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July 16, 1929

Father Sean O’Malley looked pensively out the window of the train compartment. The weather was bleak. The sky was gray, and raindrops struck the glass and slipped horizontally across its surface as the train sped past the hills and farms. He shared the compartment with anthropologist Anna Rykov, and Dr. Harold Lamb. Rykov was asleep on the bench across from the priest, while Lamb reading the newspaper.

“Still no bodies found in the wreckage of the Church of Cosmic Understanding,” the doctor said, pulling O’Malley from his musings. “You think they would have found someone by now.”

“Perhaps it’s for the better,” O’Malley said. The Church of Cosmic Understanding had been the cover organization for a cult of worshippers of Utgarda, a malevolent entity that Rykov, Lamb, and O’Malley had been charged with banishing by their late benefactor, Jason Longborough. “The discovery of Utgarda’s minions would certainly have caused a stir.”

With the help of some gangsters, the three had interrupted a ritual that had attempted to bring Utgarda to Manhattan from its home dimension. In the subsequent battle, some of the cultists had been transformed into winged monsters will tentacled faces and claws.

“Never mind the cultists,” Lamb said in exasperation, “what about Ganon?” Anna and Lamb had been accosted by a vagrant in the Subway who knew them by other names. Lamb later discovered that the man was, in fact, Preston Carver, his company commander during the Great War, who had lost his memory. The man believed that he was Ganon, a transplanted cavalry officer from the same place as Utgarda.

“Yes,” Anna said wearily, stretching as she slowly rose into a sitting position. “Ganon was our only tangible connection between Brian Teplow’s stories and Utgarda. How do we follow the trail without him?”

“Our first priority is to collect Brian from Oak Valley Sanitarium,” O’Malley replied, “and return him to his mother.” 

Brian Teplow was a celebrity spirit medium who had disappeared mysteriously.  Jason Longborough had met with Teplow shortly before the trustee’s death. In searching for Teplow to learn the contents of that conversation, Anna and Lamb had uncovered Brian’s childhood sketchbook. In it, were photographic-quality drawings of Anna, Lamb, Ganon, and a woman named Liv Lee on an expedition in an exotic land that Teplow had drawn ten years earlier. Subsequent investigation revealed that the realm in the drawings was the home dimension of Utgarda, and the depicted expedition was to rescue Brian from Gho-Bazh, Utgarda’s rival.

“Once we have Brian,” Lamb added, “he may be able to fill in some gaps as to how all of this fits together. After all, he is the common thread to this whole affair.”

“How long until we reach Chatham?” Anna asked.  Lamb glanced at his watch.

“Another hour-and-a-half,” he replied. “Assuming we can find transportation, we should have him in our custody by five or so.”

The three had left Penn Station in Manhattan on the 10:30 AM express train, which was scheduled to deposit them in the small town of Chatham, New York, around 3:45. From there, they would need to hire a car to take them to the Oak Valley Sanitarium a few miles outside of the town. 

“If not,” Anna said, “we will need to find accommodations for the night and catch the first train back in the morning.”

◆

The storm had passed by the time the train arrived in Chatham. A thick fog rose as the wet surfaces quickly dried in the hot July sun.

“There seems to be quite a crowd on the platform,” Lamb noted as the train pulled into the station. In addition to obvious travelers, the doctor noticed spectators, entertainers, and vendors among the crowd, giving their arrival an almost carnival-like atmosphere.

As the train lurched to a halt, a brass band started playing Stars and Stripes Forever and a cheer erupted from the crowd, which rose anew when the people emerged from the carriages. Lamb held out a hand for Anna while creating a space at the foot of the steps for her to step onto the platform. The crowd had closed in around the debarking passengers.

O’Malley followed behind Anna, and at the sight of the priest, the onlookers in the front stepped back as far as those pressed behind them would allow.  O’Malley took the lead, and the assembly parted to allow them through. The other passengers quickly followed suit, and soon there was a line leading from the car the priest had emerged from to the station house.

Once inside Union Station, the crowd was greatly reduced, though still significant. Only people having business with one of the three railroads were permitted inside. The New York and Harlem Railroad, the Boston and Albany Railroad, and the Rutland Railroad to Vermont all converged in Chatham, and customers mobbed the ticket windows.

Lamb took the lead and forged a path through the throng to the street-side exits. Once on the street, he looked around for a taxi, but there were no vehicles of any kind in sight.

“I wonder where we can catch a cab,” the doctor said loud enough to be heard by Anna and O’Malley over the noise of the crowd.

“You won’t find any cars or carriages in the center of town,” a smiling man in a straw hat said. “They close off the square on convergence days.”

“How’s that?” Lamb asked.

“Convergence days,” the man said, as if it was obvious. Then he explained, “When trains from all three lines arrive around the same time.” He paused, waiting for comprehension. “The station can only handle one train in each direction, so there’s a big delay while the folks get off their trains and wait for the train they want.  The trains all have to offload their passengers, and then come back to receive the new ones. Since there’s a captive audience, the town sets up a little celebration. It’s good for business and the folks don’t have to just sit around waiting.”

“There seems to be a lot of people here today,” Anna said. “More people than can comfortably appreciate the festivities.”

“Yours was the last of the three trains,” the man said. “People will clear out in an hour or so now that the trains are reboarding.”

“Do you know where we might find a taxi?” O’Malley asked.

“There isn’t much call for taxis around here,” the man replied, “but you might be able to hire a car over at the lunch counter in Woolworth’s.”

“Thank you, sir,” Anna said with a smile. “You have been very helpful.” At the sound of Anna’s Russian accent, the man’s demeanor soured momentarily, but he recovered quickly and tipped his hat before disappearing into the crowd.

◆

Half an hour later, Anna, Lamb, and O’Malley were seated in an Ajax Nash sedan, Anna and Lamb sat in the back. A large, black, barrel-chested mutt with a white stripe down his eyes and around his muzzle sat between them eyeing Anna suspiciously.

“Don’t mind Cletus,” Shane said. “He’s all show. So what brings you folks out here to the sanitarium? Visiting someone?”

“We’re here to bring someone home,” Lamb replied. “If you don’t mind, we would appreciate it if you could wait while we collect his things, and then bring us back to the station.”

“We’ll make it worth your while,” O’Malley added. The driver glanced at the priest.

“I suppose we could wait,” Shane said after a moment. “We’ve got no place to be this afternoon.”

“How soon until we arrive?” Anna asked. As with the man at the station, the driver was taken aback by her accent. Cletus sat up straight and turned his head to watch Anna. She did not react.

“Um,” the driver started, then glanced sidelong at O’Malley with concern. O’Malley gave him a quizzical look back. “It’s about five miles,” the driver continued. “We should be there in about twenty minutes.”

“What can you tell us about the sanitarium?” Lamb asked.

“Never been inside the place,” Shane replied. “Got a good reputation.”

“Do you know anyone who has been a patient there?” Anna asked. The driver was still distracted by her accent. Sensing Shane’s continued discomfort, Cletus growled quietly. Anna ignored it.

“Folks from around here can’t afford that place,” Shane replied. “Mostly people from the city from what I’ve heard.”

“Do you know anyone who works at Oak Valley Sanitarium?” O’Malley asked.

“I knew a girl who was a maid there,” the driver replied. “Don’t know if she’s still there, though. Her name’s Delores Bulch.” At the mention of the name, Cletus wagged his tail. “Maybe she can tell you something useful.” He glanced back at Anna in the rear-view mirror. “Tell me why you’re really here.”

“We are here to collect one of the patients,” Lamb replied. “He was brought here against his will.”

“His mother asked us to bring him home,” O’Malley added.

◆

Anna and O’Malley were at the open glass doors when a matronly woman in a nurse’s uniform intercepted them and blocked their way.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said with authority, “but this is a private facility.” Lamb joined them.

“We are here to collect Brian Teplow,” O’Malley said

“He has been confined here unwillingly,” Lamb stated as he presented Mrs. Teplow’s letter. “He was registered under the name Daniel Meldon.”  The nurse took the paper from Lamb and read it.

“We have been tasked with bringing him home,” Anna added. The nurse looked up from the paper and eyed Anna suspiciously.

“Wait over there,” the nurse said, pointing to a comfortable sitting area as she led the three into the building.  As an afterthought, she added, “Help yourself to some lemonade,” and smiled ingenuously.
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July 16, 1929

Anna walked over to the pitcher and poured herself a glass, gesturing to the others as she did. O’Malley nodded, and she handed him the glass before pouring another for herself.

Lamb watched the nurse walk over to the reception desk and pick up a candlestick telephone. She glanced toward the visitors several times while speaking in a low voice. When she hung up, she strode purposefully back to the three.

“Mr. Wilkinson will be here in a moment,” the nurse said to Lamb with cold civility before returning to the desk.

“Thank you,” Lamb replied in a similar tone, and then took a seat next to Anna.

“Something does not seem right,” Anna said with suspicion.

“Indeed,” O’Malley agreed. “She didn’t even ask us who we were.”

A moment later, a nervous-looking man in a mourning suit and pince-nez approached quickly from a side hall. He noted the three and walked to the desk.  The nurse handed him Mrs. Teplow’s letter.  He read it, adjusted his tie, and then stepped toward Lamb with his hand out.

“Good afternoon,” the man said with practiced composure, “I’m Mr. Wilkinson, the facility administrator.” Lamb took his hand and shook firmly. Wilkinson blanched slightly at the grip.

“Good afternoon, sir,” Lamb replied. “We’re here to collect Brian Teplow, who was admitted to this hospital under false pretenses.”

“And you are,” Wilkinson glanced at the paper, “Dr. Harold Lamb, I take it.”

“I am,” Lamb replied. “And my colleagues are Dr. Anna Rykov, and Father Sean O’Malley, as mentioned in the letter.” He gazed squarely at the administrator. “I trust there will be no difficulty preparing Mr. Teplow for travel.”

Wilkinson smiled sheepishly, blotted some sweat from his balding head, and said, “I’m afraid Mr. Meldon, uh, Teplow, is no longer a guest of Oak Valley.”

‘Where is he?” Lamb asked with irritation.

“He was released into Dr. Langford’s care over a week ago,” Wilkinson replied. I don’t know where Mr. Teplow is now,” Wilkinson stammered nervously. “He didn’t leave a forwarding address.” An idea bloomed in his eyes. “Perhaps his guardian, Mr. Frank, knows where to find him.”

“Woody Frank is dead,” O’Malley said flatly. “He was murdered.” Wilkinson’s mouth gaped in horror.

“He had no authority to commit Brian Teplow to a sanitarium in the first place,” Anna added.

“Your former patient might be in danger,” Lamb said, “so it’s best that we get him to the safety of his own home.”

“But I already told you, I don’t know where he is.”

“Where might we find this Dr. Langford,” Anna asked, emphasizing her accent to intimidate the administrator. Wilkinson glanced from Lamb to Anna, and then noticed O’Malley behind them peering with his most judgmental, priestly gaze.

“Dr. Martin Langford,” Wilkinson said. “He has an office in town.”

“Let’s give him a call,” Lamb said. 

◆

A few minutes later, the four were seated in Wilkinson’s office.  The administrator put the receiver to his ear and held the base before his face.

“Hello, Agnes?” he said into the mouthpiece, “put me- yes, hello-Put- yes, it’s lovely out now that the rain has passed.” He arched his eyebrows at Anna, but her expression remained neutral. 

“Agnes,” Wilkinson said forcefully, then he added more calmly, “put me through to Dr. Langford’s office in town, please.”  He frowned as he listened to the voice on the other end of the connection. “Oh, I see. You’re sure?” He shook his head. “Very well. Yes, put me through to his house, please.”  He placed his hand over the mouthpiece.

“Agnes says that Dr. Langford closed his office for a couple of weeks and may be out of town,” the administrator. “She’s patching me through to his home now.”

“Yes?” Wilkinson said at the return of the voice on the telephone. “What?” He signed heavily. “Thank you, Agnes.” He put the base back on the desk, hung up the receiver, and rested his head in his hands.

“What has happened?” Anna asked with urgency.

“Dr. Langford’s home phone has been disconnected,” Wilkinson replied. “Agnes said that she was not aware of a suspension of service. Probably a tree fell in the storm and pulled down the wires.”

“I see,” Anna said. “Where does Dr. Langford live?”

“Not far from here,” the administrator replied.

“I surmised that much from him having an office in town,” she said curtly. 

“We need to find Brian Teplow and return him to New York,” Lamb glared at Wilkinson. O’Malley noted the tension in the room.

“Perhaps you could provide us with his address,” the father said, “and we can pursue our inquiries with Dr. Langford.” Seeing the out, the administrator relaxed slightly.

“Of course,” Wilkinson said, grabbing a pencil and paper to write down the address.

“Both home and office, please,” Anna said.

“With the telephone numbers,” Lamb added. “And while you’re at it,” he added with equal abruptness, “have your staff see if they have any records of Teplow’s departure. Did he call a taxi, or get a ride from someone?”

“Of course,” the administrator said mechanically as he handed the paper to Anna.

“Has anyone used his room since his departure?” O’Malley asked, seeking to ease the tension again.

“No,” Wilkinson replied, “I don’t believe so. Summer is a slow period for us,” he added conversationally.  O’Malley smiled.

“Then we would like to see his room,” Anna said.

“Right this way,” Wilkinson said, gesturing toward the door. 

◆

When they arrived at the designated room, there was a maid dusting. Wilkinson knocked on the door frame. The woman jumped at the sound.

“I’m sorry, Delores,” Wilkinson said. “These people are looking for Brian Teplow, um, Daniel Meldon.”

“So he really was Brian Teplow,” the maid said in surprise. “Dr. Langford checked him out last week.” 

“Did Mr. Teplow leave anything behind?” Anna asked. The maid noted Anna’s accent and looked to Wilkinson, who nodded.

“You can speak freely to them, Delores,” the administrator said.

“Well, ma’am,” Delores said after clearing her throat, “Brian was very tidy, and didn’t have much with him other than the clothes he was wearing. It’s hard to forget a grown man in night sleepers.” She grinned at the memory. When she noted Anna’s confusion, she added, “Pajamas with feet.”

“And that is all he had with him?” O’Malley asked.

“That’s all I ever saw him in,” Delores replied. “His closet was empty.”

“So,” Lamb said in Wilkinson’s face, “he was admitted to your facility, under false pretenses, with only pajamas in his possession?” Wilkinson was shaken. “Doesn’t that strike you as peculiar?”

“Mr. Meldon, uh, Teplow, was brought here in the middle of the night,” Wilkinson blurted out defensively. “I wasn’t here at the time.”  He glanced at each of the three newcomers nervously. “I was told it was by special arrangement with Dr. Langford.”

“And does Dr. Langford have many ‘special patients’?” Anna asked skeptically.

“All his patients are special,” Wilkinson replied. “He’s not a regular member of the staff. He only sees a few patients here.”

“And what was his interest in Mr. Teplow?” Lamb asked.

“I’m not involved in the treatment of the patients,” Wilkinson continued, “and Dr. Langford is especially private about his clients.”

“So you had no idea who the patient really was,” O’Malley said, “why he was here, or where he went?” The father was starting to lose his composure.

“I know where he went,” Delores said, averting her eyes when she caught Wilkinson’s glare. Anna noticed the exchange and glared back at the administrator.

“Where did he go?” Anna asked with a smile. Delores glanced at Wilkinson and gulped.

“Dr. Langford offered Mr. Teplow the use of his guest house,” the maid said. “The doctor said there were too many distractions, and that the sanitarium was not the right place to treat him.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us that might help us find Brian?” O’Malley asked with urgency.

“Nothing I can think of,” Delores replied, shaking her head. “He was a nice guy. I hope you find him.”

“You have been very helpful, Delores,” Anna said with a friendly smile. “Shane Patterson sends his regards,” she added before turning to leave.

“You may be hearing from us again,” Lamb said to Wilkinson. He handed the administrator a business card. “You will call this number if you have any additional information.” He turned toward the door before Wilkinson could reply.

“Of course,” echoed behind the three as they exited the building.
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July 16, 1929

“Do you know where this is?” Anna asked Shane as she sat in the front seat of the car.  Cletus poked his muzzle over the seat to watch her as Anna handed the paper to the driver.

“That’s a ways down the ‘pike in Brume Hollow,” he replied. “It might take an hour or so to get there.”

“Why so long?” Lamb asked as he closed the rear door. “We were told that the resident works in town.”

“Those windy roads are tough to navigate,” Shane replied. “Especially when in this fog.” The three had failed to notice that fog had engulfed the area while they were inside.  “It’ll linger in the woods for a while longer.”

“Well, it’s imperative that we find Mr. Teplow as soon as possible,” O’Malley said. “If you would continue to assist us, it would be a truly Christian service.”

“And I will donate another five dollars for your troubles,” Anna added.

“Well, you folks have been good to me,” Shane said without hesitation, “and this feels like an adventure in a dime novel.  Count me in.”

“Good man,” Lamb said in approval, and patted the driver’s shoulder.

Gravel sprayed behind the Nash and left divots as the car sped off down the fog-shrouded drive. 

◆

As predicted, the going was slow. Shane turned in the opposite direction upon leaving the Oak Valley Sanitarium driveway. The road devolved down to a dirt track within a few miles.  It wound into a dense stand of old oaks, where the little sunlight that broke through the thick, towering canopy barely pierced the blanketing fog.

As they entered the encroaching forest, Cletus’ attention drifted from Anna to their surroundings, and he growled ominously, alternating between stepping across Lamb and O’Malley to peer out the windows.

“This is Brume Hollow,” Shane said as he slowed around a winding curve along the bank of a defile containing a babbling brook.

“It seems like it would be quite lovely when the fog is gone,” Anna said, admiring the creek as it flowed through some rocky outcroppings.

“There aren’t too many people out here,” the driver continued, “being that the roads are so dangerous.” O’Malley sensed there was more to it.

“This seems like prime real estate,” the priest said with curiosity. “Surely some industrious speculator has considered developing this area.”

“The country folk won’t come here,” Shane replied. “They say these woods are haunted.” He paused to concentrate on a sharp turn. “Some city folks have disappeared here over the years.”

“That seems a little fantastic,” Lamb said suspiciously.

“God’s honest truth,” Shane replied defensively. “There was a young couple just last spring found all chewed up. They said it looked like they’d been attacked by a bear. And then there was that fellow with the broken neck. They said he fell off a cliff. There were others come out here and were never seen again. As you can see for yourselves, if you don’t know these parts and get trapped in a fog like this, the going can be treacherous.”

“Indeed,” Anna said introspectively. This is a very remote address for a psychiatrist, she thought. Especially one who invites patients to use his guest house.  On the other hand, the seclusion might be beneficial for the treatment of certain conditions.

The car slowed to a stop at the end of the dirt road, where a pair of iron gates blocked passage beyond an ancient, eight-foot-high brick wall. 

“This must be the place,” O’Malley said.

“It doesn’t look like anyone has been here in a while,” Lamb said. The gates were locked with a rusted chain and old but serviceable padlock on the outside.  Beyond the gate, an overgrown path disappeared into the trees and up a small hill.

“There must be another entrance to the estate if Dr. Langford lives here and commutes into the village,” Anna said.

“I suppose so,” Shane replied. “Maybe there’s a driveway on the other side of the hill. But this is the road on your paper.”

“No one is faulting you, Shane,” O’Malley said reassuringly. “We traveled quite a distance into the forest. Given the condition of the road, Dr. Langford must have another means of egress.”

“And I haven’t seen any telephone poles since we left the main road from the hospital,” Lamb added.  “We’d best turn around and look for the driveway he uses.”

“I wouldn’t mind getting out of the hollow before the sun goes down,” Shane said uneasily. He put the car into reverse and backed up to the side to turn around. It started backward slowly, but then the rear end dropped, and the car slipped a little, stopping abruptly with a clunk.  Cletus barked.

When Shane put the car back into a forward gear, the wheels spun to no effect.  Lamb leapt out, followed by Cletus. The dog circled the car, while the doctor stepped to the rear.  The back of the car was completely clear of the ground, which dropped a couple of feet beyond the tall grass that had concealed it.

◆

“That’s gonna need a tow truck,” Shane said twenty minutes later. He, Lamb, and O’Malley had tried a variety of methods to free the car from its predicament, but the soft ground and the purchase from the gully below were insufficient to get any leverage.

“Then we need to find out if anyone is at home,” Anna said, indicating the gates.

“Under ordinary circumstance,” Lamb said, “I would respect the occupant’s privacy. But we have no alternative. It’s several miles back to the main road. The house is probably closer.”

“We should all keep together,” O’Malley said to Shane.

“Cletus and I will stay here,” he replied, “in case somebody comes down this way.  If so, I’ll toot the hooter.” He squeezed the ball at the end of the horn to demonstrate.

“As you wish,” O’Malley replied.

“And we will pay for any damages to your vehicle,” Anna added.

When Anna stepped out of the car, Cletus started barking and carefully approached her. Anna stopped and held out her hand to the dog. Cletus stepped up, sniffed the offered hand, and then hopped into the driver seat.

“We’ll see if we can get a tow truck, or if Dr. Langford has a tractor or something will can pull the car up with,” Lamb said. He handed Shane one of his business cards. “If you run into any difficulty, this will validate your story.” He shook Shane’s hand and then joined O’Malley at the gates. 

The priest examined the lock more closely. Then he pulled at the chains and tested the give of the iron bars of the gate.

“This lock is newer than the chain,” he said as Anna joined them. “And both are newer than the gates.” He pulled at the gates, and the centermost bars started to bend. “I think we can pull these apart enough to squeeze through.”

“It’s worth a try,” Lamb said. He took hold of the bar on one side and pulled. At the same time, O’Malley pulled on the other. Their muscles strained as the two exerted themselves, and they managed to bend the bars slightly, but the chain was not long enough to part the gates sufficiently. Then they both fell backward as the gates suddenly opened. Anna and Shane laughed as she held up the lock, which she had managed to pick with a pin and a nail file from her purse.

“That should enable us to bring a tractor back if we find one,” she said with a grin.

Lamb patted down his trousers, feeling the wet, muddy stain on his rear, and scowled at Anna. She put her hand before her face to cover her grin.

“We probably should have tried that first,” O’Malley said, dusting off his cassock. He had landed in dry gravel.

“Let’s go,” Lamb said, taking the lead through the gates. O’Malley followed. Anna turned back to nod at Shane. He acknowledged the gesture. Then she turned and hastened her pace to catch up with the others.

◆

Following the path beyond the gate led the trio up a small hill where, completely concealed from the gate, stood several old, weather-beaten, wooden structures. Their paint was chipped and faded, but all showed signs of sporadic maintenance.

The main house, a large Victorian with a wrap-around porch, sat before the overgrown, circular driveway.  To one side of the house stood a detached garage that sagged slightly to one side. The twin doors hung askew. Beyond those structures, barely visible between them through the fog, was what looked like a barn and a small cottage.

All was quiet and the air was still. The sound of their footsteps through the fallen leaves seemed to thunder in the silence. The shadows of the tall trees scattered throughout as the weak sunset cast a grim pall over the estate.

“Doesn’t look like anyone has been here in a while,” Lamb mused, “and I don’t see any signs of another exit.”

“Someone has been maintaining the place,” O’Malley said. “There are no broken windows, and some of the walls have been patched more recently than the underlying structures.”

“Perhaps this is not the actual residence,” Anna suggested. She started toward the cottage. It was a small, two-story Cape Cod with a single dormer over the front door. As it became more distinct through the fog, Anna noticed that it was in relatively good repair compared to the other buildings. 

“That must be the guest house,” Lamb said as he and O’Malley caught up with Anna.

“Shouldn’t we try the main residence first?” O’Malley asked. “It wouldn’t be proper to poke around without announcing ourselves.”

“Neither house appears to be occupied,” Anna said, “but that one is in better condition, which suggests more recent occupation.”

As they rounded the main house so that the cottage was in full view, they could see wires suspended from poles leading into the woods behind the cottage.

“There,” Lamb said with confidence, “the cottage is in use, and there must be at least a maintenance road to service those telephone lines.”

“At least we should be able to call for a tow truck,” O’Malley said with relief. He leapt up the three steps to the front door and knocked. “Hello? Dr. Langford? Mr. Teplow?” There was no response. “Hello? Our car is stuck on the road down below. May we use your telephone?”

When there was still no response from inside the house the priest tried the door, and it opened easily. Beyond the doorway was a foyer, with a stairway leading up along one side. To the right of the steps was a door. O’Malley stepped carefully into the foyer. The floorboards squeaked loudly in the absence of any other sound other than the ticking of a grandfather clock to the right of the door.

“Hello?” he called again. Anna and Lamb entered the foyer and the doctor quietly closed the door behind him. “There doesn’t appear to be anyone home.”

“Let’s find the telephone,” Lamb said impatiently, and stepped through into the room to the left. Inside was a dining room table. A single setting of dirty dishes was present. The partially eaten remains of a chicken breast was affixed to the plate. A ceramic mug stood nearby. The doctor sniffed the contents and grimaced. “Stale beer,” he said to Anna, who had followed him.
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