
    
      
        The Silent Key

        
        Dan Howarth

      

      
        [image: image-placeholder]

        Northern Republic

      

    

  
Copyright



Copyright © 2021 by Dan Howarth
This story was originally published in Dark Missives by Dan Howarth, published in April 2021 through Northern Republic. 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the author. 
Formatting and cover design by Dan Howarth @ Northern Republic




The Silent Key


As I watch through the window of the farmhouse, the familiar question comes to mind. 
Have I gone too far? 
On the other side of the thin pane of glass, a hunched man in his fifties shuffles around his kitchen as he makes a brew. He moves like a pensioner. Long grey hair hides his face. But I know it’s him. Stieg Carlsson. I’d know him anywhere. 
It took me years to track him down this far and I’m proud I’ve managed it. Shows what I can do when I really put my mind to it. Before she left me, Fiona said that I’d waste my whole life just waiting for something to happen to me. But that’s just another thing she was wrong about. 
I remember when she told her friends that I was a discophile. A fucking record collector? As if. That term makes me sound like a child molester at a rave. I’m more than a record collector. I’m a fan. Stieg Carlsson’s biggest fan. His only fan.
As I watch Stieg place his tea bag in the bin and move out of sight, it’s hard to believe that he’s the same person who used to take crowds by storm. Back in the nineties when we were both young, whenever he sang, he had this energy. This power to his voice and his body language. He’d drag the crowd along with him. Like he dragged Britain into the grunge movement. 
Back then you had the holy trinity. Nirvana. Pearl Jam. Soundgarden. But for me, Stieg’s band Elysium always outdid them all. Cobain, Vedder, Cornell? They had nothing on Carlsson. I had the best nights of my life following Elysium on tour. 
I feel myself smile at the memories and my breath steams up the glass. 
I could go and knock on the front door, see if he’ll invite me in for a chat. I can’t see it though. He’s not been seen in public for over ten years. Hasn’t made music in over twenty. This house being fifteen minutes from the nearest main road tells me everything I need to know about his hospitality. He’s only bought this place because of fans like me and the money we put in. I shake my head. 
There are no fans like me. 
When I’m certain he’s not coming back again, I move round to the back door. I waggle the handle and lean against the wood. It opens. I take a breath, walk into the kitchen and close the door behind me as quietly as I can. There’s no dog. I checked that out. Stieg lives alone. I get that. 
I wander through the kitchen and down the hallway. The lights are off in the other rooms but upstairs there’s one on, so I decide to follow my gut and head up. All the doors are shut up here, apart from one. It’s ajar and light is spilling out through the gap. I peek through and Stieg is just sat there on his bed. He’s sipping his tea but there’s no TV or anything going on. 
I knock on the door and step into the room. I’m think I’m smiling. He twitches when he sees me and slops tea down himself. There’s a muffled groan but that’s it. Nothing else. 
“Stieg. You might remember me? From the nineties? I’m Adam. I saw you guys play like, a lot. We met quite a few times.”
He scrambles to his feet but doesn’t say anything. I put my hand out for him to shake but he stares at me like he’s never seen another person before. 
“I’d love to talk to you about Elysium. About the old days.”
He shakes his head and backs away from me. He knocks into his bedside table which is covered in notebooks and pens. 
“Please, Stieg. I’ve come a long way, and this would mean a lot to me. Your music means a lot to me.”
Scrambling round, he grabs a pen and a pad. He writes quickly. His handwriting is beautiful. He shows me the note from a distance. 
Please leave. I’ll call the police. 
“I just want to talk, I say. Please.”
He scribbles again. 
Elysium is over. It’s in the past. Leave it there. For everyone’s sake.
I sit on the bed and put my head in my hands. This isn’t going the way I want it to. I want to talk to him about the old days. Find out why he stopped writing songs. I need my fix. I need new music from him. It’s not fair that he stopped making it. How dare he? I clench my hands into fists and stare at him. Then my thoughts clear and I let the handle and a little bit of the blade of the knife poke out of my pocket. He’s seen it. 
“How dare you do this to me, Stieg. How fucking dare you. You disappear from my life without a single word. You gag the other band members from talking to the press. You can’t just do that. I loved your music. I needed your music. And now you won’t even talk to me?”
I can’t talk to you – his note reads. 
“You owe me a conversation. You owe me an explanation.” I step towards him and he holds up the pad as he writes. This time the letters are smudged. I’m scaring him. I don’t care.
Please. Don’t hurt me. I can explain but I can’t talk to you. Only do it like this. 
I step back. Well, that’s fair enough. Maybe he’s got some sort of degenerative condition. His voice was like gravel back in the day. Maybe he can’t talk properly. 
“OK. Where to start.” I’ve rehearsed this in my head but now it’s happening my mind has gone blank. “Why did you stop playing? Why did you disappear?”
He sighs and scratches out his reply. I’m happy to wait. I’ve got time. 
Out of my hands. I loved it. It was my dream, but it got taken away from me. At first, I thought I couldn’t live without music, but it turns out I can. I miss it but it’s not life or death. Some things are bigger than that. 
“What about me though, Stieg? I can’t live without your music. Did you think of that?”
I’m sorry, he replies. I don’t like letting people down, but it’s impossible to make more music. 
“Why?” 
He shrugs. 
“Why?”
He shakes his head. 
“Why?” I shove him back onto the bed. I pin him down and put the knife’s tip to the side of his neck. 
“Because I sold my soul!” His voice is a death rattle. A wheeze and choke. I hear a scraping sound from outside the room. Something sharp on the plaster walls. He hears it too and his eyes bulge in his face. 
“Who else is here?”
He shakes his head. 
No-one he writes. 
I relax. I believe him. He’s terrified.
“You sold your soul and now you can’t make anymore music? Are you fucking joking? How stupid do you think I am?”
Seriously. Back in the nineties. I sold my soul for success. What else? Then I had to quit. I can’t make anymore music. Ever. 
“Why did you have to quit? Surely you can just keep making music and more money? Isn’t that the point?”
No. 
I waggle the knife near his face. “Tell me.”
He sighs and writes again. 
I did it for fame. For success. The usual story. We were on tour in Asia. It seemed like a laugh. And it seemed to work. I didn’t plan on dying for a long time, so it wasn’t like I cared about my soul. But it didn’t work like that. 
It’s my turn to sigh and I jab at him with the knife until he writes more. 
Whatever I sold my soul to, tried to take it too soon. At first, I’d just feel strange when I played guitar or sang. A bit nauseous. Then the headaches started. And the mood swings. It wasn’t my fault - I couldn’t control it. Our manager thought it was drugs, but it wasn’t. I started seeing things. Awful things.  It put me off my game. Made playing shows hard.  
“Does this have anything to do with the Berlin incident? The dead roadie?”
He nods and then starts writing. 
I think about him every day. How he looked when they found him. But it got worse from there. Soon I couldn’t sing without feeling as though this thing was doing it for me. Possessing me. Then I couldn’t play guitar. Then it ended up that I couldn’t speak or make a sound without hearing noises or seeing it lurking in the corners of the room. Watching me. 
I shudder as I read this part and check over my shoulder towards the source of the noise a few moments before. I expect to see him smiling but he isn’t. He looks devastated. He isn’t winding me up. He’s written some more.
Now I’m here. Alone and in silence. Out of the way of the world. All I wanted was to be successful and now I can’t even do the one thing I love. Music. It’s cost me everything. 
He meets my eye and I see that he’s crying. Part of me feels sick. Never meet your heroes they tell you. I’d met him before, but he never used to be this broken. This pathetic. I pity him but somewhere beneath it, I despise myself for having to see him like this. For forcing my way in. 
Come with me. He writes and leads me into one of the other rooms. 
He switches the light on silently. The walls are covered in posters. Artwork for Elysium gigs across the world. Hamburg. Washington. Japan. This one makes my stomach twitch. Guitars stand in racks, covered in a thick layer of dust. There’re amps stacked against one wall. Leads and pedals neatly arranged. This room is a shrine. It is my bliss. I walk past him and run my hands over the necks of the guitars, blowing dust onto the carpet. Everything I am wants to hear him play again and let him create new music. 
”Is there any way out of this thing?”
He mimes putting a gun to his head and gives me a pathetic fake grin. Then he writes again. 
Not unless someone is willing to help me. To take it from me. 
Shit. This is it. This is why he hasn’t called the police. He needs me. Something rises in my chest, like when you go on a first date. Nervous desire. I’d be a legend. I wipe sweat from my forehead and make a decision.
“What do you need me to do?”
He scribbles. His handwriting becoming scruffier. Like he’s excited too. 
Just tell it that you want to take it from me. I got it through a kiss. I’m guessing I can pass it on the same way. 
He’s already on his feet when I read the note. It’s not like I’ve not dreamed about kissing him, but up close, he’s not the specimen he once was. I take a deep breath and nod. “I’ll take it from you.”
Without any tenderness, he pushes his face to mine. His lips dry on my own and I push back, giving it the passion it feels like this moment deserves. When he pulls away, I feel odd. Lightheaded. I collapse onto a chair. Drained. 
“You’ve saved my life. Saved my career.” His voice is barely a whisper but he’s beaming. “All those songs stuck in my head for years. Tormenting me. Now I’m free. Free to write them and release them.” He grabs the nearest guitar, a black Les Paul and holds it likes he’s holding a baby. 
“I can’t wait to hear them,” I say. The room is spinning and there’s a dull ache down one side of my face. 
He looks around the room, eyes wide. “Dude, you can’t talk like that now. It’ll be coming. It’ll get closer every time you talk.”
I speak on instinct. “OK.”  And then there’s a shadow at the door. Long and sharp. I wipe a tear from my eyes. I snatch up his pen and pad. I think I need to go. I leave my number.
He nods. “I’ll be in touch, when it’s done. You’ll be the first to know.”
I let myself out of the house and into the darkness. All my adrenaline from finding him has gone now. I shiver. Nothing looks the same. 
From above, I hear the roar of a distorted guitar and allow myself a smile. It worked. I’ll be getting new Elysium music after all and I didn’t even really need the knife. 
As I walk along the darkened country road back towards my car, I stub my toe on a pothole. 
“Shit,” I mutter to myself. 
From behind me, I hear a muted growl and when I turn around I see eyes glinting in the pitch black. My insides freeze at the vision. 
Elysium. My blessing and now my curse. 
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