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Killer of the Dead

	 

	The servants said the man in the bowler hat could kill ghosts. Eloise did not believe that for a moment, but that was what they said. She had been creeping through the passageways of the house, listening to conversations, and hoping for something fun to help her pass the time.

	Thaddeus was not in the mood to play, and she couldn’t find him anywhere. She thought he might have been up on the fourth floor, but the house was not giving her access to it, so she stopped looking.

	Carl was still in the oubliette. His body had long since rotted away, but sometimes he liked to just stay there with his bones. Eloise did not fully understand his infatuation with his remains. She had been forced by Vivienne to stay with her own corpse after she died, at least for a time, and she did not enjoy it one bit. It reminded her too much of the feeling of helplessness when she was trapped in the walls and no one could hear her. She did not like to feel helpless.

	“He came in from Australia,” the gardener said in passing.

	“I heard he was from South Africa,” one of the maids replied.

	“Never heard that accent before, so I don’t rightly know,” the cook added.

	The man in the bowler hat had been in the house since just before the sun rose. He arrived in a car driven by a grim-looking man in a black tuxedo who stayed outside. Mr. Anderson greeted him personally, which Eloise found unusual. Soon enough, they were talking business, and she left them to it because it was boring, and she hated being around Mr. Anderson. He was a bad person and made her feel bad.

	The man in the bowler hat was all anyone in the house could talk about. There had not been a guest in many months, and none were summoned by Mr. Anderson. His last guest had been Carl. That had not turned out well, so things boded poorly for the latest guest.

	“I want you to answer any questions he has,” Eloise heard Mr. Anderson tell the staff. “Do whatever he needs you to do and defer to him as you would defer to me. Is that understood?”

	She had not heard the beginning of the speech or the man’s introduction, but it was clear Mr. Anderson was putting some degree of faith in him.

	After he spoke to the staff, they retired to the library together, and she did not want to eavesdrop there. Because of Mr. Anderson, and also because that was where Carl was. She did not want to disturb him.

	Instead, Eloise found herself sinking down through the floor into the cellar. She did not go there often, but she was learning that there were times she could sneak in, usually around midday, and no one seemed to care. Vivienne did not come out often in the bright sun, and the Dark Ones seemed to sense it was out in full force and avoided it as well.

	She could sneak into the cellar and watch the Dark Ones creep about. Usually, they ignored her as though she didn’t exist, but sometimes, they talked to her. Not often, though, and not for long. They easily lost track of conversations, and soon, everything degraded into hate and violence. But sometimes, if she was lucky, she could get one to focus on something for five or even ten minutes.

	She did not consider the Dark Ones friends. They were too unpredictable and too dangerous for that. Instead, they reminded her of wild dogs. Her mother always cautioned her against trying to feed or pet a random stray.

	“They might look friendly,” she warned, “but they can bite.”

	“Did you see the man upstairs?” she asked the assorted shadows. “They say he can kill ghosts.”

	The Dark Ones hissed and growled and cursed in angry whispers.

	“No one kills us,” one said, creeping closer to her. She stayed still, feeling slightly nervous but not wanting to show it, as the shadow scuttled about. “We are life beyond death. We are forever.”

	She shrugged.

	“That’s what the domestics said.”

	“Just a man,” another of the spirits replied.

	“Foolish man.”

	“More of Anderson’s lies.”

	“Tricks,” the one close to her said. “If Anderson hired him, it’s a deception. Always deception.”

	“Like when he hired Carl?” Eloise asked.

	“Carl Hesselschwerdt,” the Dark Ones hissed, several voices in unison.

	“Used him. Killed him. Left him to rot,” the nearest spirit added.

	“Carl was only supposed to talk to us. This man is supposed to be different,” Eloise pointed out.

	“Oh, yes,” the Dark One near her replied. The shadowy spirit weaved and scuttled much closer to her. She resisted the urge to track him with her eyes as she had discovered they did not like being observed. They would stay and talk longer if she did not show any interest.

	“Yes?”

	“Yes. Come to destroy us,” the Dark One near her stated. “Pluck us one by one. Clear house. Appease the living. Turn their nightmares into pleasant dreams.”

	Laughter came from the others. The one nearest Eloise crept up behind her and whispered in her ear.

	“But Anderson always lies.”

	It slipped away then and joined the others. Their hissing and muttering grew louder. She had riled them up, and they would soon begin to rage. If it went on too long, they might cause some trouble, and Eloise didn’t want that.

	“Thank you for your time,” she said quickly before slipping away and leaving them to the darkness.

	She weaved through the walls and the servant’s passages until she reached the kitchen. The man in the bowler hat had left Anderson and the library and joined the servants downstairs.

	“What about you?” the man said, in the middle of speaking to a group of several in the kitchen. “It’ll just be a moment. I don’t bite.”

	He laughed at his own jokes, and Eloise frowned. He was a rugged-looking man, and very large. The others were right: His accent was very unusual, and Eloise did not recognize it. His face had many scars, and he had a way of speaking that seemed almost mocking. There was something cruel about the way he carried himself. She decided she did not like him at all.

	“Yes, sir. Of course,” the gardener replied, coming in from the door that led to the back porch.

	“No need to call me ‘sir’. I’m not your boss. Name’s Jake Fellows.”

	“Yes sir, Mr. Fellows,” the gardener said. Fellows chuckled and waved the gardener forward.

	In the hall outside the kitchen, Fellows took the gardener aside and then propped a hand on the wall next to the other man, using it to hold himself up.

	“Now then, I heard some rumblings that the old gardener was killed by some ghosts in the house. That can’t be true, can it?” Fellows asked playfully. He was right in the gardener’s face, and the man was clearly intimidated.

	“I don’t know, sir. It was before my time.”

	“Before your time… right. But they must have told you. These scullery maids and kitchen drudges and all that, they’re little gossips, yeah? Hens clucking away? What’d they tell you?”

	“About the gardener, sir?”

	Fellows shrugged his big shoulders.

	“About anything. Ghosts and goblins. Secret rooms in the house. Vaults or safes or anything like that.”

	“Safes, sir? That’s something only Mr. Anderson—”

	“Mr. Anderson hired me,” Fellows interrupted. “He told you to help me, didn’t he? Whatever I needed?”

	“Yes, sir,” the gardener agreed. “But I work in the garden, sir. I don’t come into the house except when summoned, or sometimes for a glass of water.”

	Fellows grunted and pulled his hand away from the wall.

	“Right. Of course,” he said. He put his hands on his hips and nodded. “Back to the garden with you, then.”

	The gardener left hastily, and Fellows chuckled.

	Eloise did not like him at all.

	“You,” Fellows said then, pointing to a maid named Theresa.

	“Me, sir?” she said, carrying an empty tray into the kitchen to be cleaned.

	“You,” he said again. “Come here. Talk to me.”

	He led Theresa farther down the hall, away from the kitchen to the side door near the pantry where dry goods were brought into the house. The man opened it for her and invited her to head out.

	Eloise was still not sure if she liked Theresa. She reminded her of an old maid named Evelyn. It was Evelyn who had let Eloise wander by herself on the day she died. It was Evelyn who took her into the garden and to the pond. She liked Theresa more than she liked Mr. Fellows, however.

	Fellows took Theresa outside, smiling at her as he invited her to walk with him.

	“You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you? What’s your name, darling?” he asked. Eloise followed them in the shadows, wondering what anything the man was doing had to do with killing ghosts.

	“Theresa, sir,” she answered.

	“Theresa,” he repeated. “Pretty name for a pretty girl.”

	“Thank you, sir,” Theresa replied, keeping her eyes down.

	“So what can you tell me about the house here, Theresa? About Mr. Anderson and his wife?”

	“About the spirits, sir?” she asked softly.

	Fellows chuckled.

	“Well, sure. Them, too. You think this old house is haunted like your Mr. Anderson does?”

	“Oh, yes, sir. I know it.”

	“You know it?” Fellows asked, his eyes widening with delight. “Do tell, my lovely. What do you know?”

	He was mocking Theresa, but the maid did not realize it. It seemed a strange attitude for a man hired to destroy spirits.

	“I’ve seen things, sir. A girl, pale as milk. She’s… she’s the most dangerous one.”

	“A milk girl, is it?” Fellows teased.

	“She’s killed people, sir. I know she has. There was a girl once, come for a visit. They let her out of their sight only for a few minutes, I heard, and—”

	“And your milk ghost nabbed her, did she?”

	“She vanished, sir. The house took her, and they never saw her again. ’Til they found her bones.”

	Theresa’s voice broke as she spoke, and Eloise frowned. The maid held back tears, and all Fellows could do was mock her.

	“So it wasn’t a ghost so much as you just lost the girl, then? She coulda run along home.”

	“No, sir. Her family, her poor mother… no one saw her again is what I heard.”

	“Is that all?”

	“No, sir. There’s a boy I see sometimes. He seems kind, though. He doesn’t hurt people. And the cook says she saw Mr. Hesselschwerdt’s ghost. He was the man Mr. Anderson hired before you.”

	“Before me?” Fellows said, smiling broadly. “Must not have been good at his job if he’s a ghost now too, hmm?”

	“Some of the others say the spirits in the cellar must have killed him.”

	“The cellar. Of course,” Fellows said. “The bad ones are in the cellar.”

	“It’s true, sir,” Theresa assured him. “The darkest ones are down there. They blinded a girl once. And killed someone.”

	Fellows nodded his head as they circled the house and headed toward the garden. Eloise did not want to follow too closely. She did not want to get near the pond, but she wanted to stay close to Fellows to hear what he was saying.

	“Now, Theresa love, you never saw any of these ghosts yourself?”

	“The pale girl, sir. I have seen her.”

	“Right, sure. But what about these cellar ghosts? Did you see them hurt anyone? Or did others just tell you it happened?”

	“Oh. I heard the stories, sir. It was before my time, all of that. The death of Mr. Hesselschwerdt, and the gardener, and the maid who was hurt.”
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