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John summoned every ounce of bravado he could muster and slowly turned around to face the man behind the voice.  With a glint in his eye and a smirk on his lips, he sneered, “Wilhelm.”

The German merely gave a nod of his head in response.  “Herr Phleiss invites you to breakfast with him in his room.  I will take you.”

John’s blood ran cold at the sound of Phleiss’ name.  The bravado momentarily displaced by the shock of Phleiss’ near proximity, John asked apprehensively, “He’s here?  In Paris?  In this hotel?”

Again Phleiss’ butler nodded.  “You will come.”  It was ordered rather than asked, but Wilhelm’s tone provided the just incentive needed to raise John’s ire.  Moving in close to the other man, he kept his voice low as he said through gritted teeth, “You can tell that prick to fuck off.  I’m through with him and all his mumbo-jumbo shite!”

For the third time, Wilhelm nodded his head.  “Herr Phleiss expected that you might not be…eh…amenable to his invitation.  In that event, he instructed that I should inquire as to where you have placed the scarab.”

John felt a flicker of triumph.  “Oh?  Does he want it back then?  Well, he can have it!  Coz I’ve got ya there ya kraut bastard!  I keep it with me now…always…,” He shoved his hand in his trouser pocket to pull the talisman out to prove his claim.  “It doesn’t leave me anymore,  ya see….It’s always right he -….”  The word was left hanging unfinished as John realized his pocket was empty.  Automatically, he checked the other pockets of both his trousers and his jacket with increasing panic while the German looked on, expressionless.  At last, John gave up, knowing then he wouldn’t find it….knowing then, he wasn’t meant to find it.

“Herr Phleiss suggests that you should perhaps telephone your wife.  He feels it is quite careless of you leaving such an object where it may be found by just anyone.  He says that you are a father, you should know….infants, especially, are fascinated by bright, shining objects, are they not, Herr Lennon?”

John’s stomach lurched in response to the veiled threat.  Removing his cap, he wiped the sweat from his brow, the tremor in his hand both obvious and uncontrollable.  It was John’s turn to nod, which he did repetitively.  Swallowing the lump of fear and resignation in his throat, he told the butler in a voice barely above a whisper, “Alright, alright, I’ll come…I’ll come.  J-Just leave my family outta this.”

The man stared at him, his steel blue eyes vacant and soulless.  “Follow me.”

John followed the tall German through the lobby and toward the lift.  Looking around, he saw several hotel employees and a few guests milling about.  Ordinary people doing ordinary things, and, at that moment, he fervently wished he was one of them.  Even the familiar lift felt alien to him now.  He heard the butler softly request the fifth floor as the attendant closed the heavy gate.  The clang of the gate and doors echoed in his head as fear made his bowels churn uncomfortably.  Will I make it back?  Will I ever see the lads again?  Cyn?  Jules?  The thought of his infant son, and the threat leveled against him made John’s legs weak, and he had to lean up against the wall of the lift to keep from falling.

They stopped with a jerk at the fifth floor, and John watched as the attendant pulled open the gate.  Stepping over the threshold into the corridor, John made a point of wishing the attendant a “Good morning,” in the hope that the man would remember seeing him, remember which floor he had brought him to, remember Wilhelm.  At least they’ll know where to look for my body.

“This way,” Wilhelm instructed, his voice startling John out of his reverie, and causing him to flinch. 

The butler led John down the long corridor to the very end.  Stopping at the double doors, Wilhelm rapped once and entered without waiting for a response.  Hesitating for a moment, John followed the man into the room.

The suite was very similar to the one he and the boys were housed in.  A large spread of food had already been laid out, and two place settings sat ready at the dining table.  At one end, Moephet Phleiss sat, a steaming cup of coffee in his hand.  Upon seeing the Beatle, he replaced the cup in its saucer, and stood, greeting John effusively.

“Young John!  How very good it is to see you again, mein friend!  It has been a while, no?  And to meet again here in Paris – this lovely city!  So much more preferable to the dreariness of Hamburg this time of year, do you not agree?”  He approached John, and, with his hands gripping John’s elbows, kissed each cheek.  Fear kept John from moving to stop him.  “Ah, but you have been out walking, and you must be famished. Sit, my friend, sit,” Turning to the butler, he said, “Wilhelm, take Herr Lennon’s coat and scarf, yes?”  Focusing his attention back on John, he asked, “Would you prefer tea or coffee?  I, myself, prefer coffee with my breakfast, but I know how you English are about your tea, so I took the liberty of ordering both.”

John said nothing, but moved mechanically to allow Wilhelm to take his coat, scarf, and hat.  Taking the seat across from Phleiss, John continued to stare at the old man, anxiety rendering him temporarily mute. 

Phleiss picked up the china teapot and poured a cup for John, placing the sugar bowl, milk pitcher, and a plate of lemon slices within John’s reach.  What’s this?  The Last bleedin’  Supper?  No, that’s not right.  The Last Breakfast.  Yeah.  Or, perhaps he’s fattening the calf for the kill.  The…sacrifice.

Phleiss moved back around the table and took his seat, attentively placing the linen napkin in his lap.  “You may serve us now, Wilhelm,” he instructed the butler pleasantly before he resumed talking to John, seemingly oblivious that the other man had not uttered a word since arriving.  “So….Things have been well, I see.  How is your family?  Your lovely wife – oh, and your son?  What is it you call him again?”

John didn’t want to answer…didn’t want Phleiss knowing anything about Cyn and Julian, but, that, he knew, was impossible.  Phleiss already knew who they were.  After all, the scarab was now with them, and John had no doubt it was Phleiss’ doing.  He decided his only choice was to just go along.  “J-Julian.”

“Ah – yes…Julian!”  It pained John to hear his son’s name coming from Phleiss.  Summoning the courage, John asked, “Is he…alright?”

Phleiss looked at John with curiosity.  “Well, I would certainly hope so, John.  Have you any reason to believe he would not be?”

“The scarab,” John murmured, his eyes cast down.

Phleiss nodded his head in understanding.  “Ah, yes, the scarab.  I had heard you had left it behind.”  Leaning forward, the old man looked John directly in the eye, and said, “I am sure your pretty young wife has found it and put it away somewhere…safe,” he smiled.  “She is a sensible girl, is she not?”

John nodded mutely.  “Does that mean they’ll be – ya know - okay?”

“I see no reason why they should not be,” Phleiss shrugged.  “Now, let us put all thoughts of unpleasantness out of our minds, hmmm?  We are here enjoying this splendid breakfast in this beautiful city.  And we have much to discuss, you and I.  Now, eat – eat!  The food is wonderful!”

John picked up the knife and spoon, tapping gently at the shell of the egg propped in its cup.  The last thing he felt like doing – felt he could do – was eat, but he was too afraid not to.  So he chose the soft boiled egg, thinking that would the easiest food to swallow down his constricted throat.  

“I have meant to send you a note of congratulations, John.  The Beatles are a most successful group of entertainers!”

“Yes,” John answered perfunctorily, “Thanks.”

Phleiss gave a chuckle.  “Well, John, if you will excuse me for saying so, but you do not appear to be all that pleased by your good fortune!”

John stared at the man sitting across from him.  “Perhaps that’s because I know it wasn’t ‘good fortune’ that made us successful.”  

The moment he said it, he wished he hadn’t, but Phleiss just looked at John perplexed.  “No?  Then what?”

The incredulity John felt was more than he could bear.  He seethed at the old man.  “You know what!  Three people are dead.  One was me best mate.  And you used me to kill them with that bloody scarab!”  Christ, why can’t I just shut it?  This prick will kill me where I sit! Or more likely, have his Aryan lapdog do it for ‘im! 
Phleiss appeared to be genuinely taken back by this assertion.  “I did no such thing, John.  I am most surprised you would think so,” he replied calmly.  When John didn’t answer, he continued.  “I explained it all to you at the start, John.  When you chose the scarab, you made it your’s.  When you used it, you made it your’s forever.  It is you that chooses, John.  You, through the scarab….not I.”

“I didn’t even know those other two!  And why would I ‘choose’ to kill me best mate?  Tell me that!”  

Phleiss shook his head sadly as he looked at the younger man, “Do you still not understand, my young friend?”

“Oh, I understand.  I understand well enough to know that you’ve made me into a murderer!”  John was near tears, uncertain if it was due to fear or regret.

“I have not,” the old man said softly.  “I offered you an opportunity, John, nothing more.  It was you who chose.”

“I didn’t choose to kill anyone, least of all Stu.”  He’d intended the statement to sound assertive, but it came out sounding more like a whine. 

Setting his silverware down on the table, Phleiss folded his hands in front of him.  Averting his eyes from John to the window, he asked, “Do you remember what I told you about the nature of sacrifices John?  Why they must be worth something to us?”

Not another bleedin’ lesson!  “Yes,” John replied impatiently with a loud sigh.

“That is not because those sacrifices are worth anything in and of themselves to the universe.”

“The universe?”

Phleiss chuckled, “Fine, fine.  Call it…God or gods or fate – whatever you like.  But what value do the sacrifices have to a power, an entity that can create whatever it wants, hmmm?   No, no.  The reason sacrifices have to have value for us is because their loss creates within us a void.  A void that is then filled with the gift bestowed.”

John looked at Phleiss with confusion etched all over his young features.  Phleiss tried again.  “Imagine this carafe of water is the human soul.  It is filled already, yes?  I can not, therefore, take this glass of water and pour it into the carafe because the carafe would not be able to hold it, do you follow?”  John nodded that he did.  “Splendid!  Now, I can pour a bit of water out, like so, and I can then pour some water from the glass in.”  He demonstrated each step.  “But, notice I can only add a small amount of water from the glass because only a small amount was emptied from the carafe.  However, if I empty a significant amount of water from the carafe, like so…then, I can pour the entire contents of this glass to replace what has been emptied.  Do you understand?”

“The bigger the sacrifice, the larger the…gift.”

“Just so!”  Phleiss commended, looking pleased.

“I get all that, Moe.  But that doesn’t change the fact that I didn’t choose to kill Stu…or the others for that matter!”

Looking at John sympathetically, the old man said, “I would suggest that, on some level, John, you did just that.”

“Bollocks!”

Slowly waving his hand to placate John, Phleiss clarified, “The scarab chose for you, John because the scarab is you.”

John felt as though he’d been slapped in the face.  “The scarab is me?  What do yer mean?” he asked in a panic.

“The scarab is that part of you that hungers for your desire, and it is that part of you that knows what it will take to attain that desire.  Free from moral restraints, it knows only that hunger.”

“Yer saying the bugger can read me mind?”

“You speak of the talisman as though it was something separate from you – apart from you.”

“It is!”

“It is not, John…it is you.  You and the scarab are one…forever.”

“And if I don’t want it?”

“It matters not at all.  You can no more extricate yourself from the scarab than you can your own heart.”

John’s mind reeled from this revelation.  If what the old man was telling him was true, then there was no way out…ever.  No matter what else Phleiss may be or may have done, John had never known him to lie to him.  It’s true then.  Ah, Stu…I’m sorry, mate!  Christ, if I’d known….

“You can’t undo this?” John asked futilely. 

“I can not, no, I am sorry.”

“With all yer power?  Ya can’t do anything here?”

“My power?”

“I know who you are – what you are.  You could do it if ya wanted.”

Phleiss looked amused.  “And what, my friend, do you think I am?”

John was growing exasperated.  “I read the book, ya know.”

“What book is this?”

John leveled his gaze at Phleiss.  He was tiring of the games.  “The same sodding book you told me I should read…Faust.  I sussed it out just like you wanted me to…your name – it has all the same letters.  You are Mephistopheles.”

Phleiss laughed.  “I am what?  Oh John!  My dear, dear boy!  Goethe wrote a fine story – a classic, in fact, but it is a work of fiction!  I am Mephistopheles?  Oh my!”

As Phleiss continued to chuckle, John’s temper was flaring, finally causing him to explode, “You’re telling me yer not the devil, then?”

Phleiss stopped laughing and calmly looked across the table.  “There is no such thing.”

“There is!” John challenged.  “And I’d wager – no, I’ve already wagered, haven’t I? – you’re it!”

“You are mistaken, my young friend.  Devil,” he sneered contemptuously.  “Nothing more than the fantastical creation of zealots and charlatans!”  Pushing his chair back from the table, Phleiss rose and walked over to the window.  Keeping his back to John, he said, “Do you know, John, the ancients had a better grasp of the universe than we do today.  They understood that everything must exist in a tenuous balance.  For everything in creation, there is its polar opposite.  There are eastern religions which held onto these beliefs, and rightfully so.  It is only the west – Judaism, Christianity, Islam – who codify this balance as ‘good’ and ‘evil.’  There is no evil and there is nothing especially good.”

“No evil?”

Turning to face John, Phleiss replied, “No, John, no evil.  Only humans who choose to do evil.  But the universe itself?” Phleiss shrugged.  “It is both and neither…it is neutral.  Moving through time and space yet beyond both, oblivious of man and his sufferings or triumphs, bestowing favor or disfavor only when manipulated.  As I explained before...cause and effect, John.”

“How can millions of people and dozens of religions be wrong for all this time?”  John contested.

Phleiss smiled as though he were waiting for the question.  “Because, my friend, man insisted on personalizing his gods.  That is where it all started to go wrong…when man made God in his own image.  Then he further compounded the problem by making his God benevolent, omniscient, omnipotent…but ‘what then of suffering?’ he asked…and the Zoroastrians were there with the perfect remedy…a supremely evil deity to juxtapose against their ‘good’ God…a devil.  And when the Christians came along, looking for ways to repress the ancient pantheons of the old religions, they used many of these deities as a foundation from which to fashion their demons and devils….The horns signifying the power of Zeus; the tail, cloven feet and pointed beard of Pan, the god of nature; the pitchfork of the numerous household agrarian gods; why the Jews and Christians even vilified the serpent, the sacred symbol of the Goddess, by portraying it as the ‘tempter,’ ultimately responsible for the expulsion of man from paradise.”

“Yer telling me thousand of years ago some jammy bastard just made ‘im up?”

“In a word, yes.”

John mulled this over for several minutes.  Phleiss allowed him the time to digest all he had said without interruption.  When the question came, as it inevitably had to, he was prepared.

Raising his eyes to where Phleiss stood, John asked, “Then what are you?”

Phleiss pretended to consider the question.  “Let us say for now that I am known by many names, and when the time comes, you will know them all.”

Question after question tumbled through John’s mind.  None of this was making any sense.  When the time comes?  Comes fer what?  Just then, the clock chimed from the marble mantle.  

“Ah, the hour grows late, my young friend.  As much as I have enjoyed our visit, I am afraid I have another engagement I must attend to.  I will have Wilhelm retrieve your things and escort you out.”

John shoved his chair back, practically jumping from his seat.  “Wait!  ‘ang on!”  Phleiss stopped and looked at him expectantly.  “I-I just have so many more questions!  I mean, what’s going ta happen now?  When does this all end?”

Phleiss held his hand up, smiling congenially, stopping John.  “We will meet again, young John.  We will talk more at that time.  Perhaps, by then, you will even have grown to better understand your role now.”

“My role?  My role fer what?”

“You and your friends are accomplishing great things, are you not?  I understand that the Beatles have even broken records according to the registries….you are forging new pathways and influencing your young fans by scores….you now even have the number one record in America!  Believe me, John, when I tell you that will do even greater things – you and the others….you will have success beyond your wildest imaginings.  Bear that in mind until we meet again, will you?”

John stood dumbfounded.  What the fuck is he going on about?  We‘re just a rock and roll group!

Wilhelm appeared with John’s coat and belongings without even being summoned.  Extending one arm which expertly proffered the coat, cap, and scarf, he held the suite door open with the other. 

“I really must be going now, John.  I look forward to our next meeting,” Phleiss said as he turned to walk away.  Stopping, he turned back and added, “Oh, and good luck to you and your friends in America, John!”  With that, he disappeared into the adjacent room.  

John took his things from the butler and went through the door without a word to the other man.  He had only taken a few steps when he heard the door gently click closed behind him.  As he walked toward the lift, his mind still reeled from the impromptu visit with Phleiss.  What was the point of all that?  Summoning me to his suite…fer what?  He’d said we had “much to discuss”.  What? Another sodding history lesson?  Oh, well, yeah, there’s the bit where he told me that I am to blame for Stu’s death and the deaths of the other two….I wanted it…allegedly.  Or the scarab did…but the scarab is me.  So I am the one responsible.  Huh, didn’t Stu’s “ghost” try to convince me of that very thing?  Yeah, didn’t get around to raising the issue of that little performance with the bastard! 

John entered the lift with no more than a distracted nod at the attendant.  So preoccupied was he, he’d forgotten to tell the man which floor he wanted.  Fortunately, the man recognized him from the days prior when he and the lads were constantly coming and going, always with an entourage.  John was grateful when the attendant brought him directly to his floor.  Stepping out of the lift, he fished in his pocket for the room key.  He knew that the boys would still be passed out from their late night revelries. 

An’ what was with all the pleasantries and hospitality?  Oh, butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, gracious host that he is!  An’ this is him after threatening Cyn and Jules – CYN!!!  John’s sudden recollection of the missing scarab prompted him to run down the rest of the corridor.  It took several tries getting the key in the lock due to his trembling hands.  Finally, though, the door was unlocked.  Throwing it open, he ran to his room to place a telephone call to Cyn back home.  As he entered the bedroom, however, he pulled up short.  Right there, in the middle of the white chenille bedspread, sat the missing scarab.  John’s legs gave way and he crumpled to the ground.  Propping his head against the edge of the bed, he allowed silent tears of relief flow freely down his cheeks.  Wanting to collect himself before dialing Cynthia, he lay that way for several minutes, serenaded by George’s consistent soft snoring.  Dear God!  What have I done?  What the fuck have I gotten myself into…and, better yet, how the fuck do I get myself out?  He heard Phleiss’ voice echo in his mind, “We’ll meet again.”  God help me!

