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There :

Devon Dion
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I have this urge

(I can’t tell anyone about it)—

but it’s there. Burning. Eating. Corroding.

There. .

I push it back, far back, back and deep into the abyss of Forget. Somehow
Forget cannot devour it though. Like two predators they tear at each other—
(but the desire)

the Desire is there.

I want her.

I know I shouldn’t, but I want her. There is a savage beast that lives in my
soul. He claws, bites and snares and rips at my heart strings
(I want her.)

I know,

I know, I know, I know

I shouldn’t.

[ know. But knowing and doing do not hold hands. (Burning)

I live in a world, (Eating) where males love males, (Corroding) and females
love females. (2 by 2 they march) Babies are test tube constructs raised with as
much love as it takes to conceive them.

(2by 2)

The world is a sterile white room, cleaned and disinfected. The green leaves
that once drifted were bleached of their color. Buildings and roads (shades of
gray) burning, eating, corroding the land it stands on.

My name is Ryan.
Her name is Ashley.

(2 by 2 in shades of gray)

Once, time fell upon us all: this is not a story of love.
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Name: Ryan Anderson
Guardians: Matthew & William Anderson
Age: 17
Sex: Male
Hair: Brown
Eyes: Brown
“Outbreaks in school, anger displacement. Ryan seems to be having strange
antisocial tendencies and slight depression.” 5
My name is Ryan
and the one thing I want more than anything in the world is to love her.
(this is not a love story)
Her name is Ashley.
I have a confession.
“Go ahead, Ryan.”
I have this urge.
“What kind of urge?”
There is this girl.
She is in my class...
“Is this girl a friend?”
No, sort of, I want her to be.
“What kind of urge?”
(I can’t tell anyone)
You know how men love men? What if... What if...a man, loved a
woman?
“Are you saying you love this girl?”
(2 by 2 in shades of gray)
No,
Burning.
Well,
Eating,
i (orek
Corroding.
“Men can’t love women.”
But what if—
“Ryan, take that thought, that urge and put it out of mind.”
Dr. Ree—
“Put it out of mind.”
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So I put it out of mind. I put it back into the abyss and cushioned it into the
suffocation of oblivion. But the hunger remained like an absolute void. It
starved me until my mind was nothing but a husk of what it was; a corpse
eaten by the Thirst. It pulled at my heartstrings like puppet master jerking
tautly (ripping ever so slowly...)

“Ryan seems to be suffering from terrible delusions...”

Ashley

No,

Ashley

Well,

Ashley

s Ye8.

No! Ashley. (Hold her) Burning (Kiss her) Eating. GET OUT! (Caress her)
Corroding. STOP IT!

My name is Ryan.
Her name is Ashley.
(2 by 2 in shades of gray)

Hello Ashley.

“Hi...Ryan is it?”

Yeah, yeah. Ryan.

“How’s it going?”

It’s...okay, it’s, listen—
I freeze.
My heart is racing, a beaten drum of desire; pounding harder, harder, harder.
My tongue is twisting itself, trying to stop me. My whole body is against me
but my broken husk of a mind cannot halt it.

“Ryan?”
Say something! Don’t speak, put it out of mind. Ashley... (this is not a love
story) PUT IT OUT OF MIND! I...I can’t...my mind is—Tell her!

I have this-

“What?”

Do you want to go somewhere?
(2by 2)

“With who?”

Well, just us. You and me.

“Oh...sure, I guess. Where do you want to go?”

Just a walk around the park, maybe out to eat.

“That sounds nice.”
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That sounds nice? That sounds nice? Maybe-No, maybe—(put it out of mind)
but what if—
Great.

So we walked. So we talked. My nervous banter sputtered out like a congested
motor, coughing out stories and theories. She laughed, she sighed, she looked
so magically alive in a world decaying. So vibrant and fast (as everything else
rotted slowly...)
My heart kept beating louder and louder and I became convincet that the trees
in the park were swaying to its rhythm. Every time I thought of telling her
though. I started to hyperventilate. My breathes interchanging with my percus-
sion chest: beat, breath; beat, breath; beat, breath; and though my body pulsed
with vitals, my rotting flesh argued.

SRy anféavg
[ smiled.

Yeah?

“You okay?”

Nedh'ss
NO! my mind blared. NO, I WANT YOU, I ADORE YOU, I LOVE YOU!

No.

“What?”

No...no, [’'m not okay.

“I was gonna say you look whit—"

I love you.
There was a span of eternity from millisecond to millisecond. Everything that
existed ceased to do so and oblivion wrapped everything. Armageddon was
less than a second and then the universe exploded out to infinity, creating 6
billion years of life in an instant.
SAY SOMETHING.
(Silence)
SAY ANYTHING.
(Silence)
SAY SOMETHING!
Her leg shifted back.

The same shattered-glass-look was on her face from the Apocalypse to the

Rebirth. God whispered lifetimes of memories into everyone’s minds (but I
knew).

[ knew for a moment, the universe blinked.
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Her mouth twitched.

DON’T SAY ANYTHING.

Never in my life did I realize how dead I was and how badly I wanted never to

exist.

(beat, breath) (beat, breath)

Nothing

(beat, breath) (beat, breath) (beat, breath)

Nothing

Her face was slowly distorting into a grotesque version of the eyes I had fallen

in love with; twisting, contorting, bending into a freakish mask.

(beat, breath)

The world turned into a slow motion and I stepped out of my body. I looked at

my pathetic frail body and cursed it and simultaneously apologized.

I walked around myself and then Ashley in a figure eight. I looked at the sky

and the birds were frozen, the breeze half-moving branches and she and I

stood. If I could I would have left. Run far from that sack of flesh and blood

but something pulled me back—her words ripping me into my own body.
“...What?”

I couldn’t tell her again.

I didn’t feel like destroying the universe again.

I didn’t have to though

She saw the truth in my eyes; I saw disgust in her’s. I loved her and hated
everything that wasn’t her. I hated the fact that I told her I loved her and that I
loved her.

“You disgusting freak!”

I deserved that.
Her hand whipped across my face.
I don’t know if I deserved that.
In a whirlwind blow time began moving again, almost faster than it should to
make up for lost time. (shades of gray) Ashley was swallowed by the dusk and
trees. Her legs pumping hard and body being lifted by the wind.
Then suddenly I didn’t exist.
The world forgot about me and I got my wish all too late. I sat down with my
tears and shame and broken body. I was a freak but so was everyone. Even
Ashley as her beautiful face turned demonic. But | was the greatest freak of
all.

Then I realized something—suddenly the urge was numbed (so silenced)
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and somehow in the mist of my sorrow I felt a faint relief as my ghost quieted.

Some one told me that if you want to know if someone loves you, look in
their eyes. The love for Ashley surrounded my eyes, (saturated them) it was
the tears that engulfed my eyes and erupted out, (overflowing and leaking).

[ prayed and hoped that maybe if I cried enough the love would leave, the
desire would stop burning. (but it never did) Sometimes I wake up sobbing un-
controllably and my husband (Jeffery) consoles what he can. The-memories of
lost love and what could not have been. Sometimes I’'m crying about Ashley,
sometimes that I can never love Jeffery like I loved her.

(but this was never a love story)
Silence.

Johannes the Prisoner O

Addison Hart

Desire, like writing, is a river flowing with Vice and Peril, and he who
undertakes to pursue either passion shall taste the bitter fruit of those bastard
sons of Fortune. His travails are always the same, embodied as they are in
the ghastly specters of Poverty and Melancholy. In such a way was I, when
drawn into writing, brought to a grievous extremity; I share my bed with half
of the contagious vermin in Mainz, subsist on the gingerbread and branntwein
offered by the inn, and wash it down with the most execrable wine known to
our race, a concoction strongly suspected to be an unholy union between stale
grape juice and the water from a donkey. Likewise was the subject of my story
condemned to hopeless abandon as a result of his whims. Were ever two men
more pitiable?

But I see that your interest wanes. I shall attempt to stay as much to the point
as possible.

I have no desire to waste time—if such a concept as “time” indeed has any
bearing on reality, though here I digress—and merely present this account as
amoral parable, lest peradventure you should fall into these same errors I take
pains to describe. So, then, no more talking—I begin.
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Not a decade ago, there lived in an aged and luxurious castle overlooking
the Rhine a minor nobleman by the name of Ludwig von H—e. Being of that
favored stock that inherits more money than a banker can thumb, Ludwig was
always content. He did not worry about money because, having lived in its
presence from a very early age, it had become to him like an old clock or boot,
being so familiar in appearance and feel as to escape recollection to mind. This
is not to say that Ludwig had the sort of mind that would recall much in the
first place; his old ally Wealth intervened in most matters of life, and he was
blessed with the ability to pay other minds to think in place of his.

In most respects, Ludwig was a kind and excellent gentleman, enlightened
by the inner glow of Reason. He was considered at court to be an admirable
poet, a tasteful dresser, and a great wit; this fine opinion of him was much
assisted by his total absence from the capital and complete isolation from the
aristocracy. His high reputation as a savant in the art of music was, however,
most justifiable. When heard playing upon the flute, it was said, the very soul
quivered with the enraptured ecstasy of sound. At this time, men all over the
Germanies were discovering themselves to be far better at musical composi-
tion than anybody else upon the globe, and so Ludwig’s excellence with the
flute was truly impressive. Among artists of that instrument, he was considered
to hold the highest place, for the beauty and delicacy of his works—master-
pieces all—were of so elevated a standard as practically to defy the compre-
hension of his race. It was therefore considered both a horrendous tragedy and
a crowning display of his unparalleled genius that he was discovered never to
have written down any of his works for preservation.

It was a wealthy distant cousin of his, a financier by the name of Johannes
Schurke, who eventually learned the fantastic secret of Ludwig’s flute—for a
fantastic secret there certainly was. Johannes was not of noble blood, I con-
fess, but was possessed of a carriage and bearing as did become all those of
such distinction. He was a keen observer of the soul, a philosopher by nature,
and very much a self-made man in every respect, save the literal interpretation
of that phrase. Though descended from a modest stock, he had so advanced
himself in the society of his native city that, by his thirty-fifth year, he was
possessed of as fine an estate as any baron and as respectable a reputation in
his hometown as any banker is capable of winning. As a connoisseur of the
arts, he was of a unique excellence, and his periwig was quite as large and
white as court style dictated—indeed, it was both 1arger and whiter. His face
was practically speckled with beauty marks of tear-inducing loveliness, and his
lips were never but smeared with the reddest of salves. He was presentable in
one way or another before any monarch in Europe, and sophisticated enough
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to know how to cheat such a prince at cards without being suspected, or, if not
so lucky, quick enough with his rapier to ease any doubts as to his honesty. He
was the marvel of his age, and wanted only for fame.

Johannes entertained a hope, it must be allowed, that he would gain
this recognition through mastery of the note. He had studied music theory
under a knowledgeable professor of that science, and had acquired skill both
in the reading and writing of notes. His accomplishments upon the instruments
themselves were remarkable, though not outstanding. “Captivating,” was the
comment of one burgher who had been made to listen. “His musre is a verita-
ble cage of noise.” It was therefore the particular misfortune of the banker that
he, like his cousin, was devoted to the flute, which made the greater accom-
plishments of his kinsmen somewhat painful to his delicate sensibilities. Hap-
pily, he came at length to accept this ill turn of Fortune with all of the grace
and patience of a sajnt. Hidden though this disappointment was, it proved to be
his only true sorrow in life—a fact that displays fully the inadequate sufferings
of the rich as opposed to those of the poor, such as myself.

It came to pass one day that Ludwig held a pleasant masque in the
great hall of his castle, inviting all of the best and most noteworthy members
of local society. Included among this number was his cousin Johannes. They
had known one another since boyhood, and Ludwig had always indulged a
fond interest in his humble relation. Now that Johannes was wealthy and emi-
nEnt in the city, the nobleman found his company both acceptable and desir-
able.

The masque itself was a grand affair, laden with gossip and alcohol,
Cards and tobacco, silk and carnival noses, and all manner of gentrified mer-
Tymaking. Consummated in candlelight with the sounding of violin bows, the
dancing was concluded by the haunting airs borne of Ludwig’s flute. All those
Present stood astonished at the overpowering beauty of the sound; many wept
at the sheer grace and melancholy evoked by such ethereal notes. When he had
drawn the instrument away from his lips, the room reverberated with the im-
Passioned applause of his guests, and Johannes Schurke among them was the
Mmost moved by the playing. Thus enthralled, he begged Ludwig for instruction
In the art, hoping that he too might acquire such majestic talent. “Return here
tomorrow, cousin,” said the noble, “and we shall see.”

It need hardly be stated that Johannes returned the following day
and was suitably entertained by Ludwig, who greeted him with true hos-
pitality, offered him dinner, and allotted him a room for the duration of
the week. The anxious financier, however, was most especially inter-
ested in learning more of the flute, and pressed his patient host for details.

Fiction On

e



Presently he was led into an elegant sitting room, and there made to listen
as his cousin produced yet another captivating tune. That finished, he smiled
benignly and asked whether Johannes recognized the author of the piece.

“That would be you,” the financier replied dryly.

“No, no, sir!” exclaimed the nobleman, wiggling smugly. “Not I, no, sir,
not [, Lord, no. Nor is it by any other of this country.”

“Who has written it, then?”

“The thing, sir, is this: the flute itself is the author!”

Johannes quite understandably gave him a look askance at this remark.

“I swear to you, cousin,” continued Ludwig, “that I have not invented
these tunes—but note, sir, that I take you into strictest confidence as regards
the matter.” ‘

“But how can this thing be?”

“I don’t rightly understand the matter myself, but I bought the instrument
from a wizened old fellow of mystical sensibilities, who gave it me in ex-
change for—oh, what do you call those fiddly bits of metal we barter with?”

“Money, cousin Ludwig.”

Note that what I had said before on this matter was perfectly true.

“Yes, that is it—money. | gave him a large amount of money and he
presented me with the flute, which he told me was enchanted by the soul of a
dead gypsy minstrel king, who was once rich and powerful, but was brought
low after being run down by his own royal caravan as it rode through a village
somewhere in this principality. His dying animus fused with the flute and from
that instant, sir, its application to any pair of lips has resulted in lovely articles
of noise. I see you have misgivings—here, do try the thing yourself and tell
me what you think.”

Johannes reluctantly brought the flute to his mouth and began to play.
Imagine his surprise when he realized that Ludwig had spoken truthfully! At
once, a strange and enchanting melody shafted down the pipe, filling the air
with pleasurable, lilting music. The piece, it must be stressed, was wholly for-
eign to the financier’s ears and memory, and he was in no way responsible for
its creation. It was all the work of the mysterious instrument in his hands. So
was, he soon learned, absolutely everything Ludwig had ever played with skill,
for he was, in truth, the world’s most wretched musician, unable to remember
or distinguish even a single note. Indeed, he was wholly tune-deaf.

That night, Johannes found himself plagued by dark broodings, agoniz-
ing over the success of his cousin by such contemptible preternatural devices.
He was particularly distressed by the knowledge that such beautiful music
would be lost to the ages, as well as the growing suspicion that Ludwig was
simply an unpardonable mountebank and colossal bore.
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Desire was forming in his heart—desire to possess the instrument of Ludwig’s
fame and success, and desire to own that recognition of genius which he so
eagerly sought.

“It is wrong that my cousin should be the sole owner of the flute,” Jo-
hannes philosophized in his bed, “for he is ignorant of music theory and
something of a dolt. Moreover, he cannot remember or write down any of
these tunes, while I can. With so miraculous a device, I could establish the
finest repertoire of music yet produced upon this continent—that would be
marvelous, probably. Ludwig, being a booby of little or no intelligence, cannot
be expected to shoulder alone the burden of greatness. Out of sy?npathy for
him I must gain hold of the flute and use it as Providence desires—frequently
and for the profit of the whole world. But how can I make him relinquish the
damned thing?”

It is to be admitted that Johannes’ admirable ambitions overpowered
his scruples at the nfoment, for the following morning he was to be found
consulting a ponderous volume on the subject of herbalism. He had, in fact,
taken great means to extract this leaf from the forest that constituted Ludwig’s
Vvast and entirely unread library, laboring through collections of the works of
Trismegistus and bestiaries describing such exoticisms as “the Homely RHI-
NOCEROS” in search of the desired text. During his research, he developed
a4 somewhat amoral scheme for the purpose of extracting the flute from Lud-
Wig: it involved slipping into his food small amounts of an obscure poison, so
as not to kill but render dangerously ill his unfortunate relation. He spent the
afternoon in the city, rummaging through the backrooms of an apothecary’s
shop, therein locating the powdered root of his choice.

The paprika chicken upon which Ludwig nibbled in Johannes’ presence at
dinner that evening bent him double during the meditative process of diges-
tion. With some exclamation and much vomit, Ludwig found it to his benefit
{0 remain in bed for the whole of the following day—though, by some infer-
nal agency, the same reaction bedeviled him there as he took his gruel in the
afternoon. He quickly sent for a pair of surgeons, much to Johannes’ well-
Concealed unease. These two estimable doctors of physic, Picksore and Dogtit
by name, examined the bedridden nobleman for a quarter of an hour before
deciding that the best possible remedy was the application of leeches.

By some mystery, these measures did not greatly relieve his sufferings.

“It is clear to me,” said Doctor Picksore, wiping his nose back and forth
along the length of his greasy sleeve, “that you are struck down with plague.
['recognize the symptoms exactly—vomiting, disquiet of the bowels, pallid
Countenance, lumpish green tongue—all this suggests foul contagion. I will
S0on be forced to pronounce you dead of it.” He slobbered gravely.
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“I concur with your summation,” murmured the corpulent Dogtit, who
even now affixed the beaked mask of a plague doctor to his face. “Please do
not infect me, as I have too many children, and the pestilence would rapidly
consume the whole country—thousands would die in misery, lacking the warm
touch of a physician.” He then presented both Picksore and Johannes with
health-preserving masks.

“Is there no hope?” whimpered Ludwig.

“Perhaps,” nodded Doctor Dogtit.

“But probably not,” concluded Picksore.

“You must commend yourself to your Maker,” suggested Dogtit.

“Do you have a handkerchief?” asked Picksore, whose sleeves had been
exhausted of their usefulness. ]

“Surely it would be infected, sir!” murmured Ludwig, his face pale as
SNOW.

“This possibility must be risked—I do not wish to stain the inside of my
plague mask. It is an expensive instrument, and very dear to me.”

Thus satisfied, the doctors retired to the rooms with which they were to be
provided until Ludwig either recovered or succumbed entirely to his sudden
ailment. Once alone, the infected nobleman assumed a stoic state of mind, pre-
senting as much to Johannes when he visited. Sitting up in his bed, his body
deathly pale, he seemed a very wraith in the eyes of his relation.

“Cousin,” murmured Johannes, his face contorted by the agonies of
feigned grief, “if you were to die, what would become of your beautiful flute?”

“I would pass it on to someone worthy of it.”

“A noble sentiment,” nodded Johannes. “But whom would you choose?”

“I’'m glad you ask, sir,” began Ludwig, propping himself up feebly. “I
was thinking of a once modest gentleman, now raised to a position of wealth
and eminence in the town.”

“You are far too kind, cousin!”

“Well, you know, he is my son, after all.”

“It warms the soul to know—I beg your pardon?”’

“Although I never confessed it to any man until now, sir, I feel it is right
at this mortal hour to speak of the matter. I am, as you know, unwed, but the
power of love has not been entirely alien to me. There was a young woman
in the town—admittedly of the middle class. My exalted rank forbade formal
union, though in secret I did marry her. Little Ludwig was the product of the
subsequent connubial romping. Tragedy, however, separated her from me,
and even now the boy lives in ignorance of his father with the family of my
deceased wife.
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This family, I dare say, has become steadily wealthier due in thanks to the
brewery it owns and a few little services I’ve made on its behalf. I would leave
the flute to him as a testament of my shamefully unspoken love, in hopes that
through it he will make his fortune and become a man of quality like you.
Indeed, sir, having given the matter some thought, it is to you that I should like
to entrust his future; please take the flute and present it to him with my bless-
Ings.”

Johannes, who painfully accepted this task, spent the rest of the night phi-
losophizing further. “If I now allow Ludwig to live.” he thought with a heavy
heart, “I should someday grant this miraculous object to a familywof brewers,
who know nothing more than how to do whatever it is a brewer does to barley.
I doubt this sorry lad would even have the capacity to understand how to play
the flute, or even that it is an instrument. He might try and smoke with it, or
use it to sift barley grains, or possibly wear it in his hair. Such a catastrophe
must be avoided. I fear now it is time for me to bring a close to this unhappy
nobleman’s wasted life and dedicate his death on the altar of Beauty. Her ways
Cannot be so lightly spurned; the flute has been granted to the family in the
hope that we might use it wisely, and I alone possess the intellectual capability
to ensure that Her desires are followed out to the letter. Perhaps I can amend
for the admitted liberty I take by lavishing Ludwig’s bastard with monies
undreamt of by so idle a youth. He would not so greatly benefit if his father
femained among us, after all.”

Having determined this course of action over a night’s mulling and soul
Pondering, he administered to the unfortunate Ludwig such an amount of the
Crushed herb that recovery was now rendered entirely inconceivable. The
doctors returned to the room, their bodies now thickly shrouded in protec-
tive garments, and they stumbled about gropingly until they located the sick
bed. Thereupon they endeavored to bleed Ludwig, stab him with hot irons,
SCrape portions of his skin away, smear his body with weird aloes, and burn to
Nonexistence whatever they felt necessary to destroy upon his quivering frame.
These measures, alas, did not have their desired effects, and the tragically
Stricken man soon languished and wasted away.

“We must impose a general quarantine,” sneezed Dr. Dogtit through his
magk,

“We ourselves must be subject to this curfew, for we have been poking
about with his body for quite a long time, and we are sure to be crawling with
hideous contagion,” murmured Dr. Picksore.

“In fact, we may soon be forced to seal off the entire castle and territory,
lest the whole of the realm be imperiled by the vile pox. Perhaps burning down
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large sections of the state will prevent its spread.”

“By God, sirs, send for a priest and also my solicitor, Herr Waxnail,”
begged Ludwig. “I must make pronouncement to the fellow.”

Soon it was that Herr Waxnail traveled down from the city, arriving in the
late afternoon outside the gates of the grand castle. He was a decrepit, dodder-
ing old man, frail in body and yellow in skin. He had not a tooth in his head
that was not first extracted from the mouth of a hippopotamus, and his mass of
white hair amounted in truth only to a dozen exceptionally long strands, two of
which fell out during the length of his interview with Johannes, upon whom he
also dribbled considerably.

It was, you understand, Johannes and not the quarantined Ludwig who
spoke to the venerable Waxnail, imparting to him the understanding that his
client was well on the way to being thoroughly and irrevocably deceased, and
also that he wished to leave his estate to his hitherto undeclared son. There
was, he mentioned as an aside, promise of a not inconsiderable annuity to be
left to the financier, along with one other personal object by way of remem-
brance.

“Oh yes?” gurgled Herr Waxnail, as he peered wearily at Johannes
through a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles, mounted on the bridge of his ex-
ceptionally long and gnarled nose. “What would that be, then? More money?
That is all a man can afford to remember, I declare. Once he has forgotten
money, he forgets to afford anything, and then where is he? He is cast adrift in
a sea of unaffordability, unannealed and unprotected. Such a man is no better
than spittle—that is, mind you, God’s spittle, for he still wears the cloak of the
Creator, but legally he is still about equal to spittle. In the eyes of the law, he
might even be declared as spittle—it would take a younger and cleverer man
than I, assuredly, fresh and ready for debate, but probably it could be done.”
Herr Waxnail was indeed slipping into a state not unlike senility.

“It is not money,” issued Johannes.

“Your cousin thinks you spittle even now?” snorted Waxnail with dismay.

“No, but he is of a sentimental breed, and thinks it a beautiful gesture to
leave behind him, by way of memorial, a flute.”

“A flute?” gasped Waxnail, choking on his mildewed tongue.

“It is indeed a flute—one of those which he played for enraptured audi-
ences and thereby gained such love and admiration.”

“Very well,” muttered the solicitor, giving him a dubious glance.
“Come—we must seek out the young inheritor; then we shall speak of flutes
and money and spittle and such weighty things as are in that vein.”
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Urged on by the messages passed along from Ludwig’s faint and
withered hand by the now-thickly armored doctors, Johannes departed
with Herr Waxnail in his private carriage, driving into the great city
and seeking out the brewery named by the dying man as that which
lodged his son. Therein they discovered the lad, a portly boy of fifteen,
who promptly chortled with disbelief at the story they poured into his
Spotty ears. Finally they resorted to buying the lad from the unscrupu-
lous brewer, who did not much like portly, spotty boys, and hauled him
forcibly to the castle. Once the dullard realized that he would become
upon Ludwig’s demise a great and wealthy nobleman, he seemed’to
overcome his hesitation, crushing all thoughts of doubt and accepting
as truth the words of the two earnest gentlemen who had come to fetch
him. So it was, I am happy to report, that these honest endeavors of
Johannes and Herr Waxnail were brought to a satisfactory conclusion.

Not so, I am sosry to impart, our tale. When the carriage returned
to the castle early the following morning, those inside were met with
the unpleasant scent of smoke and ash. Peering out of the side win-
dow, Johannes noted a billowing, black haze rising from the grounds
of the noble estate, choking the very azure hue of the sky to a forbid-
ding gray. Masked servants ran amid the trees and shrubs of the back
garden, attending to the dying bonfire within.

“What is the meaning of this?”” demanded Johannes.

“Our master perished shortly after you left,” replied an old ser-
Vant, bowing his head with a mixture of sorrow and sniveling obsequy.
“His doctors advised us to cremate the body along with those personal
effects that were feared contaminated. Then they ordered us all and
themselves as well to be shut up within the castle until sufficient time
has passed so as they might put an end to the pestilence. This has been
a sad day for all of us, sir. We would none of us disdain a coin from
You in respect to our pains and mental torments. In fact, we would take
It as a sign of the nobility of your soul and devotion to Reason if you
did, in fact, reward us handsomely for these honest tears.”

“What — what became of the flute?”

“The flute?”

“Your master’s flute: his famous instrument!”

“It was contaminated.”

“Well?”

“The doctors said it was crawling with plague.”

“And?”

“We burned it as well.”
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