
        
            
                
            
        


The Unhoused Dead of Barrow Heath

By Buckminster Burkeswood

Forward

The repairs to Barrow Heath were long overdue when I undertook them in the spring of 1878. The old house had stood neglected through two harsh winters, and several of the upper chambers showed signs of damp that threatened the structural timbers. It was during the restoration of what we called the Blue Room that my workmen made their very strange discovery.

They had been instructed to examine the chimney breast, where water stains suggested damage to the flue. When they removed the loose plaster, they found that someone had bricked up a section of the wall beside the disused fireplace.

The mortar was old but not original to the house. Behind this crude barrier lay a wooden box, no larger than a prayer book, wrapped in mildewed oilcloth and bound with hemp twine.

The box contained a sheaf of closely written pages. The ink had turned brown with age, but the hand was clear and educated. Each page was numbered, and the whole formed a complete narrative of some forty-three leaves.

I should mention that this particular chamber has never been comfortable to occupy.

The servants avoid it when possible, and those who must enter speak of sounds in the walls like soft tapping, and of a persistent sense that someone sits upright in the darkness. More than one housemaid has fled the room in tears, claiming to feel watched from the corner where no one stood.

The discovery of the manuscript has only deepened these superstitions, though I confess I am unwilling myself to sit long alone in that chamber after sunset.

The narrative itself bears internal evidence of its authenticity. References to local families, to the assizes, and to particular dates have allowed me to verify much of what is recorded.

The author identifies himself only as Dr. T——, but by comparing his account with county records and newspaper reports from the relevant period, I have determined that he was almost certainly Dr. Thomas Trevelyan, a physician of some local standing who was executed in 1851 for the murder of Miss Maude Ruthyn.

Miss Ruthyn was the orphaned ward of the Barrow Heath family, housed in a cottage on the estate grounds. The circumstances of her death were regarded as particularly shocking, though the newspaper accounts are vague about the precise nature of her injuries.

Dr. Trevelyan maintained his innocence to the end, offering explanations that the court rejected as the ravings of a disturbed mind.

The manuscript appears to be his final attempt to set down the truth as he understood it. He wrote, according to internal evidence, during his last weeks in the condemned cell, with full knowledge that he would hang.

How those pages, penned as they surely were in the gaol, came afterward to be buried in the wall of this house, I am wholly unable to say.

I have altered nothing in the text save obvious slips of the pen and the correction of a few misspelled names. The narrative that follows is Dr. Trevelyan's own, written in his careful hand, on pages that smell still of damp and confinement.

I will let the condemned man speak for himself.


Chapter One

I write this in my cell while the bells of St. Bartholomew's measure out the few hours that remain to me. Of what follows death I am more afraid than of the rope itself, for I have seen something of the other side, sights no man should look upon and hope to remain at peace.

The price I must pay for that unclean knowledge may well be an eternity of punishment.

Tomorrow at dawn I walk to the scaffold, and tonight I must set down what truly happened at Barrow Heath in the autumn of 1850. The court heard my testimony and found it the ravings of a guilty mind. Perhaps they were right to doubt.

Perhaps any man who did what I did to Maude Ruthyn deserves no credence, no matter what circumstances drove him to it.

But I was not always what I became. I was raised in the faith of my fathers, taught to fear God and honor His commandments. I studied medicine with the intention of healing, not destroying.

The change in me began with books, and with knowledge I should have left buried in the desert places where I found it.

In my youth I traveled to the American territories, drawn by stories of new settlements and the promise of serving where physicians were scarce. I spent three years in the country around the Great Salt Lake, among the Mormons and the scattered communities that had grown up in their shadow.

It was there, in a settlement called Harmony, that I first encountered the man they called Elder Kimball.

He no longer belonged to the main body of the church, though I was given to understand he had once stood in good favor among them. The Mormons themselves spoke his name in lowered tones and muttered quick prayers under their breath, saying he had been cast out for meddling with spirits that were not of God.

He had drawn a ragged little flock to a cabin built against the red cliffs, where he preached at night of blood atonement, and of souls sealed and resealed to tabernacles of flesh by the sheer exertion of human will.

From his disciples I obtained two books. The first was a hand-copied manuscript they named the Elder Gospel of the Plates of Korihor. The second was older, in a dark calf binding, the surface crazed and worn at the corners, and written in several different hands. They called it the Ninth Veil of Amalickiah, and declared it had come by way of traders who had travelled long among the Indian tribes of the interior of America.

I told myself I collected these volumes as curiosities, examples of how isolation and hardship could twist religious thought into strange shapes. I read them as one might read accounts of pagan rituals or primitive superstitions.

But the ideas in those pages took root in my mind like seeds in fertile soil.

The Elder Gospel spoke of spirits that could be divorced from their houses of clay and sealed again to flesh not their own. The Ninth Veil described vessels of living matter that could harbor souls as a house harbors a tenant. Both books insisted that a trained will could command the separation of soul from body and direct the soul's return to any suitable tabernacle.

When I returned to England and took up practice in this county, I brought the books with me. I kept them locked in a drawer beneath my legitimate medical texts. For months I did not open them. But on quiet evenings, when the wind rattled my windows and the fire burned low, I found myself thinking of the passages I had memorized.

It was in this frame of mind that I first met Maude Ruthyn.

She came to my surgery on a grey morning in October, accompanied by Mrs. Crale from the estate. She suffered from nervous exhaustion, sudden faintness, and dreams that left her weeping and afraid to sleep again.

Mrs. Crale explained that the girl had been orphaned young and had lived among strange people in America before being sent home to the care of her guardian.

Maude was pale and fine-boned, with abundant hair the colour of old gold and eyes like winter sky. She moved with the careful grace of someone who expected the world to prove fragile under her touch. When she spoke, her voice was soft and precise, with just the hint of an accent I could not place.

I prescribed the usual remedies for nervous complaints, but they brought little relief. It was then that I suggested mesmerism. I had studied the German texts on animal magnetism during my medical training, and I convinced myself that her condition was exactly suited to such treatment.

What I did not admit, even to myself, was that the moment I saw Maude Ruthyn, I thought of the passages in my hidden books about empty vessels and waiting tabernacles.


Chapter Two

My practice in those days occupied the ground floor of a narrow house on West Street, with my consulting room facing the churchyard and my private study behind it. The study held my medical library, my correspondence, and a locked cabinet where I kept what I called my American acquisitions.

The Elder Gospel lay wrapped in brown paper at the bottom of that cabinet. Its pages were yellow foolscap covered in cramped handwriting, as if copied in haste by lamplight. The ink had faded in places, but certain passages remained burned into my memory. "The tabernacle is but clay," one line read, "and clay may be molded by any hand strong enough to claim it."

The Ninth Veil rested beneath it. The text mixed languages I recognized with symbols that meant nothing to me. Yet somehow the meaning came clear when I studied it by candlelight. It spoke of flesh as temporary housing and souls as tenants who might be evicted by a landlord with proper authority.

I told myself these were anthropological curiosities, remnants of primitive thinking that had no place in modern medical practice. But when autumn rain drummed against my windows and patients stayed home by their fires, I found myself copying passages into my private notebook.

Barrow Heath stood three miles from town, down a rutted lane that wound through stands of blackthorn and over a stone bridge crossing Weeping Brook. The house rose from its grounds like something grown rather than built, all ivy and crooked chimneys and windows that caught no light even on sunny days.

The family chapel squatted beside the main house, its roof green with moss and its iron gates chained shut. Beyond that lay the graveyard, where tilted headstones marked Ruthyns dead for two centuries. The ground stayed soft there even in dry weather, and locals said it would swallow a man who stepped carelessly among the graves.

Mrs. Crale met me at the kitchen door when I called for Maude's first appointment. She was a sturdy woman with greying hair pinned tight and hands that moved constantly as she spoke.

"Miss Maude's waiting in the cottage, Doctor. She's been poorly again this morning, wouldn't take her breakfast."

"Has she slept?"

"Precious little. She walks the floor most nights, talking to herself in words I can't make out."

The cottage stood apart from the main house, connected by a gravel path lined with yew trees. It was built of the same dark stone but felt smaller, more pressing, as if the walls had drawn closer over the years. Maude's sitting room held a few pieces of good furniture that seemed too large for the space.

She rose when I entered, moving with the careful precision of someone who expected to faint. Her dress was grey wool, well-made but not recent, and her hair hung loose around her shoulders instead of properly pinned.

"Good morning, Doctor. Mrs. Crale said you might help with my sleeping."

"I believe I can, Miss Ruthyn. Have you tried any particular remedies?"

"Warm milk, laudanum drops, prayer. Nothing grants me proper rest."

She seated herself on a wooden chair by the window and folded her hands in her lap. Her fingers were long and pale, with nails bitten short. When she looked at me directly, her grey eyes held a quality I'd seen before in patients who'd suffered some severe shock.

"Tell me about these dreams that trouble you."

"I'm not certain they're dreams exactly. Sometimes I feel I'm standing in a place I don’t recall ever having seen before, listening to voices that speak of things I don't understand."

"What sort of things?"

"Religious matters, but wrong somehow. Twisted. They speak of blood and sealing and tabernacles, but the words feel empty of God's presence."

My pulse quickened at her mention of sealing and tabernacles, the very terms that appeared throughout the Elder Gospel. But I kept my expression neutral.

"Have you lived long at Barrow Heath?"

"Only these past two years. Before that I was with my father in America, among the Saints in Utah Territory."

"Ah. That explains the dreams, perhaps. You're still adjusting to your new surroundings."

"Perhaps."

I opened my medical bag and withdrew a small silver disc on a chain, one of the instruments I employed for inducing mesmeric sleep.

"I should like to try a treatment which may quiet your nerves and give you more wholesome rest," I said. "It is a light form of magnetism that many physicians now use in cases of this sort."

She inclined her head, though I saw a little tightening about her mouth.

"If you think it right, Doctor. I am ashamed to give so much trouble for what must seem a very foolish weakness. They make such a stir about my nerves at the house that I grow almost more weary of being pitied than of the illness itself."

"You give no trouble at all, Miss Ruthyn," I answered. "You need only watch this pendant and listen to my voice. The effect is gentle, I assure you, and if it brings you sleep, I shall count it a privilege rather than a duty to have been of use to you."

I began the familiar passes, moving the disc slowly before her eyes while speaking in low, measured tones. Her breathing deepened within minutes. Her hands relaxed against her dress.

When I commanded her to sleep, her eyes closed with the obedience of a child.

In that first session I kept to simple suggestions for calmness and rest. But I found myself studying the line of her throat, the way her chest rose and fell, the complete stillness that possessed her features. She looked like a figure carved from pale wood, waiting for some sculptor to breathe life into the stone.

When I woke her, she smiled for the first time since I'd arrived.

"I feel wonderfully peaceful, Doctor. When might we try this again?"

I arranged to return twice weekly. After she saw me to the door, I walked the path back through the yews with my mind racing. That night I unlocked my cabinet and read again the passages in the Elder Gospel about preparing vessels for new inhabitants.

The second session went deeper. Maude entered the trance state almost before I completed my first passes. Her face took on an expression of profound serenity, as if she'd stepped out of the world entirely. I tested her responsiveness with simple commands, watching how perfectly her body obeyed my spoken words.

"Lift your right hand."

Her arm rose smoothly to shoulder height.

"Lower it slowly."

The movement was graceful, precise, utterly without conscious will.

When I suggested she would sleep peacefully that night and wake refreshed, she nodded once with the solemnity of someone taking a sacred vow.

By the fourth session, mere proximity to me seemed enough to induce the trance. Maude would grow drowsy the moment I entered her sitting room, her eyes already beginning to close before I spoke a word.

The power I held over her nervous system grew stronger each time we met.

I told myself I followed standard medical protocols, that my methods differed little from those described in the German treatises on animal magnetism. But each evening I recorded my observations in a notebook I kept beside the Elder Gospel.

The handwriting in that black text seemed to grow clearer with each reading, as if my eyes were learning to see truths previously hidden.

"The vessel once emptied may be filled again by any spirit bold enough to claim it." The line appeared on page seventeen of the Elder Gospel, written in darker ink than the surrounding text.

I found myself returning to it after every session with Maude, wondering what the original author had discovered in his own experiments.

By November, a single focused thought could send her into the deepest trance I had ever witnessed. She would sit motionless for an hour or more, breathing so slowly I sometimes feared she had stopped entirely. Her face became a perfect mask, emptied of all personality, waiting to be filled with whatever presence I might choose to invoke.

The change in her was remarkable. Her fainting spells ceased entirely. She slept through the night without disturbance. Mrs. Crale remarked that she'd never seen Miss Maude looking so well.

But I began to notice other changes too.

In the deepest trances, Maude's lips would sometimes move without sound, as if she carried on conversations I couldn't hear. Once I caught her humming a melody I didn't recognize, broken here and there by a small laugh and a smile that made my skin crawl.


Chapter Three

I began keeping detailed records of each session, noting Maude's pulse rate, the depth of her breathing, and how quickly she responded to my commands. My handwriting filled page after page of a leather journal I kept locked with my other private papers. But alongside those clinical observations, I found myself copying passages from the Elder Gospel that seemed to illuminate what I witnessed.

"The spirit may be divorced from its house of flesh for a season," read one passage, "and in that season the house shall not long remain ungarrisoned." The words had seemed like metaphor when I first encountered them in Utah.

Now they felt like practical instruction.

The transformation in Maude's trances deepened week by week. Where once she had simply sat motionless with closed eyes, she began to move through what seemed like waking dreams.

Her head would turn toward corners of the room where nothing stood. Her hands would gesture as if greeting invisible companions.

On a December evening when frost covered the cottage windows, something extraordinary occurred. The trance had lasted nearly two hours, deeper than any I had previously induced. Maude's breathing had slowed until each inhalation seemed to take an eternity. Then her lips parted, and she began to sing.

The melody was unlike anything I had heard in English churches or concert halls. It moved in minor keys with strange intervals that made my teeth ache. Her voice, normally soft and clear, came out cracked and weathered, as if it belonged to someone much older.

The words spoke of Zion and Deseret, of saints gathering in the last days and blood spilled on desert ground. One verse mentioned a Bridegroom who walked among the faithful with a rope coiled in his hands, judging the worthy from the unworthy.

The images were biblical in their starkness but wrong in ways I couldn't define.

When I roused her from the trance, Maude remembered nothing of the song. She looked at me with her usual gentle expression, smoothed her skirts, and asked if the treatment had gone well.

"Did you live among the Mormons for long?" I asked as I packed my instruments.

"Three years, perhaps four. Papa said we needed to be with God's chosen people."

"Do you remember their hymns?"

"Some, yes," she said, and for a moment her grey eyes seemed to brighten at the recollection. "They sang very sweetly in meeting; but I was a foolish child then, and thought more of the games with the other children than of the preaching."

That night I searched through my small collection of hymnbooks, looking for the melody Maude had sung. I found nothing that matched. Yet certain phrases from her song echoed passages I had marked in the Elder Gospel. The mention of rope and judgment particularly reminded me of a section about "vessels prepared for new inhabitants."

At our next meeting, the singing began almost immediately after Maude entered the trance. This time she performed what seemed like a complete service, alternating between hymns and spoken prayers that mixed standard Christian language with stranger elements.

She spoke of sealing ordinances and blood atonement, of tabernacles prepared for traveling spirits.

During one prayer, her voice dropped to describe the scene around her as if she stood again in a frontier meetinghouse. She mentioned rough wooden benches, coal oil lamps that threw wild shadows, and men in dark coats who spoke of mysteries too sacred for ordinary ears.

"There's a man in the back who doesn't bow his head," she said in that same weathered voice. "The minister, they call him. He listens to every word but never joins the prayers. His hat stays on when all others are bare."

As she spoke, I felt a distinct chill settle around my chair. The cottage's sitting room seemed to expand, as if its walls had drawn back to accommodate a larger space. I caught a faint scent of tobacco and unwashed wool, the smell of men who lived hard under the open sky.

The sensation of being watched grew so strong I turned to look over my shoulder. The corner behind me stayed empty, but I had the uncomfortable certainty that someone stood just beyond the reach of my lamp's circle.

Maude continued her description in that strange, older voice. The minister moved closer to the congregation as the evening wore on, she said. He stood behind the last row of benches, close enough to touch the shoulders of those who sat before him. His eyes never left the speaker at the pulpit, but his attention felt hungry rather than reverent.

"He's waiting for something," Maude whispered. "Waiting for the right words, the right moment. The others don't see how he watches them."

When I brought her out of the trance that night, she started as one waking from a bad dream and caught my arm with a sudden, almost desperate strength. The colour had quite left her cheeks, and her grey eyes, which could look so gentle, were now wide and troubled as they searched my face.

"Doctor," she said in a desperate tone, "I must beg you to stop these treatments."

"They seem to be helping your condition remarkably well."

"Yes, but I've been having dreams. Terrible dreams where my father comes to warn me about false prophets and black scriptures. He says I'm being led into danger."

Her grey eyes held a pleading expression I had never seen before. She looked younger suddenly, like a child asking to be rescued from a nightmare.

"These dreams are likely just your mind processing memories from your time in America. The mesmeric treatments are bringing buried experiences to the surface."

"Please, Doctor. I feel something wrong in the cottage after our sessions. As if we've opened a door that should stay closed."

I promised to consider ending the treatments, but I had no intention of keeping that promise. The sessions had become the most fascinating aspect of my practice.

Each time I witnessed new phenomena that seemed to confirm the theories laid out in the Elder Gospel.

My nights were spent reading those forbidden pages by candlelight, comparing what I observed with what the nameless author had recorded. The book spoke of spirits that could be summoned across vast distances, of empty vessels that called to wandering souls like beacons in darkness.

The phrases mixed in my mind with half-remembered verses from my childhood catechism. "The body is the temple of the Holy Ghost," I had learned as a boy. But the Elder Gospel taught a different doctrine: that the body was merely a house, and houses could accommodate any tenant strong enough to claim them.

On Christmas Eve I called at the cottage for what I told Maude would be our final session. She met me at the door wearing a black dress that made her skin look paler than usual.

"Thank you for agreeing to end this, Doctor. I confess I've grown afraid of what happens when I sleep too deeply."

But as we settled into our familiar positions, I spoke the words that would send her into the deepest trance yet. Her eyes closed with practiced obedience. Her breathing slowed to that frightening pace I had learned to recognize.

Within minutes she began speaking in a voice I had never heard before. It was still recognizably female, but older, harder, with the flat accent of the American frontier.

"Brother," the voice said, addressing me directly, "you've been calling us for weeks now."


Chapter Four

My hands trembled as I gripped the arms of my chair. The voice speaking through Maude's lips belonged to no one I had ever met, yet it carried the unmistakable authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed.

"I know you can hear me, brother. You've read the old books. You understand what happens when the barriers grow thin."

"Who are you?"

"A servant of the gospel you keep hidden in your drawer."

The voice paused, and I heard Maude's breathing change, becoming deeper and more labored. Her face remained peaceful, but something in her expression had shifted. The features were still hers, but the presence behind them felt entirely foreign.

"What do you want with her?"

"What any wandering spirit wants, brother. A place to rest. A tabernacle to call home."

I forced myself to think clearly despite the terror crawling up my spine. The German treatises had prepared me for unusual manifestations during deep mesmerism. Patients sometimes spoke in voices that seemed to belong to other personalities. The phenomenon had rational explanations.

"You're a product of her memories from Utah Territory. Nothing more."

"Am I? Then why can I tell you things she's never seen?"

The presence in Maude's body began to describe my private study in perfect detail. It mentioned the locked cabinet, the position of my desk, even the title of a book that lay open beside my inkwell.

Information no one but myself could possibly know.

My faith in rational explanations crumbled. I was speaking to something that had never set foot in my house, yet knew its contents as well as I did.

"The girl's spirit is weary of being tied to flesh," the voice went on. "Each time you draw her out, she lingers further from her own house. She wanders and would cast away what she does not value, while I have doctrines to publish and truths to set before the world. It is fitting her tabernacle should pass to one who will make a better use of it."

I ended the session immediately, bringing Maude back to normal consciousness with more haste than skill. She woke confused and shivering, with no memory of the conversation that had just taken place.

That night I searched through both the Elder Gospel and the Ninth Veil, looking for passages about departed spirits. I found more than I wanted to.

The Elder Gospel devoted several pages to what it called "the unburied," spirits of those who died without proper sealing and were condemned to wander until they found new vessels. One passage described an elder who had been killed in a border dispute and whose body was left for the buzzards. "His spirit shall walk untied until he take a tabernacle not his own."

The Ninth Veil was even more explicit. It spoke of "the hungry dead who gnaw upon the nerves of the living until they find a vessel to their liking." The imagery made my skin crawl, but I couldn't ignore the obvious parallel to what I was witnessing.

Despite my growing unease, I couldn't bring myself to abandon the experiments entirely. The phenomena I had observed challenged everything I thought I knew about the nature of consciousness and the soul.

As a man of science, I felt compelled to investigate further.

I began a new series of experiments designed to test whether Maude's consciousness could truly separate from her physical form. I trained her to describe the cottage's interior while in trance, then gave increasingly complex commands.

"Rise from the couch, but leave your body where it lies."

Her response came in a voice that sounded distant and strangely echoed.

"I'm standing now. I can see myself on the couch. My face looks so pale."

"Walk to the window and tell me what you observe outside."

"There's frost on the glass. The yew trees look black against the sky. Someone's walking up the path."

I turned toward the window myself and saw nothing but empty darkness. Yet her description of the frost and trees was perfectly accurate.

"Who is walking on the path?"

"The minister. He's coming closer to the cottage. He wants to speak with you."

The familiar chill settled around my shoulders. I sensed rather than saw a presence moving through the room, circling the couch where Maude's body lay motionless.

"Where is he now?"

"Standing beside my body. He's looking down at it. He says it will serve his purpose well."

"Tell him he has no claim here."

"He says you have been preparing the vessel for him all these weeks, loosening the bonds, making it ready for a final work of doctrine."

The truth of that statement hit me like a physical blow.

My mesmeric treatments had indeed been weakening Maude's connection to her own flesh, making her spirit more pliable and easier to detach. I had been following the exact procedures outlined in the darker sections of my forbidden books.

"Bring yourself back to your body immediately."

"I can't. He's standing between us. He says there's room for only one spirit at a time. I am quite afraid of him. Please help me! You must!"

Panic drove me to my feet. I could see Maude's physical form on the couch, breathing slowly but showing no other signs of life. Her consciousness claimed to be trapped across the room by an invisible barrier I couldn't see or influence.

I tried every technique I knew for breaking a mesmeric trance. I called her name, clapped my hands, even shook her shoulders gently. Nothing produced any response from the body on the couch.

The voice that claimed to be Maude's displaced spirit grew fainter with each passing minute.

"He is setting out his terms," she said, and her voice seemed thinner than before. "If I yield him the body, he tells me he will let me slip quietly away and not torment me further; if I resist, he will take it all the same, and cast me into the grey spaces between worlds where no one calls upon God. Oh, Doctor, I’m so afraid. I feel so small. I do not know what I ought to do. He says the body is wasted on me, and there are moments when I am so tired that I almost begin to think he may be right."

"Fight him," I pleaded. "Return to your body by force if necessary!"

"I'm trying, but I grow weaker. The connection stretches thin. Soon it will snap entirely."

I realized I had pushed the experiment too far. In my eagerness to prove the theories in my forbidden books, I had created exactly the conditions those texts warned against.

I had prepared an empty vessel and summoned the attention of something that hungered for flesh.

The storm outside intensified, driving rain against the cottage windows with increasing violence. Lightning illuminated the sitting room in brief, harsh flashes that seemed to reveal shapes moving in the corners.

I made a desperate decision. If I could not bring Maude's spirit back through normal means, I would attempt the most dangerous procedure described in either of my occult texts. I would send my own consciousness out to find her and guide her home.

The Ninth Veil contained detailed instructions for what it called "the searcher's journey." I opened the book to the relevant passage and began to read aloud the words that would separate my own soul from my body.

The cottage around me grew dim and distant. I felt my consciousness lifting away from my physical form, drifting toward whatever realm Maude now inhabited.

The last thing I saw before departing entirely was Maude's body on the couch. Her eyes had opened, but they held a gaze I had never seen before.


Chapter Five

I found myself floating in a grey space that felt neither warm nor cold, watching the cottage sitting room from an impossible angle above and to the side. My own body slumped in the chair where I had left it, hands hanging loose, breathing so shallow it barely stirred my chest.

Maude stood pressed against the window glass, her form translucent as smoke. She turned toward me with an expression of pure terror.

"Doctor, call me back. It’s starting. He's not standing apart anymore. He's bent over the couch, his hands just above my chest. When he breathes, I feel colder."

I looked toward the couch and saw what she meant. The body that lay there had indeed opened its eyes, but the gaze that met mine belonged to no English gentlewoman. Those eyes had been squinted against desert sun and prairie wind. They studied me with the patience of a hunter who had tracked his prey across many miles.

"Push him away," I said. "You must return to your body immediately."

"I can't. He's stronger than I am, and I grow weaker every moment I stay outside the flesh."

The features of the face on the couch began to shift in subtle ways. The mouth took on a harder line. The cheekbones seemed to broaden. The whole countenance flickered between Maude's delicate beauty and something altogether more weathered and masculine.

When the lips moved, the voice that emerged mixed Maude's soft tones with a frontier drawl I remembered from the Utah camps.

"Well now, brother. You've done fine work preparing this tabernacle."

The thing wearing Maude's body sat up slowly, moving with the careful precision of someone learning to operate unfamiliar machinery. It flexed her fingers, rolled her shoulders, tested the responsiveness of muscles and joints.

"She fits me well enough, though she's frailer than what I'm accustomed to."

"Release her. You have no right to that body."

"Don't I? You opened the door, brother. You loosened all the bonds that held her spirit to the flesh. The Elder Gospel teaches that empty vessels belong to whoever can claim them."

The intruder began to quote passages I recognized from my forbidden books, words I knew Maude had never seen or heard. It spoke of sealing ordinances and blood atonement, of spirits that could be bound to bodies by superior will.

"The girl was never strong enough to hold onto what belonged to her. I've been waiting for weeks, watching you weaken her grip, preparing for this moment."

The thing rose from the couch and took a step toward my motionless body. Its movements were stiff and wrong, as if it still struggled to control Maude's limbs properly.

"Now we can begin the real work. The work the Elder Gospel promises to those bold enough to claim it."

Terror and instinct drove me back toward my physical form. I slammed into my body with enough force to jolt my consciousness fully awake. My eyes snapped open to see the possessed figure of Maude standing directly in front of my chair.

The face that looked down at me flickered constantly between her features and those of the stranger who had claimed her flesh. When it smiled, the expression held nothing of her gentle nature.

I still maintained mesmeric control over Maude's nervous system. Months of conditioning had made her body utterly obedient to my mental commands. In desperation, I exerted every scrap of will I possessed and gave the most absolute order I could frame.

Her body must reject the foreign presence entirely. Every nerve, every blood vessel, every fiber of muscle and sinew must cast out anything that did not belong to Maude Ruthyn.

The flesh itself must choose its rightful inhabitant and destroy whatever tried to usurp her place.

The response was immediate and horrible.

Red lines appeared across her skin as if drawn by an invisible pen. They spread in a network that followed the pathways of her nervous system, creeping down her throat, across her chest, along her arms to her fingertips.

The intruder's expression changed from triumph to alarm as the process accelerated. The red lines darkened and began to swell. Blood beaded along them like dew on spider webs.

"What have you done?" The voice was still partly Maude's, but distorted by pain and fury.

"I've commanded your eviction. The body will obey."

The network of red lines spread across every visible inch of skin. They pulsed and throbbed as if her circulatory system had risen to the surface. Then they began to split open.

Blood flowed in thin streams down her neck, her arms, pooling in the folds of her grey dress. The smell of copper filled the cottage's sitting room. Still the process continued, as inexorable as a natural law.

The thing screamed through her mouth, but the sound came out doubled, half a woman's shriek and half a man's hoarse cry. It tore at the lines that were opening across her skin, snatching at the blood as if it could thrust it back beneath the surface.

"Call it back, unbeliever!" it cried. "Bid the flesh be whole again!"

In that instant I would have given my own life to recall the command, for I had never dreamed the body would turn its weapons upon itself in this fashion.

I stammered broken counter-orders, tried to frame words of healing and repose, but the mesmeric habit I had bred in her was stronger than my terror; I had bidden every nerve and vessel to cast out what was foreign, and the poor frame obeyed with a blind, dreadful exactness that no later word of mine could undo.

It purged not only the invading spirit but its own intricate structure, turning every nerve into a pathway for destruction.

The network of blood vessels stood out now like a map drawn in fire beneath her skin. I could see the major arteries pulsing, the smaller capillaries spreading their branching patterns across her face and hands.

The screaming stopped abruptly. The presence that had stolen her body departed as suddenly as it had arrived, driven out by flesh that chose destruction over slavery.

Maude's eyes cleared for one brief moment. She looked at me with her own gentle expression, tried to speak my name, then collapsed as her ruined circulatory system finally surrendered to the damage I had commanded it to inflict upon itself.

I knelt beside the couch where her body had fallen, my clothes and hands soaked with blood that continued to seep from wounds I had willed into existence. The storm outside began to subside, but I barely noticed.

All my attention focused on the still form of the woman I had destroyed while trying to save her.

* * *

Mrs. Crale found us the next morning. Her screams brought half the county to the cottage door.

The trial lasted three days. No one would accept my explanation of possession and mesmeric commands gone wrong. The jury heard only that a young woman had died in my presence, torn apart by forces the medical witnesses could not explain.

I write these final words in my cell as dawn approaches. The bells of St. Bartholomew's ring six times. In one hour they will come for me.

But I am not finished with this work. Even now, Maude's voice whispers in my thoughts, thin and desperate as wind through a broken window.

"Thomas," she pleads, "find me a fresh tabernacle. I am so cold in this grey place."

The minister's presence brushes my mind as well, patient and amused. He speaks of the scaffold as another doorway, of death as merely a change of venue for continuing experiments.

I have spent these last nights practicing the technique described in the final pages of the Ninth Veil. When they come for me, I will already be deep in mesmeric trance. As the rope tightens around my neck, my spirit will step free of the body and seek Maude in whatever realm she now inhabits.

Together, perhaps, we can find our way back to the world of flesh and attempt what I failed to accomplish in the cottage at Barrow Heath.

I close this account and begin the silent recitation that will carry my soul away from its house of clay.

Postscript

I close this strange narrative with a few facts that may be of interest to those who concern themselves with such matters. The county records confirm that Dr. Thomas Trevelyan was hanged at eight o’clock in the morning on the fourteenth of January, 1851, in the yard of the old gaol by St. Bartholomew’s.

The register notes only that he died "calm," having persisted to the last in a story "involving mesmerism, spiritual separation, and other fancies unfit for sober recital."

In sorting the papers of my predecessor at Barrow Heath, I came upon a bundle of letters from that same period, written by tradesmen, tenants, and the parish clergy.

One in particular has stayed with me. It is a brief note from the curate of Weeping Brook, dated the day after the execution, in which he remarks upon "a most singular occurrence" in a cottage within sight of the gaol.

A farmer’s wife, long past the age at which women commonly bear children, was delivered of a daughter at the very hour the bell of St. Bartholomew’s tolled for the hanging. The curate writes that the infant greeted the world with "a cry so violent and uncouth that it set even the midwife trembling," and that when he came to baptize the child some weeks later, it shrank from him in a manner he could only describe as disgust.

Other notes, written when that child was older, report that she would neither pass the churchyard after dark nor endure the sound of the great bell without falling into fits of weeping.

One housemaid records that the girl refused to sleep in an upper room of her parents’ cottage because, as she said, "a man in the corner keeps counting the boards between my bed and the wall."

The girl’s name is not Trevelyan, nor Ruthyn, nor any other mentioned in the manuscript. I give these details only as I found them, without attempting to bind them too tightly to Dr. Trevelyan’s last experiment.

I am a solicitor by training and not prone to superstition. The law teaches a man to distrust any evidence that rests upon feeling rather than fact. Yet it is one thing to dismiss a story in the abstract and another to sit at the desk where I write these words, with the Blue Room above me, the winter wind turning about the chimneys, and the thought in my mind that, somewhere beyond our sight, there may wander souls who look upon living bodies as so many empty houses.

I offer Dr. Trevelyan’s account as I found it, and leave each reader to draw such conclusions as his conscience will permit.

END
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