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FOREWORD


KIM NEWMAN


THE FIRST H. P. LOVECRAFT WORK THAT CAUGHT MY IMAGINATION was the nonfiction essay “Supernatural Horror in Literature.” I must have skimmed some of the substantial text, since I got through it in an hour or two. Some details of that reading I can recall perfectly after forty years, but others are vague. I must have been eleven or twelve, and already interested in horror—a late-night screening of the 1931 Dracula on television maybe a few months earlier had struck me like lightning and set me on the path to so many of my adolescent and adult interests—but my reading in the field hadn’t gone much beyond Stoker, Shelley, Poe, and Stevenson. My family was visiting with friends for an afternoon and at their house I came across a late 1960s paperback Lovecraft collection which included the essay. In my mind it was The Tomb, with psychedelic lettering over a skull-and-glass-eye photo … but I’ve just dug out my old Lovecraft Panther paperbacks, a few editions later than that one, and find the default UK arrangement of the complete works—five story collections and The Case of Charles Dexter Ward—puts the essay in Dagon and Other Macabre Tales.


I can picture the room in which I read, not well-lit (were there no windows or was the light overcast?), and I think I could say which of my parents’ friends owned the book. In those days, everyone’s house had an odd selection of paperbacks, which might or might not reflect the tastes of who lived there or might have been a casual railway bookstall purchase or a discard from some guest. I assume, or maybe I’m projecting, I sampled some of the stories first … “Dagon” is only seven pages long and at the front of the book, and I believe the first Lovecraft I fully read was the atypical “The Temple.” Now, the arrogant Hun submarine commander who narrates strikes me as a crude cliché—a rare case of Lovecraft trying to create a character outside his own experience—but on first reading, I was impressed by the use of an unsympathetic lead and the genre mix of World War I combat and horror. The stories weren’t yet to my taste—a few years later, I fell on them again, collecting the whole set of Panther books, and Lovecraft was pretty much my favourite writer at age fourteen—but that long essay, with its tantalising array of titles and writers I knew and those which were new to me, caught my attention. I’ll forever think of my parents’ friends’ home—and I can’t even remember which Somerset town or village it was in—as the House With the Book With the Essay.


Forty years on from that reading and ninetyish years on from its composition, “Supernatural Horror in Literature” is still a solid account of the history of the field. Like Carlos Clarens’s An Illustrated History of the Horror Film—which I must have read at about the same time—its strength is that it turns something that could be a list of titles and thumbnail opinions into a narrative, a story of the evolution of a form that was still changing as its history was being written. Clarens, however, did not make horror films, and so he has an outsider’s distance … the great absence in Lovecraft’s essay, which considers some of his contemporaries, is Lovecraft himself, and yet he is there throughout, highlighting the works which informed his own sensibilities and influenced his own fiction, even playing down some strands of the genre he wasn’t much interested in pursuing. Looking at my own copy of Dagon, a slightly later edition than the one I remember reading, I see I went through the essay and underlined the titles of the novels and stories I had read … a barbarous practice I had abandoned by the time I got to Richard Marsh’s The Beetle. I did the same thing with the filmographies in Clarens and the few other books about genre movies I owned in the 1970s.


Obviously, those Panther Lovecraft collections did well, because they followed up by publishing other Arkham House titles and authors, often dividing the contents of thick hardbacks into several slim paperbacks, including Lovecraft’s “collaborations” and the Lovecraft-influenced or -influencing works of August Derleth, Robert Bloch, Frank Belknap Long, Arthur Machen, and Colin Wilson in editions with covers in the styles of the Ian Miller or Bruce Pennington illustrations used on the Lovecraft books. Panther didn’t get as far as Robert W. Chambers or E. H. Visiak, but they put out a lot of Clark Ashton Smith, which might now seem heady fare (or, in counterculture terms, fare for heads) but was popular reading at my school circa 1975, when contemporary horror didn’t run much past Dennis Wheatley and The Pan Book of Horror Stories.


Among other things, “Supernatural Horror in Literature” is a list of Lovecraft’s sources—he followed the advice of only writing what you know, and wrote from what he knew and loved best: books. Others have tried to systematise his cosmic vision into a mythos, but it was more inclusive and contradictory and strange than any belief system, it was more like a constantly expanding universe that could take in, absorb, replicate, and repurpose any text or story or character who came to mind. At the Mountains of Madness, the Lovecraft story that towers over this collection, is—as S. T. Joshi points out in his introduction—built upon sources momentous and trivial, drawing on much background reading, even as it engages with the still-thorny later stages of Edgar Allan Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. If Lovecraft had chosen to explore the Arctic rather than the Antarctic wastes, he could have entered into a dialogue with Frankenstein instead, but Poe is horror’s sphinx of the South.


The upshot of this approach is that Lovecraft knew he was grist to the mill. He encouraged his friends to draw upon him as he drew upon them, and on earlier authors—though some did so more warily than others. For him, this was a game—amid the horrors, it’s easy to miss how playful Lovecraft was, in a way that only M. R. James really serves as a precedent for—but it was also serious. The game goes on, and all these years later, we’re still writing “Lovecraftian” or “Cthulhu Mythos” stories, even in sub-categories that relate to specific texts like “The Shadow over Innsmouth” or At the Mountains of Madness, in the spirit of homage, debate, critique, memorial, or philosophical enquiry. Lovecraft might well have baulked at particular stories—he was a critic of firm opinions, but tactful about the venues in which he expressed them—but would surely have approved of the ongoing enterprise.


He wrote himself into the story of “Supernatural Horror in Literature,” leaving marks on the labyrinth walls as Verne’s Arne Saknussemm did on the way to the centre of the Earth. Now, we must follow his signs to our own revelations …


Islington, December 2013


INTRODUCTION


S. T. JOSHI


H. P. LOVECRAFT WAS ONE OF THE MOST WELL-READ WRITERS IN the history of weird fiction. His exhaustive treatise, “Supernatural Horror in Literature” (1927), covers the entire realm of supernatural fiction, from antiquity to his own day, in a compact 30,000 words; and his letters are full of discussions of other weird works that he devoured. He owned a complete file of Weird Tales, read substantial portions of other pulp magazines such as the Argosy, the All-Story, and Popular Magazine, and even sampled some of the early science fiction magazines, notably Amazing Stories and Astounding Stories.


Much of this reading worked its way directly or indirectly into his fiction. This is not to say that Lovecraft was in any sense unoriginal; he always transformed what he borrowed, and he recognized that many artists drew upon the heritage of their field to infuse their work with vividness and piquancy. For Lovecraft, such writers as Edgar Allan Poe, Lord Dunsany, Arthur Machen, and Algernon Blackwood were the pinnacles of weird fiction before and during his own day, and he found constant inspiration in their variegated writings.


But it was from some lesser authors that he picked up some intriguing elements in some of his most celebrated tales. At the Mountains of Madness, written in 1931, was no exception. We have traced its ultimate genesis all the way back to at least 1900, when Lovecraft first seemed to become interested in the Antarctic; but he had read fictional accounts of the frozen waste even earlier.


Lovecraft admitted to being enthralled with W. Clark Russell’s The Frozen Pirate (1887): “I read it in extreme youth—when 8 or 9—& was utterly fascinated by it … writing several yarns of my own under its influence.” The Frozen Pirate is a wild, improbable story of a man, Paul Rodney, who comes upon a ship in the ice floes near Antarctica whose crew are all frozen; one becomes unfrozen by the heat of a campfire lit by Rodney and discovers that forty-eight years have passed. At some point, and for no apparent reason, he ages forty-eight years in a few days and dies. This may be the root of the conception of the unfreezing of the Old Ones after they are brought out of a cave in the Antarctic and experimented upon by the members of Professor Lake’s sub-expedition.


It was around this time, or even earlier, that Lovecraft came upon a much more celebrated account of the Antarctic—Edgar Allan Poe’s The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1837–38). Lovecraft’s ecstatic discovery of Poe in 1898, at the age of eight, turned his world upside down. Previously, he had come upon weird fiction in the form of Grimm’s fairy tales and Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner, an edition of which (containing the spectacular illustrations of Gustave Doré) he had stumbled upon at the age of six. He had also discovered classical mythology in the form of Bulfinch’s Age of Fable (1855). But the discovery of Poe changed all that: “Then I struck EDGAR ALLAN POE!! It was my downfall, and at the age of eight I saw the blue firmament of Argos and Sicily darkened by the miasmal exhalations of the tomb!”


Arthur Gordon Pym is, of course, not entirely set in the Antarctic, but its concluding portions depict his protagonists drifting down in a ship to the vicinity of the Antarctic continent; and it is there that they encounter the celebrated cry, “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!,” which becomes, in At the Mountains of Madness, the high-pitched ululation of both the Old Ones and their erstwhile servants, the shoggoths. In Poe’s novel, the cry is first uttered by a group of “savages … with the strangest expressions of mingled horror, rage, and intense curiosity depicted on their countenances,” and later by “many gigantic and pallidly white birds.” Poe scholars have been puzzled as to the origin and significance of this utterance; it was presumably fabricated by Poe to enhance the general weirdness of the situation, and Lovecraft seems to have adopted it for a similar purpose.


And yet, the influence of Arthur Gordon Pym on At the Mountains of Madness has frequently been exaggerated. It has even been claimed that Lovecraft’s tale is a “sequel” to Poe’s; but of course there are only the slightest connections between the two works. Jules Verne did indeed write a direct sequel to Pym, a novella called “The Sphinx of the Ice-Fields” (1897). Lovecraft’s tale, for all that it mentions Poe and Pym on several occasions, is a much more remote follow-up. Jules Zanger has rightly stated that At the Mountains of Madness “is, of course, no completion [of Pym] at all: it might be better described as a parallel text, the two tales coexisting in a shared context of allusion.”


Lovecraft owned some other fictional treatments of Antarctica, among them Frank Cowan’s Revi-Lona (1879), James De Mille’s A Strange Manuscript Found in a Copper Cylinder (1888), and Frank Mackenzie Savile’s Beyond the Great South Wall: The Secret of the Antarctic (1899). He probably read these at a fairly early age also. De Mille’s novel tells the story of one Adam More, who in the year 1843 was shipwrecked in the South Pacific and managed to reach a land mass that he believes is Antarctica, although it is a land of lush and almost tropical vegetation. At one point it is stated: “The observations of Ross and of More show us that there is a chain of mountains of immense height, which seem to encircle the pole.” This sentence would surely have piqued Lovecraft’s curiosity, although possibly he already knew of that immense chain of mountains from the reports of James Clark Ross himself.


But it may have been a much more contemporary work that actually triggered the writing of At the Mountains of Madness. The lead story in the November 1930 issue of Weird Tales was a poorly written and unimaginative tale by Katharine Metcalf Roof, “A Million Years After,” that dealt with the hatching of ancient dinosaur eggs. Lovecraft fumed when he saw this tale, not only because it won the cover design but because he had been badgering Frank Belknap Long to write a story on this idea for years; Long had held off because he felt that H. G. Wells’s “Æpyornis Island” had anticipated the idea. In mid-October 1930, Lovecraft wrote of the Roof tale:


Rotten—cheap—puerile—yet winning prime distinction because of the subject matter. Now didn’t Grandpa tell a bright young man just eight years ago this month to write a story like that? … Fie, Sir! Somebody else wasn’t so afraid of the subject—and now a wretched mess of hash, just on the strength of its theme, gets the place of honour that Young Genoa might have had! … Why, damn it, boy, I’ve half a mind to write an egg story myself right now—though I fancy my primal ovoid would hatch out something infinitely more palaeogean and unrecognisable than the relatively commonplace dinosaur.


Sure enough, Lovecraft seems to have done just that. But he may have felt that the actual use of a dinosaur egg was itself ruled out, so that the only other solution would be the freezing of alien bodies in the Arctic or Antarctic regions.


A final influence on At the Mountains of Madness is not literary but artistic. In the spring of 1930, while visiting Frank Long in New York, Lovecraft went to the newly opened Nicholas Roerich Museum, then located at 103rd Street and Riverside Drive (now at 317 West 107th Street). Roerich (1874–1947) was a Russian painter who had spent several years in Tibet and become a Buddhist. His paintings of the Himalayas are spectacularly cosmic both in their suggestions of the vast bulk of the mountains and in the vivid and distinctive colors used. His work seems largely unrelated to any of the Western art movements of the period, and its closest analogue is perhaps to Russian folk art. Lovecraft, who went with Long to the museum, was transported: “Neither Belknap nor I had ever been in it before; & when we did see the outré & esoteric nature of its contents, we went virtually wild over the imaginative vistas presented. Surely Roerich is one of those rare fantastic souls who have glimpsed the grotesque, terrible secrets outside space & beyond time, & who have retained some ability to hint at the marvels they have seen.” Roerich was perhaps not a consciously fantastic artist, but in Lovecraft’s mind he took his place with Goya, Gustave Doré, Aubrey Beardsley, S. H. Sime, John Martin (the Romantic painter and illustrator), and Clark Ashton Smith in the gallery of weird art. Roerich is mentioned a total of six times throughout the course of At the Mountains of Madness, as if Lovecraft is going out of his way to signal the influence.


Lovecraft’s Antarctic novella has inspired a legion of writers in the horror, fantasy, and science fiction fields, to say nothing of such films as John Carpenter’s The Thing (1982) and Ridley Scott’s Prometheus (2012). (Carpenter’s 1995 film In the Mouth of Madness is not directly influenced by At the Mountains of Madness, although there is a definite Lovecraft influence there.) Other Lovecraft conceptions—ranging from the ghouls in “Pickman’s Model” to the toad-god Tsathoggua, first created by Clark Ashton Smith but appropriated by Lovecraft in several late tales—have served as the springboard for other tales in this volume. If there is a dominant theme in this volume and its predecessor, it is that of alien incursion—the notion that “we are not alone in the universe.” But those other entities who share this vast cosmos with a fragile and fleeting race of Homo sapiens are often more baleful than benevolent, and their chance encounters with our species are productive of some of the most clutching terror we can envision. Lovecraft and his successors have drawn deeply upon our mingled fear and fascination with the unknown in the wide-ranging narratives before you.


20,000 YEARS UNDER THE SEA


KEVIN J. ANDERSON


HE DREAMED OF TENTACLES AGAIN.


The battered Nautilus cruised listlessly through uncharted waters, its engine struggling, pumps and pistons wheezing like an injured man trying to catch his breath. The hull seams showed the strain of the recent battle, and some rivets leaked water, preventing the armored sub-marine boat from diving deep.


But the dreams of her captain were darker and more restless than the seas around them.


In his stateroom, Nemo’s bunk was padded with fine cushions, and he tossed under silken sheets that were fit for a caliph—stolen from the corrupt caliph, as was the Nautilus and everything else.


In the nightmare, he fought alongside his loyal crewmen against the slimy, thrashing tentacles. Though Nemo’s true war was against evil men and their unquenchable thirst for slaughter, the giant squid was a mindless beast of nature. The squid had tried to crush the armored hull in its suckered embrace, and Nemo and his men fought it with cutlasses, harpoons, and daggers, covering the deck with foul-smelling slime and a gushing of black ink like a shadow made out of acid. A well-placed harpoon blinded the monster’s eye and penetrated its rudimentary brain, then the wounded creature released its death grip, slipping away from the sub-marine boat and into the sea, taking four crewmen with it.


Captain Nemo and his surviving sailors tended their injuries. The men already had many scars from years of engineering slavery at Caliph Robur’s prison camp of Rurapente. After escaping in fire and blood, Nemo had declared his own war on war; Nature, however, didn’t care about their battle or their pain—the giant squid proved that.


Nemo would not be deterred by storms or by attacking monsters. He tried to rest while Mr. Harding and his engineers repaired the motors. Others caulked and welded hull breaches, reinforcing the seams on the wounded vessel. The navigator steered through the night, looking for some sheltered place where they could put in and complete repairs.


Exhausted and sore, Nemo tried to rest, if only for a few hours, but nightmares of that soulless tentacled creature granted him no peace. Even in sleep, Captain Nemo continued his battle….


Thus it was a relief when Mr. Harding tapped on his cabin door. “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but we found an island. Looks uninhabited.”


Nemo climbed from his bunk, disentangling himself from the silken sheets that reminded him too much of tentacles. “I’m on my way.”


* * *


Nemo was amazed his navigator had been able to find this bleak and rugged island. With its crescent-shaped cove bounded by black walls that plunged down to the waterline, it reminded Nemo of a claw.


When they encountered the giant squid, the Nautilus had been stalking naval battleships in the southern seas, eager to eliminate the bloodthirsty soldiers before they could prey upon innocents. Nemo left any merchant vessel unmolested, but French, British, or Spanish warships were sunk to the bottom of the sea. No mercy. The sailors aboard would have shown no mercy to those they preyed upon: innocent women and children who became pawns in political power plays, like Nemo’s own wife and son, like the families of the other engineering prisoners from Rurapente.


Because the seas were so rough south of Terra del Fuego, few sailing vessels wandered far afield for the pleasure of exploring. Now, damaged and limping along, the Nautilus had blundered upon a bleak no-man’s land not far from the untouched shores of the Antarctic continent. This isolated, never-inhabited island was surrounded by mist and freezing drizzle.


The sun was only a pale, gray fuzz swathed in mist when Nemo emerged from the hatch with Mr. Harding and engineers named Louart and Fallon. He inspected the glistening hull for traces of slime or pools of blood, but the spray of rough waters had washed the Nautilus clean.


Nemo inhaled the salty, mist-laden air, but there was a sour, rotten taint to it. Louart asked, “What’s that smell, Captain?”


“This is a sheltered cove,” Harding suggested. “Maybe a school of fish …”


Fallon said, “I remember each year when the alewives would die off and wash ashore. Made the whole port stink.”


Nemo did see numerous fish floating belly up on the surface of the cove. “But these are all different species. They wouldn’t have died off at once.”


Harding got down to business. “No matter, Captain. We’re here to make repairs and be on our way.”


Nemo gazed up at the sheer cliffs. Seabirds wheeled about, not the usual gulls but black ones that looked like bats. As they hunted in the shadowy mist, their screeches were haunting.


In some trick of the warming dawn, the mist thinned, and hazy light dappled the surrounding cliffs and the mountains inland. Nemo saw more than just boulders and outcroppings: the cliffs were scattered with blocky geometrical shapes, graceful pillars, magnificent but crumbling towers. Even from this distance, with details blurred by fog, the structures looked unspeakably ancient.


“They’re ruins, Cap’n!” Fallon cried.


Nemo frowned. “We’re off the coast of Antarctica. No civilization ever existed this far south. Even the savages in Terra del Fuego have nothing more than huts.”


Louart pointed toward the mysterious city inland. “And yet, Monsieur Capitan—they exist.”


Nemo turned to his second-in-command. “Mr. Harding, I’ll let you continue the repairs. I intend to see that city.”


Harding never argued. “Suit yourself, Captain. We have plenty of work to do.” His bearded face was smeared with grease and his hands were dirty. “I spent hours in the engine room. We’ll have to take the motors apart, replace one of the screws. That squid did us a lot of harm.”


“Can you fix it?” Nemo asked.


The other man raised his eyebrows. “Of course, we can fix it—we built the boat in the first place. It’s just a matter of time.”


“Time to explore, then.”


Joined by five companions, Nemo took a boat to shore, searching for a safe landing spot against the cliffs. At last, they encountered a cleverly hidden road cut at an angle down the rock, all but invisible except when approached face-on. The wide path was paved with moss-slick flagstones cut from black obsidian. The carved steps were at the wrong height for human legs.


Inland, the strange, bleak island was littered with ruins, white stone structures with trapezoidal doorways that were too low and too wide for an average person. The streets spread out in unsettling angles, and the walls were constructed with a disorienting obliqueness that made Nemo feel as if he were falling when he faced them.


Temples or observatories crowned outcroppings, and huge columns rose high, but many were broken, strewn about like the bones of prehistoric animals. Boulevards led across a high plateau and then plunged over a cliff edge. Rounded arenas had once hosted some kind of unknown sport or spectacle.


On the lintels of collapsed buildings and an altar of what must have been a temple of worship, or sacrifice, Nemo saw a repeated dot pattern that seemed familiar to him, but he couldn’t place it.


Standing tall, dark stone obelisks were covered with strange glyphs unlike any alphabet Nemo had ever seen—a mixture of runes, hieroglyphics, and squiggles. He had learned many languages in his life, and after years of oppression at Rurapente, he was fluent in reading and writing Arabic. His engineers understood the language of mathematics. The language of the ancient engravings seemed an amalgam of all those things.


Even in the gray cold mist Nemo smelled brimstone, and a pall of old smoke seemed hung in the air. These ruins reminded him far too much of Rurapente….


He had been selectively captured in the Crimean War along with other scientists, engineers, and visionaries. The evil Caliph Robur forced them to work in his isolated prison. As the ambitious French engineer de Lesseps carved a channel across the Suez Isthmus that would connect the Mediterranean to the Red Sea, the caliph had commanded Nemo and his fellow workers to build him a warship unlike any the world had seen: an armored vessel to prey upon trade ships that came through the new Suez Canal. He could become the world’s most accomplished pirate, the greatest leader, the master of the world.


For years Nemo and his comrades had toiled in slavery. They were rewarded with wives whom they learned to love, even families that gave them a spark of solace in their captivity. Caliph Robur had made the Nautilus his fortress, until Nemo and his men overthrew and assassinated him during a test voyage, stole the armored sub-marine boat, raced to Rurapente to save their families. But they were too late. The caliph’s political rivals had already marched upon the secret base and slaughtered everyone….


Nemo could never burn away the images of his return to Rurapente. The foundations of buildings stood like blackened stumps of teeth. The smelting refineries had been caved in, windows smashed, bricks crumbled. The living quarters had been burned to ash and slag. Everything … destroyed.


The oppressive silence had been broken only by a faint whistle of wind. As he stood there, Nemo had thought he heard the shouts of raiders, the crackle of flames, the clang of scimitars against makeshift weapons, or against soft flesh, hard bone. Screams of pain and pleas for mercy from the desperate slaves, the women, the children—everyone who had endured life at Rurapente. All dead.


And was this place any different?


He and his companions found weathered statues hewn from lava rock, details blurred by time and something more. Together, two crewmen pried loose a stone figure that had toppled face-first into the crumbling gravel and frozen mud. When they lifted it up, Nemo saw not the figure of any man, but a creature with a face that was a hideous mass of tentacles, and eyes that even in the pitted and eroded stone looked as empty and unimaginable as the universe.


Louart paled and made the sign of the Cross, though he had not previously demonstrated any penchant for religion. “It must be one of their gods,” said Fallon.


“Or one of their demons,” Nemo said.


They continued to explore, studying friezes that depicted the daily life of a civilization inconceivable even to the most fevered opium dream, populated by barrel-like creatures with starfish heads. None of the men spoke, uneasy, awed, and intimidated.


The sour smell of rot was more pronounced as he led the way to the steep path down to the cove. The sun ducked behind the mist again, and gray shrouds thickened around them.


Mr. Harding was on the upper deck of the Nautilus waiting for the captain. “Those are ruins even greater than the city of Pompeii,” Nemo told him.


The gruff second-in-command scratched his bearded chin. “Then you’ll be even more interested in what we found in the cove, Captain. There’s an even larger ancient city submerged under the water.” His lips quirked in a small smile, “And this one’s intact.”


When the Nautilus had fought its way to the shelter of the natural harbor at night, no one had been looking deep below. As Nemo peered into the deep cove, he could see the shimmering fever-dream architecture of the sunken city. “That city down there has waited a long time for us. It might have been submerged for twenty thousand years or more.”


“I don’t intend on staying here anywhere near that long, Captain,” Harding said. “We’ll get to work.”


Nemo picked Louart and three other men to don exploration suits and join him. The Rurapente engineers had designed the suits for Caliph Robur, after he lied that he wanted to explore the bottom of the sea; in truth, Robur had needed those suits so his underwater army could augur holes in the hulls of helpless ships.


Nemo gathered the waterproof leather suit, the weights, the buckles, the helmet, and the wrappings that sealed all the seams. As he and his team fastened their helmets and attached the breathing hoses to tanks so they could inhale the stale compressed air, he thought again of his war against war.


The Nautilus could have been an unprecedented means of exploration, a boon for science. Before being captured in the Crimea, Nemo had seen much of the world, dared many adventures, but thanks to the smoke and the misery of Rurapente his spirit of curiosity had been snuffed out like a bright ember under a boot-heel. Now, though, this ancient and mysterious underwater city intrigued him.


He sank slowly and gracefully toward the bottom. The pressure of the water closed around him like a squeezing fist, but the reinforced suit protected him. His weights pulled him down until the Nautilus was only a strange angular shape that eclipsed the rippling daylight. The other men spread out as they drifted down and landed with slow gracefulness. Together, they turned on their galvanic lights, shining yellow into the gloom.


The buildings of the sunken city were similar to the ruins up above, but here they were better preserved. The walls stood upright and arches gracefully framed entryways into ominous temples.


Taking the lead, Nemo walked with his armored boots on the silty floor, sending up puffs of murk to expose broad flat flagstones. They passed titanic façades, statues, obelisks covered with markings, friezes that depicted the creatures with the barrel-bodies and starfish heads, and another species that were formless conglomerations of bubbles or masses of pseudopods that seemed to be servants or guardians to the starfish-headed creatures. And more images of the tentacle-faced creature from the toppled statue. The arches and rune-encrusted pillars again bore that familiar dot pattern. Perhaps it was something from a book Caliph Robur kept inside the Nautilus library.


They spread out to explore, and their galvanic lights bobbed along. The sunken metropolis carried a weight of ancientness, a weariness of years that extended far beyond the twenty thousand years he had suggested. Perhaps these buildings had been erected long before humans had ever populated this planet.


A golden glow flared and then died down, but the suit made Nemo sluggish, and the hazy glow had faded by the time he turned. He felt a chill. He had encountered many predators under the sea, had fought off sharks and a giant squid, but this fear was different and inexplicable.


Louart approached him, signaling with a gloved hand. The two men pressed their face plates together so that when Louart’s voice echoed through the thick glass. “Notice, mon Capitan. No coral, no seaweed, no rubble.”


Nemo indicated a cluster of perfectly placed sea anemones and a large fan of corral, but Louart shook his head inside the helmet. They touched panes of glass again. “Those are intentional—decorations. Something is tending this city.”


Nemo realized the other man was right. Always when he ventured to the sea bottom, the marine flora was scattered and lush: sponges, shellfish, anchored kelp, and waving fronds of seaweed. Here, though, the cove appeared sterile. He realized that he hadn’t seen any fish.


The group spread out again, wary. Nemo shone his light around, found a line of imposing arches that seemed to guide him on. He walked under the first span, and the second, until he saw a domed and thick-walled structure ahead, sealed and armored like a bunker … or a crypt.


Nemo felt drawn to it, as if compelled. The vault door was barricaded with a complex stone mechanism … clean, smooth stone. Any normal ruins would have been encrusted with marine growth and cemented shut by coral, but the lines here were razor-sharp and clear of debris.


He shone the yellow galvanic beam to illuminate the door. It was covered by a stylized bas-relief that showed a creature with the smooth dome of a skull and baleful red eyes that glowed with inset phosphorescent jewels. The lower half of the creature’s face was covered with twisting, curling tentacles.


Though the thing was frightening, Nemo felt a tantalizing tug on his heart that ignited his anger. This thing with the tentacled face symbolized Nemo’s own hatred toward those who wrought violence, and it seemed to possess a power to eradicate war. This was something far more deadly than the Nautilus, if only he would set it free….


With great difficulty, he pulled himself away and withdrew beneath the looming arches. He could hear his breathing in the helmet, and his heart was pounding like drums. He looked around for his companions.


One figure, Louart, stood close to a tall, ethereal spire of rock carved into delicately balanced segments. The man studied the carvings, then pulled himself to a higher section to see.


Although the sunken ruins were perfectly preserved, they were still fragile with unspeakable age. As Louart placed weight against the joints, the segmented spire wobbled and bent. He pushed himself backward and out of the way as the stone sections collapsed.


The galvanic lights flashed in random directions as the other men backed away from the tumbling stone. Suddenly, the golden glow appeared at the edge of Nemo’s vision, brightening and rushing forward. He caught only a glimpse out of the curved helmet.


A swarm of light and bubbles erupted along the corridors of the ancient city. It was a mass of living spheres, like gelatinous blind eyes clumped into a sentient form. All the spheres turned forward, as if targeting the intruder who had knocked down the spire.


Louart saw the thing coming and flailed away. The bubble mass moved so swiftly that it reached the man before the last spire block had tumbled to the ocean floor. The shapeless amoeboid swarmed over Louart. He fought with his arms and legs, but the bubble creature surrounded him and squeezed.


Nemo and his companions hurried to Louart’s defense, but they were too slow underwater. The ocean was so incredibly silent. Nemo and one other man had spears; the others carried scimitars. The bubble thing continued to contract around its victim, and a sudden splash of red exploded in Louart’s helmet, filming the faceplate.


Nemo hurled his harpoon, and it glided through the water, sizzling into the amoeboid thing, puncturing several of the spheres before it disappeared into the mass. But the formless creature rearranged itself, extending pseudopods in other directions. By now Louart was surely dead, perhaps even half digested. The other crewman threw his spear, to no effect.


The bubble thing squirmed along and retreated among the empty buildings of the sunken city. Nemo knew that it could have killed the rest of them, but the creature had retaliated only against the one man who had caused damage.


The other men were panicked, and Nemo pointed upward. His four comrades tore off their weights and floated upward to the waiting Nautilus.


Nemo remained in the ancient city, warily looking around. He glanced back toward the tantalizing, armored tomb that he hadn’t had the nerve to explore, then he, too, released his weight belt and swam up to daylight.


* * *


Even without Louart’s body, the Nautilus crew held a solemn funeral for him. Afterward, Harding came to stand in the doorway of the captain’s quarters. “We’ve lost too many crew already, Captain.”


Nemo sat at his small desk, but did not nod. “We would all be dead if we’d stayed at Rurapente. This way, at least we can keep fighting.”


“Fight against what, Captain? A giant squid? Some primordial monster in an ancient city?”


“The world is not a safe place, Mr. Harding, and there are other kinds of wars besides the one we chose. We can either give up, or we can continue our fight. This is a setback, but it is not a defeat.”


Nemo stared at the books on the shelves, ancient Arabic tomes that Caliph Robur had considered essential—military strategy reports and treatises about the use of bladed weapons, instructional manuals on methods of torture (some of which masqueraded as medical texts). But he thought he remembered seeing something….


“When will the repairs be completed?”


His second-in-command stood in cold silence for a moment before answering, “Tomorrow, sir.”


“Then let me read tonight.”


After hours of paging through documents, he found the volume that contained the familiar dot pattern he’d seen on so many of the ruins. It was a thick handwritten book bound in a curious pale leather. The text inside had been penned in a dark brown ink; all the words were scribed in a trembling hand, as if the author were afraid to put into words the nightmarish thoughts that consumed his brain. Necronomicon.


After years as the caliph’s prisoner, Nemo was fluent in Arabic, but this writing seemed to be an odd archaic dialect, written by a man named Abdul al-Hazred. Pages and pages of speculations seemed utter gibberish, something concocted in the hashish houses of Cairo or scrawled by a man dying from a madness plague.


According to the mad Arab, the dot pattern was a sign of the Old Ones, creatures from beyond time and space that had settled Earth soon after its formation, long before any natural life had emerged from the ooze. He saw drawings of the starfish-headed things depicted in statues in both the above-ground ruins and the sunken city. The Necronomicon’s ravings told how the Old Ones had found a way to traverse the airless chasms of open space, how they had created and enslaved a race of shapeless sentient clusters of protoplasm called shoggoths that were their servants, their guardians, their caretakers.


The preposterous imagined history laid out a march of epochal events, how a race of tentacle-faced beings—immense and powerful strangers from beyond the stars—had engaged in a great war against the Old Ones, nearly wiping them out, but the shoggoths and the Old Ones fought back, defeating the octopoid creatures, at least for a time. And the Old Ones had retreated into their cities beneath the sea.


Nemo thought the ruined city on this mysterious island might have been one of those ancient and impressive dwellings of the Old Ones. And the shapeless bubble thing that had attacked Louart—was that a shoggoth?


The bas-relief carved in the doorway of the armored crypt was much like the octopoid race. The Necronomicon named the beings in a word written in blocky letters, as if al-Hazred had dared himself to write the word: CTHULHU.


He closed the book. Rationally speaking, Nemo didn’t believe any of it. And yet in a primitive and easily frightened corner of his mind, he thought he knew the answers.


Mr. Harding delivered the welcome news that repairs were nearly completed and the Nautilus could be under way by nightfall. The crew let out a ragged cheer. After the death of Louart, the oppressive anxiety that hung over the abandoned island and the ruined city had begun to seep into their psyche like mildew in a dank tomb.


Nemo, however, heard the report from his second-in-command as if it were distant background noise. He wasn’t yet finished with this ancient sunken city. The tales from the Necronomicon had inflamed his imagination, caught hold of him like an incurable fever.


If he had read the ravings of the mad Arab in the camp of Rurapente, he would have discounted it all, but after what he had seen, not just the statues and Cyclopean buildings, but the appearance of the murderous—protective?—shoggoth that had killed Louart, he knew it had to be real. And that thing sealed in the armored tomb pulled on him like the inescapable current of the fabled maelstrom off the coast of Norway.


“I’m going back down there, Mr. Harding.” He raised his voice and glanced at his crewmen at their stations on the bridge. “I’d like three volunteers to accompany me—but I won’t require it.” He didn’t speak further, because he didn’t want to be challenged to explain what he was doing or why.


Harding looked skeptical, but he held his tongue. The crew were terrified, knowing what had happened to their comrade, but they were Nemo’s men and they would do anything for him. In the end, he had more volunteers than he needed.


As he suited up, Nemo felt preoccupied, his thoughts focused on what he knew was down there. In his life he had fought pirates, been shipwrecked, crossed Africa in a balloon, fought in the Crimean War, and suffered years of imprisonment under a murderous caliph who wanted to be the master of the world. But he doubted he would ever face anything as nerve-wracking as this. His obsession went beyond fear.


In their weighted underwater suits, the four explorers plunged to the bottom of the cove, shining their galvanic lanterns into the murk. They were all more wary now, seeing movement in every shadow, alert for the golden glow of the lurking shoggoth. The men each carried a spear in one hand and a cutlass in the other, although the previous day’s encounter had shown that such primitive defenses were ineffective against the shoggoth.


This time, Nemo was pulled by an invisible force, like a questing tongue drawn to a broken tooth. He felt a call of that other being whose very image and name exuded awe. Cthulhu. The crypt seemed to contain more power than Nemo would need to win his war against war.


The four galvanic beams shone out, illuminating the arches that led to the squat armored building. The circular walls were like low battlements surrounding the sealed temple—or was it a tomb?—of an elder god.


The other men spread out, holding their spears and cutlasses, on guard for the swarming mass of one of the Old Ones’ guardians. But Nemo faced the graven image of the cosmic creature. This being was different from the builders of the ancient sunken city; it might have caused the destruction of the starfish-headed Old Ones. But if so, why would they build a temple to it here? Why honor Cthulhu with such an impressive and elaborate tomb?


He ran his gloved hands along the complex locking mechanism that sealed the crypt door. The stone components were carefully carved and arranged like a puzzle, a mystic trigger built by minds immeasurably superior to his own.


This mechanism was a problem unlike other engineering challenges he had faced in Rurapente, but his hands had their instincts. He applied his mind to the problem, sliding the components sideways, then down, then back into a different interlocking configuration. Something seemed to be guiding him. He felt the stone door thrum beneath his fingertips, as if an energy inside were building, awakening.


Next to him, the men scrambled backward, and Nemo turned to see if the shoggoth were coming, but his companions were staring at him, at the temple … at the door cracking open. What seeped out was not a golden glow, but the opposite—an emptiness of light, a shadow that sucked at the beams of their galvanic lamps.


The water grew suddenly colder, penetrating even his thick undersea suit. The stone door spread wider, and darkness boiled out, along with an ominous emerging figure—a titanic looming shape that seemed much too large to have been contained within the structure.


A current blew Nemo backward like a howling storm wind as the crypt burst open, and the enormous thing with baleful eyes and facial tentacles emerged. The statues had conveyed only a hint of the overwhelming cosmic presence of what Abdul al-Hazred had named Cthulhu.


Then Nemo realized what he should have known from the start—that this was not a temple or a tomb … but a prison.


One of his men thrashed in a frantic effort to swim away, but the reawakened Cthulhu turned a horrible maddening gaze upon him—and the man’s struggles immediately ceased. He drifted motionless, struck dead by the mere sight.


The galvanic lamps flashed wildly in all directions as the other two fled. Nemo was stunned and tumbling, trying to reorient himself in the water. He slammed into one of the stone walls and held on for balance. Nemo’s mind couldn’t contain the immensity of the emerging Cthulhu, a being that had been locked away for twenty thousand years or more beneath the sea.


What have I unleashed?


The water around him suddenly glowed, frothing golden as if illuminated by an unknown and insane source of light. Through his faceplate, he saw a roiling blob of bubbles, a conglomeration of translucent spheres that might or might not have been eyes—it was the shoggoth returned to continue its attack.


But the formless thing did not pursue Nemo or his companions; instead, it confronted the horrific elder god. The light in the water continued to grow, and another shoggoth streaked in from a separate part of the city. Then a third—and four more!


The Old Ones may have been long extinct in this isolated city, but they had left these shapeless but somehow faithful creatures to maintain their cursed metropolis. The shoggoths did more than just maintain the buildings, arches, and sunken gardens; they were also here to keep the Cthulhu thing imprisoned.


Nemo and his men tried to find shelter behind the enormous façades, unable to do anything but watch. In their scramble away, they had dropped cutlasses and spears. Nemo’s eyes were so blasted that he could barely see details in the glaring light, the masses of bubbles, the thrashing tentacles, and a defiant roar that vibrated through the fabric of the universe.


The shoggoths swept in and surrounded the powerful, unspeakably evil creature that had emerged from its millennial prison. The formless creatures showed no vengeance toward the Nautilus men, but regarded them as utterly beneath notice.


Nemo and his companions tore away their weighted belts and clawed their way upward, rising toward the distant surface while expecting to be struck dead at any moment.


Below, the battle continued with all the fury of an active undersea volcano. The emerging Cthulhu tore shoggoths to pieces, ripping the masses of bubbles, but the spheres reconverged. The shoggoths were many, and they had been placed there for the sole purpose of guarding this monster. In a hurricane of golden light and swirling pseudopods, they drove the Cthulhu thing back, unable to destroy it—how does one kill a godlike being that has existed since before time?—but at least the shoggoths could contain it. They surrounded the ancient monster in a cocoon embrace, and pushed it back toward the tomb chamber.


Nemo finally broke the surface of the water, and he detached his helmet, gasping. The muffled sounds suddenly grew louder; next to him, the men couldn’t stop screaming. Nemo’s own throat was raw, and he knew he must have been screaming as well.


Careless and terrified, they dropped their helmets into the water and climbed the rungs to fight their way aboard the imagined safety of the Nautilus.


Mr. Harding stood watching them, surprised and alarmed. “Engines are ready to go, Captain, but what—”


Below, the supernatural storm continued to unleash explosions of light and inky shadows. “We must depart immediately!” Nemo said. “Now!”


Harding didn’t argue. Seeing the expressions of absolute terror, not just on the other sailors but on their brave captain as well, the sailors moved more swiftly than they ever had in their lives.


When he spoke, Nemo’s voice was torn and hoarse. “Take us away from this island. Far, far away.”


The repaired engines hummed, and the sub-marine boat lumbered forward, picking up speed. Beneath them, the cove’s deep water looked like a storm of lights and fire, inconceivable colors in a simmering battle that Nemo himself may have triggered … but one in which he could do nothing to fight on either side.


“What was down there, Captain?”


“Nothing I could understand, Mr. Harding.”


The second-in-command gave a small nod, then focused on business, intent on more than cosmic monsters, elder gods, or vanished alien cities. “The Nautilus is in prime condition again, Captain. Engines at full power. Hull integrity, ramming blades, and reinforced bulkheads all check out. We can continue our mission.”


Nemo stared ahead through the dragon’s eye portholes. The Nautilus left the mysterious island behind and cut across the water into dark and uncharted seas. His own war against human hatred and bloodshed was an all-consuming struggle, a war so big that he knew it could never be won … still, the battle had to be fought.


Yet, the war he had just discovered between the Old Ones and Cthulhu was so much vaster, so much more ancient, so much more inconceivable that his own puny struggle against the evils of man seemed laughably trivial in comparison.


But it was his struggle, and it was all Nemo had left. “Yes, Mr. Harding, we will continue our war.” He lowered his voice. “Even if it doesn’t matter to the rest of the universe.”


The Nautilus cruised away from the nightmarish island, toward the normal trade routes, continuing the hunt.


TSATHOGGUA’S BREATH


BRIAN STABLEFORD


IT WAS SOMETIMES SAID THE EASTERN SETTLEMENT THAT ERIK THE Red had called Greenland “Greenland” in order to make its sound a more attractive place than “Iceland,” and thus persuade the initial colonists to settle there; but the truth is that when the Norsemen first lived there, in what the Christians called the tenth century, southern Greenland really was green, the slopes of the ice-free land being covered with birch-forest. That birch-forest was vital to the colony, providing the wood used for constructing houses and the ships that traded with Iceland and Vinland, and for fuel that kept the colonists warm in the long, harsh winters.


Alas, the colonists cut down the birch-woods for precisely those reasons, and grazed sheep on the cleared land, thus preventing trees from growing there again. With the trees gone, the wind began to scour away the topsoil, and the fields became parsimonious, and in the end, no-longer-Greenland became uninhabitable. Then the empire of the ice extended its claws again, as it had before. So, at least, we understand it now—but that was not the way the colonists saw it at the time. Erik Thorvaldsson’s children were Christian converts, and by 1100 the Eastern Settlement had twelve churches and a so-called cathedral, but superstition never died out there and was even mysteriously renewed by whispers that circulated when a particularly glacial wind blew from the north, which the superstitious somehow learned to call “Tsathoggua’s Breath.”


No one knew where the Norsemen first heard the name Tsathoggua, although the calculus of probability suggests that they heard it from the Inuit, who began to take up temporary residence on the island themselves in the eleventh century, and whose nomadic lifestyle was far better suited to the climate than that of the Norsemen once the trees had gone. What the Norsemen’s own tales said, however, once they had been subject to a century’s embroidery, was that Greenland had once been part of a continent named Hyperborea, where human life had thrived for thousands of years in a distant age before the ice first came, and that Tsathoggua had been one of their gods—and was hence, in Christian terms, a demon. Tsathoggua, the tales alleged, had been untroubled by the coming of the ice, because one of the forms he most often adopted was that of a monstrous toad, and he had the ability that many amphibians have of vitrifying their flesh and lying dormant for years in frozen ground—except that Tsathoggua, being a god and no mere natural amphibian, could lie dormant for millennia instead of years and could dream as well as breathe within his prison of ice, and reach out with his dreams to touch the hearts and minds of humans.


As Christians, of course, the Greenlanders thought themselves protected against such intrusions—unlike, for instance, the Inuit—but as every priest knows, not all Christians are good Christians, and the best of all sometimes attract particular attentions from the demons that act on Earth with God’s permission, as tempters of the faithful. Tsathoggua, it was said, was not merely a tempter of humankind but a taunter, who, as a presumed prince of Hell, had ghostly imps under his command, named Voormis. Voormis, it was said, had once been a living species driven to extinction by the humans of Hyperborea, and their unquiet specters still yearned for vengeance.


Whenever children went missing in the diocese of Garoar, therefore, the rumor always flew around that the child had not fallen into a crevasse or been seized by a marauding polar bear, but had been spirited away by a spectral Voormi and taken to Tsathoggua’s icy nest in the utmost depths of the great glacier that tumbled from the central mountains toward the southeastern shore, slowly cascading into the sea between the eastern and western settlements.


Occasionally, when such children disappeared, mysterious footprints in the snow were found, neither human nor ursine. Such footprints had been followed many times, always leading into mazy ice-caves within the glacier, but all such searches had eventually been abandoned, partly because they were hopeless and partly because the searchers feared that the footsteps were mere lures and the vanished children bait, intended to lead them all to their doom.


The Greenlanders were, however, Norsemen, who had honored their founder, Erik the Red, with a saga to commemorate his name and glorify his deeds, and they fancied themselves the stuff of heroes. It was, therefore, perhaps inevitable that there would one day be found among them a searcher who would not recoil, even if he had to follow the trail all the way to Hell, and do it alone. His name was Magnus Eriksson, although that hardly served to mark him out unduly, since the Greenlanders had a drastic shortage of names, inherited from ancient Norway, and even in 1140, when the Eastern settlement numbered more than 4000 souls, there were a hundred Magnuses and more than a hundred Erikssons, and at least a dozen men who combined the two names.


The Magnus of this story, being a true hero, was not an unduly reckless man. He had berserker blood in him, it is true, but that only made him more respectful of the ancient traditions that predated the Christian conversion of his people, and he knew that a hero is always better equipped for battle when he has knowledge, and perhaps a little magic, on his side. For that reason, when he decided to follow the footprints of the monster that seemed to have carried off a girl-child, not yet two years old, from his village while the winter snow lay deep upon the ground, determined to follow those prints as far as humanly possible, he went to see the village skald.


Any skald of that period would gladly have sworn on the Bible that he was a good Christian, and a mere bard—a singer of songs and sagas and a guardian of tradition—and he would not necessarily have been perjuring himself in doing so; but the superstitious knew that skalds has once been magicians and seers, and that even those who contented themselves with singing still had arcane knowledge contained in the secret recesses of the traditions they guarded. Their neighbors knew, too, that skalds were indefatigably curious men, who often trafficked with the Inuit for more than seal-oil and walrus ivory.


The skald consulted by Magnus Eriksson was named Gudmund. His first impulse was to try to talk Magnus out of his quest.


“The potential reward is not worth the risk,” he said. “I do not say that children are not precious, but consider how many of them perish of disease, or merely from the cold. Of every three that are born, only one eventually grows up to become a sturdy warrior or a fecund child-bearer. The number stolen by demons—if that is really what happens to the ones whose disappearance is never explained—is tiny compared with the number of those who perish naturally and visibly. Is this one really worth risking the life of a fine and virtuous warrior like yourself, who will doubtless sire half a dozen strong children if he is prudent enough to choose a robust wife?”


“Cowards calculate,” Magnus replied. “Brave men act. What can you tell me about these mysterious creatures that leave unhuman footprints in the snow, leading into the ice-caves in the great glacier.”


“Very little, for certain,” Gudmund said, sadly. “Clearly, they have mass, or they could not leave footprints, but equally clearly, they do their work invisibly, for no one has ever seen one carry off a child, as would surely have been inevitable had they been as fully material as you or I. Invisible monsters are notoriously difficult to defeat, even with the aid of such standard fighting tricks as throwing flour over them to mark them out. Our eyes, of course, are limited, and I have met Inuit shamans who claim to be able to make lenses out of the transparent bodies of strange sea-creatures, which allow humans to see the spawn of Tsathoggua, but I believe that the Inuit sometimes make these tales up in order to make fun of us.”


“Do you have such a lens?” asked Magnus Eriksson.


“Indeed. In fact, I have two, and a system of sealskin straps that enables them to be fitted to the head—but I have put them on a dozen times, and have never seen anything untoward. Their only effect is to make me look like a human toad myself.”


“Will you lend me the lenses?” Magnus asked.


“Lend implies that you will be able to return them,” the skald pointed out.


“Will you sell me the lenses, then?” asked Magnus.


Gudmund hesitated, obviously weighing the matter up, but in the end, he said. “You may take them. I’m a skald; it’s my duty as a storyteller not to place obstacles in the way of heroic quests. If you can bring them back, you’ll doubtless have a tale to tell worthy of their hire … and if not, I’ll invent one.”


“Thank you,” said Magnus.


When Gudmund came back with the lenses, fitted into their ingenious sealskin helmet, however, he said: “Two words of warning. To begin with, if, by any remote chance, this contraption does allow you to perceive your invisible monster—and I can offer you no guarantee of that—that will surely not be the only thing you see in Tsathoggua’s lair.”


“And secondly?” Magnus promoted, when the skald hesitated.


“Personally,” Gudmund said, “I have never had any difficulty taking the lenses off—but I have never seen anything through them that I could not see with my naked eyes. The shaman who sold them to me told me that if I were to see something through them that humans ought not to see, it might not be as easy to take them off as it had been to put them on. It was probably bargaining talk, improvised as an enticement, but in passing on the lenses, I’m bound to pass on the warning. I’m a skald, after all.”


Magnus took the lenses and went back to the village church, where the village elders had gathered to discuss the situation. Magnus did not tell them about the lenses, because it did not seem appropriate to mention pagan magic in a church, but he told the elders what he planned to do.


“If I do not return within two days,” he told them, “I shall almost certainly have frozen to death, and the child will undoubtedly be dead too. No one should attempt to search for us. God willing, though, I shall came back with the invisible monster’s severed head, covered in frost to render it visible, and the little girl too.”


The elders were, of course, very pleased with this instruction, which saved them from the possibility of having to justify inevitable but slightly embarrassing decisions, now and in two days’ time.


Magnus selected his most reliable lantern and put a jar of seal-oil in a bag slung over his shoulder, which ought to be enough to refuel its reservoir for at least two days. His sword was neither the longest nor the best-kept in the village, but he was a proud warrior, and its blade ought to be good enough to slay anything mortal, provided that he could deliver a solid thrust. He strapped its sheath to his left-hand side, securing his knife to the right-hand side as a gesture of symmetry. He packed a little salted fish in the shoulder-bag as well and balanced it with a water-skin, even though he did not expect to be away long enough to suffer unduly from hunger pangs.


Then he set out, following the strange footsteps into the ice-cave.


To begin with, the walls of the tunnel through the glacier were smooth, dressed with fresh ice that had only recently refrozen. It reflected the yellow light of his lamp in an even manner, like a pane of glass, without overmuch glitter. As he went deeper into the glacier, however, he soon came into the region of ancient and permanent ice, which was far murkier and far more extensively prey to eerie glints and ominous gleams.


Once, Magnus presumed, there must have been a briny river flowing here, which had hollowed out the tunnel before its source was diverted, just as there were hundreds of similar rivers that still plowed furrows through the shifting glaciers of the east and west alike, but there was no sign of any recent liquid movement. The branchless tunnel might have been empty for a decade or a thousand years; Magnus had no way to tell.


After he had taken fifty or sixty paces into the realm of ancient ice, Magnus took out the lenses that the skald had given him and fitted the helmet to his head. That was not so much because of the glints and gleams in the walls as because he thought he might be able to recover sight of the monster’s footprints—which had, of course, disappeared almost as soon as he had come into the cave, for lack of snow to carry them.


His optimistic hope was unjustified. He could no more see any further signs of the monster’s progress with the aid of the lenses than he could with his naked eyes; nor could he see anything else that he had not been able to see before. He reached up to take them off again, and then shrugged his shoulders.


What harm can they do? he asked himself—and left the helmet on. Oddly enough, even though it was a mere tangle of sealskin thongs, it seemed to give his cheeks and ears some protection against the biting cold.


Magnus had lived with that cold all his life and was now a veteran of more than twenty winters. Like all Norsemen, he prided himself on his ability to withstand cold—although his pride was not so foolish as to prevent him from wearing exceptionally well-tailored furs or extremely well-lined boots. There were, however, degrees of cold, and the cold inside the ancient ice was worse than the cold beneath the stars, even when the wind blew from the north. If the wind were Tsathoggua’s breath, he thought, then the depths of the glacier were Tsathoggua’s bowels, even more intense in their bitterness.


As he walked on, the ice walls became murkier still, and the glints and gleams within began to seem more remote and more peculiar. Sometimes, it was as if silver fish were gliding through the ice, or cephalopods waving tentacles—but he knew that the appearances were mere illusions, to which the lenses added no authority. Perhaps there were living things that could exist in ice, oozing through it in some subtle fashion, but what he saw as he glanced from side to side while following the tunnel was nothing so strange, consisting entirely of tricks of light.


As he went further into the glacier, however, he began to pick up suggestions of other kinds of life, which seemed more reptilian—or, at least, amphibian—than piscine. The strange flashes generated by the play of his lantern and his forward movement became more reminiscent of slithering newts or fluttering tadpoles.


“That’s my imagination,” Magnus said aloud—as if speaking them aloud could add to the words’ conviction.


He reached up again to take off the lenses, but paused again.


“No,” he said, still formulating his thoughts aloud. “In this quest, the imagination is my ally; if the lenses are assisting it, let them. If the time comes for them to show me something real, I’d rather know it immediately than have to hesitate and fumble to put them on.”


And he kept on moving, deeper into the mountain of ice.


The glacier, he knew, never stopped moving. As it moved, it scoured the ground over which it oozed, crushing any relics of nature or human endeavor as it went, leaving no trace behind, although it sometimes picked up curiously formed fragments of stone that might have once been shaped for building. If there ever had been a human civilization here, tens or hundreds of thousands of years ago, in a warm interim before the invasion of the ice, the glaciers would have removed every trace of it by now, wiping the bedrock clean of any polluting artifice. That did not, however, prevent Magnus from wondering, as he looked into the ice surrounding him, whether there might still be relics of some sort wedged into crevices in the underlying rock, which must surely be very close at now.


Indeed, there were a great many shadows visible within the ice, which might have been outcrops of rock, or boulders picked up by the glacier—but the ice was so murky now that they might simply be stains. Either way, they gradually constituted a gathering gloom that robbed the surface ice of all its glister. It still reflected the lantern-light, but in a dull and jaundiced fashion. The walls still seemed to be soaking up a fraction of the light as well as reflecting a fraction, but seemed to be doing so viscously and sullenly.


When Magnus reached out to touch the ice, very gingerly, with his gloved hand, it did not seem slick, and did not moisten the outer sheepskin of the layered glove. Nevertheless, it was ice, not rock; he was sure of that. Even though the gentle downward slope of the tunnel must have brought him close to the surface of the island, he was definitely still moving through ice. In his imagination, he conjured up an ice-filled valley, a cleft in the bedrock leading, if not to Hell, perhaps to some other bizarre and ice-bound underworld.


As he moved forward, the ice seemed to be flowing past him, and the vague dark shapes within it might easily have been mistaken for storm-clouds surging through an electrically charged atmosphere—but they could not turn to rain, let alone spit lightning; any storms whose promise they held were surely impotent. Now, however, he began to catch glimpses—surely imaginary—of trees and flowers as well as amphibians, and vast swamps in which sheets of stagnant water alternated with lush islands.


Again, he reached up to take off the lenses, certain this time that they must be playing tricks with him, and that he could not possibly have imagined such follies with the innocent stare of his own eyes. Again, though, he stayed the gesture.


“What does it matter what else I see, since I was warned that I would,” he said, “so long as I see the monster too. And if my mind is merely playing tricks, then let it, provided that it is honest when the time comes.”


He began to see other creatures in the imaginary swamp: true reptiles, and furry humanoids, and flying creatures gliding through the ice as if through humid air. He was reassured at first, though, when he also made out his own reflection, marching with him to the right and the left, as if there were three of him moving in harmony, with a common purpose.


He looked odd in reflection, to be sure, because the helmet he was wearing, with its two strange lenses covering his eyes, gave the impression that he had monstrous bulging eyes, like those of a toad, but he knew who and what he really was, and knew that he could take the helmet off any time he wished, so that he might look both his other selves in his own blue eyes.


His lamp burned low, and he had to stop in order to fill it; but he was not the kind of man to be so careless as to let a lamp go out while he renewed its fuel, and the yellow light only flickered, making the imaginary creatures within the walls caper and dance.


For a moment, it seemed that the reflection marching to his right broke ranks and acquired the power of independent movement, and even took leave to say to him: “Go back, else we shall perish”—but he knew that it was just the inner voice of caution, to which he had promised to pay no heed.


When he went on, both reflections went within him, falling meekly into step.


There were literal clouds inside the ice-walls now, but they were clouds of dust, not moisture, debris that the glacier had picked up as it moved. What kind of debris, Magnus wondered, and where from? There was no way to tell, for it was mere dust now, whatever its parent forms might have been. Within that material fog, the illusions gradually disappeared: there was no more swamp, no more echoes of living creatures—except for the reflections of his own self, which became more distinct.


He was glad of that for a few moments, but then a new illusion emerged, as some trick of reflection multiplied the other selves who were marching by his side, suggesting that there were no longer only three of him but hundreds—perhaps an infinite number extending as far as the imagination could reach within the realm of dark ice.


This time, it was the image immediately to his left that spoke to him, from the wings of the stage where his soul paraded its inner life.


“This is the truth,” it said, “which we are seeing for the first time, and which few men ever glimpse. Like every man who has ever lived, or ever will, we are an infinite number of potential men, made up of all our hesitations and unmade choices. We are a multitude of images, moving through an ice-bound world like flowing shadows, ordinarily invisible—but now that we have assumed better eyes, in order to see the world as Tsathoggua dreams it, we can know ourselves for what we truly are, which is so much greater than our petty selves of flesh and blood, and so much stranger.”


“Doubtless you are the man that I might have become had I selected to be a skald rather than a warrior,” said Magnus, “but I have berserker blood in me, and when my wrath is roused words melt away, no matter how poetic. The choice of becoming a warrior was right, for me.”


“Words melt, it is true,” the skald-phantom replied, “just as life flows, always reaching the sea of oblivion in the end, to be lost forever. Only in ice can words be caught and held, like life and time itself—and not in the oozing ice of glaciers, but in the deeper ice, hidden in valleys in the bosom of the earth, where everything is forever still. Pay no heed to the voice of prudence; continue on your way, for that way lies the only kind of immortality of which mind is capable: the ultimate imprisonment.”


Magnus looked back then at the nearest of his right-hand selves, expecting to hear an argument—but his right-hand self seemed voiceless now, all but swallowed up by the fog of dust, the all-embracing shadow.


“I have left caution behind,” he said to himself. “Soon, I shall leave the echo of the skald behind as well. Then I shall confront the monster, and slay him, and save the child.”


It seemed that he was right, for he had not taken another dozen steps when the tunnel of ice widened out and became a vast globe of ice, seemingly enclosing a quasi-spherical space that was probably a hundred paces in diameter, if what he could see of its curvature could be reliably extrapolated. It was difficult to be sure of anything beyond the immediate environs of the entrance, because the space was filled with vapor, and within the vapor there were moving glints like shooting stars. He presumed at first that they were merely catching the light of his lamp and casting it back at him, like all the glints he had seen before, but after a moment’s hesitation on his part, they really did seem to be producing light of their own.


Convinced that he had arrived at a destination of shorts, Magnus Eriksson drew his sword and took off his bandolier, setting down his water-skin, the bag containing his jar of oil and his parcel of salted fish before moving forward again, holding his lamp high and making sweeping gestures with the sword, as if to clear away the stubborn wisps of mist.


When he had taken forty cautious paces—not quite halfway to the far wall of the space, if it really was approximately spherical—he came to a square block of black stone, on which a child was lying. It was a girl, less than two years old. She seemed to be sleeping. She was wrapped up well and stirring slightly in her sleep; Magnus had no doubt that she was alive.


The geometrical squaring of the black block, however, was undoubtedly the result of careful artifice, either human or demonic.


“Where are you?” said Magnus Eriksson, clearly, addressing the still-invisible monster. Even without the lenses, he thought, he would surely have been able to detect its presence if it were close at hand, because of the vapor its presumably massive body would displace.


There was no answer to his question.


“I am Magnus Eriksson,” the warrior repeated. “I have come to kill the monster who steals children from the Eastern Settlement. I cannot be content to take this one home and leave others at risk in the future. Come out of the mist and face me, if you are not a coward.”


He could not believe that such a frank challenge would be ignored.


There was a sudden increase in the frequency of the moving point of light that he had likened to shooting stars, whose glare now outshone his lamp—to such an extent that he set the lamp down, freeing his left hand so that he would be able to draw his dagger, if need be.


Then his adversary stepped out of the black block, as if emerging from the deepest shadow ever cast. It rose up as it emerged, as if climbing the last few steps of a flight of stairs. It was not a spectral monster, though, but a solid creature, seemingly made of ice. It was shaped like a human being, dressed much as Magnus Eriksson was dressed, but its apparent boots were sculpted in ice, as were its apparent clothing and its apparent sword. Its head was made of ice too, including its bulging, toadlike eyes, which were too obviously real to be a mere reflection of the strange helmet that the warrior had put on.


The creature’s eyes were no mere artificial lenses covering human eyes; they were the corneas of actual eyes, with an all-too-unhuman stare.


Magnus stopped trying to sweep the mist away with his blade and directed the weapon at his adversary—which immediately attacked, thrusting so artfully and so forcefully that the Greenlander’s parry almost failed to deflect the blade of ice.


The enemy blade was made of exceedingly solid ice, which was no more brittle than iron.


The ice-man moved forward, forcing Magnus to retreat. Every time the Greenlander parried the silvery blade with his own much duller one, he felt a chill run along his arm, all the way to his heart.


Magnus was a tolerably skillful swordsman, by the standards of his fellow warriors, and knew how to catch an opponent’s blade on the flat of his own weapon, preserving the edge—but knowing how to do that was not the same as being able to do it, under the pressure of the kind of attack he was suffering now.


The ice-warrior with the toad’s eyes had been trained to a higher standard that any Greenlander, and its blade evidently had more tensile strength and resilience than Magnus’s inferior weapon. The edge of Magnus’s sword was soon blunted and dented, and whenever he attempted a riposte of his own, the point of his weapon met solid resistance that soon curled it over.


Magnus knew, within less than a minute, that he could not defeat his opponent by means of skill—but he was a hero, and he had berserker blood in him, and therefore knew that when the conscious mind is not adequate to its task, wrath can sometimes prevail.


Wrath was not difficult to find, in the circumstances.


As he allowed the fury to flood him, like the magma of a volcano, Magnus leapt forward, driving himself and his blade with all the force his body could muster. Sometimes even the most skillful of warriors could be disconcerted by such a surge, but the ice-warrior was too cold to be taken by surprise. The ice blade met the iron one, not with brute force but with cleverness, using the force of the thrust to its own end. With a flick that only the most skillful of warriors would ever have had the grace to effect, the blade of ice seized the blade of iron and sent it spinning out of Magnus’s hand with a brilliant flourish.


It was the flourish that cost the more skillful fighter dearly. For a moment, the ice-warrior’s arm went high and wide, chasing away the dislodged sword—and that was when Magnus the berserker, who was not even conscious of having drawn his dagger from the sheath at his right-hand side, plunged it into the creature’s heart of ice.


Alas, the ice-warrior did not fall. Its heart, it seemed, was not the vulnerable organ that it would have been had the monster been merely human. The short blade of the knife did plunge into the icy flesh rather than simply rebounding therefrom, but as it dug into the false flesh, the ice closed around it, gripping it and sealing it, and wrenching the hilt from Magnus’s hand.


Had Magnus been conscious, he would probably have been so startled that he would have paused, and the blade of ice would likely have run him through—but Magnus was still in the grip of his wrath, and he wasted no time in surprise.


Instead, a single catlike bound took him back to the place where he had set down his oil and water, and he snatched up the jar. Had he been conscious he might have paused to remove the stopper—which might, again, have been fatal—but in his berserk rage he simply threw it at his adversary’s feet, to shatter.


Had Magnus been forced to use his lamp to light the spilled oil, he would again have given his opponent a chance to kill him, and might well have stranded himself in the dark had the maneuver come off; but the shooting stars in the mist really were a kind of fire, and the liberated oil ignited without a second’s delay.


Flames leapt up around the man of ice.


Their heat could not possibly have been enough to melt the creature in any ordinary manner, but that was not necessary. It was the light that apparently proved fatal, as it surged into the ice-warrior’s body in a million reflected glints and gleams, devouring the exotic flesh. The warrior did not shatter, but it fell into the lake of fire, and the golden tongues reached into it avidly, licking up its semblance of life as if it were mere water. Its sword-blade too was filled with golden rivulets, and the dissolving warrior was forced to release it, as if by an irresistible surge of convulsive agony.


Magnus became conscious again as he pounced on his own sword, and he was no longer berserk when he brought the blunted but massive blade down with all his might on his stricken opponent’s head, shattering his toadlike eyes to reveal the putrid gel within.


Magnus immediately picked up the child, his lamp, and his water-skin. Without pausing for an instant, he ran back into the corridor from which he had come. He ran as fast as he could, fearful that the oil remaining in the lamp would be consumed before he got back to the open air of Greenland.


Multitudinous other selves ran alongside him, to the left and to the right, and they were all cheering him, proclaiming him as a hero fit for the composition of a celebratory saga. But they were not alone—there were creatures in pursuit of them, some like toads running on their long hind legs and others like hairy giants, sometimes running on their hind legs and sometimes on all fours.


It did not matter, the pursuers could not catch up with his fleeing selves; all they could do was chase them.


Had he not been running uphill, Magnus might have regained the entrance to the first ice-cave before the oil in his lap gave out and the light died; but his stride shortened as his legs became tired, and when the flame guttered and went out he was left in near-darkness, his path illuminated only by the reflections of sunlight within the ice. He was, however, close enough to the surface of the glacier, and the winter sun was shining brightly enough, to allow him to see the direction of the tunnel and follow it unerringly.


He burst out into the light like a geyser and plunged into the snow, where the strange footsteps still marked out a path back to the village. Before following that path and delivering the child to her frightened family, however, he took off the hood supporting the strange lenses. He had no difficulty at all in achieving that removal; all he had to do was reach up and pull the straps away.


There was nothing in his appearance to give rise to alarm when he handed the child back to her grateful mother.


“I have slain a monster,” he told the crowd that had assembled as if by magic. “I have descended into the heart of the glacier, to a world beyond the world of ice. I cannot promise that nothing will come out again, this winter or next, for it is a world, and it contains more monsters than there are souls in our settlement—but I have done what I could, and I will pray that, with the Lord’s help, it might be enough.”


Even as he turned away, though, in order to seek out Gudmund the Skald and return the borrowed lenses, Magnus could feel a strange cold within his body, as if an intangible dagger of ice had been thrust into his heart, and the golden reflections of a strange cold fire had taken possession of his flesh. It was as if his eyes, no matter that they could see the houses and the people of the village perfectly well, had in some strange sense been shattered.


Magnus knew, then, that merely removing the helmet and the lenses from his head could not protect him from all the other potential selves that his eyes had seen in the underworld beneath the glacier, and which his mind could no longer forget. He had, indeed, found and slain a monster—but that was only the merest part of what his soul and mind had glimpsed and forged, and he knew that, no matter how often, how intently or how sincerely he might pray to the Lord from now until his dying day, some fraction of him, or of his potential selves, would henceforth be a figment of Tsathoggua’s dream, and would never be entirely free of the chill of Tsathoggua’s breath.


In fact, no other child was stolen from the Eastern Settlement that winter, nor the next, nor any other winter while Magnus Eriksson still lived—but that was not to say very much, because he did not live to become an elder, even though his blond hair turned frost-white and the blue of his eyes faded away to such an extent that his gaze seemed literally icy. When he was killed in a skirmish with the natives of Vinland during an expedition to fetch timber, he had not yet seen thirty winters.


He was given a proper funeral, set afloat on the sea in a burning boat. There was no skald present at the time, and whether Gudmund believed the details reported back by those who returned from the raid or not, he never repeated them in any tale or song. Who, after all, would ever believe that the corpse of a man with berserker blood in him had turned transparent, and drawn all the light of the funeral fire into itself, and that the dead man’s eyes had swollen in his head like those of a toad, before shattering into a million un-Christian smithereens?


THE DOOR BENEATH


ALAN DEAN FOSTER


IT DID NOT MATTER THAT ARKADY KOSLOV FELT SECURE IN HIS JOB as director of security and safety for the plant. It did not matter that he had been present for its initial commissioning in 1977. It did not matter that he had friends in high places. It did not even matter that Yefrem showed up in his office unannounced.


What did matter were the two men who accompanied his nominal superior. They wore similar dark suits, tinted glasses, and even darker expressions. Had they worn little plastic nameplates over their breast pockets that read “KGB” their employer could not have been more readily identified.


It helped that Yefrem smiled. “You should see the look on your face, Arkady Vitalovich. Relax, my friend. While this is a professional visit, it is not of the kind that need worry you.”


Deciding to accept on the face of it what might or might not be the truth, largely because he had no choice, Koslov remained seated at his desk while gesturing his visitor to a nearby chair.


“Tea? Biscuit?”


The colonel shook his head. A champion long-distance runner in his youth, he was still whippet-thin. The incongruous walrus mustache that dominated his face like a pair of mating African caterpillars was intended to distract the attention of the follicularly sensitive from his polished bald pate. Combined with his lean muscularity this gave him the appearance of a human arrow; one capable of piercing the unwary or the guilty at a moment’s notice. In contrast his broad smile was disarming; intentionally so.


Studying them, no one would have assumed he and Koslov worked for the same national department, taking their orders directly from Moscow. Where in appearance the colonel was as threatening as a dyspeptic Cossack, the director was avuncular. The consumption of too many blini had ballooned his own once-athletic body. Where once he had played serious rugby, his gut now closely resembled a rugby ball. His own hair was thinning, undecided whether to continue the fight to cover his head or give up entirely. He was not blubbery; just soft. A secure desk job will do that to a man.


At least, he assumed it was still secure.


“If I am not to be worried, you need to explain the necessity for your garrulous escort.”


Yefrem nodded toward the large man on his left. “A procedural requirement. I am going to show you something, and it is not permitted that I do so without armed accompaniment.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice slightly. “It is really not necessary, but you know how Moscow is.”


Knowing too well, Koslov did not even bother to nod. “I am to come with you now, to see this ‘something’?”


“Now,” Yefrem told him. “So we can arrive before the test begins. It has been decided that considering your position and your unmarred record of service you deserve to know what is happening.” He winked. “I pushed for it.”


Koslov was finally starting to relax. It did not matter that Yefrem was not a friend: only that he was not an enemy.


“The test is routine. It has been performed before. Why the interest now?”


Yefrem shook his head. “The test to which you are referring is not the same as the one to which I am going to show you. I refer to another, involving a different portion of the facility. One with which you are unfamiliar.”


The director frowned. “I consider myself familiar with every corner of the plant.”


“Then prepare to be enlightened, comrade Koslov.”


The lift that was located between components three and four of the facility was well known to the director. It was one he had ridden hundreds of times. Entering behind the colonel and flanked by the two KGB guards, he turned to watch as Yefrem removed a silvery tag and passed it over the lower, buttonless corner of the lift’s gold-toned control panel. The tag, he noticed, was attached to the colonel by a metal chain.


Mentally timing the journey, he soon realized they were descending well below ground level. That in itself was interesting because the lowermost button on the elevator control panel stopped the lift at the surface. There were no subterranean levels to access. Or so he had believed.


No indicator lit up on the panel when the lift finally halted. There was nothing to indicate how far they had descended or if any additional unknown levels lay below this one.


Stepping out, he waited for Yefrem to take the lead once again. At once surprised and stunned, he found himself accompanying the colonel down a wide corridor filled with men and women intent on unknown tasks. Recognizing none of the faces, he commented on the fact to his guide.


“They come here directly from the river.” The colonel was evidently enjoying his colleague’s bewilderment. “There is a tunnel equipped with silent electric transport. The workers in the main facility above never see or interact with those who work down here.”


“But why?” Koslov noted that many of the unfamiliar personnel were wearing lab coats. Others were draped in vests filled with small tools. “Why such secrecy, even from someone in my position?”


The colonel’s voice tightened as they turned a corner. “It is deemed necessary to keep knowledge of the project from being passed to others. The Americans, the British, the Chinese … anyone. That is why it was constructed here, beneath the plant, where it is safely hidden from even the most sensitive espionage apparatus. It is the most closely guarded operation in the country, Comrade Koslov … and you are about to, finally, be granted access.”


The director pondered a moment. “Why now? Why keep it secret from me for nearly ten years only to share it with me now?”


“I told you. There is to be a test.” One leathery finger pointed upward. “It is no secret that a test of component four of the facility is to be conducted today. That will provide any cover necessary for the parallel experiment we are about to conduct down here.”


“What kind of experiment?” Koslov’s curiosity had long since overcome any fear he felt for his personal safety.


“You will see. We will all see, at the same time.”


They had reached a door. It should not have been there. The entire subterranean level should not have been there. Even as Yefrem showed identification to the guards flanking the doorway, who gripped modified AK-47’s with a determination rarely seen outside of Lubyanka, the director marveled at the portal. Made of alloyed steel, it looked more like the door to a vault in a major bank than anything one would expect to find beneath the plant.


Once clearance had been granted one of the guards spoke into the microphone clipped to his collar. A moment passed, the guard nodded to no one in particular, and then the barrier swung inward on hinges the size of refrigerators. The wall it penetrated was two meters thick and made of the same specially reinforced concrete as much of the facility above ground.


Koslov’s eyes widened as he followed the colonel into the room beyond. He could not help himself. The chamber they entered was high, wide, and deep enough to hold large aircraft. Ranks of powerful ceiling lights poured illumination on the area below, penetrating every corner of the vast open space. The heavy background whine of concealed fans explained the slight breeze he felt on his face. The room was suffused with purpose and expectation.


To the left was a semicircle of instrument banks that reminded the director of pictures he had seen of the operations room of the national cosmodrome in Kazakhstan. Technicians sat or stood behind dozens of flickering monitors while others moved too and fro from one station to the next. In addition to Russian he heard snatches of speech in several other languages, some of which were a distinct surprise. On the other side of the chamber opposite the rank of instruments was … well, it was difficult to tell exactly what it was.


At first glance he thought it was an incomplete, unfinished black sphere some two stories high. Looking closer he saw that its apparent depth was an optical illusion, albeit an extremely effective one. What at first glance appearance to be a globe on closer inspection revealed itself to be more of a hemisphere. The outer rim was uneven and fuzzy. He rubbed his eyes. Every time he looked at the thing it appeared to change shape ever so slightly. The more solid base it rested on, or rather disappeared into, was a twisted mass of distorted gray metal. Or maybe it was ceramic in nature, he decided, or perhaps glass. Not being a materials scientist he couldn’t tell, especially from a distance. Regardless of what it was made of, the interlocking, fused shapes that comprised the base were as enigmatic as abstract art, their overall appearance oddly unsettling.


He did not dwell on the singular object because, fascinating as it was, it paled in comparison to the shapeless gray-green mass that dominated the center of the room. The massive uneven lump would have filled a good-sized aircraft hangar all by itself. It was featureless save for numerous dark blotches that streaked the sides. Emerging from terminals in the floor, a feathering of wires ran into and over the quiescent mass. Additionally, the entire hill-sized mound was enclosed in what at first glance appeared to be a glistening fish net, but which on closer inspection revealed itself to be made of braided wire.


So intent was a captivated Koslov on the greenish hill and the vision-distorting construct at the far end of the huge chamber that he twice tripped over cables that snaked across the floor. When he and his escort finally halted by the nearest node of linked electronic consoles, Yefrem proceeded to introduce him to a stolid, handsome woman in her early fifties.


“Comrade Koslov, this is Dr. Marian Schumenko. Doctor, Comrade Koslov is director of safety and security for the …”


“I know who he is.” A narrowing stare so intense it seemed capable of igniting newsprint swept perfunctorily over Koslov before turning back to the console before her. Ignoring the two men, either of whom had the power to order her immediate arrest or detention, she exchanged words first with the younger man seated at the console to her right before moving on to look over the shoulder of another seated at her left. Moments passed. As if abruptly recalling the terse introduction she spoke without looking back. Her mind, Koslov could tell, was wholly focused elsewhere.


“Tell him not to touch anything.” She was plainly speaking to Yefrem. “And to stay out of the way. That includes you as well, Comrade Colonel.”


The expression on the KGB officer’s face tensed but he said nothing. His reaction was all that was necessary to tell Koslov who was really in charge here.


He looked around as lights flashed and beeping alarms began to sound. Activity, already high, intensified throughout the chamber. Men and women who had been working in immediate proximity to the hemispherical object and the looming green-gray mass moved rapidly away from both. The scientist’s slight already forgotten, Yefrem leaned close to his guest and whispered.


“While the regulation test of the above-ground facility has already commenced, I can tell you that the experiment that is about to take place here is infinitely more important.”


“What are you testing for?” Workers and techs continued to clear the floor. Throughout the open chamber yellow flashing lights fastened to floor, walls, and ceiling turned to red.


“To tell you the truth, no one is really certain. But I can say that this is not the first time the great mass you see before you has been tested. A similar assessment was attempted once before, three years ago, although on a much lesser scale.”


“An assessment? Of what—that?” Koslov indicated the greenish-gray hill. “What is it, anyway? It looks like a pile of coagulated industrial sludge.”


Yefrem smiled, but this time humorlessly. “We are convinced it is organic.”


Koslov gaped anew at the shapeless mass. “What, that? Even a dead blue whale is not so big.”


The colonel nodded. “Hence the need for proper assessment. We still do not know exactly what it is. Every attempt at straightforward dissection has failed. The epidermis, if that’s what it is, appears soft, yet it cannot be cut. Not by blade, not by saw, not even with an industrial laser. Steel and ceramic break against it while a laser simply warms the area on which it is trained.”


“Then how do you know it is organic?”


“A small section was raised, lifted and placed in a portable MRI scanner. The resultant imaging made no sense. What was observed appeared scrambled and disorganized, with no recognizable cellular structure.” He nodded at the shadowy hillock before them. “Much as it all appears to be. One theory holds that it is a mélange of many far smaller creatures forced together by heat and pressure. Another—and I know this sounds extreme, but I only pass on what I have been told—is that it is something of extraterrestrial origin that survived a fall through our atmosphere. The impenetrability of its exterior would allow for such a descent. We have recovered small bits of possible organic material from meteorites. Why not something much larger?”


Koslov tried to make sense of the whirl of new information. “And what of the peculiar construction at the far side of the chamber?”


“Ah. That is an entirely different problem. Though inorganic, it is likewise composed of unknown materials. In addition it possesses some interesting optical properties that our physicists continue to study.”


“Let me guess.” Koslov had not risen to his present position through a paucity of imagination. “Both of these enigmas were found together, or at least in close proximity to each other.”


Yefrem nodded. Somewhere a siren wailed for attention. “Not simply together, but linked. By a braided cable of unique alloy. That, at least, our people have been able to analyze. Though far from perfected, the results of that research have gone a long way toward enhancing the reliability of such things as the interior lining of our biggest rocket engines.”


Gazing at the drab greenish mass, Koslov asked the obvious question. “Why would two such diverse anomalies be tied together?”


The colonel shrugged. “Until we can divine the nature and possible purpose of each, none can say.”


“I take it then that the previous assessment you mentioned did nothing to resolve such questions?”


“Not only did it not resolve them,” Yefrem replied, “as is the case with many experiments it only raised new questions.” He nodded toward the center of the chamber. “When the first overtly invasive attempts did not succeed in providing an entry into the mass, someone thought to try a high-powered electric arc cutter. This was duly acquired from the Energimass people and applied to the volume’s exterior. Though it remained inviolate, a tiny section was seen to jump in response to the application of localized current. Subsequent attempts at other sites around the lump’s perimeter produced identical responses. More importantly, with each use of the arc cutter the edges of the hemispherical object appeared to give off a brief pulse of dark light.”


“Dark light?” Koslov made a face.


“That is how it was described to me. I was not present to witness it personally. I am told that photographic images taken at the time fail to replicate the phenomenon correctly.” He turned to face the Director. “Even that, however, is not the most interesting or intriguing result of the initial experiment, which took place on the twenty-first of July three years ago.”


Searching his memory for some happening of significance on the referenced date, Koslov came up empty. Yefrem elaborated.


“This impenetrable mass and its attendant inscrutable object were originally discovered and subsequently extracted from where they had been found buried deep within the Antarctic ice. They were then transported here via ship and in great secrecy—through the Black Sea, then up the Dnieper and into this facility via the tunnel that was constructed between here and the river.” His voice fell to a murmur.


“On the same day as that first experiment three years ago, at the same time as a glow was detected from the hemispherical object, the lowest temperature ever recorded on the surface of this planet was observed. Minus eighty-nine point two centigrade … at our Vostok Station in Antarctica, not far from where these peculiar discoveries were found.”


A disbelieving Koslov drew back slightly. “You’re not implying, Comrade Colonel, that there might be some sort of connection between the two?”


Yefrem shrugged. “It is not my job to speculate on such things. I am merely sharing the same information that was passed to me. What happened on that day may be no more than coincidence. Make of it what you will.”


Though the colonel seemed as though he might have had more to say, and Koslov certainly had additional questions, their conversation was interrupted by the sounding of a warning klaxon loud enough to drown out casual conversation. After a final check of one last connection the sole technician remaining on the chamber floor hurried to his assigned station. Koslov did his best to mimic Yefrem’s intensity as the colonel stared at the somber mass whose motionless bulk all but filled the expansive chamber. Nearby, Dr. Schumenko was muttering a stream of commands to the man seated before her.


The lights in the chamber dimmed. A final verbal warning was given over loudspeakers. There was a pause, then final directives were broadcast. Switches were thrown, connections made. A loud crackling sound filled the air as a tremendous jolt of electricity was passed through the cables that ran into the central mass and simultaneously electrified the net that was draped over it. Koslov felt the remaining fine strands of hair on his head twitch and his skin tingle. For certain there would be no shortage of current to deliver to the mass of presumed organic material. Not with the plant itself directly overhead.


Additional commands were given. The power was shut down. Had the edges of the hemispherical shape brightened, as they supposedly had three years ago? From his vantage point at the opposite end of the chamber Koslov could not tell.


It was quiet in the chamber, the only noise coming from the overhead air circulation equipment. Then people began to talk, to discuss, to debate. Otherwise nothing had changed. The steely Dr. Schumenko’s attitude remained resolved as she continued her terse conversation with colleagues. Unaware of how tense he had grown, Koslov jumped slightly as Yefrem’s hand came down on his shoulder.


“Quite a show, was it not?”


“Most … most interesting.” Koslov swallowed. “What happens now?”


“Now? Now we go back to work. With the exception that you are now privy to this place and to what goes on down here. If there are any actual results, I will see that any such information is passed along to you in a suitably safe format. Come, I will accompany you back to your office.” He smiled. “Now I will have that tea.”


Leaving behind the consoles and their busy, attendant scientists and technicians, they started back toward the main doorway. As they did so Koslov observed that a pair of technicians had gathered around one place at the near periphery of the greenish mass. They were soon joined by a third man, and then several more. Halting, he pointed.


“What’s going on over there?”


Yefrem glanced in the indicated direction, shrugged. “A burned area, perhaps. Even if penetration was accomplished it is not for us to linger and wait for the analysis. If anything of interest has been found it will be duly recorded and passed along.” He resumed walking.


Koslov hesitated. There seemed to be some agitation among the cluster of technicians. A moment later he heard the scream. It was the first of several.


Audible only to those in the immediate vicinity, the yelling did not immediately alert the bulk of the scientific staff. Koslov, however, was close enough to see the curve at the base of the mass from which the half dozen technicians fled. They had not been studying a burn mark, as Yefrem had casually suggested. They had been examining one of the many dark streaks that scored the hillock’s flank. As the director’s mouth opened wide he saw that it was something more than a dark mark.


It was an eyelid. The technicians were fleeing from an open eye.


The revealed iris was a fiery red-orange, the pupil comparatively small and black as ink. Frozen in place, unable to move from where he was standing, Koslov saw another similar dark space higher up twitch, flutter, and open. A second eye appeared. Then a third, then two more, until the eruption of ferociously hued oculars rose like a passing wave across the flanks and top of the great mass. The chamber was filled with screams now. Scientists were rising from behind their consoles to point excitedly while lesser techs were scrambling at their instrumentation.


Magnified by the enclosed space, a great groaning sound echoed throughout the chamber, a metallic creaking as of a great weight being shifted. As the stunned Koslov stared, the huge compendium of organic material shifted slightly. No, he told himself. It was not a compendium. What he now beheld was a single organism flecked with ever-increasing numbers of multiple eyes whose inhuman glare was intense enough to shrivel one’s soul. The sight was awe-inspiring, overwhelming, humbling. Terrifying.


Then the first mouth appeared, no rhyme or reason to its location, and extended itself pseudopod-like to inhale a staring technician who was standing too close.


That should have drawn, should have held, every bit of Koslov’s attention. Instead he found himself being violently shaken. With one powerful hand Yefrem was gripping the director’s left shoulder. With the other he was pointing. Not at the rippling, heaving, increasingly animated pulpish atrocity before them, but to its right. To the far end of the chamber.


The hemispherical relic was spinning so fast that the motion was barely detectable. Purple light danced from its fringes, shards of lightning spitting off in all directions. As he gawked at the geometrically obtuse base that now pulsed with an unvarying ominous glow, Koslov found that he suddenly understood the meaning of dark light.


It was neither the refulgent base nor the spinning hemisphere that had drawn the colonel’s attention, however, but what was becoming visible within. It was a depth, a core, a penetration into Somewhere Else. And at the back of that unimaginable deepness something was moving. Something so vast and frightful as to make the creature that was now heaving within the frail electrical net that struggled to contain it appear as no more than an ant would to a human.


Staring at that which should not be looked upon, Koslov tried to scream and found he could not. His mouth, his vocal cords, his thoughts, were as paralyzed with fear as was the rest of his body.


Feeling himself stumbling, he turned in shock to see Yefrem peering hard at him. The colonel’s expression was set, his gaze determined. In his other hand he held the pistol which Koslov knew had occupied the concealed vest holster all along. Of the two formidable escorts who had previously accompanied them there was no sign. They had fled. But not the colonel.


“Get out, Koslov! Run! Maybe you can do something!”


“Do … ?” The stunned director fumbled for words, his attention locked on the hideously animated mass of protoplasm that shuddered in the middle of the chamber. With every moment it was growing more and more active. As he stared, additional tentacular mouths emerged from the heaving mass to snatch up another screaming technician, then another, and then Dr. Schumenko herself. She was not so proud that she failed to scream like a girl as she was sucked down and disappeared into the weaving, tooth-lined tube of flesh.


“Try!” Yefrem gestured sharply. “You see what’s in there? Do you see what’s lurking? That construction—it’s a portal of some kind. A gate, an opening … I don’t know. I’m no scientist. But I know what I see. We’ve opened it somehow. We’ve opened our world to somewhere else, somewhere horrific, and it has to be shut! Before things worse than this can come through!” With his free hand he shoved Koslov so hard that the director stumbled. With his other he was already firing at the surging mass behind them.


“Do whatever you can, Koslov! Do whatever you have to do!”


His mind awhirl, his nerves screaming, the colonel’s last words echoing in his head, Koslov fled. As he ran for the doorway he was passed by the two guards who had originally granted them entry. Courageous men, they were firing at the now moaning, gibbering mass of seemingly indestructible organism as fast as they could unload the magazines of their weapons. Their bullets, like their bravery, had no effect on it.


Then he was out in the corridor. Resolutely ignoring the screams and confusion that surged around him, he forced his way to the lift that had brought him down to what was now a warren of horror. Espying the closed door, he experienced an awful moment when he feared that the lift had been rendered inoperative. When it opened at his touch he felt a surge of relief. Only the visible buttons were necessary to activate the lift and send it rising upward. This had the added benefit of shutting out the screaming below. Wedded to their assignments, none of the bevy of confused technicians had joined him. When the full overwhelming horror of the situation below ground reached them he had no doubt there would be mass panic to reach the restricted lift, any lift, or the tunnel that led to the river, or to access any other means of transportation that might enable the staff of the secret facility to flee.


The comparative silence above ground when he emerged from the lift was shocking in its normality. Plant personnel strolled calmly about the manicured grounds. A flock of cranes from the nearby lake soared overhead. A trio of workers carrying food from the cafeteria eyed him in confusion as he ran past them, breathing hard. Ignoring calls and greetings, he rushed to reach the site of the above ground test. A check of his watch showed that it was already well underway.


Do something, Yefrem had urged him. Try. But what could he do? The portal, if that’s truly what it was, was open. It was linked to the immense thing that the powerful electric charge had brought back to life. Established as it was, how could he possibly close such an opening? Especially now that its guardian, or whatever, had been activated before it?


One thing he did feel for certain. If even one of the horrors he had barely glimpsed through the open portal succeeded in squeezing its way through to this side of the opening, nothing man and all his puny devices could do would be able to force it back in again.


It was this that told him what he must do. The realization horrified him, but not as much as what he had seen below. He knew he had no choice.


His supposition was quite correct. The above-ground facility’s test was in full swing when he arrived in the control room. Though startled by his somewhat wild appearance, those who knew him accepted his presence without question. After all, he outranked nearly every technician present. Walking swiftly around the room, he began to issue orders. Though puzzled by some of these, the respective techs to whom he addressed instructions readily complied. In fact, they were relieved at his arrival. Properly, the test should not have been initiated without him present.


It was only when his directives began to trespass certain boundaries that this or that technician thought to take issue with them.


“Comrade Koslov,” one tech muttered softly, “are you certain you wish to disable these systems?”


Koslov was more than firm in his reply. “Engineer Samsov, how can we expect to determine the ultimate safety of the system if we do not proceed to the inevitable conclusion of this test without the automatic shutdown mechanisms disabled? It is the only sure way to determine if the overall safety system in place will operate properly.”


“Yes sir, I see that, but …”


Koslov leaned close. “Don’t argue with me, Samsov! Do your job. I take full responsibility.”


“Yes, Comrade Director.” Reluctantly, the engineer moved to comply with the command.


Beneath them, the floor quivered noticeably. A number of the techs on duty exchanged uncertain glances. Someone suggested the cause might be a small earthquake. That was absurd, another objected. One reason the plant had been sited on this location was because it had been determined to be tectonically stable.


That did not prevent the floor from heaving upward again, this time at least a full centimeter. An increasingly desperate Koslov thought he could hear a distant howling, rising in strength and intensity, though those around him thought it was only the machinery. Trying not to appear panicked, he grimly issued additional orders.


“Insert the control rods! All of them!”


A couple of the techs looked at him as if he had lost his mind. He didn’t care. All that mattered was that the personnel responsible did as he commanded.


The result was as he hoped. Even as a greenish-gray pseudopod the thickness of a telephone pole thrust upward through the floor, there came a tremendous surge of power from below that had nothing to do with the awakening monstrosity from the Antarctic and everything to do with the design of the fourth component of the plant.


The interaction of superhot fuel with the overwhelmed cooling pools resulted in a shattering of the fuel itself together with an immediate increase in pressure. Striving to escape the resultant discharge of freed radioactive material, the thing beneath gave a tremendous, desperate shove upward. The thousand-ton protective cover plate that shielded the upper portion of the facility strained at its foundations, was dislodged and pushed aside. Fuel channels ruptured and control rods jammed in place. As the speech of confused and now terrified technicians dissolved into an incoherent babble around him, Koslov closed his eyes. He knew what was coming.


There was an explosion of almost incalculable dimensions.


Thrown skyward, shattered fragments of shoggoth rained back down into the gaping hole, only to be utterly consumed by the towering blaze that now roared a hundred meters higher than the plant itself. As they struck the fire the organic pieces ignited, turning the flames all the colors of the rainbow. Melting downward, molten nuclear material rushed into the subterranean research facility, obliterating the portal before Something vast and evil could push its way through. That was all the obituary the dozens of scientists and technicians, the workers and guards, ever obtained. Their memories were erased as thoroughly and completely as their work.


In the depths of the Kremlin a singular secret file pays tribute to the heroes of that day. Not to the technicians who strove mightily to subdue the runaway, destroyed facility, nor the firemen who gave their lives to fight the strangely multihued blaze that erupted from its depths. Their monuments are widely known, the statues to them plainly visible to the occasional visitor to the site. Only within that sole file, hidden from the rest of the world and unknown to all save a few specially selected and carefully cleared scientists and politicians, can be found the names of such as Dr. Marian Schumenko, Director Arkady Koslov, Colonel Yefrem Andropov, and dozens of others. It is a necessary shame that their sacrifice can and will never be known to but a chosen few.


Meanwhile the greenery and wildlife has returned to Chernobyl. Limited numbers of tourists stroll its grounds, marveling at the dead town of Pripyat and gawking at the ruins of reactor #4, never knowing what once stirred beneath their fully covered feet (sandals are not allowed). Never wondering why the containment vessel is really called a sarcophagus. Though most are curious as to why it is in the process of being replaced by a new containment vessel of steel and polycarbonate when, despite the arguments, the old one looks perfectly capable of containing something as diffuse as mere radiation.


Unless, of course, there is something more than radiation that needs to be contained.


DEAD MAN WALKING


WILLIAM F. NOLAN


IN A LONELY HOUSE NEAR THE HEART OF L.A., A PHONE RANG.


“Hello?”


“Dex, Sanford Evans here. Listen: have you heard about that dead girl the police found in Bel Air? Not too far from you. It’s all over the TV and Internet …”


“Afraid I haven’t been watching the news,” Philip Dexter replied. He was in his early thirties, a strong-boned man whose only vice was smoking. Lighting a cigarette, he frowned in self-disgust, then stubbed it out on a desk ashtray.


“Well, it’s a real strange situation, Dex. Chief of Police gave an interview claiming that the washed-out skin and collapsed, sack-like appearance of the girl’s body was the result of exsanguination: the body had been totally drained of blood. But—here’s the kicker—coroner said there were no serious injuries. Like it was sucked right out of her.” There was a beat of silence over the line. “The speculation made me think of you.”


Dexter cleared his throat. “I can guess what the ‘speculation’ was all about.”


“So guess, Dex.”


“The undead, am I right? ‘Vampires’ …”


“You win the magic prize, Dex! There’s been a lot of vampire talk—”


“All of which is horseshit!” Philip himself was surprised by the virulence of his declaration. Calmer: “That’s what I’m debunking in my book—all the … misconceptions.”


“Easy, Dex! Just thought you should know about it. Speaking as your publisher, how’s your little opus coming along?”


Philip snorted into the handset; he detested it when people called him Dex, but he needed this book deal. “I’m well into it. Been working from a ton of notes. Gonna be an eye-opener.” He looked at the clock, feeling the urge to get back to work.


“Excellent. We’ll need the manuscript here in New York by mid-January at the latest: Can you swing that, Dex?” Evans’s voice had an edge; the two men rarely spoke, and Philip had the feeling that Evans didn’t really take him or his work seriously.


“No problem. Got it all set up in my mind. Nothing like it since Houdini.”


“That’s my man! Can’t wait to read it. We’ll target it for a spring release. Have a good day, Dex.” The line went dead.


Philip put the phone down and walked to a large picture window facing the ocean. The wind was up and heavy waves were riding onto the beach, spilling lines of white froth along the sand. The sky was slate-gray, totally devoid of clouds. Turning away, he walked into the den, thinking about having a cigarette. “Gotta quit,” he muttered.


The recently purchased Malibu home was still largely unfurnished: crates of unpacked books lined the walls, scattered furniture, and some boxes littered the unlit rooms. Philip Dexter sat down to a bright computer screen; he hesitated, organizing his thoughts, then began dancing his fingers across the keys.


Why is it that otherwise intelligent, clear-minded people continue to believe in the supernatural? Things such as ghosts, demons, and vampires? There is no rational basis for such bizarre belief. It’s time to expose the phonies who bilk millions each year out of gullible victims; time to go after the fake seers, bogus fortune tellers and trick mystics …


Philip checked a notebook entry, nodded to himself, and resumed typing:


Harry Houdini exposed countless fake mediums in the last century—the glowing face which he proved to be a dummy’s head … the ghost of an old woman’s dead son who turned out to be the medium’s own kid in a weird getup … the floating trumpet on wires …


The phone jangled at his elbow, and he eased back from the screen to answer the call. “Yes?”


“Is this Philip Dexter?”


“Speaking. What can I do for you?”


“I’m Evelyn Court, the wife of Alex Court.”


“The sculptor who died of a heart attack last month? My condolences on your loss. I enjoyed his work.”


The woman hesitated. “I—I heard about your forthcoming book, and I need help from someone who understands … the supernatural.”


“You’ve got the wrong guy, Mrs. Court. With all due respect, I’m into proving that it’s just superstition and nonsense.”


“No.” Another pause. “No, I assure you, Mr. Dexter: it’s all real— but … the police refuse to believe me.”


“About what?”


“About the fact that my husband is … alive.”


“Wait a second. His funeral made headlines. And now you’re saying—”


“Alex hated me!” she blurted out. “He blamed me for trying to destroy his career. Out of jealousy! Because he was famous and I wasn’t.” Her tone was intense. “It’s not true! I was never, ever jealous of his success. I loved him, Mr. Dexter. But, time and again, we got into terrible rows over it. And … and he threatened me …”


“Threatened you how?”


“To … to kill me, Mr. Dexter.” Philip could hear the tremor in her voice. “And … and I’m afraid he will!”


Philip was shocked into a momentary silence.


“Dead men don’t kill people, Mrs. Court. And they sure don’t come back to life! I’m not the guy to talk to. I suggest you see a shrink. Sounds to me like you need professional help.”


“No—I need to see you! If you’ll just meet me I know that I can convince you that what I fear is real.”


Philip thought for a moment, idly playing with a paperclip. “I’ll admit you’ve made me curious. Maybe you’ll end up in my book.”


“Then you will meet me?”


Philip laughed. “When and where?”


Evelyn Court was full-figured, attractive, with nervous eyes and a tight, thin-lipped mouth. She sat uneasily on a red leather couch in her Bel Air home, twisting a scarf in her hands as she talked.


“Two nights ago, I thought that I heard a sound. So I went out to my husband’s studio—the first time since his death—to check on a gallery sculpture for a client.” Fear radiated from her eyes. “As soon as I stepped inside he was there … standing in the shadows … glaring at me.”


“Who? Who was there, Mrs. Court?” Philip asked.


“Alex. It was Alex.”


“Are you saying that you saw Alexander Court’s ghost?”


“No: not a ghost, Mr. Dexter. He was there … in the flesh.”


“How can you be sure it wasn’t an intruder?” Philip was scribbling notes into a worn notepad.


She shook her head. “No, Mr. Dexter, it was Alex, my husband. When he stepped into the beam from my flashlight, I saw him clearly. He had a sculpting knife in his hand.”


Philip looked up. “What did you do?”


“I—I ran back to the house and locked myself inside. Then I called the police. But since there was no sign of a break-in they thought I was—”


“Delusional?”


“Something like that.” She got up, paced the room. “After the police left I couldn’t sleep. I kept hearing noises from the studio, but I wasn’t about to go back in there.”


“Could be an animal. A raccoon maybe.”


Mrs. Court gave a strained smile. “I think he was there again … in the studio.”


Philip lit a cigarette.


“Please … I ask you not to smoke.”


“Sorry,” he said, hastily stubbing out the cigarette. “Lousy habit. I’ve been trying to quit.”


She stared at him. “You’re like the police. You don’t believe me, do you—about seeing Alex?”


He rubbed his forehead, thinking. “I believe that you saw an intruder—even one who may have looked like your husband.”


She moved to a desk drawer and picked up a small flashlight. “I can prove what I say is true if you’ll come with me.”


Reluctantly, Philip followed her as she crossed the rear yard toward a marble edifice at the edge of the property: a family crypt. The late afternoon sun cast long tree shadows over the ornate entry door, which was adorned by two marble angels.


“Alex had this built when we bought the house three years ago,” she said, pushing open the heavy door. “He loathed the idea of being buried in open earth, so we placed his coffin here, according to his wishes. He created the door sculpture himself.”


Philip was impressed with the sumptuous craftsmanship. “Amazing: quite a talented man.”


She continued: “At first, I think he truly loved me.” She took a step inside. “But then …” Her voice trailed off as she probed the gloom with the flashlight, illuminating a portion of marble wall. Under the bright beam, Philip was able to read the chiseled inscription:


ALEXANDER EDWARD COURT


Rest in Peace


Evelyn slid back the marble facing and pulled Alex Court’s bronze coffin from its slot. “Go ahead,” she said to Philip. “Open it. See for yourself.”


Philip tipped back the lid as she directed the torch beam to reveal the silk-lined interior.


The coffin was empty.


“Now are you satisfied, Mr. Dexter?”


Philip sighed. “Afraid not. The way I read it, this intruder, whoever he is, wants you to believe your husband is alive. I think he removed Court’s body from this crypt …”


“What possible reason would anyone have to perpetrate such an awful hoax?”


“I don’t have an answer for that,” he replied.


“I think Madame Jechiel has something to do with this.”


“Who is Madame Jechiel?” Philip continued to scribble in his notepad.


“She owns a gallery on La Cienega. I arranged for a showing of my husband’s work there about three weeks before he died. She has a strong belief in the … occult.”


“So do lots of misguided people,” Philip said. He looked back into the coffin. “I don’t see any connection.”


“Alex was terrified of dying! He knew his heart was bad. He survived two previous heart attacks. He told me he’d talked about his fear of death to Madame Jechiel—and that she made a bargain with him. She gave him a special ring.”


Philip looked at her. “What kind of ring?”


“Allegedly it’s from Egypt, in the shape of a beetle. Very ancient, known as the Osiris Scarab. According to what Alex told me when I asked him about it, this ring has a unique power. The scarab is apparently a symbol of immortality over there.”


Philip laughed. “Utter nonsense.”


“Not to Alex: She gave him the ring in exchange for a promise …” She stroked the lining of the casket.


“Which was?”


She smiled, glancing at Philip. “He refused to tell me, but he wore the ring everywhere, even to bed … when he slept, that is. That was when he began to spend long nights working in the studio, sleeping mostly during the day.”


“And that was unusual?”


“Very much so. Before that, he worked maybe an hour, two hours at a time. He liked to … brood over his sculptures.”


“What made him change?”


“I don’t know, but he warned me to stay away. Kept the studio locked from the inside. After his death, I put a padlock on the studio door. I have the only key.”


“This … person you saw: how did he get in?”


She paused, considering the question. “I—I don’t know. All the windows were nailed shut—and the padlock was intact.”


“You have to admit, this is all pretty crazy. But I would like to have a talk with this Jechiel woman—to find out what kind of promise your husband made to her.”


“I really appreciate your help, Mr. Dexter.”


“Not help,” he said, looking into her eyes, sensing her fear. “Just plain curiosity.”


* * *


Philip’s station wagon rolled to the curb in front of the Jechiel Gallery, on La Cienega a block short of Wilshire. The imposing façade, in black granite, was broken by a small window displaying a modernistic painting of the Devil astride a galloping white stallion.


Evelyn and Philip entered the gallery. In the muted glow of overhead lights, dozens of framed paintings were on display. A variety of sculptures were mounted on pedestals arranged along each wall. “Looks like we have the place to ourselves,” said Philip. “Where’s our mystery woman?”


At that moment, Madame Jechiel appeared from the rear of the gallery to greet them. She took Evelyn’s hand. “My dear. So nice to see you again.”


She was dressed entirely in black, with her graying hair pulled back in a tight bun. Her eyes were shadowed in dark make-up.


“This is Philip Dexter,” Evelyn stated. “He’s a writer.”


“Ah, yes. I have read some of your work, Mr. Dexter. You are, one might say, an enemy of the supernatural.”


Philip smiled. “You might say that.”


“He wants to ask you a question,” Evelyn said, glancing at Philip.


“Regarding what?” Madame Jechiel was suddenly guarded, crossing her arms.


“Regarding Alex Court,” Philip replied.


“Yes. Of course.” The dark woman nodded. “I have several works of his here at the gallery. Are you interested in a purchase?”


“What I’m interested in is information. From what Mrs. Court has told me, he made you a special promise. I’d like to know what it was.”


Her face tightened. “That was a personal matter between us. It doesn’t concern you. Or her.”


Philip put his hand up, silencing the older woman. “Mrs. Court believes her husband is alive, that she’s seen him.”


Madame Jechiel stared at them. “In his studio?”


Philip’s tone was sharp. “How did you know where she saw him?”


Her reply was measured. “I know he often worked there. Perhaps his presence remains.”


“No presence,” declared Philip. “She saw a real man.”


“An interloper perhaps,” the old woman replied, looking away.


“That’s what I thought. Now, I’m not so sure. Then there’s the matter of the ring you gave him.”


Jechiel looked visibly shaken. “What do you know about the ring?”


Philip regarded the woman, stroking his chin in thought. “Enough to make me wonder why you gave it to him.”


“That’s my personal business!” Madame Jechiel was getting agitated. Evelyn put a restraining hand on Philip’s shoulder.


“Does your interest in the occult have something to do with the ring and the promise Court made to you?” Dexter asked, his tone softer.


Madame Jechiel looked at him, then said: “Let me warn you, Mr. Dexter, you are entering dangerous territory.”


“Dangerous to whom?”


“To you both! Now go. Leave my gallery. And beware!”


“Of what?” Philip asked.


The old woman smiled.


* * *


Outside, in the station wagon, Philip tented his fingers in thought. “What was that all about?”


Evelyn sat looking from the passenger side window. Finally, she said: “I really don’t know.”


Philip started the car, and they drove away from Madame Jechiel’s in silence. Then: “Do you have the key to your husband’s studio?”


“It’s in my purse.”


“Okay. I want to have a look inside the place. We might find something that will shed some light on this whole weird business.” He saw that she was trembling.


“I don’t want to go back there,” she said.


Dexter glanced over at her. “I understand, but my going in alone wouldn’t do any good. You’re the only one who knows the place. You know what to look for if something unusual is going on.”


She looked at him. “I’m afraid, Philip.”


“Don’t be. I have a gun. I’ll take it along.” He paused. “Just in case.”


* * *


They reached the studio shortly after sunset. It started to rain as Evelyn keyed open the padlock and they entered. The long room was draped in shadows and dust. Her flashlight beam swept the area: Alex Court’s sculptures stood along each wall, draped in white drop cloths like ghostly sentinels. The studio was ominous, with only the sound of raindrops breaking the silence.


“When you came here that night, did you get a chance to check the place out?” Philip asked, his voice loud in the quiet room.


“No,” Evelyn replied. “I was barely inside the door when I saw Alex. That’s when I ran.”


Philip moved to a darkened corner of the studio near a dirt-grimed window. “Was it still locked from the inside?”


“Yes. I had to break the inside lock.” She swept the beam toward the door. They moved deeper into the studio.


Outside, the storm had increased to a heavy downpour; rain battered the glass, intensified by a strong wind.


“Shine the light over here,” said Philip.


Her flashlight illumined the area he was standing in as Philip pulled the dropcloth from a particularly massive figure. “What the Hell is this?”


“I—I don’t know,” Evelyn replied. “I’ve never seen it before.”


The colossal figure was incredible: more than fifteen feet tall and heavily muscled, it had multiple insect-like appendages sprouting from its malformed alien body. The brutal visage was little more than a nightmarish, vertically gaping maw, not unlike a vagina. The waxen skin had numerous strange textures and openings adorning it, and there were two protrusions under the twisted mouth that appeared to be crude eye sockets. Several hook-fingered hands ended the multiple arms.


“It’s … horrible!” murmured Evelyn. “Like a nightmare come to life!”


“Have you ever seen your husband sculpt anything like this?” Philip asked, looking over at her.


“Never.” She shuddered.


Philip circled the massive sculpture. “Why would Court ever create such a thing?” He reached up to the clay figure’s shoulder, pinching off a small portion. He rolled the small lump in his fingers. “This clay …”


“What about it?”


“It’s damp. Someone’s been working on this thing.” He examined the sculpting tools on Court’s worktable, picking up a flask of red liquid. “Looks like … blood! Why would Court need blood?”


“Let’s leave, Philip!” Even in the dim light, Philip could see that the woman was frightened.


He ripped off a strip of cloth, dipping it into the flask. “I’m going to have this analyzed, find out what—”


A rustling sound near the opposite window drew his attention. Pulling the .45 automatic from his belt, Philip spun around to face the noise as Evelyn screamed.


In the wavering light, the manic figure of Alex Court—fierce-eyed, crouched, menacing—leaped out of the darkness. Lightning flashed outside, highlighting the lurid scene.


With a guttural cry, Court rushed at them.


“The door! Out!” Philip shouted, triggering the .45—but the bullets had no effect. Retreating from the hunched man, Philip tipped over another heavy sculpture, trying to knock Court off-stride as they run for the exit.


They left the building and ran for the house as the heavy rain slashed at them. As they were about to reach the garage, Evelyn slipped on the wet grass, falling to the soggy earth. “We’ll never make it! He’s faster than we are!”


“Keep going!” Philip yelled, grabbing her arm and pulling her up.


Reaching the garage, he kicked open the side door leading into the structure and they piled into the Mercedes parked inside. Locking the doors, Evelyn jabbed in the ignition key, twisting it, but the cold engine was slow to respond. It started, then died. Again.


“He’s coming!” Evelyn shrieked, beginning to panic.


Philip reloaded the handgun. “Keep working it!” he shouted from the passenger’s seat.


The starter whined … and the sliding garage door slowly opened: Court was pulling it up, trying to get in.


The car engine burst to life as Court’s rancorous face filled her side window. Shattering the glass with a bony hand, he yanked the door off the car. Tossing it away, he reached up ready to smash Evelyn’s skull—


“Go, go, go!” Philip yelled.


Evelyn jabbed her foot down hard on the gas pedal and the big Mercedes surged forward, smashing through the half-raised sliding door.


“You need rest,” Philip said to her as they spiraled down the twisting Bel Air road toward Sunset Boulevard. “We’ll drop you off at a motel. Obviously, you can’t stay at the house. Then I’m going to the police.”


She nodded, numb and shaking as she drove into the darkness.


* * *


Sheriff Ben Hartley leaned back in his swivel chair. He was in his late forties, balding, with a swell of gut above his belt. He squinted at Philip Dexter. “And you’re telling me that the man who attacked you was Alex Court?”


“I know that face. Court was on the cover of Time last year. It was him. No doubt about it.”


“And Mrs. Court also believes it was actually her husband?”


“That’s what she believes.”


The sheriff lit a filter-tip cigarette, puffing out blue smoke.


“I’ve been trying like hell to give up smoking,” said Philip. “You’re not making it any easier.”


Hartley doused the cigarette. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be smoking in here anyway.” He shifted again in his chair. “Gotta tell you, I’m not buying your ‘zombie’ story. Dead men don’t walk.”


Philip sighed heavily, rubbing his eyes. “Agreed. But what if he is still alive? What if he faked the heart attack?”


“To what end? Why would he pull a stunt like that?”


“That’s for you to find out.”


Hartley smiled. “I had my boys check out the area before—house, studio, garage. No walking dead man.”


Dexter nodded. “It figures. He’s not going to stick around waiting to be arrested for assault.”


“Where is Mrs. Court now?”


“At the Seven Star. A motel in Westwood.”


“I’ll need to talk to her.”


“Not tonight,” Philip said, studying the sheriff. He rubbed his arm; he’d twisted it turning the sculpture over. “She has to get herself together. I’ll bring her by in the morning.”


“Fair enough.” Hartley stood. “We’ll check the place out again; I can have one of my guys watch the Court residence for a few days. If he shows, we’ll nab him.”


The men shook hands. “Thanks, Sheriff. I’ve got more digging to do.”


* * *


Later that night at the motel, Philip and Evelyn discussed the police visit. She was calmer, but the harrowing events had taken an emotional toll; her voice was strained, her eyes haunted.


“I know how Alex got into the locked studio,” she said. “There’s a tunnel under the area—leading from the crypt to below the studio and also to the house. He came in through the trapdoor, I’m sure of it. I didn’t mention it before because the only people that knew about it were Alex and myself. We used it to store wine … and in case we needed to get to the panic room under the house.”


Philip rubbed his chin in thought. “Do the police know about it? Have you been down there since he ‘died’?”


“No. The blood … what did you find out about that?” she asked.


“A lot. And it makes no sense.”


“What do you mean?”


“According to the cops, the sample I gave them is an exact match for the blood trace found on the body of that dead girl in Bel Air.”


“But what was her blood doing in my husband’s studio?”


“That’s what makes no sense,” Philip replied.


He sat down on the bed, lips pursed in thought. “This whole case gets crazier by the minute. Nothing fits. Nothing is logical.” He stood up. “I’m going back to talk to Hartley about the dead girl. Maybe there’s a connection. Wait here for me.”


The next afternoon, and Philip wasn’t back yet.


In the motel, alone, Evelyn was startled by a loud tapping at the door. Nervously, she looked out of the peephole: Madame Jechiel was outside. The old woman’s voice was urgent. “Hurry! Open the door!”


Jechiel entered the motel room in an agitated state. Fear clouded her dark eyes. She gripped Evelyn by both shoulders. “Thank heaven you’re safe.” She slumped into a chair by the bed. “I drove to your house, found it empty, checked the studio, saw the smashed garage door…. I wasn’t sure you were still alive.”


“How did you know where to find me?”


“I called the sheriff’s office, told them it was an emergency, and they provided this address.”


Jechiel was breathing rapidly and her hands were shaking. “I can’t live with it any longer. I’ve got to break free … strike back at them.”


“Them?”


“The powers of darkness—of evil. They’ve controlled me—forced me to their bidding in exchange for success. But no longer. I must stop them!”


“I don’t understand—”


“Then listen!” The woman gestured sharply with her hands, speaking in a heated flow of words. “When I met your husband, the thing he most feared was death. I told him about the Osiris Scarab, that by wearing it he could achieve immortality, a life beyond death. But only if he agreed to serve the powers of darkness.”


Evelyn stared at the old woman. “That weird figure in the studio …”


“Yes—once the sculpture is complete, it will be able to enter our world again; its power will be absolute over all humanity! And there will be more of them, oh, yes … entire races, waiting to take this dimension back—”


“We found a flask of blood in the studio,” Evelyn said. “Is it connected to all this?”


The woman wrung her hands, her eyes gleaming. “In order that the creature may live, its body must have a certain amount of … human blood. Alex killed the girl in Bel Air to use her blood for the sculpture.”


Evelyn recoiled from the woman. “That’s horrible!”


“I entered the studio to examine the figure. It is very close to completion: it lacks only eyes. Once it has sight …”


“But what can we do?”


“Court moves by darkness. Light drains his strength. He sleeps in the crypt by day. Once the sun sets, he’ll rise to finish his awful work. We can’t let that happen! We must remove the Osiris Scarab from his finger before the sun goes down. This will break the cycle and end his foul existence so that he cannot complete the work! Then we must figure out how to destroy the sculpture.” Then: “Where is Mr. Dexter?”


“With Sheriff Hartley. He’ll be back soon.”


“We can’t wait! It’s almost sundown. We must leave now. And pray to God we’re in time.”


* * *


Dexter entered the motel room, finding it empty. On the bathroom mirror, a single scrawled word in lipstick:


STUDIO


He sprinted back to the car.


* * *


Twilight: the sun dropped closer to the horizon as Evelyn and Madame Jechiel entered the crypt. It was dim enough that they needed Evelyn’s flashlight, even though a few streaks of light were still beaming in from a high window in the far wall.


“Alex wasn’t in his coffin when I brought Mr. Dexter here,” said Evelyn.


“Night or day?”


“It was night. I had to use the flashlight.”


“That explains it. Court sleeps here by day. In a death state. By night he works on the demonic sculpture.”


“It’s still daylight,” Evelyn said. “Is he … ?”


“He’s here,” said the older woman. “But we must act quickly: The sun is almost down. I’m going after the ring. If something goes wrong … if I’m too late … you’ll be in mortal danger. You left the mirror message for Dexter, that you’ll be at the studio. Wait for him there. Once I have the ring, I’ll join the two of you and we’ll destroy the sculpture.”


Evelyn was uncertain. “But what if—”


“Don’t argue with me! Go now. We’re almost out of time!”


Evelyn gave her the light and left the crypt.


Madame Jechiel slid the coffin from the wall, tipping back the lid. Court was there, stark and cold, eyes closed, hands folded across his chest. On his right index finger, the Osiris Scarab gleamed under the fading light from her flashlight. She bent over the corpse, tugging at the ring on the dead man’s finger, breath rapid, sweat beading her forehead.


At that moment, the sun dipped below the horizon and the crypt was cloaked in total darkness.


Court’s eyes snapped open. His clawed hands reached for her throat. “Die, Jechiel!”


Face twisted with rage, his fingers closed around Madame Jechiel’s neck. She struggled wildly trying to break his hold, but she was no match for his superhuman strength. Tossing her motionless body aside, Court stepped from the coffin.


He pressed a hand against the crypt wall and a section of the marble facing opened, revealing the dark mouth of a tunnel.


* * *


Philip’s station wagon slammed to a grinding stop in front of Court’s Bel Air home. Carrying a flashlight, he hurried across the moon-shadowed yard to the rear studio, finding the door unlocked. He stepped inside.


Evelyn emerged from the shadows into his beam. She told him about Madame Jechiel, explaining the fact that Court can function only at night.


“Did Jechiel get the ring?”


“I don’t know,” she said. “Since it’s dark now, I’m worried about her.”


Philip understood. “Quickly! Where’s the tunnel?”


She took the flashlight and led him to the trapdoor: “Here.”


Philip lifted the door, listening. “Court’s in the tunnel, I think.”


“Do you have your gun?”


“Doubt bullets will stop him, based on last time,” said Philip. “But I do have the gun.”


Evelyn grabbed a shovel from an open storage closet. “Jechiel said that we have to destroy the sculpture before Alex completes it. She said it’s some kind of evil force, that if it gains entry into our world it will bring along others like it to enslave humanity. I know it sounds insane, but after all this stuff recently … In comparison, how would it be any crazier? Who knows what’ll happen if he completes it.”


Philip looked at her, considering the situation. “You’re right. Crazy or not, something’s going on. Even if we destroy the sculpture, though, what about Court? We can’t fight him. They must both be destroyed. At the same time.”


“But how?”


He picked up the blood flask from the worktable, uncorking it. He poured a red line on the studio floor in front of the figure.


“What are you doing?”


“This is irrational, but it might be our only chance—on a cheesy TV show I saw once, it claimed that blood can be used as a kind of hurdle—that no metaphysical entity can cross a barrier of blood more than one time. Maybe this will stop Court.”


“That’s ridiculous!” she exclaimed.


“Yeah, I know—too much TV rots your mind. But we’re in a looking-glass world here. At least we can give it a try! It can’t hurt.”


The sounds from the tunnel were louder now.


“He’s coming!” cried Evelyn.


“One last thing—just to be sure.” Philip scooped up a can of gasoline from the closet, splashing it liberally around the area. Pulling Evelyn into a shadowed corner, he crouched down behind several draped sculptures as the trapdoor pushed up and Alex Court emerged.


Court moved to a shelf, picking up a pot of fresh clay. He placed the container on a stool next to the massive sculpture as a shaft of moonlight from the window illumined the bizarre scene. He dipped his fingers into the clay and began filling in the creature’s eyes.


“He’s almost finished!” Evelyn urgently whispered.


“Yeah. Guess the ‘cross the blood line’ thing’s a bunch of crap,” Philip said sheepishly. “Just what I figured.” He tightened his grip on the gun, ready to attack Court.


Suddenly, Court dropped to his knees and began an alien chant: “Zthy’gar … s’Yenob Absorap’th … e … ak’Xerim …”


The figure’s eyes opened as the clay twitched to life. The creature stretched, like a great cat, while Alex Court, in rapt worship, leaned to touch his forehead to the floor.


Appearing suddenly to smell the gasoline, Court snapped his head up, looking feverishly around the room.


Philip leaped forward, brandishing the gun in one hand and his silver cigarette-lighter in the other. He thumbed it to flame and tossed it. The gasoline ignited explosively in a wave of fire as the newly animated creature thrust itself toward Philip and Evelyn.


The huge beast appeared slowed by the flames. Realizing it was engulfed by the fire, the thing went berserk: snatching Alex Court in one of its monstrous appendages, it shook him fiercely. Philip and Evelyn could hear Court’s breaking ribs, his snapping spine, over the roar of the blaze. Court was shrieking in agony as the beast crushed his skull between huge, clawed hands, the pulp of his cranium sizzling in the inferno as it oozed onto the thing’s hands.


Philip and Evelyn ran for the outer door as the creature raged behind them, helpless to escape the flames. Its tremendous bellowing caused the ground to shake as it tried to catch up to them. Looking back, they saw the great creature transforming, its figure becoming deformed, its screams more pitiful as the clay popped, melting and shrinking from the intense heat, revealing the bizarre physiology of the creature’s viscera.


They jumped through the door as the building erupted into a fireball.


* * *


One week later, Philip was on the phone with his publisher, Sanford Evans, again.


“That’s the whole story, so obviously I can’t go ahead with the original manuscript.”


“Sorry to hear that, Dex.”


“Yeah, me too. But … things have changed.”


“I understand,” Evans replied. He sounded discouraged.


“I’ll return the advance.”


“Hey, Dex, let’s not be hasty! Why don’t you write this book instead? Could be a bestseller!”


Philip stared from the window of his Malibu home, his eyes narrowed in thought. A storm was moving in off the water, making the sky dark, portentous. “Could be interesting, I suppose.”


“Damn right, Dex! Besides, what happened after the fire?”


“After they put it out, Sheriff Hartley found Court’s bones and masses of melted clay. Looks like he was sculpting several of these ‘demon’ things, whatever they were … or had tried to before he got it right.”


“And what about the ring, Dex?”


“They found it in the pile of ashes that used to be Alex Court. So, if I do this book, one last thing.” Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Philip could see lightning on the horizon.


“Anything, Dex! You name it! Think we got a real winner here. Name it! More money? A car? What?”


Philip twisted the Osiris Scarab slowly on his ring finger. “Just stop calling me ‘Dex’: I hate it. As I told you—things have changed.”


A CRAZY MISTAKE


NANCY KILPATRICK


WHEN I BEGAN THIS RESEARCH, I HAD NO INTENTION OF TRAVELING down such a dark and horrifying path. In fact, I was in a relatively good frame of mind, enjoying myself in the mildly cynical howbeit jovial manner I once was known for. I had work and all was right with my little world. At least for a while.


Bottom line—and I have to remember this—I’m just a low-level researcher, someone who scans history, mythology, and legend to find interesting bits that movie directors can use in their science fiction, fantasy, and horror films. I’m the person responsible for discovering ancient lore about such stock supernaturals as vampires, werewolves, elves, ghosts, dragons, UFOs, and zombies and digging out a factoid from the collective fantasies of the past that can be spun into something fresh and modern yet still recognizable for a ninety-minute screen-scream aimed mainly at fraternities sharing a kegger with sororities, both cliques hoping to get lucky, cine-grisly playing as romantic background noise.


I have no illusions. My work will never win me a Nobel Prize. I’ll never even win one of the Oscars you don’t see on television that are given behind the scenes because nobody cares about the researcher or research team. My work is silly, pointless in a way. It’s a job, one I try to enjoy, that probably keeps me from losing my mind, or at least I used to enjoy it.


This madness that’s engulfing me now began when I was asked to research early religions for a Tarantino-imitation split story about mummies and space creatures to see if anything in the oldest spirituality humans adopted could be spun into a somewhat believable yarn as back tale for an apocalyptic invasion-from-space film that features desiccated insectoids and half-naked women. “We’re an alien experiment,” the director chirped excitedly, philosophizing from his near-constant inebriated state. At the best of times, he tends to present ideas that have been headlining tabloids and floating through the Internet forever as if he had invented them. “Aliens are big, Kim. Everybody believes they were here before us and have been for a long time. See if you can find the first women they knocked up. You know, the Amazons or something.”


My initial reaction should have been: Kevin, lay off the small-c coke! But of course I said nothing like that. This work is my bread and butter. And with the young and restless clawing at my heels, I’m finding myself not as in-demand as I once was. Hence, my personal script has become stock phrases, something along the lines of: “Yeah, Kev, I know exactly where you’re coming from. I’m sure I can find something you can use.”


And so it went. I had the fat contract and the usual two weeks to find backstory material for what would ultimately be labeled a low-budget waste-of-time turkey that goes straight to Blu-ray and Netflix.


The day I began the research, I realized I had a huge problem on my hands. A quick search on the Net brought up very little, but I did find that not much had been written about the early religions and the women who espoused them, at least not in the easily digestible bytes found virtually. In fact, it seemed humans only started chiseling the details in stone when the patriarchal religion guys took charge.


“So, Franklin,” I asked when I phoned my high-school best-buddy, college boyfriend, now lifelong friend who is working on his third M.A., this one in comparative religions at Miskatonic University in New England, “this is more complicated than I thought.”


“Kim, you have no idea. I don’t even go there. My area of study is the patriarchal religions. Some people don’t even believe there were matriarchies.”


“Do you?”


A typical Franklin pause, followed by a decidedly oblique answer. “Occasionally an anthropologist will attribute a certain significance to objets d’art in matrifocality without applying undue emphasis on female power-rule.”


“In English …”


“There are social scientists who believe that some prehistory societies might have had women as heads of the society, but the notion of them as power-oriented hasn’t been proven.”


“Thanks. Okay, so they did exist, and you kind of agree that they did. A yes or no answer, please.”


“A qualified yes.”


“What about the Amazons?”


“What about them?”


“Well, they were female rule, right?”


“They were warriors during classical antiquity—around the time of ancient Greece. There’s plenty of information about the Amazons, much of it mythology. But I thought you were looking for early religions.”


“Well, kind of. What do you know about the Amazons?”


And he told me of virgin warrioresses pre-Xena who wouldn’t have anything to do with men until they wanted to breed female children, who cut off their left breasts so they could more easily use a bow and arrow or a spear, who were big and tall and strong and could fight the male of the species the way Kate Beckinsale takes on macho lycans. “They’ve even got their own commemorative genre of art—amazonomoachy.”


After a ten minute lecture, I figured I had enough information that Kev would be thrilled. Especially the virgin part. He seemed to have a penchant for virgins.


Still, I wanted to do a thorough job. Despite being a research hack, I’d always held to a few standards I tried to maintain, just so I could look myself in the mirror the morning after the movie premiered.


“So, I can get a book on the Amazons?”


“Easily. Look in the classical mythology section, or better yet, children’s books in your local bookstore.”


“Snide comments will be overlooked, my friend.”


A Franklin-style guffaw.


“What about the prehistoric matriarchies? Where can I get facts about them.”


“Nowhere.”


“Well, if they existed—”


“They’re assumed to have existed from the pottery and clay figures left behind that predate recorded history.”


“There’s nothing written about them?”


“There are a few books that postulate their existence, based on these finds, and also looking at what we know about early female-based goddess worshipping cultures usurped by aggressive northern patriarchal cultures and their religions conquering, if you will, of the more feminine-based societies and changing the notion of deification by 2400 B.C. For example, the Mesopotamians—a patriarchal culture with male deities invaded Egypt around 3000 B.C. From what we can ascertain, prior to that time, goddesses in goddess-based religions ruled alone, most of the time their son as their lover—”


“Ick!”


“—and gradually through the influence of the patriarchal societies that conquered, over time that young male figure ascended to power while the female’s power declined. That took place in the day-to-day lives of ancient Egyptians too, where the line was previously mother-kinship, going through the females, and women transacted business while men were occupied with weaving and other artistic endeavors. But regarding the gods, we know, for instance, that in ancient Egypt the female deity Au Set—Isis to you and most people—had a son or brother consort, Osiris. By 3000 B.C. Osiris had risen to ruler with Isis identified as his sister whom he married. So, voilà, her position was more or less usurped!”


“Yeah. The glass ceiling of the goddesses. Anyway, what books?”


He gave me a list of a dozen volumes, starting with one published in 1861. Johann Jakob Bachofen authored Mother Right: An Investigation of the Religious and Juridical Character of Matriarchy in the Ancient World. “It’s the bible,” he said.


Although Bachofen’s book had a fair following over the next few generations, Franklin assured me I probably wouldn’t find it for sale. “It’s long out of print, even the modern reprintings, but you might find a used copy if you do a search, and you can surely track it down in the stacks of a university reference library.”


“Which would mean a trip back to the East Coast to see you if I had more than two weeks, which I don’t.”


“Worry not, Kim, I’m busy as the proverbial bee. It isn’t that I wouldn’t love to hang out with you too, but even if you had a month, I’m jammed up with seminars and I’m in the middle of writing my thesis. This phone call is about all the time I can spare.”


“Oh,” I said a bit grumpily. “Well, I guess I can save the airfare!”


“Don’t be petulant. It doesn’t become you. And you know I’d see you in a New York minute if I could.”


“I know. I’m sorry, Franklin. Sometimes I just miss the old days a lot. I miss you.”


Another pause, this one his now-what-do-I-say? hesitation. I’m the one who broke it off; I felt I had to. I’d sculpted him into more father figure and less lover, and I could see I was suffocating him with my unspoken demands that he be the parent that had abandoned my mother and me when I was a child. He had to focus on school. I understood that—at least intellectually. Emotionally, I felt deserted.


One day I packed a suitcase and moved to L.A. I got work in the film business spending my days and nights contributing to the cesspool of cheap B-and-lesser-grade movies for the entertainment of the lowest common denominator, which career move effectively buried my feelings. Franklin’s the one who carried the torch for a long time. Despite that, he forgave me, eventually, and we’ve been best friends since.


“So, those books?” I reminded him. “On matriarchies? What can I get my hands on easily?”


“Yeah,” he said, his voice a little strained. But he was on familiar turf again and quickly directed me to two specific volumes on the list.


Modern research began with Bachofen, but the newer titles—mainly by women, most written when feminism was first gaining ground in the 1970s—were scholarly enough that they had likely based their good research using the older tomes, saving me the time and energy. I called around and found When God Was a Woman by Merlin Stone at a women’s bookstore in Berkley and had them ship to SoCa via overnight.


“We’re good?” I asked, as I’d ended my conversation with Franklin.


“Always, Kim.”


“Let’s try to get together when you have a break from classes, maybe in the summer.”


“I’d like that. But listen, if you hit a snag, call me. I didn’t mean to sound unavailable to you.”


“I know. Me too with you.”


The book turned out to be a hard slog for me. I was never of an academic bent, and the various names of early female deities and the names of ancient societies began to blur quickly in my mind. Where was Samarra again? Who was this worshipped goddess named Astarte, a.k.a. Inanna, Nut, Anahita, Istar, Attoret, Hathor, and a dozen other names, revered throughout the Middle East that existed in the past? The author traced some of these deities back to carvings from the Neolithic era, 7000 B.C., and some even as far back as 25,000 B.C. and the upper Palaeolithic cultures, and a bit of this early artwork was still extant. These were the figures Franklin told me about, one or two of which I’d seen on the Net, and photographs of which I was now viewing in the book, everything from anorexic stick figures to images that looked as if they needed stomach stapling by today’s standards.


They were fairly similar except for the oldest one, from 25,000 B.C. Try as I might to make sense of this grossly obese figure with what appeared to be a beehive—not her hairdo, her head—I could not. The author described it as an Upper Palaeolithic Venus figure, one of several found throughout Europe and Asia from the same period. The only other image that came vaguely close was one from Anatolia dating much later, 5750 B.C. But the heads of those earliest Venus figures found did not resemble anything human to me, and I couldn’t see a connection to the 3rd century B.C. Roman goddess of love and beauty and the exquisite images of her that still exist.


I put the book down. Maybe Palaeolithic humans made no connection between what they saw and what they sculpted in clay. But did that seem reasonable? The earliest of the 350 prehistoric cave paintings discovered was radiocarbon-dated from 37,000 B.C., and the animals—99.9 percent of what our ancestors depicted—looked very much like animals that we see today. Still, 12,000 years later, shouldn’t artistry have evolved? Why would this later ‘Venus figure’ with a real beehive be so strangely distorted?


Goddess worship, as the books defined the matriarchal spiritual beliefs, was a natural view back then based on the flesh-and-blood women who existed. Before fecundity and coitus were understood as leading to childbirth, women were seen as the source of life, since only they could give birth and the input of males wasn’t yet known. Also, women were the main source of food production, so they sustained life too.


Despite my lack of academic acumen, I soon became obsessed with prehistoric goddess-worshipping societies and resolved to try to find out more, particularly about the oldest, weirdest images.


I kept the movie research to the Amazons, and Kev was thrilled with just knowing, “They were virgins! Yeah, that’s good, Kim, real good. I can use that.”


The check arrived and was duly cashed and it allowed me to take some time off work. As I stood in line at the bank, a brilliant idea struck: I could spend a few days researching matriarchies! It would be like a mini-vacation. And despite Franklin’s warning to not bother him, I caught a flight east, heading directly to Miskatonic U’s vast research library. I had access to the library through Franklin, when I was still his significant other, and neither of us saw much reason to change overlapping library cards and insurance policies. I didn’t tell him I was coming, though, but he somehow found out and tracked me down in the stacks.


“Kim, what are you doing here? And why didn’t you let me know?”


“You’re busy. I didn’t want to disturb you,” I said, staring sheepishly up at his so-open rosy-cheeked face. I’d always loved his sandy hair and eyes—I found them restful as sandstone sculptures, especially so now after two weeks of not seeing the sun while immersing myself in tomes that weighed more than I did.


“For god’s sake, Kim, I’m not that busy we couldn’t meet for dinner or something,” he said, shaking his head at me in that way that always made me laugh.


But then he just stared at me the way a doctor examines a patient. “You look pale. And you’ve lost weight. Are you sick?”


“No. A little tired maybe—”


“You look like you haven’t eaten in days. Come on. I’m buying dinner.”


“An offer I can’t refuse,” I said.


He watched me place the book that I was about to reread onto the librarian’s cart.


He tilted his head and read aloud: “The Great Old Ones. What’s that about, Kim?”


“I’ll tell you over supper.”


We ate at the student cafeteria. He had meatloaf—he always had meatloaf when it was available. I was still a vegetarian and ordered a plate of vegetables-of-the-day but felt too agitated to do more than pick at the food.


“Franklin, that book?”


“The one I saw?”


“Yeah. It’s from the mythology section. The story of how life on earth began.”


“There are no shortage of theories,” he said, stuffing his mouth with gravy-soaked mashed potatoes.


“This one’s pretty bizarre. It talks about extraterrestrials—those are the Great Old Ones. They arrived long before there was anything on this planet. Or maybe when there was some life. There are several myths.”


“No shortage of mythos either.”


“In fact, they’re the ones who created life.”


“A creation mythology.”


“Kind of. But, it’s different. I mean, you know about religions, right? Why did God create humans?”


“Lots of theories there too. As many as there are religions.”


“Give me some examples.”


“Are you going to eat your peas?”


“No.” I shoved my plate toward him and he scooped up teaspoons of gray-green canned peas, then stared lustfully at my carrot coins.


“Well, with Judeo-Christian it’s man-in-His-own-image—that’s a classic. The Hindu god Brahma is said to have created the universe, with some help—they don’t know why, but the general feeling is that everybody had the best of intentions. The Muslim’s believe that Allah is manifesting his might and will through us as conscious beings so that we will know and love Him, and one another. The Buddhists say the beginning of this world is inconceivable, no beginning, no end, no reason. The matriarchies you were so hot about a few weeks ago, it seems they made a connection between the cycles of birth, life, death, rebirth, and the birth of the universe—”


“Okay, but none of this sounds bad.”


He stopped chewing and thought about it. “No, I guess not. It’s all good.”


“But what about a religion that believes their god or gods just, I don’t know, made life, but it was a mistake.”


“That’s pretty far out, Kim.”


“This book, The Great Old Ones, that’s exactly what it suggests. That there were these aliens that have always existed and they just go around doing things without any real intent. Well, maybe there’s an intent to have fun, like play practical jokes on each other, or play games, maybe malicious. And sometimes they do something and it’s a mistake. Like making us. We’re a mistake. Or a nasty joke. But they don’t really care.”


“That doesn’t sound like any religion I’ve studied.”


“I know. This is so weird. They didn’t create us for any good reason. And you know what else, Franklin? The book, it refers to an expedition from the 1930s that started out at this very university—”


“From Miskatonic?”


“—and they discovered remains. Some scientists from here went to Antarctica and they found these gods, or maybe creatures they created. They might have found the Great Old Ones!”


Franklin put down his fork and eyed me the way people stare at a woman who might be losing her mind. “Okay, Kim, you’re going off the deep end with this.”


“What I’m going to do is ferret out more information about these Great Old Ones! I want to know about why they created life!”


“Look, come to my place. We’ll have some wine and relax and you can tell me more about all this,” he said.


The library was closed, and I thought maybe relaxing wasn’t such a bad idea. I was tired, physically and mentally. “All right, but I need to be at the library when it opens. I don’t want anyone else getting to that book before I do!”


As we exited the cafeteria, Franklin said, “Kim, do you think that’s likely, an esoteric volume like that?”


“You never know who is interested in what, Franklin. The more I investigate this, the more I feel I’m on the edge of a breakthrough.”


“Just so it isn’t a breakdown,” he said in a soft voice, then draped his arm around my shoulder, just like the old days.


* * *


I spent more weeks in the library, rereading everything they had on matriarchies, including the Bachofen book, and the scant info available on these Great Old Ones. The librarian told me there were only two other volumes that even mentioned them, both focusing on the 1930s expedition. One was a scholarly assessment of the research materials gathered, saddled with the language of academia, littered with dry facts, devoid of any emotional response, an overwritten account of the fossils collected in the Antarctica expedition, which were laboriously identified and classified by their Greek and Latin names, and none of which appeared to be remains of anything unidentifiable. I found the 300-page report migraine-inducing and with only one reference to Elder Things, in the end it proved useless for my purposes.


The other book, though, a slim volume, was handwritten, an account by one of the explorers who didn’t identify himself and wrote in the third person. Besides over thirty assistants and aircraft mechanics and the fifty-five sled dogs brought along, the heavy-hitters scientifically included a biologist, a geologist, a physicist/meteorologist, and an engineer. This strange little book, scrawled on the yellowing parchment-like pages of a notebook of the day, had no title, and the librarian had handed it over the desk reluctantly, insisting that I had to sit at the study table right in front of her and reminding me to keep the protective gloves on and “Don’t crease the pages!”


According to the anonymous author, the expedition used a newly invented drill to sever ice as it moved to various geologically significant spots on the continent, mainly south of the Ross Sea.


They had set sail from Boston Harbor on September 2, 1930, and reached the Antarctic Circle on October 20th, returning home by mid-February of the following year. The party landed on Ross Island and proceeded from there by dogsled interspersed with airplane flights to locations farther afield.


When one of their little planes was forced by bad weather to land, some of these intrepid explorers accidently discovered a previously unknown mountain range that rivaled the Himalayas. And then, they found a cave. And then they found the remains.


I reread the description of the remains: bulbous things, with gills and wings, barrel bodies, suction cups at the end of multiple proboscis. Animals, likely marine, but maybe not. Anon identified them as “Elder Things” and likened them to the “Great Old Ones” of some religious mythology I didn’t know about, with five-lobed brains. There was also a comparison to bees!


I put down the book, making the instant connection to the beehive-headed goddess figure. And a shiver ran through me. I felt at the edge of insight but I wasn’t there yet, and read on.


The main body of the exposition lost radio contact with the smaller party that had discovered these remains. Consequently, some from the base camp were forced to hunt for their now-silent companions who would, ultimately, be found dead. And that’s when they discovered what appeared to be the ruins of a city. A city built for gargantuans. The writer described it in one paragraph as constructed like the cells of a honeycomb!


I felt rattled to my bones. Surely this couldn’t be connected to the matriarchal clay figures from 25,000 B.C.!


This is when it all turned very weird for me, because at that point the narrative stopped—the rest of the pages of the notebook had been ripped out. I counted remnants in the binding and it looked as if the last third of the account was missing. I was a little afraid the librarian would blame me for this destruction, so I turned to her and said, “Do you know that some of the pages of this book are missing?”


“Yes,” she told me, “that’s why you have to sit here and read it. Someone tore out the pages. It’s an invaluable historical account and we need to protect what remains.”


I nodded at her and turned back to the notebook. Someone didn’t want the rest of this story told!


As I’d read through the notebook, I noticed sketches the author had made of art on the walls of this giant city. I’d only given them a cursory look so I could keep reading the difficult-to-decipher script. But now I went back to them and studied what appeared to me to be almost a story in images, a bizarre history of some prehistoric race. As I examined each page of drawings, for some reason those on page 13 held my interest. That page contained images of what I would call creatures, something like animals, but not exactly animals. There were recognizable features: beaks and tentacles and multiple legs, the familiar stuck onto grotesque shapes, monstrous really, that sent another chill along my spine. And then, at the bottom right corner, I saw one figure with an enormous human body, a female, but not the head—the head was a beehive!


A small scream came from me, and the librarian instantly shushed me.


“Kim, what’s up?”


I looked up to see Franklin standing there. From the look on his face I knew my face reflected the horror I felt.


“What is it?” His voice was full of concern as he sat next to me and put a hand on my shoulder.


I turned the notebook and showed him the picture.


“Peculiar,” he said. “Kind of fantastical drawings. When were they done?”


“In the 1930s.”


“Strange images.” He looked at me. “Reminds me of early science fiction creatures. But why do you find them so upsetting?”


“Don’t you see it, Franklin? Look. Look!”


The librarian hissed, “You’ll have to keep your voice down!”


I whispered to Franklin rapidly as I frantically pointed to the image, “The huge woman with the beehive-head!”


He looked again. “Yeah, I see a resemblance, but—”


“This is the same image as the matriarchal clay figure! I’m sure of it! They’re identical!”


He stared at me. “Well, maybe it’s similar, but—”


“No, it’s the same! It’s exactly the same!”


My voice must have risen again, because the librarian was suddenly at my side, taking the book from my hands and saying, “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave. You’re disturbing others. And we must protect our books—”


“No!” I yelled, grabbing the notebook, almost snatching it back from her grasp.


“Kim, don’t do that!” Franklin grabbed my arm.


As I pulled the book, the librarian held tight and suddenly the fragile notebook broke apart, half in her hands, half in mine.


“Kim! What are you doing?”


The librarian called over her shoulder to a colleague, “Betty, call security, now!”


“Franklin, it’s the same. It is! The Great Old Ones. They did start life here. They made the first women, but they made them wrong, they’re not like us but they are, the same bodies, but not the heads. Not the heads! They made them like that as a joke!”


I don’t recall much after that, other than being in a speeding ambulance, Franklin sitting pensively beside me, holding my hand, the sound of the siren loud in my ears, and someone in a uniform that looked medical injecting fluid into a vein on the back of my hand.


It took weeks for the psychiatrist at the university-affiliated hospital to convince me, through drugs and psychotherapy, that I’d been making connections that just were not there. “Sometimes, Kim, it appears to make sense to put things together that don’t go together, and then it becomes easy to let an idea of a connection form. We all do that from time to time. It’s mis-thinking. It’s a way to simplify what in reality is too large a concept to understand; for instance, in this case, how life on earth began. Even the greatest scientific minds on the planet don’t know the answer to that one. It’s a mystery …”


Franklin visited me every day. He assured me I was overstressed, overworked, that I’d gotten myself in too deeply with academic research and that really wasn’t my forte. He told me that you can’t always put one and one together and make two, which I didn’t really understand, but I did appreciate his kindness and sweetness and suddenly saw that the loyal man I’d run away from in fear of destroying both of us was the one I desperately wanted to walk toward. But I knew I could not do that. Not now. Not with what I knew. I’d completely destroy him.


When the hospital released me, Franklin insisted I move in with him. He’s busy with his thesis and I know he doesn’t want distractions, so I try to keep out of his way. I’ll stay here temporarily and try to recoup whatever sanity I have left. I’ll make an effort to build a new life, one that allows me to act as if this great horror that overwhelms me is not real.


The library didn’t press charges because they got the notebook back and I guess were able to repair the damage. Most of it, anyway. All but the bottom right corner of the sketch on page 13. That’s the part I managed to rip out of the book, and while I was being hauled away on a stretcher I stuffed the scrap of paper into my mouth and swallowed. Someone had to rescue the proof of this connection, and I knew that someone had to be me. It’s my destiny. I see that clearly now. I’m the only one who has put it all together and I have to safeguard that knowledge until I can find a way to explore it further and then disseminate the information in a rational manner so that people believe me. No matter how ghastly a realization, humanity needs to know its origins:


The Great Old Ones created the beehive-headed women—and all the other abominations the artwork in the book depicted—hundreds of thousands of years if not millions of years ago, to amuse themselves, because why else would they create anything so hideous, so inhumanly human? I remembered that the matriarchal books mentioned that these clay statues with obese female bodies and beehive heads were found in many places on the planet and dated to the same time frame, 25,000 B.C., pre-recorded history. But now I realized that those must have been the only clay figures to survive. What about the ones before those, which had to have disintegrated with time? That’s when I made the final connection: The Great Old Ones engineered these females long before 25,000 B.C., long before the cave paintings of 37,000 B.C. The females were around from the beginning of time. The Elder Things had connected cells together, like the cells of a honeycomb, until they came up with this construction. Then the Great Old Ones impregnated them, as if they were rats in a lab experiment. Suddenly, in a flash of brilliance, I got it, how, they did this. The Great Old Ones also created Neanderthals by combining and splicing cells and mated the beehive-headed women with the Neanderthals—more cells combining—just so they could see what would happen! The females gave birth over the millennia and those hybrids led to us! Evolving humanity. How much more apparent could it be?


These early women made little clay statues of each other, just as the cave painters replicated the animals they saw, just as the Great Old Ones painted or had painted the images of their horrifyingly distorted experiments, not human, not animal, not anything understandable! These are our ancestors! No wonder we’re all insane!


All this grim knowledge lives in me now and the details are painfully clear, so obvious that it astonishes me that no one else has seen this. The beehive-headed women with the enormous bodies. Bodies that wouldn’t have been obese if they were giants! Giants created as the first females who birthed what eventually became Homo sapiens, freakish mutants engineered somehow by gargantuan omnipotent aliens, the father-gods of us all, who did nothing but entertain themselves, or maybe did things for a purpose we can’t fathom but a purpose that wasn’t loving. The incomprehensible archetypes that bequeathed us the legacy of soulless entertainment as a goal of life, like watching an endless string of cheap movies, wasting our precious time because our existence is pointless, meaningless and, at the core, useless.


And then they abandoned us, left us here on this planet to flounder, or evolve. It all makes so much sense, and I know it’s true. This knowledge is inside me now. I can see it’s swelling my body as I have a hard time containing these facts. When I look in the mirror I see how much I resemble the obese beehive-headed figures whose voices buzz like a swarm of bees, creating sounds that form words in my head, each word nestled in its own little womblike cell that is connected to the next little cell and the next to bind together and tell the story of the birth of Homo sapiens, a race that has no purpose, fathered by gods that just didn’t care. No wonder we’re all crazy!


THE ANATOMY LESSON


CODY GOODFELLOW


“WE ARE DEAD MEN,” I WHISPERED TO MY FRIEND AS WE FILED OUT, with all the other condemned, from Professor Aldwych’s lecture hall.


But my friend’s response was as falsely bright as the setting sunlight on the rain-washed stones of the quadrangle, that damned summer day.


“Not a bit of it,” said he. “Were we both dead, then we’d be beyond all worry, and if only one of us were dead, then the other’s troubles would likewise be at an end.” With this last sardonic observation, he only whetted the keen edge of my unease, for the same unworthy thought had crossed my own mind.


With final examinations slated for Monday morning, we were up against an unthinkable obstacle to completing our studies. The university had failed to secure adequate cadavers, and old Aldwych had left dangling the horrid prospect of suspension of exams and graduations for those who failed to shift for themselves.


“I’ll give you a hundred for your friend,” Bartholomew Parrish brayed, interrupting our commiseration with his usual patrician bluster, to the brutish delight of his hooting yahoo chorus of sculling chums.


“Mr. Balfour is not for sale,” I retorted.


“I wasn’t talking to you, Lennox.” Turning to my friend, Parrish pressed his idiotic jape too far by producing a billfold and pinching my shoulder like a greedy stockman. “I don’t fancy such a stringy specimen. Something corn-fed and country-dumb for my table. How much’ll you take for him?”


Augustus Balfour said nothing, but only leered at me like a prize calf.


Perhaps taking me for a soft touch because I came from the Territories, Augustus had entrusted me with the secret of his true name and heritage, a scandalized local line about which even I had heard many wild, sordid stories. With his eerily fuliginous, close-set eyes, scalpel nose, and fine complexion the color of sour milk, Augustus easily passed for a scion of fugitive French aristocracy, but I could not suppress a chill as he looked me over, for he was, in fact, an Odum—the great-grandson of Ichabod Odum, the infamous whaler and pirate whose name is a local curse that demands spit at the imprudent speaker’s feet, from Dunwich to the Innsmouth shore.


Bart Parrish’s father owned half the mills on the Miskatonic, and Bart had bragged that his father would arrange an “accident” to supply his and his cronies’ test materials, but he liked to throw his weighted wallet around. If he and his crass ilk were not so frightened of Augustus, I don’t know if I would have become so close to my friend, and so trusted him with my life.


Finally, he answered. “Flesh is priceless, my dear Mr. Parrish. Even worms pay dearly for it. How foolish of you to buy him from me now, when I might have yours for free, on Monday?”


Parrish stormed off with his lackeys in tow. Augustus called after him, “Give my regards to your father!”


* * *


And so, on a balmy June night in 18—, Augustus and I, accompanied by Linus Keebler, another unpopular student whom Augustus had taken under his wing, set out to rob graves.


My heart is heavy with the memory of those days, but we were blinded to the morbid and criminal nature of our quest by our noble ideals and boyish camaraderie, and hardened to it by the gallows humor that every student of medicine must assume. My own zeal to learn the forbidden secrets of the human body were not so fanatical as my friend’s, but I was no less adamantine in my resolve to become a doctor.


When I was only twelve, an outbreak of cholera decimated my town, killing my mother and leaving my father unfit for work. He was only one of many who sought respite in patent medicines of the sort sold by traveling quacks in the Territories, and he died sicker than the ones laid low by the bad water. My tuition at a series of boarding schools, and then at Miskatonic, was paid for by the good people of our town, a gesture of their dedication to protect their communities from the twofold threats of disease and snake oil that killed rather than cured. To return the good faith of the town that had taken me into its bosom when my home was rent asunder, I would rob graves, and worse. To save the living, I truly believed, there was no sin in disturbing the dead.


While our fellow students had fanned out to Kingsport, Dunwich, and elsewhere outside Essex County, in search of materials no one would recognize, Augustus had insisted on going to the potter’s field at the edge of the cemetery at Sentinel Hill, where Arkham’s working poor and the unaffiliated country folk were buried.


We saw the lamps and torches of a sizeable brigade of concerned citizens gathered at the gates, and prudently ambled round to the back. Climbing a willow tree just outside the wrought-iron fence, we scaled its drooping branches and dropped our rude tools on hallowed ground.


Keebler had to be hushed constantly, for his nerves made him burst into hymns in his stuttering, soapy voice. A lily-livered parson’s son from some New Hampshire burg that made Arkham look like Paris, Keebler was useful to Augustus because he agreed to finish any irksome assignment that Augustus tired of completing. Tonight, he carried all our tools.


From somewhere deep in the cemetery’s remotest precincts, we heard the braying laughter of Bart Parrish and the sculling crew. Parrish must have tendered a bribe that soothed the vigilantes’ outraged piety, and he was making a garden party of it.


As Augustus had scouted the cemetery and seemed to know its intimate workings, we deferred to his authority. The worn wooden markers around us were antique, the only legible carvings on them merely noting dates decades gone by. He assured us, however, that the gravediggers still used these rows, merely opening up old plots and dumping the anonymous departed into the holes, which were ever found to be vacant—and not always, he added with a wink, due to rapacious medical students.


“The earth under Arkham is as restless as the sea,” he said. “It sucks the interred coffins down into itself with the same glacial vigor that constantly thrusts stones up out of the uneasy soil of farmers’ fields.”


At some length we selected a likely plot, which we found quite yielding to our shovels, as it was recently turned. Linus and I took our turns first while Augustus stood lookout, puffing his perverse pipe carved from the bones of some unlikely sea creature.


The overripe summer air was still and feverish with damp, and even the antiseptic-soaked handkerchiefs over our mouths could not stifle the stench rising from the fetid earth. By the sickly silver light of the stars and the waxing gibbous moon, we began our ghastly work.


Though Linus Keebler proved a less than ideal partner, spending more of his breath on his gusty hymns than digging, we succeeded in half an hour in discovering the lid of a plain pine box, four feet beneath the surface. After winning a coin toss, I climbed out to make room for Linus, offering him a short iron prybar to do the honors. I offered a pointed suggestion to Augustus that we might conclude our business quicker, if he were to begin disinterring the next grave. To my surprise, he offered no dissembling, but took up a shovel and set to on the grave beside the one we’d excavated.


Just then, Keebler succeeded in prying the last nails from the coffin’s lid and, with his boots dug into the crumbling walls of the gaping grave, wrenched open the door of his fate.


“Good lord above, Balfour!” Keebler moaned, as loudly as his exhausted lungs could bear. “Someone’s beaten us to it!”


I shone my bull’s-eye lantern into the grave and confirmed his breathless verdict. The coffin was indeed empty. In fact, it appeared to have no bottom at all. The ray of light pouring into the hole beneath Keebler’s feet went down into pure darkness.


The floor of the coffin had rotted away, I told myself; but the evidence spoke plainly of something having burrowed into the fresh pine box from underneath and removed its occupant in some gruesome inverse mimicry of what we ourselves were about. I reached for Keebler’s hand to pull him out of the hole a moment before he himself recognized his precarious position. But I was too late.


Like a canoe in rough water, the coffin subsided in the hole. Keebler lost his footing, grabbing for the turf around the grave to keep from falling into the pit. His chin rested on the edge of the grave for just a moment, his eyes bulging against his spectacles, his red, bulbous face a perfect mask of terror. He screamed so high and so loudly that I could not at first make out any words, but through his pain and breathless fear he tried to tell us, “It’s got me! Help me, boys, the devil’s got me!”


Augustus had said he was a poor hand with a shovel, and we should have taken him at his word. Startled by the sound of my shout for help, Augustus threw out his shovel, and poor Linus caught it. Unfortunately, as his hands were engaged in clinging to the turf, he had the bad luck to catch it with his mouth. The blunt blade widened his screaming mouth past his ears and cut his unlucky head halfway off.


I could not summon words to express my shock, but only turned to cast a baleful eye on my reckless colleague, who returned my accusatory glare with a sanguine shrug.


“Well, I suppose one of us can stop digging,” he said.


Linus Keebler’s corpse sank into the bottomless grave. In the creeping silence, we both heard the unmistakable sound of something in the grave pawing at the earth and the ragged hole in the coffin, in order to drag our ill-starred colleague down into the earth.


At last, Augustus sprang into something resembling alertness. Leaping to the edge and taking Keebler’s corpse by the collar, he shrieked, “Grab him, before they do!”


“Who in hell are they?”


A grisly game of tug-of-war ensued, and for what seemed like forever, we thought we were winning. With Keebler’s arms in mine and Augustus hauling on his shirt, we had nearly dragged our colleague’s remains out of the hole, when the moonlight afforded me a glimpse of our rival.


It had the snarling face of a frightful hound, with a protruding muzzle caked in grave-mold and black, coagulated blood, but it was no simple beast. Those lambent yellow eyes betrayed an unfathomable cunning, while the taloned forelimbs that ripped and tore at our disputed prize were all too much like the arms of a man, though rippling with iron muscle and terminating in crude, bestial paws.


I freely admit that, when our rival bared its fangs like ten-penny nails and let loose a gibbering cry such as the coyotes of the desert plains make, I lost my nerve. Any devotion I might have had to my colleague’s remains, or to the salvation of mankind through medicine, was rudely overrun by love of my own yellow skin.


I let go of Keebler’s arms, but Augustus acted without hesitation … indeed, with such presence of wit that I would only later come to wonder how much, if any, of our misfortunes were not minutely plotted points of some elaborate strategy.


Like a veteran hangman, Augustus threw a knotted noose of rope round the neck of the monster and hauled on it brutally, choking off its infernal caterwauling but destabilizing the coffin upon which the scavenger stood.


In the blink of an eye, both our deceased friend and the creature had vanished down the hole. The rope raced through Augustus’s burning hands, whipping him off balance. When I sought to reach out and catch him, I only entangled our limbs and added my own weight to the chain of fools plummeting into the yawning mouth of the nameless grave.


We fell in a screaming, battling tangle and landed in an insensate pile. When I reclaimed such of my senses as to take stock of our surroundings, I found Augustus already in command of the situation.


We lay on the floor of a tunnel like a mineshaft, but the prospectors here were not hungry for gold. Above our heads, the root-choked roof of the tunnel was pocked with vertical shafts that terminated in the broken coffins of the nameless dead of Arkham. Hardly the final resting place the townsfolk pretended, the graveyard was but the portal to a hideous netherworld, and death but a feast for life, in a grotesque parody of the natural order, above.


The repulsive grave-dweller lay prone in canine submission before Augustus, who kept the rope wrapped in one fist and a revolver in the other.


A pitiful meeping came from the creature’s slavering jaws, but Augustus only tightened the noose. “Take me to the one who knows,” he repeatedly demanded, in between fits of guttural growling, which the monster seemed to understand, and to which it replied in kind.


Presently, the cowering creature relented and crept off down the tunnel, with Augustus holding its leash. At a loss, I attempted to take up the inert form of our colleague.


“Leave him,” Augustus snapped. “We’re after bigger game.”


“Off to where?” I demanded. “We’ve got to climb out the way we came. Mr. Keebler can’t be left here to the tender mercies of these—”


“Ghouls, Mr. Lennox.” Augustus followed his tethered monstrosity, lecturing all the while, as if on a bit of trivia about pygmies in darkest Africa. “That is what they are called, but have a care you don’t judge them too puritanically. If all men are brothers, then these are our unacknowledged cousins. Their nature might seem unsavory to you, but they only feed on that which men offer them. Indeed, in our dim past, the origin of burial rites must lie in some kind of pact with the ghouls … but even d’Erlette did not speak to it, in the expurgated version. It matters not, for we’re bound to find the truth at its wellspring.”


All my pleas, commands, and threats went unheeded. In his own time, he explained what he thought would bind me to this mad misadventure, and I—as much bewitched by the promise of wisdom as I was unhinged by the shocking twists of fate that had brought us to a subterranean highway beneath the graveyard—followed, as meekly as the subdued corpse-eater on Augustus Balfour’s leash.


“But d’Erlette was most forceful about one thing, Lennox,” he went on. “Ghouls do not age. Steeped in filth, yet they are immune to disease. Except by starvation or extreme violence, they don’t die.”


He turned to look me in the eye. “Think about that for a moment, Lennox. These eaters of death are immortal.”


“If it’s eating the flesh of the dead that makes them so, then let the devil have them!” I replied, nauseated by his manifest eagerness.


Augustus shook his head and let the straining tomb-hound drag us down the charnel path. “Mere cannibalism does not make one a ghoul,” he chided, “any more than having fleas makes one a dog. But they have other properties—the knack for replacing lost limbs and organs, for resisting plague and bacterial infection—that it would be pure stupidity to ignore. No, to leave such revelations unturned would condemn millions to unnecessary death. It would, then, also be cowardly and evil, would it not?”


Our descent had taken us beneath the rust-red clay of the hill, and deep into the limestone bed of the Miskatonic river valley. Water seeped from groaning fissures in the walls, but we had left the graveyard far behind—or above—us.


I asked Augustus why we did not return with our captive, to dissect him at our leisure. I had no scruples about executing such vermin, made all the more blasphemous by its bedeviling kinship to humankind. But his answer was so cryptic as to stifle all further attempts at conversation, for no matter how edifying I might find the revelations of the world beneath the graveyard, I was traveling alone with a madman.


“We would cut quite a spectacle, trying to subdue this poor beast long enough to vivisect him in the operating theater. Aldwych would expel us, if he didn’t suffer a stroke first. But this one knows nothing. There are deeper secrets, of which the Cultes des Goules treats in oblique riddles, but which are kept in a cache of obsidian tablets by the One Who Knows. The Judge of the Dead, grandsire of ghouls, touched by the Unbegotten One, ha! See how it cowers in fear I’ll speak the name. But you’ll take us to him, won’t you?”


I would have turned and found my own way back, but we had passed so many branches in that labyrinthine warren that I despaired of returning alone. Every intersecting tunnel seemed to glitter with constellations of yellow eyes, and always at our heels was the diabolical din of baying dogs—though their chaotic barking seemed to strive to imitate Keebler’s woefully off-key rendition of “Shall We Gather in the Garden.”


Perhaps Augustus hoped to win my sundered confidence with his lectures. I had no knowledge of, and even less use for, the perverse royalist naturalism of the Old World, and told him so. But Augustus only cackled, “Old World! There is nothing new in this world, but eternally born-again ignorance! Do you know, Lennox, about the books of witchcraft and antediluvian folklore, kept under lock and key in the library? Why would such books remain closely guarded, when all the other secrets of the ancients have been stripped from their tombs and displayed in museums and world’s fairs, to amuse modern fools? They speak of the Old Ones as those from Outside, but their occulted mummeries hide a wondrous truth. Our smug science is a flimsy garment of wishes and lies, while the unspeakable truth they hide is a roaring wind.


“The secret that puts the lie to all we think we know is that there is but one ancestral organism, of which all living things on earth are descended. The Old Ones are but the veiled true face of nature … the blind, fumbling authors of our flesh.”


We emerged from the tunnel and found ourselves in a cavern so vast that, at first, I mistook the distant roof for the night sky.


Relief turned to disappointment, then to awe, as I discovered the dimensions of the cavern we had entered. In diameter, it could not have been less than two hundred leagues, and almost perfectly cylindrical, as if we had stumbled upon the path of some enormous, boring worm, devouring the deep foundations of the earth as a maggot gnaws dead flesh.


A sluggish river of black, oily water burbled down the gently descending course of the vast grotto. A clipper ship could have handily navigated it. When I remarked upon this, Augustus smiled and asked me if I’d ever heard of the Dhol Chants.


“When the New England colonies grew into cities, and the Indians of the Miskatonic valley began to die off from massacres and disease, the desperate medicine men called the Dholes to reclaim their stolen lands. And yet, when they bore witness to the Dholes’ terrible appetite, they repented and banished them to the White Void from whence they came, but the sacrifice was too costly. The Miskatonic tribes faded away, and the world they saved is only food for the most ravenous worms that walk … Americans.”


Augustus’s raving echoed above our heads, as in a train station or a cathedral. The worm-gnawed walls and remote ceiling glistered with the eerie green glow of false stars and meteor showers made by luminous cave flora.


Our captive led us down a treacherous slope of fossilized skulls to the water’s edge, where a long, low boat lay beached with its oars shipped as if the rowers had only just left them, its prow painted with the colors and crest of our proud university.


Augustus posted the ghoul in the bow and took out a length of sturdy chain from his capacious overcoat. Slipping it through the oarlocks, he clapped a pair of shackles on the prisoner’s bandy forelegs. He took the middle bench, bidding me shove us into the current, and lit his noisome pipe.


I recoiled at the unwholesome chill and viscosity of the water and had to brace myself with a muttered prayer before I could wade into the slithering river after my friend.


The damnable ghoul slyly rocked the boat as I tried to board, nearly swamping us and conveniently causing Augustus to lose his oars.


We beat our way upriver with a forceful tempo, but we saw no landmarks to gauge our progress—only the walls of the endless cavern, broken every so often by branching tunnels from which legions of staring eyes observed our passage. Many were not half so pleasant to regard as our ghoulish guide, but none came out to menace or molest us, though to overturn our boat and drag us beneath the black water would have been no great chore.


All the while, our uncouth oarsman chortled and chuckled to himself, as if he were not our captive, but quite the reverse. Augustus retreated into his own morbid fancies, and I was too overtaxed in trying to match the ghoul’s effortless strokes to try to engage my friend in a debate.


Presently, the stagnant air gave way to a clammy Stygian breeze that made me shiver in my sodden clothes. We were harried by an unseen, flapping thing that circled us on vast, featherless wings and nearly capsized by something else that leapt out of the water to seize the flyer in its jaws.


The sluggish current subsided, and the roof and walls of the tunnel retreated into the mottled darkness, leaving us rowing on the face of a sunless sea.


The light from my lantern picked out monolithic shapes rearing up out of the murk; fluted spires and broken arches that I, clutching at any semblance of the familiar, mistook for the wreckage of gigantic sailing ships. And yet, these ruins were not hewn out of wood or stone, but petrified bone. This Sargasso of the underworld was a sink where the remains of land leviathans from before the Great Flood were swept away, out of the sight of God. Or perhaps they were the remains of fauna that still survived, even today, in the bowels of the earth….


Augustus was not to be drawn into a discussion on the prodigies all around us, however. Heedless of tipping the boat, he stood and threw my lantern overboard.


The absolute gloom enclosed us like a colossal fist, pressing the breath from me and exciting a jackal’s cry from our vulgar boatman.


Only by painful degrees did my eyes begin to adjust to the faint phosphorescence of the cavern’s distant roof. The sharpening of my straining senses gradually revealed a flickering glow emanating from an island of bones off our port bow. It was the light of a bonfire, though what must be burning, to produce such lurid violet flames, I couldn’t begin to guess.


Augustus bade us row for the island as fast as we could, and I needed little encouragement. I began to suspect that something paced us, down below, something large enough to make our little boat tremble like a leaf in a flood, merely by stirring the gelatinous black water with its unimaginable bulk.


When at last the island loomed up before us, I was perversely reminded of a church on a hill. But the hill was a new Golgotha, a jumble of bones larger than redwood trees; and perched atop the mound, seeming to sneer down at us with eyes of purple flame, was a single gargantuan skull.


Crocodilian in aspect, it dwarfed any dinosaur known to natural historians—indeed, the skull alone was larger than any church in Arkham. The unwholesome purple flames licked out of the gauntlet of teeth, limning a parade of bestial silhouettes engaged in some unholy celebration, within.


Augustus leapt out to drag our boat onto the slimy banks of the island and graciously helped me ashore. He offered me a jot of cognac from his flask, which I gratefully accepted. I was past exhaustion, deep in the trackless territory of shock, but I had to try to learn what Augustus hoped to gain by this insane descent, if not to make him see reason and turn back.


“We are in no danger, Lennox, unless you show fear. Like all dogs, the smell of it maddens them.” His sallow face leapt out of the dark as he ignited a taper and rekindled his pipe. “Think on the rewards we’ll reap! Half of what we dismiss as magic is but the fragmentary remnant of a bygone science, far superior to our own!


“The forbidden books are laced with truths disguised as myth and folklore, just as the alchemists hid their chemical discoveries in arcane symbolism. Some scholars have it that the first ancestor came down from the stars, while others claim that it lives still and sleeps in the earth’s core. It matters not where our original ancestor came from, or if it exists at all. The secret ways of all flesh, the keys to heal, to perfect and change at will the fundamental properties of the body! All this wisdom has been entrusted to the Ones Who Know, the ghoulish acolytes of Nyogtha! I have seen that power with my own eyes, Lennox! The wonders we could work …”


“And you expect them to just hand it over?” I snapped, once and for all at my wits’ end.


“Of course not. I am prepared to offer them exactly what they want.” I thought of poor Linus Keebler, and the canine hymnal howling that had trailed us into the bowels of the cursed Arkham earth, and I took up an oar from the boat, before I followed Augustus Odum up the twisting path to the court of the One Who Knows.


The violet flames and roiling clouds of noxious smoke cast the scene into lurid chiaroscuro relief, which made it difficult to tell form from phantom. The leaping shadows everywhere concealed packs of slavering ghouls creeping all about us, cutting off all hope of escape.


For his part, Augustus seemed quite at ease. He strutted down the sunken gallery of the colossal jaw to warm his hands at the bonfire. Draining his flask at a gulp, he roared out a guttural challenge in some tongue that might have been archaic French, mingled with some gutter Latin—the lingua franca, as Augustus had told me once, of graveyards.


The bonfire roared as if fed by gas jets. The fuel it feasted upon was a mound of fossils, split like kindling. The antediluvian marrow within them stained the flames and released a foul vapor that made the osseous walls seem to shimmer like serpent scales.


The growling horde gathered closer about us, until Augustus drew his revolver and fired a shot into the vaulted roof of the palate. They drew back then, but not in a panic.


Those fiendish yellow eyes smoldered as the pack took our measure and found us to be no real threat. Much larger and even less manlike in aspect than the denizens of the cemetery, they loped on all fours or upright with equal ease, but they also seemed far older, misshapen and battle-scarred. Notched and missing ears, split muzzles, and grievous scars were proudly displayed, but I saw no halt or lame, no blind or maimed, among these grizzled tomb-jackals.


From somewhere deep in the unbroken gloom of the cranial dome, where erosion or gnawing teeth had hollowed out the optical canals and maxillary walls to join it with the oral cavity, came a spine-tingling peal of unhinged, half-human laughter, plunging the gibbering tomb-hoard into silence.


The skirmish line of ghouls parted to reveal a mound of bones surmounted by a barbaric throne. Sprawling upon it with the blasphemous majesty of a Duke of Hell, wielding the bloody scepter of a woman’s half-devoured leg, was the one Augustus had come to see.


Augustus holstered his revolver and bowed deeply to the throne. “There are stories,” he murmured in an aside to me, “tall tales told by the same ignorant hill-people who slander my family … of a traveling witchfinder, a Puritan general of Cromwell’s army who came to Arkham uninvited, to rout the notorious nest of freethinkers and diabolists. The town fathers led him into the woods on the trail of a local witch, put out his eyes, and left him to die. Blind and raving, the Puritan wandered in the woods for days, killed the first game he found, and ate it gratefully, though it walked on two legs.”


Grinning, Augustus took my shoulder and continued the story, faking better than I could unconcern as the lord of the ghouls slouched down from its throne, stretched and lumbered toward us with its forepaws dragging across the offal-strewn floor. It easily doubled my height, even before it drew itself fully erect.


“Now, the witchfinder didn’t believe that he would become a wendigo if he lost his way in the woods or ate human flesh, but the Indian he ate certainly did. And so he discovered a secret of nature that men have shunned, and so lost out on preserving the genius of minds like Newton, Da Vinci, and von Juntz, simply out of superstitious ignorance.


“But he squandered his wisdom. Legend had it that he stole back to Arkham and dug out a home beneath the village cemetery. He believed himself a judge of the dead, whom he devoured in their graves to uncover their sins. The town fathers never caught him, and somewhere in the depths of the earth he was touched by the Obsidian Wisdom of the Unbegotten Source, and he was changed—”


“It’s no secret,” I put in, “how to make a beast of a man. Strong drink and crazy ideas usually do the trick.” But trying to rein in his mania only threw kerosene on it.


“A beast! In every respect that counts, he is a god! They say he can raise the dead and mold flesh like clay. He guards all that a man could ever need to know, to heal the dying—and the dead. Think of the lives we will save, Lennox!”


I tried, I truly did, but I held only an oar as a god advanced to deal with us.


Plowing through the skulking retinue of lesser ghouls, the jackal-headed judge of the dead reared up on his hind legs and executed a deep bow of his own. Rawboned and powerfully built, yet his rugose hide was sparely clothed in mangy silver hair and deeply etched with hideous, half-healed scars. His arms were mismatched, one longer and more thickly muscled than the other, which was stunted, pink, and hairless. His deformed muzzle, wattled neck, and barrel chest were gnarled with clumps of leprous growths that seemed not so much symptoms of disease or decay, as of a rampant if misdirected vitality. The yawning black orbits of the creature’s massive skull were bereft of eyes, yet he seemed to sense us quite well enough. Branching black tendrils of quivering slime extruded from the empty holes to probe the air with the delicacy of a snake’s forked tongue.


Turning away from us, the ghoul lord snatched a tiny, shrouded bundle from one of his lackeys and rudely unwrapped it. An infant, freshly perished, its cherubic face blotchy with dull lesions from scarlet fever, rested in the crook of his stunted arm, as if it might awaken to this fathomless nightmare at any moment.


I thanked God that the helpless infant was only a cadaver, after all, like those we ourselves callously dissected. But the doomed infant awoke and gave a pitiful cry as the arch-fiend took it by its feet, bit off its head in his massive jaws, and ripped the wriggling body in two over his yawning muzzle.


Drunk on the innocent newborn life it had so savagely consumed, the ghoul roared a blood-curdling challenge, rounded on us, and charged.


I turned away to be sick, but Augustus stood fast and met the howling horror head-on. At the last moment, he plucked some tiny item out of his coat and dove between the monster’s legs.


I threw myself prone as the ghoul lurched past me. His slimy surrogate eyes withdrew into their sockets like a snail’s eyestalks as he toppled headlong at my feet with a whipped beast’s whine. Trembling with shock and relief, I could only silently admire what Augustus had done.


Armed with only a scalpel and the deft reflexes of a true surgeon, he had hacked the posterior femoral tendons of the monster’s right leg and the Achilles tendon of its left. The creature may have been a god, but he was still built like a man.


Augustus sauntered over and, with a leisurely peck of his scalpel, cut the ghoul’s spinal cord neatly at the base of the neck, between the sixth and seventh cervical vertebrae. He barked a litany of savage sounds that made the ghoulish court gasp, and then, in English, he addressed their fallen lord.


“General Jubal M’Naghten, I presume. I have come for the Obsidian Wisdom. I know you possessed it of old and have it still. I know the ways of your flesh and can give you pain such as only a witchfinder could deserve.


“Oh, and this,” he added, while he unbuttoned his waistcoat to reveal a bandolier of red paper cylinders, “is dynamite. Do you require a demonstration?”


He took a stick from his belt and made to toss it into the bonfire, but the ghouls formed a snarling, whining wall around the flames. They knew about dynamite.


But even Augustus Odum knew all too little about ghouls. For the crippled giant at his feet rose up and shook himself so the scalpel popped out of its spine, and his disabled canine legs flexed and stretched as if they’d only gone to sleep.


Augustus stood paralyzed on his feet as the ghoul seized his shoulders in massive, taloned paws. When the slavering horror finally spoke, his voice was a silken, syrupy purr. “Do ye want it so bad, laddie?”


Talons dug into flesh, ripping away Augustus’s sleeves and wringing gouts of blood from mangled muscle. He gasped with agony, but still managed to nod.


“Ye had only to ask …”


Augustus’s arms popped out of their sockets as if a bear had him, but a bear would not have taken such gleeful joy in torture, never mind the awful power to do what he did next.


From the ruins of one broken arm, great arterial vines sprang out and climbed the air, and blossoms like cherries popped out like spring and summer in the blink of an eye. But then, the fruit ripened to reveal a bumper crop of staring, terror-stricken eyes.


The other arm gagged and spat blood as it emitted high-pitched wheezing cries that grew horribly coherent. The awful wounds had sprouted teeth and tongues, and they were crying my name.


Incredibly, Augustus still lived, but the ghoul lord was ready to deliver an early judgment. He dropped Augustus and squatted over him, eyestalks curling back into his beetling brow. The giant gagged and unhinged his own jaw, like a snake preparing to swallow an egg. He gave me no more notice than one gives a fly when I broke the oar over his head.


Augustus opened his God-given mouth to speak, but no sound escaped his straining jaws. Instead, his tongue lolled out like a dog’s, stretching and swelling until it touched the bony cavern floor, where it clung with suction cups budding like soap bubbles on its glistening pink surface.


Like the questing tentacle of an octopus, his tongue thrust out for traction on the ground and tried to crawl away on millipede feet, when a torrent of white, scuttling pestilence spilled from his lips. Blind albino crickets and absurdly long-legged spiders scuttled away from the river delta of his sickness, but the lord of ghouls was far from done with my poor friend.


Something gurgled deep inside the monster’s belly, wracking his misbegotten form with seizures as it climbed up the esophagus and tumbled out of his gaping jaws, and into my friend’s captive mouth.


A black abomination, a squirming mess of aborted livestock and scrambled shellfish shapes, squirming with the unfulfilled promise of life everlasting. There were no stone tablets inscribed with medical miracles at the end of our insane quest. The Obsidian Wisdom was itself a living secret, which could only be conveyed with a kiss.


As well as he was able, Augustus opened wide. Lapping greedily with that obscenely overgrown tongue, he choked it down even as the endless deluge seemed to reach an unsustainable peak.


The ghoul lord seemed to shrivel and shrink as he vomited his abominable power into Augustus, who swelled like a leech, every internal cavity bulging and swelling as the black stuff filled him up and kept coming …


Only when I could recognize no scintilla of surviving humanity in Augustus Odum did I manage to take control of my fear and dare to approach my friend. The rash of mouths all over him might have been pleading for me to take his hand, but he had nothing like a hand left.


“There is no ancestor,” he moaned, “only one flesh, one organism of which we are only cells … and it is Ubbo-Sathla. All pain and disease are the sorrow of stolen flesh. With this knowledge, all things are possible … except forgetting …”


He reached out to me with a perfect human hand, though whether to be saved, or merely to demonstrate his newfound mastery, I know not. The hand he thrust out to take mine was perfectly formed, though it shifted and changed before my incredulous eyes.


Each finger on that hand split open at the tip and gave forth a miniature, equally perfect human hand; and from each digit on each of those tiny hands sprouted yet a smaller crop of beckoning hands, so that each digit was a forest of clutching flesh.


Shuddering at his endlessly bifurcated touch, I reached into the tatters of his overcoat and stripped him of certain necessities, cocking his revolver and trying to make the monsters all around me believe I had more than four bullets left.


I need not have bothered. They bowed before the new ghoul lord’s unspeakable embrace with the reverence of a coronation, and I slipped away unmolested.


I was not proud of leaving my friend to the tender mercies of those monsters, but I have since come to believe that my great failure lay in taking the revolver without using it on him while some fragile strain of mortal humanity yet remained, or in not attempting to ignite his bandolier of dynamite and blow the whole unholy tableau back to Hell.


I tumbled down the ossuary slope to the black and silent shore, and almost wept for joy to find our trusty Miskatonic U rowboat still beached there, and the ichor-spattered shackles empty on the forward bench.


I shoved the boat off and leapt into it. I sat in the bow and took up the only remaining set of oars, heedless of the slime I sat in. My last reserves were spent in a frenzy of rowing away from that damned island and trusting to providence to lead me back to the subterranean river.


When something leapt out of the water and into the boat, I could only kick at it. Our guide had returned and in a trice nimbly overpowered me, took away my revolver, and clapped his manacle onto my right wrist.


The ghoul lolled on the stern and used the spare oar as a rudder with one arm, while the other was clasped tight to his side. Clearly, he had cut off his own paw to get free. Now, he seemed to stare fixedly and covetously at me, and to lick his rubbery black lips—and his oozing stump—with his gray, barbed tongue. “Handsome hands,” I thought he said.


Too soon, we passed from the subterranean sea and rode the aimless current of the river. Far from relieved, I feared that when we reached our destination the ghoul would turn on me, and I tried to slack off to give myself time to hatch a plan; but whether I rowed or not abruptly became moot, for the current began to pick up speed.


The surging black tide lifted the boat and propelled it down the enormous tunnel like a toy down a sewer pipe. I clung to the oars, but needn’t have bothered. My fortunes were chained to the boat, and I did all I could merely to keep our waterborne missile flying upright.


The ghoul clung to the boat with all four grasping paws, howling to drown out the roar of the flood breaking over our gunwales in frothy black splashes wriggling with blind, glowing things. Throwing his ponderous bulk around in the boat to toss it askew on the face of the flood, I feared the ghoul had tumbled before the wave to drown us, but the boat shot ahead of the wave and right out of the water, skidding into a sharply ascending tunnel. The waves only swamped our beached boat and soaked us as they passed.


I lay in the slimy bottom of the boat for a long while, catching my breath, before I took stock of my current troubles. Fetid breath washed over my face, but the ghoul didn’t touch me. He only dropped a bundle of rags in my lap. “Hurry,” the creature growled. “It’s coming.”


“What’s coming?” I screamed and brandished my chains. “How am I to—”


“Show your work, boyo,” he said. Then he took out a meat cleaver and chopped off my right hand at the wrist.


When I had recovered from the initial shock, I found the ghoul had gone, along with my hand. I was free, and in the rags that I used to make a rude tourniquet, I found a test.


I ran and then crawled up from the underworld, taking any fork that seemed to turn toward the surface, until somehow, touched at last by fickle fortune, I found my way into a crypt with the lock already forced and stumbled out into the blinding light of dawn.


I had to hide from a party of mourners and as I tried to get my bearings. The road at the bottom of the hill was the Aylesbury Pike, and the Miskatonic sparkled in the rosy morning light. The towers of the university reared up out of the mist in the east like … well, damn what I thought they looked like, just then.


I was in the wrong cemetery.


Exhausted as I was, I still had to make a long detour back to Sentinel Hill on foot before I could go home. The bells were ringing for church, but most of my fellow medical students still slept, so no one stopped me as I struggled with a bundle wrapped in my cloak over my shoulder for the dormitory. As well as I was able, I saw to my wounds. I had nothing to lose, just then, by conducting an experiment.


I had seen ghouls with mismatched and piebald limbs, and heard Augustus’s lunatic claims, but I had no reason to trust in them. But I had come here to study the mechanisms of the body, and I had prepared all my life for this test.


The ghoul’s hand was still sickeningly warm, the black-red blood oozing from it still vital. I touched it to the stump of my hand and instantly felt a tingling sensation, as of a galvanic current.


One taloned finger on the paw jumped and pointed, and then it made a fist.


It required less than fifty stitches. The paw was as good, in its way, as my own hand, by the time I said my prayers and went to bed. I slept through Sunday night, when I awoke with a horrible shock that I could only dispel by checking my closet.


I confess that, despite all the terror and agonizing pain I suffered in escaping from the underworld, I would still have been a failure as a medical student, had I not secured what we came for in the first place. Although his brain and sundry other organs were missing when I found him in catacombs beneath the potter’s field, Linus Keebler would still get to make a noble contribution to medical science, and he would still, in a manner of speaking, get to take the final examination.


* * *


Monday morning found us at our operating tables in the main theater. The cold familiarity of stainless steel and formaldehyde was a welcome distraction from the morbid delusions my febrile brain had entertained, of late.


Professor Aldwych patrolled the aisles between us, calling out the objectives for the procedures we were to perform on our cadavers. More than a few students received a sharp jab of the professor’s cane for looking at their colleagues’ work, or at the professor himself, or asking him how his crippling arthritis had so miraculously cleared up.


I was thankful for the inattention, for I had replaced poor Keebler’s purloined parts with beef organs from a butcher shop, and it was difficult to use my elegantly shaped tools with the paw of a carrion-eating beast. Indeed, the scalpel and spreaders only hindered my work, and I found it all too easy to lay open the chest of my subject with my naked claws, flaying the fatty endodermis away from slack brown muscle as easily as one peels the husk from an ear of corn. Aldwych’s roving eye never stopped to remark upon my technique, though I took only the clumsiest steps to conceal my condition, and he no longer seemed to need his spectacles.


Our fears that a deficit of materials would derail the completion of our studies had been allayed, though a few of our classmates were missing, aside from Augustus and Linus Keebler, who acquitted himself admirably, in a role much better suited to his native talents. I could not identify the missing, of course, for we all wore masks and gowns, the ceremonial uniform of our grisly trade. To my weary eye, we did not resemble pioneers of medical science so much as acolytes of some ancient order, training to slaughter human sacrifices for a bloodthirsty god.


We had only just concluded the penetration of the anterior ribcage when a cloaked figure stormed the operating theater, using a laden gurney as a battering ram. We all looked askance at the outrageous invasion, but none was half so shocked as I to see that it was Augustus Odum, tardy to final exams.


If Professor Aldwych was known for anything besides his age, near-blindness, and slow, pained gait, it was his obsession with punctuality. But he meekly admitted Augustus to the theater and allowed him to unpack his surgical tools and commence with his examination.


My confusion and curiosity were almost unbearable, but I could not abandon my post to brace Augustus. I risked a glance his way when Professor Aldwych laid into an incompetent student at the far end of the theater. I was startled to find his eyes settled upon me.


His hands held a pen and scribbled notes in a journal, but his dissection continued apace and had already proceeded with the excavation of the thoracic cavity. I should not have been surprised at this, at least. Augustus had never troubled himself with tiresome labor, when he could coax another into doing it for him.


Augustus stood beside a big, strapping cadaver that appeared to be in excellent condition, except where its face had been gnawed off by some singularly vicious animal.


In a flash, I recognized the knotty hands and stubby fingers of Bart Parrish, but never had they operated with such deft precision as they did now; for they were engaged in cutting the aorta and pulmonary artery from their own heart and lifting it from the gaping chest cavity like a freshly delivered baby.


Slack-jawed, I watched the fumbling cadaver on Augustus’s gurney remove its own lungs and then begin to cut the esophagus and trachea, when I felt a sharp blow in the small of my back. “See to your own work, Mr. Lennox,” Aldwych hissed in my ear. “Only with your own heart and hand can you take the Hippocratic oath.”


My own hand. Where was my own hand, at that moment? And what was it doing? Most likely, I confess, something not unlike what I was doing.


Before any of us had begun to finish, Augustus yawned loudly and proclaimed the dissection complete. All the major organs and blood vessels lay pinned and tagged beside the emptied vessel of Bartholomew Parrish, whose family later commissioned a statue of Bart for their family plot overlooking Hangman’s Slough. The grave was, of course, empty.


Before Augustus took his leave, Professor Aldwych shook his hand and bowed to him, as if he were the student, bidding farewell to a master. Augustus favored him with a few whispered words, then left without any fanfare.


His rooms at Saltonstall Street were empty when I came calling that evening, but his landlord gave me an envelope that bore my name in Augustus’s looping, swooping script.


Inside, I found the signet ring I’d been wearing on my right hand, and a note:


Apologies for the chaotic way our jaunt turned out, but it’s within my power to put it right. Ask yourself—not tomorrow, but when the days grow long and cold—if you would rather I cured your hand, or your heart?


I never saw him again, nor, to my great relief, have I heard his name …


Until yesterday, when fate reached out and bullied me into penning this confession, before the will to make a clean breast of my sins should be ripped away from me.


For over thirty years I have served well the town that placed its faith in me, and never has my curious deformity become any more than a source of idle church gossip. I have done all that is in my power to keep them in health, to ease their suffering when no more could be done, and to comfort them, almost as a priest, that the mysteries of the flesh are not ours to divine or determine.


And all the while, I have known it for a lie.


I have told broken young men who left arms and legs in Philippine jungles and the muddy trenches of the Somme that nothing can be done, but to carry on. The god of my neighbors demands prayers, but never answers them. In my heart, I have not only sinned, but I have prayed to the secret god of my trade. And damn me, he has answered.


Yesterday, a package arrived in the post, bearing no return address, but I recognized at once the unruly penmanship.


Inside, I found no letter or note, only a patent medicine bottle bearing the label of Dr. Balfour’s Vitonic. The seal is broken, and I have little doubt but that the contents are not what the label promises. The bottle is full of something black and fluid, yet when I hold it to the light, it strives to congeal into something alive. Squirming with unspoken promises, it repeats the question Augustus asked me.


My hand or my heart?


   My heart—


THE HOLLOW SKY


JASON C. ECKHARDT


“The human race, then, is not alone in the universe. Though I am cut off from human beings, I am not alone.”


—Adm. Richard E. Byrd, Alone
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I AM FORCED INTO SPEECH BECAUSE MEN OF SCIENCE HAVE REFUSED to follow my advice without knowing why.


Where have I read those words before? I know them well and see the rust of age upon letter and syllable. Yet they are pertinent still, eighty years on—or rather, they are applicable again. In this case, though, I am reversing the advice of my maligned predecessor: Where he sought to dissuade, I seek to encourage. Pray God, what God there may be, that these men of science heed me better than they did him.


Here I speak of “men of science” as beings apart when I am surely one myself. My name is Victor Hope Metcalfe, and I am professor of climatology at the University of Northern Rhode Island in Smithfield. My interest in science was born during field-trips with my father, a professor of physics at MIT, to the wealth of science museums near our home outside of Boston. I got to know the ancient glass specimen cases of the Peabody and Agassiz Museums of Harvard as well as my own room; and how I brimmed with excitement at the annual Christmas show at the Boston Museum of Science’s Hayden Planetarium!


But I saved my most ardent enthusiasm for the Gilman Memorial Museum at Miskatonic University. All the way out to Arkham on the Fitchburg line I would daydream of the Gilman’s dusty halls, its dioramas and its fossils. Of primary importance to me was the exhibit assembled around the university’s ill-fated 1930–31 Antarctic Expedition. When you first enter the museum’s classic granite building, you are presented with one of the expedition’s huge Dornier Do-J “Wal” aircraft, suspended over the great hall in perpetual flight. Craning my neck, I could see the glint of the museum’s lights off the plane’s surfaces, still “bruised to a high polish” by the terrible Antarctic gale, as the writer H. P. Lovecraft put it. In the Antarctic Hall itself I half hesitated down its crepuscular length, both dreading and thrilling to the sight of the full-size reproduction of an “Old One.” It hangs from the wall midway down the hall, the thing’s pseudo-wings and tentacles spread in awful, ten-foot glory between a map of Antarctica circa 1930 and a blow-up photo of fur-clad explorers on a landscape of pure white. I had nightmares about it that I treasured.


By the age of ten I knew the whole tragic story of that voyage to the ends of the earth. The successful flight over the South Pole; the destruction of most of the expedition’s company in a howling blizzard; the strange discoveries and Professor William Dyer’s stranger revelations; and perhaps most tragic of all, the student Danforth’s confinement to the Danvers Asylum upon his return to the States—all were chapter and verse to me. Later I would read Lovecraft’s fictional treatment of the expedition, At the Mountains of Madness; and later still raged to discover how Dyer had entrusted Lovecraft with his notes, only to discover that Lovecraft had turned his learned dissertation into pulp fiction. Dyer was completely discredited. He had waited five years to publish his revelations, and the shock of Lovecraft’s treatment of them helped kill him. He died of a stroke in August 1936, just four months after publication. If there was any justice, it was that Lovecraft followed him in March of the following year.


Of course, who would have believed Prof. Dyer’s allegations of alien creatures, hidden antediluvian cities, and titan mountain chains anyway? The Starkweather-Moore Expedition of 1936–37 effectively quashed such wild rumors. There was a mountain chain, yes, but nothing to dwarf the Himalayas; and even the biologists of Miskatonic University itself, working from samples brought back by Dyer and Danforth, concluded that the “Old Ones,” far from being extraterrestrial in origin, were almost certainly from a lost branch of the Crinoidea class of creatures—cousins to starfish and sea urchins. Monstrous, certainly, but well within the limits of sane biology. They belonged with the seven-toed lizard, the trilobite, and other dead-ends of evolution.


Yet, disaster or not, the Miskatonic Expedition exercised an inspiration over me. I resolved to make some branch of science my career. My second year at U. Mass. Amherst I was able to secure access to the papers of Professor Lyman Atwood, Miskatonic’s Antarctic meteorologist, and it was these that inspired me to become a climatologist. It was through published papers of my own that I was invited to be part of this year’s World Geophysical Society’s Antarctic Symposium. Thus am I come full circle.
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SOME SUCH THOUGHTS AS THESE RAN THROUGH MY MIND AS I SAT in Logan Airport, awaiting the first of a series of flights that would take me halfway around the world to Antarctica. Outside the March sunshine was glittering off Boston Bay and melting the last of winter’s snow, but I knew that where I was going the weather would be far less hospitable. March is the tail-end of Antarctic Autumn; it must truly be urgent for the WGS to beckon us to the bottom of the world at such a time, I reflected. But for the prestige of the gathering, my long-standing fascination with Antarctica—and the fact that the WGS was paying my way—I might have declined the invitation. Even then the whole southern continent was veering toward that months-long night when temperatures could drop as low as -90° F. All right then, I thought, taking a deep breath. You’ve always wanted to see True South—now is your chance. Brace up.


The theme of the symposium was kept something of a mystery. But being a climatologist and considering our destination I had brought all the information on polar climate that I could lay my hands on at short notice. A good thing, too; organizing this information and refreshing my memory on it occupied me on the interminable series of flights from Boston to New Zealand.


At last we raised the spires of Christchurch. More flying awaited me there, but at least I was given a couple days’ hiatus while the organizers of the symposium waited for its last attendees. I made good use of the time by acquainting myself with my fellow scientists (I had little choice: we were secluded from the rest of society in a hotel close by Christchurch Airport). In particular I befriended a tart but brilliant biologist from Oxford, Thomas Spratt. A veteran of two seasons at the British Antarctic Survey’s (BAS) Halley Station, Spratt had much to tell me about life on “the Ice.” Spratt was exacting, acerbic, and uncompromising, but at the same time possessed of a wit that was as hilarious as it was unexpected. He was thin as a rail, and his short yellow hair never seemed to have known a comb. I liked him immediately.


Gathered here was the cream of intelligence in such fields as chemistry, biology, paleontology, physics, and geology. The place fairly sizzled with invention, but still no one was any wiser than I as to why we had been gathered. It was not until we were herded onto the massive C-130 aircraft for the actual flight to Antarctica (just another ragged band of tourists, to anyone looking) that we were given a presage of what awaited us. Each of us received a package that included polar-grade parka and snowpants (WGS stenciled in large black letters on the back of the orange parka—I felt like a convict wearing it); a manual on survival on the Ice; a set of earplugs and a pair of jet-black wraparound sunglasses; an entrenching tool that combined the virtues of a pick, shovel, and adze; and a hefty, ring-bound volume bearing the ominous title, INVESTIGATIONS INTO ULTRA-NORMAL PHENOMENAE ON EAST ANTARCTIC SHIELD. A computer disk in slipcase with the same Doomsday title on it was also included. No author was given, but glancing over the table of contents I was very surprised to see a section headed: “Miskatonic Expedition Findings—Dyer, Lovecraft, et al.”


A tall, cultured-looking man in one of the symposium parkas (the phrase “a sheep in wolf’s clothing” came to mind) appeared at the head of the cabin.


“If I may have your attention, please,” he shouted. The C-130’s four big engines were cycling up. “My name is Noel Personne, and it is my honor to welcome you here on behalf of the World Geophysical Society’s Antarctic Symposium. Contained in the packets provided you will find several items essential to your participation in this event. The book—or CD, for those who have laptops—explains the background of the current emergency.”


(“Emergency”? I thought.)


“As our flight is long and the noise of the aircraft prevents any conversation, I strongly urge you to familiarize yourselves with the information contained therein. Its content will at first seem fantastic, but we rely upon the famous open-mindedness of your several disciplines to give it the consideration due to it.


“One more thing,” he bellowed. The noise of the motors really was becoming deafening; the silvery chains holding down the luggage and supplies chimed. “You will find a pair of sunglasses in your kits. Put them on as soon as we arrive at McMurdo Station. The health of your eyes is at stake. Thank you.”


Mr. Personne was right about the noise level in the plane at any rate. Even with the earplugs the din was terrific; and it was only due to its monotonous, unvarying nature that we were able to bear it for long.


But soon such considerations faded before the revelations held in the INVESTIGATIONS. Its full content and scientific proofs would be tiresome or at least confusing to most laymen, so I will omit them here. But in essence what it said was this:


What the Miskatonic Expedition of 1930–31 purportedly found, as reported by William Dyer, was real. There were two titanic mountain chains stretched across East Antarctica, and nestled against the lesser group was a sprawling city of pre-human origin. The creatures that had built it were “not dinosaurs, but far worse,” the text quoted Lovecraft (whose fictional treatment, we were informed, was in all essentials correct)—the star-headed “Old Ones,” interstellar entities of pentamerous symmetry and astounding intelligence. For the past eighty years, since the confirmation supplied by the Starkweather-Moore Expedition, a curtain of secrecy had been drawn around that entire section of Antarctica, and a select group of scientists, linguists, and researchers had been studying it all. Since the discoverers had been American but the actual territory involved was Australian, the two governments had cooperated in the largest conspiracy of silence the world had ever seen. Security, for example, was handled by a largely Australian force with the colorful name of the Ice Shadow Army. The plot was aided by the region’s near-inaccessibility and later by events in the human sphere. What with depressions, a world war, and a cold war, who had time for a chain of hills in the coldest place on the planet?


There were some close calls in all that time, of course. In 1956 two Soviet destroyers vanished when they approached the seaward end of the larger mountain chain on the Wilhelm II Coast—not sunk, not destroyed, just vanished. Scientists at Australia’s Mawson Station reported an eerie light high up in the south about this time; at first thought to be a rising planet but later identified with the “beacon” from that unholy mountain range which Dyer had seen in the distance. At first the Soviets had blamed “capitalist aggression” for the loss, but there was no proof. No Western craft were anywhere in the area at the time. There is a sense of high-level meetings in large, dark rooms in Washington and Moscow; and the whole incident faded amidst official declarations of the bravery of the People’s Navy. And, it seemed, the Russians were brought into the fold.


The conspiracy’s second big concern came with the advent of satellites. Nothing, it seemed, could prevent any nation with satellite technology from peering down from on high on the hidden mountains. But here it developed that the mountains and their enclosed superplateau had a property that blocked electronic images. To all the circling mechanical eyes the region presented a satisfyingly white blank.


In the meantime, the investigators at the base of the Mountains of Madness had not been idle. Linguists attacked the dot-groupings that had served the Old Ones as writing, and after decades of toil had begun to decipher them. Comparing dot-texts with adjacent sculpture-bands in the Old Ones’ buildings, recognizing repeated patterns and drawing analogies from human languages by computer programs, the linguists had determined that the Old Ones’ writing was very like musical notation. Meaning and context were changed by tonal variations, much as in Chinese and Vietnamese. All this fit in precisely with Dyer’s descriptions of the Old Ones’ “musical piping over a wide range.”


Many of Dyer’s other observations were also verified or revised in the light of later science. For example, carbon-14 dating of the petrified shutters in the Old Ones’ very oldest buildings had confirmed Dyer’s proposed age of +-50 million years (a figure so staggering that the test had been repeated seven times to ensure accuracy; all results were identical). Dyer had also speculated that the Old Ones had used their wings to navigate interstellar “ether,” a concept since destroyed by Einstein; but later discoveries of solar winds and “dark energy” have given the scientists further food for thought. Even in minor details Dyer’s conclusions were being borne out. The “vast-winged pterodactyls of a species heretofore unknown to paleontology” that the Old Ones had employed to build their taller structures were almost certainly examples of the mighty Quetzalcoatlus, whose wingspans could reach fifteen meters (a re-creation of one may be seen today in the Texas Memorial Museum in Austin).


And what of Dyer? He was clearly vindicated, and within the confines of Lake City (the research station established at the foot of the Mountains of Madness) venerated. But in the greater world he must, for the time being, remain discredited. As for fantasy writer Howard Phillips Lovecraft, his role in Dyer’s downfall takes on darker overtones. It was never stated explicitly in the INVESTIGATIONS that Lovecraft was part of the grand conspiracy of deception; but it was never denied either, and certain hints as to the source of some of his “revision” payments were ambiguous at best. Then, too, what were we to make of the fact that he died on March 15, 1937, just a week after the return of the Starkweather-Moore Expedition?


I took off my glasses—rubbed my eyes. It was all too much at once. I felt a nudge at my arm and opened my eyes and saw a blurry hand holding out a blurry pad and pencil. Replacing my glasses I could see written on the pad in Tom Spratt’s frantic handwriting:


do you buy this?


I considered a moment, then took the pad and pencil.


I’m not sure [I wrote]. The evidence is daunting, but I need more. And you?


He took the pad, scribbled furiously on it, and tossed it back. It read:


bloody tripe


To break up the strain of reading this remarkable document, I would turn and gaze out the window to the sea below. Once we had cleared New Zealand’s beautiful South Island we were above the “Roaring Forties,” that belt of raging sea below 40 degrees south which had been the terror of mariners for centuries. From our breathless height it was an endless expanse of gray streaked with white. Antarctica rings itself in concentric defenses of which the “Roaring Forties” was only the first. Later we saw white flecks upon the Southern Ocean that were the outliers of the great Antarctic pack ice. These increased in size and number, ice floes, icebergs, ice-shelf, and ice-barrier, until a terrible vastness of white ate away the entire southern horizon.


The one small break in this world of white came as we circled down to land at McMurdo Station on Ross Island. The worn buildings along the torn, brown streets of the settlement looked like a giant child’s forgotten blocks. Here we were to change planes, and here we first tried out our black sunglasses. Although the sun was low it burned with a pure, pale intensity, and I was glad of the protection.


After the crushing din of the C-130, the smaller Baslers to which we transferred seemed blessedly quiet. But they soon filled with the excited chatter of scientists, pent up after the six-hour flight from New Zealand, as we debated the content of the INVESTIGATIONS. Outside the white walls of our little aircraft the short Antarctic day declined slowly, the dull sun eroding by degrees into the flat horizon. It spread a golden splendor across the endless snows. Finally its last blinding arc slunk under the horizon and was gone. The purple of the zenith deepened into an inarguable black, and stars blazed forth with mad intensity. Still we flew on.


Later, people spoke quietly in pairs or not at all; a few slept. Tom and I debated the possible double meanings of a quotation from Alone, Admiral Byrd’s account of a winter spent alone on the Ice: “The human race, then, is not alone in the universe. Though I am cut off from human beings, I am not alone.” I was flipping through my copy of the book, looking for a retort to Tom’s latest argument, when he softly said, “Good God.”


I turned to look at him. He was staring stock still out the airplane window. I unclicked my safety belt and leaned over him toward the window. Other belts were clicking open, and a mixed rumble of moving bodies and hushed voices signaled that others had seen what Tom had seen. Past the straight orange edge of the airplane’s wing; beyond countless leagues of flatness dimming to blue in the evening; in the nexus between earth and sky at the horizon’s rim, an ominous purple line of sharp-edged peaks arose. The haze of distance hid their bases but the afterglow picked out their summits in sharp contrast, like the bared teeth of a mouth ready to swallow the world. It became very quiet in the airplane.
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LAKE CITY LAY SCATTERED LIKE BRIGHT BEADS AT THE BASE OF THE Mountains’ foothills. For the past hour we had been watching those Mountains of Madness swell and grow into the northwestern sky until they seemed to claw at the very zenith. Then we saw the tiny array of lights of the station and the neat double row that guided us to our landing strip on the ice, and down we glided.


The silence that had invaded the cabin of the plane swelled a thousandfold when we disembarked. It wasn’t as though there were no sound at all, for audible even miles above we could hear the high, mindless screaming of the wind among the peaks. Rather it was a silence of the soul; a weight of Presence and a reverence that quashed all mere human utterance. Anything you could think of to say seemed inane. Grand and awesome and terrible towered those mountains, purple-black against the indigo sky, and all other features of the world felt far away and insignificant.


It was here, too, that I got my first real taste of true Antarctic cold. Our brief sojourn at McMurdo Base had exposed me to some bitter cold, but nothing I had not seen in New England. Here the cold gripped you and held you, pierced you and crushed you. Here, too, we were high above sea level. I breathed in short, painful gasps. I was relieved, therefore, to see our transportation nearly to the plane when we arrived. Two enormous Kharkovchanka tracked vehicles awaited us, growling and steaming in the polar twilight.


The main building of Lake City stood above the snowpack like a big black shoebox on short pillars. A line of yellow-filled windows dotted and dashed down the side of it. At one end a cylindrical tower stuck up an added two stories above the main structure—“the Silo”—and, I later learned, extended two stories into the ground below. Another building had been erected over the site of Lake’s first excavation (Pabodie Depth 2, in local jargon), and the lights of this glowed in the blue distance. Other buildings bulked close by—service sheds, garages, the army barracks.


Our hosts ushered us into Lake Central, the outpost’s main building. After stopping at our dorm rooms to leave our luggage, we had a quick meal in the station cafeteria. Then we were led to a long meeting room with a bank of windows looking out on the mountains. A screen stood against the wall opposite the entrance. Five men—four in the heavy pants, boots, sweater, and beard that were the unofficial uniform of Lake City, and one in army fatigues—stood by an open laptop and projector at that end of the table. The men looked as though they hadn’t slept in days.


When we were all seated the eldest of these men stepped forward to the laptop and began speaking.


“Good evening,” he said in a deep voice. “I am Doctor Dubchenko of the St. Petersburg Institute. I will be facilitator of this symposium.


“I wish I could say it was my pleasure to welcome you all here, but we are met in the face of crisis. We are working under the twin constraints of secrecy and urgency. Therefore I will dispense with niceties and proceed to the matter at hand.


“All of you, I’m sure, and our distinguished climatologists especially, will remember the ‘ozone-hole crisis’ of the 1980s. It was, in fact, only the most public phase of a story that began in the ’70s and continues today with the monitoring of human-based production of the chlorofluorocarbons thought to be responsible for the hole.”


A susurrus of shifting moved through the room. I could pick out my fellow climatologists by their reactions to this statement: “human-based”? “thought to be responsible”?


“For the benefit of all here,” Dubchenko continued, “I will give a brief summary of this story.


“Beginning in the 1970s scientists began noticing an alarming reduction in the ozone in the stratosphere over the Antarctic continent. The damage was such that between 1975 and 1994 the ozone level here dropped from 300 DUs to 150 DUs—a reduction by half.”


“‘DUs’?” Spratt whispered to me.


“Dobson Units,” I said. “Used to measure ozone concentrations.”


“Thank God,” Spratt said, sitting back. “I thought it was a form of DTs.”


I covered a smile with my hand.


“The causes for this drop,” said Dubchenko, “were found to be the man-made trace gases chlorofluorocarbons—CFCs—produced for aerosol cans and air-conditioning units, as well as aircraft exhaust and nitrous oxide from fertilizers, among others. Fortunately, the efforts of developed nations through such agreements as the ’89 Montreal Protocol have effectively eliminated many of these sources. We were encouraged by a noticeable recovery of the ozone layer and a reduction of the so-called ‘ozone-hole.’ CFC concentrations peaked in 2002 and have been dropping ever since.


“However, more recent measurements have painted a different picture.”


He touched a couple of keys on the laptop, and an image blossomed upon the screen behind him. It was an image I knew well: the 2006 satellite photo of the Southern Hemisphere, showing the ozone hole at its largest. The globe was false-colored in areas of greens, blue, purple, and black, indicating progressively lesser concentrations of ozone. The purple and black areas covered most of Antarctica.


“This shows the ozone levels for Antarctic Spring of 2006,” Dubchenko said, waving at the screen. “Although impressive, it did not worry us at the time. The hole fluctuates naturally with the seasons, swelling in the spring months of September and October. Also, halocarbons such as CFCs last a long time in the stratosphere, so we expected a delayed event such as this.


“What we didn’t expect was this.”


Another couple of taps to the computer, and the image changed. Again the Earth appeared in false-color glory; but now the black and purple nearly covered the entire globe, extending well into the lower tips of South America and Africa.


“This was taken in February of this year,” Dubchenko said.


The chatter the picture had generated now exploded into exclamations and oaths. One big, bearded man across from me jumped to his feet and blurted, “Impossible!” My own heart sank within me.


Tom was looking left and right and finally caught my eye.


“What’s going on?” he said.


“It’s not so much that it’s bigger,” I said, shaking my head; “it’s the timing. Under ultraviolet radiation halocarbons release chlorine and bromine atoms, which catalyze with ozone to break it down. These atoms get bound up in stratospheric clouds during the Antarctic winter, but are released when the atmosphere warms up. Then, too, ozone breaks down naturally in light wavelengths under 1,200 nanometers, so the worst damage tends to come in September and October with the return of the sun.” I swallowed, staring back at the screen. “If it was that bad in February, it will be catastrophic come October.”


“How catastrophic?”


“Rule of thumb is a one per cent increase in ozone depletion equals a two per cent increase in UV reaching the earth,” I said, “which in turn translates into a four to ten per cent increase in the incidence of squamous cell skin cancer. You’re the biologist—you tell me.”


Tom blew out his cheeks and slumped back in his seat.


Dubchenko was trying to speak above the clamor. “You will understand now the urgency of bringing you all here,” he called as the other voices died down. “Ultraviolet radiation levels have already been recorded in the 240 to 300 nanometer range across the continent. We are on the verge of a global disaster, and we need all your help to avert it.”


A heavy, pretty woman with dark hair raised her hand down front.


“Del Rio, UT, San Anton’,” she said in the gentle sway of central Texas. “The Montreal Protocol has loopholes for some developing countries, but I find it hard to believe that any country could produce such an effect in so short a time.”


“You are correct, Professor Del Rio,” Dubchenko responded. “No country, indeed, no group of countries could produce so drastic an effect in the time indicated. In fact, no human technology is capable of doing so. That is why we are meeting here,” and he swept his arm to indicate the bank of windows, beyond which the mountains loomed in indigo sleep. “At this point I must turn you over to our head of security, Colonel Mooney.”


Dubchenko stepped back, and the stocky man in fatigues—the head of the Ice Shadow Army—took his place. The fluorescents in the room glinted off his hair’s silver bristle, and his wide-set, sleepy blue eyes scanned across us all sitting there. I had the feeling that the sleepy look was deceptive and that Colonel Mooney could be a very dangerous man.


“You have read the INVESTIGATIONS,” he said in an Australian drawl, “so I don’t have to tell you the history of this locale. We are in the presence of very cunning and very lethal entities, and it is They who are behind this alteration to our environment.”


“Wait a minute,” Tom said, raising his hand. When Mooney gave him a cold look, he put in, “Spratt, Oxford. Biology.” (Secretly I wished I could blurt out credentials so impressive, but somehow “Metcalfe, University of Northern Rhode Island, Climatology” didn’t have that same sharp tang to it.) “Are we speaking of the ‘Old Ones,’ then?”


Mooney continued his icy stare, but Tom was unimpressed.


“No,” Mooney finally said. “All indications are that the interstellar crinoids have been thoroughly neutralized. We believe that the crinoids’ Artificial Utility Entities are behind these actions.”


Tom was rubbing his temples and in a low voice he said, “‘Neutralize,’ ‘Artificial Utility Gizmos’—Christ, why can’t you just speak the fucking language?” In a louder voice he said, “Shoggoths, you mean?”


Mooney looked at Dubchenko, who gave him the tiniest of nods.


“Yes,” the colonel said, “shoggoths. And to judge from Dyer’s report, shoggoths of a greatly increased mental capacity.”


“D’you know what you’re saying?” Tom said. “A fifteen-foot blob of protoplasm, able to sprout any number of limbs and organs at will? It sounds like an amoeba to me, Colonel. Do you know what an amoeba is, then? It’s a single-cell organism—single cell. You can’t have a fifteen-foot single-cell, Colonel, I’m sorry. It just doesn’t work.”


“I beg to differ with you, Mr. Spratt—”


“Professor Spratt,” Tom interrupted, “Colonel.”


“At any rate,” Mooney sighed heavily, “the AUEs exist, whether you believe in them or not.”


“You’ve seen them, then.”


“Myself personally, no.”


“Others, perhaps?”


“Others, most certainly. We have sent several recon as well as combat units into their tunnels.”


“And?”


“They never came back.”


Silence descended.


“We do, however,” Colonel Mooney continued after a pause that seemed to stretch for days, “have this clip extracted from a remote motion detector-activated video camera, installed in Tunnel G-12. It is an older tape, so I apologize in advance for the poor quality. Still, I think you will find it instructive.”


Mooney took his turn at the laptop. The ozone hole-blighted Earth vanished and was replaced by a grainy image of a stone-walled space. It was filmed at an angle from some high point with the exaggerated perspective of a fish-eye lens. At the lower right corner was the date 20 AUG 85, and a digital clock ticked away from 02:20:06. The floor and the stone wall opposite stretched back into the darkness at the upper right of the picture and, just discernible along the wall’s length, a carven band. A chill ran up my back as I realized that I was looking at one of the reliefs created by the Old Ones—or by their rebellious creatures, the shoggoths. Even as I thought this Something came up out of the darkness at the right of the image, swept up with incredible speed, and filled the screen. The image suddenly turned to static.


People around me cried out in alarm. I probably did, too—it all happened so quickly that it was only in retrospect that I recalled the flashing lights in the Thing, and the awful hand that sprouted out of nothing to envelop the video camera. It was all the more terrible for being utterly silent.


Mooney turned from the screen toward us.


“Over the past forty years,” he intoned, “we have lost one hundred and seventy-eight men to these things. I know damned well they exist and you had better, too. Since Dyer’s time they have extended their network of tunnels into the foothills—at least. From these the AUEs have dug vertical wells to the surface. At first we thought these wells were fumaroles, gas-vents of volcanic origin. But,” he added quickly as several geologists poised to argue, “we quickly recognized that this region is sedimentary in origin. That was, in fact, what clued us in to the vents’ provenance. It is from these wells that they are propelling halocarbons into the atmosphere.”


“Then why don’t you just block them up?” cried a bespectacled man who looked close to hysterics.


“That we have,” said Mooney, “and bombed them. But as soon as one is taken care of, two more appear elsewhere. Some are easy to detect. The big ones can be fifty, sixty feet across and lined with masonry stolen from the Old Ones’ city—‘cauldrons’ we call these. But we didn’t catch on to the false fumaroles until many were established. Even with our best detection equipment and echo-sounding they succeed in creating more.”


I thought of the plumes of moisture Dyer had seen coming off the mountains in ’31. How far had they gotten since then?


“And how are they effecting this pollution?” asked an engineer in heavy horn-rims.


“We don’t know,” said Mooney. “Mics put down the holes get what might be the sound of machinery, but probes have never found the bottom of these pits.”


The hole too deep for any line to sound, Lovecraft whispered in my mind.


“The thing is this,” Dubchenko said, stepping forward. “The ozone crisis is not wholly the shoggoths’ doing. We don’t get off the hook that easily. But the shoggoths have recognized the long-term effects of ultraviolet radiation on the planet and have been exploiting and exacerbating it for years.”


“To what end?” This from Professor Del Rio. She pronounced the last word like ind.


Mooney, Dubchenko, and their three companions traded weary looks. Finally Dubchenko faced us again.


“We don’t know that either,” he said slowly. “But we can guess. You have all probably heard the term ‘terraforming.’”


“Bloody science fiction,” Tom muttered none too quietly.


“Yes,” Dubchenko answered, “maybe for us but maybe not for them. All we can think of is that the AUEs are trying to—to get rid of us, all of us, humans, birds, and beasts. To make a tabula rasa, a clean slate upon which to start anew.”


In the humming quiet that followed, the words of poor, doomed Lake—the same Lake for whom this outpost of humanity was named—came back to me: “ … Elder Things supposed to have created all earth-life as jest or mistake.” And now the shoggoths were attempting to rectify that mistake.
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IN THE FOLLOWING DAYS WE WERE SPLIT UP INTO GROUPS according to our disciplines. I was fortunate in that we climatologists and meteorologists were given the top floor of the Silo attached to Lake Central, as the main building was called. I believe the thinking was to get us closer to the weather we were to predict and, it was hoped, prevent. Poor Spratt and his fellow biologists were consigned to an odiferous lab one level below the ground, which they promptly dubbed “the Dungeon” (only the geologists were buried deeper—appropriately enough). I liked my co-workers and we worked well together. Still, I sought out Spratt’s company as often as I could. The man made me laugh, and laughter was at a premium in that place.


One day, after a week’s worth of hard work, we managed to rendezvous at the cafeteria. Unlike the labs, this room had no popular nickname. It was officially “The William P. Dyer Memorial Refectory,” probably the only place outside of Miskatonic University that still honored his name. Tom, however, in his inimitable fashion, had dubbed it “The Crinoid Arms,” and such it has remained in my memory.


We were sitting there over two glasses of “homer,” the homebrew our Aussie soldiers concocted in the barracks and called “beer.” I had arrived late and had found Tom already keeping company with two empty glasses. After a preliminary sip of my first I turned to him.


“So how goes it in the Dungeon?” I asked.


“Just peachy, Carnahan. Living cheek by jowl with a mob of geologists is a never-ending source of wonder.” He suddenly cradled his beer glass in both hands, gawped at it round-eyed, and said, in his best American accent, “Look, guys, it’s a ROCK!”


I was halfway through my next sip and I snorted a laugh that brought beer into my nose. I set the glass down and, wiping my face with a napkin, said, “I’m so glad you’re fitting in, Tom. But I really meant about your work.”


Tom Spratt always had the good grace never to laugh at his own jokes. In addition, his normal expression was one of thin-lipped annoyance at the world; but the gloom that clouded his face now was something I had not yet seen. It brought age into his face, and I suddenly noticed the shadows under his eyes. He looked down at his glass.


“Bad,” he said, “bad. And the science is sound. Some of my BAS mates at Halley sent some of it. The ultraviolet let in by the ozone hole is hitting the wildlife hard.”


“I remember reports from the ’80s of penguins and sheep in Patagonia blinded by overexposure,” I said.


“Well, this is a tad more serious than seeing-eye penguins in Ray-Bans and white canes,” he said after another pull at the homer. “We’re sorting reports now of mass die-offs of phytoplankton in the Ross and Weddell Seas, even up into the South Atlantic as far as South Georgia, and that is serious, mate. If you and I and all our big-brained friends disappeared it’d be a quiet couple Sundays in the park. But phytoplankton … Jesus, where do I begin? They’re a major consumer of carbon dioxide, so without them we’re further along the road to a steamy new Jurassic. Never mind the fact they’re at the base of one of the bigger food-chains in the neighborhood—no phytoplankton, no prawns. No prawns, no little fish. No little fish, no big fish, la de da de da, and eventually, no us.”


He poured the rest of his homer down his gulping throat, licked his lips, and pointed at me. “I’ll give ’em this,” he said, his Cockney coming out as the alcohol took effect. “Bleeding shoggoths, man, thought of everything. This is like burning the foundations of the House of Life.”


Then his expression brightened. “Now the shog’s masters,” he said, “there’s another story. Talk about smart … did you know they still have a couple Old Ones here, I mean here?” He tapped the table for emphasis.


“No, I didn’t,” I replied.


“Yes they do, and they let us take a swipe at ’em with the scalpel.” He shook his head slowly, his eyes focused on something wonderful in his memory. “Amazing. They could out-think us, outrun us, and out-fart us, even wiv all five tentacles tied behind their backs—if they had backs, that is. I still don’t know why they’re not still running the show. They make the zoologists run around on the ceiling—‘Are they animal? Are they vegetable?’ Who the Christ cares? Make us look like the apes we are. Just amazing.”


He sighed. “So what about you, mate? What’re you lot going to do about the weather?”


I took a long breath. “There’s talk,” I began, “of reseeding the stratosphere with ozone.”


“Oh, that’s great. And how d’you keep it from falling back to earth where we don’t want it? That’s right brilliant, that is.”


“It’s better than what Smith from Harvard proposed. He wants to set off a bomb in the ozone hole to ‘re-encourage ozone propagation.’”


Tom scrunched up his face and stared at me. “And he’s from Harvard?” he said. “God help us.” It came out like gorelpas.


Before we could settle into an inescapable funk, McCracken, an Aussie sergeant we had befriended, bustled up to our table. He scraped over a chair, sat, and leaned cross-armed on the table.


“‘Release McCracken!’” quoted Tom and raised his glass.


“Evenin’, gents,” McCracken said, his big face grinning closely at us. “Fancy a jolly up to Spookytown?”


“Spookytown” was what the locals had taken to calling the Old Ones’ city. In all the panic over the environment we had nearly forgotten it. In those brief moments when we could gaze out the windows at the mountains there had been scant time even to consider a trip there. Now we huddled close to McCracken, eager for what he had to tell.


“I have here,” he almost whispered, looking around the room, “the list for a flight to take place in two days.” He pulled a folded sheet from his fatigues and palmed it flat on the table. “Brass are limiting it to twenty, and I thought you blokes …”


“Where do we sign?” Tom pulled a pen from his pocket.
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THE NEXT TWO DAYS PASSED SLOWLY. IT’S FUNNY HOW THE MIXED dread and excitement over seeing the Old Ones’ city made time drag, when previous days had all seemed too short for the tasks at hand.


But there was plenty yet to fill them. We busied ourselves creating computer models of present and future climates based upon 10%, 50%, and 75% reductions in the ozone layer, and they were all depressingly consistent. Projected increases of UV-B and the far more harmful UV-C ultraviolet radiations were off the charts; and in collaboration with Tom’s biology crew we predicted widespread incidences—pandemics—of blindness and skin cancer, massive phytoplankton die-offs, and destruction of coral reefs across the globe. The sequel to this list of disasters hardly bore thinking about: the ripples through the food chains Tom had mentioned, crop failures, long-term DNA damage … We now understood why the WGS had insisted we wear those sunglasses.


So suffice it to say that we were more than ready for our little holiday in the mountains. One of the Ice Shadow Army’s camo Hägglunds—odd two-car tractors—came to bear us to the plane; and by nine A.M. we were airborne. While we had been at work the Antarctic day had shrunk. The sun now scraped along the southern horizon for only a couple of hours, so we had to take what advantage of it we could.


What words can describe that flight? I could resort to Dyer/Lovecraft’s logorrhea, but to me the very massiveness of the landscape demanded sparseness, simplicity. Stark. Colossal. Barren. White of snow and black of bare rock. Seared by rays from the hollow sky, the mountains heaved their titan shoulders to bar our way.


McCracken was there, of course, the one smiling face in all Lake City. He squatted down by Tom’s and my seats, and we chatted about his army. When we asked about the army’s efforts to fight the shoggoths, he shook his head. No one knew for sure, but it certainly appeared that conventional weapons, and even such things as flamethrowers, were ineffectual against the “shogs,” as he called them.


“Like sticking pins in Jello,” he said. “How can you kill it if you don’t even know where its heart is?”


“Or if it even has a heart,” interjected Tom.


“Or if it can grow a new heart even if you hit the first one,” I added.


But the engineers were working closely with the linguists to recreate the “curious weapons of molecular disturbance” (Dyer) used by the Old Ones to combat the shoggoths, and McCracken was optimistic.


“Well, that makes one of us,” Tom said with a thin smile.


The mountains had grown until they blocked out most of our sky. We could now see the cube-like buildings and snaking fortifications built by the Old Ones on the precipitous slopes, and I felt again that shiver of discovery. To our left was Mt. Gedney, highest of the chain, its 36,000-foot peak razor-sharp against the navy blue sky; to the right, Mt. Carroll. Straight ahead the pass through which we were to fly gradually widened. Everyone was now at a window.


Dyer was again vindicated. The panorama beyond the mountains burst upon our sight all in a rush, and several of us gasped. There was the Old Ones’ city, Spookytown, the oldest settlement on the planet by a factor of thousands. Just its sheer size, a giant’s labyrinth running to left and right as far as you could see, stopped your breath. The pilot flew us across the city toward those other peaks, invisible in haze, until the city dwindled away in isolated ruins. Banking back, he gave us a heart-stopping vista of the city sprawled along the line of black mountains, silhouetted by the weak glow of dying Antarctic day.


The plane landed on a cleared stretch between the mountains’ foothills and the city. We synchronized our watches and put on our oxygen masks; then they released us upon the city.


Again I come to a place where words escape me. Even with all our briefing we were dumbfounded. How must Dyer and Danforth have felt! We have their account—or Lovecraft’s version of it—but having actually been there I find their words pale and inadequate. We staggered down the slight slope to the dark ruins, feeling their dim weight upon our eyes and souls. When at last we could touch the ancient walls, I cried aloud. Tom and I wandered together through room after Cyclopean room, our heads tilted back and staring like the most callow of sightseers. We found one room that still retained its roof and was lit by a row of shaded lights installed by the army. By their soft glow we examined some of the carven bands Dyer had described. The roof had protected these specimens from the worst of weathering, and we thrilled at the skilled depictions of the Old Ones and the contemporary flora and fauna of millions of years ago—done from life. Here were giant Magolodon sharks, eohippi, gigantic Indricotherica, and the humble Moeritherium. And here too were hairy, prognathous Australopithecenes whose descendants we were. At one point I turned to look at Tom and could see through his goggles how his eyes were alight with childlike joy.


And of course there were the Old Ones themselves. Perhaps one of the most jarring things for me was to see those alien, starfish-headed non-animals doing things once thought the exclusive province of man, and doing them in a natural fashion the ancient artists captured all too well. I am no artist myself, but have no qualms in saying that the unhuman artists who created these reliefs must rank among the finest this planet has ever produced.


Our time in the ruins felt frightfully short. In fact, it was far shorter than we were supposed to have had. While we pored over the antediluvian artwork a soldier came to get us. His mask and goggles hid his features, but with urgent signs he indicated that we had to go and had to go now. Reluctantly we left the megalithic ruins and trudged after the soldier as fast as our bulky clothing would permit us.


Inside the plane all was loud confusion. It was all the more disorienting after the eon-long silence of the ruins, but we soon discovered what was happening. McCracken was hunched over the radio set in the cabin. He had one-half of a pair of headphones pressed to his right ear, and his normally cheery face was crumpled with worry and alarm. After a few moments of extreme concentration he set down the headphones and stood up to greet us.


“Bloody blizz static,” he muttered. “Can’t make out half of what they said, but seems a blow has come off the mountains and they want us back at base ASAP.”


He slid past us and stalked down the plane’s center aisle.


“Best buckle up, ladies and gents,” he bellowed. “We’re in for a ride and there’s no mistake.”


And ride it was. Once we cleared the pass the wind hit us hard and seemingly from every direction. I could have wished for a larger plane as we were buffeted, tossed, rattled, and jolted. Outside our windows the magnificent scenery had faded behind a hellish streaking chaos of flying snow. I wondered how our pilot could tell where we were.


But see he somehow did, and he guided us down to the hazy twin lines of lights that outlined the runway. We thudded down, and the plane sledded to a long, hissing stop. McCracken was already up before half of us had unbuckled our seatbelts.


“Keep your seats, ladies and gents,” he said, motioning us back down. “No rush until the Hägglund gets here.” His smile had returned, but the eyes he turned to peer out the windows showed a little too much white.


“What’s happening, Sergeant?” asked an academic-looking Indian man up front.


“Nothing to worry about, nothing at all,” McCracken responded. I started to worry.


I saw the lights of the Hägglund roll up past the plane. We all pulled the hoods of our parkas up over our heads, rose, and began shuffling for the exit of the plane. The driver had brought the Hägglund close to the airplane staircase, and we were soon all crowded inside. I had barely gotten seated when the driver engaged the tracks and swung us around toward Lake City. He seemed to be driving pretty fast for the near-blind conditions, but I didn’t feel it was my place to criticize.


McCracken was sitting up front beside the driver, and he leaned over to speak with him. I’m sure he thought they were inaudible to the rest of us, but I caught enough to start the alarm bells ringing in my heart.


“How many are there, Davis?”


“… know, Sergeant, but they’ve taken Pabodie.”


“Shit. Where’s …”


“… last time we heard … radioed Code Black, all personnel …”


An explosion sounded in the blizzard—more a vibration in the gut than a sound.


“What was that, Sergeant?” came a querulous voice from the back.


“Just routine,” McCracken said. “Probably just setting some cauldron to rights.”


I leaned forward and peered around McCracken’s broad back. All was a dizzying race of snow past the windshields. I was never as relieved as when I descried the lights of Lake Central glowing like unearthly chrysanthemums in the blue blizzard ahead. McCracken turned to address us.


“All right,” he bawled. “We are approaching the main building. When we get there we go straight into the building; we do not, I repeat, do not dawdle. Captain Urquart and Doctor Dubchenko will be on hand to—”


There was a loud crack, and the whole front car of the vehicle lurched forward and down. The four of us sitting in back were tossed forward onto the others. A man screamed. Snow rattled against the tractor’s windows.


“What’s happening, Private?” McCracken boomed, heaving himself upright.


“Crevasse more than likely, Sergeant. I’ll see what I can do to get us out.”


“See that you do, Private.”


The driver hooked his right arm over the back of his seat and turned his face toward us. Blood ran down from his nose in a wide, red stripe to his chin, but aside from this he had the casual attitude of someone trying to back into a parking place. We heard the tracks under the floorboards whizzing over the snow, but it was no good. The Hägglund was stuck.


McCracken threw open the front hatch and leapt out into the blast. A puff of snow blew in past him like diamond dust. We could see him limned starkly in the lights of the tractor, first looking over the damage, then grasping the front fender and trying to heave the vehicle out. Tom and I were about to join him when he came back in. He was breathing hard.


“No use,” he gasped. “Got … try another way.”


He opened a locker by the dashboard and pulled out a coil of rope.


“Take this, all of you,” he said, feeding it out to each of us. “Stay in line and don’t let go of the rope. The last one passes it on to the lot from the back car. If you get separated from the rest of us, make for those lights.” And he pointed at the lights of Lake Central.


The sergeant gave us a minute to secure our clothing, then led us out of the wrecked tractor and into the storm. It was roaring, freight-training down off the mountains as if it would clear away the whole surface of the planet. Even through our protective clothing we could feel the wind-driven snow pummeling us, pelting us as if to pierce us in its fury. One or two of our smaller companions were blown off their feet, and the rest of us had to lean far into the wind, making as small a target for its violence as we could.


We were trudging along like this for I don’t know how long—time itself seemed to have been carried away on the demon wind—when I bumped up against the person in front of me. I had been so intent on just keeping my feet that I hadn’t seen that the others had stopped. I looked up now and saw we were all backed up in a crouched mass behind the slightly taller form of Sergeant McCracken. He appeared to be looking hard ahead of us; his left hand was cupped around the side of his face to block the snow. Following his gaze I saw the great, dim bulk of Lake Central on its stubby pillars, perhaps not twenty meters away. Even as I looked a prolonged metallic groaning came to us through the wind; and to my horror I saw the Silo on the end of the building tip, lean, and carried by the wind plummet to the ground. It blew up a vast cloud of powder that the storm tore away, and we felt the concussion through the soles of our boots.


Then the lights went out.


Lake Central shifted on its foundations. It leaned away from us, poised at a twisted angle like a huge insect considering its next step. This was too much for some of my companions. Several broke from the line and careened windmilling and slipping and falling into the snow until they vanished. McCracken tried to grab them, but they scattered like chaff in the wind. The rest of us clung to the rope like men overboard, huddled into the hurricane with no clear idea what to do and no way to communicate it to each other.


Then I noticed the army. They passed singly and in groups, on fast machine-gun-mounted snowmobiles stitching the air with yellow fire and in hulking armored vehicles. They were hurrying past the ruined main building toward Pabodie Depth 2 (“… they’ve taken Pabodie …”). I felt another explosion rumble through the air and this time saw an orange-yellow glow swell off in that same direction.


McCracken seemed to have made a decision and was pulling us forward again. We hadn’t gone ten arduous steps, though, when the earth some thirty meters to our left—toward the unseen mountains—burst up in a flying spray of rock and dirt and ice. We cowered lower and put our arms over our heads to shield us from the wind-blown debris. When I looked up again I thought I was hallucinating. Something like a giant black hand with three long fingers had risen up out of the hole the blast had created. Across the gleaming surface of this devil’s claw, lights of blue and yellow and green blinked on and off and branching patterns of light ran like lightning. Several soldiers who had been running past now stopped and raised their rifles toward it. We could see the star-flashes as they fired away at it, and we saw the thing arch like a black wave and crash down upon them, obliterating them entirely.


That was the last straw for McCracken. He threw down his end of the rope (the driver, behind him, reached out a pleading hand) and ran into the teeth of the storm. I had always regarded the sergeant as an affable, slightly goofy figure; but anyone who could run into that insanity of wind commanded my complete respect. My respect grew further as I watched him unlimber the rifle slung over his back, crouch to a shooting stance, and carefully and with deadly, unerring effect fire into the rising monster. Pop pop pop—each shot destroyed one of the proto-eyes on the thing’s swelling front. McCracken was now near one of the massive Kharkovchanka vehicles, and as he pushed toward it he continued his lethal marksmanship. “Like sticking pins in Jello”? Maybe. But Sergeant McCracken knew just where to stick those pins. I hunched with my fellows as the snow drifted up around our legs and the wind screamed about our ears, and in my heart I cheered that intrepid Aussie onward. The thing—shoggoth, blob, AUE—hesitated in its assault on the world. And in that moment McCracken reached the Kharkovchanka, tossed away his rifle, and swung himself up to the hatch. In a second he was in; in a trice he had it running; and in a moment twin geysers of snow fanned out from the back of the treads as he pushed it into full-throttle. The shoggoth again gathered itself like a wave; new eyes appeared to replace those shot out. The big tractor gathered speed and plowed straight into it, catching it just as it rose, the thing’s sudden tentacles and feelers and flaps wrapping around it, enveloping it. I saw one tentacle punch through a window of the tractor, and I’m sure others did as well. But the machine bullied on. It swept the thing off the snow, back, back, and in its impetus over the edge and into the hole whence it had come. The last we saw of the Kharkovchanka was its tail-lights tipping to the sky as it bore its awful burden down to hell. Then it was gone.


Now it was my turn to panic. Without the fascination of the battle before me anymore, something snapped. I don’t remember dropping the rope, only a headlong rush out into the polar dusk. The wind was at my back and carried me pelting onward. Sometimes I felt as if I were flying—perhaps I was. A high keening sounded in my ears, and after several seconds I identified it as my own voice as the panic exploded in my mind. I had no idea where I was going, only that I had to get away from what I had seen. But night was falling, it was fifty below zero and dropping, and I was alone in a blizzard in the most desolate place on earth. In reality I was running toward certain death.


My keening had died away as I tried to screech the air into my overworked lungs. Still my legs hammered on into the twilight. Then my right foot punched down through the ice. My left knee banged painfully down, too, and broke through. Suddenly I was thrown flat on the ice, my legs pedaling madly in nothingness. I had hit a crevasse. Just when you thought things couldn’t get worse, I thought, and wheezed out a laugh.


Then things did get worse. I had no purchase at all on the ice and began sliding back into the hole my legs had made. At last I was left hanging by my mittened fingers, and that is when the ice snapped from under them.


In truth, it was this slow slide down that saved me. Because I was stretched my full length—and the length of my arms—when I fell, I reduced the distance I fell by a good seven feet. For a breathless second I dropped—then my feet struck ice. I crumpled to reduce the shock of the fall, then picked myself up to see what new predicament I had gotten into.


I had been wrong—it was not a crevasse. Crevasses were not this regular. I was in a tunnel, a very long, straight tunnel about fifteen feet in diameter hollowed out of the ice. In the twilight it glowed a luminous royal blue; snow sifted silently down from the hole. Out of the storm, which I could hear howling above me at having been cheated of its prey, it was even a beautiful place. The tunnel was an almost perfectly round cylinder with just a slight, rounded ribbing. I wondered what kind of machine could excavate such a structure. Then I knew, and started looking for a way out.


I briefly considered following the tunnel to either of its termini, but thought better of it. I had no idea where they went, nor what I might meet before I found a way out. But climbing back out the hole I had made, which beckoned only fifteen feet above, seemed impossible. The walls of the tunnel swept up in smooth arcs, barren of any handholds. At least it’s warmer, I thought. A mild air was moving from the left, from that dark hint of earth. Far, far away down there, in the heart of the blackness the tunnel dwindled into, something glinted, and suddenly it was far more urgent that I find a way out.


Desperately I looked around me and noticed a couple places where the tunnel had intersected smaller gaps in the ice. None of these was big enough to admit me, but some four feet up one side was a dark oval in the ice that seemed to indicate a closed space. I reached back and unclipped the entrenching tool from my belt; folded the blade to its pickaxe position and locked it; and laid into the ice.


I was in luck: the axe bit through into space on the first swing. Hurriedly I hacked at the ice, the chips and splinters flashing around me. Down the tunnel was a growing rumor like that of a crowd. I swung harder, faster. The moving air had increased to a breeze, a wind. Lights flashed in the distant darkness. The ice flew—just a little more … a fluting, a high whistling like “tekeli-li!” echoed down the icy tube. The next few seconds saw me through the ice and into a smooth bubble just big enough for me to wedge myself into.


None too soon. The onrushing air, pushed by a body I scarce dared think about, became a gale, and fast on its heels came the shoggoth. And like Lot’s wife, like Orpheus—like Dyer and Danforth and every other doomed, curious soul in history—I had to look. I only had a second to peep as it shot from one unholy errand to another, but in that second I saw the evolving eyes, the inchoate organs and gaping mouths; the pseudopods and pseudolimbs reaching for definition. And across the whole, bulging, rushing surface, the blue lighting of synapses of a mind we cannot even begin to comprehend.


And I had one more impression before I thrust my face deep into my arms. It was the cacophony of sounds coming from it. From Dyer’s report I had been warned to listen for the eerie “tekeli-li!” But as the thing swept past, so close, so close that a twitch of my shoulder would have put me in contact with it, I heard a multitude of voices. Human voices, the voices of today and the voices of the past; English, French, Russian, Chinese, and I don’t know how many more; the legacy of a century of explorers and radio messages. The shoggoths had found new “masters” to imitate.


And crowded amongst all that jumble of voices, did I hear the Down Under accents of Sergeant Abel McCracken? I like to think I did; I like to think that, in some terrible, ironic, yet fitting way, his words live on somewhere under the Ice he fought so hard to defend.


I waited a good two minutes in my hideaway before I came out. Even then it was only because I heard another voice—Tom Spratt’s voice.


“Vic! Vic! For Christ’s sake, Vic, are you there?”


I unfolded myself from the hole and hobbled, stiff in every limb, to the spot where I had fallen. Looking up, I was greeted by the sight of Tom Spratt leaning down like some maned gargoyle in his parka hood.


“Hullo, Tom,” I said.


“Hullo your own mad self. What’re you doing down there—waiting for the Tube?”


“Just missed it,” I shrugged.


Tom had seen me bolt from the guide-rope and with the four remaining others had followed. I had been moving pretty fast, he later told me, and they lost sight of me at first. My footprints were swept away almost as quickly as I made them, but they found the hole—and they had had the presence of mind to bring the rope.


Once they had hoisted me out of the tunnel, we worked our way back toward Lake City. The lights in the buildings were all out, of course, but those lining the runway still burned. There was also the occasional explosion to help guide us, but by the time we reached the runway those had all ceased. The storm screeched over a vastness terribly still.


Stumbling to the runway ended up being the best of all possible fates. The plane we had taken across the mountains was not yet completely cold; and Tom had flying experience from his days with the BAS. I sat up front with him and watched the runway lights click by faster and faster—and suddenly wink out.


“Bollocks,” Tom muttered, but by then our skis were off the ice. We had a generous tail-wind, too, and soon we were climbing into the dim sky.
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THE REST IS QUICKLY TOLD. WE AIMED FOR RUSSIA’S VOSTOK Station, three hundred miles south. It was a toss-up whether that or some of the coastal stations were closer, but the coastal stations would have required us crossing those Mountains of Madness again, and not one of us was willing to do that.


In the event it was a near thing. Tom had just made out Vostok’s red metal drilling tower, its most obvious landmark, when the engines sputtered and died. We had run completely out of fuel and coasted down in silence to the featureless ice dome. Tom had already contacted Vostok by radio, though, and we didn’t have long to wait before they rolled up in a tractor to rescue us.


The Vostochniki were hospitality itself. There was some initial tension when we told them what had happened and where we had come from. They thought it was a problem in translation when it was simply that they knew nothing about Lake City, the mountains, or any of it. At last one fellow with a stupendous black beard came in, patted the translator on the shoulder, and sent him away. He turned a chair around and sat backwards on it, leaning on the back, staring at us silently for a minute. Then he said, “Gone.”


We nodded.


“And Dubchenko?”


We shook our heads. He bowed his own head in silence. Then, “You are welcome to all we have. As soon as we can, we will get plane in to take you home.” And they did.


It is hard to write of these things and believe them, when the young leaves are out and flitting dizzy shadows across this page as I write. Sometimes I take out my “souvenirs” of that time—a bit of fossil coral given me by “Del Rio, San Anton’” (I hope she went quickly—she was not on the plane); a paper cup lettered “Crinoid Arms” in ballpoint, with Tom’s cartoon of a smiling Old One; the entrenching tool that saved my life—and hold them and remind myself that it all really happened. Then I get on the phone or on the computer and beg, urge, plead, and demand that government agencies take action against something that threatens not some, not most, but all of us. And then I wait for responses from people who are “unacquainted” with any polar station at Latitude 76°, 15´ South, Longitude 113°, 10´ East. The great secret has been kept too well.


And as often as I can I call and e-mail Tom Spratt. He too saved my life, but it is painful speaking to him. He drinks a lot now. Can’t say as I blame him. But I keep calling and keep hoping that somehow it will keep him from descending further into that deep tunnel of his own he has fallen into; that tunnel where things gibber and things race on missions known only to themselves.


THE LAST ONES


MARK HOWARD JONES


THE SEA-SCENTED AIR BLOWING THROUGH THE OPEN SIDE WINDOW almost served to clear away the cobwebs of the three-and-a-half-hour drive. The small office in the Midlands university where he’d started his journey seemed ridiculously far away as the vista of deep blue sea and sky opened before him.


He’d have been tempted to stop and drink it in, if it wasn’t for the belligerent-looking farmer on a tractor following close behind him. The weather was very clear for this time of year, he mused. Particularly for the west coast of Wales, where things could get a little wild.


Just before he began the descent down the steep hill into Narmouth, he glanced across at the headland. There were two figures standing there, waiting to dive into the wildly crashing waves. They looked like a woman and a young girl, their figures obscured periodically as the foam flew up around them. Surely they would be dashed to pieces if they dived there, he thought; the rocks looked like razors. But then the figures were gone and, within seconds, they could be seen swimming strongly away from the jagged shoreline. They were obviously practiced hands.


Despite the small size of the town, Patrick had trouble finding the guest house. It was tucked away up a gray side street. The proprietor had tried to liven the place up by painting it light blue, but that was obviously years ago, and the paint was now peeling badly, as if the house had very bad skin.


There seemed to be no other cars around, so he parked on the slight gradient outside the guest house. The houses opposite looked grim and uninviting. Several broken windows told him they must be abandoned.


He walked up the steps of the house and noted the name painted above the door in black: “Glan Mor,” which he knew meant “Seaside.” It was the only hotel or guest house he could find listed in Narmouth, despite extensive inquiries and online searches. Even if it turned out to be a pit, he was only going to be here for three days.


He rang the bell and waited. After a short while, the door opened a fraction and a face with very smooth skin and a perfect little mouth appeared before him.


“Hello.” He extended his hand which she declined to take. “Professor Patrick Neede. I rang last week to book a room.”


Her eyes were the lightest gray he’d ever seen. He thought the color almost ethereal, as if she were a deity, used to merely gazing down on the ants below her rather than moving among them. He found her intensely beautiful.


At length she nodded and swung the door open. “Please come in, professor.”


He tried not to stare at her as he heaved his heavy bag up the last step. “Thank you. And, please, call me Patrick.”


“Elin Williams. I spoke to you on the phone.” She indicated a door to the left, and Patrick struggled and fussed his case through to a small but comfortable lounge. He collapsed on a sofa, regretting bringing so much with him.


Elin stood looking down at him. She was striking and wore a simple white dress that ended below her knees. “I’m the owner, prof … umm, Patrick. I hope you’ll like it here. You wanted the room for two nights, didn’t you?”


Once again Patrick found it difficult not to stare openly at her, being unused to such beauty. He nodded eagerly before Elin said “Some tea” and disappeared into the rear of the house.


As they sat and sipped, Elin asked him why he had chosen such a lonely place and out of season at that.


“Nobody really comes here any more,” she said. “It was popular in Victorian times.” She indicated a photograph on the wall that showed a pier, now long gone, crammed with promenading peacocks and peahens. A small steamer was moored at the far end, eager to take trippers on a jaunt around the bay.


“But the new road means most people just drive straight past now,” she added. What she called the “new” road had been built back in the late 1950s, he remembered.


“I’m here to research your local celebrity,” he beamed. Elin looked puzzled, her eyes searching the air for answers before Patrick stepped in with “Saint Deigion.”


The woman seemed to stiffen in her chair. “Oh. Dyn y mor. Our ‘man of the sea.’” She seemed slightly downcast at the news. “I suppose you’ll be wanting to see the stones.”


Patrick hesitated for a moment. “Er … the crosses, yes. You’ve seen them then?” This was the first concrete evidence of their existence beyond mentions in a dusty volume or two. There were no photographs and only one very bad drawing done by a local fisherman in the early 1900s.


“Yes, I have. You’d be better off leaving them be. It’s very dangerous out there. People get drowned all the time around here. The beach falls away sharply, so it’s very deep. And the tides coming round the headland are so strong …”


Patrick nodded, glad of some local knowledge. “I’ll be going at the neap tide tomorrow morning. I should be safe, because the water will be very low then.”


There was an awkward silence. Patrick broke it with: “This is a sort of homecoming for me, in a way … even though I’ve never been here before.”


Elin looked at him as if he had just disclosed some awful secret. Her voice was very small and quiet when she spoke again. “Oh? How so?”


“Well, my mother was born here. In Bridge Street. She left a long while before I was born, of course. Do you know where it is?”


Elin nodded, seemingly with a sense of relief. “Yes. It’s only two streets over. You should be able to find it easily.”


“I don’t know—it’s quite a maze. I had trouble finding you. Perhaps you’d be kind enough to show me tomorrow?”


Elin clattered her cup into her saucer and stood up suddenly. “Rhiannon,” she cried, quite loudly. Within seconds a girl of about nine or ten appeared in the doorway. It was clear from the family resemblance that the girl was Elin’s daughter. But in contrast to her mother, the child was peculiar-looking, with huge, liquid eyes so large they stopped just this side of being monstrous. He felt uncomfortable looking at her. She reminded him of a doll that had the wrong eyes pushed into its head.


“Rhiannon, show Pa … the professor to his room, will you?”


The girl nodded and stepped to one side to allow Patrick to steer the large case past her. He followed her up the narrow stairs to a door on the first floor. “Here we are,” she said in a slow manner as she opened the door for him. After a nodded thanks, the girl departed.


His room was small but comfortable. Patrick’s heart lifted when he saw that he had a view over the dismal row of houses opposite to the sea beyond. He began to unpack the oversized suitcase, placing the object that had drawn him to this odd little town on the bedside table.


The book had a rubbed cloth cover with letters in faded gold—The Lives of the Early Welsh Saints. It had been written in 1875 by the Reverend Eli Morgan and contained a 15-page chapter that was of special interest to him: the story of Saint Deigion.


The clergyman’s over-elaborate Victorian English revealed that Deigion was “inspired by God” to erect a line of crosses on the beach at Narmouth. It was in the very same spot several years later that he walked into the sea during the throes of a religious ecstasy, never to be seen again.


It was claimed that the present town had grown up at this remote spot precisely because of the “miracle of Deigion.”


But Patrick was most fascinated by the hints of several other scholars that Deigion had kept alive elements of the old Celtic religion, alongside the Christianity he professed to spread. Yet nobody had ever produced any evidence for this. Puzzled at his colleagues’ lack of intellectual curiosity on this point, Patrick had become intrigued when Reverend Morgan’s book revealed that the inscriptions on the crosses were written in ancient Celtic. If not carved by Deigion’s own hand, they would certainly have been made under his direction; Patrick had decided he had to see for himself.


After consulting a meteorologist colleague, he’d discovered that the only time the tide would be low enough to see the crosses fully was at the neap tide of the spring or autumn equinoxes. He’d planned this expedition for four years, but had always missed the dates due to other commitments.


Today was September 21st and tomorrow would be both the equinox and a full moon. The waters would be at their very lowest. And at this time of year any seaside resort was bound to be empty of tourists, which was an important bonus as far as he was concerned.


He took his shoes off and lay down on the bed to rest after his long drive. The tea had revived him somewhat, but a quick nap wouldn’t hurt, he thought.


* * *


The town was tiny and seemed half-dead, with meagerly stocked shops that opened for just a few hours each day. The streets were mostly deserted. He supposed this was due to its isolated position, though he was surprised the picture postcard views didn’t draw the tourists in.


Then again the view seemed cold and empty without the basic human comforts. And they were something this town seemed to ignore. Even the pubs—usually the mainstay of such communities—had doors that were resolutely barred to visitors.


At last he found a tiny corner newsagent’s shop that was open. He pushed the door and an old-fashioned bell rang to announce his entrance. It was very gloomy inside the cramped space, and it was several moments before the proprietor emerged from the dimness.


The man had a large wisp of white hair on top of his head and a pair of gooseberry eyes set in a pale face. His colorless cardigan had obviously been a comfortable home to several generations of moths.


Patrick nodded to the man and muttered a subdued “G’morning,” even though it was now mid-afternoon. The place had a smell like old sardines, and he felt reluctant to touch anything. He looked over the magazines on display, recognizing the cover of one as being at least six months old.


There didn’t seem to be newspapers on offer, so he asked for his usual title by name. “Not today,” croaked the seedy little man.


Patrick felt slightly crestfallen. “Will you be having a delivery later?” The man merely stared at him, as if unused to dealing with customers, before shrugging his shoulders.


“Thank you,” muttered Patrick, turning to the door. As he reached for the handle, he heard a whispering begin. He knew he should simply ignore it, but he felt uncomfortable at being talked about and turned to glance back at the man, expecting to see a companion or co-conspirator at his side. The man stood alone, staring. The shop was silent once more.


Patrick pulled open the door and was glad to be back out in the daylight, able to breathe in a lungful of clean air.


After a few minutes’ walk, he finally came to Bridge Street. Number 3, the house where his mother said she’d lived, was brown and shabby; it looked abandoned. No wonder Mum left this place as soon as she could, thought Patrick. The phrase “narrow horizons” seemed to have been invented for it, despite the view out over the bay.


He continued his exploration of the maze-like streets, eventually coming upon a small square where several streets met before continuing their near-precipitous descent to the quayside.


Patrick could see the back of a figure and welcomed the opportunity to strike up a conversation, hoping for a nugget or two of “local color.” As he approached, he realized his hopes would be dashed.


The man stood at the corner, face pointing straight up as he opened and closed his mouth in rhythm, gulping great mouthfuls of sky into himself. He looked as if he was drowning in air.


Dressed in shabby old clothes, the man was either deranged or in distress. Patrick was uncomfortable with the afflictions of others, so he backed slowly down one of the streets, unnoticed by the stranger. Feeling guilty at being such a bad Samaritan, he continued his exploration of the peculiar town, clustered around its tiny bay, guarding it jealously.


Some of the buildings looked very old, but nowhere did Patrick find a single church, chapel, or other place of worship. As an academic theologian he always looked for such places—they told him a lot about the people who built it. It wasn’t that he was a particularly devout man, but for a town that had been founded in honor of a Christian saint, the omission seemed puzzling to him. It was possible that the old clergyman had been mistaken on that point, of course. Maybe the entire town was in fact trying to hide from God.


After wandering around the corpse of a place in the cutting wind for nearly half an hour, he returned to his room and read for the rest of the afternoon.


As he ate the tasty but spare evening meal provided for him in the small dining room, it became clear that he was the only guest currently in residence. Elin appeared to tend to his needs periodically.


When he asked her why there were no places of worship to be found, she gave a vague answer about the townspeople “not having got round to building any.” Patrick began to wonder if the town’s founding fathers, the followers of Saint Deigion, had been closer to pantheists than Christians, preferring to worship in the presence of nature than in any house of God.


Patrick smiled to himself as he ate, convinced more than ever that the town was a goldmine of pre-Christian worship. There was at least a brace of articles if not a book in it: a few more jewels for his crown.


As he walked back up to his room, he anticipated eagerly the secrets that the crosses might yield to him tomorrow.


* * *


Before retiring for the night, Patrick set his traveling clock for the ungodly hour of 6 A.M. He turned the light off and stood looking out over the water, lit eerily by the full moon.


There seemed to be no activity in the tiny town. No streetlights, no cars. But then he noticed that there were people moving about, more than during the daytime in fact.


The strong moonlight was throwing deep shadows, so he couldn’t be sure. But it did seem as if there was movement, almost as if some broken procession was making its way along the street as it headed toward the shore.


Patrick wondered what their mission was. Possibly some nocturnal fishing. Then he noticed the small boat drifting on the silvery-gray sea. It was being drawn inevitably toward the shore, it seemed to him. He had no binoculars with him so he couldn’t take a close look, but he was certain he saw something, or someone, lying in the bottom of the boat. He strained his eyes uselessly in the pale light, unsure of whether he’d seen a movement in the prow.


Under the tiny vessel the sea twisted and shrugged, a huge animal struggling to slough its troublesome skin. He watched it drift and turn in the moonlight until the sky clouded over and the boat became obscured by heavy rain. As rain bullets pinged dully against the window he smiled to himself; it always rained in Wales.


* * *


That night he was awakened by the strengthening rain and his clock told him it was 2.25 A.M. He plumped up his pillow and attempted to return to the dark depths of his unconscious.


But just as he was drifting off, he heard voices whispering. This went on for several minutes without ceasing. Frustrated, he sat up in bed and strained to catch what was being said. It wasn’t English, that was for sure. And, even though he couldn’t speak Welsh, he knew the sound of the language from childhood hiking holidays. It definitely wasn’t Welsh either.


He got out of bed and walked across to the door of his room, thinking the voices were coming from the corridor. But as he approached the door, he fancied the voices were coming from the room next door, through the wall. Cautiously, he edged the door open a crack. The corridor was filled with only darkness and silence.


He closed the door softly and stood listening once more. Gradually the whispers grew quieter before fading altogether. He stood there for several more minutes in the dark, to ensure they didn’t return, before climbing back into bed, puzzled.


It reminded Patrick of what had happened in the shop that afternoon. He listened to the sound of the rain on the window panes filling the night before sleep welcomed him back.


The rest of the night passed in shallow sleep and half-dreams of perfect white crosses, etched deeply with Celtic writing, rising unbidden from the sea.


* * *


He rose very early and dressed warmly. He struggled into the waders he’d bought the previous morning and waddled down the stairs, feeling like a monster from some old horror movie.


As he reached the bottom of the stairs, he was surprised to see Rhiannon in the hallway. It wasn’t yet seven, and he’d expected her to be in bed at this time of the morning instead of standing before him, staring at him with her solemn, large eyes.


“Oh, uh … hello,” said Patrick. “Is your mother not around?” He felt suddenly that if he could gaze into Elin’s wonderful gray eyes, it would be an omen of good luck.


The girl shook her head slowly. “She had to leave,” she said, equally slowly. It seemed to be her only speed, he thought.


As he edged past her, Patrick said “Well, can you tell her I’ll be back before lunch, please?” He tried not to notice the girl’s strange glare, but was sure he caught her nodding out of the corner of his eye.


Once outside, Patrick felt much easier. He quickly made his way to the end of the street and then down the steep lane leading to the beach. The rain had stopped during the night, leaving a sky that was light gray and gave an even, milky light.


The narrow band of shingle at the top of the beach soon gave way to a grayish sand. A dozen yards further on, he could see the sand become even grayer in hue. Elin had been right: the beach did fall off sharply not that far from shore, and he found it necessary to take the descent quite slowly.


He scanned the beach, his hopes falling with every second, before he finally spotted the crosses. They were just a line of darker gray stumps against the sand, but his pulse quickened in excitement at being so close to his goal at last.


Then his boot sank into the ground and he discovered that the darker gray stuff wasn’t sand at all, but a foul-smelling mud.


He rushed forward as best he could while the mud sucked at his feet, gripping him for seconds at a time before releasing him again. By the time he got near to the stone crosses, he was panting with exertion, his shirt damp with sweat.


They stood in a line, like five figures heading out to sea. There was a space between the third and fourth stones where another might once have stood.


Gazing out to sea, he thought that he spied what might be the sixth cross, just sticking up out of the water. But it might have been a trick of the light or a piece of driftwood, he thought. In any case, it would be impossible to reach.


Patrick fiddled around in his canvas bag and pulled out a notebook in which he began scribbling.


Reverend Morgan’s book described them as crosses, yet they clearly weren’t. Even taking account of natural erosion, or the fact that they might have started as the distinctive circular design of Celtic crosses, these were quite different. Pillars would be a better description, he thought. He took a step closer and off to one side. Somehow, even under the layers of encrustation left by the sea, the “crosses” seemed to have a peculiar twist in their design.


These couldn’t be what the old clergyman was describing in his book, could they? They differed markedly from his description. For a moment he thought he’d come to the wrong place. But then he dismissed that as nonsense—after all, how many lines of stone crosses could there be that were visible only once or twice a year? His best chance was to clear away the detritus that had grown on the stones, he decided. The inscriptions would tell him what he needed to know.


He brought out a small hammer and chisel from his bag and, standing awkwardly to maintain his balance, began carefully chipping away at the limpet shells and detritus that covered the first cross.


For a second or so, he imagined that the stones didn’t lead down into the sea at all but instead pointed the way toward the town. Something about their orientation struck some vague chord within him. But what use would they be to anyone? They wouldn’t be visible to fishermen, except at a time when they couldn’t use their boats. And swimmers would be unable to see them in the murk of these tidal waters.


As he worked away, certain figures could be seen emerging from under the accretions of time. Slowly a full line of figures was nearly legible. He took off his gloves and brushed at the dark stone with his fingers. As the last bits of filth dropped away, Patrick saw a line of figures making up a strange conjunction of angles and loops. He was puzzled by what he saw. It might be Old Aberdareian or even a form of Runic, but it couldn’t possibly be Celtic. He shook his head.


Could it be that Reverend Morgan had never seen ancient Celtic and simply imagined that this was what it looked like? Or was he simply trying to hide something he didn’t understand?


He spent a further twenty minutes taking photographs for later study and then, vaguely annoyed at having found more questions than answers, and puzzled at his predecessor’s slapdash research, he turned to head back to the town.


* * *


Patrick spent the rest of the morning in his room, staring out sullenly as the tide came in, inch by inch. The place where the crosses stood was hidden from his view by houses, but he knew they would now be submerged.


There would be another low tide this evening, and he wondered if he should go back then. Maybe he’d given up too soon, he thought, but couldn’t help feeling defeated.


He still felt downcast when lunchtime came. Elin greeted him and asked how his morning had gone. When he shook his head and said “Not well,” she seemed unconcerned and asked about his choices for lunch.


Every time she appeared in the dining room, Patrick asked Elin another question. He was fairly sure she wasn’t holding out on him, but he was sure he was missing something.


Frustrated at his lack of progress, he asked, “Is there a local library?”


Elin shook her head. “Not anymore,” she said. “Not since I was small.”


“And there are no pictures around of Saint Deigion, that you know of?”


Again Elin shook her head. Patrick would normally ask about stained glass windows dedicated to him in a local church, but he knew that was useless.


When she came in to clear his dishes away, she sat down at the table opposite him. Her gray eyes hypnotized him once more. “Maybe you should go and see old Miss Jenkins. She’s got a lot of books and her family have lived here since I don’t know when,” she offered.


Patrick almost choked on his coffee. “Yes. Yes. Please. Anyone who can help …”


Elin nodded. “Rhiannon can take you in a little while then.”


* * *


After lunch Elin told her daughter to take him up to old Miss Jenkins’s place. Patrick didn’t relish spending time with Rhiannon, but it would have seemed too rude to make any excuses now.


Fortunately the girl remained silent and Patrick did nothing to stimulate conversation, not wanting her to turn and look at him. He walked a step behind her as she led him to a street behind the guest house, stopping at the bottom of a long, twisting road leading up the hill. Patrick looked with dismay at the climb ahead.


They began the slow ascent of the dismal street, cramped gray and brown fishermen’s cottages with small doors hemming them in on both sides. Just a narrow strip of sky was visible between the rooftops, so narrow was the street. Occasionally a curtain would twitch as they passed, but mostly the dwellings seemed soulless, uninhabited places. A heaviness sank down over Patrick’s soul.


After nearly ten minutes of fairly steep climbing, the houses suddenly stopped, giving way to a path between the tangle of bushes and wind-stunted trees. Patrick looked around, almost dazzled by the daylight after the dark street, and glad to be away from it. They were above the town with a glorious view out over the bay and the sea beyond it.


Rhiannon led him around the corner of the path where a large two-story house came into view. It had large gateposts with a rusty pair of gates propped permanently open. These gave onto a short driveway and a small garden. There was an antique Ford parked to one side with weeds growing up into the rear wheel arch. The car had obviously not been used for some time.


Patrick was drawn to two large stones, sitting among the grass and flowers. They bore strange markings similar to the stone crosses, and he determined to ask Miss Jenkins about them.


Rhiannon rang the bell of the large door and stood dutifully waiting for it to be opened. By the time it was pulled open, sticking slightly as it came, Patrick was standing beside her. A woman with sober clothing and white hair gazed at them from the opening.


“Mum said to bring you the pruffesur,” Rhiannon said in her slow way.


Miss Jenkins bent to the girl and placed something in her hand. “Thank you, Rhiannon. Now you go straight back home, won’t you?”


The girl nodded and began to walk away.


The white-haired woman looked at Patrick with eyes that were a shade darker of grey than Elin’s. “Please come in … professor, is it?”


Patrick stepped forward, smiling and shaking his head. “Oh no, no … please call me Patrick.”


The woman closed the door decisively behind him. “You’ll forgive me if I call you professor, won’t you? I find informality both too modern and too familiar for someone of my age.” Patrick found it difficult to judge her age as he followed her into a comfortable sitting room; in some lights she looked to be in her late forties, while at other times she could be twice that.


She motioned him to a chair in front of a large bookcase, choosing herself to sit at a writing desk placed in the bay window, turning her chair to face him.


“I’m not looking at you askance, Professor,” the woman chuckled. “It’s just that I am blind in one eye, so find it more agreeable to hold my head this way.” Patrick found it vaguely disconcerting that she could laugh at her affliction in such a way, so he merely smiled politely. He speculated that maybe the old lady’s eyesight had been taken by a stroke, as she also wore her left hand gloved in black lace.


“Um … Elin … Miss … er, Mrs. Williams, that is … she said …” he began.


Miss Jenkins nodded. “I know. I know. Elin rang me to say you were on your way.” Patrick found her gaze slightly cold and alarming. He wasn’t sure how welcome he was meant to feel, but on a scale of 1 to 10 he felt a chilly 2.


In an effort to ingratiate himself, he said, “My mother was from here originally. Bridge Street. Nia Evan-Hopkins.”


This elicited a small smile from the woman. “Yes, I remember her. Mair’s daughter. Such a shame she had to leave. She had freckles and red hair, didn’t she?”


Patrick nodded and smiled, memories of his mother swimming to the fore. “That’s her, yes.”


“How is she? Will she be joining you here?” the old woman asked.


Patrick coughed twice with shock. He hadn’t been expecting to be asked that. “N-no. She died last year. Of cancer.”


Miss Jenkins looked slightly surprised at the news and shook her head. “That shouldn’t have happened. I’m so sorry. So she’s passed the baton on to you, eh?”


Patrick wasn’t sure what Miss Jenkins meant by her remark, so he let it go.


After a pause of a few seconds, he decided he’d best get down to business. “It wasn’t family business that brought me here, actually. I’m following the trail of a local divine … Saint Deigion. I’ve got the Reverend Eli Morgan’s volume on …”


Miss Jenkins immediately cut him off with a wave of her hand. “It’s a mistake. He should never have been included in that book. The old priest was clearly a fool.” She almost spat the words out. The subject was clearly one that rankled in her family.


“He came here to talk to my great-grandfather, Gwynfor Jenkins. He was the local minister and magistrate at the time. He told old Morgan to leave well enough alone, but he insisted on scribbling a lot of nonsense about Deigion being inspired to create the crosses and so on. He trod on a lot of toes.”


Patrick hadn’t expected such a response and was speechless. The woman fixed him with her gaze once more.


“Elin said you were keen to see a picture of our so-called saint. Well, reach up to the third shelf behind you and take down the sixth volume along. That was my great-grandfather’s Bible. It’s too heavy for me now …”


He stood up and selected the volume, struggling to shift it down onto a small table nearby. “There’s an image of him inserted into the front endpapers,” added the woman. Patrick eagerly turned the pages.


The engraving was elaborate, but from the date it was obviously based on an earlier source. It showed a figure with a sort of halo around his head, dressed in the garb traditionally associated with Christian saints. But the man had enormous eyes, which seemed more in keeping with stylised Byzantine art. In his hand, he carried a large book that Patrick assumed was the Bible. But there was something not quite right about the hands. Given the skillful execution of the rest of the engraving, he doubted this could be put down to the fact that the artist found hands difficult to capture accurately.


Above the image were the words “Saint Daegon.” Patrick gasped with mild surprise. He’d never seen it spelt that way before. “Daegon,” he said out loud. Miss Jenkins tilted her head to look at him, seemingly puzzled by his own confusion.


“But why is it spelt that way? Everywhere else I’ve seen it spelt D-E-I-G-I-O-N.” Patrick was really only thinking out loud but was shaken out of his reverie when his host began speaking.


“My great-grandfather objected to the locals ‘Welshifying’ the name, apparently. He insisted on sticking to the original spelling. That’s what I was told when I asked the same question as a little girl, anyway. I was a little clever-clogs and was always trying to catch people out,” she chuckled, then turned away to gaze out of the window.


“The original spelling. This is fascinating,” muttered Patrick. Below the engraving was a verse from the New Testament. “‘Come follow me,’ Jesus said, ‘and I will make you fishers of men’—Matthew 4:19.” Below it, in faded black ink, was a line of symbols very like those he’d seen on the cross earlier.


“Miss Jenkins, this writing … do you know what language it is? I noticed that it’s on the stone in your front garden, and I saw something very like it on the beach this morning.”


She turned to him once more. “On the beach? You’ve seen the crosses then?” Patrick nodded, hoping he hadn’t committed an indiscretion that meant his access to further information would be curtailed.


“I don’t really know very much, Professor. You should have spoken to my great-grandfather. He was a real scholar and spoke several languages. He’d have been able to answer all your questions. But he’s long gone … of course.”


He felt a change of tack was needed once more. “The population was a lot larger in his day, I expect?”


She nodded. “Yes, of course. There aren’t many people here now. Not any more. Those that are left are the guardians, I suppose.”


Patrick didn’t understand what she meant. He didn’t want to push her too far, but his curiosity overcame his caution. “Guardians? Of what, Miss Jenkins?”


The old woman chuckled. “Of the past, Professor. The betrayed past.” Patrick sensed he had touched a nerve as the woman was still staring out of the window, refusing to look at him.


He decided to change the direction of the conversation slightly, hoping to steer it onto safer ground. “So where did all the people go?” he asked, expecting, maybe even hoping for, a conventional answer about the decline of the fishing industry.


Instead the old woman merely raised her arm and pointed out at the bay. “Out there.”


Patrick didn’t know if he was being told of mass emigration to Ireland or asked to believe in a religiously inspired suicide pact. He couldn’t think what to say. Elin had led him to believe that Miss Jenkins could provide him with answers, but he felt as far from the truth as ever, maybe farther.


“I don’t wish to seem inhospitable, Professor, but I have many errands to complete, so if you’ve seen enough …” Patrick mumbled some apologies and placed the heavy Bible back on the shelf.


Miss Jenkins showed him to the door, said goodbye, and closed it firmly behind him. He stood looking out over the bay for a few moments, feeling deflated and bewildered, wondering what he should do next. He realized he had to go back to the source. Another examination of the crosses might bear some fruit.


It was only when he was halfway down the lonely hill that he realized that he had heard whispering in the house.


* * *


Patrick set out from “Glan Mor” as soon as he could. The conjunction of tide and twilight was awkward, with the waters not subsiding sufficiently until the light was already beginning to fade. He would only have about ten minutes on the beach at most before it became too dark to see properly. And he was nervous about getting back up the beach safely in the darkness, despite having a torch.


Even though he now knew what to expect, it was still a struggle to get out to the crosses, with the mud fighting him at every step. After several minutes of struggle, he stood before the ancient stones with his hammer and chisel ready. The third cross along seemed to be a few inches higher than the rest, he now noticed, as if it was the most important one. Patrick decided to concentrate on that one.


Bracing himself in the mud, he began to chip away gently at the ocean’s leavings. As chips of old rubbish fell into the water at his feet, Patrick let out a small gasp of satisfaction. He was beginning to uncover what looked like the carving of a standing figure. It was in low relief and stood about 12 inches high, near the top of the stone pillar. He retrieved a brush from his bag and began working at it. Within a minute, he’d revealed enough of it to recognize it as the supposed saint. But it looked unspeakably pagan.


The image was even more unsettling than the version he’d seen in Miss Jenkins’s Bible. This Daegon had huge eyes and strange, stunted limbs. To Patrick, he looked more animal than man. The thing was repellent. The early Christian pilgrim of the Dark Ages was obviously a fiction, just the wishful thinking of a Victorian clergyman. The reality was something very different indeed.


Suddenly he felt as if he was being invited to attend a picnic in hell. A sense of deep unease gripped him. Now he knew he shouldn’t be there. He wasn’t meant to be gazing on these ancient stones at all. A chill deep inside told him they weren’t meant for him and his kind. He wanted to leave.


He turned and struggled to make progress toward the shore, the mud gripping him once more, hindering his progress.


Within moments a strange mist began to rise from the mud. He’d never seen anything like it before. It rose very slowly and, if it had been alive, he’d have used the word sluggish to describe it.


Then the mud began to bubble slowly. He imagined small creatures just under the surface, mouths opening to gulp in air or bite off chunks of the new day.


He took a step forward and yelled in shock as the ground gave way beneath him. He sank up to his waist, as he stepped into an open pit filled with the foul mud. Patrick twisted and struggled, lifting his arms above him to prevent them being trapped in the enveloping slime.


He tried not to panic, keeping perfectly still. He was sure he’d heard that struggling would only suck you under in quicksand. He presumed it was the same with mud. Gathering his wits, Patrick threw his canvas bag toward the shore, grasping the strap firmly and hoping it landed on more solid ground. His heart sank with the bag as it was swallowed immediately by the gray filth.


He felt himself sinking slowly. Now his arms lay across the surface of the mud. His only hope was that someone in the town would spot him and come to his aid. But looking at the town, he could see it now for what it really was—a graveyard, empty, abandoned.


He began to moan to himself, unready to die yet unable to do anything else. And drowning in this foulness would be the worst possible death, he thought. Then the mud ahead of him seemed to part, as if something were swimming through it. Impossible, thought Patrick. A head broke the surface and a female figure stood before him, dripping with water and covered in gray muck. He gasped as he recognized her. It was Elin.


The gray mud trickled from her naked body, revealing the skin beneath. It had changed somehow. The porcelain perfection he’d noticed yesterday had gone, replaced by a rougher texture. She now looked much more like a part of nature, something born of the oceans, than a woman. Yet her gray eyes were still as entrancing as ever.


He stretched his arms out to her in a pleading gesture as he sank even further down. “Please. Help me!”


She moved toward him as the mud sucked him even further under. Now just one arm was still free. He strained his fingers in her direction as she seemed to sink slowly toward him.


She was within a few yards of him now, and it was plain to Patrick that she was not human. Or not wholly human. But she was his only chance now. Again he pleaded with her. “Please, Elin.”


She moved still closer to him. “Now do you understand?” she asked. Then she reached out and touched his face with hands that were not hands at all.


The stones began to whisper, and he turned to them as Elin guided him. Moving closer, his lips pressed against the ancient stone and his mind turned black, burning inside.


He collapsed on his back in the water, plunging below the surface. In his head the stones continued to whisper and he could hear Elin’s voice joining them. “Now do you understand?” And he did. Now he knew that not just his mother’s blood flowed through his veins but that of something far, far older. It was only a trace, but it was enough. And it was becoming a tide, surging through him, changing him.


As he sank, his lungs stretched to bursting, he could feel his limbs cramping, transforming. Itching chunks of frail flesh fell away in a bloody soup, revealing a new and different body beneath.


He had been Patrick, but now he was a new creature, perfect and strong, one that could breathe in a huge gulp of water and not drown. Now he was ready.


He had answered the call of the ancient stones. And he sensed they were far older than they seemed. Merely brought here by one of his messengers, waiting half-submerged for century after century, calling quietly but insistently in the dark and in dreams, to those who would hear, to men and the things that were more than men. A whispered clarion from the fathomless ocean of time, calling them home.


He, and the others left in Narmouth, were among the last ones. They were all gathering now, from across the water-girt globe, at a place he could see in his mind; at the deepest part of the ocean, far deeper than man’s nets or his poisons could reach, a dark blue flame burned, summoning them.


The time was nearly here, said the voice of the stones. He would soon rise and they would be needed. Vast dark legions of them.


He turned in the direction of the pit of blue fire and, with the creature that had been Elin at his side, began the long swim homeward.


A FOOTNOTE IN THE BLACK BUDGET


A JOE LEDGER ADVENTURE


JONATHAN MABERRY
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FOR THE RECORD, I DON’T BELIEVE IN THIS STUFF.


No goddamn way.


There’s possible, there’s improbable, there’s weird, and there’s no-fucking-way. This is a mile or two past that. So, no, I don’t believe in it.


What pisses me off is that it seems to believe in me.
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I WAS FOUR MINUTES AWAY FROM CALLING IT A DAY AND CUTTING out early to catch an Orioles-Yankees game at Camden Yards. Hot dogs, beer in big red cups, and the opportunity to spend a few hours yelling at a bunch of young millionaires try to hit a little ball with a big stick. Baseball, baby. The American pastime.


The phone began ringing while I was tidying my desk. If you work in a bank, an insurance company, or pretty much most jobs you can pretend you don’t hear that call. I know cops at the ragged end of a long shift who swear their radios were malfunctioning.


But when you do what I do, you have to drop everything else—your time off, your family, your friends, even baseball—and you take the call. Kind of like the Bat Signal. You can’t just blow it off.


So I answered the call.


It was my boss, Mr. Church.


“Captain Ledger,” he said, “I need you on the next thing smoking.”
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“WHAT’S THE OP, BOSS?” ASKED BUNNY, THE BIG KID FROM ORANGE County who looked like a plowboy from Iowa.


We were aboard an LC-130 Hercules, a big military transport plane fitted out with skis. None of us liked the fact that our plane had to have skis.


I had a third of Echo Team with me. Two shooters—Top and Bunny.


“I’ll give it to you the way I got it,” I said. “The mission has two layers. On the surface it’s a surprise inspection to evaluate the status of a new research facility designated Proteus Nine.”


“There were eight other Proteus facilities?” asked Bunny.


It wasn’t a serious question, so I ignored it. “Proteus Nine was built at the foot of Vinson Massif, the tallest mountain in Antarctica. The Russians and Chinese both have research stations in the same region.”


“The neighbors getting cranky?” asked Top—First Sergeant Bradley Sims, my number two.


“Not exactly,” I said. “Our intelligence says that in the last twenty-eight hours the Russian and Chinese bases have gone dark. No radio, no communication of any kind. Nineteen hours ago our facility also went dark. We’re about six hours ahead of the Russian and Chinese investigative teams.”


Bunny grunted. “You think the base has been taken?”


“Unknown, but on the list of possibilities,” I said.


Top made a show of looking up and down the otherwise empty hull of the transport. Except for our gear and a modified snowcat we were all alone. “Small team for a hostage rescue,” he said mildly.


I nodded. “There’s some concern that a strong military presence might send the wrong message. However, SEAL Team Six is five hours behind us. But they want us to go in first, quick and quiet. No one’s supposed to know we’re here.”


Top snorted. “The Chinese and Russians probably have every eye in the sky they own looking at this, and everyone who spies on them will have heard about it through back channels, so they’ll be looking, too. This whole area’ll probably be featured on Google Earth before we’re wheels down.”


“Got to love the concept of ‘secrecy’ in the digital age,” said Bunny. “Ten bucks says that Julian Assange will be there to meet our plane.”


It was almost true, and that was somewhere between sad and scary. With the vertical spike in digital technology, anyone with a smartphone had greater capabilities of discovering and sharing sensitive information with the world than the combined professional world media of ten years ago. Social media could be used for a lot of good things, but it’s turned everyone into a potential spy or source. And, yeah, I really do know how paranoid and right-wing that sounds, but it is what it is. I’m a cheerleader for the First Amendment except when I’m in the field, at which point I have occasional Big Brother moments. My shrink is never going to go broke.


Bunny said, “I’m going to throw this idea out there and call me crazy, call me a nut, but how about an avalanche? If the satellites are only seeing snow, then who’s looking under the snow?”


“Thermal scans,” I said. “And so far they haven’t found much.”


“So?” said Top. “Knock all the power out and heat signatures are for shit. This is Antarctica. This is what the North Pole wants to be when it grows up.”


“Fair enough. And it’s the right question. I asked it before we left and they’re retasking a satellite to give us ground-penetrating radar. Same stuff NASA used to map the land under the ice caps.”


Top sat back and folded his arms. He had dark brown skin crisscrossed with pink scars. Most of them earned since he’s been working for me. “Seems like they’re throwing us into a situation about which we have shit for intel.”


“Pretty much,” I said.


“The day must end with a ‘Y,’” muttered Bunny.


“Do we at least know anything about our own facility?” Top asked. “What are they doing there, and don’t tell me they’re making another fucking penguin documentary.”


“That,” I said, “is a good news, bad news sort of answer.”


He studied me, dark eyes flat and weary. “Of course it is.”


I opened my laptop and called up a series of images of Proteus Nine, then toggled through them. “The facility was prefabbed and brought in by Chinooks. Labs, drilling gear, six generators—two active, two emergency, two offline in case—and all the other stuff necessary for establishing a moderately self-sufficient base. Staff of seventy. Ten on the science team, twenty support staff that includes cook, medical officer, site administrator, and some engineers. The rest are military, but we don’t know what branch, so I asked Bug to run a MindReader deep search to find out.”


The whole DMS was built around the MindReader computer system. Without it we’d be just another SpecOps team. MindReader had a super-intrusion software package that allowed it to do a couple of spiffy things. One thing it did was look for patterns by drawing on information from an enormous number of sources, many of which it was not officially allowed to access. Which was the second thing … MindReader could intrude into any known computer system, poke around as much as it wanted, and withdraw without a trace. Most systems leave some kind of scar on the target computer’s memory, but MindReader rewrote the target’s software to completely erase all traces of its presence. Bug was the uber-geek who ran MindReader for the DMS. I sometimes think Bug believes that MindReader is God and he’s the Pope.


“What happens if we knock on their door and some goon from the People’s Liberation Army Special Operations Forces answers?”


“Then we all become a footnote in next year’s black budget report,” I said.


Bunny sighed. “Like I said … this only happens to us on days ending in a ‘Y.’”


I wish I could call him a liar.
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THE LC-130 DID A PASS SO WE COULD ALL TAKE A GOOD LOOK AT the terrain. Proteus was built hard against the foot of the mountains, and from this distance the scattering of buildings looked like tiny cardboard boxes, the kind Christmas ornaments come in. Small and fragile. As we swept up and around for the approach to the icy landing strip, I had a panoramic view of Antarctica. I’ve been in a lot of Mother Earth’s terrains—deserts, rain forests, caverns, grassy plains, and congested cities—but nothing ever gave me the feeling of absolute desolation that I got from the landscape below. There was white and white and white, but mixed into that were a thousand shades of gray and blue. The total absence of the warmer colors made me feel cold even in the pressurized and heated cabin of the plane. I could already feel the bite of that wind.


Suddenly Bug was in our ears. “Got some stuff and I don’t think you’re going to like it.”


“We’re in Antarctica, Bug,” I said. “Our expectations are already pretty low.”


“Yeah, even so,” he said. “As you might expect, there’s a couple of layers to this thing. They tried to keep the whole thing totally off the public radar, but with the ice caps melting there are too many people looking at the poles. So they have a cover story for when they need it.”


“Which is?”


“Studying the Antarctic Big Bang. Before you ask, I had to look that up, too,” said Bug. “Apparently a few years ago planetary scientists found evidence of a meteor impact that was earlier and a lot bigger than the one that killed the dinosaurs. They say it caused the biggest mass extinction in Earth’s history, the Permian-Triassic. We’re talking two hundred and fifty million years ago. There’s a crater on the eastern side of the continent that’s something like three hundred miles wide. The impact was so massive that it might have caused the break-up of the supercontinent of Gondwana. They’ve taken a lot of samples from meteor debris, and it looks like the meteor was actually a chunk of rock knocked out of the surface of Mars by an asteroid that smacked it during the Permian Age.”


“You’re saying Proteus was set up to study Martian rock?” I asked.


“Well … on paper, yeah,” said Bug. “But that’s only the cover story. And it’s the same cover story the Russians and Chinese used when they set up.”


“If that’s a smokescreen, then what’s the real deal? Why’d we build Proteus? What are we looking for?”


“That’s the part you won’t like. Everything is on a budget report somewhere. Even black bag stuff has to be paid for, and somebody somewhere is keeping track. The deeper I dig for information the more obscure the code-names are for this project. I got as far as this description of funds allotted for something called ENRIX. MindReader had to creep through a lot of back channels to find out what that acronym means, and it came up as Extra-domestic Nonphysical Research and Implementation of Exo-cultural Artifacts.”


“What in the wide blue fuck is that?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “The file is marked VBO.”


“Shit,” I said.


VBO means “verbal briefing only.” All pertinent information is to be relayed in person. Nothing written.


Ever since some skittish types in the DoD and Congress got wind of MindReader there are more and more VBO files popping up. It’s making me cranky.


“Tell me how a meteor from a quarter of a billion years ago ties in to a black-budgeted op down in a place that is the geographical equivalent of the asshole of the world?”


“No idea, Joe,” admitted Bug.


“Not good enough,” I fired back. “Go find an idea. Find out who is writing checks for this thing and tell Mr. Church that I want interrogators making life unpleasant for them until I know why I’m about to freeze my nuts off.”


“Copy that,” he said and disconnected.


I looked at my guys.


“Well,” sighed Top, “isn’t this the shit?”


The pilot put us down with no trouble and informed us that the twilight temperature outside was a balmy forty-two below. He told us that, temperature-wise, we caught a break.


Let’s pause on that for a moment.


Forty-two below.


And that is miles from what’s considered cold down here. Pretty well into my own estimation, however.


We bundled.


Mr. Church always makes sure we have the best toys, and one of the goodies we had were Therma-skinz, a pre-market kind of long-johns that had micro-fine heating elements woven into the fabric of the new generation of spider-silk Kevlar. We’d stay warm and moderately bullet-proof. The ’Skinz were ultra-lightweight and designed for combat troops who need to move and fight. Then we put on modified Hammer BH-class biohazard suits because we were all Boy Scouts once and you know their motto.


“You ready, farm boy?” asked Top.


Bunny looked out the window. “Nope,” he said.
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THE LC-130’S NOSE LIFTED ON POWERFUL HYDRAULICS TO ALLOW us to drive the snowcat, and the inrush of frigid air was like a punch in the face. I tugged the balaclava into place as I walked down the ramp with Bunny. Top drove the cat, and the flight crew waved him down and guided him onto the access road. The crew was instructed to button up the plane and remain aboard. A team from Proteus was supposed to refuel the bird, but so far no one had come to meet us. That was troubling for all the obvious reasons.


The closest buildings were utility sheds, all of which were dark and probably locked. The main building was a quarter mile away. A two-story central structure with single-story wings stretching off as if embracing the foot of the mountain.


“Lights are on,” said Bunny.


“Doesn’t mean anyone’s home,” murmured Top. Then to me he said, “What do you think this ENRIX thing is? You think it’s tied to that bacterium they thought they found in those Martian rocks?”


I shook my head. “But we each take a portable BAMS unit.”


The BAMS units were man-portable bio-aerosol mass spectrometers that were used for real-time detection and identification of biological aerosols. They have a vacuum function that draws in ambient air and hits it with continuous wave lasers to fluoresce individual particles. Key molecules like bacillus spores, dangerous viruses, and certain vegetative cells are identified and assigned color codes. Thanks to Mr. Church we had the latest models, which were about the size of a walkie-talkie. We clipped them to our belts. As long as the little lights were green we were all happy. Orange made us sweat. If they turned red we’d be running like hell.


Bunny nodded to the base, which was clearly designed to look nondescript and utilitarian. “This is lot of James Bond shit to find alien space bugs.”


“You say that now, farm boy,” said Top, “but what if they’re seven-foot-tall alien space bugs? Ain’t you ever watched The Thing?”


“That was a giant walking carrot.”


“The remake. The shape-shifting monster that bit that guy’s arms off. John Carpenter and shit.”


Bunny shook his head. “Sorry … must have been out getting laid when that was on.”


I smiled. The banter was always a work in progress with them, but right now it rang a little false. Nerves, I suppose. We’d come a long way and Bug was right about the information—we didn’t like it.


We climbed onto the cat and did a last-minute weapons check. It wasn’t really necessary, but each of us did it automatically. An unspoken acknowledgment that we each believed something was hinky. When you lived at the bottom of the world, visitors were rare. You came out to greet them. Every door on the station remained closed.


We drove in silence to the main building, and Top parked us at an angle that would allow the cat to offer his protection if this turned into an ambush. He idled there for a full minute.


Nothing.


“Maybe they’re putting their mittens on,” suggested Bunny.


“Uh-huh,” grunted Top. “And maybe they’re baking us some cookies.”


“Let’s get to work,” I said. “Combat callsigns only.”


I screwed a bud into my ear and tapped it. “Cowboy to Bug. Talk to me.”


“Welcome to the winter wonderland, Cowboy.” The fidelity of the speaker was superb, and Bug sounded as if he was right next to me instead of at the tactical operations center at the Hangar, the main DMS facility in Brooklyn. “We are mission active and all telemetry is in the green.”


“Okay, we’re on the ground and about to leave the cat,” I said. “Bunny, let’s go knock. Top, watch our backs.”


Top nodded and clicked the switches that made a pair of 30-mm chain guns rise from concealed pods. A second set of switches folded down a pair of stubby wings on which were mountain Hellfire missiles, six per side. As I said, Mr. Church always makes sure we have the best toys.


“Don’t get trigger-happy, old man,” said Bunny.


“Don’t get in my way if I do, farm boy,” said Top.


We got out. The sun was a cold and distant speck of light that seemed poised to drop off the edge of the world. Winds cut across the open plain with the ferocity of knives. The ’Skinz kept us from freezing, but the cold seemed to find every devious opening in our facemasks and goggles.


I stopped and raised my head to listen to the wind. It blew across so many jagged peaks that it picked up all sorts of whistles and howls. I wasn’t experienced enough with this part of the world and its sounds, but it seemed to me that there was more to that wind than the natural vagaries of aerodynamic acoustics. It actually seemed as if the wind was shrieking at us.


Bunny caught it, too.


“The fuck is that?” he muttered.


I had no answers and didn’t want to give into any kind of discussion on the topic.


“Time to clock in,” I said. “Bug, where are we with thermal scans?”


“They’re online but I’m getting zero reading.”


“Shit,” said Bunny.


“Don’t panic yet, Green Giant,” Bug told him. “Site schematics for Proteus show that the main facility is built into the mountain, and that part of the range isn’t all ice. It’s granite with a lot of iron and nickel and other stuff in there, and you have half a mile of dense ice on top of that. My own scans are bouncing back.”


“So we got nothing on the facility?” asked Bunny.


“You’ll need to put eyes on it, I’m afraid,” said Bug.


Bunny swore softly as he faded to the left side of the main door; I took the right side.


I reached out a hand and knocked on the door.


Even when you know it’s a waste of time, you go through the motions in case you’re wrong. And sometimes you do the expected thing in order to provoke a reaction.


We got no reaction at all.


I reached for the handle. It turned easily and the lock clicked open.


Bunny mouthed the words, “Secure facility.”


But he could have saved the sarcasm. We entered fast, covering each other with … and then stopped. Just inside the metal doorway was a small vestibule, and the back wall of it was one mother of a steel airlock.


“Bug,” I said. “Tell me why I’m looking at an airlock.”


“I don’t know, it’s not on the schematics. Nothing in the materials purchases or requisitions.”


“Balls.”


“Whoever put it there was able to hide the purchase,” he said. “That means he knows how to futz with the black budget process.”


“I thought MindReader could hack that stuff.”


“It can,” he insisted. “But we have to tell it to look for it. It’s—”


“—just a computer. Right, got it,” I said.


“Give me a starting point, Cowboy. Are there are maker’s marks on the component pieces?”


Top ran his hand over the smooth steel. “Ten bucks says it’s a Huntsman,” he said.


I nodded. In our trade we get to see every kind of airlock they make. And, unfortunately, we get to deal with what’s behind most of those airlocks. Fun times.


“There’s a geometry hand scanner, too,” said Bunny. “Pretty sure it’s a Synergy Software Systems model. The new one that came out last December.”


“Good,” said Bug, “that gives me a starting point. Sergeant Rock, put on a glove and run the scanner.”


Top took a polyethylene glove from a pocket and pulled it onto his right hand. It looked like the blue gloves worn by cops and airport security, but this one was veined with wires and sensors that uplinked it via satellite to MindReader. He placed his hand on the geometry scanner and let the lasers do their work. Normally they create a 3D map of the exact terrain of the whole hand, but the sensors hijacked that process and fed the scan signature into MindReader. The computer fed its own intrusion program into the scanner and essentially told it to recognize the hand. Sure, I’m oversimplifying it, but I’m a shooter, not a geek. I’m always appropriately amazed and I make the right oooh-ing and ahhh-ing sounds when Bug shows me this stuff, but at the end of the day I just want the damn door open.


The damn door opened.


“You da man,” Bunny said to Bug.


We stepped back from the airlock door as it swung out on nearly silent hydraulics. Our guns were up and out. We expected a flood of fluorescent light and a warm rush of air.


Instead we saw only darkness and felt a cold wind blow out at us like the exhalation of a sleeping giant. It was fetid air. It stank of oil and smoke and chemicals. But it was more than that. Worse than that.


It was a meat smell.


Burst meat. Raw meat.


Like the inside of a butcher’s freezer.


I heard Bunny’s sharp intake of breath.


I heard Top softly murmur, “God in heaven.”


Then something moved in the darkness. We crouched, weapons ready, barrels following line-of-sight, fingers lying nervously along the curves of our trigger guards.


Inside the chamber, a dozen yards away, we could hear something. It wasn’t footsteps. Not exactly. This was a soft, almost furtive sound. A shift and scrape as if whatever moved in there did not move well. Or was unable to move well.


“NV,” I said very quietly, and we all flipped down the night vision devices on our helmets. The world of snow white and midnight black instantly transformed to an infinitely stranger world of greens and grays.


The thing in the darkness was at the very outside range of total clarity. It moved and swayed with a broken rhythm, obscured by rows of stacked supplies.


“What the fuck … ?” breathed Bunny.


The thing moved toward us, a huge, weird shape that was in no way human. Pale and strange, it shuffled steadily toward the open door, but we only caught glimpses of it as it passed behind one stack of crates and then another. The abattoir stink of the place was awful, and it seemed to intensify as this creature advanced on us.


“Got to be a polar bear,” whispered Bunny.


“Wrong continent,” said Top.


Their voices were hushed. They were talking because they were scared, and that was weird. These guys were pros, recruited to the DMS from the top SpecOps teams in the country. They don’t run off at the mouth to relieve stress. Not them.


Except they were.


“Cut the chatter,” I snapped, and from the way they stiffened I knew that it wasn’t my rebuke that hit them, but the realization that they were breaking their own training. Each of them would have fried a junior team member for making that kind of error.


So … why had they?


The thing in the darkness was behind the closest set of crates now. In a few seconds it would shuffle into view. I could feel fear dumping about a pink of adrenaline into my bloodstream.


And then the creature moved into our line of sight.


In the glow of the night vision it was green and unnatural, though I knew that it was really white. Not the vital white of an Alaskan polar bear, or the pure white of a gull’s breast. No, this was a sickly hue, and I knew that even with the NV goggles. This was a pallor that had never been touched by sunlight, even the cold light here at the frozen bottom of the world. This was a mushroom white, a sickly and abandoned paleness that could only have acquired that shade in a place of total darkness. It provoked in me an antagonism born of repugnance, and I nearly shot it right there and then.


The creature was as tall as Bunny—six and a half feet or more—with a grotesquely fat body and eyes that were nothing more than useless slits in their hideous faces.


I heard a sound. A short humorless laugh of surprise and disgust. Could have been Top, or Bunny. Or me.


“It’s a penguin …” said Bunny.


A penguin. Sure. In a way.


But it was massive. Twice the size of the Emperor penguins and bigger than the prehistoric penguins I saw in a diorama at the Smithsonian. The wings were stubby and useless as if it no longer flew even through the water. The beak was pale and translucent; and the body was blubbery and awkward.


It waddled toward us, and we gave ground, though we kept our guns on the thing. Crazy as it sounds, I was scared of it. The sight of it was triggering reactions that were way down in my lizard brain—miles from where rational thought could laugh off instinctive reactions.


The penguin shambled past us through the airlock, but then it suddenly stopped at the exterior door. The sunlight was almost gone, but what little there was touched its face.


The creature tilted its face toward the warmth for a single moment, and then it reeled backward from the light and uttered a terrible sound. It was the kind of strangled shriek of terror you hear only from animals whose throats are not constructed for sound—like rabbits and deer. A scream that is torn from the chest and dragged through the vocal chords in a way so violent and wet that you know it has damaged everything it touched. The penguin careened into the wall as it fled backward from the touch of the dying sunlight. Its screams were terrible.


Even after the blind animal crashed backward into the airlock it continued to scream and scream. I could see black beads of moisture flying from its beak and with sick dread I knew that they were drops of bloody spit from its ruined throat.


“Boss …” said Bunny, his voice urgent with concern and horror.


“Push it back inside,” yelled Top.


Bunny let his rifle hang from its strap and with a wince of distaste placed his hands on the animal’s back and gave it a short, sharp push toward the airlock, away from the sunlight.


The penguin paused at the mouth of the airlock and immediately began fighting its way backward, screaming into the darkness it had come out of.


Bunny shoved again, throwing his massive upper body strength against the creature’s resistance. It lurched forward, but then it turned and stabbed at Bunny with its pale beak. Bunny howled in pain as the razor-sharp beak tore through the knitted wool of his balaclava. Black blood erupted in a line from the corner of Bunny’s mouth to his ear.


“Shoot the fucking thing!” bellowed Bunny as he backpedaled, shielding his eyes from another peck.


Top shoved him out of the way and raised his Glock. There was a single, sharp crack!


A black hole appeared between the slitted, useless eyes of the penguin, and the entire back of its head exploded outward to spray the line of stacked crates. The sheer bulk of the thing kept it upright for a moment, giving the weird impression that the bullet hadn’t killed it. Then it leaned slowly sideways and collapsed.


We stood there in a loose circle staring at it.


Bunny said, “What … ?”


He spoke just that one word and let it trail off, because clearly we had no more answers than he did.
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WE CHECKED THE REST OF THE STOREROOM, BUT IT WAS EMPTY.


Almost empty.


There were no more penguins and there were no people, but all along the back wall there was blood. Pools of it. Drops of it. Arterial sprays of it on the wall.


Against the wall was a stack of crates that was ten boxes high and went all the way to the ceiling, the wooden boxes pressed closed. Somebody had written across the face of the stack.


THEY ARE ALWAYS WHAT WE WANT.


Top leaned close to the writing, then winced.


He didn’t have to tell us what had been used to write those words.


The floor was covered with bloody footprints. In shoes, in military-style combat books, and in bare feet.


“Looks like a parade’s been through here,” said Top.


We followed the prints out of the storeroom and down a corridor lined with closed doors. These opened into offices, bedrooms, small labs, an infirmary, and other functional rooms. No one was in any of them and there was no sign of disturbance. No blood, no damage, no shell casings. The bloody footprints had long since faded to paleness and then vanished.


Despite the coldness of the storage room, the temperature was up in all the other rooms. Very high. The thermostat read 82.


I reached for the dial to turn it down, but found that the dial was broken. Someone had jammed a screwdriver into the gear. There were bloody fingerprints all around.


“Our bad guys don’t like the cold,” said Top.


We pressed on and eventually cleared the whole floor.


“Nobody’s home,” said Bunny. “Sort of feel happy about that.”


“You know what they say about assumptions, farm boy,” Top said quietly.


Suddenly Bug was in my ear. “Cowboy,” he said, “I’ve been digging up more stuff on this. It’s all hidden behind black budget code and—”


“We’re kind of in the middle here, Bug,” I said, “so cut right to it.”


“Okay, I’m checking the profiles of everyone on the team, and it’s really strange. Not the individual members, but what they do.”


“Hit me.”


“The team leader is Dr. Erskine, a molecular biologist from Johns Hopkins. His second in command is a marine biologist, and you have an astrophysicist, a geologist, an archaeologist, a professor of comparative anatomy, a psychologist, and—get this—three people with Ph.D.s in parapsychology.”


“To study a meteor crater?” I asked.


Bunny said, “Oh, man …”


“There’s more,” said Bug. “The support team includes several civil engineers, and at least half of the military are from the Army Corps of Engineers. They’re digging for something mighty weird down there, Cowboy.”


I told him what we had found so far. He started to laugh at the description of the penguin, but the laugh was fragile and it collapsed when I got to the part about the blood.


“Anything on the BAMS units?” he asked.


I checked. The green lights were still glowing.


“Boss,” said Bunny, “how do we know these things would pick up bacteria from another planet?”


“One step at a time,” I said. “No one’s proved that there is such a thing as Martian bacteria. And even if there was, it’s going to be mighty old and mighty damn dead.”


“You totally sure about that, Cap’n?” asked Top.


I didn’t answer him. Instead I said, “Anything else, Bug?”


“Just equipment manifests. They brought down every kind of drilling and excavating equipment in the catalog. Big stuff, too. Earth movers and a hundred-ton crane.”


“For what?” demanded Bunny.


“Documents don’t say. But here are the really twitchy parts …”


“Don’t even finish a sentence that starts that way,” said Bunny.


Bug said, “The first is that the other military assets down there are from the Back Room.”


“Christ on a stick,” said Top.


The Back Room was a very vanilla name for a group that, in an era of genuine political transparency, would have been called an advanced bioweapons R & D shop.


“What’s the rest?” I asked.


Bug said, “There is a budget allotment for six reinforced hyperbaric chambers with holding chambers, complete with biological atmosphere preservation systems. Big units, and by big I mean you could put two elephants in each one. Cost twelve-point-two million dollars each. Now, can anyone tell me why they need what amounts to steel cells for animals bigger than elephants?”


I didn’t answer and I didn’t want to turn this into a debate. Bug had nothing else except unanswerable questions. I signed off, and we went looking for all that big hardware.


There was a heated tunnel that connected the main building with an oversized equipment shed. But when we got there it was empty. No cranes, no drills.


What we found instead was a big goddamn hole in the ground.


It was in one corner, but it took up nearly a quarter of the floor space—maybe forty yards across. As I said, big hole. It dropped down into shadows.


“Look here,” said Top as he squatted down on the far edge. “See this? This isn’t a sinkhole, not a proper one. They started digging right here and from the drill marks on the edge, they got down to a certain point and then something happened. A big-ass chunk of the floor fell in.”


He shone his light down. There was a rough slope angling down, steep but walkable. His light swept back and forth, then stopped on a pool of blood. Guns out and eyes open, we crept down the slope.


Bunny touched the edge of the pool with his boot.


“Boss, this hasn’t even had time to freeze. Whatever’s happening here is still happening.”


They looked at me, and I nodded. “Rules of engagement,” I said. “Pick your targets—let’s not cap any friendlies … but gentlemen, I don’t intend to bleed for this thing, whatever it is.”


They nodded, and I could see their inner hardness rising to the surface to supplant their fear. Some of their fear. I turned my face away, not wanting them to read whatever expression was there.


We continued down the slope. It was littered with chunks of ancient ice that was veined with discoloration as if polluted water had been frozen here in layers. A hundred feet down we passed through the ice layer and entered the rock hardness of the mountain. As the ice gave way we realized that we were on a stone slope, and one that was far too regular to have been anything natural.


And far too old to have been anything our own drills and engineers had cut. I put my high-intensity flashlight on the widest beam setting and shone it down.


“Cap’n,” breathed Top.


“I know,” I said, my throat dry.


Bunny just said, “No.”


The slope was some kind of rampart that angled downward for at least a thousand yards. It was cracked in places, and in other places byways led off from it to form slopes both angled and flat. All around, on the slope, built into the walls and tumbled ahead of us were gigantic stone blocks. They were stacked like prefab building units and intercut with other structures—cones, tubes, pyramids, each of fantastic size, some of them taller than the Great Pyramid in Egypt. I know how that sounds, but we were all seeing it. The flashlight had a quarter-mile reach and it barely brushed the outer perimeters of what could only be a vast city of stone.


It made no sense.


None.


At this depth we were beneath a hundred million years of ice. Maybe twice that. No one had ever built a city here.


And no one, I was absolutely sure, had ever built a city like this. It was as if the builders of ancient Egypt had constructed a megalopolis on the scale of New York or Hong Kong.


Only bigger.


Much, much bigger.


We stopped talking about what we were seeing. It was an impossible conversation, and the echoes of our voices seemed incredibly tiny in that vastness. It made us feel like ants. It took us ten more minutes to reach the bottom of the slope.


We stood there for a moment, looking around, looking everywhere but at one another.


Then we heard a voice say, “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”
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WE SPUN TOWARD THE SOUND, GUNS UP, FINGERS SLIPPING INSIDE trigger-guards. The voice was far away, but it was piercing and shrill.


“Boss,” snapped Bunny, “on your ten o’clock.”


We all turned.


A figure came walking around the end of a long row of crates. It walked slowly and a bit awkwardly, but it wasn’t another albino penguin.


It was a man.


Thin, fortyish, wearing a lab coat over a plaid shirt and khakis. His feet were bare. His glasses were nearly opaque from the blood that was splashed across his face. It soaked his clothes and dripped from him, and he left a long line of bare red footprints behind him.


“Stop right there,” I yelled.


He kept walking.


“Sir—you need to stop right there or I will put you down. Do you understand me?”


He walked three more steps, but then he slowed and stopped. He lifted his head as if listening to something far away, and again I thought I heard that voice cry out those same meaningless words.


“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”


We couldn’t see who spoke, but it was closer now. Half a mile? Less?


“Put your hands on your head, fingers laced,” I said. “Do it now.”


The man seemed to smile for a moment. “We are always what you want,” he said in a voice that was muddy and thick. “We are always what you need.”


“Put your hands on your head,” I repeated. “I won’t tell you again.”


“It is our joy to obey.”


He said those words—or at least those are the words I heard—but I swear to God that those aren’t the words his mouth formed. It was so strange, like watching a foreign film with bad dubbing.


“It is our joy always to obey.”


“Tell me your name,” I demanded. “What is your I.D. number?”


The man opened his mouth to say something else, but this time instead of words a pint of dark blood flopped out and splatted onto the front of his shirt. He made a faint gagging sound, and then his knees buckled and he collapsed with exaggerated slowness to the ground.


“Go,” said Top as he moved up to cover me.


Bunny and I broke cover and ran cautiously toward him, checking each side corridor in the maze of crates, covering each other.


“Green Giant,” I said, and Bunny grunted an assent. He took up a defensive posture while I dropped to one knee by the fallen man. I put my fingers to his throat and got a big silent nothing. “Dead.”


He was a mess. Blood everywhere. A nametag hung askew from his lab coat.


ERSKINE.


The scientist in charge of this project. From close-up I could see that his skin was as gray-white and mottled as the penguin’s feathers had been. Like the skin of a mushroom.


Erskine looked up at the ceiling with dead eyes and a slack mouth.


And then he spoke again. “We are always what you need.”


We all jumped. I jabbed my fingers back against his carotid and got the same thing. Top tried, too.


He jerked his hand back.


“We have waited since the lands split to serve,” said the dead man.


We scrambled back.


“Boss,” yelped Bunny.


“I know, I know,” I said, my heart hammering in my chest.


“No,” insisted Bunny, and he held his BAMS unit in front of my face. The comforting little green light was glowing bright red.


We scrambled back from the dead man.


“Reads as unknown biological agent,” Bunny said.


“Yeah,” growled Top, “but what kind? Bacteria? Nerve gas? A virus?”


Bunny shook his head. “I don’t know … it paused on spores for like half a second and then went to unknown particles.”


Top looked at his while I covered everyone. “Mine says bacteria … no, I’m wrong. It’s reading unknown, too.”


I glanced at mine just as the reading changed from virus to unknown.


We stared at each other, then at the units, then at the dead man.


We backed away from Erskine and tried to get readings from different parts of the airflow. Every few seconds the BAMS units would shift. Virus. Fungal spores. Bacteria. Mycotoxins. And even plant pollen. But each time the meter flicked back to the display for UNKNOWN PARTICLES.


“Something must be interfering with the sensors,” said Bunny.


“Can’t,” said Top. “They’re self-contained and they have ruggedized cases.”


The red lights flickered like rats’ eyes at us.


On the floor the dead man spoke again, and once more his words and his mouth didn’t match. His body trembled as with the onset of convulsions, but the tone was normal.


No, normal isn’t a word I can use here. Normal was not in that place with us.


His tone sounded casual, as if he was having a calm conversation with someone. The tone and words were well modulated. It sounded for all the world like a tape playback of something this man might have said at another time and under incredibly different circumstances, but somehow repeated now despite his condition.


“There’s nothing to worry about. This is a clean facility.”


I could feel the shakes starting. They started deep, in my bones, in my muscles, and then shuddered outward through my skin.


“Cap’n,” whispered Top, “that motherfucker is dead.”


“I know.”


Bunny said, “What?”


“No pulse. He’s dead.”


“We defeat time because it interferes with service,” said Erskine. Or, at least, that’s what the voice said. His mouth formed different words. Even dead. I made myself look at the shapes his lips formed. And as I read those words I could feel—actually feel—my blood turn to ice.


The words his dead mouth formed were, “God forgive us. God forgive us.”


Over and over again.


His dead, cold lips pleaded for mercy while the cooling meat of his body spoke to us in this vast and impossible place.


Bunny held his BAMS unit in one hand and had his M4A1 carbine pointed at the man’s head.


“There’s nothing to worry about,” repeated the voice. “This is a clean facility.”


Suddenly all the red lights in the BAMS unit turned green.


I stared at my unit. The display read NO DETECTABLE PARTICLES.


I’ll buy one malfunctioning unit. Maybe two at an absurd stretch. Not three. And not three malfunctioning in the same way at exactly the same moment.


Then the dead on the floor sat up.


He didn’t struggle to get up; he sat up as if he’d been doing ab crunches five times a day for twenty years. With his legs straight out in front of him Erskine’s upper body folded forward until he sat erect. He turned his head very slowly toward me. His eyes were no longer totally vacant. There was a strange new light in them, but it wasn’t the kind of thing that says someone’s home. It wasn’t that at all.


Bunny actually shrieked. It was the only thing you could call that sound. I was so close to doing the same thing that I had to clench my jaws shut.


Erskine said, “In any operational model form follows function.”


Top said, “What?”


“Function is a byproduct of need,” Erskine said in that same reasonable tone, “and to operate at absolute efficiency the precise structure of form is decided empirically.”


Blood, thick as molasses, dribbled from the corners of his mouth and ran down over his chin.


Dead things don’t bleed.


But that blood didn’t look like normal blood. It was so dark, almost like oil.


“The question of imposing form on the formless is solved at the quantum level.”


The dead man looked at Bunny, then at Top and then at me.


He smiled. With black blood oozing from his mouth, he smiled.


It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen. In a life spent fighting every kind of human monster, every twisted aspect of natural evil, here was a smile that shook me, stabbed me through the heart, froze my soul.


Behind us we heard a voice say, “Tekeli-li!”


I whirled and saw a shape. Pale as one of the penguins. I fired at it without pause, without thinking, breaking all protocols and training. The bullets tore into the flesh of a naked man. Holes opened in his flesh and black blood poured from it.


The man I shot was Dr. Erskine.


I froze, finger still on the trigger, smoke drifting from the barrel.


Behind Dr. Erskine was another man. Another Dr. Erskine.


Other figures emerged from the shadows. More Erskines.


Then other people. Some in bloody clothes, others naked and pallid as mushrooms. The lights on the BAMS unit flared red again.


“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!” they said.


Then behind me, the first Erskine said, “Function is a byproduct of need.”


There was a rattle of gunfire as Bunny emptied half a magazine into him.


Then the man said, “Tekeli-li!”


More and more figures stepped from the shadows. Dozens of individual people. More than a hundred. Some of them were dressed in the bloody shreds of lab coats. Some were in military uniforms or engineers’ coveralls. Some were American. Some wore the uniforms of Chinese or Russian military. Beyond, amid, and around them were hundreds of others. Copies of each. Hundreds of copies of each.


“Tekeli-li,” they said. “Tekeli-li!”


Though they each spoke with their own mouths, it was all said with a single voice. One voice that spoke in perfect harmony.


One voice.


Beyond the figures I thought I saw something else, something hidden in the darkness that moved with a fluid bulk, as if a body of viscous liquid was somehow moving without the need of containment. There was an oily iridescence about it and a stink of pollution worse than anything I’d ever experienced.


“No,” said Bunny.


“God,” said Top.


I said nothing. I opened fire.


It was a target-rich environment. We filled the chamber with thunder.


We fired every bullet.


We threw every grenade.


We hurled every satchel charge.


Then we turned and ran.


We screamed the whole time as the collective voice screamed back at us.


“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!”
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THE LC-130 WAS STILL TAXIING DOWN THE RUNWAY WHEN I called in the air strike. The USS California hit the Vinson Massif with six Tomahawks. I told them to empty the whole closet on them, so they sent the other six.


There is no Vinson Massif anymore.


Within ten hours we carpet-bombed the site with fuel-air bombs.


Mr. Church canceled my clearance when I tried to order a nuke.


Top, Bunny, and I spent a week with him and some shrinks. They even tried lie detectors on us, and I could read the expressions on their faces. I knew what the results of those tests would be.


Church used our testimony to crack open the Proteus project. I never got all the details. I never asked to see them.


I’ve already seen my share of things. Maybe I’ve stood too close to Nietzsche’s abyss.


But Church laid a confidential congressional report on my desk anyway. It was marked CLOSED. I leafed through it. It included a project proposal paper written three years ago by Dr. Erskine. Most of it was scientific mumbo-jumbo, but one thing was highlighted in yellow.


The acquisition of an organism specifically engineered to take on whatever form is deemed useful by its creator or handler has more potential worth than an entire army of trained soldiers. All that’s required is the development of methods by which a desired shape/function is conveyed to the organism and a reliable method of practical control. Archaeological evidence suggests that the original designers achieved that level of control. All we have to do is rediscover the process.


The remark was footnoted to indicate that this was the key passage used to secure the black budget funding.


I set the report aside.


Beyond that copy of the report, which I planned to shred, there was no mention anywhere of any bases established by China, Russia, or the United States. The name Proteus Nine was being systematically expunged from all documents by MindReader. The ENRIX program was likewise being expunged.


My testimony carries some weight. It’s a side-effect of the things I’ve done since joining the DMS. I don’t exaggerate and I’m not prone to flights of fancy. I’m pretty sure the transcripts of the testimony of me and my guys scared some people.


Really and truly scared them.


But get this and tell me if you think people aren’t just crazy as outhouse rats.


Last week two senior researchers and a general from the Air Force met with a special congressional budget committee to try and get funding to start a new program. A different program, not at all like Proteus. They swear. And not in Antarctica because there’s nothing left but slag and ice. No, they have a report from a deep submersible that was searching for a sunken research vessel in the southern Pacific Ocean at coordinates 47° 9′ S., 126° 43′ W. That puts it in the oceanic pole of inaccessibility, which is the place in the ocean that is farthest from land. Seriously remote. Sixteen hundred miles and change from the nearest land. The photos from the submersible show what looks like ruins. Ramparts, big stone cubes, cones.


It’s not Atlantis, though. It’s not anyplace I ever heard of.


The name R’lyeh keeps popping up. Apparently the place ties into something described in some old books.


I told Bug to keep an eye on this. If these guys convince Congress to allot them money to investigate it, I think I want to do something about it.


I think I have to do something about it.


I’d really have to.


Or I’d never sleep again.


DEEP FRACTURE


STEVE RASNIC TEM


WHEN THE QUAKE HIT, TOM’S FIRST THOUGHT WAS TO WISH HE were somewhere other than in Betty’s Nackery, among breakable objects with no purpose other than to take up space, searching for a ceramic frog.


He looked over at Walt, who’d been tagging along with him most of the day as he tried to complete Naomi’s “To Do” list. One ceramic frog: check, assuming he got it out of the shop intact, a replacement for the one destroyed by the last quake two days ago. Bristol was averaging three a week, 3.5 to 4.0 magnitude range, according to Walt—not common in these old, heavily worn Appalachians.


Walt had been a geologist for the coal companies over twenty years, and if this kind of thing bothered him he sure didn’t show it. He held up a couple of ceramic deer, grinning. “Caught ’em when they fell off the shelf.” He looked over at Betty, who was cowering under the old kitchen table that served as her checkout stand. He held the deer up, made them dance. “Saved them!” He grinned even wider. Betty looked sick.


Yesterday morning Naomi had demanded, poking at loosened mortar with her thumb, “What if the house comes down? Can’t we reinforce the walls somehow?” Her house inspections had become an everyday thing.


“How could we afford that? Maybe they’ll just stop.”


“The coal companies ought to pick up the tab—all those old mines riddling these hills, no wonder we’re having quakes.”


Walt had just laughed when Tom had told him about that. “You might break your back falling down an unmarked shaft, but those old mines aren’t going to bring your house down. If there’s a big’un it’ll come along the New Madrid fault through Memphis. Naomi shouldn’t be none too concerned about the mines.”


This morning when Walt said he wanted to ride along he hadn’t seemed quite as jovial. When Tom asked if anything was wrong he’d said a couple of inspectors were late checking in.


The shop trembled for a couple of minutes, although it seemed much longer. Tom had the frog cupped safely between his two palms. Walt put the deer back on a shelf, although he hesitated on the second, as if he were considering an unlikely purchase. He looked around at the broken pieces filling the aisle and shook his head. “Better get the foundation checked, Betty. The store felt a little more slippery than it should have. And I’m seeing some wall cracks I don’t like much.”


Betty let Tom have the frog for free. She wanted to close early.


His cell phone rang that awful nerve-jangly jazz tune Naomi had chosen as her signature ring (“That way you’ll know it’s me”). That way, too, he managed to ignore about half her calls.


Walt stared at the phone where it lay on the seat between the two of them. “Not answering it, bud?”


“I’ll call her later. She’s probably just checking our progress.” She was meeting with the drain cleaning company that morning about the disgusting backup in the basement, a problem with the clay line. He would pay whatever had to be paid but he’d never been able to deal with that stench.


Since dawn the sky had looked like saturated cotton and tasted like ice. What appeared to be the arrival of flurries subsided into an extended period of cold, overcast hiding the sun. The last few days the cautious ones stocked up on basic foods, antifreeze, umbrellas, and snow shovels. The incautious ones just drank. The uncertainty was intolerable.


“So what’s next on Naomi’s list?” Walt stretched, yawning. “Plaster ducks for the lawn? Maybe a nice stuffed squirrel for the table?”


“Very funny,” Tom said, trying to study the tattered list while driving. “Won’t this get you in trouble at work? I had to take a vacation day for this.”


“Oh, they don’t need an old guy like me on a day like today, climbing in and out of those shafts searching for those inspectors, not when the ground’s this unstable. I’d just get in the way.”


“I’ve never known you to sit things out before, Walt.”


“Well … I’ve never seen fractures like the ones we’ve been getting. Deep stuff I can’t make sense of. I’m used to having some kind of explanation for things within my area of expertise, narrow as it might be.”


“I thought you said Naomi didn’t have anything to worry about.”


“Oh, she doesn’t, I don’t think. I guess I’m just getting tired of the job. I should’ve retired a long time ago—judgment ain’t what it used to be. So—what’s next on the list?”


“Paint. She wants me to match what we’ve got in the dining room. The chairs have scraped a line across the plaster.”


Walt whistled. “That paint’s a good twenty years old, I’ll bet. You know you’re going to have to repaint the whole thing, don’t you? Might as well pick a better color if you ask me, something brighter.”


“I don’t care, never noticed. I’m just trying to keep her happy. These little repairs—that’s what makes her happy. ‘Progress,’ that’s what she calls it. ‘It’s important we make progress,’ she says.”


We have this beautiful house, but you won’t do a thing to keep it that way. I want things nice for the holidays. That was what she’d said when she gave him the list that morning. Maybe it was true he didn’t get to repairs the way he should, but he did have to go into work every day. By the time he got home all he wanted to do was collapse in front of the TV. Especially now these repairs seemed like a waste of time—why couldn’t she at least wait until the quakes stopped? There was something a little frenetic about it—it made him anxious just to be a part of it.


All year he’d been looking forward to snow—it was an unusual desire for him. He hated driving in snowy weather. But wouldn’t it have a calming effect? Wouldn’t it at least make things look better?


“The need for maintenance never ends. Because of that it’s doomed to fail,” Walt pronounced. “That’s why I don’t sweat a little bit of shabbiness. Shabby is the basic human condition, if you ask me. Whoa! Watch out!”


Tom slammed on the brakes. A homeless guy struggled to get his grocery cart full of junk out of the way. Tom hadn’t seen him at all—it was like the fellow had just popped out of the broken pavement. He recognized him then—everybody called him Freddy. He wandered this part of town at all hours of the day, and people said he slept somewhere in one of the big parking garages. Freddy’s hair and beard looked strangely animated, as if gnawing at his raw, swollen face.


“Lines ’n’ lines ’n’ lines!” Freddy growled.


Tom rolled down the window. “Excuse me?”


“I said you got yer lines ’n’ lines all over the damn place!” Freddy shouted, mouth throwing froth. “Lines up there ’n’ lines down there, but mostly down there. All a tangle and angry. Them lines is angry!”


The guy wandered off to a crumbling old warehouse next to the road. Traffic was at a dead stop. Tom couldn’t get his eyes off that building—an interesting weave of lines wrapped around the corner of the brick wall like the remains of some giant signature. Freddy was poking, babbling to himself. More cracks spread. Masonry and concrete fell away. The ground around the foundation was mounded with debris. The rusty roof sagged, straight lines collapsed into waves, gaps opening in the seams. It was a dangerous situation—the area should have been barricaded.


One wheel of his trembling automobile suddenly slipped into a large hole in the pavement. The right front fender made a scraping sound as he drove out of the cavity. Walt groaned softly beside him. Tom looked over in alarm, but Walt just shook his head and made a pained smile. “You need a chiropractor if you’re going to drive around this town, I swear.”


Ahead of them a line of vehicles rocked slowly along the battered, pitted road. Two city trucks slumped at the edge, workers leaning on picks and shovels. They stared at the disastrous pavement as if unsure what to do. Behind them the highway fence had been patched with plywood and discarded sheet metal.


Tom found the right paint store, parked his car crookedly in the lot. He jumped out holding the little chip of wall board painted the color he needed to match. He felt a little dizzy after the first few steps. It had suddenly gotten very cold. He saw tiny snowflakes like slivers of glass gleaming in the air. The parking lot had obviously been poorly paved. It tilted steeply overall, and the far end appeared badly warped. The lines marking the various spaces were skewed. A good snow would cover all this. Snow would be a very good thing right now.


Suddenly he realized Walt wasn’t with him. He twisted around. There his friend was on hands and knees peering beneath the car. Tom went back and stood over him. “Walt? What’s going on?”


Walt backed out with a hand full of gravel. “The whole lot is like this—coming apart into little pieces. This stuff is almost like powder.”


“They don’t have the funds to keep up the infrastructure. You see this all over these days.”


Walt shook his head. “It’s like it vibrated apart.” He held his head up. “Can you feel that? It’s like my teeth are shaking in their sockets.”


“Walt—”


“I was here last week, Tom. This lot wasn’t like this. I swear it was almost like new.”


The faded poster in the front window of the paint store displayed a rainbow of nearly indistinguishable pale paint colors. The clerk’s ugly, patchy beard looked as if he’d pulled big hunks out of it, but he seemed to know his paints, identifying Tom’s sample as “Mahogany Paradise.” Tom was skeptical but took it anyway.


Walt took one look at it. “If you’re lucky the next quake’ll take the whole wall down, then you won’t have to use this.”


Outside Tom saw that the snow had increased, but initially it only made the shabbiness of everything a little uglier, as if a highlighter had been used to locate all the cracks. He stumbled and almost dropped the paint, the slick, crooked lines of the parking lot and the tangle of his shoelaces working together to bring him down. Walt grabbed him by the jacket, and his left hand landed on a stuccoed concrete post. His palm came away dusty, and several inches of chipped material fell onto the uneven asphalt.


Back in the car Walt seemed troubled, rubbing his hands together as if he couldn’t keep himself warm, uncharacteristically quiet. Tom was ready to pull over and ask him what was wrong when Walt spoke up. “Do you know why my daddy left the mines?”


“I’m surprised when anybody works the mines more than a day.”


“Oh, he loved the mines. Didn’t mind the danger, or the coal dust. He just loved bustin’ rock. It was that simple. No, he left because he became convinced that down below the mines—‘somewhar short o’ Hell’ is the way he put it—there was a city down there, one with great towers and highways and magnificent halls, and maybe, well, maybe a UFO, or two, or three.”


Tom wasn’t sure if he’d heard right. He’d been distracted—the sky appeared to be sinking rapidly, the cold creeping into the interior of the car and scratching at his skin. He began to feel some urgency to get his errands done before it got worse, but slow traffic, crumbling roads, and store façades missing identification were slowing him down. He’d lived in this area all his life and yet he felt vaguely lost. He still had a replacement lampshade to get, a new handle for one of the cabinets, a match for a missing knob. “So he believed people lived down there?”


“No—he said he was always dreaming about that city, or seeing things in the shafts that—I don’t know—reminded him? And the doorways and windows—they obviously weren’t meant for humans. Actually, he said it was like something you might see in an aquarium, like a city for something aquatic, but on land.”


“And he got all that from dreams?”


“Not entirely. Like I said, things in the mines reminded him, or sometimes it was like a memory, but not really.”


“Walt, no offense, but are you saying your dad left the mines because he was going crazy?”


Walt laughed. “Yeah, maybe I am. He was pretty convinced, and it scared him. I don’t believe in any of that Chariot of the Gods or UFO mumbo-jumbo. I’m a scientist, for God’s sake. Four hundred and sixty million years ago the volcanoes spewed enough lava to make these mountains as high as the Alps. When they started to weather they absorbed enough greenhouse gas to cause an ice age, killing off two-thirds the species on the planet. But with their north-south orientation these mountains made a pretty good bridge for some to escape the ice.”


“And …”


“Sorry—I’ve just been thinking it out. There’s a lot of porous limestone under these hills, caves everywhere, most of them unexplored. There’s just a lot we don’t know—that’s all I’m saying.”


The jazz music started up again. Reluctantly Tom flipped on his phone. “Hey, Naomi. I saw that you left a message.”


“That was a half hour ago.”


“Traffic’s been crazy. You don’t want me answering the phone while I’m driving, do you?”


“The sewer people are still here. They’re not having very much luck getting the main line unplugged. They want to run a camera down there.”


“Are they sure there’s no other way? Maybe they should try some more with that snake rooter thing of theirs. Running a camera is expensive.”


“I know it’s expensive, but they’ve been running their machine all morning, over and over, and it’s obviously not getting at whatever is blocking the line. They say 200 dollars minimum—there may be a break in the pipe, or a separation. They say we should have gotten the old clay pipe replaced years ago.”


“They always say that.”


“So what do we do?”


“Tell them to go ahead. I’ll be running in and out of stores the next couple of hours, so I’ll probably be unavailable.”


They stopped at an older strip mall, junk and surplus stores mostly, to try to get the last few items on the list. Here one store smashed up against the next all along the row, all of it leaning ever so slightly out of true, leaving scattered piles of chips and pebbles from the collisions. The storefronts were so filthy, so mismatched in color, style, and signage, they made Tom think of unsorted boxes of trash.


At least the snow had thickened enough it was beginning to cover all this with a deceptively clean layer of white, and maybe after a time he wouldn’t immediately think of the filth, decay, and ruin underneath.


Tom found most of the replacement hardware he needed in a dingy, dirty junk store at one end of the slovenly mall. Walt wasn’t much help. As soon as they walked in he became distracted by several crates of “antique architectural remnants” shoved under a battered old table.


Moldings, brackets, inscribed metal plates, and various building ornamentation covered in grease, coal dust, and substances unidentifiable. Tom wanted no part of it, but Walt seemed somewhat obsessed.


Walt didn’t buy anything, but he was lost in thought when they left. Tom was beginning to feel a little worried for him.


The alley and walk on one side of the junk store were layered in filth spilled over from an intersecting lane. Out of morbid curiosity Tom stepped carefully over the trails of coffee grounds, stained papers, and unidentifiable organic debris and peered around the greasy brick wall into the opening of the lane. It was a long alley bordered by tall walls of windowless mildewed concrete, and at the far end a writhing tangle of what he presumed to be trash consisting mostly of … lines. Strings and tapes and moving tubes of who-could-tell? He stopped Walt from coming around and taking a look himself and ushered him back to the car.


Back on the road the windshield fogged, and the defrosters seemed to be of little help, clearing only a small semicircle of window in front of the steering wheel crowned by a halo of frost. Outside, as the day wound down toward sunset, the air gradually thickened into a white mist that spread and obscured the more distant buildings, then ate away at the horizon until Tom could see only a few hundred feet ahead of him.


The car suddenly filled with that cacophonous jazz. Naomi again. But a truly serious snowfall felt imminent, and it seemed urgent for him to finish and get home.


“Hey, Tom,” Walt said softly. “Do you think you could just take me home now? I’ve got lots to do before tomorrow and I’m beginning to feel a little poorly.”


“Sure, Walt. Sure.” Walt never complained about how he felt, ever, so Tom was taking this seriously.


Walt lived in a modest frame house a couple of blocks off the old downtown. When they pulled into the front yard—just a few square yards of dirt and gravel, actually—Walt said, “Come in a minute, will you?”


“Hey, Walt, I’d like to, really. But with this snow, and Naomi freaking out about the sewer, I really oughta get home.”


“I know you’re in a hurry. But this’ll only take a minute of your time. Promise.”


Walt led Tom past a mismatched washer and dryer combo sitting out in the side yard, through a small maze of raised dead flowerbeds to a screen door and the crowded porch beyond. Old auto parts, appliance parts, surplus mining equipment, and antique mechanical devices were in remarkable abundance. They padded through the darkened kitchen into another room where Walt flipped on the overhead light.


The object on the dining room table was about six feet long and resembled either a seriously heavy, highly ornate weather vane or a finial from the top of a Victorian tower or cupola. It was engraved along its length with a dense script in a language Tom did not recognize, and a raised design which might have been intended to represent oceanic plant or animal life, or perhaps the internal digestive tract of some long-extinct creature of enormous size.


He touched it gingerly. It was hard and shockingly cold. Like touching dry ice. He stepped back—the table legs appeared on the verge of failure, the top sagging significantly. “What’s it made of?”


“Haven’t a clue. Every test I can do gives, well, unlikely results. It’s age I can’t even calculate. My equipment’s not that good.”


“It’s so heavy. How did you get it in here?”


“I didn’t. My dad found it, with his crew down in the Number 82 shaft. They raised it on the winch and borrowed one of the big company trucks. Did it late one night. Twenty of them. I thought half of them would die getting it in here. That was a year before my dad quit.”


“So is this why your dad got that notion of an underground city?”


“This, and a lot of other things he wouldn’t say much about. After he died, I tried to talk to some of those guys, the ones that were still left. They didn’t tell me a thing.”


Tom looked up at his friend. “What’s going on, Walt?”


“I’m leaving tomorrow for Colorado. I’ve got more family out there. I never wanted to leave these mountains, but they’ve got mountains out there, too. I just wanted you to see this. And I hope you won’t think I’m a coward.”


“A coward? Why would I ever think that?”


“For leaving,” Walt said. “Just for that.”


As Tom drove through the empty downtown streets, the snow piled up, covering everything, but not before he noticed that the edges of the old buildings appeared to sag and a white, frothy sort of corrosion on the corners was evident. Hints of twisted and tangled debris peeked over the rooflines.


As his car made the top of a hill, huge chunks of snow were drifting down. In the dim light from the surrounding poles it looked like bits of yellowed insulation. Naomi’s jazz sounds started up again, and this time he took the call.


She sounded breathless. His chest grew tight. She’d be wanting him to do something about something, and now.


“Why didn’t you call me back? I’ve called you three times!”


Was this possible? He didn’t see how. “What’s the problem?”


“The sewer line is full of hair, and big long—I don’t know—earthworms maybe? Great gobs of them!”


“They’re exaggerating.”


“I’ve seen it myself! It’s right on their little TV monitor.”


“It must be roots. That’s always been a problem. You’ve all mistaken the roots for hair.”


His wife didn’t answer for some time. Then, “You’re ridiculous. I’ll just handle it.” She hung up.


He dropped the phone back onto the seat beside him. Good, let her handle it. It would be easy enough to put a pre-recorded video into their machine showing any problem they wanted. In a few minutes Naomi would call back to tell him they wanted some huge amount of money to fix the problem. Then he would take over. He would say absolutely no and she would be satisfied that he’d handled it.


It was snowing quite heavily now. He pressed his fingertips against the underside of the windshield, then jerked them away, feeling burned. But when he examined his fingers he could find no damage; they were just … cold. He eased his fingers back against the glass, and then a palm. He could feel the cold outside through his entire body. It seemed as if he could feel the cold as it spread from miles and deep layers away.


Flakes were multiplying at a dizzying rate. He heard a crack of thunder, and in the distance the sky split with a dazzling white light. Unusual in a snowstorm, but not unheard of. He watched as flakes like huge moths touched the glass, rested for a second, then tumbled off. More fragments than flakes, the same color and shade as the sky, as if the sky had fallen out of the sky.


That object on Walt’s dining room table—where could it have come from? And the idea that he had lived with it there for all those years after his dad died, without telling anybody? Some things were beyond human understanding. Actually, all things were. There must be a physics beyond the physics we know—it was the only reasonable explanation. Layers upon layers, origins beneath origins. The only way to really make sense of things was through a kind of psychological archaeology.


The snowfall became so heavy Tom stopped the car in the middle of the street. Nothing else was moving—he probably could stay there all night. Maybe he would. Maybe he would just call Naomi and tell her he was going to have to spend the night in the car and he was sorry, so very sorry but she would have to deal with those sewer people herself. In any case she was doing a great job—she should be very proud of herself.


The snow varied in intensity until after another hour or so when it stopped as if the sky had run out of its supply. In fact, it stopped so suddenly Tom was vaguely alarmed by the change. He pushed his face up against the inside of the windshield. The streets were empty, and there appeared to be no wind. As far as he knew he might be the last person out in this, out in his car looking out the window, although there was always the chance there were others watching, wedged against their house or apartment or office windows. But even the nearest windows were some distance away. He could see nothing in them.


Some of the roofs here appeared slightly sagged, and some of the vertical lines of the stark architecture somewhat bent, but there hadn’t been that much snow. The settling of the snow, and the way it had stuck to corners and onto shallow horizontal ledges, must have created an optical illusion.


The street in front of him and the streets he could see branching off to the sides were a seamless expanse of white, everything looking very much like part of a gigantic skating rink. He was thinking that he could almost see the skaters racing, writing their lines and curls into the white, when the first actual lines began to form.


He thought at first a breeze had come up that was gently sweeping the pavements, skimming off the layers of snow and revealing the lines that separated the concrete and asphalt slabs. But he could detect no breeze in the trees, and the snow itself did not appear to be moving generally—it was simply disappearing where the lines were.


Then he saw Freddy, racing down the street across the table of snow pushing his grocery cart in front of him, making such a mess of that clean, seamless snow, churning it, ruining it. Freddy’s mouth was open, but Tom couldn’t tell if he was saying anything. Freddy kept jerking his head back to look behind him, and that was when Tom saw the rushing, curling dark lines in the snow pursuing him.


And then the huge loops and whirls of tracks made by invisible fingers and tails or whatever might make such marks began to appear, soon covering the street over its entirety, like giant ornate, overlapping signatures in some unknown language. Overwriting Freddy and overwriting Freddy until you could no longer distinguish him in the morass of lines.


Tom seriously doubted this was in fact any sort of writing because it appeared to come from beneath, so they were perhaps cracks as the world shook off its hard coat, but who could know? If so they were unlike any cracks he had ever seen.


If he were a smarter man perhaps he could read them, but for now they were simply his evening coming apart. The lines spread like musical transcription, like a spool of thread thrown from a passing car, like the mysterious lines of force which held the world together.


As the fractures began to deepen, to widen, he noticed that his phone was flashing frantically. In his annoyance with Naomi’s ringtone had he turned the ringer off? He picked up the phone. He dialed in for messages and her frantic voice filled his ear. “Why haven’t you answered? The lines are coming out of the drain. Did you hear that? The lines are everywhere.”


Of course he did not fully understand. It seemed to him now that all year long he’d been looking forward to the snow, and now it was here at last.


THE DREAM STONES


DONALD TYSON


1


LET ME MAKE THIS CLEAR, I HAD NOTHING TO DO WITH THE EVENTS I am going to set down in this narrative. I was merely an observer, and am in no way responsible for what happened this semester, either in a moral or in a criminal sense. None of the deaths were my fault, not even Tommy’s, and I resent any implication to the contrary.


It is true that I was the one who happened to notice the homeless man on the corner of Prince and Barrington. It was early fall before the leaves turned—no, I don’t remember the exact date, but it was shortly after the beginning of the university year. I had just settled myself into my apartment near the Dalhousie campus with my roommate, Thomas Straw, another graduate student doing thesis research in the field of Canadian history.


Perhaps I should mention that he was my closest friend. No, that’s not quite honest—he was my only friend. I am not gregarious by nature. People have told me, often quite unkindly, that I am antisocial. If it is so, it is not a deliberate choice on my part, but I find it difficult to make friends. Being both gay and shy does not make it any easier. I was glad to have Tommy as a roommate, if for no other reason than because it meant I did not need to live with a stranger. We had come to know each other during our undergraduate years at the university. Both of us were non-locals. This created a bond between us that otherwise might never have developed.


It was a windy day in late September. The wind can gust viciously at the lower end of the steep, downtown Halifax streets below the old British fortress of Citadel Hill, where the harbor waters are only a long stone’s throw away. We’d just come out of a coffee shop and were walking along Barrington toward Prince, which we intended to climb to the base of the Citadel and then go around it and across the Commons to our apartment. Our building was within walking distance of the downtown, about midway between the harbor and the university.


I remember thinking that there was something odd about the quality of the air that day. It probably has no bearing on the events that later transpired, but you did say that I should mention every detail. The air was cool, of course, with the first hint of October to come, but there was something else. I don’t know how to describe it exactly—a kind of shimmering vibration that tickled at the back of my throat and buzzed in my ears. It was probably an impression caused by too much caffeine.


You know the downtown district. There are street people everywhere, coming and going like stray cats, always with their hands out, begging for money. They occupy a corner or a doorway for a few weeks or a few months, and then suddenly they are gone. Well, this windy day as we turned the corner to ascend the steep incline of Prince Street, I noticed a homeless man I had not seen before, sitting on the sidewalk on the other side of the street, and some impulse made me point him out to Tommy. There was a dirty towel spread beside him on the concrete with some trinkets arrayed on it, evidently being offered for sale. Tommy immediately decided to take a look. I remember being annoyed that I had pointed the man out. I wanted to get home and do some background reading for my thesis before the afternoon ended, but I followed him across the street.


How shall I convey the pathetic wretchedness of what lay on the towel, the original color of which was impossible to determine? A few sea shells of the kind that might be found on any beach in Nova Scotia. Some colored fragments of sea glass. Braided necklaces made of wooden beads and hemp twine. Small wood carvings very crudely whittled that depicted some sort of primitive female figure. A handful of old coins too badly worn to be worth anything to a collector. A bronze medal, the origin of which was not obvious on casual inspection. Two well-used jackknives with rusty blades, one with a plastic handle that resembled stag horn, and the other with a plastic handle that looked like ivory. There were some other odds and ends I don’t remember now.


The man seated cross-legged on the sidewalk looked foreign to me—Middle Eastern, maybe. That was the impression I got from his dark skin and black eyes. You know what I mean by black eyes? The irises of his eyes were so dark, they merged with the pupils, so that his eyes looked completely black except for a thin band of white around their edges. They were close-set on either side of a huge nose like the blade of a hatchet. His entire face was elongated, his forehead high and narrow, mouth small but with full lips, chin pointed beneath a scraggle of reddish beard.


He sat with his back very straight against the brick wall behind him, and his shoulders squared, as though he’d served in the military at some time. How old was he? I really couldn’t say. No, I can’t take a guess. I don’t know how old he was, only that he felt old. His hair, where it escaped from beneath his fur-lined leather cap, was gray, not red like his beard, but he didn’t seem feeble. Quite the contrary, his hands were unusually large and strong, the hands of a man who had worked as a laborer all his life—a farmer or a fisherman, maybe. He radiated an aura of sleeping vitality, like some ancient tree.


That wasn’t the only thing he radiated. The wind blew up the street from the harbor, and I found myself making little sidesteps to put myself downwind from him. He stank of a mixture of urine, old sweat, and alcohol. Most street people smell that way, have you noticed? White stains on the front of his quilted green canvas coat showed where he had vomited on himself.


I found his little black eyes disturbing. They never left us the entire time we stood over him. At the time, I thought it was because he feared we would steal his trinkets, but I’ve since come to believe his interest in us was more complex, and more sinister.


I was impatient to keep walking and had no interest in the old man or his trash, but Tommy had his eyes fixed on the dream stone in the center of the towel. It was a piece of greenish stone that looked like soapstone, about six inches across and maybe an inch and a half thick, very crudely carved in the shape of a pentagram with truncated points. There was a small depression scooped out at the center. It was the largest object on the towel.


I’m just going to repeat the things we said, and he said, as nearly as I can remember them. It’s easier that way.


“Let’s get going, Tommy,” I murmured under my breath. To be honest, the unwinking black eyes of the old man gave me the creeps.


“Wait a sec, Walt, I want to look at something.” He always called me Walt, even though I usually go by my full name, Walter.


He pointed down at the towel and crooked that endearing grin of his at the owner. He really was quite a handsome young man—it’s too bad you had to see his mutilated corpse. You’ve seen his picture? Photographs never did Tommy justice. He always looked as though he were about to make a joke, even when he was deadly serious, as he was this afternoon.


“What’s this thing?”


The old guy shifted on his haunches with a kind of serpentine wiggle and smiled. His full lips parted slightly to show a line of small but even yellow teeth. He spoke English without a trace of any accent, but his words were slurred, and even downwind of him I could smell the rum on his breath.


“You got a good eye, kid. That’s a rare item,” he said in a rasping voice.


“What is it?”


“It’s what they call a dream stone.”


“And what is that?” Tommy asked patiently.


“What do you think? It makes dreams when you put it under your pillow.”


“Makes dreams? What kind of dreams?”


“Well, that depends,” the old man said with a smile. It was really more of a grin—I could see his teeth. “The Pakis say the dreams come like opium visions. Sometimes you never want to wake up, but sometimes they make you piss yourself.”


All the while the old bastard talked, he kept nodding his head. It was as if he was silently saying yes-yes-yes behind every word he spoke. Thinking back on it, I believe that he must have hypnotized Tommy into buying that stone, but I didn’t realize it then. At the time, he just made my skin crawl.


“Let’s go,” I said again, and touched Tommy on the small of the back to indicate that what I really meant was, let’s get the hell out of here. He ignored me as though I wasn’t there.


“How much?” he asked.


The old man shrugged and pursed his small mouth, making it look even smaller.


“I wouldn’t sell this stone to everyone. It’s magic is hellacious strong, but you look like someone who isn’t afraid of the dark.”


He hacked up phlegm, turned his head, and spat on the sidewalk with a practiced motion. A little drop of white clung to his beard under his lower lip, but he did not appear to notice. His black eyes never left Tommy.


“For you, kid, it’s one hundred dollars. That’s my special rate.”


“For a rock?” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “That’s too much.”


“I’ll take it,” Tommy said. No hesitation, just “I’ll take it.”


Understand, neither one of us had money to spare. We earned a small amount correcting papers at the university and tutoring undergraduates, and we both had received scholarships coming into our graduate studies, but money was tight.


“You’re a kid who knows what he wants,” the old man told him, nodding yes-yes-yes. “I like that.”


Tommy pulled his brown calfskin wallet from the back pocket of his jeans and took out all the money it held. Counting along with him, I was surprised to see that it was more than seventy dollars.


“Seventy-seven dollars,” Tommy said. “That’s all I’ve got.”


“That’s too bad, kid. I wanted you to have it.”


“I don’t suppose you take Visa?”


The old man smiled.


Tommy turned to me. His face had a hard look on it that caught me by surprise.


“I need thirty-three dollars, Walt.”


“Tommy, a hundred dollars? For an old piece of rock?”


“Are you going to lend me the money?”


I shook my head, but pulled out my wallet anyway and counted out the money. Tommy took it from my hand and gave it to the old man. He slid the folded bills and coins away inside his coat and zipped it back up, then picked up the dream stone with a strangely delicate touch, handling it as though it were covered with cactus needles. As Tommy took it, for the first time I noticed some pendants on the sidewalk behind the towel.


“How much are those?” I said out of curiosity.


There were five of them, and they were carved from the same kind of green stone into the shape of truncated pentagrams, but set in crudely hammered brass frames that extended prongs between the arms of the star. Each was about an inch across—I say about, because every one of them was slightly different in size. But they were all identical in shape.


“Sorry, twinkletoes, them ain’t for sale to you,” the street bum said with that creepy smile.


By the time we got away from that foul-smelling corner, it had started to rain.


“Are you crazy!” I almost shouted at him as we climbed slowly up Prince Street. “You can’t afford a hundred dollars for a rock. You should take it back.”


“I like it,” was all he said.


“Why in hell did you buy it?”


“It’s interesting.”


“You don’t believe any of that nonsense the old bum told us?”


He looked at me sharply, then relaxed and laughed.


“Of course I don’t believe it. But what a sales pitch, right?”


That night as we got ready for bed, I asked him if he planned to try out the dream stone. He got a distant look on his face.


“Maybe I will, just for laughs. I’ll let you know how it turns out tomorrow.”


The next morning he got up late. I remember because it was uncommon for him. He was usually up before me.


“How did it go last night?” I asked him while he made his usual toast with marmalade.


“How did what go?”


I punched him in the shoulder out of sheer exasperation.


“Idiot, did you dream?”


He didn’t look at me, just pursed his lips and shook his head.


“Nothing?” I asked again.


“Sorry, what can I tell you. I didn’t dream.”


I don’t know why, but even then I was certain he was lying.
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THANK YOU FOR THE WATER. MY THROAT WAS VERY DRY. I’M NOT used to talking out loud for so long. Now where was I? Yes, I remember.


Nothing more happened for a couple of days. I forgot all about the dream stone, until the evening in the Killam Library when I first saw Cheryl Lewis. It’s funny I hadn’t noticed her before, but as I’ve said, I’m not very good when it comes to personal interactions. She was an attractive blonde with ice-gray eyes and flawless skin, about five feet six inches tall, and athletic. What made me notice her that night was the pendant she wore between her breasts on the outside of her red sweater. It was one of those star-shaped stone pendants from the homeless man on the street corner. No mistaking it.


Seeing the pendant caused me do something I never do: I went over to her reading table and said hello. She looked up at me with a slight smile. Maybe she thought I was trying to pick her up. Most girls sense that I’m gay before I tell them, but some don’t. I spoke my name and described how I’d seen the pendant she wore for sale on Barrington Street a few days before.


“That’s where I got it,” she agreed.


“That old guy in the leather cap is something else, isn’t he?”


“He is not of this planet.”


“If you don’t mind, would you tell me what made you buy it?”


She shrugged.


“I just liked the look of it, I guess. It’s funny, though.”


“What is?”


“I really wanted to buy the biggest one, but the old man told me that the big one wasn’t for me, this one was for me.”


“Uber creepy.”


“I’ll say. It didn’t really matter, they’re all almost the same, so I took this one.”


As I talked to Cheryl, Tommy noticed me from the other side of the library and came over. Immediately, her attention shifted away from me to him, and it never came back to me. That’s just the way it was with us. He always had more personality, more charm, more of whatever makes someone interesting and attractive. It wasn’t just his dark good looks, either. He gave his attention to others in a way I never could and really listened to what they had to say.


He and Cheryl hit it off at once. Even from the first there was a kind of vibe between them. After a while, I could see that she wasn’t even noticing me, so I left them and went back to my table to take notes from the book I was using in my research. You might assume that my feelings were bruised, but this kind of thing happened so often, it didn’t bother me. I was accustomed to getting passed over by girls, especially when Tommy was around. Girls seldom pay much attention to a skinny introvert with thick glasses who blushes. Why should they? It wasn’t as though I was going to reciprocate if a girl did show an interest in me, so why get upset about it?


I didn’t see Tommy much during the next week or so, but I knew from the occasional reference that he was spending time with Cheryl. One night, about ten days after our encounter with her, I got back to the apartment later than usual. I know what you’re thinking. No, I didn’t find Tommy and Cheryl in bed together—not that night, anyway. I came into the apartment and heard a kind of chanting from his room. I looked in, and there was Tommy, sitting naked and cross-legged on the bare hardwood floor. The dream stone was on the floor in front of him, with a white candle standing up from the depression in its center. He was sexually aroused. By that I mean that his penis was erect, but he wasn’t touching it. He held his arms crossed over his chest at the wrists with his hands closed.


I stood there listening for several seconds. The chanting wasn’t words, at least not words I recognized. It was rhythmic and varied, almost musical. He rocked back and forth as he chanted. He seemed to be staring through the blank wall as though trying to make out something on an imaginary distant horizon.


“What are you doing?” I asked him.


He jerked slightly and shuddered, then took a deep breath and turned his head. His eyes were rolled up so far in their sockets that only the lower parts of the whites were visible. He blinked several times as he gradually become aware of me.


“Hi, Walt. I was just trying out my dream stone.”


“You’re pointing at me.”


I gestured discreetly with my little finger.


He frowned and looked down at himself, then covered his erection with his hand.


“Sorry about that,” he said a bit sheepishly. “It just happened.”


“I thought the dream stone went under your pillow.”


“That’s not the only way to use it. I’ve been doing some research. Cheryl’s helping me. You know, the girl who bought the green stone pendant?”


“I remember her.”


“She came to me with some information she dug up online. Crazy stuff, but fascinating. I was just trying out one of the techniques. You set the candle in the hole and light it, then look through the smoke while chanting certain sounds.”


“Did you see anything?”


He hesitated, then grinned crookedly and shook his head.


“Just some crazy stuff. I must have been daydreaming.”


“Whatever it was, it must have been hot.”


He looked down again and removed his hand. His erection had subsided.


“Yeah, well, to tell the truth, I didn’t even notice that happening.”


Unfolding his legs stiffly, he stood up, then bent to take the stone from the floor and blew out the candle.


“Can I touch it?”


His face took on this strange expression, a mixture of irritation, anger, and confusion. I’d never seen that look on his face before, which I guess is why the memory of it stayed with me, even though it only lasted for an instant. Almost at once he removed the white candle, which had some symbols carved into its side, and handed the stone to me.


“Don’t drop it,” he said. “Cost me a lot of money.”


It was heavy, and hard—much harder than soapstone. The hardness was more like granite. The dense greenish rock absorbed heat from my hands and felt as though it had just come out of the refrigerator. There was a kind of smell about it, like a faint musk, and it was slightly oily to the touch. I turned it over. Incised on the back was some sort of occult symbol. I’m not into the occult, so I can’t say what it was. If you want, I’ll try to draw it later, but I doubt I remember all the details. It was quite complex, and the line segments and angles were irregular.


When I passed it back to him, he took it quickly and cradled it in both hands as though afraid it might slip from his fingers.


“You’ve been seeing a lot of Cheryl,” I said casually while he put the stone away in a drawer.


“She’s a smart kid. She’s in her final undergraduate year. We’re both interested in the dream stones, so we pooled our resources.”


We stood looking at each other. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen him naked, but it felt awkward for some reason.


“I’ll let you get dressed,” I told him, and left his room.


I’d like to stop again, please. I need a few minutes to collect my thoughts.
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OVER THE FOLLOWING SEVERAL WEEKS, I SAW LESS AND LESS OF Tommy. Some nights, he didn’t even bother to come back to his room. He spent much of his free time with Cheryl, and with some others they picked up along the way. I gathered from overheard bits of talk around the university that they were all interested in the dream stones. It was like a quiet little cult of some kind. They didn’t dress outrageously or draw attention to themselves, but when they passed each other on campus, a secret look and a little smile passed between them. Tommy was their leader, I think. That was the impression I got from the way the others remained silent while he talked, and the way they followed him.


I decided to go back to that corner where he had bought the large dream stone, and buy one of the pendants like the one Cheryl wore. I’m not quite sure what I was thinking—maybe that if I had one of the stones, I would fit in with the rest of them. Well, the homeless man and his beach towel were gone. No, I don’t mean moved to another corner, I mean just gone. I walked up and down Barrington Street a dozen times and I could not find him. I asked the other street people where he was, but for some perverse reason they refused to talk about him. They claimed that I had imagined him, that he had never existed. They must have thought he owed me money. Why they would protect him, I don’t know. None of the clerks in the nearby stores remembered seeing him.


Another curious thing—I went on the Internet and looked up dream stones. The term exists, of course. You can type in almost any pair of words in Google and you will get thousands or hundreds of thousands of hits. But none of the stones described as dream stones had any similarity with the stones owned by Tommy and Cheryl. Neither was there any clear, consistent description between sites on the Internet about what dream stones were or how they are to be used.


I did run across an obscure reference to an Antarctic expedition in 1930 sponsored by a university in Massachusetts that had brought back with them a stone that must have been very similar to the dream stone Tommy owned, to judge by the textual description. I could never find a photograph of the stone, and when I e-mailed the curator of the university museum, she denied having any artifact of that description in her collection. Yes, I still have the e-mail on my computer’s hard drive, the one you confiscated from my apartment.


It was my habit to spend Wednesday nights at the library, just as a way of varying my study routine. The Wednesday after I tried and failed to locate the homeless man, I went to the library as usual, but found that I couldn’t concentrate. I kept thinking of the dream stone and what Tommy was doing with the members of his little occult circle. In frustration I finally shut my books and returned to the apartment. The living room was dark. At first I assumed Tommy was still out with his new friends performing one of their silly rituals, or whatever it was they did when they got together. I hung up my jacket on one of the hooks beside the front door and took my books into my room.


That was when I noticed noises coming from behind the closed door of Tommy’s room. I should have guessed what they were. You must think I am very naïve. In my defense I can only tell you that Tommy had never brought anyone back to his room before, and the sounds were like someone choking on food caught in their throat. I didn’t take time to think about it, I just dropped the books onto my bed and rushed to Tommy’s bedroom door and threw it open.


How to describe what I saw? No, I don’t believe I will give an actual description. Let me only tell you what it involved. Tommy and Cheryl were in the room, on the floor, engaged in some kind of sexual act. I’m sure you had already reached that conclusion. There were candles around them. I saw blood dripping from the end of Tommy’s erect penis into the central depression of the dream stone, which rested on the floor beneath them. Cheryl had a knife in her hand. They were both cut and bleeding in many places on their bodies. Small cuts, so that the blood didn’t drip off, but merely ran down their skin and created a kind of scarlet zebra effect. That’s the only way I can think to describe it.


And they were doing other things. Obscene things. Disgusting things. No, I do not feel a need to describe them in more detail. It is enough that you know they were sexual, if the term can even be applied to acts so perverse that the mind prefers to withdraw rather than even consider them. Let me only say that I stood in the open door, looking at them locked together and straining with lust, for several seconds before my eyes even made coherent sense out of what their bodies were doing. When I finally understood, I felt my stomach heave and very nearly vomited.


They turned to look at me, both of them, but their eyes were inhuman, like the eyes of feral animals. Their bodies continued their rhythmic undulations as if imbued with a consciousness all their own. I’m not even sure if they fully comprehended the act they performed together.


One other thing I noticed before I withdrew and shut the door behind me: the air directly above the blood-filled hollow of the dream stone shimmered and danced. Have you ever looked through the heat rising from a bonfire at distant trees and buildings, and seen the air dance and shimmer? It was something like that. The air above the stone was doing what the air on Barrington Street had been doing just before Tommy and I came across the homeless man. How I curse that day in memory! If only I had not noticed the trinkets on his towel.


I left the apartment to settle my gorge and get my thoughts straight. For an hour or so I walked the night streets and wandered around the Dalhousie campus. I could have gone back to the library, but study would have been impossible in my mental state, which was one of mingled horror and confusion, and yes, I will admit it, betrayal. I felt that in some way Tommy had betrayed my trust. Not by having sex with the girl. That was none of my business. He betrayed me by not including me in his experiments with the dream stone. After all, I was the one who had noticed the old man on the corner. That should count for something, shouldn’t it? If not for me, he would never have bought the unholy thing.


Cheryl and Tommy were both gone from the apartment when I went back. Tommy never returned to it again.


Let me stop here for a short while. No, I must take some time. I have gastro-intestinal problems, and I need to take my pills. I’ll be fine if you just give me half an hour. Thank you. Yes, I want to finish this. I must finish it today, because after today, I will never talk about it again.
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TOMMY DIDN’T EXACTLY AVOID ME ON CAMPUS, BUT WE SELDOM seemed to find ourselves in the same buildings, and when we did encounter each other in the lecture halls or the library, he was always with one of his younger friends. Didn’t I mention that? They were all undergraduates. Another thing—they all wore small dream stones around their necks. I can only presume that Tommy and Cheryl went back to the homeless man on the corner before he disappeared and bought the remaining stones. It would have been the height of coincidence for all four of the other students to have bought them independently, wouldn’t it? No, I think my explanation makes better sense, from the standpoint of probability.


The less I saw of my roommate, the more intensely I wanted to understand what he and the others were doing with the stones. What I had seen in his bedroom gave me some clues. It must be some kind of sadomasochistic sex cult. But how did the stones fit into the picture? Why had Cheryl been filling the depression in the stone with warm blood from his erect penis, of all places on his body to cut?


I began trying to follow the students I recognized as members of the cult. I wanted to understand what they were doing, or what they believed themselves to be doing, and knew that Tommy would never tell me directly. I was not a part of it. Perhaps in his own way, he thought he was protecting me by keeping silent about the stones, and by avoiding my company. It didn’t matter, I had to know what was going on. Let me admit freely that I am uncommonly poor at detective work. The first few times the students I set out to follow saw what I was doing almost immediately, and simply went to the library or back to their residences until I got tired of hanging around outside.


Then I got lucky. It was a windy, rainy day near twilight in late October. Well, you know the date. Must I state it for the record? It was October nineteenth. Maple leaves were blowing around the campus plaza and through the parking lot. I spotted one of the girls in the cult who had never seen me with Tommy. I knew she must be on her way to a meeting by her self-conscious, fugitive manner. This time, I stayed well behind my quarry, on the reasoning that it was better if I lost her, and could try again the next night, than if she realized who I was and started watching out for me.


She was a small girl with short red hair, and she wore a yellow raincoat. It made keeping her in sight easy. She didn’t walk far, just across the parking lot and along Coburg Road, then down Henry Street to an unlit white house. She let herself into the house through the front door with a key. I don’t know what I thought about it. That she and the other cult members had rented a house together so that they could be close to each other. Or that the house was vacant and that she and the others had made duplicate keys to the front door. It was only afterwards that I learned that the owners of the house, an elderly man and his wife, were both dead and wrapped in plastic in one of the upstairs bedroom closets.


I waited outside on the street until I saw a light go on through the basement windows. The concrete foundation of the house is raised about three feet above the grade of the yard and has windows all around. The street was deserted, thanks to the rain and the wind. By this time it was almost fully dark. I decided to risk getting closer. As you know, a mature hedge surrounds the front yard of the house, and wooden fences run down each side between the properties, separating the driveway on one side and a walkway on the other from the neighbors. It was about as private as a house could get in the middle of the city. Maybe that was why Tommy and the others had chosen it for their ritual. Or maybe they had some other esoteric reason. I can’t be sure about anything at this stage.


I crept into the yard and went along the right side of the house, where the fence is closer to the foundation, so that it would shield me from anyone in the house next door who happened to look out the window. By this time I was almost soaked to the skin, and the rainwater was icy cold. It was just starting to turn to snow and hit my face and neck as cold little dots that clung for an instant, then melted. Anyway, I crawled under a bush near the window and peeked into the basement.


The view was perfect. It might almost have been staged just for my benefit. I took off my glasses and opened my coat to wipe them on the front of my shirt, and when I put them back on, I could see everything. What did I see? I’m coming to that, don’t rush me. I need time to settle my thoughts and separate out what I saw from what I only imagined I saw. The concrete floor of the basement was a large open space, the floor above supported by two thick wooden posts that were painted white. I saw the furnace in one corner and a matching white washer and dryer set on the far side. There were some boxes and a work bench, but otherwise the floor was open.


There were six people in all. I should have guessed that beforehand from the number of pendants the old man offered for sale, but it had not occurred to me. I had assumed that the pendants were cheap imported trash, and that he could get as many of them as he wanted to sell. I did not think then that the five small ones and single large stone might constitute a set, or that there were no similar stones to be found anywhere on the face of this planet. These thoughts only occurred to me later.


They were all naked, three men and three women. Tommy lay on his back on the gray concrete floor with the large dream stone resting on his abdomen, just over his navel. A white candle burned in the depression of the stone. His penis was erect and stood straight up, so that the candle and his penis were like two pillars—the Jachin and Boaz of lust, you might say. A biblical reference, it doesn’t matter. His penis had been smeared with something red that gleamed in the overhead light—blood, of course, it had to have been blood. Probably blood from the elderly couple murdered upstairs. You should test the DNA—but you must have already done so. Anyway, his arms and legs were spread wide, so that his body formed a pentagram. Each of the other five members of the cult knelt on the floor at one of his extremities, sitting on their heels, with that limb of his body trapped between their knees. Cheryl knelt in this posture above his head, with his head between her knees.


They all chanted the same rhythmic chant, their hands clasped together and held tight to their chests. Needless to say, they wore the small dream stones on their brass chains around their necks, and their clasped hands covered the actual stones, but I could see the chains. It sounded like a different chant from the one Tommy had been using the night I caught him kneeling before the large stone in his bedroom. I’m not certain about that, no. I didn’t recognize any words, but the cadence of the chant was different. This one was more aggressive, or more insistent if you will.


All at the same instant, they stopped chanting and raised their clasped hands over their heads. For the first time I saw what they were holding—small daggers. Their blades looked about five inches long and were highly polished. They caught and reflected the overhead light. Time seemed to stop for me. It can only have been a subjective impression, but they seemed to hold the knives raised for hours. Then Tommy turned his head slightly between Cheryl’s knees and rolled his eyes to look directly at me, through the glass of the basement window. His gaze met mine. His face was calm. There was no fear, just acceptance mingled with expectation. On his lips was that familiar crooked smile.


The blades of the knives penetrated his body in unison in a circle around the dream stone. He made a kind of involuntary cry that was loud enough for me to hear, but not loud enough to carry to the house behind me on the other side of the fence. The blood welled forth when the daggers were simultaneously withdrawn and quickly held above his erect penis with their points touching, so that drops of blood fell from their tips onto the tip of his penis.


Cheryl cast her dagger aside and lifted the dream stone that hung around her neck to her lips as if to kiss it. Instead, she inserted it into her mouth, then leaned quickly forward and took Tommy’s still-erect penis into her mouth, supporting herself on her hands. She began to perform fellatio on him, even as he lay dying. As you know, death from an abdominal wound is not immediate. The other four divided into two couples and lay on the bare concrete floor beside Tommy and Cheryl. They arranged themselves in what I believe is known as the sixty-nine position, and put their dream stones into their mouths as Cheryl had done, then proceeded to have oral sex with each other.


The candle burning in the socket of the large dream stone did not go out. I could see its flame fluttering, reflected from Cheryl’s upper arms and dangling breasts. It must have continued burning against her skin at the pit of her throat, but she gave no sign of pain. It was then I noticed the blood that dribbled from the corners of her mouth. I realized with a sick feeling throughout my entire body that she was chewing on Tommy’s penis as he lay dying beneath her. The other couples were doing the same thing—chewing on the sexual organs of their partners, so that the blood would wash over the dream stones held in their mouths.


I suppose I must have screamed or said something, although I have no memory of doing so. They all—all five of them I mean, because Tommy’s face was hidden behind Cheryl’s thigh—raised their heads from what they were doing and turned slowly to look directly at me, as Tommy had done just a few seconds earlier. Or maybe it was minutes, I don’t know how long I watched them. Their snarling faces were smeared with blood from their noses and cheeks down to the ends of their chins, and the golden chains of the pendants extended up in two loops and passed into their mouths between their barred teeth. They looked bestial—no, that’s not accurate, better to say they looked demonic.


Forgive me, I must pause just a few moments to catch my breath. No, I’m not hyperventilating, but a glass of water to help me swallow my pills would be appreciated. I find myself becoming faint as I remember these events. The memories are quite vivid.
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WHAT I AM ABOUT TO SAY NEXT WILL SOUND INSANE. I AM FULLY aware of that. I can’t make you believe me, I can only assure you in this sworn statement that it is the truth, as I remember it. One instant I crouched outside the basement window, watching the murder of my only friend, and the next instant there was a disconnect, and my mind was fractured down the middle. I don’t know what else to call it. One half of my consciousness uncoupled from our common reality and went to another place.


I was aware of myself, crouched outside the basement window of the house on Henry Street, the snow falling on my hair—the rain had turned wholly to snow by then. But at the same time, another part of me stood beneath the vault of an alien sky that was shot with thousands of bright stars that did not twinkle but burned with a constant radiance. Almost directly overhead hung the disk of a white sun eclipsed by a moon or other body, so that it appeared as a blazing circle with a black center, or as a sun with a hole in it if you like. I don’t know why the sky was black. Maybe there was no air. The ground on which I stood may be described as an irregular crystalline plane of angled polyhedrons. It was completely black, but reflected the starlight like volcanic glass, so that the stars seemed to be both above and below.


With one part of my mind, I struggled to my feet on numb legs and staggered around the corner of the house and across the snow-covered grass toward the front door. The other part of my consciousness, which felt more real to me, resided in an irregular pillar of some black crystalline substance. Somehow I sensed its shape. There was no mirror in which to see myself, and when I examine the scene in memory I am quite sure I possessed no eyes with which to see. I had a sense of my identity and felt an intense need to go forward. This was accomplished by growing upward from the plain and deliberately toppling myself forward, so that I shattered and my broken shards flew off in all directions. From the shard that fell furthest in the direction I felt the need to go, I regrew myself, drawing upon the substance of the plain again, while my other fragments were absorbed into it. My consciousness was present in all the shattered pieces of my body to an equal degree, so that in falling forward and breaking into fragments, it was never diminished. This process of regrowth took centuries, or perhaps millennia, in subjective time.


The strange thing is that with the other part of my mind I saw myself as though from high above in the snow-flecked air as I staggered and fell on my face upon the cold, wet lawn, got up, and fell forward on my face once again. I did this repeatedly as though unable to take a forward step without falling. But this elicited no alarm or frustration within me. On the contrary, it seemed like the only sane way to progress forward.


With the other part of my mind, the part that was the real me, I became aware of a shallow valley ahead in the distance. In the middle of the bowl-like depression rested a great pentagram of black crystal, its five points angled sharply upward like spearheads. From the center arose a single vertical pillar, irregular in its polyhedral facets but much larger than the pillar I recognized as my body, which shattered and arose as it progressed across the glassy plain. There was utter silence, but I remember that the sensation produced by the vibrations as I toppled forward felt similar to the tinkle of a crystal wind chime in a light breeze.


I am not speaking nonsense, I am telling you what I remember. If you haven’t the patience to listen, then perhaps I would be wiser to tell you nothing at all. Are you going to listen? You’re sure? Very well, but do not interrupt me again. Remembering these events is intensely painful to me. What I say will not be repeated. If you want to dismiss me as a madman, have the courtesy to do it with your mouths shut. Thank you.


The door of the Henry Street house was unlocked. I opened it with a strange appendage I recognize as a hand, and fell across the threshold into the blackness. Picking myself up, I staggered and fell toward the entrance to the basement, the location of which I seemed instinctively to know. The basement door stood open. I fell forward down the stairs and landed on my face on the concrete floor of the basement. The sexually joined members of the cult did not appear to notice my presence as I crawled toward them.


It was a slow progress because I kept falling forward onto my face. This accounts for the many bruises and cuts on my body, and for the battered condition of my face, which as you see is still heavily wrapped in bandages. It was not, I assure you, an attempt to do injury to myself. On the contrary, it was like a frustrating dream. You know the kind, where you try to run but your feet sink into deep sand, or you try to raise your head to look at something but your eyelids won’t open. I tried to move forward, but I fell, and fell, over and over again.


As I drew nearer to the great pentagram of black crystal that loomed against the star-shot sky in the other part of my consciousness that I regarded as the real part, and started to descend the gentle slope of the valley, I became aware of black cables extending upward from the five points of the pentagram. A thicker cable arose from the top of the central pillar. I had not noticed them before because they merged into the general blackness of the sky and plain. They extended up into the starry sky toward the eclipsed sun. I had a sense that it was feeding upon the pentagram and the pillar, sucking nourishment up the black strands the way a spider sucks fluids from the living bodies of its prey.


Familiarity in the mental waves emanating from the black pillar. Somehow I recognized Tommy’s essence, his soul if you like, present inside the pillar. He recognized me. We embraced, with a lower level of our consciousness. This is somewhat hard to describe, so please bear with me. Our minds were twofold. On the higher level we were part of the black crystal that composed the plain—did I say that both of us grew out of the plain and were merely projections of the plain? Anyway, the parts of us that were of the black plain took up the higher area of consciousness, but on a lower and more primitive level we retained something resembling personalities. We recognized each other and, in a curious way that I cannot explain, we embraced.


We did not converse in words but in emotions and concept-image gestalts that were psychically exchanged by changing the patterns in our crystalline structure. Tommy’s essence was not the only essence present in the great pillar. There were thousands of others. He had a limited control over its process of crystallization, but he could pattern no more than a small part of it independently. As he patterned that section of crystal that was his, a mathematical equation was completed, and a kind of complex thought was projected. I did the same thing, but my projections were on a simpler level—I was like a three-year-old child trying to talk to an adult.


He told me that we were both inside the dream stone—that space and time wrapped in upon itself within the stone, which held not only this black planet, but an entire universe of worlds. He told me that he was happy, that he had what he wanted. He offered to free my consciousness and send it back into my earthly body, as a final act of friendship. Even as he projected the possibility, I understood how it could be accomplished. I confess, I hesitated. The black world was strange, but infinitely orderly, infinitely peaceful. I was strongly tempted to remain with him. However, the uncouth way in which I had been ripped from my own dimension angered me. I told him I would go back.


With the other human part of my consciousness, which was becoming dimmer by the second, I remember picking up a broken shard of black crystal that was eight or nine inches long and triangular. It came to a sharp point. How it came to be lying on the concrete floor of the basement, I cannot imagine. I felt its hardness in the thing that is called a hand as I raised it up from the floor. It was only then that the cultists turned to look at me. Their heads were made of black crystal pentagrams of volcanic glass, and from their gaping mouths dripped small black crystal tears.


Using mathematical progressions in the other world, Tommy created a localized structure in the side of the great pillar. I made my own crystalline body into the same pattern, but its mirror opposite. A resonance sprang up between us. It grew stronger until the entire plain beneath us vibrated with it. From somewhere above there came a shock of outrage, followed by an attempt to disrupt our combined pattern, but the mathematics had progressed too far to be interrupted. I turned my attention upward, and then something happened that I hesitate to speak about. You will certainly dismiss me as insane when I tell you, but I will say it all this once, and then never again. As I looked upward without eyes from my crystalline body, the white sun with the black center winked at me, and I realized why it appeared so familiar—it was like the black eye of the homeless man who sold Tommy the dream stone, exactly like his all-black eye with the rim of white around its center. I felt my body shatter into glittering shards and knew nothing more.


Let me stop one final time here, and I promise you that I will finish my narrative. No, I am not hungry. Another glass of water would be appreciated. Let me close my eyes and collect my thoughts for a few minutes.
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WHEN THE POLICE FOUND ME, I GATHER THAT I WAS LYING IN THE basement of the house on Henry Street. I have no memory of it. The last thing I recall was my crystalline body shattering. I have been told that it was my ceaseless screams that caused the neighbors to phone 911, and that when the police arrived they found me lying on my back on the floor in the basement, covered in blood, with a blood-stained dagger in my hand. The bodies of Thomas Straw and the five members of his cult lay around me, naked, bloody, sexually mutilated, and dead.


You tell me that you found no trace of the large dream stone, nor of its five smaller siblings. I must believe you, as I see little reason why you should lie about this matter, but I am able to offer no conjecture as to what became of the stones. I know what you are thinking; I can see it in your faces. You think I murdered them all and mutilated their bodies. You think I invented the dream stones and the homeless man on Barrington Street. Well, think as you wish. It is of no importance to me. I have told you the truth as I promised I would, and what you do with it is your affair.


I will not return to the university, nor to my apartment. The university has nothing more to teach me. Where will I sleep? Wherever I find a place to lay my head. It no longer matters to me where I sleep or what I eat. The needs of this flesh are trivial and without interest. No, I do not feel depressed. Quite the contrary, I feel liberated. I had so many worries and duties, and now they are all meaningless. Do I intend to commit suicide? No, nothing of the sort.


Let me only say in concluding this narrative that my mind is not quite the same as it was before that night. When I went to that other place and spent so many millennia there, rising and falling, I acquired mathematical skills that can under certain conditions be used as weapons. It is in my mind to seek out the old man who sold Tommy the dream stone and demand an explanation for his behavior. He is not human; that much you must have realized. I want to know why he chose Tommy as the bearer of the larger dream stone, and why he picked me as the one who would reveal his presence. Nothing happens by chance, that is another truth I have come to realize all too well.


It is within my power to return to the black plain, but I won’t do so until I have obtained an explanation from the old man. He can conceal himself from others through the use of dimensional veils, but not from me. Eventually I will find him. I will recognize his crystalline shape and its corresponding mathematical equation. There is nowhere he can hide from me. When I find him, I mean to give him a piece of my mind. A very sharp piece.


THE BLOOD IN MY MOUTH


LAIRD BARRON


“AT FIRST, THE SIGHT OF DEATH MAKES YOU WANT TO PUKE,” MY dad said when I was eleven. Without looking, he worked the action of his rifle, chambering a bullet. We crouched in a blind near a swamp. We shared a six-pack of Pabst, waiting on a moose to wander into the killing field. Gnats were fierce, crawling into my collar and ears to bite. Our family hadn’t eaten meat in nearly a week.


Years before he’d served with the Marines who overran Hué and lost some other places. He was accustomed to waiting and suffering. “Men cry and scream when they see their buddies shot. After a while you get used to it. Get used to anything, really. You’ll be eating a sandwich in the foxhole and a mortar shell explodes nearby and you’ll just crawl out of the hole and wipe what’s left of the guy next to you off your face to make sure all your own parts are still attached. Then you go right on eating lunch.”


A few minutes later a cow moose and her calf ambled into view. He dropped them with his .7mm, bang-bang, and we got busy skinning and quartering amid the swamp stink and the swarming bugs. He whistled while he dragged the guts free into steaming piles as high as my knee and the blood overflowed the toes of our boots. Said we had to work fast and make a lot of noise because a bear would likely come sniffing around the entrails and he’d forgotten to bring the shotgun with the heavy slug loads. Neither of us cared to meet a blackie without the shotgun.


Pop piloted a light cargo plane all across Alaska back in the 1970s. His older brother taught him on a Cessna 174 model. Uncle Mike was laid back; he stuck to the well-traveled air lanes and shook his head over Pop’s increasingly daredevil exploits, his obsession with conquering the most dangerous airstrips he could find. Bush piloting in Alaska has always been an occupation with a high element of what the old-timers call the “pucker factor.” The graybeards also said a man had to know when to get shut of the trade because sooner or later he was bound to crack up for good and no more chances. Didn’t seem to faze Pop, though. Nothing ruffled his feathers. He walked away from two out of three crashes and never had much to say. Two out of three ain’t bad, am I right?


The only time he ever seemed shaken by something that happened on one of his many flights was after a trip over a certain region, remote even by Alaska standards. Pop swore there were monsters swimming in the depths of Lake Iliamna; a whole pod, big as whales—hell, as big as nuclear submarines. He’d seen them as serpentine blurs beneath the surface from his vantage at five thousand feet.


Pop’s description of those pale silhouettes skimming between light and dark stuck in my head. He’d cracked the seal on a bottle of Jim Beam and propped his cowboy boots on the coffee table the way Mom hated. His shaggy hair and mustache were black, his face burnt-copper from the glare, white patches around his eyes from his favorite set of amber-tinted aviator glasses. His teeth were bright white with a couple of gaps. A scar creased his brow. He’d fought a lot in his youth. Violence gave him a measure of joy that he’d lost after the war ended and only discovered again in wilderness flight.


That night I dreamed of paddling the lake in a canoe. I’d not been there in real life, never even seen a picture, so my imagination did the heavy lifting: an inland sea covered in swirls of mist from Arthurian legend, there was no end to it. The canoe sprung a slow leak and icy water sloshed around my ankles, then my shins, coming on fast.


A rotor whined and the shadow of a great bird floated across the void and the voice of darkness spoke into my ear, behind me as if from a distance, yet right there nonetheless. I don’t remember what it said, not sure I ever knew on a conscious level. The voice boomed and whispered, a garble of alien tongues and electromagnetic waves, colder than the ice bobbing near the shore. It was in dialogue with my cells. The creepily adult thought occurred to me that I was receiving a message from myself beamed across a gulf between realties. A Bizarro Universe me resonating at peak potential. Maybe it was Pop’s ghost a few years before the fact. Or maybe it was mine. They say, and I have little reason to quibble, that the universe cycles through itself. It is, as the Lake Iliamna of my dreams, endlessly repeating.


I told Mom the next day that I was going to die on Iliamna when I got old. Mom laughed her nervous laugh and said not to be silly. Wasn’t until much later that we were hanging around after Dad’s funeral and she got plastered on Scotch and confessed to having the same recurring nightmare during her own youth.


“You dreamed you were going to drown in Lake Iliamna?” I said, also pretty goddamned drunk.


“No, I dreamed my son would.” She slugged another double and collapsed in the bathroom. We had to take the door off its hinges to get her out of there.


She returned to Plum Tree, Tennessee, made famous by Robert Service, to be with her mother and sisters in the shade of the most baroquely majestic magnolia you ever did see.


O! Dark days followed with nary a ray of sun to shine on this dog’s ass. I lived with one uncle or another until state law cut my traces and then it was cheap apartments and boarding houses, the bunk in a fishing boat or a tent on some godforsaken remote surveying site. I slept under my share of pool tables and overpasses when times were lean. Slept under the cold, pitiless stars enough to have the sentimentality for God and nature and the great unknown seared from me. I think a little gangrene seeped in, though.


It’s been thirty years and change and I still hum “Killing an Arab” as I shuffle along the beach with a gun in my hand. When wrath moves me I hum Poe’s “Angry Johnny” too, although the life-sustaining rage is gone, drained into the swamp whence it first came bubbling. I stare at the stars, the flat obsidian back of the ocean rolling away toward the moon. The moon gets closer every night.


I died this evening. A hard, bad death. Not the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.


* * *


Look, back in the day I was crazy too. Quite literally mad in the technical sense—undiagnosed Bipolar One disorder. That’s from Mom’s side of the tree. Mood swings like a motherfucker. High as a kite one minute, crashed on the rocks and sinking fast the next. Nobody understood what was going on, least of all me, hick kid from north of the Arctic Circle; holes in my Sorrel boots and chip on my shoulder and not an ounce of introspection to spare. Hate in all its black splendor was my gift. I put that slow-burning rage down to the natural order of things; my people were Scots-Irish with a bit of Comanche in the old pile somewhere. Poverty, stiff-neckedness, and wrath coursed in the blood. Champion grudge holders and enthusiastic brawlers; hard drinkers and hard luck cases, God bless us every one. Never occurred to me it might be something more purely chemical, or something invasive, cancerous. In any event, my youth was one long self-obliterating rampage.


At the nadir of this meteoric descent, the girl of my dreams swooped in for the kill. I was twenty-two, just like the caliber.


First time I met Erica was a few minutes before my participation in an illicit bare-knuckle boxing match in a deserted gravel lot behind the plant where we worked as seasonal labor packing frozen salmon into boxes and shipping them to Japan. The whole seething lot of us was drunk. Those of us who were residents had to be to get through the eighteen-hour workday, the 365 days a year soul-killing sojourn in Alaska. The hangers-on were drunk because it was the only way we could all speak the same language.


She watched me from the edge of the crowd of migrant workers and hobos and boggle-eyed college kids who’d flown up from the continental US to pay their tuition freight and get a bit of seasoning before scuttling back to their daddies’ companies and beach houses. A chum rubbed my shoulders while I sat on a bucket and traded devil dog glares with my opponent across the way. Meanwhile, the dayshift foreman took wagers on the back of an envelope and occasionally conferred with his accomplice, the company QA, via walkie talkie. The accomplice lurked down the street of that industrial arena, on the lookout for airport police strayed from their normal cruising territory.


“Great anger I sense in this one,” Erica said, sounding like our man Yoda on a bender, but I didn’t care. She wore sweats and a tattered Blue Öyster Cult tee a size too large, yet snug nonetheless. Her tits mesmerized me, an anesthetizing image for the beating I was soon to receive. As a friend of mine commented later, her boobs were like two puppies fighting under a blanket. Thank God, Satan, the great Earth Mother, or whoever imbues certain nubile young women with gravity-defying double Dees and moral retardation. She chugged from a forty bottle of Steel Reserve and her eyes burned like the witchiest-bitchiest of Dracula’s brides appraising the latest dinner guest.


Well.


Guy named Red from the loading dock had agreed to be my opponent. Nothing personal, the guy had a heart of gold; like everybody else, he just needed the scratch. Red was a tough kid on loan from Miami; a survivor of gang turf wars. The scars on his barrel chest and pylon legs were thick as horse brands gone wrong. He slung two-hundred-and-fifty-pound boxes of fish into shipping containers for his daily bread. A behemoth with fists the circumference and density of cinderblocks. Me, I was underweight, though wiry as a feral dog. The usual mismatch. I fought monsters in the pits. The brutes who were as mean as me, but bigger and better fed. There just weren’t any other takers. Nobody in his right mind willingly fights a man who’s in it for the pain. The taste of blood in my mouth was an old friend.


On the other hand, Money talks, yes it does, and to look at me was to underestimate the power of rage and primitive impulse. So Red and I went at it hammer and tongs there in the middle of the lot on a hundred-degree afternoon in July, our supporters shouting nonsensical encouragement while everybody else hooted and jeered and tried not to get splashed by blood and spit—most of the blood was mine. If not for the ring of truck grills I would’ve rolled out of there, a cartoon character shot from a cannon. Instead, Red settled for smashing me into the ground.


Luckily, the airport police received a tip about a street fight and a gathering mob and sent a patrol car to investigate. The QA lookout radioed the foreman and warned everybody to scram. Red stopped slamming my head against the bumper of a rusted Ford and took to his heels. Who would think a dude so girthy could flee with the agility of a deer? Our happy crew scattered, the match called on account of the fuzz. Final tally on my ledger was a missing tooth, rearranged nose, and a concussion that lingered for nearly two weeks. Also minus the seventy-five bucks I’d put down on myself. Yeah, I was a little closer every day to remaking myself into Pop’s image. All I had left to do was to make sure I died young.


Erica took me to her apartment and licked my wounds. I guess that put me in the black.


* * *


She strapped on the goggles, tipped the sake, and went kamikaze from day zero of our relationship.


Vodka, the cheaper the better.


Black Beauties and Microdot.


Ouija boards.


Tantric sex in a big way.


More vodka.


Choking games. The hard end of the belt.


Violence, yeah. Lots of violence. Feral or not, I was a pussycat by comparison to my new girlfriend. For her, drop of a hat and it was go time.


One cold September evening we packed a bottle of Stoli and a blanket that belonged to her late great dog Achilles and cruised to a bonfire/windsurfing party at Settler’s Bay where she wound up beating the tar out of some poor surfer chick over territorial pissing. When the chick’s boyfriend stepped in, Erica socked him too. Her fistful of death’s head and gemstone rings made a sweet little knuckleduster that tore the guy’s face wide open. I had to drag her back to the truck before the mob of surfer dudes and dudettes stomped us.


She slid aside her panties and fucked me on the drive home. No mean feat considering how cramped the cab of that half-ton pickup was. I almost flew my rig off the twisty road between Knik and Wasilla more than once. Girl was totally insane. Honky-tonk blues blasting on the radio, her nipple in my mouth, her face pressed into the roof of the cab, hands in my hair, both of my own hands clamped on her ass instead of the wheel, a hundred miles an hour in the dark.


I was young enough not to understand, arrogant enough not to care.


She dyed her hair so often I didn’t figure out she was blonde for the first six months. Taller than me and curvy, but sort of muscular. She’d played soccer and rugby at college. Wouldn’t tell me her major. I’m not going to say what school because it doesn’t matter. College was over for her by a couple of years and I’d never gone. Her nose was a tiny bit crooked from getting broken during a scrum. Sexy, though, unlike my own near disfigurement.


Her family roots were Welsh and she had something of the moors about her; an aura of mystery. Pale as winter sand, she bruised easily. She favored rugby sweaters and track pants or old ripped jeans with bloodstains ground in most of the time; autumn colors. Funky glittery eye-shadow but no lip gloss, no perfume. I got to know her scent the way dogs do with one another. A soap and water girl. Mine, for a while, then through my fingers like the blood from my mouth after one of life’s sucker punches.


Good thing pain is my thing.


* * *


Between and during marathon bouts of sex and booze we dropped blotter and listened to The Toadies, Poe, and The Cure. A hell of a lot of The Cure, I remember that. “A Forest” was my theme in those days. Erica possessed eclectic taste in the arts. She jolted me out of my redneck roots with Bob Dylan, Procul Harum, Linda Ronstadt, The Clash. Bosch, Bacon, Dali, and Pollock at his maddest. Don Quixote was her novel of novels; The Wizard of Oz was her movie. Oz for the deleted scenes, the Hanged Man legend, the febrile luminescence of Judy Garland’s flesh, the deep space chill of her eyes like something written by Clark Ashton Smith.


That fucking guy. Erica introduced me to Smith’s work via a ratty paperback anthology she toted in her knapsack. Told me CAS had been her mom and dad’s fave author since the Stone Age, that his baroque nihilism brought them together when they were undergrads at university. She preferred H. P. Lovecraft, although she didn’t elaborate why.


Her little brother Isaiah died in a theme park accident. That was an off-limits topic. We talked about God, the cosmos, mankind’s minute presence in the infinite sea of flaming gas, and absolute zero, the meaning of it all, nothing really important.


Sometimes after pounding a boilermaker or two I’d dream again, a rare occurrence since my nightmares of Iliamna. In the distance reared a city with spires of dirty-black ice surmounted by clouds of gas that boiled upward through a hole into outer space. Others were of a Ferris Wheel on fire and rolling across a dawn plain like the wheel of the Death God’s Chariot come loose. Erica loomed, tall as a skyscraper, watching the wheel go. Her skin glowed faintly, reflecting fire and flickers of distant lightning. A whip made of barbed wire and logging chain hung from her fist, gouged a furrow into the earth when she turned and strode toward me until the sun unfolded over her shoulder and struck me blind.


She asked me once if I ever won any of my fights.


“All of them,” I said. “Except the one against the Law. It won.”


“Moral victories are draws at best.”


“What can I say? Pyrrhic Victories R Us. Masada is my handbook for daily living.”


We were on the road to see her parents at their place in Moose Pass, a tiny town a few minutes north of Seward. This was late March and bitter cold, making the journey a perilous one. Together for nine months and I still didn’t know much. Such essential cluelessness would prove a recurring life theme.


All along Erica had been cagey regarding her family, choosing to change the subject whenever the conversation swung around to her childhood. Then, in a bolt from the heavens, after giving me an impassioned and impromptu blow job at the Wendy’s Drive-Thru, she paused to stare at herself in the rearview mirror. Her expression was strange. She declared that perhaps the time was nigh to pay homage at court. Her eyes glittered with that light I’d initially attributed to mischievousness and booze. Full on devilry, full on insanity more like.


Thus, three days later, we were bundled into the cab of my old truck and slip-sliding along the treacherous Seward Highway while the wind buffeted and the snow whirled and The Fixx sang about how one thing leads to another. She gave me my mission briefing along the way.


Erica called her folks Rob and Willy (short for Wilhelmina) and seemed rather conflicted about them. I had the feeling she adored and hated them in equal measure. They were retired government workers who lived in a doublewide trailer at the Emperor Penguin Court, had once owned a mansion and a spread in Southern California but moved north due to job opportunities and fear of earthquakes. Of course, the Coleridges were to be disappointed on the latter front, as Alaska got rocked by more earthquakes than any other state in the Union. Land of Ten Thousand Smokes, leading edge of the Pacific Rim’s fabled Ring of Fire.


I wondered if she had any special advice for me—any inflammatory topics to veer away from? Any pet peeves to avoid petting by mistake? She laughed and told me to act however I wanted. Her parents didn’t give a shit. Willy and Rob inhabited their own private universe. This was just a day pass. She made me pull into a supermarket on the outskirts of Anchorage to snag steaks and salad. Her parents didn’t keep food in the house, only liquor. She wasn’t sure if they could stomach solid food, but it was worth a try.


We arrived at the Coleridge manse in one piece and I felt right the hell at home. A dead Christmas tree lay in the front yard where Rob had chucked it to make room for company. The wreath still hung on the front door, the cheap lights still twinkled in the eaves. Thick shag rugs in every room but the kitchen and bathroom; velvet hangings of voluptuous nudes reclining among prides of lions juxtaposed a black-and-white poster of Carl Sagan behind the television and a gaudy painting of a Mayan ziggurat enveloped in purple lightning made one hell of sensory-shocking triptych on the living room wall.


Erica wasn’t kidding about the no-food situation. Liquor bottles crammed every cabinet. Empties overflowed the wastebaskets, milk crates of them were piled in the hall. When her parents weren’t looking, Erica nodded at me and flipped open the oven. More empty bottles.


“Holy shit,” I said, impressed.


Rob and Willy were moles recently emerged from a subterranean habitat: pale and soft and dressed in pajamas. Their thick eyeglasses reflected the meager light. The couple spent six months of the year at a timeshare condo Rob had finagled during happier times. Both were semi-expert blackjack players and haunted the Vegas Strip, guzzling comped booze and winning and losing meager fortunes until it was time to migrate north and hibernate again.


According to Erica, the pair usually woke around mid-afternoon and started drinking to kill the previous night’s hangover and played innumerable hands of twenty-one, each armed with a mason jar of pennies and nickels to cover their wagers. The drinking and gambling ritual wasn’t interrupted by our arrival. Erica sprawled on the couch and watched me sip tallboys and get snared into a marathon blackjack session. I took them for fourteen dollars in change. Willy scoffed when I attempted to decline the loot. She stuffed all those coins into a sock and made Erica put it in her purse. I didn’t argue. Much as it pained me to exploit a couple of pickled geezers, I needed the gas money.


For a while nobody said much, and I got the distinct impression Erica wasn’t exactly in their good graces, nor had lugging home a ne’er-do-well such as myself done much to improve the climate. It was so frigid in the trailer we could’ve used the services of one of those icebreaker ships. A golf tournament played on TV and the clock radio was tuned to college basketball, both of which the Coleridges had money riding on. Willy dealt the cards, occasionally pausing to lean toward the commentary, swear under her breath, and scratch totals into a ratty notebook. Rob kept the booze coming and responded to Erica’s queries about the recent blizzards and frozen water pipes with grunts and shrugs. He seldom lifted his bleary gaze from the table, studying the array of cards with tremendous intensity.


During a break in the action, while the couple exchanged monosyllabic insults over some point of contention, either regarding blackjack or the broadcasts, I wasn’t clear, Erica spirited me away to her old room. I gathered it sat untouched since she originally left for college. Kind of dusty and cobwebby and it smelled stale, although not bad after the cigarette smoke stench that permeated the rest of the trailer. Admittedly, I was curious to learn more about my woman of mystery.


The fossil record of a typical childhood: Lite Brite and Etch-a-Sketch and stars painted on the ceiling; stacks of Cosmopolitan and Seventeen and a poster of Mick Jagger as a sweet young thing. A trove of costume jewelry gleamed atop the vanity and at the foot of the single bed was a dog pillow, leash, and collar. The rabies vaccination tag on the collar said Achilles. She kept a picture of Achilles in a locket around her neck: a family scene in the woods—Erica ten or eleven, Rob and Willy in mackinaws and hip waders, and the dog at their feet. A brute with lots of teeth and a lolling tongue. Made me think of White Fang. No sign of brother Isaiah, oddly enough.


“Man, when did you move out?” I said, eyeing a parti-colored DNA model and slide rule gathering dust next to a stuffed panda that appeared to be a prize from some Alaska State Fair of yore. I edged away, paranoid she might try to make a move on me there in that musty tomb. The wheels were always turning in her brain, powering a carousel of agendas. Shagging me ten feet from the kitchen while her parents swilled liquor and squabbled over point spreads was just her kind of kink, but a bridge too far for my taste.


“After Achilles died. A long time ago.” That peculiar light inhabited her eyes again. She cocked her head in manner reminiscent of Willy’s habitual gesture, listening to her parents’ muffled argument, the faint exclamations of the announcers. “I went to college ahead of schedule. Full ride, so why not? Anything to get the hell away from here.”


“Yeah, you and your full ride. What was it for, anyway?” I’d asked before; this time she humored me.


“I wrote a paper. Some stuffed shirts liked it. Voilà.”


I hefted the DNA model. “Must’ve been a hell of a paper.”


“Yep. It detailed the effects of bong hits of Matanuska Thunderfuck on the female adolescent libido. Where are you going? Why are you trying to escape?”


She was smart, that I knew, despite the fact she preferred to show the world a bruiser and boozer persona. Smart isn’t even the right term—brilliant, genius, savant … Pick one of those and you’d be closer the mark. Erica had a photographic memory. List a sequence of phone numbers, book passages, whatever, she’d roll her eyes and recite them in a mechanical voice that sounded like the computerized time and temp recording. She could quote the entire dialogue of any film she’d ever seen, and did so on occasion when she was in the mood to drive me batshit. One of her favorite moods, in fact.


She had a will to self-destruction—that was the problem. If not destruction, definitely a kind of violent apathy. I was afraid to dig much deeper. Afraid and selfish. See, I liked how things were going between us for the most part. She didn’t care that I was broke and without prospects. A low-maintenance chick in regards to material objects. Stupid, callow me, I thought that was a bargain. I recognized the Devil and the deep blue sea, but not that I was caught between them or that the water was rising like in that old Johnny Cash song or my dream of canoeing the lake.


“Did you know we’re made of dead stars?” she said. “We’re always sloughing off detritus and rebuilding ourselves. Every ten years you’re basically a brand new person.”


I admitted to not knowing that factoid.


“Ah, so. Then you should also know I’ve done something to you. Not me, my electromagnetic field is kind of … Well it’s kind of fucked up, I guess you’d say. My best bet is, yours is fubar too. CTD … cosmically transmitted disease. Osmosis, sweetie. We destroy the ones we love.”


She caught me and stuck her tongue in my ear and had my belt mostly unlooped before I could react. Then she pushed me away, laughed, and said, “What, you think I’d fuck you in my old bedroom while my parents are sitting outside? Get real, dude.” She walked back into the kitchen, left me standing there with my pants down and a raging hard-on.


Willy sobered enough to sear the steaks on a griddle, and Rob found a mismatched set of glasses to fill with a nice Chablis they’d set aside for the occasion, and for a few minutes we sat around the rickety table in the 1960s kitchen and enjoyed a quiet dinner almost like a regular family. I got the feeling it was the first time in ages for any of us.


After the dishes were cleared, Rob turned his yellowed eyes on me and said, “So, kid. Any big plans?”


Erica clenched her knife and smiled at her dad. “Don’t do it.”


“She means it, Robert,” Willy said, lighting a cigarette. Her dreamy tone sharpened into something menacing.


“Ah, come on. He’s sniffing around my daughter like a hound dog. Be nice to know if his intentions are honorable.”


“Your daughter can take care of herself,” Willy said. “It’s the boy we should worry about.”


“What’s to worry about? Erica, you break the news to Fido here? Bet not, judging by the sappy expression he’s wearing.”


Willy said, “Robert, shut your mouth. Honey, put the knife down.”


Rob laughed a nasty drunken laugh, but he shut up and focused on his empty plate.


Erica set the knife aside. She stood and grabbed her coat. She said to me, “Let’s go.”


I didn’t argue. Two feet of fresh snow piled on the road, and beneath that, black ice. Seemed a safer prospect than remaining in the trailer for the imminent brouhaha.


White-knuckled the one-hundred-plus-mile drive home. Made it safe and sound, although, as Rob might’ve opined, that simply delayed the inevitable.


* * *


Spring came creeping on muddy little muskrat feet, and we spent a long afternoon chucking crap from the apartment into the bed of my truck for a garbage run. When Erica tossed a box of her old journals and the high-powered telescope onto the pile, my ears pricked up. She kept the telescope near the sliding door to the back deck and used it to watch the stars on clear nights. She frequently jotted notes into a logbook. I asked what the notes were for, and she ruffled my hair and told me to crack another beer like a good boy.


I couldn’t help but feel her mood to purge was bound to include me sooner or later. Among the outgoing was a photo album. Pictures of the family in various California settings, one of Rob dressed in a suit giving a lecture at a packed assembly hall with the NASA seal on the wall behind his podium. He was lean and sharp, mouth twisted in wrath, index finger stabbing toward the camera. Definitely not the wasted, basted guy I’d recently met. I hid it in a footlocker with my old collection of pulp and western paperbacks. In the back of my mind I was thinking she’d be grateful someday. Even farther back, nearer my animal part, lurked some nameless motivation, a longing, and fear.


* * *


Alaska is a damned big, empty place bordered by Nowhere. Between frigid temperatures and snowfalls ass-deep to a giraffe, it has the weapons to kill anything more complex than a rock. Civilization exists in tiny, disenfranchised pockets surrounded by a howling void. Basically, it’s the universe in microcosm.


There’s always been plenty of tinfoil hat theories and superstitious legends to go along with all that frozen tundra—lost radar sites fronting for secret nuclear launch silos aimed at Russia; FEMA concentration camps for the inevitable apocalypse; UFO observation bases; etc, etc.


One day I was reading an article in the paper about the HAARP Project and the author’s claim about how, instead of improving communication or navigation systems, the device was actually a bunker-busting ray being prepared for deployment against the various militia compounds scattered across the state. I laughed and pointed it out to Erica, hoping to josh her out of the funk she’d fallen into for the past several weeks.


Didn’t have the effect I’d hoped for—instead, she stared at the article, then at me with that laser-beam intensity she saved for her more sadistic moments. Her eyes were puffy. She’d abruptly stopped drinking and taking dope, which might’ve signaled a positive development under normal circumstances or with a normal person. Alas, this was altogether different with her; it heralded a deeper, more ominous stage of whatever she was going through. She said, “Well, of course that’s bullshit. It’s probably something worse. There’s always something worse.”


We didn’t talk for nearly a week. I worked days at a construction site, hauling sheetrock and digging trenches. I’d drag ass home to a TV dinner and a six-pack of suds while she hunched at the opposite end of the couch, still dressed in her PJs, glued to Nova. I didn’t have a clue what to say, so I slumped in my work clothes and drank silently while fear burrowed ever deeper and made its nest in my brain. When feverish sleep enfolded me, I dreamed of drowning and of fire.


Finally, it came to a head. Erica kicked me out of bed before dawn and herded me to the truck while the sky was still slashed with stars. She refused to answer questions except to say we were going on a picnic; told me to shut my trap and drive. I did, still half drunk, eyes swollen mostly shut. Occasionally I stole glances at her—she was bundled in a dark flannel coat and a knitted cap and she wore a pair of wraparound sunglasses, rendering her expression inscrutable.


Daylight burned away the shadows as we climbed onto the gravel access road that winds through Hatcher Pass. In the sourdough days there were hard rock mines and a series of tough and tumble camps. In my time the mines were long gone and the territory was deserted but for moose and fox and the ptarmigans that roosted in the crags and among the patches of tough alder and willow. Tourists from the Lower Forty-eight flocked to the hills in July to photograph the Dahl sheep that capered along the cliffs. Magnificent beasts, those sheep. As a kid, I saw one of the poor fuckers, a big old ram ambling in the sun, trip on a loose rock and plummet into a crevasse, and I wondered if any of the goddamned tourists had ever caught a pic of that side of Mother Nature. The Alaska they don’t show you on the travel brochures.


She made me park on the shoulder of the road. From there we scrambled down and walked across a field of tundra and moss and blueberry bushes that wouldn’t flower for a few weeks yet. The sun scorched us as it rolled over the peak, and a sharp breeze whistled through the looming icecaps and reminded me that the deathly hand of winter never truly departed the northlands; it only withdrew up its own sleeve, biding for the short span of summer to end.


I was getting nervous. This being Alaska (and me a paranoid, delusional fuck), murder/rape capital per capita of the US, and famous for people blowing a fuse and whacking whole towns, my animal self went on red alert, not so casually scrutinizing her every move, half expecting her to swing up the .38 auto I knew she stashed in her dresser and take a crack at me. Why would she do such a thing, you might wonder? Didn’t need to be a motive. Not in AK. Strange things were done in the Land of the Midnight Sun and only the Devil knew why.


Erica walked in front, a rucksack slung over her shoulder. Sack had a faded red hobo patch on the side. She’d packed chicken sandwiches and wine. The bottles clinked as she picked her way across an icy stream, hopping from rock to rock to keep her boots dry. She moved with the ungainly grace of a raven and when she glanced over her shoulder at me, her eyes were diamond cold as the eyes of the totem in front of Wasilla City Hall.


Atop a big flat rock that teetered near the precipice of a gulf into blue mist we made our stand and had the first bottle of eight-dollar wine, and after it was gone, or mostly, she scared me by suddenly cupping her hands to her mouth and shouting for Achilles over and over. “He’s out here, somewhere,” she said, taking my silence for inquiry. “Rob said a dog couldn’t make the trip, that the chemical composition of the doggie brain made it a no go. I figured he was lying. Rob would definitely lie. He hated Achilles.” She called for a long time.


For one brief, giddy, hysterical moment her hollering for the ghost dog was too goddamned much to endure and I thought of pushing her over the edge. Quick boot to the ass was all it would’ve taken. Doesn’t everybody have that thought, though? That morbid fantasy of how easy it’d be shiv a loved one in his or her sleep, to slip drain cleaner into his or her soup, to shove him or her off a ledge. Isn’t it related to that freaky impulse to hurl ourselves off ledges, to spin the wheel of our sports car into the path of a dump truck? To fall in love?


Eventually I asked her what we were doing there on the side of the mountain. She rested her hands on her knees and regarded me. Her face was flushed. She said, “I’m trying to remember where it is.”


“Where what is?”


“Our Plymouth Rock. Our Northwest Passage. My father’s New World. It’s right around here, somewhere. Too early to hit the next bottle?”


“Your folks wouldn’t say so.”


“Cut the comedy. You ain’t no Bill Hicks, boy.”


I took the final swallow of the wine as a tribute to the departed legend. “Baby, what the hell is going on?”


“I’m trying to explain. Ever notice I spell Kalifornia with a K?”


“Yeah, and you cross your sevens like the Europeans. Kinda fancy for a chick from the trailer park, but who am I to judge, huh?”


“Um, hm. You think it’s an affectation.”


“I don’t know what that word means.”


“Rob and Willy were big wheels in Kalifornia. The government took care of everything—that’s how important Mom and Pop were. Their brains were so powerful they could squash you with mind power. We were rich bitches back in Kal. Back in Kal I had a nanny, three tutors, a bodyguard/driver named Beasley, my own private rugby field. Back in Kal, Beasley drove me to an exclusive school in an armor-plated Cadillac. Back in Kal my pals were baby diplomats and shithead junior CEOs in training bras. The Secretary of State and a bunch of his cronies flocked to Rob’s barbecues. I spelled my own name with a K. Erika. Oh, what a scene it was, in Kal. Only problem was, we were all doomed. Voyager broadcasting its dinner bell wasn’t the brightest idea mankind ever had. First contact didn’t turn out so great. Turned out kind of like when driver ants march through the jungle munching every living thing that doesn’t get clear fast. We didn’t even get the fancy technological gifts or the fucking cookbook. Then again, what do you expect from a species that seeps down from cracks between the stars, huh?” As she spoke she loomed over me and a static charge built in the folds of my clothes and my hair stood on end.


I’d read a smidgeon of Nietzsche. I recognized an abyss when I saw one. Her eyes gave me vertigo, scared me in that instant a thousand times to the power of ten more than anything CAS or HPL ever said. I was an animal in the presence of a dark wonder, and all my masochistic resilience, my uncanny talent for taking a punch to the mouth, couldn’t help me now.


“No, baby, nothing can help you now,” she said. “Everything you believe is a lie. It’s bullshit down to the quark. Come on. Let’s keep walking.”


We kept walking, and walking. Picked our way downslope until we arrived in the shadow of an overhanging cliff. Here was a hollow much obliterated by high school graffiti and shards of busted beer bottles from many campfire parties. Farther back was an aperture and a set of rusted metal doors thrown wide to reveal a moldy tunnel into darkness. It put me in mind of a bomb shelter, although I wasn’t aware of any such structure in the region—the nearest bunkers were quietly crumbling a thousand miles south in the Aleutians.


“X marks the spot,” she said and gripped my wrist with bone crushing force. She gestured with her free hand, illustrating the scene: “Rob didn’t invent the technology. Smart, not that smart. Uncle Cahart made the breakthrough—not really my uncle, he was just around so much, too bad the coot didn’t make it through before … well, oh well. Nah, Rob is an opportunist, a two-legged coyote. He put apple and pi together and saw our way out of a super-bad situation.”


I didn’t understand and told her so. Erica shrugged and said she didn’t either except in the vaguest sense. Quantum physics wasn’t her area of expertise like Rob, or particle physics like Willy. Blow jobs and lit theory, yeah. She said, “Isaiah died two weeks before Uncle Cahart threw the switch on his supercollider Tesla coil space and time machine. Two damned weeks. Yeah. What say we lay our coats down and do it on glass? You game?” Her diamond eyes were glossy. Had she ever cried in front of me? Hell if I could remember.


“Let me think on it—no.” The bunker, the burned-out fires and spray paint scrawls reminded me of something. A legend or a curse that evaporated when I tried to haul it into the light. Something about a weird place the kids went to on a dare, an abandoned government lab where the ET’s still visited in their saucers.


She said, “Oops, I forgot to tell you not to wear that watch. It’s royally screwed. Now, lookee here. I’ve gotten closer and closer. I’m getting good.”


And while I tapped the blank quartz face of my suddenly non-functioning timepiece, she walked right up to the threshold of the doors and bowed her head and spread her arms in a Jesus Christ pose.


Pebbles rattled and began to rise along with shards of glass and small sticks. This mass revolved around her in a funnel that continued to extend vertically. A shadow covered Erica’s face, and she slowly levitated until her shoe tips lifted from the ground. A black nimbus radiated from her the way bad reception on TV sometimes causes images to distort, and the entrance to the bunker warped and opened wider and I glimpsed flecks of stars turning and turning and got an impression that photocopies of my love were stacked atop one another and spiraling outward toward the galactic core. Then I shouted and she fell in a hail of glass and stones and the shadow whisked from her and she opened her eyes and stared at me. Blood made snail trails from her eyes, nose, and ears. She seemed oblivious to that. “Do you see? Do you see?”


I couldn’t speak. A foot between us, a million light years between us. The wind blew cold between us and a belt of coagulated stars sludged by. Whirling in my brain this time.


She swept her hand across her face and, like a magician pulling a trick, the clouds parted and she smiled brilliantly, and oh it matched her eyes. “This was a stupid idea. Go ahead and assume I forgot to take my meds.”


“Sure, baby,” I said. In hindsight I should’ve said something else.


* * *


She left me a few days after the Hatcher Pass incident. Left everyone.


I crawled in from a ballbuster of a day and there was a note pinned to the fridge. Going to get my dog. Love, E. She left everything behind except her backpack and survival goodies, and the pistol. Probably hitched her way along the Parks Highway. None of our friends had seen her. Fortunately for me, a market video caught her buying bottled water and sundries in Palmer while I was miles away on a job. Because you know there were a lot of questions when she never returned. No answers but the tick of the clock in my room, the wind rubbing against the walls.


* * *


The Pixies spoke of a wave of mutilation. More like a wave of disintegration. The crack that runs through everything reaches across all time and space, travels jaggedly through all past and all potentiality. It is the slow fracture in the ice, the worm coring its way through the apple, coring the human heart. It is the following shadow.


I continued onward for years and years. Got married, if you can believe it. And to a wonderful woman who was far too good for me. It lasted longer than it had any right to, long enough that when the marriage collapsed with tears and recriminations so ended my always tenuous connection to humanity. I wandered the earth, snarling, claws out.


My body was totaled by this point. Bad back, arthritis of everything, tinnitus in one ear, bum knee, and chronic fatigue. I was scarred and scorched from sun and wind, the blows of daily travails. Crawling out of my bedroll each morning was a fifteen-minute session of alternately begging and cursing God. I started drinking in earnest, staggering from one series of dead-end labor jobs to the next. I withered until I became my essential self, a brute and a beast.


One night in a saloon in Dutch Harbor I got shanked while arguing with two locals over cards. A guy in a red and black lumberjack shirt stuck me with a serrated skinning knife, twice. Felt about the same as a light blow from a fist against my ribs, except so much deeper and colder. The joint was hopping, The Charlie Daniels Band booming from the speakers, sawdust and blurry strings of light, sloshing beer and my blood pouring down my leg and into my boot. Nobody paid me a lick of mind.


I walked outside and kept on going off the end of the boardwalk. This was late summer, so the big, rounded hills bordering the port were slowly vanishing beneath gauzy purple brushstrokes, but the sea and sky mirrored one another in a white blaze. I sat abruptly in a ditch, the tractor that dug it cold and still a few feet away, and gazed into the muck and scum that lay upon the bottom. The two fellows from the tavern came upon me there and kicked me until I lay face down in the mud. One of them held my ankles while the other stood on my neck.


I didn’t struggle as much as you might suppose. Too weak, too sad, too sick of the whole rigmarole.


After what seemed an age, I climbed up out of the ditch and watched the murderers with their victim. As in the saloon, none paid me any heed. I turned west and moved like an arrow to the night water.


* * *


Yes, I searched for her all those years ago when she vanished into the ether. Of course I searched. She was my love. I drove along dark and desolate highways and winding dirt back roads, checking every culvert, every ditch. I prowled unlighted paths among the black spruce of hill and marsh.


I returned to Hatcher Pass and retraced the steps that led us into the shadow of the mountain vault. Nothing inside except dust and guano, the remnants of hobo fires. I could’ve sworn the soot had crystallized upon one wall as the silhouette of a person in profile. My flashlight was dying and I had to leave.


Home again, I got wasted and lay around flipping through her photo album. The plastic was so cold it burned my fingers. Toward the back were several pages of pictures that obviously had been shot on a Hollywood film set; some kind of blockbuster fantasy–science fiction mashup. Hovercars, soldiers in bubble helmets toting elaborate rayguns, gargantuan and baroque structures. A weird-ass moon that dominated the sky in a sickening fashion.


The phone rang. Rob was on the line. He sounded way drunk, yet unnervingly lucid. “There’s nothing back there where we came from. A skeleton world in a universe sliding toward heat death. It was the end of days. They arrived and they ate everybody. Kid, you hearing me?”


I was hearing him, unfortunately. I chugged booze right from the neck and that didn’t help.


He said, “You gotta die to go back an’ if you go back you die. She went back and she’s dead.” He was silent, then he sobbed and I heard the unmistakable clatter of glass against glass and ice cubes spinning like lotto balls. “This place doesn’t possess the technology to build what we’d need … and the only man in this universe or the next who could put it all together had his brains vacuumed out a trillion light years from here. If I had the Machine, I’d go find her. Believe it, kid.”


I waited him out. Then I said in a voice thick with grief and alcohol poisoning, “Could I do it?”


“Do what?”


“Could I … walk to wherever she went? She thought I might be able to.”


“Sure. Sure, you could. Gotta understand that your physical body won’t make the trip. It’s them twenty-one grams constituting the primal you that will pull the freight. Boy, just don’t. You’ll be dissolved like a tab of antacid in the guts of a whale. The real you, snuffed. Or worse, you’ll make the crossing and reach where we fled from.” He stopped and sobbed uncontrollably. Finally he said goodbye and hung up. We never spoke again.


* * *


I step onto the sea and begin to walk toward distant twin hemispheres cresting the horizon. One black, one white. They radiate fearsome energy and a sound—angels, devils, damned souls, singing and screaming. I am a seed floating within the grip of a current, capable of steering down one fork in the stream or the other, and little more.


I choose the black sun because it’s a cavity in reality and it’s where she went a billion years ago, thirty years ago, seconds ago. Passing through the portal is to step through a doorway into the violence of a blizzard, a blast furnace. The angels and the demons chorus and if I had blood and flesh it would surely boil from every millimeter of me.


Then for an eon there is the void, smooth and cool as the barrel of a rifle. I sail weightless at a velocity greater than the speed of light. I am a tachyon knifing through the fibers of space and time, a star hurled from the hand of a vengeful god toward the heart of everything. I am drawn with inexorable finality toward her spark in the endless gulf of night.


I fall from the sky with the impact of a meteor and find myself trudging through the ruins of a forest. All is gray and cold. Ash swirls around me, lies in a thigh-deep blanket upon the ground. Great trees have been uprooted and scattered. This is Tunguska. Perhaps not my Tunguska, but someone’s nonetheless. After a while I leave the forest and enter a plain. It too is covered in ash. Mountains rise in the distance, and the outlines of the Cyclopean city from my nightmares. No longer walking, I’m projected forward like a thought.


She awaits me atop a foothill in the shadow of the range. She is as I remember her. Her flesh is cold as arctic ice, her eyes … And the inimitable Achilles crouches at her side. The beast is red and black. His gaze is the gaze of the basilisk.


She smiles and reaches toward me. Her whisper carries across the gulf. “You made it.”


I want to say that I love her, have always loved her, will always love her, here and in every universe. But the sky blackens directly overhead and I think of Damocles and of the man in red plaid, his boot descending to crush my life.


Her finger brushes my lips, shushing me. She embraces me and says, “Don’t say anything and maybe it’ll stay like this forever.”


I’m a fool, but not a damn fool and I keep my mouth shut. So maybe it does.


ON THE SHORES OF DESTRUCTION


KAREN HABER


IN THE MIDDLE AGES, A PEASANT WOMAN IN NEED OF UNBURDENING herself would go out into the fields at night, dig a hole, and whisper her secrets into it. That done, she would kick over the traces. This is my little whispering hole. I haven’t decided whether to bury or burn what I’m writing here when I’m done.


My name is Kate Rankin. I live in Galveston, Texas. I was born here fifty-seven years ago. I’m setting this down in order to try and make sense of recent events that have taken place here, events I can scarcely believe happened even now, months later.


I don’t want to believe what I saw, but I can hardly deny it. And I feel oddly compelled to recount these events as I lived them.


Galveston looks harmless enough, a barrier island southeast of Houston, a narrow sandy wedge sitting just offshore in the Gulf of Mexico. The city is a little worn around the edges but alive with day-trippers and sun-browned locals. The Spanish moss drips from the trees in ghostly veils, the fog blows in even on the warmest days. The Gulf keeps a humid grip upon the air. But in bright sunlight it’s easy to forget all the dark shadows that haunt the place. Galveston’s history is filled with harrowing events.


Years before the killer hurricane of 1900 swept away 6,000 residents and reduced the city to rubble, Galveston already had a monstrous history of horror and blood, of cannibal rites celebrated by Indians who filed their teeth to deadly points, of thievery, witchcraft, torture, and murder by pirates like Jean Lafitte. Things are not what they seem here: even the dead don’t always stay put; not when walls of water propelled by storm surges can yank coffins out of the ground and into the streets. Some say those ghosts still persist, walking the land. The winter winds may be warm, but they whisper of dire memories, angry specters, and terrible deeds. I should know. I made a living writing about them. I edit the weekly Island Chronicle.


The crowning irony of my life is that I can’t report the biggest news story I’ve ever stumbled over: no one would believe me. If they did believe what I’m about to tell, the panic and horror that resulted would haunt me forever.


Despite the city’s grisly legends and the clammy grip of the air, I felt at home here. Being near the water, near the beach, has always helped my peace of mind. But I’m beginning to think that I never really knew Galveston, its real face, nor its true dangers, until now.


Perhaps because of its gruesome past, Galveston is a good place to go if you want to disappear. Out on the west end of the island there are people hiding, living way off the grid. There’s a strange community on the west end. No one goes there. I never paid much attention to it until recently, when I connected the dots between a certain disappearance and everything that came after it.


Looking back, I see that something changed after the last hurricane. Yes, I know about the deaths, and the millions of dollars’ worth of damage to buildings, and the mess it made of the island—let alone Seawall Boulevard—and the trees, homes, and lives that were destroyed forever. That was bad enough. But even worse, I think, is what came after. As though some thing had been disturbed by the pounding waves and howling winds, the driving rain, the storm surge and tumbling rocks along the shoreline. Something that was even more dangerous than a hurricane.


Now that I think about it, even the air turned bad, stinking of rotting fish and sea bottom at low tide. Walls dripped from humidity; even air conditioning didn’t help. We spent our days swimming through the nasty soup of the atmosphere, gagging.


Last July, in the middle of a heat wave that killed five people, a man seeking relief was snatched off the beach in the middle of the night by … something. A something that was large, smelled like rotted seaweed, and looked worse. Two kids driving by got a dark cellphone photo of the something. It looked, well, unearthly. Dark green, with way too many tentacles. For a while people talked about whether some man-eating super-octopus had emerged from the depths to snatch a victim, but eventually everyone decided it had to be a bad joke. Those kids were fooling around, had to be.


When, a week later, shrimpers found a man’s arm in their net, that was written off as collateral storm damage. But I don’t remember any reports of people being torn apart by that hurricane. The thought of human body parts being fished out of the Gulf haunted me. Try as I might, I couldn’t shake the chilling thought that something terrible had happened, and more would follow.


I tried to forget it as weeks passed. Just in time for the dog days of August, when the air was at its clammy, stinking worst, my sister Liz’s youngest boy, Josh, moved into the spare bedroom in my cottage. The fall semester at UTMD was about to begin, and he was staying at my place to save money while getting his undergraduate degree at the School of Health, hoping to specialize in sports medicine one day.


I’d thought I was fine flying solo, but I was surprised by how much I enjoyed having company. His cheery presence almost dispelled my lingering uneasiness. All I asked of Josh was that he make occasional use of the lawn mower, deploy all garbage cans in the driveway the night before pickup, and try to wash his own dishes. I would handle the cooking and, yes, even the laundry. Josh had a sucker for an aunt, no mistake.


Until Josh moved in with me, my most intimate relationship for at least a decade had been with Lilac, my bluepoint Siamese. Josh surprised me. With his curly dark hair, hazel eyes, and lively smile, my nephew reminded me of the boys I’d dated in college, and even a few I’d known later in life, before I gave up on men. So, yes, I suppose his gray-haired old aunt developed a quasi-maternal crush on him. If I had even suspected how near to danger and death Josh would come because of me I would never have allowed him to move in.


As I’ve said, a lot of eccentric people wash up here: fishermen, nature lovers, drunks, real estate developers, surfers, even astronauts. With NASA just down the road on the mainland, Galveston is a prime location for flyboys looking for nests by the water. And for strange folks with stranger ideas.


I can’t say that it was a surprise when I began to receive poison pen letters and e-mails about Bob Courtney—yes, that Bob Courtney, the shuttle pilot who claimed he saw God in space. I shrugged them off as the sour grapes that inevitably accrue to celebrity like iron filings on magnets.


Bob is a golden boy, married to his second wife, Fabiola, the beautiful Brazilian eco-activist he’d met on a good will mission to South America. His flying days are behind him, of course. Now he’s rich from inspirational speaking gigs. Spends most of his spare time sailing his Gaia II down past Pirate’s Cove, golfing with old NASA pals, and promoting his nonprofit pro-environment group, Gaia’s Children. He’s a handsome son of a bitch, is Bob: six feet of rugged man with a head of white hair and a face that could have made him a movie star—or a politician—if he’d cared anything about either career. But he was smarter than that.


As I said, Bob Courtney had a lot to envy. I was accustomed to getting letters to the editor from local cranks. I never took them seriously. But those letters about Courtney were different. They sounded frightened. And they frightened me.


When Josh and his chem. lab partner Matt Westerby, a charming, funny kid with freckles and a shock of red hair, went boogie boarding off Stewart’s Beach, I wished them luck and told them not to be too disappointed: the surf was low and muddy this time of year. As consolation, I promised them hamburgers for supper. But only Josh came back.


My nephew swore he saw something in the watery depths drag his friend under. And there was a foul-smelling green slick on the surface of the water near where Matt disappeared. But there were no shark or riptide warnings, no Portuguese man o’war sightings, nothing dangerous spotted. Josh dove, searched, called the local police and the Coast Guard, but it did no good. His friend was gone.


With Matt’s death—and Josh’s account of it—the drumbeat of fear began a steady slow pulse in my head. Dark rooms looked foreboding, empty streets frightened me, and the water appeared murky and threatening. The humidity and smell of the air was such that every day felt as if we were walking through a cloud in which something was rotting.


Of course, the Galveston Chamber of Commerce pretended that Matt’s disappearance was another hoax. They had to, didn’t they, with precious tourist dollars at risk? They floated the rumor that Matt had decided to leave school rather than try to improve his failing grades, and had staged his disappearance. There was no danger in the water, folks, none whatsoever. One or two inconvenient little deaths mustn’t dam the mighty fiscal stream. Bastards.


Poor Josh. He couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. I’d hear him rattling around the house before dawn, find his iPod lying in the middle of the living room floor or the TV on in the dining room with a bowl of cereal fossilizing nearby. His pal’s death had upended his easy-going take on the world. Josh told me that he was considering quitting school and going home. I almost agreed with him. I could sense something wrong here, very wrong. But fool that I was, I convinced him that Matt wouldn’t have wanted him to quit. Eventually, after a fair amount of moping and hiding out in his room, he agreed with me and stayed, although his easy-going demeanor had changed. Josh was more closed, in, watchful, wary.


Why didn’t I keep my big mouth shut? Why didn’t I send him home?


The next disappearance had another witness. Unfortunately, it was Ben Mattox. a local character who was not exactly a reliable narrator. The last survivor of what had been a fine old island family, Ben lived in the falling-down remains of the family mansion and got by doing odd jobs, some yard work if he couldn’t avoid it, maybe a little smuggling, and when times were really tough, he cadged drinks and meals from everyone he saw, tourist or local. Ben was famous for telling whoppers. But I decided to be a good journalist, hunt him down, hear him out.


He’d make more sense if I could catch him before noon. When I suggested buying him breakfast he gave me a hard look from under his thick gray brows, then turned it into a grin. His two front teeth on top were missing. “Okay, yeah, Katie, I know you just want to laugh at me. Nobody believes me.” But he followed me into Jake’s Saloon and sat down at the counter.


“Ben,” I said, “I’ve known you all my life, so spare me the self-pity and get to the point.”


He ordered whiskey and garlic fries. “Girlie, I’ve done some stuff and seen some stuff, but I ain’t never seen nuthin’ like this. Strange doesn’t cover it.”


I pretended not to hear the “girlie.” “How strange?”


He muttered about smart-ass NASA flyboys fooling around with stuff they don’t understand. “Got a coven going and don’t even know it. Damn fool.”


“Ben, those witchcraft rumors were old before you were born.”


He ignored me. “S’wife’s a goddamn Brazilian witch, is what she is. Husband’s a fool.”


“Are you going to talk about the guy who disappeared, or am I just wasting my time and money here listening to you carp about the locals?”


“Maybe both.” He washed down the fries with a solid belt from his glass. “That damn truck. It just up and went. Big bright light in the middle of the air, like a green star, took it, driver and all.”


It was already public knowledge that a water truck driver—and his truck—were missing. But the detail about the big bright light—that I didn’t like. Also, his reference to a coven. Ben’s words stripped back more of the insulation on my already frayed nerves.


“What bright light, Ben?”


“Like a searchlight, maybe brighter. Just lit up, and then it went out. Kinda greenish looking. Rays waving at the edges like a starfish. Stunk like a dead whale.”


“Are you telling me that a big green bad-smelling starfish searchlight ate the truck?”


“I said you wouldn’t believe me.”


“Drinking breakfast, Aunt Kate?” Josh sauntered up to the bar looking freshly minted. I’d forgotten that we’d agreed he could meet me and borrow my car. He sat down, ordered a Coke, and listened as Ben told his story again.


“Bright light just vacuumed up that sucker,” Ben said. “One minute it was there, the next it was gone, and that light went out like someone flipped a big switch.”


I could tell that Josh was intrigued, but Ben was already repeating himself, and I wanted to get out of there before he hit up my nephew for another drink. I stood and beckoned Josh to come along. “Gotta go, Ben. Thanks for the story.”


“Told ya, Katie.”


But I did believe Ben. That was the problem. I might not trust him farther than I could throw him, but in this matter, unfortunately, I believed him. And that knowledge chilled me to the bone.


I asked Josh to drop me off at home. We were halfway there when we nearly plowed into a crowd outside the Chamber of Commerce.


Josh stomped on the brakes. I managed not to hit the windshield, thanks to my seatbelt, but I’d probably have a shoulder ache from it later.


Fifteen or twenty people in jeans and flip-flops spilled across the street, whistling, hooting, and waving signs that condemned “Bayfest,” the annual beachside bacchanal that draws Houstonians as honey draws flies.


A beautiful girl with big blue eyes, high cheekbones, and long dark hair motioned for Josh to roll down his window. As soon as he did she handed him a flier. “We’re demonstrating against Bayfest and all the developers who are destroying the beaches here,” she told him. “Please help us save the waves.”


“Okay,” Josh said. “But only if you tell me your name. Otherwise, I’m going out to rent a bulldozer and drive it right down to the beach. I’m Josh, by the way.”


She rewarded him with a dimpled grin. “I’m Cindy. You’re cute, Josh. Come to the meeting tomorrow night.”


He watched in the rearview mirror as she moved on to pass out charm and fliers to others in the stopped cars behind us. Then he looked down at the notice. “Gaia’s Children,” he read aloud. “Who are they?”


“A local nature-worship cult,” I told him. “Well-meaning nuts. Tree huggers. They think the real estate developers are evil. They might even be right. Bob Courtney is mixed up with them through his wife.”


“The astronaut? Cool. They’re having a big demonstration on Saturday.”


“A big demonstration? Maybe I’ll cover it for the Chron,” I said. “I don’t want to just pander to the real estate interests in town, even if they do support the paper with their ads.”


Josh handed the flier to me. “I might just come with you.”


“Shouldn’t you be studying?”


“I’ll be studying. Anatomy.” He gave me a sly grin that still haunts me.


How I wish I had told him to stay away, hit the bars, better yet, go to college on the mainland, instead.


* * *


The Bishop’s Palace has had some strange gatherings within its ornate limestone walls, so I suppose that the meeting of Gaia’s Children there was no big deal.


Even though I’ve seen it many times, I took a minute to look at the bronze dragons on the second story. The place is rumored to be haunted, but I’ve never seen a ghost there. On the other hand, I never feel entirely comfortable whenever I enter the Palace. It always seems as if the temperature is just a couple of degrees south of what would be comfortable. There’s a perpetual clammy, musty feel to the place.


The meeting, held in the great room by the main fireplace, began quietly with a roll-call. Gaia’s Children—I counted thirty-five there—seemed to be made up of aging post-grad students, a few undergrads, and a sprinkling of gray-haired activists whose idea of dressing up was to put on a clean T-shirt. Cindy, the pretty girl who had given Josh the flier, emerged from the crowd to greet us—or him, to be precise. Her smile kindled a glow in Josh that I hadn’t seen before.


Bob Courtney, splendid in a white golf shirt and blue shorts, stood at the center of the room engulfed in admirers. An aura of authority surrounded him like a halo. I could see right away that a good portion of Gaia’s Children’s activity involved hero-worship.


Courtney’s wife Fabiola brought the meeting to order.


“Welcome,” she said. Her voice was deeper and rougher than I’d expected, with an odd accent that must have been the lingering effect of her life in Brazil. “Please settle down. We have a lot to do so please pay close attention.”


Sleek, tan, dark-haired, and sexy in tight white jeans and top, she looked as though she would feel more at home on a fashion runway. In her exotic accent she inveighed against those who would ignore nature and not meet its needs. As she went on, laying it thicker and deeper, I saw her husband begin to stir.


“Let us all honor nature …” she began.


Courtney stood up. “Not now.”


She frowned, opened her mouth to protest, but at a gesture from her husband she sat down, silent but simmering.


Courtney launched into his famous tale, of how it all changed for him in space. “When I first saw the Earth from above, I knew it was perfect. Sacred.”


Heads around him nodded. He could have been a preacher, and this group the choir.


“You can’t look at the Earth from space and remain unmoved,” Courtney added. “It’s so beautiful, so whole and awesome. Only a beneficent god could have created it. That truth came home to me when I was sitting at the controls of the Venture. I knew at that moment—in my heart—what I had always at best given lip service to: God has a divine and righteous plan for us and our beautiful world. We must do our best to be good shepherds.”


Courtney could probably have done this in his sleep, but the impact on the faithful was tangible. Maybe this was really what the members of Gaia’s Children came for, came to meetings to be near the famous astronaut who had glimpsed the truth from above, and listen to his gospel.


“And that’s when I knew that what I had to do was carry this message back to Earth and share it with you. We are so lucky to live on this splendid planet. We must cherish and sustain its resources. It is a rare jewel. We must not despoil it for quick profit. We must protect it.”


The group was applauding him now.


Courtney nodded in practiced acknowledgment. “That’s right, friends. That’s what Fabiola and I have decided to commit our lives to doing. We’ve traveled around the world, spreading the word. And now we’ve brought it home. That’s why we’re here with you today. We all love this town, this island. We know how special it is, and how fragile. For anyone who isn’t convinced of that, I suggest he or she take a look at where the Flagship Hotel used to be, or the remains of the Eastside Pier, and remember Hurricane Ike.”


Again, applause. Again, a nod.


“Now we’re not saying you can protect yourselves against forces of nature. We’re just suggesting that we care for what we have. And we’re asking you to ask everyone you know to join with us for a march through Galveston next Sunday. Bring your children, their children, and all their friends. Numbers count. We want to make a big statement. The more attention we can get, the more we can spread the word.


“Fabiola will be holding an organizational meeting Wednesday night, and we need a bunch of you to help us with logistics for the march. The nice people who own this place have allowed us to use it again that night, so please be here by 6:30 P.M.” Courtney was wrapping it up with practiced ease. “I know this is important to all of us. Let’s show how we feel about this planet we call home.”


Nodding at the applause, smiling his movie star smile, Courtney gathered up his stiff, angry wife, waved farewell, and departed the room, a conquering hero.


I gave the upcoming demonstration a brief notice under What’s On.


* * *


I didn’t attend the Wednesday night meeting, but Josh went in hopes of making a date with Cindy. He came home flushed with success—he was going to walk with her at the rally. But what else he told me sounded pretty damned weird.


According to Josh, something strange had happened. He said that Fabiola Courtney was wearing a white priestess gown and, after discussing the rally details, she closed the meeting with an odd chant that sounded Portuguese, maybe.


“And then there was this weird glow,” he told me. “At first I thought it was some goof, a couple of people wearing masks and using LCDs to kid around. But I don’t think that’s what I saw.”


“Were you and Cindy smoking wacky weed?”


Josh gave me a disgusted look. “Don’t be insulting, Aunt Kate.”


“It’s been known to happen at gatherings of young folk.”


“Most of the people there were old enough to be my aunt.”


“Been known to happen among gatherings of old folk as well.”


“Look, I’m just telling you that something weird happened. And if you’re truly the journalist you pretend to be, then you might want to investigate it.”


Unfortunately, he was right.


* * *


As I said, it was after the first demonstration but before the rally on the beach that I began to receive the anonymous e-mails about Bob Courtney. Warnings that he was dangerously out of control, that he was hurting the city, hurting the citizens. If he was not stopped, terrible things would happen.


I deleted them. Cranks. But I won’t deny their words set my teeth on edge. I felt that pulsing beat of fear each time I walked out of my house. A sudden urge to duck and cover. I was beginning to fear that I was having a nervous breakdown.


* * *


When Ben Mattox disappeared, nobody believed it at first. The local gossip had it that Ben had gone away before, was hiding out in Mexico, fishing in Louisiana, sleeping off his latest bender in Kemah. A couple of folks suggested alien abduction. But they usually did this after the third drink at the M & M. Ben didn’t reappear before the big demonstration.


At the time I didn’t think anything of it. A month later, Ben reappeared. Actually, it was only his head, washing up along the seawall like a coconut. Dental records identified him, poor Ben. I’d have been really upset if I hadn’t already seen what I’m writing about now.


* * *


The day of the rally dawned with thunder and lightning as the heavens opened above Galveston. There would be no march today. Despite my better sense, I allowed Josh to wheedle me into dropping him off at a meeting that Cindy was attending to help reorganize the rally.


Out along the western edge of the island, amid the scrub pines and ramshackle beachhouses, nearer than I liked to the place where no one goes, the group was meeting in an old fisherman’s lodge. This was miles away from the pyramids of Moody Gardens and the water slides along the Strand. This was the dark side of Galveston, where tales of strange misshapen people hiding in wrecked buildings and deadly events kept most sane folks away. I wanted to get out of there, and I wanted to take Josh with me.


The wind picked up. Lightning danced along the horizon and thunder rumbled after. The downpour poured on, and I decided to hang around in case the meeting was canceled and Josh needed a ride back home.


Despite the weather, the group was good sized—at least twenty-five people crammed into the rustic living room. But where was the ringmaster? Bob Courtney had obviously had the common sense to stay home and sleep in. Not so Fabiola. She was all too present. Flamboyantly arrayed in a white tiered skirt, lacy blouse, and white turban, she presided like a queen. There was a strange light in her eye.


Before the meeting could get under way she insisted upon an invocation.


The group quieted under her direction.


“Aum est Bamida,


Aum est Bamida,


Allbamda Ai, Bamida Ai,


Open the way!!


Give of your power, give praise to Old Ones!


Quimo Alta!!


Open the way!”


I couldn’t help thinking this was a bit odd for a pro-nature meeting. What did these words mean?


“Bamida Ai,


Jembarue Ai,


Halmolu, the bridge-maker,


Indara, the guide,


Open the way!!


Give praise to Old Ones!


Quimo Alta!! All souls on the other side!


Open the way!”


Next Fabiola made a series of strange, keening ululations. I didn’t know human beings could make those kinds of noises. Fabiola again repeated her chant, and those noises.


Suddenly there was the dank reek of the sea in the air, bitter, harsh.


And then it happened.


A hole opened in the middle of the air. That’s the only way I can describe it. A hole, pulsing dark, then bright, filled with a green light so hot, so blinding that I couldn’t look at it for long. The edges of it seemed to move and ripple, like the arms of a starfish. I closed my eyes, and the afterimage burned white against my closed eyelids. The thing was howling like an angry beast. It was terrifying. I looked down to see if my legs were still holding me up. I couldn’t feel them.


I looked up just in time to see Josh, entranced, moving slowly toward that screaming light storm at the center of the room.


“Josh! Stop!”


He didn’t hear me. No one could hear anything but the roar of that evil light.


Half-blind, I grabbed for his arm, but Fabiola got between us. She laughed at my fear and continued chanting “Baumida Ai, Baumida Ai!” I begged her to stop, but she ignored me and pushed Josh forward, closer to that thing. In horror, I realized that she intended to offer him to it, a human sacrifice.


I grabbed my cellphone, but the battery was dead.


I waved it anyway. “Fabiola, I’ve called the police.”


She turned her back on me and held her arms up, palms facing the light. The vortex had doubled in size.


“Look!” she cried. “Look, O Great Ones, at the gift offered to you.” She prodded Josh, and he moved like a sleepwalker toward that awful light. “Those who refuse to honor the forces of nature will be punished!”


Now the thing moved, rolling deeper into the room. The crowd fell away. There was nothing between that monstrous thing and Josh.


“No! No!” I threw myself in front of him and grabbed him around the waist, hanging onto his belt loops. Josh was oblivious, tried to brush me away as though I were an annoying insect. He seemed hypnotized. All around us people stared, mouths open, dazed. Meanwhile that thing came closer.


One voice rang out. “Fabiola, stop this! You’ve gone too far!”


It was Bob Courtney. His hair was uncombed and messy, he looked a bit unsteady on his feet. “Whatever you gave me in that drink wore off,” he said. “I’ve come to stop you.”


She sneered. “Nature must be honored. I’ve brought the Old Ones here to be honored.”


The monstrous thing was pulling at us. Pulling at me and at Josh. I strained to push us back, away from its terrible magnetic force.


“Fabiola,” Courtney said. “You don’t know what you’re doing. This isn’t honoring nature. This is something unnatural. Dangerous.”


His wife laughed. “You’re jealous, Bob. The Gods come to me. I’m more powerful than you are. Only I could free the Old Ones from their prison in the sea.” Fabiola pushed me away from Josh and began to pull him toward the awful starfish thing. He didn’t hear me calling to him.


“Baumida Ai!” Fabiola cried. “Baumida Ai! We must feed the Old Ones.”


“No!” Courtney moved in front of her, blocking her way. She swung at him, landing a considerable punch to the side of his head. As she and her husband struggled, the skies thundered, lightning crashed overhead, and Josh let out a scream that raised the hair on the back of my neck. The light was pulling at him, gathering him in. I fell to my knees and grabbed his legs, pulling him down. The terrible force of the thing was irresistible. Agonizing. I was ablaze with terrible pain as the vortex tried to take me as well. I screamed in pain. The roaring was in my head, half elemental, half beast. Plumes of green iridescence eddied and swirled above our heads.


Courtney must have seen our peril because suddenly he was between us and that thing, pushing us back with astonishing strength.


“No, no more of this!” he cried. Grabbing his wife’s arms, he began chanting.


“O Deuses! Do tomam-nos ambos!”


She struggled against his grip. “No! What are you doing?”


“Do tomam-nos ambos!” Courtney shouted. “Do tomam-nos ambos!


“O Voce Deuses!


Tome-nos agora.


Nos dois.


Somente nos dois


Abra a Porta!”


The horrific light thing roared angrily, retracted, and whirled, sending a storm of green flickering light around the room.


“Abra a Porta!”


The thing roared again, spun, then extended a funnel-like tendril. With incredible speed it swept up both the former astronaut and his wife. I thought I heard the sound of waves crashing and smelled rank seawater, but the noise of the thunder, the thing roaring, and the people screaming around us made it difficult to know what I was hearing or feeling.


A high wailing split the air.


I pulled Josh into a bear hug, practically sitting on him.


The light began to shrink in upon itself like water circling a drain. At the center of it I saw figures writhing in the dying light. The Courtneys? Something else? I’ll never know.


For a moment the vortex swelled and its light became blinding. Then, with a piercing shriek, the thing vanished. As the light went out I eased my grip on Josh. He was silent and dazed, but he didn’t fight me. When my vision cleared, the starfish thing was gone. So were Bob and Fabiola Courtney. Josh lay trembling against me.


* * *


Josh had seemed so out of it that at first I thought he wouldn’t remember anything. For days afterwards, he was glassy-eyed, seemed to be in a fog, forgot to attend classes, seemed unfocused and unconcerned. But he finally threw off the lingering effects and began to pick up the pieces of his academic schedule. Life was settling back to normal.


Then one night I awoke to a strange sound.


“Bamida ai!


“Bamida ai!”


It was Josh, sleepwalking across the living room, chanting those terrible words that had summoned Fabiola Courtney’s beast from the sea.


My veins filled with ice. What if he could summon that monster with those words? What if that hungry stinking nightmare thing opened up in the middle of the air right here in front of him, in the living room? The thought made me shake with fear. Josh wasn’t safe here. He had to get away, as soon as possible.


The next morning I called his mother and told her that he was cramping my style. With all his partying, he wasn’t getting any work done either. Better send him someplace else to study. I wanted him out of here by week’s end.


I knew as I said it that I was destroying my friendship with my sister, and my relationship with Josh, but the pain of that was worth it. I had to save him. His mother transferred him to UT in Austin, and found him a rental apartment there. In a week there was no sign left that he had ever stayed in the cottage. The house felt empty with just me and Lilac hanging around inside. It didn’t feel like home any more.


* * *


As I said at the beginning of this report, I’ve made a living writing about the strange things that happen in Galveston. But there’s one story that even the old locals won’t talk about until the lights are dim and all the kiddies are in bed. Then, given enough time and whiskey, sooner or later someone will mention it. It. The thing the Hurricane unleashed.


The thing that waits, under the waves.


Anthropomorphizing the ocean is an easy game. But my account isn’t about the ocean. It’s about the thing that lives in it, tainting the waters and all the creatures that have crawled out of them onto the land. Maybe some of those tainted folks live out on the west end of the island, waiting for the return of the monster.


Now I believe it: there is something living in the sea. A terrible something that was asleep for a long time, but was awakened by Hurricane Ike. Who knows how long that thing has lived in the deeps offshore?


Poor, deluded Fabiola Courtney thought she was summoning great spirits of Nature that would help create a better world in return for our obedience—and perhaps an occasional human sacrifice. But she had blundered across an ancient Evil, an enemy of all that lives upon the land, one that has lived beneath the waters since time began. I don’t know if Fabiola ever realized what she had conjured, but her husband figured it out and, at the end, sacrificed himself—and her—to save the rest of us.


When I looked into that terrible blinding light unleashed by her chants, I didn’t see a loving face, beckoning spirit, or wise and ancient Elder Gods. I saw a mouth, hungry, open, and waiting. Endlessly hungry. Always wanting. That thing needs us the way we need cattle. It ate poor Ben Mattox, and Matt Westerby, and the others who vanished suddenly in the night.


And I don’t think it’s over. That Thing touched Josh, and he’s marked now. It wants him, and if he had stayed here by the water, sooner or later it would have tried to come for him.


That’s why I sent him away. I don’t want him calling out to a monster in the night. I don’t want it to find him.


And now I know what I have to do.


Because, you see, that thing touched me, too.


I’ve begun dreaming of green starfish shapes and strange songs and chanting rituals. So I’m closing down the Chron, selling my cottage, and moving to the mainland. But not to Houston. Oh, no, that’s too close to the water. I’ve got to stay away from the water.


Texas is a big state. I’m thinking about Amarillo, or maybe Lubbock. I’ve got to get away, to someplace far from the ocean and the terrible hungry thing that lives in it, waiting.


OBJECT 00922UU


ERIK BEAR AND GREG BEAR


XENOARCHEOLOGIST MIKAEL TAKEDA’S LOG—

MISSION TIME-00659


WHEN WE LEFT THE JUMP I COULDN’T SEE IT AT FIRST. THEN I noticed the black gap in the starfield. It was hard to even see it as a shape, more of a presence. Officially its name is Object 00922UU, the first U for “unknown civilization,” the second for “unknown function.” The less official name is Tenebrae, and the even less official name is the Big Black Ball. It sits unmoving in empty space just at the edge of the Charybdis Galaxy. Best as can be determined, it has no corners, only curves so gentle it looks flat close up. Not quite a sphere and not quite a tube, with subtle ridges and valleys all over its surface. The surface is utterly non-reflective, the absorption of light so complete that it would be practically invisible if it weren’t larger than ten gas giants put together. The GSS Searcher A isn’t a very big ship to begin with, but Tenebrae makes us look like a gnat. There’s only one apparent point of entry—a tunnel on its underside. Captain Moshive says we have 7 hours until entry. Everybody’s eager to get started figuring this thing out.


XDT EDUCATIONAL VIDEO TRANSCRIPT


As mankind has been spreading itself across the stars, hyperjumping from point to point across the vast gulfs, hundreds of alien artifacts have been discovered—everything from floating space junk to ornate monuments to abandoned planetwide supercities. Yet despite the dozens of different species evident throughout the universe’s history, we have never found a living alien being. These once-mighty civilizations went extinct thousands or more years before mankind ever dreamed of leaving Earth. Some were destroyed by plagues; some wiped themselves out in massive intergalactic wars; others simply disappeared in ways yet to be understood. Their tragic legacy is a cautionary tale for humanity.


But they left behind more than just history: malfunctioning stellar-fusion power plants; planet-eating doomsday engines still set in their ancient programming; bombs loaded with civilization-seeking nanoplagues waiting to be triggered. Whether superweapons from wars that ended millennia ago or merely powerful technologies beyond human understanding, these relics can be wildly dangerous. One wrong step and all mankind could be extinct in a matter of days.


And that’s where the Xenic Disposal Team comes in. Composed of the most highly skilled experts in fields such as engineering, computing, biorobotics, and xenoarcheology, our mission is to study these relics, determine if they are dangerous, and if so, disarm and dismantle them before they can cause any harm. Never again will we allow another Sirius Incident.


(Cut to memorial icon. Text: Sirius 3. Ten thousand souls never forgotten.)


ENGINEERING BRIEFING ROOM AUDIO TRANSCRIPT—

MISSION TIME-00515


ENGINEER 2ND CLASS JIM VANHOVEN: Dyson sphere, you think?


ENGINEER 2ND CLASS ROB KELLERMAN: Well, it’s not really a sphere, is it? Plus, only one access point to the outside?


VANHOVEN: Maybe they’re xenophobic.


KELLERMAN: I think in that case we’d have run into some defense systems. Bet you fifty it’s some space pharaoh’s tomb.


VANHOVEN: Oh, I got a feeling about this one. See your fifty and raise you fifty more.


CHIEF BIOROBOTICIST SARRA BROWNBECK’S LOG—

MISSION TIME-00125


Biobot bootup mostly went smooth, except for a few dead ones in Pod 19. Ensign Marshall got a little sloppy again, cycled their systems too quickly. The older biobots can’t handle it. He doesn’t seem to care much. Says they’re just tools. I mean, he’s right, but they’re living things too. I put the dead ones in the slurry mixer to be broken down into bot food. I like that nice clean cycle of bot life.


At least we can afford to lose a few. We’ve still got 493 to spare. It’s going to be a challenge coordinating them all and I’m not sure Marshall is up to it, but Gralow can probably hold up his end of things.


Got some of the new-model scoutforms on board and I can’t wait to try them out. They’re built for speed, basically six-foot mantises with sensor arrays all down their spine, plus they produce some kind of gel that lets them stick to walls. Damn if I don’t want to drive one of those babies all around this giant thing and see how long it takes to get from end to end. They age out within a week or two I hear, but live fast die young I guess.


CAPTAIN TERNATA MOSHIVE’S LOG—

MISSION TIME 00100


Brought Searcher in nice and slow through the entry tunnel, sticking close to the wall. Tunnel went on longer than sonar could see, dark and silent, gave me the creeps. It could run up through the whole object. Eventually we got to a point where other tunnels started branching off, about 50km in past the surface. Sonar showed a whole network of tunnels running around this thing. Too big for Searcher to fly through, so we’ve decided to land on the edge of the big shaft, deploy scoutforms to cover the tunnels, and take a crew in ourselves, since the interior atmosphere is human-breathable. Need to think of a better name than “big shaft,” though—that’ll probably reduce the boys to giggle fits.


MISSION TIME 00129


Okay, looks like Big Shaft stuck. We got about five klicks down the Shaft, muleform train in tow, and it opened up into this big vaulted chamber with a ramp leading down into it. There’s something about the gravity of this place where whatever you walk on is the floor. Hell if I know how it works, but it’s got Ngede all hyped up about it. The chamber is huge. It’s so big we can’t see the edges of it with our flashlights. It’s filled with massive columns rising up out of the floor and going all the way up into the dark ceiling. They come in all different sizes. There’s no pattern to it, it’s like a forest mixed with a cathedral. Also, the columns are covered in some kind of relief pattern that Takeda thinks is writing.


After this chamber the tunnels start splitting up all over the place, so I’ve had us set forward camp here, bring in the biobot monitors, and start mapping things out. We’re splitting up into three teams to handle the interesting stuff in person. Spritebots will be following us and recording.


SPRITEFORM 9 VIDEO FEED—

MISSION TIME 00225


(The crew are riding horseforms—stout quadrupedal biobots with slate-gray skin and thick bulbs for heads. Making up the train behind them are the muleforms, bigger than the horseforms and with hollow compartments in their torsos to carry equipment. They are loaded up with camping supplies and scanning instruments. Several other spriteforms flit beside them in the air. The hallway they are riding along is roughly circular, slightly curved to the right. The interior of the structure is completely dark and so the tunnel is lit only by flashlight. Chief Engineer Marcele Ngede is riding her horseform on the “ceiling” of the hallway relative to the other crew.)


MOSHIVE: Ngede, quit playing and get down off the ceiling.


NGEDE: Come on Captain, this is mega cool.


MOSHIVE: If whatever’s doing that stops working I’m not gonna scrape your ass off the floor when you splat.


NGEDE: Fine.


(Ngede sighs and spurs her horseform to the right. It makes its way down the wall to rejoin the rest of the line.)


NGEDE’S LOG—

MISSION TIME 01350


Tenebrae is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. It sounds a little selfish like that, but this place is absolutely totally insane. Whatever the builders did with gravity in here is at least level 3 anti-physics tech. But so many empty passages, so much wasted space, why? I’ve dealt with some pretty alien logics before, but this feels like it all has a function and everything belongs here.


We found a corridor that loops back in on itself but doesn’t actually—it just keeps going, two separate spaces occupying what should be the same physical space. I actually felt my heart beat faster when I realized Reinyer and Kellerman’s beacons were both at the same coordinates. This place is Escher’s wet dream. Mine too TBH. Gonna make my career studying this place, assuming we don’t have to blow it up. Hope we don’t.


Everybody else seems nervous, though. Everybody’s got their hardass face on, acting tough. Lots of oneupmanship, machismo. If I hear Tomasi tell one more I’m-such-a-badass story I might gag. Glad to have Takeda along on this one, he’s the only one that isn’t going for that bullshit, plus I haven’t seen him in ages. Still I suppose everybody has to have a coping mechanism. Tenebrae is creeping them all out. But I love it.


XENOBIOLOGIST PAOLO TOMASI’S SUIT-MOUNTED CAMERA FEED—

MISSION TIME 02633


(Kellerman and Tomasi are in a dark corridor. They are looking at a hexagonal door set into the wall, the edges of it barely visible. Kellerman is holding his pad up and typing.)


KELLERMAN: There’s a compatible RFID system here. Let me just …


(The door opens like a flower, peeling into six petals that meld flawlessly into the floor, walls, and ceiling.)


KELLERMAN: Bingo!


(They enter. The room is small, roughly spherical, with the walls made of hexagonal plates joined together.)


KELLERMAN: Something off about this room.


TOMASI: Seems normal to me …


(Kellerman turns around and around, scrutinizing the walls.)


KELLERMAN: You shouldn’t be able to put together a polyhedron like this. The sides shouldn’t fit together right. The angles are wrong.


TOMASI: An optical illusion?


(Kellerman takes his pad and sweeps it around, running diagnostics.)


KELLERMAN: Trying to map this out just results in an error message. Hey, looks like there’s some UV spectrum emissions here.


TOMASI: Hold on …


(Camera switches to ultraviolet mode. The walls are covered in glowing pictoglyphic symbols. They pulse and move in no discernible pattern.)


TOMASI: Whoa. Go to UV mode.


(Kellerman sets his visor over his eyes. He moves his head around slowly, taking it in.)


KELLERMAN: Whoa, cool.


(Going over to the wall, he puts his hand to the symbols. They respond to his touch and form swirling circles around his palm. Tendrils of ultraviolet light extend from the circle to his fingertips. Camera feed cuts to black for half a second.)


TOMASI: Maybe this is some kind of control room. It’s the first real interface we’ve found here.


KELLERMAN: Yeah … could be …


(He swirls his hand around the panel, causing the lights to downshift on the spectrum slightly as they follow his movements. Other symbols in the room respond by changing, curling, and uncurling into new glyphs. He withdraws his hand and they resume their normal motion.)


KELLERMAN: Don’t know what it controls though …


(Tomasi leaps forward and grabs Kellerman’s hand, pulls it away from the panel.)


TOMASI: Really, man? You should know better than that!


KELLERMAN: You’re right, I just … I don’t know, I forgot for a moment.


TOMASI: Doesn’t look like anything happened. No harm, I guess.


KELLERMAN: Jesus, I …


TOMASI: Let’s go back and tell the others about this. I want to get Takeda in here with me so we can start translating this.


KELLERMAN: Sure … give me a moment.


TOMASI (looking at Kellerman): Are you okay? You seem a little out of it.


KELLERMAN: I’m fine. Back there … did you … ?


TOMASI: Did I what?


KELLERMAN (looking away from Tomasi): Never mind… just… nothing. I’m fine.


MOSHIVE’S LOG—

MISSION TIME 02741


Kellerman and Tomasi found some kind of control room or something. It’s the first room we’ve come across that actually does something. So of course they went along and touched it. I chewed them out about that. I expect better from my crew. Now I don’t know what they did, but it seems like they opened up access to some corridors we weren’t able to get to before. Couldn’t even see the doors in the walls, they fit in so well. The new passages lead deeper inside the Ball, so I’m sending all our exploratory efforts that way. Whatever’s inside must be more interesting than all these blank hallways.


BROWNBECK’S JOURNAL—

MISSION TIME 04023


Well, dealing with the bots is turning into a total nightmare. They keep wandering out of comms range and never returning, either that or they get stuck somewhere. We’re down to 132 under our control now and even that number is probably gonna go down by the time I wake up in the morning.


Couldn’t sleep again last night. Some weird feeling kept me awake, so eventually I just gave up and took a walk. I know going out alone is against protocol, but I didn’t really feel like talking to anyone just then.


Somehow I got the urge to walk up one of the columns. A little disorienting at first, kinda made me dizzy looking back down at the “ground.” I remember feeling weird, like between awake and asleep, and thinking it was a bad idea to go out alone. But another part of me told me to just keep going and never stop.


Before long I got to the “ceiling.” All I could see of camp was a ring of light just small enough to fit around my pinky. I kept walking through the columns until somehow—I don’t really remember—I found myself walking down a long spiraling hallway. I could hear something big moving just behind me, and I got scared and started wondering just what the hell I thought I was doing. Suddenly my flashlight went out and everything was black for a second.


Then this vent in the wall snapped open. There was an orange glow inside. I could hear whatever was moving getting closer, but for some reason I wasn’t scared any more, I was just staring at the vent. I heard a faint noise coming from it, so I pressed my ear right up to it—


I can’t remember what I heard. I woke back at camp. Thought it was all a dream but now I can’t find my flashlight anywhere.


TAKEDA’S LOG—

MISSION TIME 05207


Been spending the past four hours in UV mode studying the symbols in the control room. I don’t know why, but I think it’s starting to make sense to me. I look at a symbol and I almost know what it means, sort of intuition with maybe some kind of low-level telepathic link. Whatever it is, I have a hard time understanding it, as if the symbols all represent concepts that there’s just no human frame of reference for. There’s a few I’ve almost got—one has something to do with time, another means something like “we” mixed with “me,” except there’s something else to it. It gives me a headache if I spend too much time in there. Ngede’s going to head an expedition in further through the new passages. Maybe I’ll go with her, a walk might clear my head.


NGEDE’S LOG—

MISSION TIME 06031


The inner passages are more interesting, more moving pieces but equally mysterious. Tenebrae is evidently still fully functional after eons spent abandoned. Could indicate automaintenance or hell, maybe even serious antientropics. Still haven’t seen enough to assemble the bigger picture yet, but can jot down some notes on what I saw in today’s exploration.


Went down a shaft—is “down” right word? There isn’t really a “down” here. Went along shaft that led us along a continuous passage. Possible maintenance catwalk? Different chambers are separated by RFID-sealed doors. Tenebrae’s computer system is friendly enough to be able to adapt to our signals and recognize what we’re trying to do. I’ve already written a program for our pads that can open/close any door in the Object, but couldn’t make any headway in deciphering the larger network behind the door protocols.


Passage led to chamber of unknown dimensions, too dark and big to see the walls with our flashlights. First part of chamber is filled with tall hexagonal columns of same unknown black material as rest of Tenebrae. These columns all thrust up and down like cylinders in an engine, each with their own separate rhythm. There is a tangible electric charge in the air. Also very loud roaring noise, possibly from mechanism behind columns. Registers at about 109 dB, mostly on bass frequencies. We all found the sound disconcerting on some physical level. Made me feel a little nauseous.


Walkway continues past column array and extends far enough into blackness that the mechanism noise is no longer audible after a bit of a walk. Walkway comes to an abrupt stop. Only total darkness. Can’t imagine the function of it, possibly uncompleted or intended to connect with a transport device that we haven’t discovered. We stood there in the darkness and shined our flashlights, ran sonar scans, nothing out there as far as we could see. Takeda said he could hear/feel something subsonic, but my instruments didn’t pick it up and the rest of the group couldn’t hear it either.


TAKEDA’S JOURNAL—

MISSION TIME 06152


Something about that noise, dancing on the edge of hearing. It made my skin crawl and made me sweat. As if it skipped my ears, my body, and went straight to my unconscious, whispering to my brain stem without letting me in on the secret. It was coming from somewhere in the darkness, and I was very aware that we were standing on a thin strip of solidity in the midst of absolute nothingness. For a moment I imagined that the room was as big as the universe, a whole universe of nothingness, nothing out there except that sound.


Everybody else says they heard nothing, but I know what I felt.


BIOBOT REPORT AGGREGATION—

MISSION TIME 07300


127 walked along a passage approximately five kilometers in length. The walls are perfectly square and the passage turns at perfect right angles at random intervals, sometimes going up or down. Passage is a dead end with no exits. Map attached.


303 discovered a large ovoid chamber approximately 1 kilometer long. In the center of the chamber is a deep ovoid reservoir filled with pure water. Ripples on the water’s surface indicate that something is moving underneath, but 303 is not equipped for water exploration so no further data could be compiled.


082 has become stuck in a passageway. The passageway decreased in size as it moved forward, eventually becoming too small to allow further travel. When it turned around, it discovered that the passageway it had traveled along was now decreasing in size in the same fashion until travel in that direction became similarly impassable. It turned around and headed back only to discover the same effect. Et cetera. Escape seems impossible and it is estimated that it will take it three days to starve to death.


486 through 534 have left the effective range of their transmitters and all communications have ceased. It is assumed that they continue to explore as per their commands.


PERIMETER SECURITY CAMERA VIDEO FEED—

MISSION TIME 09527


(Brownbeck is kneeling in front of a wall. Just above her head there is a grate open in the wall. A bright orange glow issues from between the slats. This is the only light in the corridor. Brownbeck has her head and arms up against the wall, leaning on it.)


BROWNBECK: Tell me. Tell me.


(She looks up at the grate.)


BROWNBECK: I have to know. You promised.


(She pounds her fists against the wall. It makes no sound.)


BROWNBECK: Goddamn it!


(She slowly comes to her feet, her knees shaking beneath her, her hands pressed against the wall for support. She peers into the grate, her fingers going inside.)


BROWNBECK: Please … where are you? Please …


(The light goes out. Brownbeck pulls her fingers out and the grate snaps shut, soundlessly. Brownbeck collapses to her knees again, weeping.)


MOSHIVE’S LOG—

MISSION TIME 11145


Vanhoven and Kellerman went missing. It’s been nearly 20 hours since we last had contact with them. Nobody saw them leave the camp or knows why they would have left. Perimeter video has nothing and their beacons either aren’t working or are out of range. They didn’t take any supplies with them.


I’ve halted all investigation while we organize search parties for them. Reinyer’s leading a squad on horseformback. Everybody else is doing an on-foot sweep of the passages we’ve mapped. I’ll be behind at the camp keeping a close eye on everybody’s video feeds. Getting my crew back safe is my number one priority right now.


SECURITY CHIEF ARNO REINYER’S SUIT-MOUNTED CAMERA VIDEO FEED—MISSION TIME 14309


(Reinyer, Ngede, and Takeda are riding horseforms two abreast through a corridor lined with undulating archways.)


NGEDE: I’ve got a theory about this place.


REINYER: Go on.


NGEDE: So the physics here are basically impossible. I mean completely outside the scope of what should be possible within the rules of physics we know. Meaning that the builders were maybe from somewhere outside the rules.


REINYER: What do you mean?


NGEDE: I mean like outside this universe. Not from a parallel universe or anything like that, just—outside.


TAKEDA: That would actually explain a lot. This place makes no sense in any kind of cultural framework.


NGEDE: There might even be some kind of extradimensional superstructure behind all this. We can only see this place in three dimensions—well, four if you count time—so there’s probably a whole level around everything here that we can’t even see.


REINYER: If we’re from different sets of physics, doesn’t that mean we shouldn’t be able to exist in each others’ universes? Like trying to go out in a vacuum naked?


NGEDE: It’s like a spacesuit then. A shell.


TAKEDA: An entry point.


REINYER: Then we’re walking into someplace we really shouldn’t be.


(Takeda’s horseform rears up and emits a high-pitched whine. Takeda tumbles off as the horseform staggers around, its optical sensors wildly panning around, focusing and unfocusing.)


REINYER: Takeda! You okay?


(Reinyer jumps off his horseform to pick Takeda up off the ground.)


TAKEDA: What the hell is wrong with it?


(Reinyer’s horseform is also starting to malfunction. It jerks spastically, opening and closing its feedhole. Ngede’s horseform has seized up and is whimpering and refusing to move. She dismounts.)


REINYER: Everybody get clear! Something’s wrong!


(Reinyer grabs Takeda’s hand and pulls him up. Ngede starts to back away, watching her mount cautiously. Now all the horseforms are making the same high-pitched whine and staggering around.)


NGEDE: Some kind of signal interference?


(Reinyer looks over at Takeda. He is looking around nervously, searching the rafters for something.)


REINYER: Takeda, what is it?


TAKEDA: Nothing … I’m fine.


(The horseforms’ skin is starting to quiver and bulge. The electronics packages inside are being forced up against their skin, forming rectangular lumps. Takeda’s horseform sprints in staggering bursts toward the wall and repeatedly bashes its head against it. Reinyer’s horseform’s legs quiver and collapse beneath it and it seizes and spasms on the ground. Ngede’s chirps shrilly and runs off down the hall into the darkness.)


REINYER: Let’s all get out of here before that starts happening to us.


(Horseform shrieks from off-camera.)


NGEDE: But they could still be alive out there! We could keep going a while on foot …


MOSHIVE (on radio): No. Turn back. We can’t risk losing more.


(Takeda’s horseform bashes its head hard against the wall and it pops open leaking gray slime. It slouches down lifelessly.)


CATHEDRAL CAMP VIDEO FEED—

MISSION TIME 14512


(Moshive and the other remaining crew are gathered at the camp armed with electroguns, stuffing supplies into backpacks. Reinyer and the search party have returned.)


MARSHALL: I’m so glad you guys made it back without the horseforms. There’s something going very wrong with the biobots. All the scoutforms have gone crazy, one of them got Rodriguez and … he didn’t make it.


REINYER: I’m sorry to hear that. He was a good man.


MOSHIVE: I can’t raise Tomasi either. We have four down now. We’re going to get out before we lose another. Grab what you don’t want to leave behind, we head out on foot for the Searcher in ten minutes.


REINYER: We need weapons. What’ve we got here?


MOSHIVE: There’s a stash of electroguns.


REINYER: Not my favorite, but they’ll do.


TAKEDA: Ngede, I’m scared.


(Ngede puts her hand on his shoulder.)


NGEDE: Come on. We’ve both lived through worse missions. Remember Cerulean? That was a mess.


TAKEDA: Yeah, but this time … I’ve heard it. I know what Tenebrae is capable of.


NGEDE: Heard what?


TAKEDA: Like you said. Incompatible physics. The entry point.


MOSHIVE’S JOURNAL—

MISSION TIME 159?? <ERROR>


We’ve officially lost contact with the Searcher. It should have been back along this passage, but the further we went along it the further away the Searcher’s signal got. Now we’re I don’t know how deep in this thing. If we had any maps they’d probably be worthless. Also, all the video on our devices stopped working. No cameras, no pads, we’re wandering around blind here.


We stick together, we watch each other, we sleep in shifts. Still don’t know why Vanhoven and Kellerman left the camp like that, so I can’t take the chance that somebody else is going to go crazy and wander off.


I think the other biobots are out there somewhere. I hear scuttling from the walls around us sometimes. Hope Reinyer’s as good a shot as he says.


It’s funny but right now I can’t stop thinking about how much I want some goddamn coffee.


TOMASI’S JOURNAL—

MISSION TIME <ERROR>


The passages are changing, they have to be. I don’t see it but they have to be. I keep following the glowgel trail I left behind me trying to find the way out, but it doesn’t lead out anymore, it just leads deeper in.


I think I saw myself. Like a ghost, all blurry and it walked right through me. Going the other direction following the glowgel.


Another me. Three so far. Still following that glowgel. It’s me from the past I think. If I follow back where he went maybe I can get out of here.


* * *


I keep seeing them more and more. None of us can see each other. Just had a worse thought, what if it’s me from the future?


Time collapsing in on itself. The glowgel is all me, ghost trail of me, looking for the exit. Exit’s gone. Time’s gone. All of us searching forever.


AUDIO LOG—

MISSION TIME ???######


(Sounds of low bass thrum vibrating on regular cycles.)


NGEDE: I think we’re getting further in. There weren’t rooms like this on the outer level.


MOSHIVE: No, we came from this direction. I remember passing by this sound on the way in.


MARSHALL: Still no trace of the home beacon.


(Bass sound rises to overwhelm audio and then drops out.)


BROWNBECK (screaming)


REINYER: Somebody help me hold her!


(Sound of struggle, grunts, cries of pain.)


BROWNBECK: It’s (unintelligible)! It’s going to tell me! Let me go! I have to know! (Unintelligible.)


MOSHIVE: Tell you what?


MARSHALL: Jesus, just let her go! We’re going to—


(Bass noise overwhelms audio.)


BROWNBECK: It knows! It knows! (Muffled cries.)


REINYER: That’s better. You hear that? The scuttling …


NGEDE: I hear it.


MOSHIVE: Load charges. Get those floodlights on.


TAKEDA: Got it.


NGEDE: Yes—


(Bass noise overwhelms audio.)


NGEDE: —EMF interference. Let’s get out of here. There’s a door ahead.


REINYER: I’m not going to be able to drag her over that bridge.


BROWNBECK: Back! We’re going the wrong way! It will tell me!


MOSHIVE: Leave her.


REINYER (yelps): She bit me!


TAKEDA: Wait, wait, above us—


(Bass noise overwhelms audio.)


(Sound of screaming, heavy panting, rips, tears and thumps. Discharge of electroguns.)


MOSHIVE: Here! Come here!


NGEDE: —can’t make it!


REINYER: God damn ugly smelly sons of bitches!


(Discharge of electroguns. Screaming. Clattering.)


TAKEDA: There’s another way here!


REINYER: Go! I’ll—


(Bass noise overwhelms audio.)


MOSHIVE’S LOG—MISSION TIME

######################


I keep telling myself there was nothing I could have done. Too many bots, not enough guns. I vomited all over my suit and I stink to high heaven with bot guts. I hope it’s all bot guts.


Somehow I made it back aboard Searcher. I’m the only one. But I can fly her myself if I have to. There’s nothing to be done. I can’t wait for Ngede and Takeda. I have to get out.


AUD#IO LOG--

MISSI*ON TIME ???<ERROR><ERROR>


TAKEDA: I can’t see anything.


NGEDE: Me neither. We must’ve been going closer to the center. Physics breaking down.


TAKEDA: So where do we go from here?


NGEDE: This is it. There’s nothing.


TAKEDA: I can hear it. It’s getting louder. It’s this way …


NGEDE: Take my hand, Takeda. Stay close.


MO)s(VE’S L_G—

MIScION T%IME????


Been flying up and down this shaft for miles. I can’t find anything. No tunnels. No exit. It should be here but it’s not. No signals. Nothing. Back and forth for hours and hours at top speed and there’s nothing here and I’m just wasting fuel.


I’ve got some coffee brewing and I’ve got the last five chapters of my book to finish. After that I’ve got one charge left in my gun. I’m going to die, I know. But I want to relax a little first.


AU*O L__________

MISS##?????????


NGEDE: Takeda?


TAKEDA: Yes?


NGEDE: I can’t feel anything.


TAKEDA: Where are you?


NGEDE: I’m here. But I can’t feel you. Takeda, I think I can hear it now.


TAKEDA: Where are you?


NGEDE: I’m—I can’t—I can’t feel myself.


TAKEDA: Keep it together, Ngede. Try and stay together. Remember … remember that double date we went on back at Orion Station?


NGEDE: You got the blonde and I got the brunette. Nice cozy little cantina there, had good margaritas.


TAKEDA: It wasn’t margaritas, it was manhattans.


NGEDE: Manhattans … yeah. That brunette could knock them back like water. What was her name … ?


TAKEDA: Mari.


NGEDE: God, she was hot. And then you had the bright idea of sneaking out of the station in a little four-seater shuttle so we could watch the magnetic storms over the planet.


TAKEDA: We had to pretend to be sober to get past security, and I was so afraid I’d start laughing and blow our cover. It was hard to calculate the trajectories while tipsy, but we did it.


NGEDE: It was so beautiful, big arcs of blue and green dancing over those swirling polar clouds. I took Mari’s hand and we watched together.


TAKEDA: And then the sun set and it was dark, and we could see the purple aurora reflected in the ocean.


NGEDE: Takeda … I …


TAKEDA: Ngede?


(Silence)


???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????


I can’t feel myself, I can’t see myself, I’m not even sure if I still exist, if I’m even typing this or if I’m just going through the reflexes but there’s nobody there. I don’t know if the world outside still exists. I don’t know how long I’ve been like this. It could be five minutes or a million years. This place is so old. No, old isn’t the word for it. I can hear it more clearly. This place has no age. No time. It exists both inside and outside. And the more I go inside the closer I get to the outside.


I can’t feel anything but I know I’m moving. Circling the center. I can’t walk away but I can’t get in either. Something is stopping me. But it seems to be getting weaker and weaker. Or maybe I’m changing. It says we/they can’t. The last remains. Not dead but unable to live. I know why I cannot feel myself. Why there is no light. No sound. They cannot live in it. Too vast to move through time.


I can hear it in my soul, so big and lonely. So close. They need me to do what they can’t. It happened and they cannot happen, they are beyond happening. They are eternally beyond. Our world grew around them but they cannot live in it. I do not know if I am we or me. All the lines are becoming unclear. Perhaps it is already done. Perhaps this is all that’s left. I will keep writing as long as I can but I don’t know if anyone will read it. If there’s even anything outside to read it.


I must do what we/they can’t. They can’t happen. I can cause to happen. They need me to do it. I am still me enough not to do it. I’ll try to stay together as long as I can. I don’t know how long that is. Instants are forevers here. Forevers are instants. I’ll keep writing. I’ll hold onto myself as long as I can. After that …


I don’t know.
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