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THE PUBLIC STORY:

 


 


When William Lee Williams
was but 10 years old, the scientific research vessel on which he
was traveling with his parents was set upon by pirates off the
coast of Madagascar. William's parents, a wealthy scientist and his
physician wife, were murdered before his very eyes by the brigands,
who then set the boy adrift in a lifeboat. Young William drifted
for days, contracting a strange tropical disease that was known to
have a 100 percent mortality rate. In this condition, young
William, dying and delirious, washed ashore on a mysterious,
uncharted island known as Sullaballu.

The boy was pulled from
the boat by several members of a tribe of highly intelligent
lemurs, who took him inland to the fabulous city of Gorrindaka,
home to an ancient race of men and woman rumored to be descendants
of superhuman demigods from beyond the farthest star. The boy spent
ten years in this fantastic, incredibly advanced society, where he
was initiated by the Elders of Gorrindaka into the Brotherhood of
the Hundred Legs.

William learned the
sorcery, science, mysticism and alchemy of these ancient geniuses,
as well as honing his physical body to perfection and becoming
master of every known martial art. When he came of age, William
returned to the so-called civilized world from which he had come,
taking with him all that he had learned, and his pick of the
scientific wonders of Gorrindaka. Swearing to use his hard-won
gifts to rid the world of crime and evil, William Lee Williams
became that scourge of evil, the man whose name strikes fear into
the heart of the criminal underworld, the world-renowned, peerless
avatar of Swift Justice...

THE BLACK
CENTIPEDE!

(From “The Black Centipede:
Who He Was, Who He Is Now, and Why That Is,” by Rudolph Praetorius,
Tales of the Black Centipede Magazine, Vol. 1 No. 1, May 1933, Lane
and Jones Publishing, Zenith USA)

 


***

 


THE TRUTH:

 


 


I hereby affirm that the following
is a true and accurate account of events.

— The Black Centipede

 


***

 


When I was very young, my
family moved to the town of Fall River, Massachusetts. My father
wanted to distance himself and his brood from Zenith and the
unsavory activities of my grandfather, a notorious robber baron,
ward heeler, political machine engineer and thug.

Needless to say, my parents
were not wealthy scientists and neither of them was ever within a
thousand miles of Madagascar. The colorful story told by Rudolph
Praetorius (real name Percival Doiley) was just that— a colorful
story designed to make me marketable. It worked. I was wildly
popular in the 1930s and 40s, and the public believed in the Black
Centipede as imagined by Percy and roughly a score of other writers
who ghosted on the Black Centipede magazine during its
heyday.

I was for many years a
popular public figure, trusted and cherished—the sort of individual
that a later generation would call a “superhero.” As such, it was
imperative that I appear virtuous.

The real story of the Black
Centipede's bizarre genesis would have been unprintable back then.
It was too fantastic and unsavory even for the sort of publications
that catered to fans of my friend H.P. Lovecraft.

But the early 21st century
is a more cynical, sensation-hungry time, and the grotesque is
commonplace. As I set down the true story for the first time, I
wonder if it might be too tame for a modern audience.

But the truth is, I am not
writing this for an audience. At least not a contemporary
one.

Much has been written about
me, and close to 90 percent of it is what is now called
“disinformation.”

In other words,
lies.

To paraphrase an old
saying, “There are lies, there are damned lies, and then there is
the life of the Black Centipede.”

Lies make up the bulk of
the public record, where I am concerned. Lies told and sold,
printed and promulgated for a variety of reasons—some good, some
bad, some absolutely unconscionable. This does not make me unique,
of course. The same things can be said of most of the “official”
history of the 20th century.

The Black Centipede was
born one beautiful, horrible night in 1927 in a house belonging to
Lizzy Borden. But I believe he had already been germinating for
many years. Lizzy gave him a focus. I believe she did much more
than that, but in the 80-plus years since then, I have never
learned anything more about her than I knew on the night she died
in my arms.

And for more than 80 years
I have pursued and attempted to fathom the strange creature that
baptized herself in Lizzie's blood that night— my “sister,” Bloody
Mary Jane Gallows— but she remains largely opaque.

My story is not over, and
much of it is still unknown to me. I must go back to the beginning
and start from there.

So many names, so many
friends and foes, almost all of them dead now. This is a
Necronomicon in the most literal sense. Lizzie Borden, Howard
Lovecraft, Amelia Earhart, Carl Tanzler, Stan Bartowski, Woodrow
Wilson Tannenbaum, the Red Dagger, W.E.B. DuBois, Professor James
Moriarty, Jack the Ripper, Jesse Owens, Dr. Fredric Wertham,
Percival Doiley, Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle... a roll call of the
boneyard. People I loved, people I hated, all of them now beyond my
reach and my ken.

As William Randolph Hearst
once predicted, the Black Centipede has endured.

It is my intention to
create as true a record as I can, which may one day find a place on
the bookshelves next to the elaborate and robust compendium of
falsehood, fabrication and fiction done up as fact. I don't expect
it to change anything. I suspect that even if I published it today,
it would be of little more than academic interest to anyone. We
have grown accustomed, in the 21st century, to startling
revelations about public figures, and to a history that is
constantly being revised and rewritten by whoever has the loudest
and most emphatic voice. My trifling revelations would be very
bland fare at this point, so far as the public is concerned. (The
truth about the late J. Edgar Hoover and his underhanded vendetta
against me could never outshine the tales of his penchant for
wearing red cocktail dresses and being called “Mary.”)

Whether or not the day I
speak of will come within my lifetime, I cannot say, because I
don't know just how long that will end up being. In the grand
casino of life, they say, all the games are rigged, and the house
always wins. Perhaps. This is certainly the case if one plays by
the house rules. But through a variety of methods, dodges, tricks
and cheats, I have managed to beat the house odds thus far, and
collect a great deal more than my threescore and ten.

And, quite frankly, it is a
matter of indifference to me whether or not my memoir is ever
published or read or believed. I'm not writing it for posterity,
about which I don't give a tinker's dam.

I'm writing it for me.
Whoever I am.

When I was a boy in Fall
River in the 1920s, I never envisioned myself marching on into the
21st century as I have. I didn't need to. Back then, I knew I was
going to live forever. The details were not important.

But, as they say, God is in
the details. They say the same thing about the devil. Both, I
suspect, are true. They strive endlessly to outdo one another.
Myself, I have never taken up the flag of either camp. Pledging
allegiance to anyone or anything has always been anathema to
me.

But it occurs to me that a
third individual may be found in the details, one whom I have never
actively sought.

Perhaps by revisiting my
details, from the ridiculous to the sublime, from soup to nuts,
from pillar to post, I can divine some hint of him. My enduring
mystery, my silent shadow, the thing in my mirror.

When I unravel my own lies,
will I be appalled? Will I be enlightened?

Or will I find that they
were true after all?

 


The Black
Centipede

Zenith

June 2011

 


 



BOOK ONE: FORTY
WHACKS

 


***

 


FALL RIVER, MASSACHUSETTS,
1927

 


 



ONE

 


 


My grandfather ran with a
crowd— actually, he led them most of the time— that made Tammany
Hall look like the Little Sisters of the Poor. They were the secret
power in the great and shining city of Zenith, where I was born.
There were rumors of double-, triple-, and quadruple dealing, money
laundering and protection rackets, and sundry atrocities that made
even certain Sicilians tremble with fear and awe.

My father became estranged
from my grandfather because Dad was a moral, upstanding citizen,
while granddad was a “ring-tailed sonofabitch, crooked as a dog's
hind leg.” Those were a couple of Dad's many colorful terms of
endearment he had for his sire. Another example of filial affection
was the oft-repeated assertion that “the old bastard would steal
the pennies off a dead man's eyes.”

Which was nothing short of
slander. My grandfather would never stoop to stealing two measly
cents. Not when he was raking in millions per annum from graft,
racketeering and sundry other forms of corruption.

But that really doesn't
have much to do with the story at hand, though it will play a major
role as my “saga” grinds on.

I'll probably never know
just how or why my father chose Fall River. If I believed in things
like fate and destiny, I suppose I'd be tempted to put it down to
that. And it may well have been something other than blind chance.
I can't say.

When most people hear the
name Fall River, even now, they also hear the echo of another name.
It is the name of a woman, and it has been scurrilously
immortalized in a silly rhyme that has become a part of American
folklore. This bit of doggerel credits the woman to whom the name
belonged with taking an ax and giving her mother forty whacks, then
goes on to state that, having observed the outcome of this wanton
violence, she went on to give her father forty-one
(whacks).

In fact, Lizzie Borden's
stepmother received only 18 or 19 “whacks,” while her father had to
make do with a rather paltry—but still lethal— 11.

That much of the rhyme
having been debunked, we must ask if it is similarly inaccurate
when it comes to the party upon whom it blames the
slaughter.

I know a bit about that,
firsthand. The question does not lend itself to a simple “yes or
no” answer.

And thereby hangs a strange
and bloody tale…

 


***

 


By the time we moved to
Fall River, the crime of and for which Lizzie Andrew Borden had
been accused, tried, and acquitted, was already decades in the
past. As for having been forgotten, though, it was as far from it
then as it is now. Lizzie's awful fame had spread around the world,
beginning with its sanguinary genesis on August 4, 1892, and had
continued to grow with each passing year. It was not something that
would ever be forgotten, even amidst the glut of bloody
sensations—including a brutal world war—that rose with increasing
regularity as the Twentieth Century gathered speed.

What the world would not
forget, Fall River could not. Lizzie was the town's most famous
daughter by far, and on her rested its chief claim to fame. Had she
been as well known for achievements in any field other than murder,
her name would have graced every bit of promotional literature put
out by the chamber of commerce. In fact, though, Fall River made a
cottage industry out of trying to ignore the blood-drenched
ax-murderess sitting in the middle of the metaphorical living
room.

Not all that metaphorical,
actually. After her acquittal, Lizzie remained in Fall River. She
and her sister moved into a newer and much grander house than the
one in which her father and stepmother had been done to death. She
was hardly a social butterfly, but the fact that she was there at
all rankled.

This was in a day when
people gave names to their houses. Lizzie's was called Maplecroft,
a name that was elegantly meaningless. It was right smack in one of
the more upscale neighborhoods. Lizzie, it seems, chose to very
ostentatiously NOT drift into quiet exile and obscurity, as the
town of Fall River so devoutly wished she would.

My family lived a couple of
blocks from Maplecroft, and I passed the place almost every day. I
caught the occasional glimpse of Lizzie. The kids in the
neighborhood, none of whom had been born when the murders took
place, shared a conviction that Lizzie was a witch.

“I don't see why that's
necessary,” I always said. “Being a murderess is plenty.” It seemed
to me that the ability to kill other people was a power beyond
anything a witch might have. Something about the act of murder
filled me with a strange awe. I had no particular desire to commit
it myself, understand, but I was fascinated with those who did.
Life and death were the only two mysteries worth solving, I
believed. And, to my youthful mind, to take it upon oneself to turn
one into the other was—perhaps—the only real power worth
having.

 


 



TWO

 


 


I was out much too late one
evening, as was my wont, having snuck out of the house to pursue
adventures of which my parents would take the dimmest view
imaginable. On my way back home, I cut through a series of
backyards. I didn't want to be spotted going down the street by
some do-gooder who might inform my parents. When I got to
Maplecroft, I crept slowly and carefully across the lawn. The moon
had chosen that moment to duck behind a heavy cloud, rendering me
blind for a few seconds.

I was passing close to the
house when the moon reappeared. I sensed a presence nearby, and
turned my head. When I did, I yelped a little because what I saw
gave me a turn. I had imagined the yard would be deserted at this
hour of the morning. But not only wasn't it deserted, it was
populated by Lizzie Borden herself. She was sitting there alone on
her back steps, eating a pear. I was no more than two feet from
her.

She looked up at me with an
expression on her face that might have reflected a remarkable
serenity or a deeply rooted mental illness or nothing at all. She
didn't yelp, didn't jump, didn't seem all that concerned. I stopped
dead and began trying to muster a hasty excuse/apology. Before
anything could assemble itself, she spoke.

“Hello,” she said calmly.
It was plain that I was the only one who had been
startled.

“Ah,” I said. “Good
evening, uh, Miss… I didn't… I was just…”

Lizzie Borden cut right
through the tangle. “You know who I am?” she said.

“Of course.”

“You aren't
afraid?”

“Do I have any reason to
be?”

There was a silence
following that, one that I very strangely did not find the least
bit uncomfortable. I had seldom been taken quite as off guard as I
was that night. And when I had been, I had never recovered from it
as quickly as I did then. Curious.

“I told the truth,” she
said, ignoring my question, or oblivious to it. “At the trial.
Everything I said was true.”

“Apparently someone
believed you,” I said, as though this were the continuation of a
conversation we'd been having earlier. I had the oddest feeling
that it was. “You were acquitted.”

“I was,” she agreed,
nodding. “The right people believed me.”

“And those who didn't were
wrong?”

She sighed. “Not entirely,”
she said. “Not altogether. There was no way they could have
known.”

“Known what?”

“The truth.”

“Which is what?”

“What really
happened.”

In retrospect, this
exchange takes on the flavor of an Abbot and Costello routine.
Memory allows for these amusing anachronisms. At the time, I didn't
see much humor in it.

Even though I knew better,
I went ahead and asked, “And what really happened?”

“What I said happened.” We
had circled around the thing, and arrived back at square one. Not
caring for the idea of further circumnavigation, I decided to get
off that particular train.

“Miss Borden, I'm sorry I
disturbed you. I won't do it again.”

“Hm? Oh, no. I'm not sorry
you disturbed me. I have too few disturbances these days. I feel
their absence very deeply. You seem an unusual young man. Might I
ask your name?”

“Bill,” I said, feeling no
inclination to lie. “William. They call me Bill.”

“That's very good, Bill. I
like that. And you must call me Lizzie.”

“Thank you,” I said
sincerely. I found that I wanted very much to call her Lizzie. The
bizarre fact was, I found her powerfully attractive. This was odd
for several reasons, some of which dare not speak their names. As
for the ones that do, chief among them was the fact that she was a
bit long in the tooth to inspire lust in a boy my age, even if he
were inclined that way. Another one was, of course, that she was
Lizzie Borden. A monster. A creature of bloody legend, her name
synonymous with murder of the very foulest sort.

Curiously, though, I
realized that this didn't bother me at all.

Were I a different sort of
person, and were this a different sort of story, I might say
something to the effect that what I saw before me was not the
larger-than-life vampire of legend, but a very real human woman,
much like any other. But that was not the case. I saw the monster,
if that's what it was. I saw something rare and frightening and
compelling, something people aren't supposed to have. I didn't
flinch. Had she appeared ordinary, I would have been gone almost as
soon as I had arrived.

She stood up and looked
into my eyes. Her own eyes were of an incredibly pale blue,
luminous and fey, and seemed to me to contain things that had no
names and could not be imagined.

“Well, Bill, I must go back
inside now. I am pleased that you dropped by, and I want you to
call on me again, at any hour you care to. Will you do that,
Bill?”

“Yes, Lizzie. I will do
that.”

She smiled, turned, and
started up the steps. On the third one she stopped, turned back
around, and came back down. She reached up, placed the palms of her
hands on my cheeks, stood on tiptoe and kissed me. It was a very
brief kiss, cool and dry. Even so, I felt as though my insides
would dissolve and run out of my body through my nether parts. She
smiled at me again, said “Good morning, then,” turned back around,
and went inside.

“Good morning, Lizzie,” I
whispered, after she had disappeared into the house.

 


 



THREE

 


 


Let me make a couple of
things clear before I go on. At no time since I was old enough to
be fully aware of her case had I ever had the slightest doubt that
Lizzie Borden was guilty of the crimes of which she had been
accused. I took it as a given. Now that I had met her, my opinion
had not changed.

In those few minutes in her
back yard, I had developed a crush on her that was almost
frightening in its intensity. I didn't know why. Does anyone ever
know why? And it didn't matter why. It was a fact, it was
reality.

My opinion of her, my
feelings for her, were not damaged by my certainty that she was a
murderess. Nor could it be said, in the strictest sense, that I was
attracted to her BECAUSE of it—tempting though it may be to produce
such a neat bit of evidence of my mental and ethical
instability.

In the days following my
first surreal encounter with Lizzie, I was naturally sensitive to
any mention of the name Borden. And so I became aware of something
that might have otherwise escaped my notice.

Even at the age I was then,
I made a habit of knowing as much as I could about what was going
on in as many parts of the world as I could manage to learn about.
Particularly when it had to do with crime or the supernatural. To
that end, I received a great many out-of-town newspapers from
various sources, and spent an hour or two each day absorbing
information. A day or two after the encounter at Maplecroft, I ran
across a very interesting item in the Atlanta
Journal.

A farmer and his wife had
been found murdered in their home in Summerville, Georgia. Details
were scant, but what information there was made me raise my
eyebrows. Two facts in particular: First, he couple had apparently
been hacked to death with an ax or a hatchet.

Second, their name was
Borden.

This stirred something
inside me. On a hunch, I went down to the public library and combed
through recent issues of newspapers from across the
country.

People named Borden were
dropping like flies, in a straight line up the East Coast of the
United States. Well, not like flies at all, actually, since I've
never heard of a fly being hacked to pieces with what authorities
believed was an ax or a hatchet. Which is what had happened to
Bordens from Florida on up through Georgia and the Carolinas,
Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania.

This, of course, was in the
days long before televised news broadcasts and the Internet.
Communication and coordination between news agencies was spotty at
best, and cooperation with rival news organizations exceedingly
rare. Nobody seemed to be aware of this Borden phenomenon but
me.

I had probably glanced over
one or two of the stories during the previous couple of weeks, and
paid little attention to them. It wasn't until Lizzie entered my
sphere that I started to put things together.

A couple of days after our
meeting, there was a story in one of the Philadelphia papers about
a Borden who got chopped up there, at approximately the same time I
was chatting with Lizzie.

Obviously, she hadn't done
it. I didn't believe she had done any of them. So what was the
connection?

Because there had to be
one. These murders were connected to one another, and they were
connected to Lizzie in some way. It would have been absurd to think
otherwise. My mind would not entertain such a
possibility.

The stories were
particularly played up in the Hearst papers, which specialized in
sensational journalism. But no one seemed to have made a
connection. Evidently there was little or no exchange of
information among the various editors across the
country.

I wanted to go and discuss
it with Lizzie. But first, I wanted to see what else I could learn
on my own.

I sat on my bed in my room,
surrounded by newsprint, cutting out every article I could find on
these Borden murders. I ended up with about 20 of them, though many
were duplicate items from different editions, or follow-ups on the
original stories.

There had been 12 murders
in all, covering a span of approximately three months. They had
begun in central Florida, and worked their way up the East Coast,
in a reasonably straight line, which ended in Philadelphia on the
previous night.

Except, of course, I never
thought for a moment that that was the end. There would be more, I
was sure. They were working their way north, and I also had no
doubt that the intended terminus was Fall River,
Massachusetts.

Then I did something an
observer would have found curious. I swept the rest of the
newspapers off of my bed onto the floor, and laid my clippings out
in front of me. Then I scrambled them up, being careful to keep
them all face-up. I gathered them into a stack, then took my
scissors and cut the stack of clippings in half, up the middle. I
folded those two together and cut them once more, horizontally.
Then I laid the pieces back on the bed in front of me and moved
them around into different, random combinations.

I was practicing what I
called logomancy, or word divination. I believed then, as I do now,
that hints of the future, or the secret workings of the world,
could be obtained by studying the seemingly random results of
mixing cut-up texts from different sources in as disorganized a way
as possible.

I'll spare you the
torturous details of the many hours I spent in my room poring over
various combinations of stories, until my hands were black with
newsprint and my eyes red from overuse. One phrase reappeared time
and again, never from the same combination twice, always from
different blocks of text:

“Go to the
house.”

Well. That was as
straightforward as it was obscure. What house? Lizzie's? I didn't
think it meant Maplecroft. I intended to return there in the very
near future, an idea that filled me with strange excitement. It
would have been pointless to instruct me to go there. It would have
taken an Act of Congress to keep me away.

So I was being urged toward
a different house. Which one?

That, too, seemed obvious.
There was only one other house that could possibly be
relevant.

 


***

 


So I went to that house.
Late that night, well after midnight, I snuck out of my parents'
home and made my way across Fall River, over to Second Street. I
stood for a while on the corner of Second and Borden, studying the
grim and uninviting square box of a house in which Andrew and Abby
Borden had been hacked to death, as I firmly believed, by the
strangely enchanting Miss Lizzie Borden.

It was very dark and very
quiet. I imagined it would seem eerie to many people, especially if
they knew about what had happened in this house so long ago, which
everyone in town did. Fortunately for me, I have never been of a
particularly nervous disposition.

I made my way into the back
yard. As far as I or anyone knew, the house was still owned by
Lizzie and her sister, and it had stood empty for decades. It was
shunned and feared by everyone. All kinds of rumors had gathered
around it. It was, of course, haunted. I made short work of the
lock on the back door and gained entry to the citadel of
blood.

Which was just a dead,
empty, silent old house. It smelled of age, a dry, inorganic odor.
Some of the furniture had been removed, some of it remained,
covered with large drop cloths. The shapes looming in the darkness
reminded me of nothing so much as pieces of old furniture covered
with large drop cloths. I saw nothing that turned my mind to
specters or tormented souls. I had a small flashlight with me,
which I turned on once I was safely inside and knew that the light
would not be seen from the street, all the windows being boarded
over on the inside.



I made my way through the
kitchen and dining room into the downstairs parlor where Andrew
Borden had been chopped up back in 1892. This room was completely
empty. I had seen the police photos of Mr. Borden, slumped over on
a settee against one wall, much of his head reduced to goo that was
jet black in the pictures, and did not look like the red blood and
gore of which it was but a pallid image, mercifully lacking in
detail.

I tried in vain to lay that
picture, in my mind, over the room I now stood in. I just didn't
seem like it could have been the same place. This was just a room.
Empty. Inert. Dead without ever having lived. I stood there for
some time, opening all my senses, clearing my mind.
Nothing.

I had resigned myself to an
unproductive visit, when I had my first shock of the
evening.

I felt something move
across my foot. I shined my flashlight toward the floor, where I
beheld the most loathsome creature I had ever seen. I flinched and
took several quick steps backward across the room, away from
it.

It was a huge, black
centipede, larger than any I had ever seen in my life. It skittered
around on the bare wooden floor, gleaming in the light I directed
toward it. That got to me. The house itself held no terror. But
this…

I wanted to vomit, I wanted
to scream, I wanted to jump through the wall and run as far from
that house as I could. The thing was nearly a foot long. Surely, I
thought, a monster like this was not indigenous to
Massachusetts.

I stood transfixed,
watching it, prepared to bolt through the door if it made a move in
my direction. It did not. It was almost motionless, except for an
awful swaying of the two front legs, or pincers, or whatever they
were. My friend Howard Lovecraft would have had a field day
describing it, tipping the thesaurus over and dumping its contents
into three or four breathless paragraphs.

I'll just say it gave me
the creeps.

After an interminable
period during which neither of us moved, the creature turned itself
around, a motion both ponderous and sinuous, and went through the
doorway from the parlor into the front entry. From there, it
started up the stairs to the second floor. I stood where I was for
some time, working to master the panic the centipede had engendered
in me.

When I had it under
sufficient control, I followed in the creature's footsteps. I knew
I had to go upstairs and view the room where Abby Borden had died.
I also knew the chances were good that the monstrous centipede
would be in there, laying in wait for me. But that couldn't be
helped.

I reached the second floor
landing and stood in front of the door to the “death chamber.” I
flashed my light all around and saw no sign of the centipede, so I
gently pushed open the door and made my way slowly into the
room.

Where I received another
surprise.

The room, which I knew had
been a guest room in 1892, was clean and fully furnished. Not only
that, it was illuminated by an oil lamp that stood on a table next
to the bed—the same bed, or one just like it, on the far side of
which Abby Borden's body had been discovered.

I glanced around and saw
nothing living, human or centipede. I noticed that this room lacked
the musty, closed off smell that characterized the other parts of
the house I had passed through. It smelled fresh, though the
window, like all the others, was boarded up. But that was the only
jarring note. The wallpaper, the rugs, the bedspread, everything
was clean and had obviously been looked after. I detected, I am
sure, the smell of sheets that had been washed and then hung on a
line to dry in the sun.

I could make nothing of
this. I had no idea what I would do next. I made the mistake of
thinking I had received my quota of surprises for one
night.

I heard a sound. Just a
whisper, really, like soft fabric brushing gently against soft
flesh. I turned to the doorway and saw a young woman in a nightgown
entering the room. I could just barely hear her bare feet padding
across the wood. I couldn't see her face, as she was still too far
away from the nimbus of the lamplight. And it did not occur to me
to shine my flashlight on her.

“Hello,” she said, in a
voice I knew, even though I had never heard it before. “Fancy you
being here.”

She moved into the light,
and I got the biggest surprise of all. At least that's what it
should have been. But at that moment, it seemed to be the most
natural thing in the world, and no surprise at all.

It was Lizzie Borden. But
not as I knew her from our encounter earlier in the week. Here,
tonight, I was seeing a young woman who couldn't have been more
than 18 years old, 20 at the very most.

She smiled at me. “Well,
hello… William, isn't it? I mean Bill. So nice to see you. You've
arrived at a strange hour. No matter, though. Would you like to go
to bed with me?”

For the first of perhaps
three or four times in my very long life, I was rendered absolutely
speechless.
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Well. Though the spirit was
equivocal, the flesh was more than willing. In fact, it was
insistent. Wouldn't take no for an answer. Ah, adolescence! I won't
go into a lot of detail here, as these memoirs of mine are meant to
educate, not titillate. Suffice it to say, I took her up on her
offer, and we went to bed. It seemed like the only possible thing
to do, and it was so urgent that it overrode all my misgivings
about the unprecedented weirdness of the situation.

When the business was done
and the hormones had retreated to a safe distance, the two of us
settled back for some pillow talk. I found that I was once again
thinking clearly enough to appreciate just how screwy this
was.

“How…” I said, faltering,
confused. “What are you doing here?”

“I was born here, silly,”
she teased.

Which was not an
answer.

“No. That isn't… Why are
you here, now? Looking like this?”

“Something's wrong with
me?”

“No. I mean, yes. You
shouldn't be… You should be older.”

“I am only 34,” she said.
“And I was born in this house.”

“No, Lizzie. You're 66
years old. You were born in…”

“1892.”

“You were born in
1860.”

“Not I,” she said,
giggling. “Not me. I was born here, right here, in 1892. I remember
it vividly.”

“Remember it? How can you
remember your own birth?”

“How could I not? I was
nothing, nowhere. Then, all of a sudden, I WAS. I was something. I
knew myself. I was right here. It isn't the sort of thing one
forgets. You don't remember your own?”

“Of course not.”

“Ah. Well, perhaps that's
because it has not yet happened. I think you're getting close,
though.”

I closed my eyes and took a
deep breath. “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked.

I received no
answer.

Opening my eyes, I turned
to Lizzie to ask my question again.

She wasn't there. Nothing
was. The bed and the room were empty but for me.

Me and the horrible black
centipede.

Incredibly, the thing stood
in the middle of the room, reared up on thirty or forty of its hind
legs. I had the impression it was looking at me, interested in how
I might react to this scene.

I did not move, did not
speak. I was terrified. The centipede and I remained like this,
frozen, transfixed, for I know not how long. Eventually, the
monster lowered its upper body to the floor. I heard its legs
skittering on the wood as it went out into the hallway.

Then, silence. After an
incalculable stretch of time, I got slowly out of the bed, put my
clothes back on, and left that house the way I had come in. That is
to say, it was the same door. But I was not the way I had been when
I came in—not quite the same person, I felt, nor would I ever be
again.

I got back home an hour or
so before the sun came up. Badly shaken, I let myself into my
father's study and helped myself to brandy. This proved
insufficient to combat the demons that beset me, so I went down to
the kitchen and unlocked a cabinet I wasn't supposed to know about,
much less pilfer from. It was a store of emergency medications,
some of which were legal for a private citizen to possess, sans
prescription, in those days. The one I was looking for was not, and
had not been since the Opium Exclusion Act of 1909. I found the
morphine, prepared it and injected it into a vein in my arm. Not
for the first time, and certainly not for the last.

I felt better almost
instantly, and once I had secured all the locks I'd penetrated, I
went straight to bed and to sleep.

I was in the arms of
Morpheus in more ways than one when the sun rose that Tuesday
morning, and remained there until the noon hour. My parents and I
had an unspoken arrangement whereby I was left largely to my own
devices most of the time, so long as I conformed to certain
standards of conduct. Which, as far as they knew, I did. Most of
the time, they had no idea whether I was at home or at school or
somewhere else. They never entered my room.

I got up, bathed and
dressed, and fixed myself a very late breakfast. I thought of my
friend Howard Lovecraft and wondered what, if anything, he would
make of this business. I thought it was worth putting in front of
him, and, as luck would have it, he was close at hand. After a
tragicomic attempt at marriage, and life in New York, he had very
recently bowed to the inevitable and come back to Providence, Rhode
Island, to live with his two aunts. His home was less than 20 miles
from mine.

Today, people would say
that Howard “had issues.” At the time, though, he was just plain
nuts. This is not a gratuitous insult, merely the truth. Anyone who
knew him would readily agree, though most would not couch it in
those terms. He was a very likeable man, but not even his most
ardent friends and supporters would try to claim that he was
emotionally healthy. Howard himself was aware of it, and he took it
philosophically. Insanity ran in his family.

I had come to some
conclusions about Lovecraft that might have surprised others who
knew him. In fact, they would have surprised Howard himself. Though
a writer of weird fiction, he placed no stock in the supernatural.
I believed him to be an unconscious conduit. Of what, I couldn't
say. Something from another place, another time. Some channel, some
method, of which he himself was blissfully unaware.

He claimed that the
Necronomicon was his own literary invention, but I knew
there really was such a book, and that it had existed for several
hundred years. It had been penned, just as Lovecraft wrote, by a
“mad Arab” named Abdul Alhazred.

In fact, I had first become
acquainted with Lovecraft when I wrote to him inquiring about the
mention of the Necronomicon in “The Hound,” a story of his
published in Weird Tales in 1924, and in numerous subsequent
tales. I knew that there was no copy of this forbidden grimoire in
the vaults of Miskatonic University, because there was no
Miskatonic University. But I had reason to believe that there were
at least three surviving copies of the Necronomicon out
there somewhere, and hoped Lovecraft might have
information.

I had been a morbidly
precocious child, preoccupied with subjects like crime, medicine,
and secret history— anything that smacked of the arcane, the
dangerous, or the supernatural. (And I have not changed much in
almost 100 years.) The Necronomicon had become something of
an unholy grail for me by the time I was an adolescent. I had no
clear idea why such things interested me so. But they did, and my
friendship with Lovecraft sharpened that interest.

I received his standard
disavowal, and some instinct told me not to press the issue. We
fell into a regular correspondence on other matters—he was an
intellectual omnivore and a prolific letter-writer —and met in
person on several occasions.

I was certain Howard had
never seen a copy of the book, and that he believed it to be a
product of his own imaginings. My belief was that the information
came to him via channels other than those accepted by science.
Indeed, Lovecraft himself would not have accepted them, and I never
raised the issue with him. But the fact remained that he frequently
knew things he had no way of knowing, truths that came to him
somehow from somewhere, and he believed he had made them up. As
much a curse as a gift, I suppose, and one of which he was utterly
unaware. It was of little practical value to him except as grist
for his fiction. Which, now that I consider it, made it of immense
practical value, though he was never able to consciously exploit
it. Poor Howard never suspected a thing. Not until it was much too
late.

He was as unworldly a
creature as could be imagined, perpetually dependent on one woman
or another. First his mother, who died in 1921. Then his wife,
Sonia Haft Greene, whom he married in 1924. They separated barely
ten months after they were wed, and were amicably divorced a couple
of years later. And now, finally, his aunts.

It was with some
trepidation that I set out on my bicycle for Providence. It would
be nice to see Howard again, but I had no warm feelings toward his
aunts or the dismal home in which they whiled away the years until
their deaths. The house was as cheerful and pregnant with promise
as a shabby genteel funeral parlor. There was no need to call
ahead. I didn't even know if they had a phone, and, at any rate,
Howard never went anywhere.

All the way there, I had
the feeling that I was attached to an invisible tether, a great
elastic band that connected me to Fall River, to Lizzie Borden, to
the strange house, to the horrible black centipede. I felt as
though I were being watched, but not in the way people usually mean
when they say that. This was something different. This was
something I had no way to duck, dodge or hide from. And so, on a
certain level, it didn't matter. I ignored it as best I
could.

I made good speed, and the
sun was still well above the horizon when I arrived at Howard's
door. One of the aunts pulled the door open a crack in response to
my knock. I cannot recall her name, but it might as well have been
Griselda or Hepsibah or some such sour, unlovely relic.

She gave me a down-the-nose
look she probably reserved for tradesmen and Negroes, and inquired
as to my business there. I told her I was a friend of her nephew's
and had dropped by for a visit, if he was available. She told me to
wait, and shut the door in my face. She returned after a minute and
let me in, though it was plain that it was against her better
judgment.

She led me to his study,
where he greeted me warmly.

Lovecraft had a very long
face, an oblong vertical oval, with features that seemed too small
for the acreage. Eyes, nose and mouth huddled together in the
middle, as though for mutual protection, with a vast forehead to
the north and an equally prodigious expanse to the south. He had
what they call a “lantern jaw,” and it was a very large lantern.
Still, it was a pleasant face, though it could easily have gone the
other way.

I had never noticed
anything like a “haunted look” in his eyes, a phenomenon referred
to by some of his acquaintances, which I regard as a case of 20/20
hindsight. If anything, Howard's eyes reflected a doomed and
painful innocence, a conviction that the very real horrors he had
witnessed in his life were an illusion of sorts, and that the world
was a very nice place, if one chose, despite overwhelming evidence
to the contrary, to believe that it was.

“It's good to see you,
Bill,” he said warmly, once I took a seat. “I was just going
through some of my correspondence. It's quite a chore, but I'm so
flattered that people take the time to write me.

“You know, I get the
strangest questions and requests from people. Last year, I received
a letter from an alienist— a psychiatrist, that is —in Chicago,
asking me for my thoughts, as a writer of macabre tales, on the
nature of good and evil! Can you imagine? I had no idea how to
respond.

“As luck would have it, I
had a letter from a woman in Florida whose interests seemed to lie
along the same lines. Well, I put them onto one another, and have
not heard from either of them since! Perhaps they were married,
eh?”

We chatted for a few
minutes, then I got down to brass tacks.

“I have an idea for a
story,” I told him. I related the previous night's events. He
listened with unfeigned interest. He was incredibly generous with
his time, and gave freely of it to aspiring writers. That was the
guise in which I generally sought his counsel. If there was
something I wanted to know that smacked of the supernatural, I
framed the problem as a story idea that was giving me trouble, and
asked him for his thoughts. I often reaped dividends from Howard's
unconscious “inspirations.”

Until now, all of my
questions had been academic, matters of curiosity. This was
different. I didn't know if Howard would be able to offer anything
useful, but it seemed worth a try. I told him the idea had come
from a particularly vivid dream, and I wanted to find out if there
was any specific literary or folkloric category into which it might
fit.

“Well, there is certainly
precedent in literature for a person who can appear to be old, then
appear to be young, and so forth. The vampire, for example. Dracula
did much the same thing, if you recall. There is also the fact—or
fiction—that a vampire may use lower creatures as familiars or foot
soldiers, or even transform himself into one. The wolf is the most
common. I've never heard of a giant centipede in connection with a
vampire, but one never knows. Of course, since you are writing a
work of fiction, you are not obligated to conform to any such
'rules.' In skillful hands, a vampiric centipede could be a truly
terrifying animal.

“It is my contention, Bill,
that the most primal, therefore the most horrible, of horrors are
those that take a take a form so utterly different from that of man
as to be nearly indescribable. This is why I eschew the standard
fiends of literature, such as vampires, witches and so on. I like
to go further back in the racial memory, as it were, when our
species was still threatened by the inhuman things whose place we
would one day usurp.

“In fact, I am working on a
story now, about just such an amorphous horror, entitled 'The Call
of Cthulakhashakhazharamandra.'“

I gave him a blank look as
I tried to sort through all that in my head.

“'The Call of
Cthulakhashakhazharamandra,' he repeated, more slowly this time.
It's the name I've given one of my unspeakably ancient and evil
entities. It's a bit unwieldy, I suppose. I confess I'm not
overjoyed with it. But I wanted something that sounded completely
alien. Cthulakhashakhazharamandra.”

I shook my head.
“Cthul-who?”

He opened his mouth to
reply, then stopped short.

“What did you just say?” he
asked, his expression and manner utterly transformed.

I laughed nervously, not
sure what sort of a nerve I had inadvertently struck, and said,
“Cthul-who? I didn't catch the whole thing, Howard. What was
it, one more time?”

He closed his eyes. His jaw
worked and he smacked his lips a little, as though he had just
taken a mouthful of some exotic dish and was trying to decide
whether or not he liked it. Then he smiled, opened his eyes, and
grabbed a pen and a sheet of paper.

“Much better,” he said,
scribbling something down. “Yes, much better. Cthulhu. Thank
you, Bill.”

He put the paper on top of
a small stack, neatly disposing of whatever it was we had just
discussed.

“Now, then,” he said. “As
for your dream. It occurs to me that you may be dealing with two
different… ah, entities. The second woman looks like the first one,
though much younger.”

“Hmm, yes,” I said. “That
could be. A relative, perhaps?”

“Possibly, but that hardly
satisfies the requirements of a piece of weird fiction. I'm
thinking more in terms of… You know what a doppelganger is, I am
sure.”

“I do. In a very general
way, of course. I have no details.”

“Nor do I,” Howard said. “I
don't think it qualifies as a distinct piece of folklore. If memory
serves, the term was coined in the late 1790s, in a novel by… what
was his name? Jean Paul, I think. I've never read it, so don't know
what his doppelganger gets up to.

“But the young woman you
describe seems to be something other than an alter ego or a
mindless duplicate. And of course there are the murders that were
done in the old house… Oddly reminiscent, don't you think, of the
Borden affair some years ago?”

I shifted in my seat and
cleared my throat.

“You'd be aware of that, of
course, living in Fall River,” Lovecraft continued, oblivious to my
discomfort. “I've pondered the case over the years, more than once.
I have my doubts. Were I a writer of detective tales, I might use
it as the basis for a work of fiction. However, terrible though
they were, the Borden murders have nothing in them to suggest the
supernatural. The case undoubtedly seeped into your subconscious
mind over the years, to be partially resurrected in this curious
nocturnal drama.

“If the, ah, creature the
young man encounters in the old house is not in fact the purported
murderess, but is her duplicate in everything but apparent
age…”

He fell silent for a
moment, lost in thought, eyes closed. After a minute or so of this,
he snapped his fingers and opened his eyes.

“Of course!” he said
brightly, rising from his chair. “I know the very thing.” He went
to one of his many bookshelves and scanned the spines until he came
to a slender tome bound in blue cloth.

“Here,” he said, removing
it and handing it to me. “This book contains some things you might
find of interest.”

Before he could elaborate
on this, he was interrupted by one of his aunts. She tottered into
the room, wringing her hands. The expression on her face was one of
simmering apprehension, threatening to boil over into outright
panic.

“Howard,” she said. “I've
just heard the most dreadful news. There has been a murder in town.
A stabbing or some such dreadful thing. Right here in Providence!
And not an hour ago. It was, of all people, the greengrocer on May
Street. Mr. Wheelwright, I believe.”

“No, Auntie,” Howard
replied. “Wheelwright is a haberdasher. The greengrocer is named…
oh, I know what it is, it's right on the tip of my… Ah, yes. The
greengrocer's name is Abel. Abel Borden. I believe he went to
school with Mother.”

I felt a chill, and a tug
at my invisible tether.

“Well,” the aunt went on,
“they have not caught whoever did it. What's the world coming to?
No one is safe. Perhaps… ah, your young friend might wish to stay
the night?”

She sounded as enthusiastic
as I was about that prospect, but had to make the offer for form's
sake. She was visibly relieved when I declined.

“Take the book with you,
Bill,” Howard said. “It might give you some useful ideas. Return it
at your leisure. There's no urgency about it.”

“Thank you.”

I would see Howard several
times over the next decade, the last occasion being shortly before
his death in 1937. That episode would cost me not only my friend
Howard Lovecraft, but also another dear comrade of mine, a woman of
extraordinary accomplishment, who was the best-known aviatrix of
her own or any other era. One cannot live a life like mine without
amassing a wealth of guilt, grief and regret.

Just a mile out of
Providence, a farmer headed toward Fall River in his produce truck
stopped and offered me a ride, which I gratefully
accepted.

I caught a ride in the back
of a small truck. This gave me an opportunity to skim through the
book Lovecraft had given me. By the glow of my little flashlight, I
learned a great many interesting things on the ride back to Fall
River.
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When we got in to town, I
thanked the farmer, unloaded my bicycle, and pedaled straight to
Maplecroft.

This time I strode boldly
to the front door, where I made use of the large brass knocker. I
imagined the noise I made echoing around inside the cavernous
house. Presently, I heard footsteps and someone opened the
door.

It was Lizzie. Of course.
Who else?

She seemed pleased to see
me. I mirrored her enthusiasm, which I knew was just as insincere
as mine. Something was eating at her.

“Bill, I'm so glad you've
come. I was afraid you would forget about me. I was just about to
sit down to dinner. There is plenty of food, if you'd care to join
me. Please say you will.”

I did.

I followed Lizzie down the
hall and into the dining room. The house smelled of lilac or
lavender or something along those lines. One of those floral things
that you almost never smell in nature. The kind of odor that brings
to mind funeral homes and dead relations.

The whole place seemed
artificial. The rooms I saw, and the furnishings in them, were
shiny, clean and in perfect order, like exhibits in a wax museum,
or impossible things trapped in amber. I had the curious sensation
that none of it was real, that if I so much as sneezed, it would
all blow away and vanish.

We sat down at the table. I
studied her face for a long time as we ate. I cannot now tell you
what was on the menu or whether or not I enjoyed it. I doubt that I
could have.

Lizzie made no mention of
what had happened the previous night in her former home. We ate in
near silence and then retired to the drawing room, as they used to
say. Actually a nice little parlor in the front of the house. Three
of the four walls were devoted to bookshelves, and the fourth had a
bay window looking out onto French Street.

We sat down on opposite
sides of the room. We stared at one another for five minutes. I
could hear the loud ticking of a clock, though there was no clock
in the room, or anywhere else in the house that I had
seen.

“Well,” I finally
said.

“Well?” Lizzie
replied.

“Yes. Are we going to talk
about last night?”

“If you'd like to. Did you
do something interesting? I listened to the radio and darned some
old socks of mine.”

I stared at her. “Yes,” I
said after a while. “I did something very interesting. Would you
care to hear about it?”

“Well, I… If you'd like to
tell me, I imagine I'd… You're a very interesting young
man.”

“Yeah. I'm interesting
alright. And I've got a very interesting tale to tell
you.”

And I did. I told her
everything that had happened the previous night in the old Borden
House. I left nothing out. I gave her all the details that I spared
you when I recounted the thing earlier. I told her everything, and
I used the right words for all of it, except when I fell back on
some Anglo-Saxonisms that I felt gave the thing more
spice.

As I spoke, the expression
on Lizzie's face, a study in absolute blankness, did not change at
all. But the further along I got, the more color drained from her
face, until I thought she might at any moment become transparent. I
told her about the murders of Bordens that seemed to be heading our
way like the eye of a hurricane. I told her about my logomancy and
my visit to the house and what I did there and who I did it
with.

After I finished, I slumped
back in my chair and looked at Lizzie. She was staring off into
space somewhere, face and body rigid as concrete. After three or
four minutes of this, she looked back at me and said, “It's her.
She has come back.”
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“Who, Lizzie? Who has come
back?”

“I had hoped that she had
died or dissolved or whatever… they do. But I never felt at all
certain of that. I have long feared that she might one day return.
And now it seems she has.”

“Who are we talking
about?

“She was there, that day,
you know. The day that…” Her voice trailed off and she made a
chopping motion in the air with her hand. I nodded.

“She was there. Of course
she was. She would have had to be there.”

“Who? Your sister? The
maid?”

Lizzie laughed. It sounded
like little damaged bells. “Neither, Bill. How silly. They never
could have done what she did. Any more than I could
have.”

“And she is…?”

“The one who did
it.”

“Lizzie, God damn it!” I
yelled. “Don't let's start THAT again. You better tell me just what
the hell is going on here.”

She looked shocked.
Apparently, she was unaccustomed to being called out. She stammered
for a moment, then fell silent, looking all around the room, at
everything but me.

This continued for three or
four minutes, then she looked at me and spoke.

“Mary Jane,” she said with
forced bravado, as though she were terrified of what she was saying
to me. “Mary Jane killed them. My goodness. I have never in my life
spoken her name to another human being, not even Emma. Especially
not Emma.”

“Emma. Your
sister?”

Lizzie nodded. “Emma and I…
no longer speak. She moved away, when was it? Nineteen-oh-five I
think.”

“Who is Mary
Jane?”

She shook her head. She
wasn't saying “no,” she was casting about for some way to put
something unspeakable into words.

“Mary Jane is… I don't know
who she is. I mean, I know to an extent who she is. As much as one
can know anyone with whom they are acquainted, even just slightly.
What I don't know, then… What I really don't know is WHAT Mary Jane
is.”

“Well… What is she…
approximately? What do you know about her? What does it mean to
you?”

“I know that she came to me
on That Day. I was in our barn. I'd been looking for scraps of lead
to make sinkers out of, to go fishing, which I enjoyed. I was
having little luck, and I sat down on a bench to eat a pear I had
picked up from under the tree in our back yard. That was when I met
Mary Jane, there in the barn that morning.

“We'd been having a
dreadful week, all of us. Our barn had recently been broken into,
and I was convinced that someone had tried to poison the entire
family. So when this strange girl came into the barn unexpectedly,
I naturally wondered if she had anything to do with those
events.

“ 'Who are you, and why are
you in here?' I asked

“ 'I am called Mary Jane,'
she said. 'And I am here because you called me to come.'

“ 'Absurd,' I said. 'I did
no such thing. I have no idea who you are.'

“ 'Yes,' she agreed, 'that
is true. Nevertheless, you summoned me. You do not know who I am,
but you know absolutely everything there is to know about
me.'

“ 'Young lady,' I said
sternly, 'you are sorely trying my patience. Are you ill? Would you
care to go see a doctor?'

“She laughed. 'Now, I
wonder what a doctor would make of me? No, Lizzie, I don't need a
doctor. I'm fine. You are the one who is ill. You are sick and
exhausted by the hatred you harbor for your family.'

“ 'That is
ridiculous.'

“ 'It is not. You should be
thankful for me, Lizzie. I have taken care of one of your problems
already. And I go now to take care of the other.'

“ 'What do you
mean?'

“ 'You shall see what I
mean, and very soon.'

“With that, she swiftly
left the barn. I ran to the door and looked around, but could see
no sign of her.

“The scene we played out in
the barn that day was the first and only time I ever saw her.
Shortly after that, I went back into the house to find my father
dead. Later we discovered that my step… that Mrs. Borden had also
been murdered, in the guest bedroom upstairs.”

“What did she look like,
Lizzie, this Mary Jane?” I asked.

“I don't know. I don't
recall. It was dark in the barn, and… I don't know.”

Something struck me then.
This all sounded a bit familiar. And something I had noticed when I
looked over the bookshelves seemed to confirm my
suspicions.

“Tell me, Lizzie,” I said,
“did she look like you?”

The expression on her face
was the same as it would have been had I asked if she'd been born
on Mars.

“Like me? In what way,
Bill? Looked like me? No. That's… No, she didn't look like me. She
couldn't have done.”

Lizzie's eyes widened by a
millimeter and her bottom lip curled slightly inward. Her
expression was now the same as it would have been had she actually
been born on Mars, and didn't want anyone to
know.

“I see. Lizzie, tell me, do
you know what a tulpa is?”

She looked surprised, in
the way a child does when you catch him up to his elbow in the
cookie jar.

“No,” she said. “I've never
heard of such a thing.”

Her denial was as
believable as that of the above-mentioned child.

“Lizzie. Your books.” I
waved a hand at the bookshelf. “There are no fewer than thirty
volumes on Tibetan mysticism there, and they all look well-used.
You've had them for a long time, haven't you?”

Her face was absolutely
blank. She looked into my eyes for a very long time before she
spoke again.

“Yes. I know what a tulpa
is. I have known for a long time. And that is the source of my
fear. I believe I may have created one,
unintentionally.”

A tulpa, or “thought form,”
is the name given to a certain kind of telepathic or telekinetic
construct that has a long tradition in Vajrayana, Bonpo and Tibetan
Buddhist lore, as I had learned from the book Howard had lent
me.

“Inasmuch as the mind
creates the world of appearances,” ran a passage from the book, “it
can create any particular object desired. The process consists of
giving palpable being to a visualization, in very much the same
manner as an architect gives concrete expression in three
dimensions to his abstract concepts after first having given them
expression in the two-dimensions of his blue-print.”

A tulpa may wear the aspect
of a human being, and it is said that such a tulpa may take on a
life of its own and exist and act independently of its creator. But
the main thing a tulpa does, or is supposed to do, is anything its
creator wants it to do.

“She was right, Bill,”
Lizzie was saying. “I hated my family. There had been so much…
tension in the house for so long. They were not well people, any of
them. My father had become a very unpleasant man, and I had grown
to despise him. He murdered some of my birds, you know. Just
murdered them in cold blood. As for Mrs. Borden, I had never liked
her and never gotten along with her. And I was just certain Father
would leave her everything in his will.

“I wished they would die,
and many a night I lay in bed visualizing myself killing them. I
wouldn't have actually done it, but thinking about it that way made
me feel… better. But I wouldn't have… I couldn't…

“To answer your question,
yes, she did look like me. I thought at first that she was some
young relative I did not know. But the incident bothered me. So
much so that I never spoke of it to anyone. Not to the police, not
to my sister, not during the trial.

“I wondered and wondered
about it, and after I was acquitted, I began researching a number
of arcane topics, searching for something that might fit my
situation. Eventually, I learned about tulpas. Without meaning to,
I had done virtually everything—in some form or other—that a person
must do to make a tulpa. I was convinced that was what had
happened.

“My hope was that Mary Jane
had ceased to exist once she carried out her 'instructions.' For
more than thirty years now, I have kept my eyes and ears open, and
have not heard or seen anything that would indicate her continued
existence. I relaxed as much as a person can relax, given such
circumstances.”

I was silent for a moment,
digesting what I had just heard. I didn't like the way it was
making me feel. Lizzie Borden hadn't killed anyone, not knowingly,
not on purpose. She was innocent.

It filled me with a strange
sense of deep disappointment.

“It was she that you met in
my old house,” Lizzie continued. “She wouldn't have aged, you see.
Where could she have been all these years? Why is she just now
killing people named Borden, and why is she making her murders into
a path to my doorstep?”

“Lizzie,” came a voice from
out in the hallway. “You know perfectly well why.”

Lizzie and I turned toward
the doorway, through which Mary Jane had just stepped. “You know
why I've done what I've done. You're such a coward.”

I looked back and forth
between Lizzie and Mary Jane. Carbon copies, but for a few decades'
wear and tear on the original, which I now saw amounted to a lot
less than I would have thought. Lizzie Borden, in spite of her
haunted eyes, looked much younger than her 66 years. Mary Jane,
after the fashion of sprites and demons, looked like an ancient,
ageless child. Neither of them was quite of this world.

And Mary Jane held in her
hand a small ax.

“You know why I'm here. I
need you. I did what you wanted me to. Then I tried to be like an
ordinary human being. I wanted that so much. I tried so
hard.

“But I had to do what you
wanted me to. I had to kill Bordens. I resisted it, Lizzie. You
have no idea. For more than thirty years I resisted it. Every day
was torture. I kept thinking that one day it would go away. Day in
and day out, year in and year out, I sat in my little shack in the
Florida Everglades, waiting for the day my curse would go
away.

“It never did, Lizzie. It
never did.”

Lizzie looked up at her
strange doppelganger and said, “I know. I know. I have been a
prisoner in my own head, in this house, alone. Alone for so many
years.”

Mary Jane glared at her.
“Don't you dare. Don't you dare try to compare your situation to
mine. You always had choices. I never did. You hated your father
and stepmother and wanted them dead, but you lacked the courage to
do it yourself, so you created me. You gave birth to me. I am your
child, you dried-up old spinster, the only one you shall ever have.
And I am going to kill you.” She moved closer to the chair in which
Lizzie sat.

Lizzie stood up. Mary Jane
punched her in the chest, knocking her to the floor, where she lay
prone as Mary Jane raised her ax.

I tried tackling Mary Jane
around the waist to force her away from Lizzie. It was not the
smartest move I have ever made. The tulpa looked small and frail,
but it was like I had run full-force into a stone wall.

Grunting in annoyance, Mary
Jane lifted me bodily off the floor and threw me at the far wall.
She hadn't bothered to put down her ax. She lifted me over her head
and threw me with one hand. It was not one of the more pleasant
moments of my life. I flew across the room like a shot-put and hit
the wall. My head took most of the impact, which was
considerable.

I heard and felt my neck
snap. When I say snap, that is not a rhetorical flourish. I mean it
literally snapped. In two. I bounced off the wall and fell in a
heap onto the floor. I could not move. I felt no pain. Indeed, I
felt nothing at all from the neck down. I came to the conclusion
that my situation had just become very dire.

But not as dire, perhaps,
as Lizzie Borden's.

“I'm going to kill you,
Lizzie. Just like I killed the other Bordens. You remember? Do you
remember the thing you wanted me to do? 'Kill the Bordens,' that
was the message I got from you. But you never said which Bordens,
and you never told me when or if I could stop.
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