involved or not. And it had nothing to do with her physical appearance, even though I somehow imagined her working as a master chef with her own bestselling line of cookbooks. Or as a defensive lineman. No, it was her haughty demeanor, to put it plainly, that I found distasteful.

	"And how do you spend your days?" I shook Auguste's hand next.

	"Oh, we're both in real estate," Estelle said, as if that explained everything.

	"We assisted Charles in the transition of ownership," Auguste said, looking upon the foyer with admiration. "Such a remarkable estate. The Sullivans have been envied for generations. There's no other mansion like this for miles around."
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