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It was late at night when I left my job as a waiter. I rounded the corner, unlocked a door, and went up the stairs to my apartment. So many times, I had regretted taking up the owner’s offer to live there; some days, it seemed I just could not put enough distance between me and the restaurant where I worked. In just a short walk, the owner could barge in at any time to tell me he required my help downstairs. Fortunately, he rarely did that. The rent was low, and because I worked and lived at the same address, within walking distance of almost anything I needed, I didn’t really have to worry about automobile expenses like a car payment, gas, or insurance. Even though I was still in my thirties and had a slim build, my feet ached and throbbed from being on them all day. The money’s worth it, though, I told myself, and the restaurant isn’t just some greasy spoon. In fact, the eatery that employed me was one of the better ones in the state, and people often journeyed from other parts of the States to sample the culinary delights offered on our menu. 

 

I opened the door to my apartment, eased my swollen feet out of my shoes, rubbed them for a while, then went to take quick a quick shower. As I passed the desk, I took notice of my laptop, which I always left on. I had promised myself I would only check it once a day, to keep my eye on my book sales. I was an aspiring author, so the temptation to watch my progress constantly was there, but I did not want to become a slave to my addiction to seeing if my stories on various websites had sold. Author! Pssh. I smirked at the term. I had penned over forty short stories and novels and posted them online but while some were highly reviewed by the denizens of the internet, I had still met with limited success.

The shower felt good. The warm, almost hot water was soothing as it played over my body, and I stayed beneath the spray for a long time, washing the grime and smell of food off of me. I toweled off and slipped into some loose-fitting clothes, then lay on my bed. My apartment was very small, just 400 square feet. The main part of the room was furnished humbly with a desk and bed, and off to the side was a small kitchenette. The bathroom was equipped with a closet. The windows offered a view of the main street, but when I closed them, I rarely heard anything; when they remodeled the upstairs into several apartments, a lot of thought had gone into soundproofing the place from the horn-blaring and plate-clattering noises of the street and the restaurant below.  

 

I made myself comfortable among the covers and pillows, then flipped the television on. The various late-night programs were already in progress, their studio audiences laughing at ever clever remark the guest stars made to the smirking, smart-mouthed hosts. I was too tired and drained to even think about writing on my laptop, so instead, I considered the pile of tips I’d earned that night. It was Friday, which always meant a pretty good haul for me, because the out-of-towners were quite generous. The restaurant was always highly reviewed online, on sites like Roadfood, Urbanspoon, and Yelp, so it landed a spot on the bucket lists of many, which garnered us a steady flow of business. 

I grabbed the wad of money and moved the mouse to wake up my laptop. “Over $200!” I said aloud, shocked. I never counted my tips in the restaurant, as I thought it was bad form and that some of my customers would think it unprofessional. It was really all about their experience, even more than their taste buds, and I didn’t want anything to turn them off so they’d go Yelping about it and ruin our stellar reputation. 

Although I liked my job, there was really no upside to it other than the pay, the tips, and the occasional convenience of not having to drive there. There was no future for me there. The owners were grooming their sons to take over, and I had no culinary talent and hated prepping food. I wanted to become a great writer and make my living doing that, even if it was just a starving artist’s dream. 

My hand clicked on the computer mouse. Maybe I sold a few dozen copies today, instead of the usual one or two, I hoped.  

Before I could check my stories online, my phone chimed with a seemingly urgent message from Dave, my best friend: “You need to come here now!” 

Dave and I had become fast friends early, way back in grade school. We were the proverbial peas in a pod and shared almost exactly the same interests, two geeks before being a geek was chic. We loved comic books, fantasy gaming, and golf and made plans to travel to every country in the world. We had great expectations and crazy ideas to conquer the world after we graduated high school, and we even drafted a few plans for online games before they became the norm. Dave graduated magna cum laude, but I only walked away with my regular, run-of-the-mill diploma. 

We both tried a year of college before deciding that it was not the way we wanted to go. After that, we joined the military, hoping to find a career there. We enlisted on the buddy program: We would be stationed at the same base, but after four years in the Air Force and being deployed to the UK for two years, then to the Middle East, we both decided it was too structural and controlling. We bid Uncle Sam farewell and didn’t bother to reenlist again. 

We still saw each other three or four times a month to share some ideas over coffee, as we still both lived in our hometown. We meandered through quiet lives rather than actually living them, so when we got together, we often found ourselves rehashing the bright spots and milestones whenever we got together but rarely talking about any new or exciting plans for the future. I was a waiter and part-time writer, and Dave was back home, taking care of his dying mother during the day and working at a nearby asylum as an orderly at night. 

Dave had no writing skills to speak of and joked that he couldn’t hardly put a sentence together on paper, but he promised that he would give me any ideas or tell me of any strange events that happened at the asylum so I could use them in my stories; I had done so many times. The asylum was up in the low hills of Virginia, behind our town, and it employed many locals in various capacities. As a fringe benefit, the staff received free healthcare from the resident doctors and nurses. It was a massive brick building, two long wings wide and four stories high. The windows were barred, but the bars were cunningly hidden by normal windowpanes so the patients, all of whom suffered from some degree of delirium, dementia, or insanity, believed that they were living in a normal home. It was originally built just after the Civil War, for an occupancy of 300, but almost 2,000 currently walked the halls. As a result, they were always short staffed and lacked enough rooms or equipment; the insane were forced to bunk together in the rooms, and some even slept in the hallways. 

 

When I went there to visit Dave at work, to share a late-night dinner, I rarely made it past the employee dining area on the first floor. Even with the overcrowding, the staff kept the place clean and orderly for state inspectors, relatives, or any other visitors from the general public. The floors grew progressively worse as one ascended them; the third and fourth were reserved for the most violent and criminally insane patients. On the fourth floor, the upper echelon of craziness, nearly all the paint was stripped off the walls, and the floors had been torn up by the residents. They had to sleep in bunk beds stacked on top of each other, and in some rooms, several had to be locked up daily. Dave had worked in that nightmarish facility for over a dozen years, and I really didn’t understand how he coped with it.  

“Kind of late now, and I’m beat. Long day. Want to meet for coffee on Sunday?” I texted back.

Seconds later, he sent a terse reply: “No! Get here now. He’s dying!!” 

“Who?” I texted, quickly pulling on some jeans. Dave hated to text and rarely did, so I knew it had to be more important than just wanting to split a pizza with me. 

Minutes went by before my phone chimed again. “Bring your phone,” he messaged. “The last child of the Radium Girls is dying. He’s speaking French, I think. Bring your uniform, but be wary that it’s really…weird here.”

I ran downstairs with my fake uniform in hand, a white lab coat and an ID badge we’d photoshopped so I could easily be mistaken for asylum staff. While I seldom ventured beyond the first floor, I had often used that fake ID and disguise to so I could slip into the employee lounge or follow Dave around the facility a bit without anyone questioning me. I had never been challenged by any of the staff; the place was so undermanned, and everyone was so overworked that I just blended in. 

I unlocked my bike from the bike rack in the alley, mounted it, then texted back, “What’s a ‘Radium Girl,’ and what’s the big deal about a French-speaking guy dying?” 

He replied, almost instantly, as if he’d been anticipating the question, “The mother, a Radium Girl in New York died and gave her son to her mother. The grandmother couldn’t handle him, too violent, so she sent him here when he was very young. He never went to school and spent his whole life here. Could barely speak English, but now he’s speaking French. Doesn’t make sense! He won’t last long. Hurry! Four West, Room 419!” 

The bike ride through town on a Friday night was tough and all uphill. It was quite a battle fighting traffic that could not see me, and it was a major exertion after working all day, but the distance slipped by quickly. For the duration of the ride, I tried to think about everything I knew about Radium and reviewed my lackluster knowledge of French. I had learned the language in high school and had kept it up while in college and used it in Europe when in the military, but now I mainly used it for my work at the restaurant, when young daughters or wives tried to impress everyone by trying to order wine or ask about an entrée in French that was rudimentary at best. I had quickly discovered that if I complimented the lady of the table on either her clothing or her perfect French, it was a sure-fire way to earn higher tips. 

When I arrived at the asylum, I noted that the parking lot in the front was almost vacant. Dave loved to work the night shift, as most of the bosses were gone, and many of the patients were heavily medicated and fast asleep or at least restrained or locked away for the night. Now, though, when I looked up at Four West, I noticed that light was pouring out of every window, and the screams coming from the building were louder than normal. Inmates stared down from some of the barred windows, and others pounded on them like angry animals in a zoo. I shuddered, as I’d never seen the place like that before. Dave had told me that for some reason, whenever there was a full moon, the place seemed to take on a maniacal night life, and even the most medicated patients were more active. At first, I thought he was just feeding me a heaping bowl of bull, just an urban legend, but every time I’d visited during a full moon, his story had proven true. This time, though, it was different. The top of the building, the fourth floor, seemed completely alive, and every inmate was up and moving, screaming and pounding. 

I parked my bike at the rear of the building, in the employee parking area. Since it was a lockdown unit, I knew the front door would be closed at that time of the day, so I would have to gain access through the rear guarded door. I was sure it would be difficult to get in with so much unusual activity going on. 

Holding my ID badge out in front of me, I climbed the stairs to the guarded employee door. Usually, I had to lie and claim that our sister facility, the nearby hospital that was in the same system as the asylum, had sent me to help cover the short staffing. As I approached the gray-haired man behind the glass, I said, “They sent me from Belleville, Nurse Manager Trish. Four West is short staffed, and—” I started, trying to sound official and speak in their jargon, the way Dave had taught me to. 

Before I could finish my fib, though, the ashen-faced guard moved out of his secure, barred room and stood on the steps, then craned his neck to glance at the upper floors. His blue uniform was well worn, his shirt was stained with a variety of splotches, and he was holding a steaming cup of coffee in his hand. “You sure you wanna go up there?” he asked. “I heard the whole floor’s on lockdown. Somethin’ bad is going on, and they already called most of the guards up. We keep 300 of our worst patients in that ward, and they’re all movin’ around like rats on a sinking ship. Matter fact, several already tried to get out, and we had to use the Taser on one of the bigger ones.” 

“Yeah, I don’t really want to go, but I can’t hardly turn down double-time with the night shift premium on top of it,” I lied. “The missus and I have a baby on the way, and we need the mon—”

The guard held his hand up to shush me, took one quick, cursory look at my badge, then held the door open for me, ignoring my reasoning. His radio strapped over his shoulder had come alive, and I could hear people talking as he ushered me inside. 

Normally, when I visited at that time of night, it was very quiet and dim. They kept the lights down to help the patients sleep, and I had seen very few in the hallways. Usually, only an odd staff member could be spotted, darting from his or her post to the employee lockers or heading out to the parking lot. Now, as I walked the main wide, wooden hallway that was festooned with tables full of bright flowers, warm rugs, and scenic wall art, I saw them, the insane, stumbling about and clawing at the air like zombies, their eyes vacant and their jaws slack. There were not just one or two shambling around; there were dozens of them, so many that I had to weave among them careful to avoid touching any of them.  

I headed for the elevator, then stopped. The wide doors were open, inviting me in. Beside it was a huge wooden staircase, and a few of the patients were clumsily ascending it. The elevators were put in fifty years after the building was built, and the contractors had to tear down huge sections of that part of the building to make room for them. They had never worked well, but the money, skills, and parts to replace or upgrade them were simply not available for the facility. Thanks to input from my friend Dave, I’d written several short stories about those elevators, frightening tales he’d told me about the things people had seen inside the contraption while trapped in it for hours. Over the long years, many had died at the asylum and were buried out back; some claimed those lost, misguided souls still roamed the halls. That made for some unnerving stories, and no one really quite knew whether they could just be dismissed as fiction or fairytales.

Thinking back on the macabre stories Dave had relayed to me, I decided to skirt the empty elevator and hightailed it to the carpeted stairs. I grabbed the polished bannister and headed up, trying to avoid the sick and psychotic as I made my ascent. When I passed a female inmate, I glanced at her body in sickened awe. Dave had told me never to make eye contact, warning that it might engage them; he warned that they might try to touch me or talk to me, to drain my energy somehow. “They may think they recognize you or that you are here to rescue them,” he cautioned, and I would never forget the horrified look on his face when he said those words.

Suddenly, the patient I was looking at stopped moving. Even though I knew better, I dared to look up at her face. Much to my relief, she was now turned away, looking up the stairs, staring at something I could not see. I turned around and noticed that all of them were looking upward. Then, in unison, like some modern-day Tower of Babel incident, they all started mumbling and talking in an incoherent choir of noise. Some yelled, and others raised their hands and flailed their arms, their bodies moving in spastic fits. I bent over the bannister and looked down the hallway. All the patients were doing the same thing, facing west and looking up, at the spot where Dave was. I looked up at the huge, ponderous chandelier of garish lights, hanging over the front doors to welcome families. Now, it was swinging from side to side. Wait. It’s…moving? It was twenty feet off the ground, and nothing could possibly reach it without a very tall ladder.

I stopped gazing at the chandelier and looked around me when I realized that the inmates grew instantly quite. What just happened? I wondered, uneasy on my feet amongst such a crowd. Within minutes, they stopped their weird, jerking movements and began slowly pacing in the direction they had been heading before, as if nothing had happened. The chandelier, on the other hand, still rocked to and fro.

I wanted to leave, wanting no part of that place or the people who resided there. I figured Dave could fill me in later, the next time we met. The entire scene was frightening, with the patients lumbering about the stairs and halls, acting even odder than they usually did. Again, I was reminded of all the living dead movies and shows I’d seen, but I was grateful they weren’t trying to devour me—at least not yet. Still, as tempted as I was to run, I couldn’t help myself. There were just too many potential story ideas lurking there, in that horrid place. How many times in my daily life do I wish something out of the ordinary would happen? I had to ask myself. Most of us just stay behind closed, locked doors, leading quiet, dull lives, waiting for something or someone to change. I could leave and put this behind me and just go home, or else I could suck it up and stick around to witness whatever happens here and hopefully live to write about it later. Something monumental was happening, and I wanted to be part of it, no matter how much it scared me. 

Without giving myself time to debate the issue further, I bolted up the stairs, dodging inmates as I took the steps two at a time. Even though I had worked all day and pedaled my bike several miles up some severe, calf-punishing hills, I no longer felt tired. On the contrary, for the first time in a long time, I actually felt alive.

I finally reached the fourth floor. The stairway cut the floor in two halves, one corridor leading east and the other going west. Each hallway was lined with wooden doors, to rooms on both sides. One specific area housed a lockdown room, where violent offenders were confined. Halfway down the hallway was a nurses’ station, and behind that was a locked door that protected the staff sleeping quarters. The whole place reeked of body odor, from all those people crowded into it like sardines. Pipes hung from the ceiling, and paint flakes clung to the walls for dear life. The tiles on the floor, filthy and outdated, were lifting in several places, their corners curled and some pieces missing altogether. Deep scratches and unpainted places scarred the walls. 

All of the inmates were up and moving around, but the guards were trying, to no avail, to contain the violent ones. The nursing staff and orderlies were moving from patient to patient, trying to put them back in their rooms, to medicate them, or even to tie down the most uncooperative ones. The other side, the east wing, seemed to be encountering the same problem. The horde of patients continued milling about, but then it happened again, that unseen pulse of energy that animated the inmates. On both sides of the building, they stood straight up, with their bodies locked, and faced down the hallway to the west. A low sound grew louder and louder as the seconds ticked by. They smashed their hands, heads, and bodies against the walls and the barred windows, stretching in seemingly inhuman contortions and clawing at the air like wild animals. 

I covered my ears and moved through them, keeping my eyes on their shuffling feet, clad in the white, laceless tennis shoes they all wore. I passed one doorway, then another, noting that Room 419, an odd-numbered room, would be on the left side, almost at the end of the corridor. I was hit and kicked, bitten and pushed, but I somehow managed to keep my balance and kept moving. When I passed the nurses’ station, I realized it was entirely vacant. In the sleeping quarters, where staff and nurses sometimes rested between shifts, I saw many wounded women, crying and holding bloody bandages against their bodies. They were locked behind a door, but I could see through the unbreakable window. While I was walking, I slipped out of my white overcoat and put my ID badge in my pocket; the last thing I wanted was to be pegged and targeted as a staff member. As the inmates were still howling and crawling, I slipped into Room 419.

Instantly, I was taken aback. While the rooms were usually crammed with far more than one bed, sometimes even several sets of bunks to accommodate the overflowing population, Room 419 was furnished with only a single bed—no chest of drawers, no pictures, and nothing else at all. I did notice a few clothes hanging in the closet, but they appeared to be threadbare at best. I immediately spotted my friend Dave, with another orderly, both of them busy holding down an inmate who was strapped to his bed at all four corners. The old man writhed around and foamed at the mouth, shouting words and phrases in angry French. Every fiber of his body was straining at the old, cracked leather restraints that so tightly held him to his bed, and his bald head rocked back and forth, glistening in the dim light that reflected off his perspiration. Upon closer inspection, I realized the elderly one was actually glowing, somehow giving off a light of his own, something like an aura. When it shone on the walls and the pipes near the ceiling, they glowed gold.

Dave looked up and saw me and shouted over the din, “Brian! Thank God you’re here.” He nodded to the other orderly, who was trying his best to hold the man down. “Go help the nurses,” he said, then motioned with his head for him to leave the room. 

After the orderly ran out, the old man stopped straining to move against the restraints. The spittle stopped spewing from his mouth, even though he kept talking, babbling words neither of us could possibly understand. I also noticed that the golden glow on the walls began to fade. In the hallway outside the room, a calmness and a quiet took over as the insane settled down and moved slowly again, trying to find their rooms. They seemed tired now, as if something had been driving them to a higher energy level but had finally set them free. 

I looked at my old friend. His glasses were askew, and he was panting hard. While he was not a big man, Dave tried to keep in shape by exercising every day, whenever he could get a break from work and taking care of his sick mother. He went for long walks and did push-ups, sit-ups, and occasionally a few sprints. He had a paunchy body, and his dark hair was already flecked with silver. I could tell he was frightened and exhausted. “What the fuck is going on?” I asked Dave. 

He looked up at me, terrified and still holding down the old man’s arms in a vise-like grip. “Get ready. It’s gonna start again,” he warned. “I’ll need your help to hold him down when it does. If he breaks free, he might get out into the general population, and it wouldn’t be good for any of us if he gets that close to that many people. Somehow, his energy is charging them. They’d probably tear the building down and kill us all. Is your damn phone recording, and do you understand what he is saying? It’s French, right?”

I had no clue, really, as all my attention was on making sure the door remained closed so no other psychos could not get in. I had had no time to concentrate on what my friend was saying. The old man was tied down and seemed to be very close to death’s door, and I really did not understand why Dave was so concerned about him. The walls and overhead pipes had almost reverted back to their normal color, except for a few splotches of gold here and there. I reached into my shirt pocket and started the audio-recording app. I glanced at the phone charge, and it was at 75 percent. Satisfied with that, I laid it near the old man’s head. 

“I’ve got no idea if that’s French or not,” I finally answered. I then leaned down to the old fellow who was still twisting about, albeit not as violently. As my face neared his wrinkled one, I noticed that his eyes were moving about but were glazed over, with what seemed like white clouds forming in them. He spoke fast in his raspy voice, too fast for me to make out what he was saying, but I did manage to pick out a couple of words: “stone” and “Stephen.” I looked over at Dave. “I’m not getting much of what he is saying. It is French, but I can only make out a few words.” 

“Shit. It’s gonna start again. We’ve got to hurry. He’s dying, and the doctors took him off his meds, as hospice always does that when someone reaches his last days. It will only take the drugs a little while longer to cycle through him, all those meds that have kept him quiet all these years. Ever since they started wearing off, the old coot’s been like this. He’ll be calm for several minutes, then explode with power or something,” Dave explained. He guided my hands to the old man’s and motioned for me to hold them down while he grasped his feet. “It’s a weekend night, and most of the doctors are away, probably on the damn golf course. Anyway, we can’t reach any of them to allow or administer the drugs he was taking.”

“The nurses can’t do it?”

“They won’t without a doctor’s order, as they could lose their license. Besides, only a doctor or administrator can unlock the room where those kind of medications are stored. I wish he would just stop. He’s driving the rest of the population into a freaking frenzy!”

The old man’s body arched again, and the walls lit up with a golden hue. From beyond the door, I heard the cacophony of wailing start up again. The French and sticky saliva began to flow out of his mouth again, and as I listened closely, I realized there was somewhat of a pattern to what he was saying, some words and phrases that he kept repeating. Unfortunately, I could not concentrate on that at the moment, because I was far too busy trying to hold his weathered arms down while the strong energy swelled within him again. Even though I was a larger, stronger man than Dave, I could barely hold the ancient one down as he thrashed about.

The energy poured out of the old man, and whenever his golden energy pulsed, all the metallic surfaces in the room turned golden. The hanging light began to sway violently, and the entire building began to shake, as if caught in the throes of an earthquake. Dust rained down from the ceiling, and the walls groaned under some monstrous force. The patients wailed at a deafening volume and began viciously pounding on anything they could hit. I heard cries for help coming from down the hallway, but I could not move; I was too transfixed on the old man as he writhed and shook violently. He was a large man, over six and a half feet tall, and even in his late eighties, beneath his leathery skin, his muscles were evident. I was sure he’d been quite a terror to the inmates in that wing before he was tied to a bed. He was bald, with dirty nails, dressed scantily in only a pair of grubby pajama pants. I wondered about his past, his name, and what was happening to him. 

“Death throes! it won’t be long now,” Dave yelled to me over the noise. “Don’t mean to sound heartless or anything, but I hope this puts an end to it!”  

I held on with all my strength, but it was nearly impossible to keep the man still. He began to shake and tremble violently, but he didn’t seem to be trying to get up. Suddenly, the leather restraints on his arms and hands ripped in two, as if they were made of paper. “What the…?” I asked Dave, with panic in my eyes.

Dave could only shrug and stare in terror as the windows shattered and a huge crack rippled up one of the walls. Then, with a final burst of energy, the old man died in front of me. As he took his last breath, a pulse of power flashed and splattered the walls, bathing the pipes and part of the bed in that strange golden hue. After one last sigh, his body stilled, and the maniacal patients outside our door ceased their pounding. In fact, there were several solid thuds as many slumped and fell to the floor, utterly drained from their exertions. Oddly enough, my phone died at that moment, too, as if someone had purposely turned it off.  

I bent over and released his arms. The old man’s head slumped over, and mucus drained out of his mouth and oozed grotesquely onto the pillowcase. I caught my breath and looked at Dave. He, too, had let go of the man’s body and was leaning back to catch his breath, looking as if he’d just run a marathon. Without a word spoken between us, we both shared a moment realizing that we had just survived something frightful and had come through it alive

Dave finally gathered his wits enough to take a look around the room, his eyes widening and his head shaking at the cracks, broken windows, and metal surfaces splotched with gold. “Quick! Put on your uniform and badge,” he said, pointing at the white lab coat still tucked haphazardly in my pocket. 

I stood to don my disguise.

Dave looked the old man over, as if to make sure he was really dead. He then ran his hands over the broken place in the wall, then touched one of the golden areas, albeit with some hesitation. “Weird. The walls have flaked off, but they’re…completely golden,” he said, knocking a few flecks into his hands. He looked at them closely, then carefully put them in his pockets. 

“Dave, what the hell just happened? Who is…er, uh…was this guy?” I asked, picking up my phone so I could restart it.

Just then, the wooden door flew open, and a woman stepped in, with an air of authority about her; something made me quickly put the phone in my pocket. She was heavyset, with blonde hair, and her torn white nurse’s outfit was tight on her body, so much so that I had to stifle a laugh at the thought that she looked something like a pig stuffed in a tube sock. She was also painted with a ridiculously gaudy amount of makeup, none of which did her any good. She was really quite disheveled, and her arm was bleeding from two wounds that looked like bites.

“You two okay?” the large woman asked, staring at the dead body and then looking back over at Dave. “It’s quiet out there now, and the staff who can still work are putting the inmates back in their rooms. I need you to get the gurney up here ASAP and take the body down to the morgue. Hurry back after that, as I’ll need official statements from both of you. I want this body out of here. If the others see it, they might break into a riot again,” the large woman said. She looked over the corpse for a minute, then felt for a pulse and checked for breathing. “Time of death is 2:34 a.m.,” she said to Dave. “Make a note on his chart, and the doctor will sign it when he comes in.” She then turned to look at me and scowled. “Who the hell are you, by the way? I don’t know you, and I’ve seen better fake IDs made with crayons.” 

“Trish,” Dave said, squeezing between the two of us, “this is Brian. His ID is different because he’s here on call from Belleville. I’ve worked with him before.” 

“Oh,” she replied, then cleared her throat as if she was embarrassed by some error. “Good call then, whoever it was. We should have asked for more orderlies and techs. In fact, I’m gonna send for some backup. What happened in here anyway, Dave? It’s obvious this patient somehow set the others off.”

“I-I’m really not sure,” Dave stuttered.

“Well, after you get that body in the cooler and help clean up some of this mess, I’m gonna put both your names in for an award.”

“An award?” Dave asked, confused.

“Yep. You’ve done some good work here tonight, boys. Things coulda been a whole lot worse without you here to keep this one under control. I’ve gotta go get the other hallways back in order, but good job.” Then, without another word, she spun on her heels and left.

After a few moments, we both looked at each other and started to laugh. 

“What kind of award will we get?” I asked Dave. “Money or time off with pay?” 

Chuckling, Dave answered, “The last award I won here was just a letter, not even worth framing. C’mon though. Let’s get that gurney before this guy begins to stink the place up worse.”

“Is that possible?” I asked, scrunching up my nose.

“You have a point.”

As we left the room, we couldn’t believe our eyes at the chaos in the hallway. Inmates were still strewn on the floors, and there were bloody marks all over the walls where they’d repeatedly banged their heads and limbs, breaking bones and tearing flesh. Those who were capable of walking were being led off the floor, back to their rooms by the uninjured staff who were trying to bring order to the floor. 

We skirted by all the mayhem and headed to the service elevator, the area where the gurneys were stored. The metal gurney was constructed so staff could lift up a dead body and enclose it in plastic protection. The body could then be hidden down in the recesses of the plastic so family members or visitors would only see a gurney being pushed by, with no hint of a body in it. 

We wheeled the gurney into the room and spread out the plastic sheeting. Dave had told me that a dozen years ago, they just used regular bed sheets, but that was eventually deemed unsafe and unsanitary when they realized that dead bodies release fluids and vapors that could harm the living. The whole ordeal was still pretty gross, but the plastic made it a bit better.

Dave handed me a pair of plastic gloves, and we were careful not to touch any of the fluid that had come from the old man’s mouth. We hoisted his large body up on the gurney, groaning as we heaved with the dead weight of him. We zipped the bag up to his face.

I looked at the gaping eyes and asked, “Don’t you close them, like on those cop shows on TV?” 

“No,” Dave replied. “They only do that for dramatic effect on those CSI shows, and it doesn’t really work. Watch.” With that, he ran his hands over the man’s eyes. They stayed shut only briefly before they popped open again. “In the old days, morticians used to sew them shut for funeral processions. Nowadays, as far as I understand it, they use something like super glue.”

“Interesting,” I said, a bit shocked.

“Look, if anyone asks anything, just let me do the talking,” he said.

I nodded to show I understood, and we wheeled the trolley out into the hallway. By now, most of the inmates had stumbled back into their rooms on a quest for much-needed sleep. It was very late, and they were all exhausted from being so rudely awakened by the clarion call of the old man. The few who were still in the halls were suffering from painful broken bones or were unconscious on the floor. In all the tumult, no one seemed to notice a couple orderlies wheeling a dead body down to the morgue. 

We reached the service elevator, and the old iron doors opened to reveal a small space, with room for about five gurneys. I immediately felt a bit claustrophobic and hesitated.

“C’mon, Brian. We’ll be okay,” Dave assured me. “This is the only way to get the body down to the basement, unless we’re going to carry it, which I’m not. I’ve been in this elevator dozens of times, and I’ve had no problems with it,” he said, wearing a wan smile.

I reluctantly stepped inside, keeping one hand on the gurney edge and one on the other side of the elevator. The doors slid closed haltingly. Then, with a bump and the grinding of gears, the rickety thing started its jerky descent. 

“You okay?” Dave asked. 

It was obvious that with the doors closed and things slowly returning to normal, my friend was starting to feel like he was back in his old environment. The color was returning to his cheeks, and his breathing slowed and his voice deepened. I wished I felt even half as good as he did, but the whole thing was quite unnerving for me. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, a half-truth if there ever was one. “But who is this guy? What happened tonight?”

“I just started taking care of this gentleman this week,” Dave said, motioning toward the lumpier end of the gurney. “I was switched from Four East to Four West. The staff wanted no part of him, never even talked about him or called him by name. They whispered to me that doing that would only invite him into my life. I guess they think his reach somehow extends out from this building.”

“That’s…frightening,” I said.

“Yeah. You remember I told you how crowded it is in here, right?”

“Right.”

“Well, you might have noticed that he had a room all to himself. They had to do that, because he killed at least six inmates we know of. The last one, he strangled with his bare hands. When he dropped the poor guy on the floor, he started to come to and breathe again, but the old guy picked up a chair and kept smashing his head with the edge of it, till it was nothing more than a bloody pulp.”

“Oh my God,” I muttered, star

“He could barely speak English and instead grunted whenever he wanted something. We were all warned to never turn our back on him. Like I told you, he was the son of a Radium Girl, yet tonight, somehow, he was speaking fluent French.”

“Radium Girl? I have no idea what that is, but yes, that was French. I can’t really say if it was fluent or not, because I didn’t catch much of it. It’s not like he was ordering a bottle of wine. They were strange words, things I didn’t recognize, or with some kind of a weird accent or something,” I said. “Why was he glowing? And was he just jerking around like that because he was dying?” I asked, still quite baffled about the man’s last moments. 

“No idea,” Dave said. “I’ve never witnessed anything like that before.” He sighed and shook his head. “I hope Trish called the guard who works down here to come unlock the door to the morgue. After this, go home and look up Radium Girls and try to figure out what he was saying. I don’t really have time to tell you about it right now.” Dave looked at the doors when the elevator jerked to an abrupt stop. “We’re here.” 

The doors struggled and groaned a bit but finally whooshed open, revealing a small corridor. Dave turned right, then led me down to another set of corridors. It was close quarters as we crept through the narrow halls that reminded me of some sort of mountain passageway in a fantasy movie. The place was damp and smelled somewhat of mold and mildew.

The morgue door was open, and a guard was already stationed there, sticking his head out the doorway and looking our way. “Have things quieted down up there?” he asked. “It seems the banging and screaming stopped, at least for now. What the hell was going on? All I got was that one of the inmates was whipping the others into a frenzy, and the staff could not contain them all. Did anyone get killed?” he asked nervously. 

“Tom, this is the guy who started it all. I guess he got too excited and riled up the other patients. It’s all over now, and they’re cleaning up,” Dave explained to the guard, pointing at the gurney. 

I looked at the man as he let out a deep breath, and I could see that Dave’s words alleviated the stress and anxiousness that had been haunting him as he was stationed down there in the depths, with no idea what was happening above. In spite of the cool temperature in the underbelly of the asylum, Tom’s blue uniform was drenched in sweat, his forehead beaded with perspiration. 

We wheeled the gurney into the small room. The freezer doors were open, and I saw other bodies stored in the upper shelves of it. We slid the metal part of the gurney in the lower part, and it easily moved right into place.

Tom quickly closed the doors and locked them behind us. “Don’t think he’ll cause any more harm in there,” he said, moving quickly down the hallway. “Was it…?” he started to ask, then left his question to die in the dim hallway. 

Dave just nodded and exchanged a knowing glance with the guard.

When we came to the intersection of hallways, the guard moved quickly to a nearby office, and we stepped back into the elevator. 

As the doors creaked closed again, Dave said, “I have one more thing to show you, but then you’d better leave. I’ll meet you Sunday, at our usual spot. I think some state people were called in, and it wouldn’t be good for them to catch you here. We have a lot to talk about.”

The doors chugged open, and we stepped out on the first floor, in the recesses of the building, completely out of sight. Dave led me through a few rooms and back into a small area that was crowded with a long table covered in masks. Dave immediately began spreading the masks around on the table.

Intrigued, I picked one up to examine it. It seemed to be made of papier-mâché, as it was thin and light, and the front of it was a happy face, one of joy and merriment. When I turned it over, I noticed some words written inside it: “Family light. Getting well.” I put the strange mask down and moved closer to Dave, suddenly finding it quite creepy.

“Here it is!” he shouted after looking through what appeared to be hundreds of them. He held up a white mask, lacquered to a glossy shine on the front and painted dark green on the back.

“What are these, Dave?” I asked. “Tell me you don’t have a Halloween party for the inmates. This place is scary enough for the rest of the year.”

Dave chuckled. “No. The staff uses these to help the inmates express themselves. Plus, making them gives them something to do with their time. The patients make them to represent how they want to be seen, and the messages inside are supposed to represent what they’re thinking.” 

I looked at another mask, one with a white face. The front looked like the masks used in England on Guy Fawkes Day, a celebration of the man who tried to blow up Parliament. The face smiled back at me, its smirking grin surrounded by a mustache and goatee. I turned the mask over to look at the back. Drawn in red ink were disturbing, macabre images of death: cut-up and amputated bodies, dying people, and animals torn to shreds, with protruding bones and bloody, matted, mangy fur. I dropped the mask as if it was on fire, almost breaking it in the process. 

“That mask belonged to the guy we just put in the morgue,” Dave said. “He could not write, so they told him to draw pictures of what was going on in his mind. Sick, huh?” Suddenly, he jerked his head sideways as he caught the sound of approaching sirens. “You’d better get going. Maybe hold up a few minutes out back, till they get inside the building. They’ll probably question you if they see you leaving now, after all this happened. “

I agreed and followed him back out to the public area of the building. We passed the main entryway, which was now open. Several staff members were milling about, anxiously waiting for the authorities. I noticed that the chandelier was still swaying to and fro, but I didn’t bother asking about it.

Dave escorted me to the staff entrance and made sure I got to my bike. We didn’t talk to anyone who crossed our path. I was in a daze and wanted nothing more than to leave that cursed place, head home, take another shower, and get some sleep. 

As I unlocked my bike Dave clasped my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t worry, Brian. It’ll all be fine. I’ll see you Sunday, and maybe we can work together to try to figure out what happened here. If nothing else, it’ll be good for a few more stories of yours.” He tried to smile reassuringly but failed miserably; too much had happened for him to feign relief, and there was even tension in his walk as he headed back into the asylum.

After my brave friend walked away, I looked up at the red brick building. The place seemed silent again, and the lights were slowly being turned off, room by room, as the hardworking orderlies and nurses managed to get the residents back in their beds. Dave turned and gave me a weak wave, then winced; he clearly did not want to go back in there, and I couldn’t blame him after what we’d been through. A second later, he turned around and walked inside without looking back. 

I pedaled my bike to an area that would be hard to see from the asylum, then waited behind several garbage dumpsters until I heard the wailing vehicles stop. I pulled out my phone and turned it on. It seemed to work fine, and I set the timer to give me ten minutes. I spent that time checking the news, my email, and text messages. There was one recorded voice memo, but I did not play it, as I did not wish to relive what had happened in that room. When the timer pinged, I got on my bike, wheeled around the asylum, and headed back into town. 

It was now Saturday, and my next shift did not start until two p.m., so I had plenty of time to rest and get some sleep. I tried to clear my head, thinking of nothing but the ride back to the apartment. It was a dangerous journey now that the moisture had wafted in from the low mountains, leaving the road slick and wet with dew. Nevertheless, I was grateful; the treacherous path demanded my full attention as I made my way back home.

When I arrived, I plugged in my phone but turned it off, shut down my laptop, and took a shower, letting the heated water wash over me. I made sure my door was locked and that the windows were closed tight, then took an over-the-counter sleeping pill and climbed into bed. I set the alarm for noon and quickly dozed off.

***
 When I awoke, the events at the asylum seemed distant and dreamlike. I turned on the TV that hung on the wall and flipped the channel to watch the news. There were, of course, all the gloom-and-doom reports of the typical problems on Planet Earth: fighting in the Middle East, rising gas prices, and weather askew all over the world. I grabbed a bowl of cereal turned on my laptop and phone. As I crunched away on Frosted Flakes, I surfed through the TV channels and finally settled on something dull that would not require me to think much.

Just as I was pulling the last soggy flake out of my bowl with my spoon, my phone chirped with an alert from a text Dave sent late in the night: “Two p.m. Sunday okay? Hospice is coming here at eleven or so.” 

Poor Dave, I thought. I had no idea how he managed to work a full-time job while also taking care of his mother. I had often suggested that he put her in reputable home, a good care facility who could look after her, but he always shrugged it off. “She’s family,” he always said, “and I’d be ashamed if I ever have to resort to that. This is my mother we’re talking about.” He also told me more than once that he would have plenty of time to catch up on his sleep when she was gone. Years had gone by, though, and I could tell my friend was slowly fraying at the edges. He rarely left her except to work and when we met up for coffee, and that was only for an hour or so. Those were the times he said he cherished. 

I texted back, “Yeah. See you then.”

I plugged my phone into my computer and sent the voice file to the machine, just in case I lost my phone or dropped or damaged it somehow. Once I was sure the file was sent, I checked my email, then went to the sites where I’d posted my stories. Incredibly, I had sold over twenty copies in just the last two days, and I was impressed! At this rate, I’ll net almost $8,000 a year, I thought, with great excitement. If I post just a few more novels and short stories, maybe one day, I can leave the food service industry behind and live off my writing. 

I clicked the TV off and moved the laptop onto my lap. The events of the previous night had given me many ideas, and the new sales gave me just the push I needed. I brought up a search engine and typed, “Radium Girls.” Within a fraction of a second, seemingly over a million sites popped up, and I read the first few. Apparently, Madam Curie and her husband had discovered radium in the early nineteenth century, and it was touted as a miracle element. It glowed in the dark and was thought to be the long-sought cure for all manner of ailments, from blindness to hysteria; its claim to fame was that anyone who bathed in its healing light would never have to rely on medication again. In no time, radium cures swept through the nation, and in short order, it was added to all sorts of products, like chocolate, water, cosmetics, and even watch dials. People could bathe in water with radium in it, and health officials gladly reinforced the idea that the glowing light could sweep away any ailment, no matter how severe, even cleansing the body of cancer. 

The Radium Girls, as they were called, numbering an estimated 4,000 or more at one time, painted radium on watch dials so the watches would glow in the dark. They placed paintbrushes in their mouths so the tips would be pointed and the radium paint went on more smoothly. At the same time, radium spread onto their lips and teeth. Some even painted their teeth and nails so they would glow in the dark. This process came to a halt when several of the girls died; their jawbones and teeth crumbled away, their legs began to break apart as they walked, and their hair fell out in clumps as the radium leached the calcium out of their bones. The deadly fad of using radium in the United States came to a stop as similar results occurred.

I made notes of the night’s occurrences and pasted a copy of my findings on the Radium Girls. I wondered what the connection was between the events at the asylum and what I’d dug up in my research about radium. It was getting late, and I had to get up and prepare myself for work. In the restaurant, Saturdays were typically slower than Fridays, but sometimes there was an afternoon or evening rush. Before I got dressed, I did another quick search to download a few apps that would translate French to English, but since I wasn’t yet ready to replay the frightening recording, I just grabbed my phone and went downstairs. 

The night went by slowly at work, and my mind seemed to linger on the events that had taken place the night before. It was difficult for me to concentrate on my work, and I messed up orders and felt very sluggish. The staff helped me by picking up orders and tending my tables; I lied and told them that I felt sick and did not get much sleep the night before, and my co-workers felt sorry for me. 

When my painstaking shift was finally over, I ran upstairs, took a shower, and lay down on the couch. I pulled my earbuds out of the drawer from the small table near the couch, then  turned on the recording, playing it slowly. It unnerved me to listen to the yelling, the banging on the walls, and the old man screaming in French. Even so, I played it over again and again, trying to discern what he was saying. The dialect was strange, tinged with an accent I could not distinguish. No matter how many times I listened to it or how slow I played it, I could not determine what any of it meant, so I finally turned it off in frustration. I was happy I had made the recording and that it had survived the night, but it was quite annoying that deciphering it was such a problem.

On my laptop, I opened the translation software and ran the recording through it. Even the app was unable to translate the majority of it, but did come up with a few more words: “Stephen,” “stone,” “help,” “sailing,” “island,” and “convert.” I ran that odd combination of words though a couple search engines and came up with nothing worthwhile.

Feeling defeated and as if I’d reached a dead end, I flipped the TV on and again and turned the channels until I found something mindless and funny, something that required no thought and would soon bore me to sleep. 

While I did eventually slumber, it was a fitful, troubled sleep, and I rolled around for the duration of the night. The room seemed too warm, and my mind would not shut down. I could not stop thinking about the old man writhing on the bed, screaming in French. What happened up there? What was he talking about, and did it have anything to do with him being born to a woman dying of radium poisoning? Why did he have to spend his entire life in a crazy house? How did he learn to speak French? And, for the love of God, why would he beat someone to death with a chair!?

***
  I was happy to see the light coming in under the window shades, and I arose to start my day. It was Monday, the slowest day of the week, so I had the day off. I checked my online writing sales, ate breakfast, then went to the bathroom to shower. When I looked in the mirror, I noticed three long scratch marks on my face, starting at my temple and running down my cheek, only to stop at my chin. The marks were faint and did not cause any pain, except when I moved my mouth from side to side. “What…? How…?” I muttered to my reflection, running my fingers over the marks. I could only conclude that my raucous sleep had caused me to scratch my own face. 

Trying to put the strange abrasions out of my mind, I started up my word processing program and tried to write some of my unfinished story, but nothing came to me. There was too much on my mind, so I threw my laptop in my backpack, gathered up a notepad and some pens, and made sure my phone was charged. I then headed over to see my parents, who lived a few miles outside of town. It was quite common for me to visit them on the weekends to catch them up on what I was doing, and they loved telling me how great their retirement was. 

I had lunch with my parents, and we spent hours together, but I didn’t tell them anything about my experience at the asylum and instead just talked about minor events. They asked how my book and story sales were going and why there was not a new woman in my life. It came as some relief when it was finally time to meet Dave at our regular coffeehouse. I waved at my parents, then wheeled my bike out of their garage and headed back to town. 

Both of us loved the coffee shop, even though it was really little more than a run-down eatery, a shack really. The food was good, and the coffee was always hot and endless. It was a laidback kind of place, and the staff never bothered anyone to move along to vacate the booth for others. We tipped well, so the waitresses liked us, and they knew what we liked; in fact, they usually had our drinks ready for us when we walked in. 

As I approached the door, I saw Dave’s battered Ford outside. Through the window, I could see him sitting at our typical table, chatting with one of our regular waitresses. I always expected Dave to ask Penny or one of the others out, but he never did. The only woman in his life was his mother. I had struggled with relationships myself and had gotten very close to the altar more than once, only to develop a bad case of cold feet that turned me into a runaway groom. As of late, my writing was my mistress; I so desperately wanted my stories to take off that I poured all my time, energy, and emotion into them.  

I slipped into the booth, and Dave smiled and pushed an envelope toward me. “What’s this?” I asked. “Did you finally bring something to our meeting besides you?” I asked, an odd line that both of us often said. I picked up my glass of water for a drink.

“You have scratches too!” Dave said, peering at my face in awe.

When I looked more closely at him, I saw that, sure enough, there were similar marks on his face. 

He gestured to his chest, indicating that there were some there as well. “Started that first night I got home from the asylum. Had to happen in my sleep somehow,” he said. He then nodded toward the envelope. “Open it.”

I peeled the flap up and glanced inside, only to find several green-hued Ben Franklin's staring back at me. I reached in and slowly counted six of the bills, then closed the envelope flap and slid it back to Dave. “Six hundred bucks?” I said. “What’s this for? You don’t owe me anything.” 

Dave smiled and slid the envelope back to me. “It’s your half from the other night. Remember when the room started to glow in that weird golden color?”

“How could I forget it?” I said with a smirk.

“Well, I ran my hands over the golden flakes, the ones that remained after he died, and I put a few in my pockets.”

“Yeah, I saw that, but I just figured you wanted a souvenir for some sick reason.”

He laughed, took a sip of his coffee, then said, “No. I had a hunch, so Saturday, I took the flakes to the pawn shop on Elm Street. The guy assured me they were real gold. I couldn’t believe it when he weighed then and handed me $1,200. He asked where I got them, but I just told ‘im they came off some old jewelry I found at my mother’s place and that I needed the cash for medicine.”

“What the…?” I started. “Real gold?”

“Yeah, and I know what you’re thinking. There must be a mint in there with all that metal stuff that turned to gold, but they sealed it off to ‘decontaminate’ it. They’re gonna redo the whole room, tear it apart.”

I wrinkled my brow in confusion. “Dave, what the hell happened up there? Really? How was that old man speaking French? He was glowing gold, for God’s sake. And gold? Real gold? What’s going on in that place anyway?” I asked. “Doesn’t anyone at the asylum have answers? Didn’t the authorities they sent in figure anything out?” 

“I am afraid that’ll be up to the two of us, Brian. No one else cares. They just wanna put that night behind them, which is probably why Tish didn’t even bother to take those statements she said she needed. You have the recording and were there. The asylum staff just wants to gloss over it, to hide and cover up the events and make like it never happened. They’re telling everyone the old bastard died of natural causes, just another death among many. The people who are sent to that place are forgotten souls, shunned. No one wants them anymore,” he said, with a tinge of sadness in his voice. “For all intents and purposes, it is where people are sent to die.”

“Sad,” I said, shaking my head. “You work up there almost every day of the week though. What’s your take on it? What do you think it was?” I asked. “Surely you must have some idea.”

“I don’t, Brian. None of it makes sense. Maybe something was talking through him, with his past and all. I mean, the guy was a mass murderer. Maybe the radiation he genetically inherited from his mother somehow allowed something to talk or act through him. Hell, I don’t know. You’re the writer. You should be able to figure this crazy Twilight Zone stuff out!” he stated.

“If any of that’s true, why did it wait until he was on his deathbed?” I interjected. “If he was so in tune or crazy enough to be able to do that, why’d it wait so long?” 

“I already explained that,” Dave intoned. “When a patient is dying, the doctors take them off all meds. All the drugs that kept him calm and sedate for so long left his system. Once his mind was no longer controlled or tranquilized by those, it must have woken up. Whether it was him or something else is the question. God, for all we know, he was possessed by some kind of spirit, maybe someone else who died up there.” 

I thought that over. It was said that the old man spent practically his whole life there, and that was well documented. He had never gone to school, and certainly, no other inmate or staff would have taken the time to teach him French, since they were justifiably terrified of him. The French he uttered to us in that room had a uniqueness to it, a strange accent. I could not pick up but a few words, so I really didn’t know what he—or anyone speaking through him—was trying to tell us. 

I felt a coldness run up my spine, and I took a gulp of my warm coffee to stave off the chill. I shivered and peered out the window, glad that the sun was still up. “Well, I’ve gotta tell ya, the experience has given me several ideas on some new stories, maybe even a novel. I know this is all horrible and confusing, but I have to thank you for that.” I had to smile as I thought about all the material I had from just that one night with Dave, and stories began to bloom in my head.

Dave smiled. “So you’re saying I’m your muse?” he asked.

I offered him a snide grin in return. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. Hey, any chance you can get back into that room and get some more gold? It’d be easy money, right?”

“Not so easy. They’ve got the whole place on lockdown.”

“Hmm. Well, what do you think these scratches are from?” I asked, keeping my voice low and darting my eyes around to make sure Penny was nowhere in earshot.

Dave looked at me and shook his head. “I haven’t a clue, but I’m sure they’re nothing to worry about. We probably just had nightmares or something,” he said. “What are you gonna do with the recording though?” he asked.

“I’ve been trying to translate it, but no luck there. Even Google can’t help me.”

 “Well, what about the university French Department? I’m sure the professors would have a better shot at deciphering the recording than you.” 

I pondered his words for a moment, thinking back to the scratches that marked my face. Mine were not there on Saturday, and I was just about to bring that up to Dave when Penny returned with our food. We dug in and decided to discuss more pleasant things, leaving the asylum behind as we delved into delicious food and happy nostalgia of days gone by.

An hour later, we left the coffee shop, and I picked up the tab.  Dave climbed into his Ford, and I mounted my bike and sped off to my apartment, with my belly full of food and coffee and my head full of stories and questions.

***
 The next few days did not go well for either of us. We kept in contact by text. Sleep was difficult to achieve, and we were lucky to get even hours at a time. Every time we woke up, there were new scratches, and any sleep we did manage to get was quickly interrupted by the sound of someone screaming French in our rooms. As a result, I went to work looking more haggard and tired every day. Sometimes I even forgot to shower or eat or simply did not have the energy to even brush my teeth.

I continued playing the recording back over and over again, several times a day, desperate to figure it out. I so wanted to decipher what the old man was saying, but it was to no avail, for I was not proficient enough in French, and the accent and his angry tone only made it more difficult. I decided to take Dave’s advice, so I set up an appointment with a teacher’s assistant in the French Department in the University of Virginia, the school I’d attended for a year. Being a storyteller, it wasn’t difficult for me to come up with a suitable fib: I would tell them it was a recording a my great-grandfather, from an old tape reel, on a drunken rant. I ran that story by Dave, and he was as sure as I was that they would buy it and help me translate the recording without being suspicious of anything. I ran it through a couple apps again to get rid of the background noise, all that screaming and banging, and I was pleased when the only audible sound remaining on the recording was the words the old man was spewing.  

I texted Dave to let him know the teacher’s assistant would meet with us in three days, so he called his sister to arrange for her to stay with their mother. I was glad he offered to drive us to the college; the last thing I wanted to do was to go alone or to have to pedal there, an impossible feat, and I certainly didn’t want to ride a smelly old bus or pay an expensive cab fare.

As we waited to go to that appointment, my time was occupied with my work as a waiter and, whenever I could, jotting down ideas of stories I could write based on the strange happening. In the meantime, the scratches continued to appear on my face, and some even showed up on my body. I discovered long parallel lines that started on my face and trailed all the way down my back and chest. Thin, bloody lines seemed to appear in sets of three. I also suffered terrible dreams, nightmares of being crushed in crowds or endless walking that always made my legs ache. Once, I even woke up speaking French, my own mouth spurting words I did not understand. I slept very little, grabbing on my minutes of rest here and there, and it seemed that whatever was happening only worsened by the day.

The night before we went to the university, I awoke screaming in French. When I opened my eyes, I saw that all the metal in my apartment was glowing gold, just like the pipes and other metal in the old man’s asylum room. I rolled out of bed, stopped screaming, and watched as the gold hue slowly disappeared. Panicked and fearing I might end up in a body bag just as the wrinkled, crazy old man had, I shouted at the walls of my apartment, “Stop this! Tell me what you want! Who are you?”

Of course there was no answer. 

I watched as the metal posts of my bed regained their metal luster, and I felt blood drip down my face from new scratches. Even worse, I was sure that just across town, my friend Dave was experiencing the same fate. It seemed to me that it would only be a matter of time before we would either be taken over by whatever the thing was, or else the constant insomnia and damage to our bodies would be too much. It had to stop. 

Frustrated, fatigued, and frightened, I stumbled in to take a quick shower, checked my email and texts, and made some instant oats. Before I even ate the last spoonful, I heard Dave blowing his horn down below. I made sure to grab my phone with the recording on it, and I hurried down the stairs as fast as my tired, rubbery legs would carry me, wondering what grim discoveries we’d find out at the university.

***
 Our two-hour drive to the college was a quiet one. When Dave and I were together, we usually talked, catching one another up on the week’s news or reliving old times, but this time, we remained silent most of the way, except for a few meaningless, casual comments about the weather. The faint squeaks of his car, along with the fact that we were uneasy and completely exhausted, lulled us both into a thoughtful silence.

Finally, when we drove through George Washington Forest Park, a place I’d always loved for its low, forested hills and scenic byways, Dave broke the silence. “Have you seen the boy yet?” he asked. “The one in torn clothes, with thousands of others around him? Damn, I can’t stand how he stares at me with those piercing eyes of his, like he’s looking right through me. And there are all those other kids with him, carrying those banners, like some kind of crazy parade. For the life of me, I can’t figure it out.”

“A boy? No,” I replied, shaking my head. “I just dream of crowds and all this walking, seemingly to nowhere in particular. Then I wake up screaming in French, and the metal in my room is starting to turn gold. My skin is being shredded nightly, all the way down to my waist. The cuts are deeper and more painful every time, and they bleed for hours. I look like a freaking roadmap at this point. I’m scared that if the attacks don’t stop…” I said, but I couldn’t bear to finish the thought.

“I agree,” Dave said. When he removed his sunglasses, I saw that his eyes were red and teary from sleeplessness, and there were three identical scratches over each of them. The wounds were swollen and raised and appeared to be infected.

“Are you alright, Dave? That looks pretty bad,” I said after a gasp.

“I know,” he said. “It freaking stings, and I’m starting to think it doesn’t matter if every ounce of metal in my house turns to gold, because I’m not gonna be around to spend the money anyway. I’m not getting any sleep, even when I take some of Mom’s prescriptions. I wake her up with all my screaming, and it scares her half to death when I start to glow like a pile of toxic waste. Her condition is getting worse, so I try to sleep downstairs, but with the furnace, the water heater, and all those pipes… Well, since gold is so much heavier than copper, I’m afraid it’s gonna collapse on top of me.”

I knew his fears were justified, because I’d looked it up myself and discovered that gold is almost four times heavier than other metals. “I tried to yell at this force, this little boy, as you said he is,” I said, “but got me nowhere. Do you think he started the trouble at the asylum? Maybe the old man was carrying radiation from his mother, and it somehow allowed this boy to communicate through him. We were exposed to it when we had to hold him down, so maybe now it’s doing the same thing to us,” I surmised.

“You just might be right about that, Brian. The fact that I was in the room longer than you might have something to do with why my dreams and my damage has progressed a bit farther. Also, the other orderly, the one who was in the room with me when you got there, never came back to work, and Human Resources won’t give me his phone number. I have no idea what’s going on with him or if he’s even going through what we are,” Brian responded. 

As I pondered his words, I looked around his messy car. Dave had always been a packrat, and he seldom bothered to throw anything away. I reached down and gathered some trash from beside my feet and crumpled it all into a fast food bag. When we stopped in the park to stretch our legs, I walked over to throw the bag away in a nearby trashcan. 

Looking around at the natural beauty, I had to shake my head. I had always loved the national park. It was well maintained and boasted many streams, a serene lake, and winding roads. I thought the Appalachian Mountains were beautiful, with plenty of space for private exploration, even when it was busy on the weekends. Dave wasn’t in the mood for hiking though; he wanted answers, so within just a few minutes, we were back in his Ford Explorer, heading through the forest again on I-64.

When we arrived at the university an hour later, we wound our way through the campus, and I led Dave to the right office. The university was another gem in Virginia, designed by Thomas Jefferson. The campus offered wide open green spaces and was proud to be the only college in the United States to be known as a World Heritage Site. It was steeped in history, but I was shocked by how much it had changed since I’d last been there. There were so many new buildings, and the freshmen looked so young. 

We pulled into a parking garage and parked in a visitor’s space. With my phone in hand, I led Dave to the French teacher’s assistant’s office, behind the book stacks in the main library. Looking through the door, I saw a petite, pretty graduate student, dressed in a summer dress and sitting behind an old wooden desk. Around her on the walls were pictures of the prettier sections of France: the Alps, Brittany, and Corsica. Her long, dark hair cascaded down over her shoulders and around her face as she bent her head to read a book. She had scheduled our visit for that hour, because she was between student appointments and had no graduate classes that day, but she had to be there anyway to log available walk-in hours.

I knocked gently on the paned door, not wanting to startle her. “Bonjour, Mademoiselle Watkins,” I said as I slowly opened the door. “C’est Dave mon ami et je suis Brian nous avons parle’ au telephone.”

She looked up, closed her book, and removed her glasses to reveal a gorgeous seat of brown eyes. She motioned to the chairs in front of her desk and said, “Bonjour! Vous pouvez vous asseoir. Comment allez vous?”

Dave and I each pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Je suis desole,” I said. “I’m sorry, but Dave does not speak French at all, and mine is very rusty. I did take one year of French here, but that was several years ago,” I explained, placing my phone on her table.  

She glanced at the phone, the smiled back up at me. “What did you say this is a recording of?” she asked sweetly. “I’m sorry, but so much has happened to me in the past few weeks, and I barely remember your call.” She blushed a bit and twirled several auburn strands around one finger like a nervous schoolgirl on a first date.

Dave and I both looked at each other in disbelief, obviously thinking the same thing: So much has happened to her? Dave was still wearing his sunglasses to hide the marks on his face, even though we were indoors. He covertly wiped away some of the pus that was oozing from his wounds and tried to apply some of the antibiotic cream he was carrying.

“My great-grandfather made a recording once when he was drunk. At the time, he was the only one who could speak fluent French. It was over fifty or sixty years ago,” I lied. “He has since passed away, but the family has always wanted to know what he said. I have transferred it from the old reel to reel to my phone.” I signed into my phone and pulled up the app with the recording on it, then slid it over to her. “If you could just jot down as much as you can interpret, we’d both appreciate it so much. Dave, here, is a friend of the family.”

Beth Watkins smiled and reached inside her desk to pull out a set of earbuds. She placed them in her dainty ears and gathered a pad of paper and a pen, then straightened her clothes. “Bien sur, je suis heureux d’aider,” she said as she turned on the recording. 

I turned to Dave to translate. “She says she’s happy to—”

Before I could finish, Dave raised his hand to stop me. “I kinda figured that one out,” he said, leaning over to see what she was writing.  

I started to sweat. I had no idea what that crazy old man said on that terrible night, but I hoped we would find a clue to help us, something that could stop the awful nightly attacks and help us figure out who the seemingly sadistic child was. I kept a watchful eye on Beth’s face the whole time. A couple of times, she closed her eyes and pursed her red lips. Sometimes she shook her head and furiously scribbled the words on the pad of paper. 

When it was over, she put down the phone and removed the earbuds from her ears. She started to speak and opened her eyes to focus on me. “This is very old French, very old,” she said. “I am fluent in three languages other than English, and I lived in France for many years and spoke only French there. I also spent a while on the island of Corsica. Many of the words your grandfather spoke are coarse and intelligible, because he was shouting so much, and some were alien to me, but I was able to get the gist of it. He certainly seemed upset.”

“Yes, well, he apparently liked to throw back more than a few,” I said, continuing the charade.

“Tell me, where did your great-grandfather come from?” she inquired. “It might shed some light on why he was talking about these things.”

“Um, I, uh…” I stammered. I had come up with a lie, but I hadn’t put much thought into the backstory. My real grandfather had perished years earlier, after a failed bout with cancer, and he only spoke English. I looked at Dave, but my friend just stared straight ahead, his face enigmatic behind his sunglasses. “I don’t really know,” I sputtered, yet another lie. I then let the fiction writer in me take over and continued, “I once tried to look him and my great-grandmother up, but the only history I could find ended on the ship passenger list for their arrival at Ellis Island. He never really said much about it, except that the countries all changed after the big war in Europe. What did you hear on the recording? The curiosity has been killing us for years.”

“Well,” she replied, “as I said, he kept saying basically the same thing over and over again, albeit in a different way each time. I wrote down as much as I could for you.” With that, she ripped the top several pages off her notepad and handed it to me. 

I stood, folded the paper in half, and pushed it deep down in my pocket, and Dave stood up as well. “Merci, Mademoiselle Watkins. Merci!” I said, leaning down and kissing both sides of her face, a typical French greeting. “If I can ever do anything for you, let me know.” I watched her blush as we left the room.

I do not remember the walk back to Dave’s Explorer or even our drive off the campus. We headed back up I-64 and retraced our route back home. 

Once we hit the highway, I nervously pulled out the paper and starting reading out loud what our translator had written down. “I am Stephen of Noyes…. My army lies in wait with me on the island… We must free Jerusalem… I wield the Stone of the Philosopher… Come, the crusade must march on… You must free me…”

Dave remained silent, as neither of us had any idea what those words meant. 

I plugged my phone into the charger and entered “Stephen of Noyes” into my Google app, but all that came up were the links to several Facebook pages with men of that name. 

“C’mon, Brian. What’d you find?” Dave asked loudly.

“Nothing yet. Just keep driving. It’s two hours before we get back home, and I’ll keep looking.” 

“Fine,” he said, sounding impatient, then pressed harder on the gas.

Next, I entered “crusade” and “Stephen of Noyes, and Google led me to a website regarding something called the Children’s Crusade. I opened the page and read it, then paraphrased it for my friend. “Dave, it says here that in 1212 AD, a peasant boy named Stephen, from Noyes, France, started a holy Children’s Crusade to take Jerusalem back from the Muslims who had control of the city at that time. He was upset that the place where Jesus was born was not in Christian hands, and all the previous crusades to take it back had failed. It says Stephen claimed he was visited by Jesus and was given a letter to give to the king of France. He wanted to stir up another crusade to take back the Holy City, but the king refused and sent him home. Stephen was undeterred, and over 30,000 children eventually rallied behind him. As they saw it, since they were so young, they were tarnished with less sin and would be protected by God. They felt invincible and had faith that nothing could hurt them.”

“Wow. I guess kids do think the darnedest things,” Dave countered.

“Very funny. Anyway, they marched from an area near Paris to Marseilles, and they believed God would part the waters for His army to walk across to Jerusalem. People along the route cheered them on because they were angry at the king for not starting another crusade to take back Jerusalem, for leaving it in Muslim and Jewish hands. The French people supported the Children’s Crusade and offered the children food, shelter, and encouragement. When they reached Marseilles, the ocean failed to part like the Red Sea had in the Bible Story, so Stephen hired five ships to take his army across to the Holy Land. They were never seen again.”

“Oh my God. What happened to them?”

I paused to scroll through the information, then answered, “Well, it says here that it’s thought that the ships were either lost at sea or taken by pirates. Perhaps the children were caught and sold into slavery.”

“Does it say anything about the Stone of the Philosopher, or are there any specifics about that alleged letter from Jesus?” Dave asked.

“No,” I replied. “There’s nothing about that, but how would a twelve-year-old peasant earn enough money to hire five ships like that? Donations from people he met along the way? Or maybe he turned some metal into gold with the Stone. Hmm. Gimme a sec’.” I pulled up another browser and typed in “Philosopher’s Stone.”

“Anything?” Dave asked. 

“Yep. It says the Philosopher’s Stone turns base metals into gold, and it also grants eternal life and has rejuvenation powers. Maybe an admirer of his quest gave it to him to help him achieve his goals. Apparently, they had been working on creating a stone like that for centuries.”

Dave pulled the car over to the side of the road and snatched the phone from me. He took off his sunglasses and quickly scanned the information. “Amazing,” he said. “Brian, we have to get this stone somehow. We have to go to France or wherever this Stephen ended up. If we can find that stone, maybe it can bring health and vitality back to my mother!”

“What!? No offense, Dave, but I think some of that crazy from the people you care for must be wearing off on you. We don’t even know if this is real. I mean, I guess it could be, but…” My voice trailed off as I realized just how real it had to be; we’d been living it ever since that horrific night at the asylum. I looked once again at the infected scratches on my friend’s face, and I noticed a fresh expression of hope and optimism that had stretched over his countenance. “We don’t know where he ended up. It says he sailed from Marseilles to try to get to Jerusalem. The ships were never seen again, and it is conjecture at best. It may have never  even happened.”

“Come on, Brian,” Dave replied. “That stone somehow turned lead flakes to gold in an asylum thousands of miles away, and we netted $1,200 because of it. That 600 bucks I gave you was real, wasn’t it? If this Stephen is still alive, that’s what? Over 800 years?”

“Yeah, but—”

“But nothing. Perhaps we can find this Stephen and talk to him. If there is any chance, I have to try. If the legends are true, this Philosopher’s Stone will help my mom, and we already know it has the Midas touch, right? With all that gold, we can quit our lousy jobs, and I can hire someone reputable to look after Mom so we can do some of that traveling we’ve dreamt about for all these years. You’ve always sought adventure, right? Well, now one’s been dropped right in our laps.” 

“Dave, I don’t even have the money for a plane ticket to Europe. My credit cards are maxed out, and as far as I know, the exchange rate of the euro is pretty high against the dollar. Besides that, I have no time off left, and I can’t afford to lose my job. My stories are selling, little by little, but it’s not enough to live on. We don’t even know where to go to find this Stephen. He could be anywhere from France to Jerusalem or in between. Heck, he could be a pile of plankton-covered bones at the bottom of the Mediterranean Sea. In my dreams, I’ve tried to contact him, to beg him to stop torturing us, but he doesn’t even reply and only keeps repeating what the translator just wrote down. I’d love to try, if any of this has any truth to it, but it really does seem like a fool’s errand, and I don’t think I can afford to run it,” I told him.

“The translator’s notes said he was on an island with his army. I’m guessing that was somewhere in the Mediterranean, maybe a deserted one where he could not been found for all those years.” Dave sighed heavily. “Brian, you know as well as I do that we’re not gonna survive these attacks much longer,” he said, pointing at the puffy scratches on his face. “Getting no sleep, our skin being torn from our bodies, the infection… We’ve gotta do something! At first, I thought this Stephen was some kind of monster, a demonic brat straight out of Children of the Corn or something, but now I think he’s just trying to reach out to us somehow. We became known to him when we bathed in the golden light up there on the fourth floor. Somehow, he gained access to that crazy old man when he got off his meds and started to die. Now that he’s gone, we’re all Stephen has, and he’s desperate for help. That golden light we were bathed in had to be from the Philosopher’s Stone,” Dave said in a quiet, pleading tone. He then glanced out the window and seemed to be twisting things around in his mind. After a moment of deep thought and silence, he started the Ford back up and eased off the berm to head west on I-64.

Soon, we were in George Washington Forest Park again, a place so beautiful and naturally splendid that it was easy for us to take our minds off such frightening, disturbing things. The shade from the trees and the rippling river cooled the air, so we cracked the windows a bit and let the breeze come in, taking in the refreshing scent of the pine trees. Neither one of us spoke for almost an hour.

Suddenly, Dave blurted, “Brian, I’ve got enough money to get us to Europe. I have over $8,000 in savings bonds I took out when I was in the service, and I’ve never cashed them in. I planned to save them, to use them to travel to Japan when Mom…well, later. Now, I think it’s more important that we use the money to go to Paris. I’m sure they have high-speed trains that will take us from there to Marseilles. I don’t know what will happen or what we’ll find after that, but I do know I can’t go on like this anymore. One of these days, these scratches are going to be worse, deep cuts, and I can’t handle it. For all I know, they might rip our bodies in two, and I desperately need to sleep again. Tell me you don’t want relief too, that you don’t need relief.”

I looked at Dave questioningly; we had always talked of traveling, but I didn’t realize he’d saved his bonds to take a trip to Japan. In fact, Japan had never come up in any of our conversations. I knew he was right, that whatever was happening to us—whether it was Stephen or something else—that it had to stop. We were both haggard, tired, and scared, going through pain and losing our minds, and it was only getting worse day by day. 

Dave dropped me off at home. “I’ll text you in the morning,” he said. “I’m gonna try to get some sleep this afternoon, after I make sure Mom is comfortable., I’ve got some over-the-counter sleeping meds and anxiety medication I can give her.”

“Is that safe?” I asked.

“Yeah. With her failing kidneys, it’ll take a long time for her to purge those medications out, so I can nap while she does. I’ll probably have to take a few sleeping pills too though.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. 

Without another word, he left, and his Explorer kicked out black smoke as he sped away. 

We had both decided we would research our problem on the net and make a quick decision. We had a lot to do if we were going to take the trip: sell the savings bonds, request at least ten days off from our employers, and make sure our passports were still valid. We had to gather as much information as we could on the Children’s Crusade of 1212, as well as anything else we could dig up on the strange Stone of the Philosopher. It would be most economical to fly to Paris and then take a train, and we both thought staring in Paris was the key to solving the mystery.

Too curious to sleep, even as tired as I was, I jumped on the internet and started to make notes. I was still pumped up as the afternoon melted away into nightfall, but my body demanded rest, and I fell asleep with the laptop resting on my stomach.

***
 Right on cue, the chirping of Dave’s text message woke me in the morning. “Full night’s sleep here,” he wrote. “How did your night go?” 

I stretched and looked around my little apartment. The TV was still on, and my laptop was on the floor, with the cord still plugged into the power outlet. The couch I had fallen asleep on was a bit messy, with the cushions and pillows falling all over the place from all my tossing and turning. There were several days’ worth of dirty dishes piled in my sink, crusty and desperate for washing I’d been too exhausted to do. 

I got up and looked at my body and face in the bathroom mirror. The old marks were still there and scabbing over, but I was relieved that there were no new ones. I walked back out to the kitchen and peeked in the refrigerator. I was ravenous and had not eaten a full meal in a long time, in spite of all those dirty dishes. I discarded some old plates of restaurant leftovers and was thankful to find a Coke and non-expired yogurt still sitting on one of the shelves. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do, and they were both delicious. I could have kicked myself for not preparing a meal in the restaurant the last time I was there, but I made do with what I had.

After my meager breakfast, I texted Dave back: “All fine last night. No visitors. Think he’s done with us?”

“No way. I have no idea why it stopped. Going to bank today to cash in my bonds. Same-day cash, as long as it’s FDIC. We’ve got tickets to Paris, leaving Monday. That gives us three days. Three-hour train trip to Marseilles, but the train goes up to 200 MPH! Can you believe that? We fly back in a week and a half. Hope we can get it done in that time. Got my sister to watch Mom, though it was like pulling teeth, as always. Passport’s good for another eight months. Euro is very high now, though, so we’ll have to be careful. Keep this between just us.”  

“Good work.” I texted back. “Anything else?” 

“A few questions to think about. What about the child’s army? Do you think they’re all still alive? Says he’s on an island, but how do you hide thousands of children for over 800 years? What about the letter from Jesus? If it is as real as the stone, what do we do with it? Smithsonian or something? What about when Stephen finds out that the Holy City of Jerusalem is now part of Israel and that it is a place revered by three religions? I Googled the population of Israel. There are over 8 million people living there, and 20 percent are Muslim.” 

I looked at the screen blankly. Dave had never been one to send long texts, so he was clearly excited about our upcoming adventure. I hadn’t put quite as much thought into it as he had, and his text stirred lots of new questions in my head. Won’t the children have grown up by now? Is the stone really powerful enough to keep so many alive for so long? I went back on my laptop for a little more research, and it was easy enough to determine that there were no known, actual writings from Jesus anywhere in the world. If Stephen really did receive a letter from him telling the Christians of the world to take back his birthplace from the Muslims who occupied it at that time, will they still want to get together now and march on the Jews who currently hold Jerusalem? Will it start some kind of world war, a modern-day holy war even worse than the ones already raging in certain parts of the world? My mind swam; there were too many variables. I was no great thinker, certainly not a historian or a philosopher. I was really just a server in a restaurant, someone who wrote fantasy stories in my spare time, and all of it was all out of my league.

I cleaned up and headed downstairs to talk to the owner of the restaurant where I worked. He was in his squeaky-clean kitchen, going over some new menu items. He was a firm believer in cleanliness and refused to serve anything but fresh food daily. The chef, the sous chef, and a few preppers were already there and hard at work, cutting up vegetables and starting the soups when I pulled him aside.

My boss was a small, intense man, with close-cropped red hair, and he always dressed in pristine chef’s whites. His arms and hands were scarred from the many burns he’d garnered, battle scars from his many years of cooking. I saw no reason to postpone it, so I quickly told him, “I need to take a break, ten or twelve days, starting Monday. I know this is short notice, but I’m not feeling well at all, and I need to seek treatment and rest,” I said, realizing it was becoming easier and easier for me to fib. “I’m going to go stay with my parents for a while and come back when I feel better. My doctors think it would be the best thing.” 

He sighed in disappointment, not happy that I would leave him short-staffed in the front of the house, but I rarely asked for time off, and everyone could tell something was wrong with me lately. He clasped my shoulder and said, “Go get well, Brian. Your job will be here for you when you get back.” 

***
I worked Saturday and Sunday nights and prepared to go on our trip. Our flight would take us out of Dulles Airport for an overnight on British Airlines. We had both gotten passports while in the service, as we’d found it easier to travel in Europe without using our military IDs. With the uptick of terrorism in the world, it was a good idea for us to keep as low a profile as we could, and we didn’t want to overtly reveal that we were among Uncle Sam’s ranks. I was glad we were flying across the pond on a commercial airline instead of the old military Space A travel, as those flights were always full, crammed with family members, small children, and first-time mothers heading to Europe to live with their military husbands. The myth of free flight after retirement from the armed forces was just that, a myth, so I was glad Dave’s savings bonds were enough to cover our travels. We would stop in Miami and fly coach, to arrive at Charles De Gaulle airport. The train would leave right from the airport, and I was glad about that too; I hated that airport with a passion and always found it difficult to navigate. De Gaulle was full of massive hubs, and it was always very crowded. We had to take buses to get from one hub to the other, and pickpockets were a common problem.  

My shifts went well, and I actually enjoyed working; it gave me a chance to think of someth8ing other than the monumental implications of the trip we were about to take. I concentrated on my job, going over the specials and the menu with the customers, and I found it pleasant to avoid using any French at all, since French of any kind automatically reminded me of the nightmarish old man’s death throes. Tips were generous, and I deposited my money in my bank account at every opportunity. That way, I could use my ATM card in Europe, and I could take out all the cash I needed in euros.

After my last shift, I went back upstairs and perused my one light bag to make sure I had everything I needed. Like most flights from the States to Europe, we would leave late in the afternoon and would fly over the Atlantic at night, to arrive at dawn the next day. I took only a little cash and put rubber bands around my wallet and passport. I also copied my passport and credit card numbers and tucked them safely in a locked section of the cloud. With all that done and off my mind, I went to bed.

That night, my sleep was troubled once again. He came to me, the boy I now knew was the leader of the illfated Children’s Crusade. My body shook with convulsions, with pulses of energy, and the golden glow started a few minutes later. Then came the French, slow and quiet at first but then building, within minutes, to a deafening crescendo; I shouted, railing at the walls, the sky, and anything that would hear me. I was awake but helpless in my body as Stephen played his power over me. I was nothing more than a puppet walking around my small apartment at night, smashing things, tearing down paintings, tossing knickknacks left and right, and even breaking the small desk where I ate. I felt the scratches rip into my flesh and realized, with great horror, that I was not the one who was making them; they were coming from someone or something else, a source I could not see or feel. That episode went on for several more minutes before I slumped over and fell to the carpeted floor. When I looked at all the debris lying around me, I realized just how lucky I was that I had not hurt myself in that frenzied seizure. 

I lay there for several minutes, my breath coming in ragged, labored fashion. My body felt spent, and my muscles kept spasming in anger after being so forcibly used in such a violent, chaotic way. I also felt the warm river of blood running down my face, and I tasted a metallic saltiness as some dribbled into the corner of my mouth.

When my phone chirped with a text alert, I brushed the broken fragments out of my hair and off my chest and got up. Dizzy, I stumbled to where my phone was plugged in, next to the toaster that had survived the crazy onslaught and was still sitting in position on the kitchen counter. 

“I’m sure you know he just visited again,” Dave wrote. “Pretty violent. I’m all torn up. How about you? I bet he’s pissed, thinking we’re taking our sweet time to go see him. He’s got no idea how the new world works, probably doesn’t even know we’re in America, which did not exist when he was alive. Little fucker! I almost got a gold pipe out of it though. Maybe next time.”

I texted back, “Yeah, well, forget those people who are born with a silver spoon in their mouth, because mine’s golden now. I’ll sell it when we get back. I’m going to get some sleep and clean up apartment, then put some Neosporin on these stupid cuts. I hope this ends soon, Dave. Can’t take much more. ‘Night.” 

“Yeah. Sweet dreams, pal.”

***
 Day came, and I rose, more bleary-eyed than ever before. I went downstairs and mounted my bike. The rain was pounding down through gray skies, but I ignored it and went to visit my parents, splashing water up on my shins as I wheeled my bike through my small town. I really loved the place and considered it home. It was quaint, filled with old, historic buildings, and it was easy to navigate when the traffic was not so heavy. I’d always considered Virginia a beautiful state, and I felt privileged to live there, even if there were crazy goings-on at the local asylum and now in my very own apartment. 

When I arrived, my mother looked at me like she was looking at a ghost. They were both quite concerned with my bloodshot, puffy eyes, the scars and scabs on my face, and the overall terrible shape their little boy now found himself in. My mother was worried sick that I’d caught some dreadful disease, but I countered that by telling her a customer at the restaurant had too much merlot and tried to get in a fight with our chef. “It was really nothing, Mom,” I said. “I had to help.” 

“Well, I think that’s admirable, son,” my dad said, even though Mom didn’t look so proud. 

I stayed for lunch, and soon my wounds were forgotten. I enjoyed their company and their lovely house, especially their huge deck in the back that overlooked the rolling hills below. They had both retired several years ago and were living life on their terms now, vacationing here and there while all the kids were back to school, so the eateries and hotels were not as crowded. My parents excitedly told me about their upcoming road trip to Savannah and the Outer Banks, but I was only half-listening. My mind was on my own trip, but I didn’t mention that to them. 

“I’ve got some great ideas for new stories,” I said. “I’ll be in the top 100 or 200 on Amazon sales soon.”

“That’s great, honey!” my mother said, clapping her hands together, even though she’d heard the same story countless times before—a story that turned out to be little more than a high-hopes fairytale. “You have always had a headful of ideas.”

Yeah, but not always good ones, I thought, once again reconsidering my trip with Dave.

It was soon time for me to leave, so I bid them farewell, gave them hugs, and sped off on my bike. I smiled when I looked back and saw them standing there together, waving at me. 

It was almost as if Dave magically appeared the very second I stepped in my apartment. He banged on the door leading to the stairs to my place, and I buzzed him in. I went over the items in my bag again and made sure I had my phone, ATM card, and passport. “Come in,” I yelled to Dave when he tapped on the door, as I was busy online, opting in for phone service in France. 

“You always keep it so clean in here, but now it looks like a monsoon rolled through. What the hell happened?” he asked, smiling knowingly as he looked around the broken items in my place. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. You ready?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Gee. Don’t sound so enthusiastic about it or anything.”

“It’s just… I have no idea what we’re supposed to do once we get there,” I replied, looking at the bruises and scarred flesh on Dave’s arms and face. “I’m sure the French are just gonna love two Americans bumbling around their country, getting torn up more and more every day.”

“Meh, Paris is the City of Love, right? We’ll just tell ‘em it is a lover’s spat, and I bet they’ll leave us alone.”

I laughed, then picked up my bag and headed downstairs. I looked around to make sure all the lights were off, then stepped out behind Dave and deadlocked the door behind me. “Mind if I try to catch a nap on the way there? It’s a few hours’ drive, right?”

“No problem. I’ve got a lot to think about, and you clearly need your beauty sleep—especially if I’m gonna fake being your lover,” he said with a sickeningly flirty wink. 

I shook my head, laughing again, and put my bag in the back. I took my place in the seat behind Dave and fluffed up the old blankets he had lying on the floor, turning them into a makeshift pillow. Better than nothing, I thought as I closed my eyes.

Washington Dulles Airport was as busy as ever. I followed Dave, who seemed to have some extra energy. We parked in a lot far away from the airport so that the parking fee wouldn’t be too high, and then we rode the shuttle in. Checkin was simple enough, since we now had the ability to print our tickets off at home or send them to our phones after checking in online. The security checkpoint was the worst of it; it took a long time, and we both felt like international criminals by the time every orifice and belonging of ours was seemingly probed and prodded. Neither of us had much to say as we went through the motions, and I was glad when we finally arrived at our gate. 

“Can you believe these layovers and nonsense,” I complained. “Leave it to the airlines to have us fly from Virginia down to Florida and then to Europe.”

“It’s always cheaper with a connecting flight,” Dave explained, and I suddenly felt bad for complaining; after all, it was his savings that was covering the cost of our flight. 

I stowed my carry on bag and settled down to try to get some more sleep. One thing I had learned from my time in the military was that shut-eye was a rare commodity, and it was best to get as much as you could whenever possible, especially when preparing to embark on a questionable mission. We really had no idea how long we’d have to be awake in the coming days, and I was already exhausted from all the sleep Stephen had stolen from me.  

When I awoke, the plane was en route to France. Dave did not bother to even wake me up in Miami, as we just had to stay on the same plane to get to our final destination. 

My friend looked at me and, over the low roar of the engines, asked, “Did you catch up on your sleep? I had a nap as well, uninterrupted. Maybe he knows we’re coming, getting closer to him, so he’s leaving us alone.” 

“Or else maybe the little fucker can’t bother us at over 30,000 feet and moving 500 miles an hour!”

Dave cracked and pounded the armrest with his fist. Since I insisted on the window seat, he was stuck between us, and the stranger to his left glared at him angrily for waking him up.

The lights in the cabin were still out, and most of the passengers were fast asleep, even with their necks contorted at uncomfortable angles in the cramped airplane seats. Some were even leaning their heads on the shoulders of the strangers next to them. Even the flight attendants were nowhere to be seen. 

Since the man at the end of our row was already awake, thanks to Dave’s loud laughter, I arose to stretch my legs and visit the toilet. After I had done my business, washed my face, and applied more healing cream to my gashes, I went back to my seat.

“I was thinking,” Dave whispered, “if we do get the stone, we’ll have to change things to gold in small amounts, maybe only enough to earn $800 to $1,000 each per week. We can’t deposit it without looking suspicious or drawing the attention of the bank or IRS or something, so we’ll have to keep it all in cash. We can’t risk popping up on anyone’s radar. When you sell gold, they take your fingerprints, and there’s a week or so to wait till you get the cash, because they have to make sure it’s real and not stolen. As long as we take turns selling it, maybe once a month in different places in different states, I don’t think we’ll have much of a problem. There are places all over that will buy it. It’s gonna be a whole new life, buddy, but we’ll have to keep a low profile,” he explained. 

“I see you’ve been giving this all a lot of thought,” I said. “I just want the attacks to end. Not only that, but I’ve got so many stories in my head that I could write for a solid year and still not tell them all. Still, the thought of $1,000 a week, tax free, sounds damn good to a starving artist like me,” I said, keeping my voice low so no one around us would hear us over the noise of the jet engines. 

Dave just smiled and nodded.

I settled back in my seat and looked out the dark window. There was nothing down there but the unforgiving Atlantic Ocean. I checked the overhead screen to see our progress, and it indicated that we would arrive in Paris in less than three hours. My stomach felt upset, and despite the possibilities of limitless gold bullion, I really wanted no part of the grand adventure and feared for the both of us.

The plane landed at Charles De Gaulle Airport and taxied in to the gate. I looked around our coach cabin and saw people standing and stretching, reaching for their overhead luggage, even before the plane came to a complete stop. Everyone looked like they’d been through a war or a night of binge drinking: disheveled, tired, and red-eyed, having gotten no real rest in the stiff, uncomfortable seats on the flight. I’d been on many flights to Europe and back, and I knew for a fact that no one woke up refreshed and ready to go unless they were lucky enough to fly first class. 

It seemed like it took hours for the people in front of us to gather their belongings and move out. It was always a blessing when the doors opened after a long flight, and I was thrilled to walk off that plane, inhale the fresh air, and move parts of my body that had been all knotted up for hours. 

We breezed through customs with our carryons; all we were carrying were clothes, as we wanted our bags to fit snugly into any small space, so we didn’t pack any shoes or electronics. I was a bit nervous, as both of our passports were close to six months from being expired. I was sure that would raise some questions, but the customs officer just nonchalantly yawned, checked his files, and waved us through, without even speaking to us.

I looked up at the signs that guided us to the part of the airport where the trains were; fortunately, the signs were written in English as well as French. Crowds began to form as people of various ethnicities milled about, trying to find their next plane, their luggage, or the exit. We passed by a myriad of stores that sold overpriced coffee, snacks, and paperback books. I followed the arrow that indicated which way to go. I made sure my important papers were secure in my front pockets and stayed close to Dave, giving wide berth to any well-dressed man or woman who got too close and especially avoiding any roaming pack of children. It was then that I saw the boy, about thirty feet from us.

The hordes of travelers didn’t seem to notice him. In fact, it was as if they passed right through him. He was small, no more than four feet tall, and dressed in rags. His face was dirty and grimy, as if he’d never had a bath in his life, and he looked gaunt and confused. 

I stopped and gripped Dave’s belt to stop him. I pointed at the boy. “Look,” I said. 

The boy just stood there, moving his head to follow our every move. He was transparent, and I could see right through him. Tears were streaming down his face, and his arms were raised out, as if in supplication. Shocked, I stopped, and the world around me disappeared. The people were still there, moving and pushing and living their lives, but they seemed to be part of the backdrop, and all that seemed to matter was the boy.

Dave stopped and turned and hissed with a sharp intake of breath; I knew then that he was seeing the same ghost or phantom I was, right there in that busy place. I concentrated on the specter, and the walls and floors of the building peeled away. In an instant, I saw into his world. The airport, buildings, and planes were gone, and we seemed to be standing in the middle of a field of tall green grass. Off in the distance were crude tents, with banners flying under blue skies. Farther away, I saw more tents, as well as some horses in a pen. 

Dave’s gaze, like mine, was transfixed on the boy, and the boy’s was transfixed on us. We could see his head moving around, as if he was looking us over and was shocked by the airport lights, the mass of people, and the way they were dress. Clearly, that peek into our modern-day world was too much for him, because he ran away from us, passed through the walls of the airport, and headed to the safety of the tents so far away. 

The view of him and his world slowly folded in on itself until it was no more, and both of us just stood there in shock. I was terrified, as I had never had such a hallucination before. I had always envisioned that our quest would end on some island, wherever Stephen ended up, but that was not the case. Looking up at Dave, I stammered, “Uh… What in the hell was that? Aren’t they supposed to be on some island? Why are they here, at the airport, and what’s with all the tents?” 

“I have no idea,” Dave replied. He then picked up his bag and continued heading to the train station, after I explained which one of the two was the right one. “C’mon,” he said. “It’ll take forty-five minutes to get over there, and our train leaves in an hour or so. I don’t wanna be late, or we’ll have to wait two and a half hours to catch the next one.” As he moved, he continued looking over his shoulder, back to the spot where the little boy had disappeared.

“That wasn’t Stephen, was it, Dave? The one who keeps visiting our dreams?” I asked.

“No,” was his terse reply. “It was…someone else.” Dave began to breathe heavily, and sweat beaded on his forehead. His eyes were more bloodshot than ever before, and the bags beneath them were almost as big as his carry on bag. He had obviously not gotten much sleep on the airplane, and he was struggling to keep things together.  

As we pushed our way through the crowds, a French voice came over the loudspeaker. I was too tired to translate it and concentrated on making sure we were going the right way to reach the right train station. I somehow managed to keep up with Dave, even when he almost took off in a slow run. My legs began to feel like overcooked spaghetti, and I knew I needed some real sleep, the restorative rest I could only get in a bed. I was also in desperate need of a shower to wash off the dirt and grime from the trip, and some clean clothes and hot food would help immensely. 

After several long minutes of walking fast, we arrived at the train station, an elevated, arched, very clean and tidy structure outside the airport. We started down the escalator to the brightly lit station below. The high-speed TGV trains were all lined up for departure, waiting to go. I looked up and down the rows for our section and was pleased to see that our train was still there. I led Dave past several trains, till we reached ours. All seats on the trains were reserved, and Dave had bought two comfortable first-class seats that faced each other, with a small table in between us. The train itself was a sleek metal creature, its aerodynamic body made for ripping through air, and its nose pointed down, like that of a rabid creature, ready to run and pounce on some unsuspecting prey. 

I tied our bags together and then to my chair leg, in case we fell asleep. We were both excited to be back in Europe, on a bullet train, as we hadn’t seen one since our time in the Air Force. 

The overhead system sounded again to warn passenger to board quickly, and within minutes, the train started up, a smooth start with no jerking, as there were no wheels; we were completely suspended by magnetic force over the tracks. Quickly, the train picked up speed and ran through the industrial areas near the terminal. In a blur, we saw wires strung overhead, as well as electric power plants, drab buildings, storage areas filled with trucks, and workers walking around. Soon, the buildings receded, and trees flashed by us. In no time, we were doing over 200 MPH, less than ten minutes from leaving the station. 

I reached into the bag at my feet and took out two granola bars, then passed one to Dave. He opened up the bottle of water he’d taken from the plane and placed it on the small plastic table between us. We both watched the landscape through our windows, whizzing by so quickly that the power line poles looked like toothpicks. To see anything with clarity, I had to focus on things very far in the distance.  

“Thank God there’s more leg room here than on that plane,” I said, relaxing. I stretched my feet out in front of me and pushed back into my soft chair with its ample cushioning. 

“You got that right,” Dave agreed. He relaxed as well but continued peering out the window. 

“Well, ol’ buddy, in just three hours or so, we’ll be in Marseilles, where history says the Children’s Crusade ended. I know we’ve got no real idea what to look for there or where to go after we arrive, but a lot of ferries depart from Marseilles, to different parts of the Mediterranean. I guess we can get on one of those and see if we get a feeling about where Stephen and his army might have ended up. What do you think we saw back there in the airport? That boy and the tents?” I asked. 

“I’ve got no idea, man,” he said, shaking his head. “This is all a bit much for me. First, we just flew off to Europe, and now we’re traveling on a bullet train. Now we’ve gotta catch a ferry to God-knows-where to see if we can find a couple ancient ships that probably sank in the vast expanse of the Mediterranean…and we have less than ten days to find them,” he said. He leaned his head back and tucked his jacket beneath it. “Sorry if I sound so, uh…”

“Bitchy?” I said.

He laughed. “Yeah, that. I’m just tired, and I didn’t sleep as much as you did. With that granola bar in my stomach, and now that we’re on this train, maybe I can relax a little and catch a few Z’s.” 

“Go ahead. You deserve it,” I said, knowing he was under a great deal of pressure as the planner of our trip, constantly checking tickets, train times, maps, and our gear. I watched as his head slumped back against his makeshift pillow, and I was glad to see him doze off a few minutes later. “Sweet dreams, buddy,” I whispered.

Once Dave conked out, I flipped open a map I’d picked up at the train station and read about the place we were heading to. Marseilles, the second-largest city in France after Paris, sat right on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. It played an important role in history, as it was an accessible trade port for many other countries, the most active port in all of France. In World War II, it was bombed by the Germans, Italians, and finally the Americans, when it was liberated in 1944. It still retained its medieval charm, and with over 300 days of sunshine a year and a spectacular offering of sights to see, it was always a big draw for tourists. Its elaborate ferry system offered passage to almost any point in the Mediterranean: Greece, northern Africa, Crete, Turkey, Malta, and Italy, just to name a few points of interest. 

I looked at my fellow travelers. Most had their noses buried in books or their eyes glued to their electronic devices. A few were admiring the scenery rushing by. I took another drink of water and turned to the window. I was determined to enjoy at least the journey during that crazy adventure I’d agreed to go on with my best friend, and I wanted to take time to see Europe. 

As I raised the plastic bottle to my face, I almost spat out the water I had swallowed. It took a few moments for me to catch my breath. Out there, beyond the window of the fantastic train, I saw them, the crusaders. Their path from Paris to Marseilles came close to that of the train, and I saw thousands of them: small boys and a few girls, ghostly apparitions still embarking on their admirable, brave quest to free Jerusalem. Every time I blinked, a new vision of their march appeared. Sometimes they were close to the tracks, huddled around nighttime campfires. Other times, it was daylight, and they marched ahead. In some blinks, I saw a few adults mingling with them, but it was mostly children, pushing on with great determination through the vast, open French fields. I had read that they had started marching in July of 1212, and it took them over a month to get to Marseilles from Paris, a trip that would take modern people only a few hours. I could not pry my eyes from the children, marching in lines that seemed to stretch for miles and miles. I leaned against the glass, trying to eke out what details I could. I felt the vision was a gift to me, from some strange confluence of powers that had met and allowed me to see what had transpired. I felt blessed and awed to witness it, but I wanted to share it with my friend, so I reached over and gently tapped Dave on his leg.

He sputtered awake and looked at me with veiled hatred. 

I ignored his angst and motioned to the window.

As his eyes cleared, he snapped to alertness and, like me, placed his face right against the window. “How long has this been going on? The whole train ride? Why didn’t you wake me up sooner?” Dave asked. “This is amazing!”

“You’ve only been asleep for about twenty minutes, and I didn’t see them right away. I guess they took a different path to Marseilles at first, and ours is only colliding with theirs a few miles out of the city. Every time I blink or the train moves out of certain areas, the view changes. The train is moving too fast, so I’m only catching bits and pieces.” 

“Man, I wish your phone could take video of it all, but I’m sure you’d just see the blurry countryside,” Dave said.

I had already tried my phone, so I knew he was right about that, but I did quickly open an app that would allow me to take a few notes; as far as I was concerned, it was history, and I wanted to record what I could of it. 

As I was typing a few thoughts into my phone, Dave said, trying to keep his voice low so as not to alarm the other passengers, “There, on the horse! That’s him, Stephen! My God. Look at that multitude the kid led.” 

I craned my head around to where Dave was pointing, trying to see things from the perspective of where he was sitting. Based on the seats we’d chosen, Dave was seeing things as they were coming at us, and I was seeing them as they were fading away. Even though the separate visions lasted mere seconds or two, we could still catch glimpses of the same vision. Luckily, the train track seemed to run parallel with the marching path of the crusaders. 

Atop a black roan sat a young boy, but he looked no different to me than any other boy his age. He was dressed in crude clothing and was carrying a sign with markings on it that I could not identify. His gravitas was evident: He was leading his army, and they followed him relentlessly, realizing that he had the vision and the gift they required to fulfill their mission. In spite of his youth, he sat upright, with his jaw clenched. He had dark hair and a leather belt around his waist. He seemed very determined, even in just that brief second or two that we saw him. His followers carried on, no matter how tired, hungry, and footsore they were; based on where they were, they had obviously been following their fearless leader for weeks, trekking across the unforgiving French countryside. They looked more gaunt than they had when I first viewed them, but they still had a steely look in their eyes, and they managed to keep up their pace to follow the boy on the horse. 

“Wow! I can’t believe we’re seeing this!” I smiled at Dave. “It’s worth all this just to see how it played out. I guess this makes us even for that night at the asylum and the haunting that followed.”

Dave just grinned back at me.

For the duration of our train trip, every time the crusading army came within our view, we stopped whatever we were doing and watched the scene play out. When the conductor came to validate our tickets, we were so enraptured in what we were viewing that he took us by surprise, and we had to search for them. Finally, the train stopped, and we gathered our belongings and disembarked from the cabin and almost ran from the train station. Outside, it seemed like hundreds of taxis were waiting. That came as no surprise, as I knew Marseilles was the sixth-busiest port on the Mediterranean, and hundreds of cruise ships left its port every year. I had used my ATM card at the airport, so I had enough euros to hail a cab. 

The trouble was that we had no idea where to go next; all we knew was that we needed to head out into the sea somewhere. “If we can’t figure out which ferry to take,” Dave said, “we’ll have to get a hostel somewhere.” Fortunately, it came as some relief that we could see the ghosts, and I hoped they would lead us in the right direction, especially since we’d already come so far.

We slid into a bright, clean taxi and, in the best French I could muster, I told the driver to take us to the piers where the ferries were docked. The cabbie shrugged his shoulders, as if he understood, and we sped through the poor area of Marseilles a place that had obviously seen better times. The buildings were ramshackle, run-down structures, and the alleyways and avenues between the houses were filthy and neglected. The people walking the streets had long, sour faces. Slowly, we wound our way through the busy city, and the buildings gradually looked better as we did. In time, we saw grounds that were well maintained, green and bright, and the people were better dressed and seemed to walk with purpose. 

It was late on a Tuesday, and the working day was done. The parks were alive with families and children, and some were enjoying dinner on the perfectly manicured lawns. Some were playing with their dogs, and others were working out and running on the tracks. As I looked out the window, I felt so alive. We were on the hunt, and I had always wanted to undertake some great adventure. Now, as uneasy as I was and as many unknowns as they were, we were finally fulfilling that goal.

We turned a corner, and the cab just disappeared. Suddenly, we found ourselves walking through a small medieval village. Wooden buildings flanked an area that looked like a park, and the ghostly crusaders were there. Row after row of tents stood there, and the children who lived in them were all so grim, gaunt, and hungry. It was clear then that their brave crusade had stopped right there in Marseilles, when God failed to part the waters for Stephen, stopping his army from marching across to Jerusalem. 

Shocked, awed, and fear stricken, we walked among them; we had no idea if we were in their time or if we were somehow still in ours and just envisioning it all. Our tread did not mark the ground with footprints, and our bodies passed right through anything we came upon: rope, tents, buildings, and bodies of anyone we came into contact with. As we walked, we saw their eyes following us, and they made the sign of the cross and whispered low to one another, speaking words we could not make out. Thousands of them seemed to stretch over acres of land. The townsfolk had set up bakeries and shops nearby so the children could be fed. Many walked among them, offering aid or comfort to the little ones, feeding them, wrapping up their feet that were covered with broken blisters, and helping the young men and women who had their hearts set on doing God’s work. All around were crude signs and banners, written in childish scratch, with religious symbols drawn on them, indicating that the crusaders were the army of God. Their depiction of God was interesting: On every banner where he appeared, he had four hands. Three of the hands looked as if they represented the Holy Trinity, and the other seemed to be the image of the crusading army. The crusaders thought they were another arm of God, his fourth hand, there to help out mankind just as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit did. 

As we traversed the area, I stayed as close as possible to Dave. I did not want to cause a break in the vision or ruin it, so I didn’t make any sudden or brash movements as we moved about, trying to take it all in. I looked around at the smoke, the filth, the grime, and the absolute poverty the children were living in, and questions swirled through my mind. Why were they so willing to throw their lives away, to walk for over a month, following a boy who said Jesus himself gave him a letter? Regardless of why they did it, I had to admire their iron will, their strong belief. They considered themselves to be the fourth hand of God and would go to all ends of the Earth to reclaim the Holy City where the Son of God was born.

As we walked amongst them, through them, I thought it strange that the children did not cry out or take up arms against us, the two ghosts in their midst. They could see us—I could tell that by the looks on their dirty faces—but as we passed, they seemed to quickly forget us or perhaps dismissed us as just another miracle. Their faith was strong in supernatural things; after all, they followed a boy on a horse, believing his stories of a Philosopher’s Stone, a letter from Jesus Christ, and a promise that their God would part the water for them. It really wasn’t a stretch for there to be two strange, modernly dressed beings walking in their midst.

Dave headed to the front of a massive area where the tents were made of better material. There were a few guards there, so we assumed Stephen’s tent was near. We walked a short distance across a pathway of worn grass. As we walked, we gave the others a wide berth, as we didn’t want to disturb them any more than we already had. When we came upon the largest tent, we worked our way around the posted guards and passed through the rear of it, like a quiet breeze. 

Inside the modest tent was a crude bed, just a woolen cloth placed over a thick layer of prickly straw. A few small tapestries of Christ adorned the walls, and a small wooden chair and table was positioned toward the front of the humble dwelling. A boy was sitting there, Stephen himself. There were guards flanking the table, and three other boys stood behind him. The guards were young adults, much taller than the other children, and they were well armed with swords in their belt, whereas the other crusaders carried nothing more than small knives or even just sharply pointed sticks. In front of the table was a group of adults, dressed in all their French finery: silk clothes and fine hats. As well dressed as they were, they seemed to be bowing in reverence to the child sitting before them. They were sweating profusely and appeared to be trembling, as if they feared him. 

Finally, one man moved forward and bowed repeatedly, then held out his hand. After Stephen placed several pieces of gold jewelry in it, the adults backed out of the tent, with the man tightly clenching the precious gold the boy had given him.  

The younger boys then moved forward and handed Stephen some crude jewelry made out of iron. He reached into his clothes and pulled out a blue rock that was no more than a few inches across in either direction. He closed his fist on it, and the same golden glow Dave and I had seen so many times leaked out from between his fingers. Within moments, the iron necklace, a few rings, and a brooch glowed blue, then turned into solid gold. Stephen put the blueish stone away, and the boys left the tent, proudly carrying their much more valuable gold jewelry.  

Dave and I exchanged a knowing glance; we knew we had just seen the Philosopher’s Stone in action. My friend motioned silently to me, and we walked out of the tent and headed away from the crusaders. We didn’t say a word, as we didn’t want to risk losing the vision or disturbing the young people in any way.

We walked up a small hill, to a place where we could gaze out at the beautiful Mediterranean Sea. At that time in history, the wharfs, the harbor, and the city were much smaller than they were in our version of the world. I remembered reading that there were only about 20,000 people there at that time, and the largest buildings were churches. We wove our way around the buildings and avoided as many crowds as we could. 

“Look,” Dave whispered, pointing at something that caught his eye.

I turned to view the crusader field one last time, but they were gone, just faded away.

Even back in medieval times, Marseilles was a beautiful city, surrounded by vast walls. The buildings were made of white stone, and the harbor was protected by natural inlets and seawalls. The marina was absolutely stunning, and crystal-blue waters lapped against the rocks like a constant lullaby. Crowds of people moved down to the docked boats. 

We were like kids in a candy store, watching history play out in front of us. We both laughed and ran to another elevated vantage point away from the mobs, so we had an eagle-eye view of what was going on below us. We had always talked about seeing new places and people, and now we had our chance. For hours, we simply enjoyed it, saying little to nothing to one another. We stood in the shadow of an old, ruined house and watched as the population of Marseilles went about their lives on a bright, blue, sunny day. 

A while later, we spotted the crusaders again, this time boarding five stout ships that dwarfed the other vessels near them. The fact that they were so much bigger than the fishing boats and ferries was what caught Dave’s eye; they looked to be ungainly, certainly nothing I’d ever dare to set sail on. They were all slightly different, but their build was basically the same. Each had a mainsail that could be powered by wind or the large oars stored on the deck. The ships appeared to be seventy to ninety feet long, constructed almost entirely of wood. As the crusaders boarded, the townsfolk gathered to see them off with much fanfare, singing, waving banners, and offering food and clothing. Clergy and holy men blessed the ships and their young passengers. 

We watched as the ships bobbed in the harbor. The front vessel, a massive galley ship, had the largest mainsail and the most oars; we were sure Stephen was on board, because it was flying his flag. Smaller vessels, occupied by fishermen and merchants, followed the five ships out of the harbor, sending them off on their voyage with celebratory ringing bells and blaring horns, as well as shouts of encouragement and well wishes. 

 

“Vous etes ici,” our cabbie said, snapping me out of the vision.

With a gasp and a groan, I was jolted back to the twenty-first century, only to notice the driver looking back at us expectantly. I couldn’t believe we’d been sitting in the taxi the whole time, right there at the waterfront. We had slid by the massive docks where the cruise ships lay in wait for the next hordes to board, and now we're at the calmer berths where the smaller ferries awaited passengers and cars. I pulled out some euros and put them in his hand.

“Etrangers fous!” he shouted at us while we got out of his taxi, pulling our small bags out with us. 

We did not care that he was yelling at us, calling us “crazy foreigners,” as we had seen more in that time than most would see in one lifetime. Laughing, we made our way down to the docks, where four different ferry companies offered to sell us a ride. We had no idea which one to take until Dave pointed out into the harbor. There, in the fading sunlight of the day, were the five ghost ships of crusaders, moving slowly out to sea. 

Quickly, I scanned the ferry departure times. We had already decided that if we had no other idea where to go, we would head to Malta, the home of the only knight order that had survived from medieval times. When the Air Force had us stationed in Europe, we had always talked about going there, but we could not find the time. There was so much we could do or see in that area of the world: London, Scotland, ride the Eurostar to Paris, or take high-speed trains to areas that had always interested us. We could visit Normandy, Venice, Rome, or the romantic road in Germany. Now, though, we had other things on our mind. The ferry trip would take us a long way from Marseilles. First, we would go to Sardinia, Italy, then transfer to Sicily before the ferry would carry us to Malta. It would be a journey of almost thirty hours by sea, and we hoped we could keep the crusader ships in sight while we traveled. 

I pulled out my credit card and bought two one-way tickets, thankful that I’d deposited most of my money in my bank back home to cover it. We had to be back to Marseilles to take the train to Paris in eight days, and I hoped we could get closer to where Stephen and his army ended up. With those high hopes, we boarded the ferry, a huge white vessel. The front of it was open, and cars and buses were entering it slowly and pulling into their respective parking slots. We’d been in Europe before, and we’d taken a few ferries in the UK and throughout the Scandinavian countries, so we knew the journey would be a pleasant one. The ships were always clean and well maintained, with plenty of room. We just had hurry to find some empty seats or even a couch. The ferry was equipped with Wi-Fi, miraculously, so I was glad I’d thought to bring along an adaptor to recharge my dying phone. 

We settled on some chairs on the top deck. Even though it was September, it was still quite warm in that part of the world; the cooler temperatures would come when horizon swallowed the sun. It took about a half-hour for the passengers to load up, find their spots on the ship, and settle into a quiet lull. The cars were lined up and securely berthed down below. Some families had purchased tickets for sleeping berths so they could rest on the overnight voyage, and other large families and groups of friends huddled together and played cards or ate. 

Dave and I kept a watch on the ghostly ships. Even when it grew dark, they had a sheen to them and were easy to see. I took first watch and promised Dave that I would wake him if I saw where the boats came to a stop or if I happened to lose sight of them. He agreed and settled back in his deck chair; sleep took him almost instantly. After my friend dozed off, I stood up and stretched. 

The ship horn sounded, and we drove out of the port of Marseilles, into the sea. I watched as the ghost ships sailed alongside us. From the looks of it, it was daytime for them, even though night was creeping up on us. They could not keep up with the speed of our modern-day boat, as their vessels relied on wind and rowing power, so they fell back, but every time I turned away from them or closed my eyes for any length of time, they reappeared next to us. Sometimes, the ships got so close that I could see the rippling muscles in the arms of the rowers. Some of the crewmembers lumbered around in heavy iron armor. I saw the young crusaders praying, and some were suffering from motion sickness, leaning over the side of the boat to empty their stomachs into the sea. I couldn’t take my eyes off them, and I was completely mesmerized. Even though their boats had looked large to us in our previous visions, when docked next to the smaller fishing boats, they seemed small compared to the mammoth ferry I was on now, and their crude sails were rarely fortunate enough to catch the wind. Instead, they relied on the muscles of those who so valiantly manned the oars. I saw a few weapons onboard as well, engines of destruction, ballistae that would throw a spear hundreds of feet. Some of the ships were equipped with battering rams, and many of the crewmembers had bows and crossbows. Encountering pirates was a formidable probability for them, and they had to be prepared.

For hours, I watched the ships from my high place on the top deck. They held a tight formation. I saw them struggle through foul weather, even when our present-day weather was quite clear. Their ships rolled about in the wake of rough seas, like a child’s toy in a bathtub, and I marveled at how they managed to stay afloat. What brave men! I thought, happy and feeling blessed that their course through the water was nearly the same as ours. I wondered what they thought about us, if they could even see us at all. 

I let Dave sleep as much as I could while I manned that spot on the deck. I did not move or go to the bathroom, for I knew it was crucial that one of us follow the direction of the ships if we were to find out what happened to them. I felt lucky to be there, to be witnessing it, at the same spot on the water as they were, albeit not in the same time. It was truly a rare privilege, one I knew I would write about someday. Somehow, Stephen, a crusader from long ago, was able to work through that crazy asylum patient, to reach through him to influence the both of us. When we did not pursue helping him, he was furious and lashed out at us with nightmares and even physical abuse, tearing our flesh and trying to take over our minds, leaving us to wake up with blood on our faces and our mouths spewing angry French we didn’t even understand. I assumed that the radiation the old man in the asylum inherited from his mother had to be close to what the Philosopher’s Stone threw off; I had no other plausible explanation. Still, there I was, watching five ghost ships traverse the Mediterranean Sea. I glanced over at Dave and smiled; he was sleeping like a baby, completely peacefully, with no signs of any trouble, and I knew we were right where Stephen needed us to be. 

I quickly returned my attention to the ships when their weather abruptly changed. Terrific swells came upon them, and fierce winds blew them from side to side, a storm of monstrous proportions. Waves crested high above the ships, and water flowed over the decks as lightning struck around them. Rain drove down hard on all five vessels, and I watched in horror as men were thrown overboard. I was sure that I was witnessing the place where the Children’s Crusade met its unfortunate end. I did not know how many of the children were aboard those ships, but I was sure they must have been terrified. Most were peasants and had probably never traveled outside of their villages, let alone on ships to cross a major body of water. I felt for them, but there was nothing I could do.

I quickly grabbed my phone and woke Dave up. Even though it was dark in our time, the ships of the crusaders were in full sunlight, so we had no problem watching them. I set my phone to record the GPS, so we would know right where we were. 

Dave rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, rapidly stood from his chair, and stared out in horror at the scene playing below us. “Are they all gonna die here?” Dave said. “How long have I been asleep? Where are we?”

“You’ve only been out a couple hours,” I said. “I hope they don’t go down, because it’s two miles to the bottom here. There’s no way we’ll find any evidence of them if they disappeared here. As for where we are, we’re not to Sardinia yet. We’re a few hours out,” I replied.

The two crusader ships on the far left were picked up by a towering wave and did not escape it as the other three had. We watched in helpless horror as the weathered timbers were ripped in two and the water gushed aboard. Men and children flailed about in the frothy water. I wanted to turn away, but I realized it was really all over already; it had happened hundreds of years ago. Nevertheless, I could not bear the sight of the suffering and the hopelessness of those drowning, and I had to force myself to watch and witness it. For another hour, the remaining ships, fought through the storm, and some tried feverishly to help the sailors who had fallen into the water. Then, sadly, the ships moved from our view and were lost to us. 

“Damn,” Dave said. “How the hell are we supposed to find them now?”

Sardinia, the second-largest island in the Mediterranean, came into view as the sun came up on our second day in Europe. We stayed on our ferry. We had lost our fleet of crusader ships. We knew three of the ships had made it through the storm, but we were no longer on the same route as they were. I was glad I’d saved the GPS coordinates of the disappearances, but I was not sure what good it would do us on our quest. We spent the rest of our ferry ride getting to Sicily from Sardinia, then headed to Malta. We looked out on the sea constantly, always searching for the ships, but we never saw them.

The third day, we stayed in Malta. We had gotten in late and were quite exhausted, so we slept a night, not at all bothered by any ancient apparitions. The clean, quiet, inexpensive hostel close to the water suited us well. We both needed sleep, food, and to figure out where to take our next ferry ride. We knew that if the crusaders had managed to regain their footing, they had to travel between Sicily and the north coast of Africa to get to Jerusalem. 

The fourth day, we toured the medieval island of Malta. After that, we boarded a ferry to Sicily, where we booked another small youth hostel. We carefully scrutinized a map of the Mediterranean Sea, as Stephen had mentioned an island, but they had been hit by a storm near Sardinia, the next-largest island west from us. 

Our ferry rides told us they did not make it as far as Sicily, unless they had followed the African coast, so we would have to backtrack a bit to find them again. We had a little time left, but it had been days since we had seen our crusaders, and we were worried that we might not find them again. 

Dave looked at the map and found an island off the coast of Africa, not far from Sicily, a place called Pantelleria. It was an Italian isle, with a population of under 3,000, served by ferries and a quick hydrofoil service. The hydrofoil visited the island daily from Sicily, and the one-way trip took a little over two hours. That told us that the crusaders had not made it past Sardinia, so we could then work our way back to where we had last seen them. We figured we might have to hire a small boat to take us out to the GPS coordinates where we had last seen them. From there, we would have to visually follow the remaining crusader ships to see where they had gone. I did not know if we had enough money or time for that, but I agreed that we if went to Pantelleria, we could cut off the whole eastern side of the Mediterranean, eliminating the possibility that the crusaders had not gotten that far south. There, we would have to hire a small boat and go a few miles off the shores of Africa. I liked the idea, so I bought two tickets for the hydrofoil. 

The slick boat was peppered with only a few passengers at that time of year, and we had it almost to ourselves. We went up on deck and watched the rooster tail kick out behind as we looked for our ships. Unfortunately, we had no luck, and not one ghost ship came into view. 

Soon, we landed on the island, a little volcanic spot where grapes were the major source of income. The town names all were Arabic. We walked off the pier and were greeted by the usual kinds of people, a handful of hawkers trying to sell hotel rooms, to get us out on the boats to fish, offering discounts at local restaurants, or trying to sell us wine. We ignored them, as we had no need of any of those things and were there for a different purpose entirely. It was warm and arid there, but a steady breeze off the water kept us cool. English was prevalent, much to our relief, and I had heard someone on the boat say the island was bombed flat by the British in World War II; the Brits hoped to use it as a base from which they could invade Italy. 

We wandered into a cliff-side café that offered a postcard view of the sea. The waitress, who really reminded me of Penny at our coffee shop back home, smiled as she handed us a menu that was written in Italian, French, and English. I would have loved to stay in that quaint little place for a few days, but our time was rapidly fading. We ordered fresh fish, caught that very morning, along with a crispy, delicious salad. As we ate, we enjoyed the panoramic view of the rocky hills and the grape vineyards beyond. 

When we saw a van come up from the docks to unload the day’s catch for the dinner crowd, Dave looked up at me and said, “I got this.” He then got up from the table and went to talk to the people in the back of the small red van, who were unloading boxes of iced-down fish and placing them on dollies. Wisely, he approached a younger worker; we both knew from our travels and our time in the service that in Europe, young people tended to be more fluent in our language. Dave waved his arms, and the young man pointed first down to the docks, then out to the sea, to the north. 

I had to smile at the display, because Dave laughed easily among the fishermen, and it was good to see him enjoying himself. I had been quite worried about him for a long time, because he was an overstressed person, burdened with difficult work and long hours at the asylum and taking care of his elderly and very sick mother. It was a rare thing to see him smile.

He sauntered back to our table, looking victorious, and drained the remaining wine from his frosted glass. “He recommended a guy with a quick, reliable boat. He says the African shore is about thirty miles from here, and his boat does forty miles an hour. It’ll take about two hours for a round trip. If we go and see nothing, we can cut off this part of the sea and head back to Sardinia, where we last saw the crusaders. We can be back before the last ferry leaves. This guy isn’t a fisherman. He ferries supplies around the island, takes out tourists, and does a lot of work for the grape growers. I have his slip number right here.”

“Sounds good, almost perfect,” I said, grinning at him. “I wonder if we can hire him today. Is he even in port?” I asked. I almost wanted him to say no, because I was not eager to leave the peaceful inn. I loved the people, the climate, and the food, and I was dying to try some more of the local wines. There were no tourists there, as it was far off the beaten path for most Americans and Europeans, and few would visit such a small island, especially in the off season. For several long minutes, I stared out over the sea and forgot about the mysterious quest we were on. Instead, I soaked up the sun and admired the beauty of this little corner of the world, with its soaring coastline and rows and rows of grapes dotting the rolling green hills behind me.

“Well, maybe this guy can run us out there,” Dave said, breaking me out of my reverie. “Let’s head down to the docks now and see if we can find him.”

We stood up, and I opened my wallet and laid down thirty euros to cover our meal and tip. I was a bit worried, knowing that if we kept spending money at that rate, our funds would soon be depleted, and we would have to go back to Paris earlier than we wanted to. I didn’t say anything about it, though, because I didn’t want to taint the trip for Dave.

We walked down the winding stone steps, back to town, and made our way to the docks. There were many boats, some small and a few large and magnificent. A few berths were marked with signs, so it was easy enough to find our guy, based on the name, boat description, and slip number Dave had gotten from the helpful young fisherman. We found the sailor cleaning up below deck, so we knocked on the side of the boat.

I was a bit taken aback when he came out. There were many gold chains around his neck. He was very tan, his hair was dark, and he was wearing wraparound sunglasses. His shirt was open, revealing a hairy chest as dark and bushy as the top of his head, and had on shorts and a pair of Crocs. I started to smile and speak in French, but he held his hand up and started in Italian.

“We are American,” Dave told him. “Do you speak English?”

“I do!” he almost shouted back. “What part of America are you from…and what the hell are you doing here? We rarely get Americans.”

“We’re from Virginia. We’d like to hire your boat and take it out to see the coast of Africa, maybe around the island.” Dave then pointed at me. “My friend, here, is a writer, and he has a bad case of writer’s block. He’s hoping the trip will give him a few ideas.” 

“My name is Brian,” I introduced, “and this is Dave.” I held out my hand to shake his. “How much do you think it will cost?”

“I am Ari, my friends, and I can take you today if you are ready. I have a few errands to run, and the sea is calm. I do not know where your Virginia is, but I am sure it is beautiful. I met a tourist lady with that name once, and she was quite… Well, anyway, I can escort you on this journey for 250 euros.”

“What!? Did you say 250?” I said, exasperated. “That seems steep to me, for just a few hours’ work. That’s almost $350 U.S.!”  

“Ah, but do you not have writer’s block? How expensive is it for you to be unable to work?” Ari replied, his gold chains shining in the sunlight. “I will show you the coast of Africa, my little island here, and perhaps a few other things. Your mind will fill with a million ideas. I will bring some wine as well.”

I looked at Dave and saw him nodding. If we went through with it and actually saw the coast of Africa but no ghost ships, we would head back. We would have to hire another small boat, a less expensive one, to take us to the GPS coordinates where we’d last seen the surviving ships and follow them from there. I shrugged and handed Ari a few hundred euros. My gold money from the asylum was gone now, so I had to break into my hard-earned tips, and that didn’t make me too happy.

We climbed into the boat. Thankfully, it offered cover from the sunlight. After thirty minutes or so, Ari was ready to go, with his supplies loaded and his boat fueled. He waved to the harbormaster on the way out of the small port.

Within a short time, we’d traveled several miles. Ari pulled his boat into a private dock and unloaded some wooden boxes, then uncorked some bottles of wine and filled glasses for us. “The best wine in the world,” he said, laughing as he handed the glasses over, then took a big swig from the open bottle.

I was not a big wine drinker, but out there in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, winding our way around the beautiful island of Pantelleria, it seemed to hit the spot. It was truly delicious, and I was grateful that he’d included it in our trip.

Ari started to hum a song, some sort of sea shanty that we could hear over the motors. As he did, we stood for a better view, trying to determine if the ghostly ships had gone that way. Ari looked over his shoulders and laughed with us. 

Within twenty minutes or so, the coast of Africa loomed before us. We could see the shoreline and distant buildings, and Ari drove his boat closer. Dave looked at me and shook his head grimly, acknowledging that there were no crusader ships. We both knew we would have seen them if they had made it that far, so that was our indication that they did not manage to head that far south, past Sardinia, and that meant we had to go back. 

“Ari!” I cried over the sound of the engines. When he looked back at me, I said, “This is good. We can go back now. We’ve seen enough.”

“My American friends, what is wrong? We can go much closer than this. Ari knows the waters here, and I have several friends in Tunisia. You want to see much, no?” he asked.

“No, no, no,” I said dejectedly. “We want to go back.”

Both Dave and I looked down at the bottom of the boat and put our wine glasses in the holders on our seats. The next day would be the fifth of our trip, and our time and money were running dangerously thin. I had the GPS coordinates of the storm, and it was at least three hours out of Sardinia. We would have to take a ferry from Pantelleria back to Sicily, then to Sardinia, and that trip would take all day. Then we had to go to the trouble of finding another boat to take us out to the GPS coordinates once we reached Sardinia. We were glad we had figured some things out through a very expensive and time-consuming process of elimination, but as far as we’d come, we still had a long journey ahead of us if we were going to find the answers we sought about the fourth hand of God. 

Ari stopped the boat and allowed it to drift for a bit. “You already paid me for several more hours. Did you find something to write about? Maybe Ari’s life?” he joked, smiling from ear to ear and revealing his wine-stained teeth.

Both Dave and I chuckled. 

“No, I’m afraid he’s not that good of a writer,” Dave said.

Ari looked down at the bottom of the boat, and his bottom lip jutted out in a pout, as if the remark saddened him. Mere minutes earlier, we’d all been laughing and drinking wine as we raced across the water to Africa, and now we wanted to cut our trip short. “I know a place about fifteen miles north of my island, a tangle of rocks jutting above the water. No one goes there because everyone thinks it is an evil area. Maybe it will give you some ideas for your book,” he said. He then restarted the engines, and the boat hummed again.

I shrugged my shoulders. The last ferry off the island would leave in an hour or so. We would never make it, for Ari had chewed up a lot of time with his errands. We had already paid him far more than the trip was worth, and no matter what we did, we were going to be stuck there till the next day. I already had so many story ideas that I would be writing till my last living day. Nevertheless, knowing we really had no other option, I picked up my glass and yelled over the noise, “To Ari!” 

Dave laughed and clinked his glass against mine. “Yes, to Ari!” he echoed.

Ari smiled and drove the boat a bit faster.

“Why do you not like this place, Ari?” I asked as we ripped through the water. “What’s so evil about it?”

“You will see as soon as you draw near to the rocks. You will want to leave. The hair on my arms stands up. Something is there,” he said, so quietly that we almost did not hear him.

We tried to enjoy the ride. Ari said it would take about forty-five minutes to get to the allegedly evil rocks. The buzz from our red wine wore off, and we did not consume anymore; it didn’t seem like a good idea, especially when Ari stopped singing and grew very quiet. 

“There,” our boat captain said grimly, pointing ahead.

We stood, each of us on a different side of the boat, straining to catch a glimpse of the ominous rocks. Minutes went by before I saw the gray formations looming in the distance, jagged rocks sticking out of the water like humongous teeth, with choppy waves crashing violently against them. Ari motored the boat closer, and I gasped when I saw two ships at one end of the rocks, two transparent galleons. “Dave, do you seeing what I’m seeing?” I shouted over the noisy motor, but I did not wait for an answer. “Ari, can you take us over to the far right side of those rocks? Is there room?” 

“Yes, I can do that,” he said, though he sounded a bit uneasy about it. “They are two or three hectares, I think, but I do not know, for I have never dared to walk on them. There is no life on those rocks. There are plenty of spaces for seagulls to nest, but even the birds do not want to venture into that cursed place,” he said, slowing the boat down and skillfully guiding us to the right side of the outcropping.

“Stop!” Dave suddenly yelled as we began to glide straight into the boats. 

Confused but eager to please, Ari backwashed the propellers expertly, until we were moving slowly across the water, keeping away from the rocks as he fought the swirling currents. 

The ghostly crusader ships were mere yards from us. I heard Ari talking, but I could only stare, unblinking, at the vessels that seemed impossibly large. There were only two galleons, and both were damaged. The second ship, the one farthest from us, was slowly burning, sending plumes of black smoke billowing into the sky. As I looked closer, I realized that both boats were charred. Their main masts were cut and torn in spots, and javelins and arrows were stuck in the hulls. Many oars were missing, and the second ship was listing a bit on its left side. My attention was more riveted on the first ship though. 

Aboard it, right there on the prow, was Stephen, with his arms upraised and a radium blue glow emanating from one hand. His crusaders were behind him, some on the island, and some on a ramp leading down to the rocks, near where our boat was stopped. Dave and I could not hear what they were saying, but we could see the captain of the ship, along with his armored guards, forcing the young crusaders off, onto the treacherous, spiky rocks that would wreak havoc on their bare feet. Both sides were yelling at each other, but one was armed with weapons, while the others only had banners and heraldic signs. 

The fight escalated, and the ship guards charged at the boys. With their swords and crossbows drawn, they aimed to cut down any crusaders who refused to get off the ship. I wasn’t sure why, but I guessed that maybe the ship captain now considered the crusaders bad luck, having gone through such violent storms and then being attacked by pirates. Regardless of the reason, he obviously wanted nothing more to do with them and was happy to unload them, even in that deserted, dangerous place. It could have been that the crusaders had grown weary of the crew, who were obviously not as pious and dedicated to the faith as they were. I was not sure I would ever know the motives behind the exodus from the galleon, but I watched in horror as the highly trained men attacked the young crusaders.

Suddenly, a flash of bluish-gold light erupted from Stephen’s hand, so bright that I wanted to turn away, but I didn’t. The charging knights instantly fell to the ship deck, dropping their swords. The archers wielding bows and crossbows dropped their weapons and began shrieking in pain, as if all their bones were breaking at once. 

“Brian, did you see that?” Dave asked, aghast. “He just changed all the metal on the ship to gold. The armor and weapons are now too heavy, and the iron bolts on the crossbows, the nails on the ship, and the metal in their bodies is gold! My God. What would it do to us if the iron and magnesium inside us turned to gold?” Dave yelled. “Not only that, but their armor must weigh over 200 pounds now!”

“My friends,” Ari said, staring at us as if we’d gone mad, “what are you seeing?”

“Look, Dave!” I yelled, ignoring Ari. “The ship! She’s going down!”

“Ship? What ship?” Ari asked, still befuddled.

Neither of us bothered to answer him. We just watched as gold began to pop and break under the stress. Unlike iron, gold is soft, and boards began to pop off, piece by piece. The oars slid into the water. The crusaders backed down the plank to the rocks while the crewmen jumped into the water and swam to the other ship. The galley slowly fell apart and started to sink. 

I shifted my vision to the rocks, and in that instant, the crusader ships vanished. A sudden chill ran up my back. For some reason, I did not want to turn my head toward the rocks. I shuddered and wanted to leave that place, to tell Ari to gun the engine and get us the hell out of there.

“Oh my God!!” 

I heard a sharp intake of air from Dave and wanted to turn but still could not. The sun was shining brightly here, mere miles off the coast of Africa, but I was frozen to death and started to shiver with an unnatural coldness.

“My friends, we must go,” I heard Ari say. “This is a bad place. I do not know what you are seeing, but we must go. That bad feeling is back. There is much evil here. Even the birds will not—”

“No, Ari,” Dave snapped. “You must get us to those rocks. We have to get off the boat here.”

Finally, I mustered the strength to turn my gaze on the rocks. They were no more than a 100 feet away, covered with lumbering crusaders, the ghosts of hundreds of children. The transparent beings stared at us while we bobbed on the water, their faces sullen, haunted, and angry. Their crusade had ended there, hundreds of years ago. They were dead, but those rocks still held their souls captive. All the young boys, a few girls, and a couple adults just continued staring at us, dressed in ripped peasant clothing, a few remnants of fabric still bearing their insignia, proclaiming that they were meant to be the fourth hand of God. They did not move, other than to follow our every move with their frightening eyes. 

“Ari, move the boat in,” Dave ordered while moving to the prow of the ship. “Brian, I don’t see Stephen anywhere. I bet he’s in the crowd somewhere. No matter what, I have to get that stone for Mom.”

“Dave, I don’t think that’s a good idea. They weren’t supposed to die here. We just came to find…” My voice trailed off when I looked over at my friend and saw that his face was set in stone. One way or another, he was going to get to those rocks, and he didn’t want any argument about it, not even from me. 

Ari moved the boat in and explained, “You will have to swim 100 feet or so to the rocks. Even Ari, the great boat captain, cannot go any farther, or my boat will be smashed on the rocks by the currents. I will go out a few hundred feet and wait an hour after I drop you off. If I do not see you by then, I will drive by tomorrow one last time. I have no clue what you are seeing or doing here, but I do not think it is good for either of you.” With that, he gunned his boat to move the starboard side to face the rocks, then moved as close as he dared. “Go if you must,” he said, “but I do believe you’ve gone mad.”

Without another word or a second of hesitation, Dave jumped into the water and started a breaststroke toward the rocks, fighting the current with all the strength and prowess of an Olympic swimmer. 

“Damn it! You’re as insane as that old man was!” I yelled, trying to muster up the courage to follow him. “Ari, take my phone. If we do not make it, please call my parents and tell them I…that I loved them. Their numbers are in there,” I said, handing it to him before I jumped in.

The water was surprisingly warm and very active. It crashed against the nearby rocks with great fury, and there were many eddying currents that I found it hard to swim against. I had always been the more physical, more capable one of the two of us, but the undertow threatened to take me, while Dave swam like a man possessed, making a beeline through the water. He reached a small outcropping before I was even halfway there. I swallowed some seawater, spat it out, and was almost smashed against the rocks as I tried to escape the waves. I scraped my knee badly as I braced my body against the rocks, but I finally found purchase on the slippery boulders and hoisted myself up. “Are you crazy?” I asked Dave, who was just a few feet from me but didn’t bother to answer.

The dead had gathered and quickly surrounded us, but I could not bear to look any of them in the eye. Dave was quiet and allowed me to cough and rest, to regain my strength while the water drained from my clothes. In the distance, I saw Ari’s boat moving out, bouncing on the swells, and I wished I was with him. 

“They’ve formed an opening, one I think we’re supposed to follow,” Dave stammered. “Look,” he said, pointing. 

I pried my eyes off Ari’s boat and cast my gaze on the rocks that stretched about 1,000 feet in front of us. I followed Dave’s hand and saw that the hundreds of dead had moved aside, allowing us passage, a small, single-file path flanked by dead, transparent children on either side. We moved slowly through the makeshift corridor, with Dave in the lead. It was a relief to reach dry rocks, an area too far for the splashing waves to reach. It was still not an easy walk, as there were sharp edges, potholes, and loose, rocky debris to contend with, but at least it was no longer slippery. It was almost as if there was a path already there. I walked carefully and slowly, making sure not to lose my footing among the dead. I still could not stand the thought of looking directly at them, so I stared at Dave’s back as he led us down to a small plateau, one completely clear of rocks. There was an opening at the very back of that clearing, the entryway to a small cavern. We had to bend over to enter, but we knew it was there that our trip would end. 

Around us, the dead gathered, watched, and waited. 

Dave hesitated for a few moments, moving his head from side to side, taking in deep breaths. He turned to me and said, “I guess it all ends in there.”

“What do you mean? What are they waiting for? Why won’t they just…go away, to the afterlife or whatever?” I replied.

“They followed their leader, Stephen, and he still resides in there. They all died here, following him. I guess they’re waiting for a miracle. They wanted to get off this little speck of an island, to continue their crusade, but it never happened. He’s the only one left, probably sustained in life by the Philosopher’s Stone. The rest musta died from starvation and exposure to the elements. I have to go in and get it, Brian. Mom needs that stone. It will cure her and bring her back to full health,” Dave said. “If I get it, we’ll both get our lives back.”

“Dave, it’s been centuries, and we’re surrounded by ghosts. Do you really think that kid is alive, after all this time? If he was calling us to help him, he must not be alive anymore. Why would he need us if he’s alive and has his magic rock?” I said to my friend. 

The crusaders seemed to be closing in around us, and the path we had taken to get there was now crowded with ghostly bodies. They seemed to occupy every square inch of space, even on the rocks above us. They were tired of waiting, and I feared that if we didn’t do something, they would.

Dave crouched down low, with his clothes still dripping with seawater, and plunged inside the dark opening, deserting me with the army of dead children. I looked around and realized I was not in good company, so I followed him inside.

“It’ll take a few minutes for our eyes to…” Dave started, but then his voice trailed off.

I kept my eyes shut, terrified of what I might see in the cave, and I hugged a nearby wall, as if I was afraid to move. It was cool and damp, and I could no longer hear the rush of the sea. I felt my heart pounding and had trouble controlling my rapid breathing. I wished things would just slow down.

“Brian, there’s something over here. It feels, uh…”

Suddenly, a flash of golden-blue light illuminated the small cavern. I winced at the power of it, even with my eyes still closed, and turned my head away for a second, until it faded. When I mustered the courage to open my eyes, I saw a body lying on the floor, with Dave crouched over it. Somehow, I innately knew that it was the body of a man, yet it was neither whole or in skeleton form; rather, it was something horrible that existed between the two. Parts of the body still had flesh, while bone was revealed in other portions. Organs hung from the flesh in bloody mounds, yet they still seemed to be functioning, pulsing and throbbing. The head was face down on the stone floor, and both hands were contorted oddly beneath it, wrapped around a glowing object that barely gave light to the small space. 

“The Philosopher’s Stone!” I said. Shocked, I tried to move back, wishing I could melt into the clammy, salty stone behind me and disappear. I glanced over at the cave opening, the one we had scuttled through, but it was filled from bottom to top with dead crusaders, hundreds of pairs of dead eyes, gaping at us as they watched what was transpiring. It was a terrible thing to see, all those eyes so full of pain and suffering, and when I could no longer bear their nightmarish stares, I turned back to Dave and the destroyed body that lay before me.

Suddenly, and much to my horror, the body began to move. It got up on its knees and picked up its hands, never losing its grip on the stone. I was behind the creature, but Dave was standing right in front of it. I caught a glimpse of my friend’s face as the horrible body revealed itself to him. Whoever it was, they should have died long ago. A few patches of hair were matted to its scalp, and the pieces of the body were linked together like an ill-fitting jigsaw puzzle. It shambled as it stood, then limped forward to David while the stone glowed and hummed with power.

“Brian, don’t just stand there gawking like those dead kids! For Christ’s sake, please speak to him. Tell him in French that we’re the ones he sent for…and for the love of God, hurry up!” Dave yelled. 

Stunned, I remained still and speechless.

“Brian, he can hear us. It’s Stephen, and he’s still alive!”

Stephen moved closer to Dave, till he was just inches from him; it only took a few clumsy steps to reach him in such a claustrophobic space. Dave shuddered and turned his head as the thing drew near. Our one and only exit was blocked by the dead, and I knew I had to say something, but I couldn’t recall any French words. I stammered, trying to remember what I’d learned in college, but all that came out of my mouth was a series of dry hacks and coughs. The stone glowed, as if it was reaching out for Dave, but I was so confused and so terrified that my mind began to spin. What did he want us for? We can’t do anything for him or his dead army. 

“Brian, he’s…” Dave started, then stopped. He shuddered, then stood motionless and upright, as if completely overtaken by terror.

“La croisade marche sur!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “The crusade marches on!”

Stephen stopped, and some of the remaining muscles in his back rippled. He turned slowly around and faced me. He was almost as tall as I was and had obviously kept growing over the many years the stone had kept him alive. At night, in our dreams, he was a child, but now he was a full-grown adult. Half of the flesh was gone from his head, revealing a skull on one side and pale flesh on the other. One of his eyes was missing, and only a dark socket remained. The hands that held the stone were bony and frail; it was hard to tell if any flesh was left on them. 

As he ambled toward me, the stone glowed more brightly. For a minute, I was claimed by its power as it flowed over me. Horror overcame me when I saw a dead crusader move from the opening of the cave and stand close to me, as if summoned by Stephen. The golden-blue light of the stone seemed to spread like an aura over us both, and I felt something enter my mind. It started from somewhere far away and felt weak and small at first, but then it grew in strength and tried to push me away, to the back recesses of my mind. I exerted great effort to fight it, realizing that Stephen was using the stone to try to let one of his lieutenants take over my body.

After his first crude attempt to overcome me failed, Stephen looked at the stone with his one eye and moved his decaying arms to hold it closer, redoubling his efforts. 

Suddenly, from behind him. I saw a shadow moving quickly across the cave. Holding a rock in both his hands, high above Stephen’s head, Dave let out a grunt and let the stone come crashing down, knocking chunks of flesh and bone off the monster’s skull. My friend brought the stone down repeatedly, blow after blow, pummeling Stephen’s wretched body with hit, hitting him brutally in the chest and waist. I heard a dull crack as Dave splintered bones and sent flesh asunder. 

Stephen’s body continued to move, albeit haltingly, stumbling away from the attack. The golden glow from the stone lit up the cave. It played over Stephen’s body, miraculously mending and closing the deep wounds Dave had caused. The exposed flesh seemed to knit back together, and the cracked bones healed, right before our eyes. After a time, Stephen turned his healed body toward Dave.

Horrified, Dave stumbled backward, until the cavern wall stopped him. The dead crusaders peered into the cavern, still intently watching. The light started to shine on Dave again, this time stronger, and the hue was a deep golden glow. In that instant, my friend was lost, his face took on the countenance of someone else, one of the crusaders who was now controlling him. Dave’s hand that held the stone he’d punished Stephen with fell lazily to his side, and Dave’s eyes began to close. 

“Aucun!” I yelled in French, utterly shocked and not knowing what to do. Within minutes, Dave would be entirely overtaken, and we would both be lost. I felt paralyzed. If I attacked Stephen, he would only heal himself. If I ran, Dave would be lost, and I wasn’t even sure I’d live if I tried to burst through the ghostly horde blocking the exit. There was nothing I could do. I was frozen for seconds that seemed to stretch into a bitter eternity, but then it came to me. “Dave!” I yelled. “Your mother. Remember your mom? She needs that stone. Dave!”

Dave’s eyes fluttered opened as he tried to fight the possession with all his might. He saw the horror that was Stephen, standing in front of him and smiling sadistically. Dave brought up his stone cudgel again and, in one last desperate attempt, brought it down against Stephen’s hands, shattering them and knocking the Stone of the Philosopher to the floor. “Your crusade is over!” Dave yelled. 

Then, several things seemed to happen at once. With a sigh, what remained of Stephen’s hands tried to close on the stone as it hurtled through the air in a glowing arc. His mangled body began to collapse in on itself, folding down into bits of bone and dust, as the power that had held it together for so long was now gone. The dead outside finally had their reprieve; the young peasant boys and girls who had been longing for release for hundreds of years finally vanished in a blaze of golden-blue light. 

I collapsed on the stone floor, too mentally and physically exhausted to even care when I wounded my head against the hard surface. I watched the Philosopher’s Stone smack one of the walls and bounce several times on the floor, until it came to rest in the middle of the cave. 

Dave bent over and picked the glowing thing up. “Amazing,” he said, holding out his other hand to help me up. “Just amazing.”

“What is?” I asked, reaching up to feel the extent of my head wound, which was far worse and bleeding more than the abrasion on my knee from the rocks outside. I was not keen on the idea of going back out into open water with blood oozing from my body, but at that moment, I just wanted to get out of there.  

“Our adventure, everything. Here,” he said, handing the small, bluish stone to me. “You can feel everything, everything it can do.” He let out a deep breath, bent over, and started to tremble. He stood there for a few moments, trying to get his breath back.

I took the stone in my hand, and it felt cool to the touch. I felt its power, just like he said. 

Dave carefully collected the remains of Stephen. He gathered the bloody remnants into one spot and slowly piled rocks over him. “Here lies the last crusader,” he said.

As I held the stone, its power flowed through me, and I had a sense of all the wonderful things it could do. It was still vibrant but weakened, its power depleted from keeping Stephen alive for so many centuries. It could still turn base metals into gold, at least in a limited fashion, and it could heal, rejuvenate, and even prolong life. Somehow, it gave me a sense of clarity, an awareness of singularities and other miracle items that were on Earth. Because I knew what it was, the Philosopher’s Stone and not just a pretty blue rock, I was privy to all that it could achieve. I also knew, even after a few brief seconds of contact with it, that if Dave used it to bring his mother back to full health and vitality, it would consume the stone and destroy it. I used it to knit my wounds together, then helped Dave finish Stephen’s grave.  

We left the cave and walked back. The jagged island was now nothing more to us than a big rock in the middle of nowhere. We waved to Ari and were delighted when he saw us and gunned his boat back to the rocks. 

Ari said nothing to us as he fished us out of the water. He simply turned the boat around to head back to his island of Pantelleria. It was a quiet ride, but when he got back to his slip, Ari turned and said to us, “You will stay with my wife and I tonight. Eliza will feed you well and give you warm blankets. Please take your money back,” he said, handing it to us. “It is the least I can do for my American friends.” 

We were both too tired to argue, so after we docked, we let Ari drive us in his car, whirling precariously around the winding roads to get to his stone house that was surrounded by grapevines. His wife, who must have been warned we were coming, had been cooking for hours, and we both devoured the food like starving men. We sat outside, under a trellis that was full of big, round, juicy grapes. 

Little of importance was said that night, but when the stars came out and Ari’s wife was in the house preparing our beds, Ari leaned in after several glasses of wine and said, “My friends, I do not know what happened out there, and I do not wish to know. It is not Ari’s concern. Let it be known, though, that if either of you ever need me or my boat again, I am here for you, your humble servant.”

“What do you think happened, Ari? Did you see anything?” I asked several minutes later, as I gazed up at the stars. The sky was clear, like black velvet, bereft of background light. From that spectacular place, I could see the Milky Way in all its glory.

“Well,” he said, smiling, “I almost called your mother. I thought the two of you were gone, but then I saw them, all those boys heading up into the clouds, after you two went onto the rocks. There must have been thousands of them. I think the evil there it is gone now.”

“Well, I don’t think it was evil exactly,” Dave said. “I’m just glad it’s over, so things can get back to normal.” 

“Do you leave tomorrow to go back to your Virginia, or will you stay a few more days?” Ari asked. “My house is a humble one but very comfortable. You may stay as long as you wish.”

“No, no. We have to get going and will take the first ferry tomorrow. We have to get back,” Dave answered.

The night melted into silence again, and the three of us enjoyed several more glasses of tasty wine under the starry canopy for many more hours. 

***
Dave and I ate breakfast in the morning, then bade goodbye to Ari and his wife Eliza. Our walk to the docks was pleasant, and we wanted to spend what little time we had enjoying the lovely island. We had sneakily used the stone to turn a few of Ari’s common metal spoons into gold, and we hid them in a common area where they would eventually be found. It was our way of repaying such great hospitality. It was really an amazing process. All we had to do was hold the stone and concentrate on the metal turning to gold. We used the stone on one spoon each and watched in awe as the utensils became far more valuable right before our eyes.  

We retraced our route back to Sicily, then from Sicily to Sardinia, and finally to Marseilles, where we stopped for a day of sightseeing. We did not speak much, as we were still reliving our experiences that had started so long ago, back in the asylum. During our journey, we took turns holding the precious artifact we’d found. Its powers were amazing, but we decided not to use them while we were in Europe and would just wait until we got home. 

I desperately wanted to talk to Dave about using the stone on his mother. I knew if he brought her back to full health, it would destroy the stone. If we did not do that, we could easily transmute a pound of metal to gold per month, without draining the stone, equaling about $2,500 per week per person, if we cashed it in based on current gold prices. We could go to different jewelry stores and sell the gold to maintain a low profile. I did not bring it up to Dave though. I knew he cared deeply about his mother, and she had been like a second mother to me. She always greeted me with happiness. She was concerned with my wellbeing and health, and she fed me and laughed with me often. I felt terrible even thinking of using the stone to transmute metal instead of healing her, just so we did not have to return to our miserable jobs anymore, Dave to the asylum and I to the restaurant.  

For the last few days of our trip, we acted like tourists, and we made it back to Paris just in time for the day of our flight. All we were concerned about was keeping our passports and the stone close to us. We took special care to put both of them in secure bags we wore on the inside of our clothes.

On the flight to America, I gave Dave the stone and asked, “How long before you do it, before you use the stone on your mother? Do we have a few days to transmute metal to gold and make some money before you use it?” 

“Brian, I want to help her as soon as we get off the plane. I’m sorry, and I know you think it will destroy the stone, but I can’t stand the thought of her suffering. I know it would be wonderful to just use it and keep us comfortable, but what kind of son would I be?” he replied.

“Yeah,” I said, aimlessly turning the pages of one of the inflight magazines. “We land on what? Wednesday? Coffee Sunday, at the usual place?” I said weakly. “At least I have some great stories to write, and we’ve been sleeping great lately, with no one bothering us at night.” 

Dave cracked a smile. “Yeah, and like I said, you need all the beauty sleep 

you can get, pal.”

***
The next few days flew by. I suffered from jet lag and arose at weird hours. It slowly went away, and my bike rides on the autumn days helped me feel better as I eased back into my normal routine. I returned to my job and happily announced that I was cured. “It was just something bacterial,” I lied.

I continued to write whenever I found the time and filled up page after page, recounting all the amazing and unique things we’d been through, good and bad, right down to the glistening gold around Ari’s neck. 

Sunday morning came, and I checked my book sales. I was glad to see that they were taking a turn for the better, and I could not wait to post the four new stories I’d written. After all we’d been through, I was full of optimism and hope for my future.

As I headed to the coffee shop to meet my friend, I wondered if Ari and his wife had found the golden spoons we’d left for them. A smile crossed my face as I imagined Ari coming across them. 

Dave was already there and on his second or third cup when I sat down across from him.

“You eating tonight or just slurping coffee? I’m hungry,” I said. “All this writing I’ve been doing has been kinda draining.”

He looked up at me with red, forlorn eyes, as if he’d been crying.

“Dave?” I said. “What’s wrong? How did things go?” I asked.

He didn’t answer and just stared at me.

“Damn it, Dave! You better have done what you said you were gonna do. Tell me you healed your mom,” I said quietly, not wanting Penny or anyone else to overhear our conversation, for fear that they might try to have us committed to the asylum where Dave worked. To any normal person, the things we talked about would surely warrant a couple straightjackets and a rubber room. 

He gave me a weak smile, stirred some more sweetener into his coffee, then took a long drink. “Of course I did. It is for my mom,” he said, but he stopped talking when Penny walked over to take our order. 

“Then why the sad face?” I asked as she walked away. 

“I went home so happy that I could help her. She’s been suffering so much and lost a lot of weight while we were gone. She couldn’t remember much, and she couldn’t even go to the bathroom by herself anymore. Hospice put a catheter in while we were in Europe. I told my sister to head home when I got there, and I didn’t even wait to unpack my bags. When I pulled the stone out and held it out in front of her, she just stared at it dumbly. She did not even know I was in the room, Brian.”

“Yeah, but you know how powerful it is. Is she dancing around the room now? Laughing? Maybe making us some of her famous pot roast? She probably looks younger than you do now.”

“No,” Dave said somberly. “Nothing like that. I started to use the stone on her, figuring it was going to take a while since she was so far gone.”

“And?”

“Well, I let the golden light flow over her, pouring out the stone’s power. The changes came slowly, but I could see them. Her body grew stronger, her eyes focused, and she looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time in years. I was so happy, Brian. She drank some water with no help and asked me what I was doing. She actually talked to me and wanted to know why I was holding a glowing thing. I told her that you and I found it, the Stone of the Philosopher, and that I was going to use it to bring her back. She was happy that she could feel again, move again, think again, but then…”

“But what? Go on,” I prompted.

He gulped and looked sadly down into his coffee. “I screwed up, Brian. I mean, I really, really screwed up.” 

“What? How? What the hell happened, Dave? Tell me you didn’t drop the stone and break it,” I said. 

“No, nothing like that. I told her that we were going to use it to heal her instead of making gold with it. When she asked me to explain what that meant, I stupidly told her all about the powers of the stone. She asked me to come close, so I knelt by her side. When I did, she said, ‘Stop using the stone on me, honey. You must use it for you and your friend, to help you in your lives.’ She stroked my cheek and told me to stop, that she was tired and did not want to come back. ‘I have lived my life already,’ she said, ‘and I want you to live yours.’” He sighed heavily, mindlessly stirred his coffee, then continued, “Brian, she said if I did not stop, she would never forgive me. I started to cry and told her I don’t care about the money, that I just wanted her to be healthy, but Mom said it did not matter. ‘In a few years, maybe even just one, I’ll be right back where I am now,’ she said. She told me she’ll just be a living corpse, and she didn’t want to be that, so she made me promise that I would not waste my life taking care of her. She said we should travel the world and enjoy life.”

“What did you do?”

“I put the stone down and held my mother. We talked and talked, just like old times. It was a miracle. I stayed in her arms until she stopped talking, and I-I felt her leave. Her intelligence and personality just…left. Her eyes glazed over again, and the strength in her body failed. She slumped over, and then I was just holding a shell of a human again.”

“Oh my God. I’m sorry, Dave. Truly.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the stone, but when Penny walked back over to the table with our food, he quickly hid it under his leg. 

We ate in silence and quickly finished our meals. 

After Penny came by once more to fill our coffee cups and clear our dirty dishes away, Dave slid the stone over to me. He seemed to feel a bit better, now that he had told me his sad story. He bent his head down, though, and started to cry again, and I joined him in his tears. His mother was an angel, and even her last act had proven that she was tougher and more intelligent than either of us. 

For a long time, we remained quiet, until Dave lifted up his head and said, “I’m turning my two weeks’ notice in tomorrow to take care of Mom full time, until she passes.” He looked at me sincerely. “I suggest you do the same at your job. You have a lot of writing to do. We will alternate the stone between us and start making gold from metal necklaces or rings. In no time, we’ll have plenty of money, and when things calm down for me, we can do whatever we want.”

“Are you sure, Dave?” I asked.

“I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life,” he said. “Now, what’s next?” he asked, grinning at me. 



  
 

The End
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