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 Christmas comes around but once a year. To Johannes Cabal, this showed shocking over-familiarity and ill-breeding.
Winter as a whole was a trial to him, forcing his attention from his work and to the necessities of running a house as the mercury dropped and the pipes threatened to burst at the first frost. Even when his house – a three storey building apparently stolen from the middle of a row of late Victorian townhouses and dropped on a remote hillside intact down to its small front and back gardens, woodshed and ingrained soot – even when his house was in good repair and proof against the December cold, there was little he could do professionally but bring his notes up to date and plan new experiments for the thaw. It was, after all, terribly difficult to rob a grave when the soil was frozen. Johannes Cabal’s profession was analytical necromancy.
It wasn’t a calling that attracted adoration or even tolerance. It seemed ironic to him, while escaping one torch-bearing mob or another, that doctors were regarded so highly for their stumbling and short-termed treatments when all he wanted to do was surpass their greatest efforts. The man who attempts to cure the common cold is a popular hero. The man who tries to defeat death is hounded from pillar to post. He appreciated that the practicalities of necromancy might be unpalatable to some but, really, what was a robbed grave here, a summoned demon there, compared to the possible gains? Oh, but no. The public could never see past the occasional and unavoidable mistakes, bleating on about how the science of necromancy was somehow intrinsically evil just because some of the higher profile failures had ended up wandering the countryside with a hunger for human brains. Sanctimonious fools, the lot of them.
Still, Christmas Eve, Cabal thought as he looked at the calendar on the parlour mantelpiece.
A family time. Usually, his solitary lifestyle was not only necessary to his researches, but very much his preference. Sometimes, though, just sometimes… He sighed heavily. He wasn’t entirely alone, strictly speaking. There were the things in the garden, and the things he kept in the woodshed, but he would rather open a vein than have them tracking grave mould and pixie dust onto the carpets. He’d been forced to take action against the things in the skirtingboards some time before so that only really left the thing in the box. He looked up at the wooden box that sat on the deep shelf above the fire.
“Merry Christmas,” he said.
After a moment, the box started to whistle
Good King Wencelas
in a melancholy but not unpleasant key. Cabal lowered his head and listened for a few bars. Something like a smile of happy remembrance flickered across his lips, or perhaps it was just the flickering firelight illuminating his face as the daylight died outside.
 Abruptly, a sharp knocking at the door made his head snap up, the ghostly smile instantly replaced by his habitual expression of tight-lipped distaste. Cabal wasn’t in the habit of receiving visitors at all, not least because not many actually made it as far as the front door. The garden folk – pixies, sprites and fairies whose activities would have made Enid Blyton very sad – didn’t usually permit it.
On the doorstep, Parkin waited patiently. It had been snowing earlier and he was wrapped up warmly. It hadn’t surprised him at all to see that his where the only tracks that went anywhere near Cabal’s house; quite the contrary. He rocked gently on the balls of his feet and blew out a cloud of hoary breath. In one of the flowerbeds near his foot, something small, fey and unutterably malign moved.
“Hullo, sonny,” said Parkin, apparently sensing the movement by sonar and not even deigning to look down. “Before you get up to any nonsense with fairy–shot or the like, I think you really ought to know my boots are nailed with cold iron hobs.” He looked down, his expression hard. “And I’m more than minded to grind buggers like you to dust with them if you get any bright ideas. Now,” his expression softened to an entirely insincere smile, “how can I help you?”
After a nervous pause, the snowy hedges and borders chorused a shaky, “Merry Christmas, Police Sergeant Parkin.”
“And a Happy Saturnalia to you too. Now piss off out of it before I do you.”
The door opened and Johannes Cabal stood framed there. He was a tall, lean man in his late twenties, blond hair cut sensibly short, blue eyes that had seemed nothing other than cold for a long time. He wore a white shirt but otherwise almost all black; trousers, socks, a black cardigan. Red tartan slippers and an enormous revolver completed his wardrobe.
“Herßliche Weihnacten, Parkin. Forgive the gun, I’d quite forgotten to expect you.”
“Not at all, Cabal. Just chatting with your charming garden gnomes.”
“Not gnomes!” cried the garden folk in horror at the slur, but Parkin had already gone in.
 

While Parkin made himself comfortable in the parlour, Cabal went off to fetch his annual bribe. He returned to find Parkin singing
Once in Royal David’s City
with the box.
“Good voice, yon box,” said Parkin, unabashed when he saw Cabal watching him from the doorway. “What’s in it anyway?”
“Nothing you’d want to know, much less see.” Cabal held out an envelope stuffed with banknotes. “Your, ah… Remind me, how do we dignify this?”
“Your very kind contribution to the police benevolent fund,” Parkin said as he tucked the envelope away in his coat. “It might amuse you to know, that’s actually where eighty percent of it does go. I keep the rest as a Christmas bonus, buy something nice for the kids.”
“I find your brand of honest dishonesty endlessly fascinating, Parkin.”
“Aye, well. It’s all in the degree, isn’t it? There’s plenty back in the village get their knickers in a twist every time this place is mentioned. Me and my tiny force of plods, though, we don’t care because you keep your nose clean in this parish. The fact that you don’t elsewhere is what this,” he tapped the safely ensconced envelope, “is for smoothing over. Truth is, I don’t see what it is that you get up to that’s so much worse than what some of those doctors in the city do. It’s all in the degree. Well,” he started to draw his gloves back on, “I’d best be on me way.”
 Something stirred in Cabal. Perhaps it was the season and the memories, perhaps it was Parkin’s non-judgemental view on Cabal’s work and unexpected attack on the smug ranks of the loathsome medical establishment, but Cabal suddenly felt the need for some companionship, somebody just to chat to for a little while as the night drew in.
“Could…” Cabal floundered in the unfamiliar waters of social interaction for a moment. “Could I interest you in a drink before you go? It’s a long walk back to the village, after all.”
Parkin stopped. He weighed Cabal up for a few seconds, then sighed and said, “You’re not going to poison me, are you? That would be a bloody silly thing to do.”
“Poison?” Cabal was taken aback. “Ach, nein! I would not… I only kill in self-defence.” He laughed. Parkin had never heard Cabal laugh before, had hardly thought him capable of it, and its unforced nature did a great deal to reassure him. “My laboratory is, that phrase…
in mothballs
for the winter precisely because it is such a difficult time to gather specimens.” He shook his head. “You have nothing to fear, Sergeant Parkin. I do not kill casually. I abominate death.”
So, abominating death, Cabal instead turned to the water of life for his guest. Specifically, a single malt that was very much to the sergeant’s taste. Cabal was going to make some tea for himself but Parkin insisted that he would not drink alone and so Cabal acquiesced but insisted on adulterating it with a little water to the mock horror of Parkin although after a couple Cabal decided to forego the water and so they went on and a little while later it was much later and a little while after that it was later still.
 

It was in the natural silence after Parkin had finished a strange little anecdote about a mad bull, a frightened constable and a weapon usually intended to stop getaway cars by shattering the engine block. They sat listening to the sonorous ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall for a full two minutes. The whisky had given out by this point and they were now enjoying a good cognac. Cabal hadn’t even known he’d had the stuff but Parkin’s honed detective instincts had sniffed it out, along with the snifters to enjoy it in.
“So,” he asked finally, “what’s it like being a necromancer then?”
The alcohol had pleasantly warmed Cabal, but he was still some way short of drunk and that wasn’t a question he cared to answer. Instead, he replied, “You’ve been kind enough to tell me some of your old war stories. Would you like to hear one of mine?”
Parkin was policeman enough to know when a question was being evaded, but he really hadn’t been that interested in the answer anyway. This sounded far more engaging and he said as much.
“Very well.” Cabal took a moment to recharge their glasses while he marshalled the distant events into a narrative order. “When I first decided to pursue this profession…”
“Why exactly did you do that?” interrupted Parkin. “Why did you decide you wanted to become a necromancer instead of, oh, I dunno, a train driver?”
“My reasons are personal,” growled Cabal, the unfamiliar sense of bonhomie slipping slightly.
Parkin wasn’t listening anyway. “I wanted to be a cricketer,” he said wistfully as cigarette card dreams danced before his eyes.
Cabal decided to forge on regardless. “When I first decided on this course, I had no plan. There are no career plans for necromancers. One just has to guess. Extemporise. I decided to attack the problem from one aspect. Not that of the morbidity of the body, but of the longevity of the soul. I decided to become a ghost hunter.”
Parkin looked at him askance. “Is this a ghost story you’re winding up for, Cabal?”
Cabal shrugged slightly. “Why not? Christmas is a time for ghost stories, and mine has the distinction of being true.
"Where to begin? Perhaps with an observation. A word is a word is a word. But words have power and in my own profession I have long since learned to regard them with a cautious respect. Part of that power is that of remembrance. A single word can draw one back to another time and another place, as the scent of a flower can resurrect a lost summer from the sepia depths of the past. Other words, though, can chill the heart and take one straight back to an ugly time, a fearful place. My story starts with such a word." He said it slowly, a small effort of will apparent, each syllable forced over his lips as if he was using his tongue to evict cockroaches. "Pant-o-mime."
 

An adventurous production of
Mother Goose
in a small provincial theatre was not my first choice as a venue for spending my time a few days after Christmas (said Cabal). This particular theatre, however, had its interesting aspects. Specifically, it had a death toll.
Actors are a flowery mob, given to exaggeration and hyperbole, but when they talked about dying on the stage in the context of the Alhambra, they were being very literal. In twenty years, four actors had died on stage in a variety of ways, all dramatic, some messy. The most recent case had occurred just before Christmas. The pantomime’s plot – to dignify the excuse for a collection of bad puns, bad songs and low comedy – revolved around a Dame, played by a man, who sells her magic goose in return for beauty. She realises her mistake and spends the rest of the interminable performance attempting to recover it. It is
Faust
for toddlers. The antagonist is the Demon King, a drunk in a red leotard and curling mustachios.
On the afternoon in question, a dull December afternoon with a sky the colour of oxidised magnesium, the play had reached the point where the Dame foolishly wishes for beauty out loud three times in the gloomy Dark Wood. Her wish is heard and the Demon King appears in a flash and puff of yellow smoke.
As an aside, summoning demons is actually a time-consuming and pernickety business. I feel this production seriously misled its audience. But I digress.
On this occasion, there was a flash and a puff, but no infernal materialisation. Only a muffled cry and sound like somebody taking an axe to a rotting tree stump. There was muttering in the wings. On the stage the Dame ad libbed as well as a man in a dress faced by an audience of primary schoolchildren who know damn well something is amiss can. Then the manager made his way on stage, apologised fulsomely and said that due to a serious technical hitch, the show was being abandoned, full refunds would be made and the management regretted any inconvenience.
There had, indeed, been a serious technical hitch. In case you are unfamiliar with the workings of this particular piece of stage legerdemain, I shall explain. The flash and smoke are primarily there to distract the eye while the Demon King makes his entrance through a trapdoor, a particular type known as a star trap. The model the Alhambra had was octagonal in shape. Each edge of the octagon had its own triangle of trapdoor, the end vertices of each sector of trapdoor meeting in the middle. The trick is that the actor is bodily launched by the use of a rapidly rising platform up through the trap. The leaves spring back like the petals of a blooming flower on impact with the top of the actor’s head, the actor shoots up through the stage and a little way into the air, the trap’s leaves take the opportunity to fall back into place and the actor lands lightly upon them to shrieks from the stalls and cries of uncritical admiration from the circle. All this business is covered by the smoke and dazzle from the flash.
You will appreciate that the platform, a small item not much bigger than the star trap’s aperture, must travel at a fair speed in order to accomplish the effect. The actor’s safety is entirely dependent on the leaves moving up easily as he hits them. On this occasion, you will have guessed that they did not.
As far as could be ascertained, they had not moved a whisker. Not when the actor hit them, not when he cried out in the brief moment of surprise he was allowed, not when his neck snapped nor even as his skull was crushed.
It was a mystery. The trap was checked daily as a matter of course and had always operated perfectly. The police were unable to find any sign of tampering or even of anybody who might have wanted to tamper with it. The theatre was shut for a fortnight as the trap was tried again and again and again and the police cast around looking for suspects, motives and the like. They found nothing and as for the star trap, well, there’s an axiom in science that an unrepeatable result is no result at all. The circumstances of the tragic event could not be repeated and nobody had the faintest idea what could have happened.
Except me. Now I needed to prove my suspicions. That something was afoot was obvious to me. Chance may perform many peculiar acts and extraordinary happenstances, but I doubted that four apparently accidental deaths could be put down to mere bad luck. Not when each had occurred precisely two thousand, three hundred days apart.
The Alhambra was, as I have said, a small provincial theatre of the sort that was undoubtedly a music hall until a few years before. Now it put on rep productions of Shakespeare, travelling murder mysteries and, of course, pantomimes. It lived a hand to mouth existence and a fortnight’s closure, even allowing for the days it would have been shut for Christmas anyway, was more of a drain than it could willingly manage. I expected to find the proprietor a desperate man and I was not disappointed. Mr Curry sat sweaty and unhappy at his desk as I introduced myself. In demeanour, he looked like a man whose dreams were haunted by the bailiff’s knock. Physically, he looked like a shaved panda.
“You’re an actor?” he asked after I had introduced myself.
Given I’d been delivering little other but lies in a convincing manner throughout my introduction, it seemed technically accurate to admit that I was, adding “I’ve come about the vacant role.”
That froze him. “You know,” he asked cautiously, “you know what happened to the last man who took that part?”
I blithely talked of a tragic accident, my understanding that the trap had been thoroughly tested and finished with a statement to the effect that the show must go on.
“It’s a major role,” he said, as if it were Lear, “there’s a lot to learn. Have you ever…”
“Ho ho ho,” I intoned. “I am the Demon King! I come from where it’s hot and wickedness I bring!
At this point, the audience should be booing and hissing. I am advised by the script to ad lib some responses.” Curry looked at me, patently baffled. “I borrowed a copy of the script. I have an excellent memory. It did not take very long to learn.”
Curry took a dog-eared script from his desk drawer and slowly chose a page at random, never taking his eyes off me the whole time. Finally he looked down and read, “’Go away, you silly thing!”
“When I go down, Mother Goose, you’ll be carried on my back. If I go below without you, then I’m sure to get the sack! Then I exit, stage left.”
I am attached to my dignity, I am well aware of it. Needs must, however.
Mollified, Curry closed the script. “Indeed you do.
Exeunt Demon King.”
I may have winced. “Exit,” I corrected him. I know a job interview is hardly the time to be correcting the Latin grammar of one’s potential employer, but, really, sometimes diplomacy be damned. “The stage direction should be
Exit Demon King.”
He looked at me with an uncomprehending frown upon his rounded brow. “It’s Latin,” he said after some seconds of thought.
“Yes,” I said. “Exit
is singular.
Exeunt
is in the plural.”
“It’s Latin,” he said again. His frown was not an aggressive thing, but constructed from purest confusion. “Exeunt. It means
exit. In Latin.”
“There is only one Demon King exiting. Therefore, it should be
exit.” Even as I said it, I knew I was wasting my time.
“It’s Latin,” he said once more.
I decided to cut my losses. “Is it?” I said with feigned astonishment. “Latin, you say? Well, I never. You have educated me, Mr Curry.”
The brow unfurled. Order was restored in the wide open spaces of Curry’s intellect. “Your delivery needs some work,” he said.
“I can deliver perfectly well. Organise a dress rehearsal. I shall demonstrate.”
And so he did. The rehearsal was not an artistic triumph. I did not know my marks to ‘hit them,’ and there had been some extemporisation on top of the original script. Further, the rest of the cast seemed loath to come near me. Perhaps they thought bad luck was now attached to the role. Theatre folk are indeed a superstitious crew, not to say vain, stupid and unhygienic.
Perhaps, however, their reticence was due to my performance. Although this was in my early days and I was not even technically a necromancer at that point, I had still had the very mild fortune to meet a couple of demons. One had been weasely and apologetic but the other had been impressive in its air of wanting very badly to slowly shred every scrap of meat from my bones and eat my soul for dessert. Its every syllable had dripped with a patient malevolence, masking an incandescent capacity for brutality. I simply impersonated it. As we took our bows before an auditorium empty but for Mr Curry, he clapped slowly and uncertainly. “Mr Cabal,” he said, “do you think you might tone that down a little? It’s very good, very…
original, but perhaps a little much for the kiddies?”
I was privileged to receive a changing room of my own. Actually, I think the rest of the cast insisted upon it. Almost all my entrances were through the star trap and the room was conveniently down in the cellar, by the props store and the trap platform. It smelt of damp and mice down there, but I wasn’t intending to stay with the production for long, just until I had concluded my investigations. The whole acting conceit had occurred to me quite suddenly and, once it had done so, I appreciated the elegance of it. Curry was on the watch for reporters possibly defaming his theatre’s safety record and he would have given thrill-seekers and nosy types even shorter shrift. If he had got even the whiff of a possibility that there was a nascent necromancer wandering around his aisles, well… It would not have gone well for me.
 

The first night’s performance was, I think, a triumph if a Demon King’s triumphs are measured in screaming children being led out by the hand. Otherwise, the response was good. “Tone it down a little further,” said Curry, looking the happiest I’d yet seen him as he peeked through the curtains, “but not much. A bit more ‘delicious thrill,’ a bit less ‘bladder-emptying terror,’ Mr Cabal.” I was happy to oblige, as long as I was left to my own devices in the theatre cellar.
 

(Cabal noticed Parkin looking at him speculatively over the top of his snifter. Cabal narrowed his eyes. “You’re imagining me in red tights, aren’t you?”
Parkin shook his head, letting the reverie fly. “No, Cabal. Trying my damndest to avoid imagining it, if you must know.” After a moment he added, “Did you
sing?” Cabal ignored him and continued.)
 



I was confident that the Alhambra was haunted, but not by the usual chain-rattling suspects. There was a very distinct pattern here, a very ordered mind at work. Each death had been a neat 2300 days apart. That’s an ugly period measured in years – approximately six years and four months apart, a trifle over – but 2300 is a significant time span in arcane terms. Twenty-three time one hundred. No, there was magic here, of a perverse and corrupt kind and it was lending power to a ghost that, I suspected, liked to kill. But one cannot theorise without data.
The theatre’s stage doorman gave the air of having been there as long as the place had stood, possibly longer; it was easy to imagine them building it around him. I discovered him in his tiny office hard by the stage door, little more than a booth really, with a window and counter that allowed him to watch the comings and goings. I bid him a good morning and he regarded me like a dragon from a Nordic saga, reptilian in aspect and surrounded by fumes from his briar pipe.
“Good performance last night, sir,” he said, his gaze apparently focussed on a smudge on the glass between us. “You scared the little tykes shitless, bless ‘em.”
“I try my best, Mr Pensey, and thank you, I value your opinion. You must have seen a good few productions here over the years. How long have you been here, now?”
“Man and boy,” replied Pensey, not really answering the question. Changing tack, I noticed two shelves of books behind him on the rear wall, each dated. They seemed to be theatre records and I asked him about them. “Oh, yes,” he said, turning slowly to regard them. “My records, faithfully kept.” He turned slowly back to me. The action reminded me somehow of a dead man twisting on a rope. “Never missed a performance through sickness, nor accident, nor holiday.”
“They must make fascinating reading,”
That slow turn again. “They do. I spend long hours poring over them.” I imagined he did. It was far harder imagining him ever leaving that little office.
“All that history.” I shook my head in admiration. “I wonder, Mr Pensey, might I look at one, perhaps?”
He didn’t turn his chair to look at me this time, but just his head in a slow and baleful movement. I was sure I heard the noise of scales moving. “You… want to look at my records?”
“Just out of interest.” I pointed to one volume in particular. “Perhaps that one? That’s the year of my birth. I wonder what was on the week I was born?”
He still looked at me suspiciously, but I now saw it was actually jealousy. He obviously didn’t relish others thumbing through his annals, and who can blame him? Still, my open-faced interest seemed to sway him and he took down the book. “When were you born?” he asked, licking his thumb.
I gave him a date that was not my birthday and he spent an interminable minute paging slowly through. “Ah,” he said. “That was a funny week.”
“Oh?” I said, feigning innocent curiosity. “How so?”
“We lost an act. Halfway through a season, too. Very inconvenient.”
I gently pressed him until he told me the tale. It seemed that a stage magician calling himself Maleficarus the Magnificent had been retained at that time. He was, allowing for Pensey’s understatement, a remarkable proponent of stage illusions and close-up magic. “Went out to China and India,” said Pensey, “learning tricks from those fakirs and other heathens. Must have done him some good because I’ve seen dozens of magic acts, sir, and not one of them held a candle to Maleficarus. He spent a small fortune getting things just the way he liked them so it was a surprise to Mr Rumbelow, the manager back then, when one day Maleficarus doesn’t turn up for the matinee. His digs said all his stuff was there but nobody knew where he’d gone. The police even dragged the river. Not a sausage. It was a shame. We’d had people coming from two towns over to see him, had to make refunds to them all. Very sad.” Pensey looked off into the middle distance, lost in memory. “Working this side of the orchestra pit can make a man very cynical. You see how the lady gets cut in half, how Peter Pan flies, you see all the joinery, wire and armatures that makes the magic work. But Maleficarus, he was boggling, sir. Never could guess how he did half the things he did, not even seeing them from the wings.” He brought himself back to the here and now, closing the book. “He did things that fair rattled the paradigms.”
“Rattled the what?”
“Paradigms, sir. Conceptual frameworks. From the Greek
para
meaning beside or beyond and
deiknynai
meaning to know. Will that be all, sir?”
 

So, now I had the source of the haunt, I was sure. The date I’d given the worthy Pensey as my birthday was actually exactly two thousand and three hundred days before the first death. Theatricals vanish all the time, usually on the run from debt, and not a great deal is thought of it. I doubted that was the case here. Maleficarus had, if you recall, spent a ‘small fortune’ on bringing his act to the Alhambra’s stage so I doubted money was the problem. I also had my worries about any illusionist that decides to call himself
maleficarus. It literally means ‘evil doer,’ but figuratively it is used to mean ‘witch’ or ‘warlock’ as in the title of Kramer and Sprenger’s endlessly amusing idiot’s guide to inquisition, the
Malleus Maleficarum. There are mysteries to be found in the Orient that are not to be trifled with, and secrets that are protected by unforgiving and not always human guardians. I wondered if Maleficarus had roused something with his meddling, it had followed him here and dealt with him. And then, for some reason, stayed. More data still was required, much more data.
I returned to my dressing room and considered my next move. I remember sitting at my dressing table and looking steadily at the mirror, my chin resting in my palm, perhaps expecting my reflection to have a bright idea. And as I ruminated, the door opened behind me.
There was no drop in temperature, no feeling of unease, no warning at all and clearly, nor was there anybody on the other side of the door. I turned suddenly but the door stood open, the doorframe stood empty and there was nobody visible beyond. I rose slowly, walked quietly to the door and looked outside. There was nobody on the stair, nobody around the star trap mechanism, no sound, no signs. It was uncommonly quiet. Usually, there’d be somebody wandering around the stage over my head or the cleaners clattering around the auditorium or at the very least the skittering of the mice in the shadows. There was no sound at all. I doubted my senses and drew in a breath of air to test another. The basement usually had a musty smell, dust and rodents, but it smelled of nothing. I was aware of the coolness of the air upon my sinus and that was all. I touched my cheek and my face felt like cloth, a blurred, indistinct sensation. I knew, somehow knew, that my senses were being filtered through the perceptions of another. Something not quite dead, but a long way from alive. It was watching me, smelling me, tasting me and I was minded of a python that I had once watched leisurely get the measure of a rat before engulfing it and devouring it. Far from meekly lying around while I examined it, I had become the object of its scrutiny.
As with demons, I have encountered two haunts in my life, Parkin, two ghosts. One was a pathetic creature, the fag end of a tragedy. I pitied it. But this one, this one caused my every hackle to rise. There was a slow, conniving malevolence about its presence that worried me, and an aching patience that worried me far more. What wonders could the humblest craftsman perform given a thousand years? And so what villainies could the palest malign spirit engineer when time is nothing to it? Suddenly I knew that Maleficarus had not accidentally brought some guardian here in his wake. He had brought something here deliberately and paid the price for his hubris. What plans it now had, I could not imagine. Whatever they were, though, I appeared to be part of them.
The door to the prop store swung slowly open. I had little choice. Either it wanted to show me something or it wished me harm. Even the latter case would teach me something about it. I looked cautiously inside but the darkness was so complete that it was almost palpable. I tried the light switch but the ancient Bakelite clacked and rattled uselessly under my finger, its echo loud in the silence. I have had occasion to enter several tombs, but this place was quieter.
I went back upstairs to Pensey’s office and borrowed a torch, a great practical thing sheathed in rubber that looked like it could double as a cosh. Its batteries were due for replacement, however, and the weak yellow light it produced did little to ease my misgivings as I entered the store. The prop store of any theatre makes fascinating viewing, but the catholic nature of provincial theatres make their stores all the more varied. In a few minutes I had passed Sweeney Todd’s rotting barber’s chair, a Chinese dragon, a plaster monolith and a stand of French windows. There were chests and boxes galore, rolled up knights’ pennants and a collapsing piano, Yorick’s skull in a goldfish bowl and the Duchess of Malfi’s lover dangling from a beam. All intriguing in their way, but none had the slightest relevance to what I was doing. I was on the point of leaving when I heard the door shut with a bang. I hardly had time to react before my torch was snuffed as easily as blowing out an unguarded candle. Abruptly, I was in the dark. Unfortunately, I was not alone.
“Cabal,” whispered a voice in my ear. It was gentle and sibilant in the vowels. Human larynxes have difficulty doing that.
“Good afternoon,” I replied. “You would be Maleficarus?”
“Your path lies elsewhere, Cabal,” said the voice. I noticed that it had not answered the question. “Do not interfere.”
“I seek only enlightenment.”
“It is not here. Only death. Go now.”
Perhaps it is a character flaw, but I hate being ordered around without even an introduction. “Why now?” I asked. “What is to happen?”
But there was no reply this time. My torch flickered back into life and the door swung open. I was being dismissed. Now, this I
know
to be a character flaw but I refuse to accept warnings without being told the basis of the threat. If the phantom of the Alhambra wanted me to leave, it had chosen exactly the wrong way to go about it. I now knew that the next act in the haunt’s little scheme would be happening very soon and not waiting the usual lengthy pause. That suggested that it was reaching some sort of fruition and that meant that it was worth waiting to see, warning or no.
 

This version of
Mother Goose
was a Demon King’s dream. After a hefty appearance early on to broker the deal and a shorter one a little later when the Dame asks for the goose back and gets turned down, the king enjoys a very hefty absence from the stage, more than long enough to run around to the pub next door and wash away the old hopes for a serious acting career, before making a slightly unsteady entrance for the grand finale. This was useful to me too, as it provided a period in which I could prowl the theatre backstage without running into too many people who had the leisure to ask me what I was doing. As I made my second exit from the stage that night, I made my way to Pensey’s office. He was characteristically delighted to see me. “Don’t get too rat-arsed and back in plenty of time for your cue, sir.”
“I’m not leaving the building,” I said and enjoyed his mild surprise. “No, I was wondering about something you said about Maleficarus the Magnificent. You said he spent a small fortune preparing his act. What did you mean by that?”
“Mr Maleficarus was a perfectionist, sir. He wasn’t happy with the facilities so he paid for improvements out of his own pocket.”
“Sounds unusual.”
“It’s unique, sir, at least in the history of the Alhambra. He was right, though, we certainly didn’t have anything like that trap.”
“The star trap,” I said, knowing full well it must be.
“Yes, sir. He had some of the best stage engineers in the country in to construct that. Wanted it to be perfect. Beautiful craftsmanship, always worked like a charm. At least until your predecessor got his head smashed into jam by it.” You will see that Pensey and tact were never likely to see eye to eye.
“But he designed it.”
“Yes, sir.” He wrinkled his nose as if he thought I was playing some childish trick. “How did you know that?”
“An educated guess.” I left Pensey and walked down the steps to the basement with as much dignity as one can muster in red tights, cloak and artificial moustache. Oh, and those damnable horns. The spirit gum it took to keep those in place, blast them.
I examined the star trap closely. It was very clean, unsurprisingly. It must have had mechanics swarming over it immediately after the last “accident.” I had researched the previous three deaths and they had been far less spectacular. They had all involved deaths on stage, though, twice written into the death certificates as strokes, once as heart failure. All three, I noted, had suffered their collapse in the same quarter of the stage. I was prepared to make a small wager that each of them had walked across the closed star trap immediately before dying.
The workings of the trap looked just as you’d imagine them; relatively simple but with excellent workmanship. I found the contacts that triggered the flash and smoke on stage as the platform passed a point, adjustable to allow for variations in the passenger’s height. That was no major discovery – I’d been measured up for the trap myself right from the first dress rehearsal although I’d never known how they used the information until then. I found the panniers where sandbags were placed to counteract the actor’s weight and launch him through the trap. I found the trigger mechanism, which ingeniously could be set off by the actor on the platform, a stagehand standing outside the frame of the platform lift or even from the wings using an electrical relay. All very clever, all very irrelevant. There had to be more to the trap than I was seeing, but I was damned if I could find it.
I finally spotted Maleficarus’s little secret as I examined the collar of wood and metal that held the top of the frame rigid immediately below the trap itself. It seemed over-engineered to my eye and the closer I looked, the more redundant the collar appeared. A few seconds’ work with a screwdriver allowed me to remove the inner wooden hoop and exposed the metal band that lay sandwiched between it and another outer wooden hoop. It appeared to be brass, but I had my suspicions that it was a far rarer alloy. I could not find any weld or joining mark but there were imperfections; slight ridges that were just visible in the obtuse light of the electric torch and to the gentlest brushing of my fingertips. I went back to my dressing room and got some paper. I laid the paper around the inside of the hoop and gently shaded it with an eye pencil. Don’t look at me like that, Parkin. It’s perfectly normal theatrical accoutrement.
A few minutes careful work gave me a map of the ridges. They didn’t mean anything in themselves, but I followed the strongest ridges with a greasepaint stick and returned to my dressing room to hold the paper up to the light, viewing it from the reverse side. You see, the ridges were just were the metal had been pushed back by characters being driven into the metal of the outside of the hoop, driven in at the tip of a cold chisel. A particular type of chisel sanctified in a process whose details have no business being repeated in a tale for a Christmas Eve.
The characters were easy to make out, all the more so as I’d been expecting them ever since I’d seen that hoop with its characteristic sheen of the metal of Leng. It’s a difficult metal to lay hands on. No forge in this world can make it. You have to go… elsewhere. It is very necessary for some effects that, even by a necromancer’s standards, are unsavoury. The metal hoop constituted something called the Maw of the Clathik. A clathik, for your information, is an ugly beast with the body of a bull, the face of a boll weevil and a hide that can only be described as rugose. It eats spiritual energy, quite literally draining souls through its tubular mouth. The hoop used the name only partially figuratively; its function was essentially the same. Once every 2300 days, the hoop would become active, looking for a soul to devour. Standing on it was as deadly as travelling through it. Setting it under a stage was an inspired touch. These things always work better with an audience, usually of cultists. It’s to do with empathic resonance, the more observers you have the better. Having a poor hapless theatre audience to generate an empathic wave was ingenious, I’ll grant him that.
Oh yes, Maleficarus had certainly picked up a few new tricks on his travels. Conjurors getting ideas above their station is far more common than you might think. They usually start young, performing minor vanishes and transmutations in the parlour to the wonderment of their families. There’s something in the bafflement of an audience that is intoxicating. It is the faintest scent of power. A few go further – the illusions become grander, the audience becomes larger. Finally, they’re being paid to perform, but the real reward is the gasps and the sighs of disbelief, the slightly nervous laughter of people seeing things that cannot be. But smoke and mirrors can only take a man so far and he gets to thinking, if an audience will respect this fakery, then what might be possible with true magic? How much larger the audience, how much deeper the respect?
It is a madness, of course. To meddle with such profound and dangerous forces simply for personal gratification is pure folly, worse than suicidal. But vanity can do it to a man and Maleficarus was such a man, it seemed. He had pulled too many rabbits from too many hats; insanity had claimed him.
Show me a stage magician who values the writings of Dee over Houdin, the works of Simon Magus over John Maskelyne, and I shall show you a disaster in the making. In this case, alas, the disaster had already occurred two decades before.
The dressing room door swung open and there was nobody beyond it. It appeared the late magician was summoning me for another interview. Late in a very loose sense if my suspicions were correct. I folded up the piece of paper and pushed it in my pantaloons for safekeeping before walking outside. The door to the prop store was already opening as I picked up the electric torch by the star trap mechanism and walked into the darkness. The torch was almost no use, its tired yellow beam seeming to grow weaker by the second as the batteries exhausted themselves.
The magician’s spirit didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. “You were warned,” it whispered harshly in my ear.
“Yes. I believe I was.”
“You will die.”
“We all do, Maleficarus. Even you, despite your best efforts.” It seemed that this wasn’t going to be one of those chinwag sorts of séances. I decided to leave and walked unhurriedly to the door.
I had just reached the door when a massive blow caught me between the shoulder blades, picking me up and carrying me ten feet or more before dumping me to the floor. It’s difficult to describe the nature of the force that struck me. Although it carried the force of a bull’s charge, it didn’t strike me quite instantaneously. There was a sense of being borne aloft as if picked up by a high wind. I felt more like a kite than a victim right until I crashed into the floor and was sent sprawling. I was on my feet again in a second, whirling to face the open door to the prop store. But there was nothing there.
“You were warned,” the voice repeated, its anger grating over my bones. It seemed foolish to argue the point. Instead I ran for the stairs. I didn’t even get close.
The force of Maleficarus’ wrath entwined around my legs like a quicksilver cat and I fell again. This time it held me and I was dragged back across the floor. As I tried vainly to stop myself, I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye. Can you imagine a sandbag walking, Parkin? That’s what it looked like. Like rats in sacks, sandbags were processing from their pile in the corner and into the pile on the cradle of the star trap. It took me a moment to understand Maleficarus’ intention, but when I did, I redoubled my efforts to escape. The weight in the cradle had been carefully calculated to impel me with just enough force to make a dramatic entrance through the trap and no more. Too much weight meant too much acceleration. If I hit the star trap too quickly, my skull would crumple faster than the leaves could move aside. Maleficarus was engineering another accident. This one wouldn’t be on his schedule and would doubtless be less efficacious than the previous sacrifices to his ambition, but I don’t think that really concerned him very much by that point. Almost below the limit of hearing, I became aware of a throbbing of syllables; an incantation delivered with the sheer melodrama only a stage artiste would feel necessary. He was awakening the Maw. Not only did he intend to kill me, he also meant to burn my soul for his greater glory.
I am a necromancer. At that point in my life I was a necrothologist. The difference is largely technical to the layman and I won’t bore you with definitions. I was already aware of many different methods of “raising the dead” to use a vulgar term and also very aware of their shortcomings. Maleficarus had lighted upon a technique of granting immortality and decided that the great cost was acceptable to him. In a real sense, after all, he wasn’t paying it himself. Usually, the sorcerer wishing to use the Maw is dependent on having reliable servants who will carry out the rituals and sacrifices over an extended period to give him his second life. History has shown that the servants are far more likely to take the money and run rather than get involved in a drawn out series of murders. Very wise of them, too. Maleficarus had undoubtedly shown great ingenuity in dispensing with the servants in favour of a machine placed in such a place that the sacrifices would willingly line up to die on his behalf.
I wasn’t familiar with every nuance of the ritual he was using, but taking a soul once every 2300 days seemed to increase its effectiveness. If he’d decided to kill me a thousand days into the cycle, I doubt he would have been so keen to use the Maw to finish me. As it was only a few days, he didn’t seem to mind using it and then starting again. Just my luck.
I was abruptly pulled into the air and hung windmilling ridiculously in that silly costume for a moment before I was thrown headlong into the star trap’s frame. I managed to twist so that I didn’t crack my head against the supports and took the blow on my upper back instead. There was a fierce pain and a sense that something had given way; my scapula as it turned out. Pensey’s electric torch fell from my hand – I’d utterly forgotten I was holding it – and rolled across the platform. It was strange that, at the moment before my utter extinction, even as I saw the safety case around the trap’s lever swing open with no hand upon it, it was strange that I should be thinking of Mr Pensey’s torch and its remarkably rugged construction. As Maleficarus pulled the lever, I moved my foot and kicked the torch so it rolled up against the support at the edge of the platform. The catches disengaged and the platform shot upwards.
Very nearly five inches it got before the torch hit the underside of the lowest horizontal strut and the whole thing stopped dead.
I lay, silent but for my laboured breath, bundled in the frame of the trap. Maleficarus was silent, his fury scenting the air like ozone. Above me I could hear the pattering of the actors’ feet, the laughter of the crowd. Behind me, I could hear the faint buzzing of the cue warning from my dressing room. Then, in front of me, from the open door to the prop store, I heard knocking.
It shouldn’t have surprised me. This whole rigmarole – I almost said pantomime – had been in the pursuit of immortality. Immortality as a creature of flesh and blood, not a ghost. It made sense that he was keeping his body somewhere near. I felt his presence fading from the air as his wretched excuse for a soul condensed and curdled back into the body he’d abandoned a generation before. I suspect he’d been planning a more triumphant return to his mortal coil than the hasty one I’d forced upon him, but needs must when the devil – or at least a demon king – drives.
I tried to get to my feet but the pain from my shoulder was agonising and I slumped back down while it stopped battering me. I had come close to fainting from it and that – given an imminent visit from a mad revenant – would have been inconvenient. In the prop store, the knocking became a pounding. It only served to confirm my suspicions, although I might have preferred a less threatening form of endorsement. I determined to get up and out of there, injury or not, and cautiously started to get out of the trap cage. I’d hardly begun when the pounding terminated with the sound of, somewhere in the darkest recesses of the store, a theatrical chest being thrown upon. It seemed that Maleficarus had finally managed to get out of bed. I redoubled my efforts to escape.
I could hear everything through that door: the clumsy staggering fall as he clambered out, his body not nearly as responsive as he remembered it; the slow, scraping advance as he half walked and half dragged himself towards the door; his hissing voice as he heaved air in and out of lungs as dry as coral on a museum shelf. “You were warned! You were warned!”
Well, yes, I had been. The irony of it was that I’d had no intention of halting his experiment. I just wanted to understand what he’d been up to, observe his progress and then leave him to it, perhaps with the occasional follow up visit. His current exertions and my broken shoulder blade were all the result of a misunderstanding and Maleficarus jumping to the conclusion that I’d wanted to stop him. Silly man.
A tattered, semi-mummified hand gripped the doorframe of the prop store, yellowed bone showing through the parched skin. I didn’t entirely understand how any further sacrifices were going to repair the damages of time, but I guessed Maleficarus hadn’t really thought that part through in any great detail. Perhaps he wanted to look like a scarecrow. People are strange, after all.
I had the strongest feeling that things were going to become very unpleasant very quickly. I managed to get onto all fours in the bottom of the cage – all threes, that is – and started to crawl out. I was very conscious of getting too close to the Maw; it glistened and lights swam beneath the iridescent surface of the metal. It also seemed to be salivating, but that could have been an illusion of the light. I looked up as I got halfway out and saw Maleficarus bearing down on me. He was a terrible mess; at some early point of his voluntary death, parts of him had liquefied in the way that putrescent flesh does and made awful stains on his clothes. He’d decided to entomb himself in his stage clothes, naturally. I was glad the top hat was missing, but the dinner suit suitable for a minor dignitary at an ambassadorial function and the opera cloak with silver clasp were in evidence. Not in evidence were swathes of skin, muscle tissue, his lips and his eyes. He didn’t seem to need any of them but if he was expecting immortality to get him an indefinite season at the Palladium looking like that, he’d been wasting everybody’s time and a few people’s lives for no good reason.
Despite being dead, he still had a good turn of speed and I realised that I could not hope to outrun him while injured like that. Instead, I held my position and waited to see what he intended to do. If he’d just brought something heavy or pointed from the store, he could have killed me then and there but, as was apparent from his whole scheme, he was prone to the
idée fixe. He’d awakened the Maw, and that was how I was to die. He ran at me and I raised myself to a sitting position better to meet his charge. Then I changed my mind and ducked.
 Maleficarus hit me at a dead run and his shin caught my shoulder. That wasn’t pleasant. Despite the sensation of having two disparate slabs of bone that were theoretically meant to one and the same grate against each other in my upper back, I heaved myself forward and out of the cage, slapping Pensey’s torch clear with a harsh blow as I passed. My feet were still on the platform as it started its ascent, but my chest was on the floor and I felt the platform scrape up my instep and clear.
Of course, Maleficarus was aboard. Of course, he weighed less than me being semi-skeletal and all and the platform had been counterweighted for my mass. Of course, he’d been adding more sandbags still so the platform rose like a shell from a mortar. Of course, the Maw was waiting.
Maleficarus had a deal with the Maw. He would feed it once every now and then, it would supply him with much of the energy it harvested and keep some back for itself as a retainer. This arrangement had never been drawn up with the possibility of Maleficarus himself being fed to the Maw. The Maw devoured his spirit and then, as per the deal, gave most of it back. It then took it again and gave most back. And again and again and again. It’s a small miracle, I’ve always thought, that calculus allows an infinite number of operations in a finite period of time, that Achilles
can
catch the tortoise after all, just in time for them to shin up the asymptote together. Being devoured by a Maw is reputedly agonising beyond belief. You can draw your own conclusions as to what it feels to be devoured an infinite number of times in perhaps a quarter of a second. And good riddance.
 

“What happened to him?” asked Parkin.
“What? After he exited the other side of the Maw? Why, he was shot through the star trap and showered over the entire stage and the first three rows of the audience in a hail of desiccated body parts. The parents were not impressed.” Cabal examined the bottle. “Oh. We’ve run out of brandy too.”
“I’m very sorry, Cabal.” Parkin pulled himself up from his slump and stretched. “I’ve drunk you out of house and home.”
“Oh, not at all.” Cabal was more than ready for bed. He felt like he was going to be sleeping a long time. “It’s been enjoyable, I suppose. In a cathartic sort of way. I don’t get many opportunities to discuss my work.”
“No, I imagine not. It’s been interesting. Horrible, but interesting.”
Cabal saw him to the door. Parkin stood on the doorstep and drew on his gloves as he looked into the black sky, the stars twinkling as harshly as glass splinters in the freezing air. “Goodnight, Sergeant Parkin,” said Cabal, stifling a yawn.
Parkin took a step forward and enjoyed the sound and sensation of the freezing snow crunching under his foot. He checked his watch and raised an eyebrow. It was past midnight. “Merry Christmas, Johannes Cabal,” he said turning. But the door had already closed and he could just make out the clicks of the bolts being thrown. Moments later, the downstairs lights started to flicker out. Parkin smiled. “I hope you have a Merry Christmas one of these years, Cabal. I really do,” he said to himself. Then he turned his face to the direction of the village and started the long walk home, a home of warmth and of family.
 

THE END
 




 

Author’s Afterword
Hello. I hope you enjoyed the story.
I have no idea why I’m so fascinated by the theatre. I don’t go very often (although I would like to), I’ve never really acted, I don’t come from a theatrical family. Yet I keep going back to it. I’ve a new series character Richard Malengine who’s a Victorian actor turned master criminal (his first published outing is in the
Schemers
anthology from Stone Skin Press, plug, plug), I’ve set a couple of scenes in roleplaying games in theatres, and here we have Johannes Cabal, hardly the most frivolous person, running around in tights and greasepaint. I can’t account for it; I’m just fond of the theatre for some reason.
This was the second Cabal to be published and its venue was the same as the first, “H.P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror.” It has significance because it indirectly led to the publication of the Cabal novels, by a strange and unexpected path by which it was liked, generating an interest in a full novel, which led to it gaining the interest of an agent, who passed it onto another agent, who took me on as a client, and who sold the novel to the publishers. If you’re reading this because you enjoy the novels, the path to them really started with this story.
JLH, November 2013
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