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John lay on his bed in the empty room, staring at the springs to George’s bunk above him.  Three weeks.  Three bloody weeks. Ach, I knew it was bollocks!  
He had allowed a part of himself to believe….and that belief had grown the morning George and Stu told them about the dead sailor.  He had believed then.  So much so, he had made himself ill, but, now, three weeks later, he saw no sign that anything was changing in the Beatles’ favor.

He had thought Phleiss mad when the old man first made his strange offer, and even more so when he explained what was required.  However, as the old man talked, much to his surprise, John found himself actually listening. By that evening, John was contemplating the impossible, for what Phleiss had told him seemed disturbingly logical.

“It’s all about energy, John….drawing from one source and transferring it to another. Energy is the source of all things, all life.  It is, in fact, the only constant in the universe!  It is the power that fuels evolution; it is what remains of stars long after their light has been extinguished; and...,” he paused to take a delicate sip from the snifter of brandy, “...it is what is left of humans when their flesh has turned to dust.”

“Energy…?” John asked sardonically.

“Hmmm…yes, what some call the ‘soul.’

The old man pulled himself up out of the chair with a bit of effort, and, retrieving his glass, stretched out his hand toward John, “May I offer you another scotch, John?”

“Ta,” John replied as he drained the contents of his glass and handed it to Phleiss. Good scotch, a warm fire, and a barmy old man….there are worse ways to pass the day.

“The ancients understood this phenomenon,” Phleiss continued as he stood at the wet bar replenishing their drinks.  “Oh, they might not have understood the physics of it all, but they comprehended the relationship of sacrifice to recompense….or retribution,” he added with a mischievous grin as he picked up the two freshly refilled glasses and made his way back towards John.  

John reached out and took the drink, mumbling his thanks again as Phleiss settled back into the chair.  “In fact, my young friend, the ancients had a better grasp of these things than we do today! Perhaps because they lived closer to the earth….” He considered this for a few seconds, then seemed to dismiss the thought as irrelevant. “Hmph!  For whatever reason….”  Leaning forward, he looked at John intensely.  “Think about it, John.  Almost without exception, all ancient civilizations had some form of sacrifice as part of their religious rituals.  The Greeks offered libations to Dionysius; the Romans offered their first harvest to Ceres; even the Jews offered gifts of various animals on the altar of their great Temple….but, there were also other civilizations that believed more was required in the sacrifice itself – the Aztecs, the Celts, the Canaanites, even the Egyptians and Chinese, to name but a few,” Phleiss paused thoughtfully.  “Actually…even the Christians.”

John momentarily choked on his drink, laughing. “I must have sagged off Sunday school for that lesson!”

Phleiss just smiled indulgently, “I do not mean to say that the Christians themselves sacrificed other humans…although there is an argument that can be made,” he added wryly. “No, no.  What I am saying is that their entire faith is based on the belief in the single sacrifice of the life of their man-god….a sacrifice they claim as being necessary for the redemption of the whole of the world.  Do you follow?”

The strange thing was, John did follow, but following was not tantamount to believing, and Phleiss needed him to believe….or, at the very least, to believe in the possibility. As John nodded his head in acquiescence, the indoctrination continued.

“The question then John, is ‘why’?  Why did some civilizations practice human sacrifice while others opted for more benign forms of offering?”

“Maybe the sight of blood made them ill,” John joked sarcastically.

Again, Phleiss responded with a patient smile.  “Perhaps so, but, then again, these were people who would have had to kill and butcher animals for their food.  It seems unlikely, then, that they would have developed any significant aversion to the sight of blood.  No, these were people who learned about their world by observation, specifically by observing cause and effect.” 

“Cause and effect?” John asked, seeming genuinely interested now.

“Isaac Newton’s Third Law of Motion!” Phleiss declared decisively, slapping the arm of his chair.

“Oh yeah!  Ol’ Isaac Newton and his Laws!” John offered jokingly.  “Of course, why didn’t I think of that?”

Phleiss gave a small laugh and quoted, “‘To every action there is always opposed an equal reaction.’”

John squinted his eyes, and inclined his head slightly in comprehension, confirming, “Sort of, like…you push me, I push you back?”

Phleiss nodded his head slowly in agreement, “Yes, yes, that would be an example of cause and effect.  Very good, yes,” he smiled affably.  “As far back as 1687, Newton understood the balance of this energy as well as how it worked one upon the other.  But….he was far from being the first to use it in practical application.”

John smiled in understanding, “Those ancient civilizations who sacrificed to the gods.”

“Precisely!  However, remember, not all of them practiced the same ritual.  After all, there is a great difference between offering one’s first crop and offering one’s firstborn.  Therefore, we must go back to the question ‘why’?”

“Why do I get the feeling you already know the answer,” John observed dryly.

Phleiss gave a diminutive chuckle, “Perhaps because I do – and so do you.”

“Oh, do I, then?”  John was beginning to enjoy this game.  It was a bit like a puzzle. The consequences of such a revelation, however, at least for the moment, escaped John’s attention.

“Indeed you do.  I’ve just told you….Newton’s third law of motion.”  

“Yeah?  Cause and effect.  Action-reaction.  I get that.  But how does that explain why some people offed their granny while others chose animals and such?”

“‘To every action there is always opposed an equal reaction.’  Equal, John.  The value of the tribute would result in compensation of equal value.  If what these people desired most fervently was vital enough and of great magnitude, then the tribute they offered must be of equal value.  So, if a village wanted good health, ample food, protection from those who would do them harm….they did not offer a tribute of the first fruits of their labor or the first lamb of the season.  They offered life – human life.”

John leaned forward, “Human sacrifice,” he verified.

“Yes.”

“And you believe in this?”

“Just so,” Phleiss nodded once affirmatively.

John sat in silence, staring into the old man’s eyes, weighing all he had been told.  Throughout the conversation, there had been no indication that Phleiss was anything less than completely serious.  What’s more, John reasoned, it all had a certain logic to it.  Finally, he spoke, “Let’s say for the moment that this isn’t all rubbish.  What would I have to do, and what about the scarab – how does it fit into all of this?” he indicated the gold talisman with a nod of his chin.

Phleiss reached over to the table between the chairs he and John occupied and picked up the scarab.  Holding it toward the light of the fire, he turned it over in his hands, inspecting it.  “A talisman is merely a personal object endowed with focused energy, John, what the ancients understood as “magic.”  They come in many forms - special blades or cups, medallions or rings, candles or incense, and so on.  The one thing all talismans possess in common is that they are representative of their bearers, for it is that belief – that focused energy – that gives the talisman its power. For you, I deemed the scarab an appropriate talisman because…”

“…because it’s a beetle - right.”  John cut in.  He gazed into the fire momentarily, and, without raising his eyes, asked in an even tone, “So, how is it done, then?”  

Phleiss sat back in his chair, his elbows propped on its arms.  Steepling his fingers beneath his chin, he proceeded to explain to the young musician how the scarab was to be used.

That had been three weeks ago, and John had not seen Phleiss since that evening.  He had not told anyone where he had been that day and certainly had not spoken a word about what he had done that night he slipped out of the Kaiserkeller while the Beatles were on break.  In the days following their initial meeting, Phleiss’ name was brought up only once.  

The boys had just finished their gig, and were sitting around a table nursing the pints set in front of them.  All five were uncharacteristically subdued as the chemical boost from the preludin had worn off, and the crash toward fatigue had begun.  It was Paul who raised the issue.

“’ey John, whatever became of that little fellow?  Whatzizname…Phleiss? Did you ever see him again?”

John smiled to himself, but it was a smile void of any mirth.  How bloody typical of Paul!  He could’ve asked me earlier while we were on our own, but that’s not Paul’s way now, is it?  Trying to put me on the spot in front of the others. Always needing an audience, that one. Bloody fucking typical! 

Keeping his eyes on his pint, he tried to answer as nonchalantly as he could. “Oh, I thought I’d mentioned it before….I did run into Phleiss just outside the Mission the next morning.” Out of the corner of his eye, John noticed Paul’s eyes narrow in doubt, so, looking directly at Paul, he added pointedly, “You remember….you all went back to the room?”

George responded, “Oh yeah, sure, I remember.”  He looked at the faces of each one of his friends, seeking confirmation.

“What did you say to him?” Paul asked.

John glared, knowing that this was Paul’s way of getting back at him for that night.  John had overstepped the boundaries, and Paul was going to make him pay for it. 

 “I told him the deal was off,” John replied flatly.

Paul persisted.  “And…?” 

“And what, Paul?” John practically yelled in exasperation.  “I told him it was done, and that was that!”

“He didn’t even ask why?”  Paul pressed with a forced laugh of disbelief as he looked from one boy to the other, trying to draw them into the interrogation.  They knew better.  Past experience taught them all to avoid getting in the middle of John and Paul’s quarrels.

John felt a flush of anger pass through his body.  “Of course, he asked why, ya twat!” He was about to say more when he suddenly stopped and smiled.  “He said he was really sorry to hear it, Paul….said that he had actually already made some plans and talked to some folks.  He said it was a shame because he really thought he could’ve helped us.”

The other three boys displayed various expressions of regret and uncertainty as they exchanged glances. Paul, himself, squirmed a bit, chewing the nail of his thumb as he was so often wont to do when he was nervous.  John just continued to smirk in satisfaction, and the subject of Moephet Phleiss was not raised again.

Even now, John snickered, remembering the conversation, feeling not the slightest bit of guilt for having lied to his friends.  Sighing heavily, he rose carefully to perch himself on the edge of his bunk.  Pulling a Woodbine from his shirt pocket, he stuck it between his lips, and lit it with his last match. Drawing deeply on the cheap cigarette, he allowed the ritual to calm him.  Ritual.  Maybe that was the problem.  Maybe I did something wrong.  But it sounded simple enough!  I’d held that bloody scarab against his chest, right over his heart like Phleiss said.  Besides, if it didn’t work, then why is that fellow dead?
John contemplated the smoke as it swirled up from his burning cigarette toward the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling, prompting him to recall Phleiss’ explanation about the use of incense in ancient rituals – something about the rising smoke carrying one’s prayer and sacrifice to the gods above.  Suddenly, something else stirred within the deep recesses of John’s mind…something important.  

Sacrifice – what was it Phleiss had said about the value of the sacrifice?  John tried to focus – he knew the answer.  Something Newton had said….something about the value being equal. John stood and started pacing the small room slowly, feeling the answer was just within his grasp.  “The tribute!” he exclaimed aloud.  The “tribute” –  the word Phleiss  used for the word, “sacrifice.”  John was surprised he’d remembered.  “The value of the reward will be equal to the value of the tribute.”  

The use of the scarab on the unknown sailor had little value for John beyond the fact that the fellow was alive….until he crossed John’s path.  Pretending to help the inebriated man as he stumbled, John had quickly worked the dark magic of the talisman.  The sailor even thanked John as he went his way.  But he meant nothing to me.  I didn’t even know the poor bastard.  
In the aftermath of that night, that part of John that was willing to believe in the possibility of the legend had been waiting anxiously for some result, but nothing of any consequence had happened as yet.  However, as he thought back over the past three weeks, he realized that there had been subtle developments – the sort of things that might have gone unnoticed had he not been so attuned:  Bruno extending their contract to play the Kaiserkeller for another ten weeks;  the recording the boys did - except for Pete -  playing back up for Lou Walters, the Hurricane’s bassist who really wanted to be a front man and sing; and, most recently, meeting Astrid, Jurgen, and Klaus – the group of German art students that the boys collectively referred to as the “Exis,” short for “existentialists,” the popular “anything goes” philosophy all three embraced.  Would these things count as “reward”?  Is this what one life – a life of a man I didn’t know – is worth?  Or is it all rubbish?  
Stubbing out his cigarette in the overflowing ashtray, John resolved to get an answer.  Pulling on his worn leather jacket, he withdrew a single key from his right hand pocket, and, opening the door to the room, inserted the key in the outside lock.  As he started closing the door behind him, he stopped suddenly and went back into the room.  Crouching on his hands and knees, he felt for something underneath his bunk, and, having found it, slid the black shaving kit toward him.  Once unzipped, he rooted around inside the bag and withdrew the gold scarab.  Zipping the bag, he stood and kicked it back underneath the bed as he shoved the talisman into the front pocket of his blue jeans.  

That done, he exited the room, slamming the door shut and securing it from the other side.  As his scuffed and worn black cowboy boots pounded up the stairs toward the exit of the cinema, John mentally rehearsed all the questions he wanted to ask Phleiss.  One question in particular concerned him, especially now that he suspected exactly what Phleiss meant when he spoke of the value of the reward equaling the value of the tribute.  It was something Phleiss said as John left him that day – almost as if in warning….

“Remember this one thing, my young friend, once you use the scarab, it is yours for life – there is no going back.”

Recalling those words now, John felt a shiver run down his spine.
