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For my father




When you have read folktales of this god and that, you have perhaps spoken patronizingly of the old mythmakers and thanked your lucky stars that you lived in a more enlightened age. But those old storytellers were the really enlightened ones, for they saw into the other world and recorded what they saw. Many of the world’s favorite gods are said to have lived upon the earth as men. They have so lived. Does that idea startle you? How does a man become a god, and how does a god become a man? Have you ever wondered?


—Elsa Barker, from Letter From a Living Dead Man


A bed is laid in a secret corner


For the three agonies—love, birth, death—


That are made beautiful with ceremony.


—George Mackay Brown, from “The Finished House”





[image: Images]



A FALCON TURNED SLOWLY IN the cold air, its arcs becoming wider and higher with each pass it made over the corpse.


It rose above the cobbled lanes and leaning houses and flew north, past the bare trees whose roots cracked the sidewalks on most of Lichport’s crumbling streets. It could see the river in the distance ahead. Then, as though it had changed its mind, the bird banked, and flew back the way it had come. It circled once more far above the body and then stooped, dropping from the sky into a blur until it opened wide its sharp-tipped wings again, briefly holding the air before landing gently on the dead woman’s shoulder. The falcon flapped quickly, finding its balance. Dark and light markings flashed from the underside of its wings as it lifted its yellow legs up and down, careful not to pierce the corpse’s clothing or flesh with its talons.


The peregrine tilted its head to the side and looked at the woman’s dull eye with its bright one, perhaps seeing its own reflection. Leaning closer, the bird moved its smooth beak slowly across the woman’s face as though to wake her. It plucked tentatively at the disheveled tresses of hair lying across her face and shoulders. The bird stood atop the body, crouching, vigilant, jerking its head sharply this way and that, attentive to each sound it heard—branches scraping against one another, distant waves falling to shore, anything that moved or stirred the air.


The falcon waited like that for some time before a movement farther down the street caused it to leap into the sky again. Another corpse, desiccated and elderly, shambled toward the woman’s body and, lifting it from the ground, carried it away. The peregrine followed above them, unseen and silent, in the direction of Temple Street, where the one corpse carried the other up the stairs and onto the veranda of a large house. On the roof of that house, the falcon perched upon one of the spiral brick chimneys and waited. Inside the house—she knew with the instinct of a mother—was Silas Umber, who in life had been her son.



LEDGER



It is now surely beyond any dispute that the first death watch, the original Hadean clock, was built by Daedalus. Hesiod makes no mention of this episode. True. But what cared he for the machinations of mere men? Pausanius, Apollodorus, and Ovid are all cryptic, and generally reliable, but the most detailed account is found in the “lost” portions of Hyginus’s Fabulae. No other versions of this account exist but, in truth, what classical author would have written openly on such a matter, particularly in those long ago times when selfish, vengeful gods walked closer to the sides of men? Who would scribe a story that would have reddened the face of Hades with shame, only to have such records used against them when they later arrived in Tartarus’s dark tribunal halls, where more creative punishments might be meted out over the long eternities? Then as ever: better to say little and live long.


Nevertheless, my own careful studies of the surviving accounts reveal that Daedalus, on the occasion of his son’s death, sought to confound the work of Hades, the Lord of the Dead. Mors was then merely the herald, not yet king, and so it would indeed be Hades that would take offense at such an undertaking. Daedalus’s cleverness was considerable. With his son’s corpse close by, he created a kind of clepsydra, or water clock, and in a small metallic chamber below where the water pooled, he summoned and locked up the ghost of his son, so that the boy would not be lost to him, could not be taken away into the lands of shadow. Nor could his son’s spirit wander—that most terrible of fates. Father and son would remain together. Hades, go hang.


All depictions of the original device are lost, but its workings we know well enough from the writings of the those Undertakers, those inheritors of Daedalus’s invention, who both saw that first Hadean clock, kept it safe, and who later made their own versions, each with the technology that time and their own craft afforded them. I suspect, since Daedalus’s day, the technique has been more or less consistent. The clock merely kept the time, noted the passing of moments and hours, by the flow and collection of water (and later, by mechanism), a simple reminder of man’s fleeting mortality. But, with the spirit entrapped within, when the workings of the clock were halted, when the hole through which the water passed was blocked with wax (or the dial stopped), time halted its course as well, and the dead could be perceived.


How the particular “spiritual” mechanism functions remains a considerable mystery. And surely, long ago, the action must have been performed with some trepidation, for the halting of time would have been an affront to both Hades (who so relies on time’s passage to carry death to mortals) and Cronos himself, the miserable Titan who fathered Hades into the world so that the dead might be herded like cattle into pens and thereby remain peasants, even in the afterlife where we might all one day have continued on as kings in our own manors and blissful estates, had things been otherwise.


Still, we may speculate that when the forward motion of time, or its semblance, was halted, the entrapped soul, sensing the moment or lack thereof, would seek to make a way for itself into that Other World that is the inheritance of every soul. Yet, being bound, and though the gate, or Lych Way, be opened, the ghost could make no egress. But the pale light of those shadowlands, passing into our world through the Lych Way as a mist, or rather, a sort of Plutonian ether, might make transparent mortality’s curtain, revealing, with time suspended, the presence of the dead yet residing within or about our mortal sphere.


It is perhaps best not to dwell too long upon the miserable irony of Daedalus’s creation. For while he sought freedom for Ikarus from that harsh imprisonment Hades would have put upon him below in Tartarus, by setting his son’s ghost in the prison of the clock’s mechanism, Daedalus himself became Ikarus’s unwitting jailor. But in truth, what father does not seek, through love or necessity, or ignorance, to choose for his son that occupation that will keep him gainfully employed and close to home?


—FROM THE HIDDEN HISTORIES OF THE HADEAN CLOCK, ALSO CALLED THE UNDERTAKER’S FRIEND AND BURDEN, BY JONAS UMBER
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HE SHOULD HAVE GONE HOME.


But instead of sitting in the safe quiet of his own study surrounded by his father’s things, Silas Umber was stacking books upon Charles Umber’s desk in the cold, private library of Temple House. He had promised his mother he wouldn’t enter the north wing until she got back. He’d lied. He went in the moment she’d left the house, and he’d been there all night.


The north wing was no longer used. But up until recently it had been the busiest part of the house. It was there his cousin’s corpse and spirit had both been hidden and trapped by his uncle. Silas’s own life had nearly ended there, and his father’s corpse had almost certainly been brought to this part of the house after he’d been murdered. The little library off his uncle’s bedroom was also the storage room for numerous volumes of funereal photography as well as Charles Umber’s collection of forbidden occult books. Now his uncle was dead. Silas had insisted that none of the books be removed until he’d been able to go through them all. His mother hadn’t been too keen for anyone to enter that part of the house, and had locked the doors of the north wing. Silas knew she wouldn’t want him to open it again, but that would be an argument for another day. At least he knew that the books and much else were still there undisturbed.


Here was a collection not fit for the public rooms of the house. Volumes filled with portraits of Lichport’s dead, taken, preserved, and prized by his mad uncle. Silas pushed aside the postmortem photographs. He’d seen them. His eyes moved quickly across the titles of the older books: The School of Night. Compendium Demonii. The Cult and Rites of Canaanite Idolatry. The Book of Abramelin. The Areopagian Grimoire. Demons, Spirits and Spells of Assyrian Sorcery. Shelf after shelf stacked with books of necromancy. He pulled down two and three volumes at a time, piling them on the inlaid desk. And as his hands passed over these forbidden tomes, the words of his ancestor Cabel Umber crawled in his ears. . . . You can bring her back. . . . Such arts, dark as they are, are meant to be used by the wise. . . . As much as Silas hated and feared Cabel Umber, he knew his ancestor was right.


Beyond the desk and the piles of books stood open the large bronze door with its sigil-inscribed surface. Across its threshold lay the Camera Obscura, Charles Umber’s room of . . . experiment. That chamber was empty now, its floors and walls scrubbed nearly clean, but traces of the chalk-drawn magic circles remained on the floor. The massive glass ampule that once held the corpse of his cousin, Adam, had been taken away by the Narrows folk, along with all the bottles of honey and other preservatives. But the sickly sweet smell remained, and it distracted him from his reading, making him look up frequently, as though someone, or something, might at any moment come through the door.


He opened another volume. See, he told himself, centuries of people all wanting the same thing, all crying out in spells and chants to bring back the spirits of the beloved dead. What they have done, I can do. And I have more longing and as much aptitude as most. As Undertaker, if I used such spells, surely they would work. Surely the dead would come if I called them.


He noticed the bindings of some of the oldest tomes were worn and cracked. Those must have been brought to Lichport long ago, maybe by his own ancestors. Others, it seemed from their inscriptions, had been collected by the Knights of the Eastern Temple, that mysterious brotherhood who built the house’s original rotunda and for whom the street, the cemetery, and the house itself had been named. An easy guess, for on the shelves, Silas could see, held between the books, were also pages and documents from the times when the brothers still occupied the property. They looked like mostly ledger pages, lists of objects, long ago stolen out of the East and brought, ultimately, to Lichport. Some of that very collection certainly formed the basis of the assemblage of artifacts gathered by his grandfather and then added to by his uncle: the relics now stored in the attics of Temple House. Silas carefully put those brittle pages aside and turned back to the books. It was in the ancient books of forbidden rites—books his father would have shunned—that Silas was searching for a spell to break a spell.


He read by candlelight. Looking into the wavering flame, he could almost see her face through the frozen water. Beatrice. Her features were blurred but discernable below the ice. Blue-skinned. Wide-eyed. Terrified. Trapped. She was waiting for him, had been reaching out to him in his sleep all the time he was in Arvale. Who else could help her if not him?


Looking up from the books, he noticed that his arm wasn’t hurting anymore, and the curse mark had faded. Maybe his return to Lichport from Arvale had worked loose the stitches of the spell? Or maybe Cabel Umber’s powers had dissolved as the cousins of the summer house chased him from the gates and back into his prison inside the sunken mansion? Either way, that business was far away now and finished.


The air of the room was freezing.


He knew Bea was cold too.


The thought of her spirit trapped in the dark, icy water quickened his breathing.


Looking down, Silas could see wisps of vapor form on the air in front of his mouth. His fingers were going numb. He moved his hand down to the pocket of his jacket to warm it, but remembering it was filled with dust—the remains of Lars Umber, who’d perished at the Arvale gate—he stopped. He rubbed his hands above the flame of the candle instead.


Before him on the desk was a worm-riddled copy of The Virgilian Heresies. He had found, in more than one book, broken versions of some of the spells hissed into his ear by Cabel Umber in the sunken mansion at Arvale. He mistrusted those words and their source, though he could even now feel the power in them. One of the pages bore what looked to be a recent bookmark. As he silently read over the words of the Dark Call—the accursed rite that would forcibly summon a ghost back into its bones—the chamber grew even colder, and the candle dimmed as if the flame crouched in fear. Silas closed the book. More of its pages had been marked, and Silas suspected that his uncle had used such spells to summon certain spirits to his awful purposes, or maybe even to keep poor Adam bound to his corpse.


Silas rubbed his eyes and sighed in frustration. He wasn’t sure if he could do it. Such rites required using the bones of the deceased or other “mummiae,” or remains. The words were forceful and grim. He’d already found many spells of binding and numerous summoning rites, but the sounds of those words . . . Command, compel, demand, require, force, order, constrain . . . He couldn’t think of using them on Beatrice. She was not his slave. He loved her. He didn’t want to use violent language to drag her spirit from the millpond. He just wanted her back. Back with him, out of his dreams and at his side. He wanted, more than anything, to walk with her again as they had done when exploring together Lichport’s streets and monuments. Just to hear her voice again. Wasn’t love enough to bring her back? No, chided Mrs. Bowe’s voice in his mind, nor has it ever been. Alas! Poor Orpheo! If love were enough to bring them back, the world would be crowded with corpses, forced to endure an eternity of embraces by those weak-hearted folk who could not bear to say good-bye! Let death come and do not look back!


“No,” Silas said aloud to the air.


The candle was sputtering and a chilling draft idled now about the desk where he worked. He didn’t know how long he’d been there. All he knew was that he was cold right through. He rose and stretched his back, aching from hunching over the desk. From where it leaned against the wall near the door to the Camera Obscura, a broom fell and loudly struck the floor, startling Silas.


Someone is coming, he thought, recognizing the portent.


My mother is home. . . .



LEDGER



I heard of what happened to a family in the town. One night a thing that looked like a goose came in. And when they said nothing to it, it went away up the stairs with a noise like lead. Surely if they had questioned it, they’d have found it to be some soul in trouble.


There was a man used to go out fowling, and one day his sister said to him, Whatever you do don’t go out tonight and don’t shoot any birds you see flying—for tonight they are all poor souls travelling.


—PASSAGES FROM VISIONS AND BELIEFS IN THE WEST OF IRELAND BY LADY AUGUSTA GREGORY, 1920. TRANSCRIBED BY AMOS UMBER
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FROM SOMEWHERE ON THE GROUND floor of Temple House, Silas heard noises. Had his mother come home during the night or early morning? He knew she would be furious with him for going into Uncle’s upstairs rooms.


Silas got up and walked slowly into the north wing’s long gallery. There was gray light in the windows. He’d been up all night and hadn’t noticed the morning, or the dusky, clouded noon when it came.


Then he heard the sound of heavy footfall stumbling down the back hallway.


It was not his mother.


He knew every version of her footstep: the quick and angry click of high heels, the slow, drunken slur of house slippers, and all the variations in between. Whoever was walking around downstairs was not Dolores Umber. Someone else was in the house. The loud, slow footsteps made their way through the butler’s pantry. Silas moved closer to the wall. He barely breathed.


Downstairs, he heard metal hit the floor. Maybe one of the candelabra falling over. Then nothing. Whoever it was had come to a stop in one of the downstairs reception rooms. The dining room, most likely. Those were absolutely not his mother’s footsteps. Someone had broken into the house and was looking for the silver, or worse, hiding, lying in wait for him to come downstairs, or for his mother to come home.


Where was she? Where had she run to so quickly? Dolores had been frantic when she’d left. Where had she needed to go in such a hurry? Was the person in the house connected somehow to her absence? Silas did not like unanswered questions, especially those that came to him in Temple House.


There was more noise from below. Chairs were being dragged across the floor. Was someone stealing the furniture? Silas kept close to the walls to avoid the floor creaking and made his way out into the upper hallway. With even more trepidation, he walked one hesitant footstep at a time through the doorway leading from the long gallery of the north wing and onto the upstairs landing overlooking the foyer.


He walked slowly, carefully placing each foot before following with the other. He tried to keep his back straight, not to crouch, pretending he wasn’t scared. But with each step, he moved a little more hesitantly over the carpets. His feet felt heavy, as though some wiser part of him knew that he didn’t really want to see what was down there and was trying to hold him back.


At the bottom of the staircase, the statue of the Ammit, the “devourer of souls,” stood sentinel over the foyer. The taxidermic representation of the otherworldly Egyptian monster seemed alert too, its brittle ancient lion hairs standing up stiffly on its neck. Silas brushed past the statue, his arm touching it, but he barely noticed. He moved deliberately into the large study that once held so many of the artifacts from his uncle’s collection. He walked sideways, looking out the window to see if anyone was outside on the porch. At the fireplace, he picked up an iron poker, casually, as though to examine it, in case he was being watched, then he moved silently down the back hallway and through the butler’s pantry. At the closed door to the dining room, he paused, breathing hard. He was sweating. Trying to get a tighter grip, he squeezed the handle of the iron poker so hard his knuckles went white.


He held his breath and pushed open the door.


The corpse of his great-grandfather turned toward him, blocking his view of the dining room.


“Silas. Oh, my child . . . ,” said Augustus Howesman. He stepped aside and let Silas see what lay on the dining room table.


All at once, Silas’s fingers loosed their grip on the fire iron he held. It clanged twice as its point and then its handle struck the floor. His great-grandfather’s mouth was moving but Silas could hardly hear any of the words being spoken. His mind had clamped shut, unable to take in anything more. As he looked upon his mother’s body, a ringing like the soul bell rose in his ears. Dolores Umber lay across the polished surface of the table. She wasn’t moving, and he knew from her posture and the pallor of her skin that his mother was dead. There, on the same table where his uncle had served them all those trays of preserved food and desiccated meats, was his mother’s corpse. He couldn’t look at her. He raised his eyes to the ceiling, then closed them. He knew that if he could keep his eyes shut, he’d be okay. He didn’t have to accept anything he couldn’t see. But the presence of his mother’s cold body had changed the quality of the air in the house. It hurt to breathe, and he knew that if he opened his eyes, he would see the walls of Temple House leaning in to crush him. Though the death watch sat untouched in his pocket, in Silas’s heart, time had stopped.


Hands held him at the shoulders. He didn’t open his eyes. He could feel his great-grandfather now standing in front of him. The ringing in Silas’s ears lessened.


“I can’t do this. I can’t do any of this anymore.”


“Silas, I’m sorry. You don’t have a choice, son.”


“She can’t die. Not now . . . I can’t . . . I’m not ready . . . not now.”


His great-grandfather’s face was sorrowful, sympathetic, but his voice grew firm. “Would tomorrow be better? Maybe it would have been better for Dolores to die next year? Or in ten years? When would you have been ready? Silas, if you don’t know this already, it’s time you did: Death does not care if you are ready. Do you understand me? No one is ever completely ready, especially the living. Silas, come here. Look at your mother. See her now, as she is. It only becomes real when you look. Come on, son.”


Silas allowed his great-grandfather to move him toward the table.


His mother’s skin looked very smooth, almost as though she’d had no cares in life, had never pursed her lips in anger or drawn her eyebrows together in scrutiny. Only in death had her body finally let go of its worries. She looked younger. He knew his mother had been beautiful in her youth. She’d told him so many times, and he’d seen pictures. But now the fairness had returned to her face and he could see it. Yet, at the same time, death had also added something to her looks, a sharp angle of difference. She was his mom, but something else now too. The foreignness of her familiarity unnerved him. Made him feel like he shouldn’t be looking at her as she lay there with her eyes closed, like he was intruding on a private moment.


Memories began to gather about him like onlookers at a visitation. Silas remembered when his mom brought home a cake when he graduated high school. He’d thought it was stupid at the time. He hadn’t even gone to his graduation. He’d barely qualified for graduation, he’d missed so many days. They hardly had anything to celebrate. But she had been trying to make the day special. She was trying, and he’d blown her off. Maybe she’d tried more than he noticed. His stomach clenched as the guilt washed through him and flooded everything else from his mind.


He could remember almost nothing before this moment. He had been looking for something upstairs. It didn’t matter now. All thoughts of the ghost of the millpond fell away from him. There was only the shape of his mother on the table and whatever needed to be done for her next. Everything else in his mind froze and faded. Even the desires of a moment ago watched him now from across a crevasse. It was like his fever-dreams when he’d get sick as a kid. He was a tiny spot on a vast plain. He’d stretch out his arms on the bed, but couldn’t reach anything, couldn’t feel the edge of the bed, or the wall. There were no sounds in those dreams, so when he tried to scream, no one could hear or find him.


Again, his great-grandfather was speaking to him. Words of comfort. They sounded like they were coming from another room. The world was muffled, wrapped with cotton.


Silas walked in slow circles around the dining room table while his great-grandfather spoke. He would look down at his mother’s face as he went past her head again and again. Even as Augustus Howesman was trying to give him instructions on what needed to be done next for Dolores, Silas was talking to himself out loud.


“I should have come home! I waited too long.”


“Silas?”


“I should not have left her alone,” Silas said. “I should have gone with her.” He suddenly saw something on her arm that seized his jaw and pushed the words back down his throat. Silas squatted and looked closely at Dolores’s skin. He gently touched the spot on her arm where the curse glyph, a copy of the one Cabel Umber had placed on him, had been stitched in hair and thread onto his mother’s skin. Those careful stitches . . . tiny and so precise. He knew immediately who had made them. The three ladies from the house on Silk Street. They had somehow lifted the curse from him and set it upon his mother. He could still feel the heat of the spell on her skin. This was an old power at work. Had his mother gone to them? Is that where she’d gone last night? His mind was churning, but the simple truth broke through: The curse meant for him was taken by her. She had died for him.


This was his fault. He might as well have killed her himself.


Every part of him ached. Shame and grief covered him like a mourner’s shroud.


There was a draft moving across his heart. When he closed his eyes, all he could see was a cold stone inscribed with an equation of loss: his own name, and then a list of those that had recently been subtracted from his life. Amos, Beatrice, Lars, Dolores. All gone.


He sat down on the floor next to her corpse and began to sob.


“I did this . . . ,” he repeated through his tears. “It’s my fault.”


“No, Silas,” his great-grandfather said, putting his hand on Silas’s shoulder. The old man’s tone had changed. Silas could hear the fear in his words. “Grandson, please, listen. We haven’t much time. I need you to get up and hear what I have to tell you. There will be time for sorrow later. Please, Silas! Stand up and hear me!”


Silas rose to his feet but couldn’t take his eyes off his mother’s arm. Augustus Howesman put his fingers on Silas’s chin and gently turned his great-grandson’s face toward his.


“Listen to me now, Silas. There are things that must be seen to. Your mother is dead, yes, but she is not beyond harm. It is not yet the hour for mourning or for revenge, if it comes to that. Certain rites must be attended to, and your mother has only us to help her. That is unfortunate, because what is required stands outside your knowledge and partially outside of mine. This is not part of the Undertaker’s work. This is . . . another tradition. Part of the rites of some of the oldest families of the town. So, we must seek out . . . well, older folk. To my knowledge, even your father never attended a Howesman funeral, or one like it. You will have to trust me. We’re going to have to help each other.”


Silas breathed in deeply, slowly, trying to gain control of himself, focusing on his great-grandfather’s voice. “But why can’t I oversee her funeral?”


“For one thing, immediate family should never have to bear that burden unless necessary or asked for by the deceased. For another, as I’ve said, my side of your family has its own ways of doing things. I need your help, but you’ll need to be accommodating here.”


“Okay. I trust you,” Silas said.


“Are you going to be all right leaving the house? Because you are faster than I am, so you will have to be the one to go for help.”


Silas didn’t know how to answer. Help from whom? The numbness was ebbing, but now confusion had taken its place.


“Are you sure you’re all right?” Augustus Howesman asked again.


“I’m fine. I’m always fine,” said Silas, taking a deep breath. “Everyone dies and the world is filled up with terrors that need to be settled and laid to rest, and I am always fine. Don’t worry about me, sir. I am the Undertaker. I have stood upon the edge of the abyss and called it home. I. Am. Fine.”


“Silas . . . grandson?” The corpse reached out for his shaking hands, but Silas drew them away.


“Great-grandfather, just tell me what I need to do.”


“Well, you can start by covering all the mirrors. That should be familiar. We all do that when death comes.”


“All right,” Silas said, his voice going flat as he opened a deep drawer in the sideboard and took out a stack of linens; several tablecloths and some large white napkins only slightly yellowed from age.


“That’s fine,” said Augustus Howesman, sitting down. As he spoke, Augustus shifted his chair closer to Dolores. He took her arm, which hung slightly off the table, and drew it up to his chest. Then he stroked her cold hand and gently held it and rocked it back and forth as though he was trying to help her sleep.


While his great-grandfather gave instructions, Silas listened and unfolded the linens, one after another, moving mechanically through the downstairs rooms, covering over all the mirrors. He paused in the foyer at the grandfather clock. Silas opened the cabinet and reached inside, stopping the cold brass pendulum. When he was sure the dial was no longer moving, he covered the clock with a tablecloth.


His great-grandfather called from the dining room. “Did you hear me, Silas? You know where to go?”


“I do,” he said, walking back into the doorway of the parlor and calling back to the dining room. “It will all be done just as you’ve said.” Silas already had his jacket on, and he left Temple House without another word.



LEDGER



The funeral rites among families with Restless ancestors and kin remain a subject of mystery, speculation, and general apprehension. The rites, as they are still practiced within the district of Lichport, are certainly very ancient, at least in parts, and are passed from family to family in the manner of the initiations of the mystery schools of old. Portions of these rites may include, as their inspiration or precedents, certain of the more well-known rituals practiced by the ancient Egyptians, for whom the rendering immortal of mortal flesh was a revered specialty of their priests.


Whether the similar traditions among the Restless of Lichport stretch back that far, or merely mimic the elder Nile rites, cannot be known. In either event, the mysteries at work within the bloodlines of Lichport’s oldest families remain one of the most strange and frightening of Lichport’s many extant funereal eccentricities.


When the inheritors of the great family fortunes left Lichport, those who concealed (for by that point, the Restless were little spoken of except in whispers) “enduring” members of their families sought respectable ways to dispose of them reasonably. Some left the living corpses where they were, either inside their ancestral homes, or within the more recently fashionable tomb houses. Certain of these folk have remained, mostly ignored or forgotten now, within those places.


Other families, particularly those from the old neighborhoods of Queen and Prince Streets (some of the first to leave Lichport) availed themselves of the spacious (and now abandoned) mausolea within Newfield Cemetery. Thus, some of the Restless from those families were placed within the elaborate tombs in the Egyptian style located in that cemetery’s old and derelict eastern district. It is known that other families occasionally added to the population of Restless folk within those lotus-columned tombs.


Several of the Restless there are of extreme antiquity, including one venerable lady who claims descent from those ancient Nile folk who were masters of every funerary art. I have twice tried to make enquiry of that lady, but was turned away from the tomb for lack of sufficient blood-relation. It is rumored she was brought to Lichport out of the east by the Brotherhood of the Eastern Temple and that she once formed part of their mysterious oracular rites. Others say she arrived with a circus from the south who considered her to be of “exhibit quality.” Though I plan to return, if possible, in the company of my wife’s grandfather and enquire further, I do so with trepidation, for it is also known that the Restless of Newfield, stacked and abandoned there by their families, hold little affection for the living.


—FROM THE UNPUBLISHED MANUSCRIPT “NOTES ON THE DISPOSSESSION OF THE RESTLESS SINCE 1900” BY AMOS UMBER
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THE STREETS OF LICHPORT WERE a gray blur that mirrored the afternoon sky where a hidden sun hung behind slate clouds. Silas could barely feel the freezing air for all the cold already inside him. There were only the words his great-grandfather had spoken before sending him on his errand. FOR YOUR MOTHER’S SAKE. Augustus Howesman’s words tumbled through his mind, though Silas could find no comfort in them.


Your mother must not be left alone.


. . . dangerous time for her.


You must trust me.


. . . a bull from Mennever . . . the Peales will know . . .


Do not seek her ghost. . . .


Do not use the watch. . . .


No questions . . .


The Howesman way . . .


. . . what your mother would have wanted.


Trust me. . . .


Our traditions . . . different from the rest of town . . .


Newfield . . . lotus-columned tombs . . . be polite.


. . . dangerous time . . . not left alone . . .


Bring the Book of the Dead, however you can,


whatever form it’s in . . .


Trust me . . . I’m sorry. I’m sorry.


Do not tarry. . . .


Hurry back. . . .


Midnight may be bad. . . .


There were few people on the streets. On the dark windows he passed, reflections of the bare trees waved Silas away. He put his head down, trying to see the sidewalk in front of him, thinking only of where he needed to go first. Anything more made him want to turn around and go home. There was too much . . . and if he began trying to sort through his feelings now . . . Keep walking, he told himself. Just keep walking. Take the message to Mother Peale. Do that first.


Silas tuned his mind to the sound of his feet on the cobbles of the street. He’d left his coat open to the cold. There was a wind coming down from the north, and already he couldn’t feel his ears. He made no effort to warm them with his hands. He wanted to be numb again.


The lights were already on at the Peales’ store. Winter in Lichport seemed to hold the sun at arm’s length no matter the hour. It was afternoon, but darkness would come in swiftly enough. As Silas entered, the bells on the door jingled and Mother Peale looked up from behind the counter, where she sat by a small stove with a wool blanket over her lap and another about her shoulders. She shouted, “Close that door! That wind will be the end of me!” As she saw Silas’s face, she leapt to her feet.


“Good God, child! You look half-dead!”


“Please don’t say that.”


“I only mean, gracious, Silas . . . what the devil has happened? What did they do to you out there beyond the marshes?”


He couldn’t say the words. He couldn’t tell her what had happened to him at the gate, and he certainly wasn’t going to share what he had been reading when his mother’s corpse was brought home. His private thoughts, dark as they were, were all Silas had left.


“My great-grandfather has sent me to ask you to send to Mennever Farm . . . for a bull? He said you would understand, and that he ‘will bear the cost of everything.’ ”


Mother Peale’s face paled as she put her hands forward on the counter to steady herself. “Silas! By all that’s holy, tell me what’s happened.”


His lips drew tight, and he pushed his tongue against the back of his teeth. Silas shook his head as if refusing to answer her, but finally said, “My mom—”


“Oh, Lord, no!” Mother Peale cried as she quickly came around the counter. “Child, child . . .”


She held out her arms to him but Silas stepped back toward the door. “I have to go. There’s more I have to do before it gets dark.”


“Where are you going?”


“To Newfield,” he said absently, looking away.


“Oh, Gods! Oh! Silas . . .”


As usual, someone else knew as much or more than he did. He didn’t want to talk about it or explain or have anything explained to him. His mother was dead. A funeral was to be held. Both of his parents were gone. What else was there to discuss? He needed to keep moving and just get through the blackness of the day to whatever lay on the other side of it. Then he would try to do the same tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. He turned to leave.


“Wait,” she said, her voice high and stitched with worry. She went back behind the counter and rummaged in a box below it. “Here,” she said, testing and then handing him an old but working flashlight. “You’ll need this, I think. It’ll be dark soon. Oh, be careful, Silas! Take bread!” She took a fresh loaf from a large basket on the counter and thrust it into his hands. “And take a bottle of milk from the case. I don’t know what’s best down there. I’ll send all requirements to your mother’s house directly. Don’t fret about that. I’ll take care of it all. You come fetch me if there be trouble, or if there’s ought else you need.”


Without another word, Silas stepped into the street. Behind him, he heard Mother Peale calling for her daughter Joan and delivering a rapid list of instructions as he walked away. “Joanie, get the truck and have them strappin’ boys bring around some rope and the big blankets for the beast . . . aye, to Mennever’s . . . to the farm . . . No, they’ll have the trailer and we’ll take it back when all’s been done . . . Yes, tonight . . . Take some blinders to cover its eyes . . . must be kept calm . . . I don’t care about that . . . you keep that creature serene! Tell them lads . . . shift their arses! This is old-time business, and we’ll do things right or not at all! Tell them who it’s for!”


As he turned down Coach Street, Silas put the flashlight in his jacket pocket, and the bread and milk into his satchel. Some kind of offerings, he guessed. Just like people used to leave on the porches of the houses on Fort Street. As his hand came out of the satchel, it brushed the death watch. He clutched it out of habit, and the silver case warmed in his grasp. The watch’s quick ticking mimicked his own fast-beating heart, which pounded now at the thought of going alone to the derelict lanes of Newfield Cemetery. He had once walked there with Bea, and he remembered nervously how, as evening fell, the dim lamps of the night market, as she had called it, began to glow among the tombs. He could almost hear Bea’s words and how they unsettled him then and now. Haven’t you ever lost something? C’mon! Maybe we’ll find it. What are you looking for, Silas?


Looking up, he saw that the sky would soon shift from gray to black. The high wall of Newfield was ahead. Silas shuddered but kept walking as he passed into the long shadows of its gates.



LEDGER



We must, each in our time, master the Lych Way, become lords of two lands, as once it was called. Such is our birthright. It is not enough to open or close the doors for the dead. We are no mere porters. We are emanations—shadows and reflections of the gods. They are mimed in us, in our deeds and in the obligations of our undertaking. The Peller’s soul is puissant, for what god’s power is not conjurable by us, should our work require? Yet it is more than vocation: discovery of the mysteries of the gods and the inner summoning of our presiding geniuses—Janus, Jove, Osiris, Hades, Anubis, Hermes, who you will—what are these but an Undertaker’s initiation through his own life, from birth unto his waiting grave, should it come?


—MARGINALIA OF JONAS UMBER
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THE SUN WAS BEGINNING TO set, but clouds hid the gold of twilight. At the statue of the bronze lion that kept watch over Newfield Cemetery, Silas paused and read out of habit the raised letters of the plaque set into its side.


Who can stand before the arrows of the sun?


Or the bright flame of the stalker of the plains?


Rest in my shadow, Oh, Innocence!


While the guilty perish by tooth and claw.


For mine is the undiminished heart of carnelian.


Despite the chill, the bronze was not cold to the touch. Silas put his palm onto the statue, remembering the lion’s preserved corpse inside and how, just there between its massive paws, he once sat with Beatrice as she sang to him. He drew back his hand and pressed on, only allowing the memory of Bea to flutter at the margins of his mind, but no closer, not yet. He shouldn’t linger. His mother was waiting.


In front of him, Newfield widened out into a vast expanse of fenced plots, mausoleums, and avenues, planted all around with the less auspicious graves of the more common folk. Far in the distance, where some of the older burials ran closer to the cliffs overlooking the sea, Silas could hear dogs barking. He’d heard their howling before, when he’d lived at Temple House and the wild packs would course along the wall in Newfield’s northwestern side. He began to walk faster, trying to keep close to the open tombs in case he had to get away from the dogs should they come closer.


In the eastern quarter of Newfield stood the once-fashionable Egyptian tombs. These were separated from the rest of the cemetery by a large wall decorated along its length in the Egyptian revival style, with tall fluted columns and carved capitals in the shape of lotus flowers. Ivy covered most of the walls and hung like a curtain over much of the open archway leading into the avenues.


There was still a little light in the sky as Silas parted the ivy and walked down the path between the mausoleums. Ahead was the pylon-shaped tomb where his great-grandfather told him he would find the Book of the Dead. He was cold and nervous now. He had never been in this part of the cemetery, but had once, with Bea, seen strange lights here as darkness fell.


All around him stood sentinel sphinxes and tall statues of Anubis, the jackal-headed funeral god of ancient Egypt. As he passed by, Silas glanced at the ornamental faux-hieroglyphic plaques adorning the doors and walls of the tombs. They bore familiar names—many Howesmans, and other ancestors from his mother’s side of the family, and people from the other wealthy families of Lichport with whom the Howesmans generally married. Many of the ornate inscriptions concluded with unsettlingly similar additional dates.


Juliette Howesman-Ellis


Beloved Wife, Mother, and Grandmother


    Born    Died     Laid To Rest


    1846      1926       1942       


Silas saw that as the death dates got later, the “laid to rest” dates began to cluster, as though many of the corpses were finally interred during that more recent period when the bigger families began leaving Lichport. As he peered into some of the tombs, he saw tenantless stone sarcophagi standing upright, others on their sides, their lids askew or broken, the occupants apparently missing. But at the back of many tombs, he could see stairs leading down to chambers below the earth, and it was possible the Restless occupants resided somewhere below.


At the end of the avenue stood the tomb Silas was looking for. Its outer walls were made from carefully dressed stone, and massive columns held up the lintel of the doorway. The entrance stood open, and between the columns, a rectangle of impenetrable black hung like a moonless night.


Silas leaned his head closer to the entrance. He could smell the stale perfume of stone, damp, and mold within.


“Hello?” he whispered to the darkness.


The darkness didn’t answer.


Remembering the flashlight Mother Peale had given him, Silas turned it on and pointed it inside, then followed the beam through the doorway.


Within were wonderful things. A large chariot clad in thin sheets of gold stood against the wall nearest the door. There was also a carved wooden bed adorned with finials in the shapes of leopards with eyes of inset lapis lazuli. Numerous sconces stood unlit about the antechamber, but the beam of the flashlight revealed walls painted with detailed murals in the Egyptian style, perhaps copied out of some excavation reports of the last century from sites such as Abydos or Dendereh.


Silas gazed closely at the walls, wondering if their hieroglyphic texts and images held clues to the rites awaiting his mother. The hieroglyphs were indecipherable to him. Yet the carved and painted images were plain enough: The panel scenes depicted the deceased—shown in anachronistic American attire from the turn of the century—being led by Anubis toward a green-skinned god seated upon a dais. That was Osiris, the judge of the dead. At his feet was seated Ammit, the eater of souls, made from the body parts of a lion, hippo, and crocodile, just like the queer trophy-statue in his uncle’s house. In the next scene, the deceased had been laid upon a table and was being prepared for interment: wrapped in linens up to his cravat, covered with fragrant oils, a scarab set upon his chest. Then, in the following panel, the corpse was standing, eyes closed, while Anubis inserted a small—was it a sort of little stone crowbar?—into the corpse’s mouth. In the final scene, the bandages had been removed from the corpse, who was now departing the naos, the funerary sanctuary, on its way back to town, clearly walking up Fairwell Street. Were these the funeral rites of the wealthiest of Lichport’s families? Of his mother’s people?


As Silas crossed the floor, he saw there were numerous jars and urns as well as many small ivy plants in decorative pots, like those left on the porches of the houses on Fort Street. Most of these were, ironically, dead. There were dusty bottles of wine, pots of perfume, and in the corner, several badly preserved stuffed cranes or ibises wrapped in stained linens. There was also the small, thin corpse of a cat that appeared to have simply curled up in the tomb and died without knowing it was now part of a bizarre funereal tableau.


Against the other walls of the chamber were stacked more pieces of carved furniture, more statuary, and many chests and coffers. Strangely, though, none of its contents had been stolen. Everything was covered with layers of undisturbed dust. Many offerings had once been left, gifts for the dead, but no one had entered this place for some time. As Silas looked at the contents of the tomb, he could not help but wonder what it would feel like to be left here, for family to bring him, at his death, into a chamber like this one, and then to endure beyond death that way: a silent watcher, left behind, surrounded by cut stones and bricks; dust sifting down over his face, his lips becoming tight and dry, eyes closed, dreaming of the world outside that had forgotten him.
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