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No.
Are you inferested in folktales at all? [know I'm here fo provide a statement of my own experience, and | wil, but there’s

something so revealing in the stories that grow up in a culfure, wouldn’t you say? And | promise it wil be relevant by the
end | can guarantee it’s not in your Iibmrq eifher, because as far as | know this sfory has never been wriffen down
I'd do it myself, but there’s a reason you're having fo write this for me. One of these days I'l get oround fo learning my
lefters. Probably

/ con by WAt
Buf [ stil vvoger literate or not, that | can tell you a story you haven’t heord before, though the themes are some that
dance their way through many of the oldest folklore you can find: death, and games of chance. Well, ift you want o win,
anyway Unless you fancy your chances of beafing it af chess But I'm getting ahead of muyself:

Once there was a soldier. A bold soldier. The sort you can find in any army, in any war, at any fime. Fond of' drink, fond of
dice, fond of whatever nocturnal pleasures might be offered He was bold as brass, yet bold is not the same as brave, and:
rarely did he take fo the field of battle without somehow finding himself at the rear of the charge, where cannon and
mushket ball were less lkely o find him As | say, he could have been fighting anywhere; but this story is in New England,
during the time of the Revolutionary War. Whether he was Brifish or American or even French, it means nothing What
matters, is that af the Battle of Bunker Hil he found himself alone

The night before had been wasted hard carousing, and what money he had not lost betting on faro had quickly been spent
on drinking and pleasant company So it was that he took To the field of baftle with his head already swimming and eyes
a sfinging red He had neglected even to bring gunpowder enough fo reload his rifle, having filled his pouch instead with
playing cards, and with every boom of the cannon the soldier’s head pulsed in such pain that he thought himself shot

The smoke was coiled thick around him, and the acrid sfench of gunpowder and blood made him refch He fired his one
and only shot, and it disappeared info the roling fog of war. He tried fo advance, buf he did not know which way was
fowards the enemy, nor could-he see any others amidst the chaos of battle, enemy or comrade For all the muskets and
cannons he could hear, it seemed he was dlone. As he sfood there, the saldier saw that some of the blood that fell info
the sodden soll was his own. When he had been shot, he had no idea, but the pain that surged through him as he fouched

his wounded chest left no doubT./ e of Al made . Co iy nould be 4G i he had o 4k dotth. somehon

The bold soldier considered returning to his ines, fo find a doctor, but he remembered all too clearly the mouldering filth
of the medical tents, the ranks of infected faols wailng out their last doomed cries He would not die like that. He would
not choke ouf some feeble plea for his mother in some grime-encrusted infirmary He turned, threw down his rifle, and
began to run He did not know in which direction he was going, and simply prayed that it was not fowards the enemy or
the sea. Blood flowed freely from the ragged wound in his chest, and his breathing was laboured, yet he pushed on. He
ran unfil the mud turned fo soll and the soll furned fo grass, until the smoke turned to fog, and the fog furned fo rain,
and dusk came upon him

Despife the bamy warmth of that June day, the night was bitferly cold Perhaps it was the rain that pounded upon his
tunic, or perhaps it was the beginnings of a fever, but when the soldier finally stopped running, he was so chilled that it
took all the energy he had left in him not fo collapse. He was soaked through, shivering violently, and very aware that if
he did not find somewhere fo fake shelter from the elements, he was going fo die. And not a quick, clean death from a
pisfol or a sabre. A miserable, shivering death in some barren field near Boston The soldier, whose boldness seemed fo
seep ouf with his blood, did not wanf fo die
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And here there is something to be said on death Everyone fears death Of course they do Even the most devouf. must
have some apprehension, for however confident they are in a life everlasting with their deify of choice, the concept of
efernity is one that the mortal mind recols from Be it bliss, forment or the senseless void, none can actualy imagine what
it is To die, so it’s only right that all should have a healthy fear of if. There are some, though, for whom it is an enduring
terror. Who cannot.even consider the inevitable fermination of life without a deepest panic, and can think of nothing in
ife that could be worse than its end The soldier was of this cloth, and upon feeling his fime drawing fo a close, he began

fo cast abouf in fear /1 pgmit 4o having some Sympathy With him there.

He spied a farmhouse, dark and uninviting The fighting nearby had likely scared off whoever lived there. Desperate To get
out of the pouring ran, the soldier tried the doors, arid found them locked tight. He broke a window, but with his wound
he did not have to strength o climb inside In despair, he looked around for anofher entrance and spied the cellar door It
was nof locked, and liffed with surprising ease, gven how heavy the wood appeared He collapsed inside, half-crawling,
half-faling down the rough earthen steps, unfil he found himself lyng there in the dark, dry warmth of the basement

The soldier lay there for some time, unmoving, eyes shuf. Listening fo the driving New England rain beating down oufside.
He breathed deeply, ignoring the pain from his wounded chest, and fried fo gather his thoughts What was important, he
considered briefly, was that af that moment, he was not dead

it was then he caught the scent of damp. Nof the domp of wet earth after a hot day, but the cold damp of vaults and
catacombs, slick with mould and gimmering nitre. You would have expected Death to smell of decay, of roffing flesh and
maggot meat, buf if dd nof. And the soldier knew what it was immedafely. Even before his eyes adjusted fo the dark
and looked 1o the table Before he saw the figure that sat there in a moth-eaten monk’s robe. There was no reason fo
assume that what he saw was Death, and not simply some forgotten corpse, but there was no doubt in the soldier’s
mind when he gazed upon it that he saw his doom embodied Then it Turned fo look at the soldier, and what litfle resolve
remained fled from his heart. He tried To run, but he got barely two steps before he collapsed again. Death waifed

patiently oy ko, / thik / HAVE actually heard s one before.

To describe it as a skeleton would be fo do Death a disservice. For though the robe that saf in that chair confained only
bones, it was nof the skelefon that moved It was Death The bones were old, so ancient and briftle that the slightest
pressure or movement would have rendered them down fo dust. They did move; Death was no more a skelefon than you
are a woollen suif. Above all it was old Older than you could possibly dream: And the soldier began to weep. He cried and
begged Death notf fo fake him, but Death was sienf

Now, as long as there have been people and games, there have been Tales of those who gambled with Death. Some as
mefaphor, some as myth, but the soldier had heard enough of these tales fo make his own last, desperate gamble, and
he challenged Death fo a game, There was silence for several long minutes before it nodded its head

Reaching info ifs robe, Death puled out three Things: a chess Knight, a domino and a pair of dice, each scrimshawed
out of old bone. The choice presenfed was clear, but the soldier had enough wit about him to shake his head and reach
info his pouch He laid the cards upon the table, and asked Death if he knew how fo play faro Death paused, as though

P

considering, before it nodded “Very well” it said, “and if you win, you s?glrlf;% [;ie; sth MWUO{E i that pHasing .

He replaced his fofems within the mouldering robe, and pulled out instead a small hexagonal faro token, lkewise made of
bone The soldier, sfarfing fo feel bold again as the wood of the table warped and decayed info the thirfeen cards of a
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faro board, pushed it fo the side and fold Death, with the fainfest hinf of a smile, that he had brought his own From
somewhere, Death produced a dealing box and, placing the playing cards within it, it began to deal

o, ot the game [ nould have egpecéad, <hovgh | suprose apt forthe pend.
Faro, or ‘Bucking the Tiger” as the carnival hawkers would have it, is not a complicated game. Bets are placed upon the
cards and the dealer draws one card for the players and one for themselves Befs matfching the player’s card are
doubled, bets mafching the dealer’s card are lost. There are a few other rules, of course, but if played honestly, then
there is no betting game with fairer odds. The soldier had never before encountered an honest game.

He had before him a small pie of ivory sticks, nof unlike those used for bett ing in mah-jongg, though the soldier had no
knowledge of such a game. He knew that i his pile was gone, then his life was forfeit

The game was slow and delberate, and the soldier could not have sad if' they played for hours, for days or for months
The night outside showed no sign of ending, nor did the rain cease its drumming out a rhythm on the stil open cellar
door The cards were placed slowly and delberately by Death, and the soldier became more and more amazed with the
revelation that this was the least crooked game of faro he had ever played Stil, there was litfle scope for him fo cheat,
as there was none of the shouting or crowds that served as a distraction in every gambiing parlour. The relentless hallow
gaze of the collapsing holes of Death’s skull were enough to keep the soldier aimost from pushing his luck oo far:

Then af last it reached what looked fo be the final play. The deck was amost exhausted, and all the soldier had was plled
upon the number three As his reserve had dwinded, the soldier felt the wound in his chest begin to pulse with a dull
ache, as thick beads of sweat rolled down his shivering face. If the final three came up for the dealer, he had lost, but
if it came up for him, then he would finish the game with a higher sfack than Death Perhaps that would be enough for
him to win? The rules of the wager had not been clearly explained, but as the shivering began to overfake him, the soldier
clutched to this faint hope. And as Death reached its hand for the final cards, he placed his copper upon his pile, the six-
sided foken that reversed the bef Now it was, if Death drew the three as the dealer’s card, he would win

Death turned the card fo reved. a hing - and reached for the next one. The salder knew that he had made a mistake
When the three was turned, he would lose his bet - and lose everything He had only one chance, one thin sliver of hope,
and even that would no doubt simply damn him further. Buf what else could he do? As Death furned its head fowards
the faro box fo draw the next card, the soldier, in one practiced move, took the thin length of twine wrapped around his
thumb and through the tiny, driled hole in his copper, and pulled it taut. With an dmost impercepfible flick of the wrist,
he pulled it back and into his hand, removing it from fthe board and leaving his bet fo win when the three was drawn
/i Corauin this goes el

The terror that gripped him when Death returned ifs gaze to the board was deeper than any he had ever known Every
other time he had atfempted that trick, the baying of the crowd and the heaving mass of patrons placing bets afforded
him ample cover, yet in the stilness and dark, with just him and his endiess opponent playing their game, there was surely
no way such a move could go-unnaticed Death turned the card over: the Three of Spades

It ganced at the card, then at the small pile of ivory in front of the soldier It made no sound, and the soldier could not fell
if what he heard was the rein faling outside or the beating of his own heart. Finally, Death nodded ifs head, and pushed
its own ple of bone sticks fowards the soldier:

“You win”
Hoh.
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Its tone was dmost. happy The soldier didnt notice, as af these words a thril went through his heart He had beafen
Death He was going fo live. He sfood up, stil giddy and feeverish, but with such joy that he nigh on collapsed from fthe
laughter that exploded from his lips. He staggered fo the cellar door, expecting fo see the sunrise after so long waiting in
the dark, but the sky was sfill black Behind him, Death waited ‘

The soldier noticed the pain in his chest was gone, and ook in a lungful of air. It was cold, damp, and finged with a faint
whiff of something metalic. It was only then he really noficed the low, rumbling laugh that came from Death He Turned
fo see the figure sfil sat af the table, but now the old monk’s robes were soakied with blood The bones of the figure
were red and dripping, with pafches of musc/le appearing over them
il

Then he felt if in himself. Something was very wrong: an itching, burning deep within him, then a flash of infense pain in his
arm. He grabbed it instinctively, but where he touched it, the skin and flesh beneath it came away in his hand, like chunks,
of wet bread Beneath it, he could see the yelow-whife of bone His bone. Old bone. And the soldier began fo scream

Quite A fom litle twist, Actually
As more of his body sloughed of f of him info crimson piles upon the floor, he looked up at where Death had saf. Inits place
he saw an old monk, bloody buf whole, smiing at him. The soldier held out a now bony hand towards him in supplication:
“You said that if' I won, then I'd livel”

The monk shook his head “No, | didn’t”

The end, I suppose. Thank you for indulging me, you've been very patient. I'm well aware I came in fo tell you my own story,
and insfead have raftled off some old folktale, which you've dutifully Taken down. | do feel now, though, that I'm af a place

where | can Tell you of myselk But fagone final bit of confext, | ne to wafch this. Pay attention. f
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TRALS one Ay 4o Pt i, ' '
Apologies for that. A bit dramatic [know, but lalways feel a demensiration is best in these sitvations. Are
vou feeling better now¢ Well, reqgardless, | think | should continue; best get this down before someone
comes to check on vour scream. [ve no interest in being becoming a resident medical marvel

So ves, this is not o trick knif 2. Xeu can check voursalf i yeu want. HDH stab me vourself if vou care o
No< Fine. Perhaps | underestimated vour curuosnfv

After | won my game of fore, | spent almest fwe cenfuries in that unhallowed state. [ remember litile of
that fime. | was not the only one, nor was | the sele embodiment of Death. There were others, | think, in
a simlar state to me. | dont know how many, butwe didnt come for evervone. | dont know how we chose
our victims, or whether we were ot the whims of o higher power. | call them victims, as while we visited
many o terminal or doomed soul, we did not only visit those whose fime had come. Seme of them we killed |
ourselves. | remember my bone-sharp honds reaahing info the throots of the old the young, those who

deserved i1, and those who brough‘% noﬂwing but love to the world.

Some would choose to gamble, of course. The foolish ones chose chess. | was g master of every game,
knew every rule. To select the ene game with no luck in it ot all was always folly.In the end, it was reulette
that released me. Luck bended in my favour when | played with victims, but with a game so pure in randem
chance as roulette, well, eventually, luck comes around, fhough | had 1o wait damn near two centuries for
it to do so. lll never forgef the lock on that old man's foce when he won, and began to feel the change
overtake him.
A you Can blead all over my dboments, it seems.

So now Im here, and | cannot die. | can barely live, either. Food and drrink moke me sick, and | cannot sleep.
There is an aching inside of me. A craving for semething, but | dont know what. | dont seem fo age, but lve
only been flesh again for a few years, so cant be sure of this. | have often wondered about whether
Im the only one like me in the world. 1 cant be. It doesnt make sense, | know there were others. But | dont
know where.

| cant decide whether this existence | find mysell in is better than the death | feared so long ogo [
sometimes wonder, but have decided that it i1s. A hvmg hell s, after all, still hvmg
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(e had the lond checked, and i appears 4o be Al 0 Negaiive. And thak's apovt as
fAr 4S [ (an Qonfirm Anything Aot this statement, fory—four gars afterthe fact. The
detauils Mr Thorp provided on his residence, o(Cupation, #¢ Cetard, Appear <o hawe been acuiate
for the time, bt we've been unable <0 4rack don Ay up—to—date informadion on hm, i he

an stil (ives.

FONA LA, the 1eSeqCh ASSISLAt Who ongindlly Cox the statement, passed anay n 2003
from Complications foloring A (ver tansptaunt, and with tno exceptions mo-one 4lse horking for
the nstrtute At the time is sl employed here. Garirude £obinson nas thare, of (ourse, but
e (Ant actly ask b and Elas was working 4s A filng ek ot the tme. [ folowed up
With i, and he dbes remember there bang something of 2 Commotion Around $hat tme About
Someone Sef=harming white giving A stakement — rumours i theyd (¢ off <har finger or
Something = ot he wasnt directly imvoled and daht bor much more About .

ASigte f1om hat 1S Alwost. A Completdly daad end The only otherthing inhe fle (ot realy
be (onsidered 4 lad espeially AS 1S mo Gone K WAS A small, havagonal token, Aot an
MCh in digmeter There wew o mArngs on i, but i Agpediad <o be madk of very olf bone. /
WAS UnAble £ determine Anything FUrthar, AS whan | pitked i up i Simply (rumbled 0 dlst
ity hand_PIrhags that's fitting.
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Gambling with Death

Fragments of the Bone Token

| Bloodstain by re ggobi from Pixabay (adapted) |




