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			Here is the book of thy Descent . . .

			Here begin the Terrors.

			Here begin the Miracles.

			—Perlesvaus, 1225

			There the patient houses grow

			While through the rooms the flesh must flow.

			Mothers’, daughters’, fathers’, sons’,

			On and on the river runs . . .

			—From “A Devon Signpost” by Jacquetta Hawkes

			Thus he arrived before a great castle,

			on whose façade were carved the words:

			I belong to no one and to all.

			Before entering you were already here.

			When you leave you shall remain.

			—From Jacques Le Fataliste (1773) by Diderot

		
		
	
		
			PROLOGUE

		“BRING HOME THE CHILD . . . ,” she said through her sobs. “Little soul, by swift wing fly homeward to me.” Maud Umber spoke desperately, her eyes spilling over with tears. She looked as though she had been crying for a thousand years.

			She could move freely at most times through the whole of the house, though she often allowed her losses to hold her here, in the zone of the tears of fire, and within her private chapel. This was her own place, a casket for her grief. Here, alone in the chapel, Maud Umber gave free rein to her sorrow.

			She stood in a long woolen gown, limned with flickering, melancholic fire, looking out over the twilight salt marshes. The deep casement of the window was used as an altar and was thick with wax from the centuries of candles left burning there. Little blue flames flowed and leapt across the surface of her hands and fingers as she lit another candle. She stared at a small, gilded statue of a woman who sat on a throne with a small child in her lap.

			Maud closed her eyes and wrung her hands in front of her heart in desperate supplication.

			“Almighty and all merciful Queen, to whom all of this world fleeth for succor, Flower of Flowers, help and relieve my mighty misery. Lady of Heaven and Mother of the Stars, Thou who guardest little children in life and in the hour of their death, and hast prepared for them, and their mothers, a spacious place, even in the angelic abodes brightly radiant which befit their purity, wherein the souls of the righteous dwell, Thou, Cause of Our Joy, who makest a way for all the mothers of the world: Do Thou take pity, and restore my child to me . . . to my arms. Let a mother’s prayer be answered, I beg You, Holy Mother, Advocate of Eve. Bring home the child. Please, Mother of Heaven, light the way for my child to come home again so that we may make our way to Your side. Bring home the child. BRING HOME THE CHILD. . . .”

			The prayer became a scream woven with every kind of sorrow and longing and misery. It was the cry of a soul torn into portions of unfathomable grief. She screamed until there were no more screams left in her. She dropped to the floor, looking up at the carved beams of the ceiling and the thick, impervious stone of the walls.

			Shadows hung all about her, cast from the candles and from the preternatural glow rising from her form. Her chest heaved as she turned to look at the fluttering tapers. Suddenly, beyond the window’s frame, something flew upward from the earth and filled the air of the distant sky. Flocks of small birds were circling over the salt marshes, joined in their flight by the night herons. Something was happening. That place was changing. She rose from the floor and walked quickly to a bronze mirror hanging next to the hearth. She breathed across its surface and whispered, “Mother of Heaven, who hath caused this?” An image rose.

			A young man, a scion of her own house, blood-kin, stood before the salt marshes where nested the souls of the mothers of the lost. She knew that place well and had at various times looked out over the water, seeking solace with those weeping souls who had also lost their children, but whom she could never join. Now the once heavy, miserable air of the marshes was light with birdsong. Small birds. Children. The spirits of children filled the air. And below them stood a young man. It was the son of Amos Umber, and he had brought the lost children to the Bowers of the Night Herons where the mothers of loss had long been waiting to be free of their sorrows, to have their hearts restored to them, to find their children, any children, to whom they could give comfort, and so know peace.

			Maud Umber’s heart leapt and the flames that traced her body stilled and nearly went out. So, the child of Amos Umber held within his hands the rare power to bring lost children home. She went to the door of the small ancient chapel, stepped across the threshold, and ascended one of the high towers of the house. Without any consideration, without a care for the consequences, she raised her arms and spoke the words of summoning.

			“Let name call out to name! Scion of the house of Umber, come home! Your family calls you. Take up the mantle that is yours by rite and right. By threshold and Door Doom, by Limbus and mansion, by hall, by chamber, by lintel and post: Child of Amos Umber, come, now, by the ancient way, to the house of your kin!”

			She prayed he would come, for fascination with the house, with the ancestral manor, if nothing else. And once he arrived, he would take his place as Janus and would help her. He would restore her losses. He was obligated to his relations.

			A deep brazen trumpet sounded. Long and low came the ancient carnyx-call from some high place among the range of battlements. Then, from atop the long-abandoned clock tower, a decorative figure carved of limestone stirred, shifting from steadfast rock to undulating fabric just below the huge, unmoving dial. Tall and hooded, the figure slowly bent forward and set down its mighty scythe by the foot of the clock’s face, then stretched its hands, each finger a thick, sharp-tipped bone that clicked and scraped against its neighbor.

			Again, the trumpet cried out in metallic staccato notes that lengthened and deepened the longer they were held—SilAAAAAs, SilAAAAAs, SilAAAAAs. The blasts pierced and shattered the freezing air.

			The messenger pulled back its hood to reveal a skull, no longer of pitted, greening limestone, but dark, smooth bone, polished now like obsidian. From below the shelf of stone where it stood, a wind blew up the tower and roused the tattered hangings from its flowing robes into the semblance of wings. Then, as though the wind had caught in the billowing garment, it rose into the air and flew from that high place to deliver its invitation. Its eyes flared like embers leaping to flame as it flew along the lychway. When it came before the gates, the messenger unhinged its jaw and let forth a sound like the cry of a thousand night birds. The gates opened, and in this way, the messenger passed into the town of Lichport.

			It floated silently down Fort Street, unseen, except by one venerable corpse sitting watch in a high window of its crumbling house.

			The messenger passed from shadow to shadow along the leaning and abandoned buildings, swiftly making its way closer and closer to its destination. A few moments later, the messenger stood on the porch of Silas Umber’s house. Without pausing, it drew its long finger up and down across the surface of the door, tracing out six letters in flame, burning the lines deeply into the surface of the wood . . .

			ARVALE

		LEDGER

			Sanctify unto me all the firstborn . . . both of man and of beast: it is mine.

			—EXODUS, 13:2. MARGINALIA OF AMOS UMBER
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			NIGHTMARE TIME.

			From the ruined lighthouse clinging to the rocks stacked high above the sea, a gray ghost-light swept out over Lichport.

			Every evening, for over a week, on the very edge of town, the miasmic beam shone down from that tower. Grim weather descended with that light: furious winds and buffeting rain. And when the storm rose into a gale and screamed from the cliffs and whipped the surf into flying sheets of foam, that’s when the bad dreams began. It was mostly in the Narrows, where folks lived closest to the lighthouse; they would wake, terrified, from awful dreams of drowning and shipwrecks and muted voices crying through slowly rising bubbles far beneath the surface of the sea. Even in the upper part of town, people were affected.

			But not Silas Umber, the Undertaker of Lichport. He wasn’t sleeping anyway. Not since a few nights ago, when someone burned the name of the old Umber family estate into his front door. Silas had spent the rest of that night pulling books and records from the shelves of his study, anything he could find that would tell him more about the house called Arvale. He had a large pile of these on his desk, awaiting his attention. But the lighthouse would have to come first. People were talking. Letters requesting help had been coming in every day since it started. Nights were bad for the rest of the folk in Lichport, and Silas knew they expected him to end the trouble.

			Mrs. Bowe, who lived in the house attached to his, woke screaming six days ago and hadn’t had a good night’s rest since. Silas’s mother called him two days before to say the dreams were so bad that she had resorted to only napping in a chair during daylight hours. Silas had spent several evenings at his mother’s house across town, playing cards with her from midnight until morning because he was worried she’d go back to drinking to calm her nerves. Things had eased a little between them. They were talking to each other now, not at each other. He knew his mother was proud of him in her way. She still had trouble saying it, Silas could tell, but things were better. She had come to his dad’s wake and had begun talking about Amos civilly. Silas had even invited his mother to move in with him once more. And although she declined, saying again the house on Temple Street was her place now, and the only way she was leaving was feet first, she took her son’s hand warmly and kissed his cheek for having asked.

			But the nightmares were fraying the edges of everything.

			Now Silas looked out from a high window in his house. In his hand, the death watch was silent, its ticking stilled by his thumb against the dial. Silas could see, clear with the ghost-sight the watch bestowed, the beams of sickly gray light turning out from the lighthouse and falling like a pall over land and sea.

			At first, Silas thought the light might have been one of the occasional phantasmal glimmerings seen near the ocean. These were not uncommon, and while they might be related to sunken ships, or some poor soul lost beneath the waves, no ghost ever manifested, and the lights would usually vanish almost as soon as they appeared. But this was different, and people in town, his town, were suffering.

			Enough, he said to himself. Enough.

			He opened the enormous funereal ledger that contained everything his father and the other Undertakers of his family knew about ghost lore and death rites. Scrawled throughout the book and upon its margins were the notes, instructions, and gleanings of his ancestors, those previous Undertakers who, like him, sought to bring Peace to the unsettled dead.

			The ghost of the lighthouse had been known to his father, but only through secondhand accounts. Silas had read an entry in his father’s handwriting that explained that the ghost of the lighthouse would never appear to him, though he had tried to speak to the spirit on more than one occasion. For several days, and as the nightmares continued to run like wild things through the town, Silas read and read, making an especial study of the lighthouse and its sad history. He devoured newspaper accounts, memoirs, notes, rumors: everything he could find in the ledger and in the large collection of books on local history that spilled from the shelves of his father’s home library.

			When he had learned all he could on the subject of the lighthouse and its last occupant, Silas set out for the cliffs, a little before dark. In the months since his father’s death, he had diligently applied himself to Undertaking, reading widely, and practicing the arcane rites he’d read about in the ledger when and where he could. And while Silas wasn’t even sure if he’d be able to help, he was resolved to try. In his mind Silas carried a name, held it like a talisman with which he might be able to settle the dead within that spindle of brick perched upon the rocks. He prayed the name would be enough.

			The sky was pouring down pitch as Silas walked quickly along the cliff toward the old lighthouse. He wore an oilskin cape over his father’s jacket and held a small lantern. As he approached the high tower, he reached into his jacket pocket and took hold of the death watch, that ancient timepiece that when stopped, compelled the dead to become visible to the living. Silas drew no comfort from how quickly the silver warmed in his hand. It was as if the death watch wanted to be held and used. It made Silas feel uneasy.

			Before even reaching the door, before stopping the hand of the death watch, he could sense the past of the place weighing down on him, more and more with every step, pulling at his feet as though the earth itself were trying to hold him back. He picked up his pace and when he reached the door, he took out a large iron key lent to him by Mother Peale, who had taken it upon herself to keep an eye on the place many years ago. She had been only too happy to hear that Silas would try his hand at bringing Peace to that haunted tower.

			“You take this key and do what you can, Silas Umber,” Mother Peale had said. “You know we’re all for you, no matter what happens. And remember, if you don’t come back, your funeral is paid for by the townsfolk, as is customary, so don’t you worry. It’s all taken care of should it come to that.” Mother Peale had smiled and winked at Silas then, to rouse his good humor. Silas had smiled back, but hadn’t found it terribly funny.

			At first, the key wouldn’t turn in the lock. Silas twisted it back and forth, worried that it might break. Finally, the rust gave way and the lock turned, but when Silas pushed the door, it wouldn’t budge. He shoved it, then struck it with his fist as though the door might fly open by the sheer force of his rising aggravation. Finally, in anger, Silas threw his full weight at the door, hitting it hard with his shoulder, and the door relented. A damp, salty smell flowed out from the darkness beyond the doorway as he stumbled inside. He held up the lantern, its weak light barely making an entrance into the inky black of the room, and then closed the door behind him. He walked to the center of the room, set the lantern on a small uneven table, and took the death watch from his pocket. Opening the jaw of the small silver skull, he brought his thumb down hard on the dial. He could feel the watch’s little heartbeat slow and then stop. Silas closed his eyes, drew in a breath, and opened them again.

			Where only a moment ago there had been an abandoned room with a few pieces of rotted and broken furniture, now a new scene glimmered before him. A wood-burning stove glowed on the far side of the room and a few toys lay scattered on the rug. In the middle of the room, a table was set with a cloth and candles. A hutch against the wall bore dishes and mugs. Here was a comfortable family home.

			A sudden movement caught Silas’s eyes. A shadow was drawing away from the wall. Slowly it lengthened out across the floor, and began to rise and take shape. The shadow moved against the light to place itself in a chair across the room from Silas. There, now, smiling faintly, was a young man, perhaps in his twenties. His body gave off a gray ineffectual light, as though he were a candle seen on the screen in an early film.

			“Good evening,” said Silas to the ghost, breathing slowly, steadying himself.

			“Is it evening? I hadn’t noticed,” the ghost replied absently.

			“Almost. I am looking for the keeper of this lighthouse. Is that you?”

			The ghost looked away. “No. That is my father.”

			“May I speak with him?”

			“I am afraid not, sir. He’s not here at present.”

			“May I ask where he is?” Silas inquired.

			“My father’s not here. Just me now. The son.”

			Silas was surprised. He knew that the lighthouse keeper’s son, who had died with his mother in a shipwreck, had been an infant. So who was this? Was there another son? Had the records he’d consulted been incomplete? There was something in the ghost’s voice—a knowing hesitancy—that made Silas uneasy.

			“I need to speak with your father,” Silas said again, this time putting some iron into the words.

			The ghost began to shake. He looked at Silas, then toward the window.

			“I think I know you. . . . I’ve seen you, sitting out there, with a girl.” The ghost smiled wanly then. “You were with a strange girl. Her skin was like the moon—”

			“I don’t remember,” Silas said. While he couldn’t recall the particulars, he knew the ghost was right. He’d been there with a girl. What was her name? No. He didn’t want to start on this topic. Not now. Memories of her . . . of the girl . . . made his heart ache, and he hadn’t come to the lighthouse to talk about his own losses. “But,” he said instead, “I am pleased to meet you. I am Silas Umber. I am the Undertaker. I am here to help you.”

			“I am Daniel. Daniel Downing.” As the ghost spoke the name, he seemed to dim and lose the definition of his form. His edges blurred.

			Now Silas was confused. Daniel had indeed been the lighthouse keeper’s son, the very son who had died out upon the reef with his mother when their ship struck the rocks. Thus far, Silas’s experience had been that ghosts appeared as they were at the time of their passing, or as they had been at some especial point during their life. Ghosts only had full knowledge of what they had been and what they had done during their lifetime. So how could a child appear as the man he had never become?

			“Now, if you please. I would like to speak with your father.”

			The ghost looked down at the floor and shook his head.

			“He’s not here. I told you.”

			“Are you sure?”

			The ghost looked up, his eyes rheumy and unfocused. “It’s time to light the lamp,” he whispered.

			“All right,” Silas said, trying to encourage him. “Let’s have some more light.”

			But the ghost looked frightened and only repeated, “Time to light the lamp.” The ghost began to open and close his hands as though he were giving some kind of frantic semaphore to the floorboards. “It’s getting dark.”

			“It is. Night is coming.”

			“Oh, God,” said the ghost.

			“You don’t want to light the lamp? May I help?”

			“I do. I must. It’s just that . . . the light affects me badly . . . my head.”

			“Let’s climb up together. I will help you.”

			“All right,” said the ghost passively. The color of his form deepened and darkened, becoming more present, the buttons on his clothes coming into focus, and he added, “If you like, I can show you the spot where my father jumped.”

			“Thank you,” replied Silas, his nerves prickling at the ghost’s mention of the suicide. “That will be fine.”

			They climbed the steep stairs of the lighthouse together. When they reached the uppermost chamber, the great lamp of the tower burst into spectral flame and began to turn, casting its grim light over the sea and land and the tower itself. As the beam passed through the ghost, Silas could see another aspect, another face, hiding just below the glimmering ashen surface of the ghost’s skin. It was older, but not vastly different from the one Silas had seen only a moment ago. When the beam swung away, the older face vanished, and the young man was there again.

			“Let me show you where he jumped, Silas Umber. Just here. You see, the rail is not so high. Just here, the waters below are churning and churning. They never stop. How restless the sea is . . . that’s where you’ll find him. Down there.”

			Silas tried to turn away from the rail, tried to focus on something, anything other than the dizzying descent and the noise of the waters crashing on the rocks. He looked at the lamp room and found it changed. The piercing light now seemed to pass through the solid walls of the building. And just as the death watch had altered the appearance of the room below, now the beam illuminated a space different from the one Silas had first seen; the room appeared in the full flush of its heyday long ago, long before the lighthouse was abandoned. This spectral effect was taxing on Silas’s eyes and the repeating flash of past, present, past, present made him dizzy and disoriented. He knew the spectral effect was a warning, but Silas could not yet perceive which way lay hidden rocks and which way the safe harbor. To steady himself, he ran his own name through his mind: I am Silas Umber, Silas Umber, Silas Umber. As he did, he remembered what it was he came to do, and his face flushed with resolve. By speaking his name, by saying the word “Umber,” he could sense his father’s steadying presence. Silas stood up straight and pushed back his shoulders, feeling, in his blood, that a part of his father was always with him.

			The ghost stood at the rail, looking out at the sea.

			Silas stepped close to the ghost and said, “I believe I know who you are. You are J—” But before Silas could continue, the ghost began crying out in a rapid circle of words.

			“Gone . . . all gone. I have nothing now. No one. All my fault. Now all is lost. All is lost. All is lost. . . .” And like the rising of a sudden gust, the ghost lifted quickly into the air above the railing, his eyes darkening, their sockets becoming black and empty.

			Over and over and over like a prayer, Silas called out the ghost’s true name. “Joseph Downing! Wait! Joseph Downing, be still!

			The ghost stood upon the cold air, holding himself in the posture of an angry child, fists thrust up over his ears.

			“No!” cried the ghost. “My father is below! I am his son. This is my home.”

			Standing his ground, Silas shouted back. “You are Joseph Downing! Hear these, my words! You are Joseph Downing, the keeper of this light—”

			The ghost fell upon Silas, trying to push him from the tower, his blurring form buffeting Silas with a freezing blast of air. The great wind took Silas off guard, raised him up off his feet, and made him lose his balance. He fell forward, nearly over the rail. Looking down, Silas wove his arms through the railing and held it fast. Silas looked up. The ghost was hanging in the air before him out beyond the protective rail. And all the while, the dark light continued to go around, washing the world in successive veils of its dismal nightmare-light.

			When the lamp beam poured over Silas, his own name began to unravel. In that light, he heard only the call of the waiting rocks below and the deadly churning of waters. His arms loosened on the rails. He stood at the edge of the tower as the ghost swayed back and forth against the backdrop of the black sky, crying with a throat of storm, crying shards of a lie, a tale grown twisted and false.

			“My father is lost. He is lost down there!” The ghost turned in the air, thrusting a finger toward the rocks and sea. “Even now. Lost among the waters. Dark places. Below the kelp. Cold. Cold. Cold. My father is—”

			But Silas cut him off. “Joseph Downing, enough!” he said.

			“I am Daniel Downing,” the ghost moaned piteously, desperately, hiding in the name. “I am the son—”

			“Enough! Here is your story and your name!”

			And while the ghost continued to sob, Silas told the ghost its own sad tale.

			“Their ship was coming back to Lichport, returning from up the coast, where they’d been visiting family. Your wife. Your child. They were coming home. All day you’d been waiting, but how were you to know the ship had been delayed? Only two days, due to bad weather. But when the ship did not come in, you waited. All night you waited up on this tower, straining to see through the night. Hoping to see the silhouette of their ship against the moonlit sea. But the ship did not come. The next day, twilight found you still up on the tower, sitting, watching. And as the day ebbed, so did you, and for only an instant, you told yourself, ‘I’ll close my eyes.’ ”

			The ghost stood frozen on the air, his eyes wide and fixed on Silas. He muttered, “I did not sleep. Only rested. I did not sleep. . . .”

			“Nor has anyone in this town slept. We have all kept vigil with you. But Joseph, that night, you did sleep, and evening stole in and the lantern had not been lit, and so when their ship approached, there was no candle to guide it home. The ship struck the reef and all aboard were lost to the sea. Your wife. Your child. Both lost. On this very night, long, long ago.”

			The ghost wavered and began to dissolve, falling away into his own misery and shame, but Silas spoke again. “Wait, Joseph Downing, one moment more.”

			The edges of the ghost’s form sharpened and took hold of the air again.

			“Now, Joseph Downing, tell me what happened next. Speak.”

			Slowly, the ghost began to move his mouth, then the words came.

			“A boy from town told me what had happened. Everyone knew there had been no light. My son and wife were gone, gone below, and . . . ” The ghost’s voice began to waver.

			“Go on, Joseph. It’s all right now. There is nothing left to lose but your own good self. Speak your name and tell me what happened.”

			“I am . . . I am Joseph Downing. Yes. That is my name. And when I learned what had become of them, I tried to put myself low, to be with them in the sea. I jumped from the lighthouse! But, oh, I fell upon the rocks, there! Oh, God . . . even in death I was denied them. . . .” The ghost pointed to where Silas was now standing. Silas looked toward the railing, but when he looked back, the ghost was standing by the lamp room and had started walking toward him.

			“Wait! Joseph! Abide!”

			The ghost’s eyes had become flat, black stones. He walked past Silas and through the railing and fell like a thing of substance down into darkness.

			Silas stood by the rail, looking down, unsure of what had happened. Was it over? The ghost had said his own name. Had it been enough? He must not assume. He straightened his back and called out over the water. It felt unfinished. Should he summon the ghost back, compel him to return? But Silas thought about the ghost and his family, his wife and child, lost in the waters. Perhaps there was something he could do for them all.

			“Who will come for this weary soul?” Silas intoned. “Who shall abide with Joseph Downing and keep him?” Silas closed his eyes. With his words, Silas sent his mind’s eye out into the sea, searching along the bottom for the bones of those who had been lost so long ago. And as he’d learned from his father’s writings, he imagined his words stirring the remains, sinking into them and waking, gently waking, those who had waited to find the Peace their awful deaths had kept from them. Mother and child, Silas said to himself. Come, now, for here is restoration. Mother and child, bring peace to this lost soul. Mother and child, carry him to peace. . . .

			Silas closed his eyes and tried to feel the words flowing out across the sea, though a small voice in the back of his mind held back and whispered to him, It is wrong to summon the dead.

			But he pushed back against his fear and silenced it, and out beyond the reef, two small lights appeared, growing larger and brighter as they came over the water, drawing close to the rocks below the lighthouse. As he looked down over the thin rail, Silas could see the form of a woman holding a child and standing above the waves. Below the surface of the sea, another light stirred and slowly rose to join the woman and child. As he emerged from the water, the ghost of the lighthouse keeper stood beside his family. From the high tower, Silas shouted down, “Peace be with you and Peace be upon you all, until—” But the ghosts had already vanished. The grim, gray candle of the lighthouse lantern was extinguished, and darkness descended upon the waters. Silas was hopeful, but unsure. He might have given them the waters of Lethe that would bring forgetting and dissolution to the dead. That would have been best in this case, he couldn’t help thinking. At least they were all together now. But where? At the bottom of the sea? Wasn’t that still lost? He wished his father were there to ask. There were complexities to the Undertaking that were still unclear to him. But, the spectral beam cast by the lighthouse lamp had gone out, and the ghosts were together. It would have to be enough.

			Silas came down from the tower and left the lighthouse, locking the door behind him. Worried that the ghost might return, he put his open palm upon the door and said resolutely, “This place is Peace-bound. May no malediction come to be set upon these stones. May no malicious spirit nor wandering ghost harbor or be bound here from this day forward until the breaking of the world.” And a shudder passed through Silas, through the bricks and mortar of the lighthouse, flowing through the rocks of the cliff and down into the sea, and it was done.
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			THE LIGHTHOUSE TOWER WAS DARK. Silas released the dial of the death watch and felt the now familiar tightening in his stomach and quickening of his breath as the hand returned to its circular course about the dial. The beat of his heart picked up its pace, as if it, too, had been stopped with the watch and suddenly been started again. Silas gasped at the sensation, then slowed his breathing, calmed himself, and began walking back toward Lichport. He paused, realizing the death watch was still in his hand. It took an act of will to drop the watch into his pocket, but once he did so, he walked more quickly. He could feel the exhaustion in his bones, and his shoulder still ached, but he didn’t want to go home. The clean night air felt good in his lungs and his mind was restless.

			A name was going around and around in his head and he needed to know more about it. Since the night it had been mysteriously engraved into his front door, and he had pulled book after book from his father’s library, his mind had turned the name over and over in a vexing loop. ARVALE. Each time he said it, whether aloud or in his mind, he felt something pull at him, as though the very word exerted a kind of gravity.

			He needed more than mere historical information; he wanted to find out what the appearance of the name meant. Who had carved this in the door, and why now? Asking Mrs. Bowe was out of the question. He didn’t want her worrying about him. She did enough of that already. Ever since his father died, she had tried to see to everything. She was always asking him what he was doing and why was he doing it, as though she didn’t quite trust him or, worse, still looked on him as a child, an incompetent child. Silas appreciated her help, but he did not want another parent. Not now. Not ever. With his father gone, he was the man of the family. In the last months, he had settled many spirits, spoken with many ghosts and, he believed, brought them Peace, although some had been more trouble than others, and it was sometimes hard to know if his techniques had actually worked. Just because they were quiet didn’t mean they were gone. Regardless, Silas would return to his house after each job and proudly inscribe the name of the ghost in the ledger, along with the word “Peace.” His heart swelled with a sense of belonging every time he made an entry next to those of his father and the other Undertakers of Lichport. He knew he was doing the best he could, and he didn’t need or want anyone looking over his shoulder. I am my father’s son, and I don’t need anyone’s help. I am the Undertaker and I keep my own counsel, like my dad did, he reminded himself, trying to calm his mind again as he began making his way along the stream back toward town.

			Walking in Lichport at night soothed him: the cold air, the little night noises, all so familiar to him now. He loved watching as candlelight filled the windows of the ancient leaning cottages down in the Narrows, and seeing thick curtains draw closed against the evening in the still-occupied but utterly dilapidated houses on Coach Street.

			The winds had blown the clouds apart and the moon had risen. Bright stars hung over old Lichport and the sea. Across the river, he could see the small light of a lantern low on the hill of the Beacon. Who else is up late tonight, visiting the dead? he wondered.

			He passed the small abandoned wharf, and walked through the stand of trees around the north side of Beacon Hill. He wanted to see whose lantern it was, and then, if all was well, he would visit his father’s grave before going home. He did that a lot. Even though he lived in his father’s house and was following in his father’s footsteps as Undertaker, standing beside his dad’s grave was a comfort to him, especially when he felt confused or overwhelmed, or weary from work.

			Pausing at the crooked gate at the base of the Beacon, Silas could see the grave-packed slopes rising up before him in the moonlight. There again, another lantern’s light flickered among the stones. He climbed the hill, weaving his way through the tombstones, following the glow. Just ahead he could see a dark figure, heavily cloaked against the cold night, sitting on a stool beside a familiar grave.

			Without looking up, the figure said, “Take a pew, Mr. Umber,” and gestured to the large hollow in the tree behind her.

			Silas recognized the voice. He walked over to the tree and looked into the hollow trunk. Inside was another small wooden stool. Silas drew it out of the tree and sat down beside Mother Peale.

			“It brings me heart’s ease, some nights, to sit here, among our good neighbors and kin, and now, by my John.”

			Silas nodded. “I like this place too. It’s quiet, easier to think.”

			“Come to visit your father?”

			“Often, yes. But it was your light that brought me here tonight.”

			“I see. Watching over things in general, now, are we, Mr. Umber?”

			“Yeah.” Silas smiled. “I like to keep a good eye on my friends especially.”

			“And we, your friends, are most glad for it. Indeed, you have made great strides these last months. Many folks are sleeping easier now that you have woken to your calling,” she said, wrapping her arm and her shawl around his shoulders. “Still, for you to be wandering about so late and not home with your nose in a book . . . I wonder if there isn’t something consternating you, Silas? Or perhaps you have been out on business?”

			He nodded. “I am just coming home from work.”

			“Yes, you have the look about you of a man who has been keeping grim company. May I inquire . . . ?”

			“The keeper of the lighthouse.”

			“And?”

			“I believe he is at last at rest.”

			“Well, well . . . ,” said Mother Peale with real surprise, “that is fine news indeed. That place threw a particular pall over the Narrows and no mistake, though all in Lichport suffered when it cast its light about. I am glad to hear your work went well. Maybe there will be a good night’s sleep waiting for me at home.”

			Silas shook his head briefly but was soon still again. He did not look at Mother Peale, but instead down at the earth of Mr. Peale’s grave.

			“But there is more to your tale, I think.”

			Silas told her about his front door.

			Mother Peale hesitated for a moment, then nodded. She was at least familiar with the name Arvale. “Have you told this to Mrs. Bowe?” she asked.

			“No,” answered Silas more emphatically than he meant. “She doesn’t enter my house by the front door, so she hasn’t seen it. I think it would make her nervous. She would know something about it—it’s a kind of invitation, I think—and she’d just tell me all the reasons I shouldn’t accept it. She would tell me, and keep telling me, why I should try not to seek out trouble. My work worries her.”

			“Your work worries everyone, Silas, because it concerns the whole town, especially when things go bad. I’m not sure you’re being fair to Mrs. Bowe, child. She has been your good friend since you arrived here.”

			“I know, it’s just that sometimes . . . let’s just say I can take care of myself.”

			“Well, now. It so happens I must beg to disagree with you. I believe a man in your position should cherish his connections. Do not make an island of yourself, Silas Umber. Not now. Do not forget that your profession is a community service, for the dead and the living.”

			“Maybe we could change the subject? Just for the time being,” said Silas, shifting his weight on the stool.

			“As you wish,” said Mother Peale. “How have your dreams been, since taking up your father’s work?”

			“Nothing to speak of,” he said quickly, trying to cover the lie. While he hadn’t had any dreams recently, that was because he hadn’t been sleeping. But before that he’d had some dreams, all right. Terrible, most of them. But he was tired of doing nothing but worrying the women in his life, so he said nothing.

			“No nightmares? Nothing strange?”

			Silas didn’t answer.

			“I see. Well, all right, then, young master. Keep your own counsel if it pleases you.”

			Silas could see she was willing to let the matter go, but he could read her sincere desire to help him, so he relented. “Mother Peale, how could I tell the difference? Everything in my life is strange in one way or another. Sometimes I dream I’m drowning. Two weeks ago, when that warmer wind came in, I thought I could feel someone watching me in my dream. I mean, someone not actually of the dream, but present just at the edges of it, looking in at me, watching from around a corner. But when I wake, it’s a blur. Whenever I try to remember the details, I get sleepy and my mind wanders to something else, and before I know it, I can’t remember what it was I was trying to remember.”

			“Best not to make too much of it,” Mother Peale said, though her eyes went small and her brow formed furrows of concern.

			It was getting to the part of the night when morning just begins to rouse itself, but darkness is still deep and the air is very cold. The sky was completely clear now and the bright congregation of stars looked down and gossiped among themselves.

			“I guess I’ll head up the hill to visit my dad,” said Silas, rising from his seat and returning the wooden stool to the hollow of the tree.

			“Just a moment.” Mother Peale reached for Silas’s hand, grasped it, and pulled herself up from her seat. “Is it your intention, then, to pay a call at . . . that place?”

			“You mean Arvale? Yes, that’s my plan. I believe I have been summoned.”

			“Perhaps, but, Silas, it is your choice and yours alone whether you answer that summons now, later, or never.”

			“Mother Peale,” Silas said with a sigh, thinking she was trying to talk him out of it, “I am going very soon. I think it is somehow required of me, and honestly, I’m curious.”

			“So be it. But, Undertaker of Lichport, if you are leaving us for a time, allow me a moment to make preparations.”

			“Leaving?” Silas asked. “Why do you say it like that? I’m not leaving Lichport.”

			“Silas, every great house is its own world. If you are going there, you are leaving here, one way or another. Distance has nothing to do with it. Now, let me give you something.”

			Reaching down, she pushed her fingers into the cold ground, took a handful of earth from her husband’s grave, and put it in a pocket of her dress. She picked up another handful of grave dirt and put it in the front pocket of Silas’s jacket.

			He looked at her questioningly.

			“Oh, dear! Have you learned nothing from your father’s many notes in this town’s great book? You see, there is always something we may learn from our friends when we keep good company. Grave dirt can be very helpful in a pinch, for it is said, and said truly, that if that stuff is thrown upon a ghost, it shall then become quiet and easy and perhaps even wait upon command or be banished, for a time. Though, it is also said that any banished in this way will surely return, and not so happy as when they left. And besides, it’s always best to carry a little bit of home with you wheree’r you roam! I’ll sleep better knowing you have it, Silas.”

			Mother Peale patted the pocket in her apron filled with earth. “There, now. Go where you like. I shall be able to keep things quiet in your absence for a short time, if absolutely necessary.”

			Silas was relieved that she’d put the dirt into the empty pocket and not the one holding the death watch. “But I am not leaving you. I am going to visit my father’s grave, an errand of but a moment. In a day or so, after a little more research, I will walk to a house on the far side of town and be back before dark in all likelihood.”

			“Silas! I took you for a learned man!” exclaimed Mother Peale. “That house, well . . . it’s neither here nor there. That is what folks say of it. Neither here nor there. It is a queer place, if you don’t mind my saying so. And as I’ve told you, where you think it is has very little to do with it.”

			“Do you mean to suggest that there is something strange about my family and their habitations, Mother Peale?” Silas said in mock surprise.

			But Mother Peale grew serious and concern flushed her cheeks. “I only mean to say, a visit there may take longer than you think, and I pray that when you return, I shall still be here to welcome you.”

			All humor had left her voice, and her words made Silas nervous. Her tone reminded him just how little he really knew about the world that he’d entered, all his put-on confidence aside. Below, somewhere near the bottom of the hill, a dog howled and Silas jumped. “What the hell was that?”

			“What the hell, indeed,” replied Mother Peale, unshaken by the wild night call. “That is surely the black dog. Have you not heard it before, Silas? It is often here, upon the hill, when someone is about to die.”

			“I’ve never heard that sound before, Mother Peale. Do you mean someone is going to die . . . now?”

			“Soon, I expect,” she said, looking up as another low howl broke the surface of the night. “I wouldn’t let it worry you, Silas, unless you actually see the black dog. That is a grim omen to be sure.”

			Silas kept looking back over his shoulder with a worried expression.

			“You don’t like dogs?” Mother Peale asked wryly.

			“I don’t feel one way or other about them. But that dog sounds . . . very large.”

			“My mother told us as children not to trust a great black dog if we met him on the road. ‘That’ll be the Shuck, and no mistake!’ my mother told me. Road hounds are an odd sort. Wanderers. Though the ones you see in cemeteries are just as strange by my reckoning.”

			“Have you seen a dog here before, on the Beacon?”

			“Oh, yes. And elsewhere besides. I saw a black dog just before you came to Lichport. I thought it boded ill for your arrival, but then, it was your uncle that was taken, so that was all right, wasn’t it? Oh, aye, I’ve seen one here on the Beacon before. Just after a funeral, that was years and years ago, but I can still see its ember-eyes and feel its cold breath on my hand. My mother told me that once, folks would make sacrifices to the dead, to keep ’em peaceable just after their dying time. And those offerings were given at the burial plots. But times changed and folk weren’t as keen to leave all them good victuals and finery about just to rot or get stolen. No one likes waste. So, it became the custom to leave a guardian to watch over the burial places between funerals. The spirit of the last one buried had to remain until the next person died and was buried, then it would be their turn to keep lookout. Well, that was all right for a time, but the dead can be a restless lot, eager to be about their business if they can. So then the dogs were left. A dog, usually black, was buried near the more recent grave and the dog’s ghost took up the watch. Usually it was all right, and that dog stayed put and watched over the dead.”

			Silas’s eyes were fixed on Mother Peale.

			“Other times, when the burial plots were left lonesome too long, abandoned by the kin of the dead, them dogs took to wandering themselves. Who can say what they are, really. Mind you, I’m not sure they are truly dogs at all, but whatever they be, they have the know of a dog,” she said. As if to put a period at the end of her story, the dog howled again somewhere down the Beacon. Mother Peale rose slowly from her seat.

			“Well, this evening’s chat and the night air have indeed cleared my head. I shall take my leave of you. I am ready for bed!” said Mother Peale. “Dear Mr. Umber, I wish you well upon your travels.” She hugged him quickly but hard, then began to slowly make her way down the hill, her lantern growing smaller and smaller in the distance.

			Silas was nervous now and kept looking back over his shoulder, but continued up the hill and easily found his father’s grave. The small mound had settled a lot already in the months since Amos Umber had been buried. Silas  put his hand upon it. The earth of the grave was cold.

			As much as he usually loved being on the Beacon, Silas now felt impatient. After his talk with Mother Peale, he was eager to set his feet forward on their road. He also sensed he was being watched. He looked around the hill, hoping to see the sexton, that kindly spirit who was often here keeping watch over his “flock.” But there was only the cold wind tearing dry leaves from the ground and casting them up into the sky. Then something else stirred the air. He paused, not sure he wanted to turn around. Silas could hear breathing, something or someone panting just behind him. He tightened his fists and whipped about. Sitting next to his father’s grave was the biggest dog he’d ever seen. Silas wasn’t sure what breed it was, maybe part Labrador, but it was shaggier, larger, and wilder. Its head was massive, and Silas could see that it would come up to his chest. There was a light in the dog’s eyes, and Silas was not at first sure whether he looked at an animal of this world or some other. The dog looked at Silas, its tongue lolling to one side. It was wagging its tail.

			“Good evening, hound of hell,” said Silas, trying to speak in a high, happy tone, though his heart was tight in his chest. “Are you a good puppy, or . . . something else?”

			The dog rose up on its massive paws and walked over to Silas, looking at him expectantly. Silas stepped back, feeling the earth shift below his feet. He reached behind him to steady himself on a tombstone, looking away for only an instant. When he looked again, the dog had vanished.

			Silas sat down hard on the ground next to his dad’s grave and remained there for many moments. It had been a long, strange night. His mind began to turn toward home. Mother Peale’s words and the dog’s appearance had shaken him, and now the whole evening, lighthouse and Beacon both, felt like one long troublesome dream. He didn’t like feeling anxious. He’d spent a lot of time in the last months trying to focus on his work, trying to take charge, trying not to remember how much he still had to learn.

			He put his hand on his dad’s gravestone and pulled himself up, then arched his back and stretched. Sleep was the only thing for it. He put his hand in his jacket pocket and grabbed the handful of grave earth in case he should meet the dog, or anything else on his way home.

			When Silas reached the bottom of the Beacon, he turned up Main Street. Nothing troubled his homeward journey. When he reached his front porch, he found a basket of eggs, several glass bottles of fresh milk, and a cheese—gifts from folks who had already heard, or sensed, that he had worked that night at the lighthouse, or perhaps from one of the families he’d helped earlier in the week. His heart was warmed momentarily by the kindness of these “payments.” But as Silas went to open the front door with his key, his eyes were held by the deeply engraved letters. He paused there on the threshold, worry rising in him again. Back at the Beacon, he could still hear the black dog’s howl, leaping now to greet the dawn.
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			TIRED THOUGH HE WAS, the memory of the dog’s baying kept Silas from sleep. He tried to doze in a chair by the fireplace in his study, but too many questions flooded his mind. After an hour, he rose and turned to his books.

			On the same desk once used by his father, the great funereal ledger of the Undertakers of Lichport lay open, and dozens of volumes containing references to Arvale were stacked about it like crooked towers. Most of the books had been marked with small slips of yellowed paper. This was how Silas liked to read while he was researching something: opening many books at a time, letting his eyes flow from page to page, catching words, phrases, and passages in quick succession. The method was more intuitive than critical, but it allowed the texts to flow into one another, no longer masses of individual references, but one massive volume on precisely whatever it was he was trying to find.

			There were no books entirely dedicated to the subject of Arvale house. But there were references to “Arvale” throughout many different volumes and in numerous entries in the ledger. Silas began making a list.

			[image: break]

			Toward the end of the ledger, Silas found a page of book titles in his father’s handwriting. None of these works was in his library, but it was clear that at some time his father had taken up a study of Arvale just as Silas was doing now. The list was headed with the words “Relating to, or with references of, A R V A L E.” Silas noted with interest titles such as Spectral Domestic Topography: Visions, Encounters, and Displacements; and Manes Intus, Manes Foris: Being a Practical Examination of Internal and External Spirits and Demons. At the end of the list of titles were more notes in his father’s handwriting. One read:

			Where we have enacted our abysmal rites, there shall we pay the punishments for them, for so long as the Doom is predicated on judgment and banishment, so shall all the family be likewise held and judged. So the halls and galleries and chambers of Arvale shall be a prison-house because we think, in our arrogance and our goetic power, that we are above the more ancient magics of sympathy and kindness. The Call to the house must be heeded, but as to whether the Undertaker shall submit to the “obligations and traditions” of the house and its perilous threshold, this is a choice each must make in his own time. Either way, there is a price to be paid.

			Throughout the ledger and in other books, Silas found the word “Arvale” written on many earlier bookmarks. Within the ledger, they highlighted inscriptions of varying length, most copied out from other works, other authors’ attempts to offer some insight into the place, or into the condition, that was Arvale. Some of the marginalia were authored and included an Undertaker’s name; other commentators preferred to remain anonymous. It seemed most of the authored posts had been made by a distant relative, Jonas Umber.
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