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		Familiar Haunts

		 What, pray tell, is wrong with sequels? Just that they tend to be derivative, repetitive, and threaten the integrity of the original? Is that all that’s bothering you? I wouldn’t trouble your still-attached head with such worries, my friend!

		 A sequel is nothing but a particular kind of thought experiment, one that might turn out to be fun if you give it a chance. For one thing, whatever someone writes as a follow-up to the original, whether it’s the same author or a fan who writes it as a tribute, it need not retroactively contaminate the original tale. Don’t you see? It doesn’t ruin anything! The sequel presupposes and thus includes the original in its narrative universe, but the original does not include or presuppose the sequel! That is obvious enough, but some seem to think a sequel must control our reading of the original, since a sequel does indeed reinterpret the original—but only on its own horizon. It represents but one possible reading, rather like time travel fiction in which the future one visits turns out to be only one of several possible futures.

		 The point of a sequel is just to take a trip in the imagination back to familiar times and climes. It is plain that in August Derleth’s “The House on Curwen Street” author and readers alike are simply having fun reliving the original “The Shadow over Innsmouth.” It is not canonical in any sense. Reading Derleth’s story does not mean that the next time you read Lovecraft’s you are going to have to remind yourself of what happened subsequently in Derleth’s sequel. Has he hijacked the story for all future readers? No, of course not!

		 Once we’ve got that superficially plausible but actually ridiculous objection out of the way, wouldn’t you admit you were having at least a wee bit of fun traipsing around with Derleth through the familiar cobbled streets with bulging eyes peeping out at you from behind warped, shuttered windows? Naturally, you get much the same experience from simply waiting a while and rereading “The Shadow over Innsmouth” again. Agreed! I have long argued that rewriting Lovecraft stories by pastiching them is another way of rereading them. So be it!

		 Only the tales you are about to peruse here are not exactly pastiches. They do involve revisiting Lovecraftian locations. Some of them ask, “What might have happened next?” Others ask, “What else might have happened off stage during the action of the original story?” Even, “What other weird things might have happened in these places?” especially since HPL is always going on about previous witch-crazes in Arkham, common scandals in Dunwich, yearly festivals in Kingsport, etc.

		 And there are prequels: what on earth could have led to the situation described in this or that Lovecraft story? And, again, of course, none of the guesses thus offered are intended to control your reading of the original story next time you read it. That would be stupid. It’s just speculation, and to be enjoyed as such. Remember what Frank Miller answered a fan at a comics convention. The guy asked whether fans ought to take Batman: The Dark Knight Returns as canonical. Is that the future which Batman issues would now work toward? Miller replied, “It’s just a comic book! They’re just stories!”

		 Get ready, my friends, for a return voyage to Antarctica, Kingsport, Miskatonic University, the old Akeley farmstead, Yith, Egypt, Roman Britain, Hyperborea—and your worst nightmares!

		 Robert M. Price

		 Hierophant of the Horde

		 March 7, 2011

	

	 	
		 Richard Lupoff’s remarkable team, Abraham ben Zaccheus and John O’Leary, familiar-seeming characters you seem to think you remember from the pulps, yet fresh and new, especially in the sparkling humor, return here to battle the cosmic forces of evil anew. What strikes me most this time out is the sense that, as of a certain point in their journey from one geographical location to another, they have somehow swerved off into a zone of surreal dream, and from thence into nightmare. Over all depends an atmosphere of suspended natural law, of the reigning stillness between beats of the heart, something recalling Clark Ashton Smith or C.L. Moore. It is a great mastery.

		 THERE ARE KINGS

		 Richard A. Lupoff

		 Indeed, indeed there are kings. There are kings all over the world, you know. Some of them wear crowns and ermine robes, they sit on thrones and hold scepters when they’re at home in their palaces and when they travel about they ride in golden coaches.

		 I’ve seen pictures, indeed.

		 They sit in their palaces in Spain and Prussia and Rome and Rooshia. There’s the king of the Ottoman Empire, they call him a Sultan, and in India they call them Rogers and they have an emperor in China and another one in Japan. Oh, yes. I’ve seen pictures.

		 And there’s Edward Saxe-Coburg-Gotha the German libertine King of England sitting there in London and pretending to be King of Ireland. Let him think what he likes, the villain. Ireland has a king of her own, don’t you worry, and his time will come. Mayhap I’ll live to see an Irish king ruling from Dublin and mayhap I’ll be in my grave when he comes, but I have no doubt that he lives somewhere, and when the stars are right he will claim his throne and the Germans will haul their fat selves back to England where they belong.

		 I don’t know why the English want a German king anyway, but that’s their business. It is the Irish whose wants I care for, and the Irish want an Irish king!

		 Now Mr. Abraham ben Zaccheus, he’s another tale altogether. I give him the courtesy of calling him Mister because that’s his preference, but in my heart I know he’s a king. Mayhap he’s His Imperial and Apostolic Majesty, by the Grace of God, Emperor of Austria, King of Hungary and Bohemia, and a lot of other things, too, that he denies he is. I know that he is a Hebrew, and I know that Our Lord and Savior was the King of the Jews, by which I know is meant the Hebrews, and this gives me to wonder if King Abraham is not the King of the Jews in this, the blessed Twentieth Century, and he chooses to humble himself by pretending to be a plain Mister instead of an Imperial and Apostolic Majesty.

		 I would really not know.

		 But he says to me the other night not long after dinner, “John O’Leary,” he says, “John O’Leary, are you ready to take a little trip on the morrow?”

		 This is his way, is Abraham ben Zaccheus’s way. If he is a king he would simply command, would he not? and even if he is the plain citizen that he pretends to be, he is still my employer. He gives me room and board in his fine little house upon Rooshian Hill and he pays me a handsome salary each week in silver and gold. He could simply say, “John, get yourself ready to leave in the morning,” but that is not his way.

		 So I says, “At your service, Your Majesty,” and he says, “Stop that, please, just call me Abraham,” and I says, “Whatever Your Majesty commands, Abraham.”

		 And I wink at my employer and he winks at me.

		 We’re sitting in his comfortable parlor. Abraham, a wider man than I and sporting as he does a spade-shaped beard and a comfortable corporation beneath his vest, is settled upon the horsehair couch. I, a taller man than he and somewhat narrower in the fundament, am at home in the easy chair. Between us on the polished low table is a bottle of fine dry sherry and a plate of sponge-cake, the latter baked by Abraham’s housekeeper Chang Chu-Mei, a plump and pleasant lady of the Chinee persuasion.

		 For reasons of his own, I am sure good and sufficient reasons, Abraham chose not to speak of where I was to go in the morning, nor of whether I was to proceed on my lonesome or with company. Instead, he delivered himself of a disquisition on the subject of gods and demons, of priests and saints, some of which I understood and some of which I did not, the all punctuated by regular refilling of our glasses from the golden store.

		 When the great clock which stood against the red-flocked wall of Abraham’s sitting room struck one he blinked and said to me, “John, I’ve talked too long and said too little. We need our rest. Get to your room and I shall get to mine, and we assemble for an early breakfast if you please.”

		 As I got to my feet he added, “Dress warmly in the morning, John O’Leary.”

	 	 And I said I would, as if one would dress any other way in the first days of January in this fine city of San Francisco.

		 I retired and slept the sleep of the somewhat innocent, in my dreams returning to Kilkee as I often do, to my friends Shane Galloway and Rogan Doherty and Seamus McCarthy and Malachy Teague, to Glenna Lynch who taught me a thing or two about her gender and to Maeve Corrigan whom I loved dearly until an Englishman’s horse kicked her in the head and we buried her behind St. Padraic’s Church so long ago.

		 And in the morning King Abraham’s housekeeper the estimable Chang Chu-Mei was ready for us with coffee and juice and eggs and sourdough bread toasted atop the woodstove. Abraham pulled a timepiece from the belly pocket of his vest and after consulting it said, “We’d best make haste, John, we’ve a long journey ahead of us this day.”

		 Chang Chu-Mei had packed a carpet bag for Abraham and a valise for myself. They stood beside the door and as we exited the house Abraham exchanged a few words with the housekeeper in her own tongue, which talent never ceases to amaze me. Many a hint has Abraham dropped into our chats about the places he has visited, be they the steppes of Rooshia or the high town of Lhasa in distant Tibet, but how old he is and how many lands he has seen I cannot tell you.

		 It was a journey indeed, by Mr. Halliday’s wondrous cable car to the pier, by ferry to the fine town of Oak-Land, and thence by the Central Pacific Railroad’s comfortable service eastward.

		 Abraham was not inclined to converse as our train made its way through delta and farmland. I whiled away the time reading one of the fine novels of Mr. William Westall which I had procured at a shop on Taylor Street in San Francisco. It was The Phantom City, a Volcanic Romance, and it served well to while away the hours. At the same time Abraham occupied himself with a heavy volume he had brought from his own library. I would tell you its name but it was one of those odd books the writing of which was in some alphabet we never learned in Kilkee. I think Abraham might have brought that book back from one of his adventures, written by some ancient hand long ago in the mountains of Tibet or in some pillared city in Araby.

		 After passing the city of Sacramento where Governor Henry Gage reigns in splendor, our train began its climb through the wondrous Sierras, a range of mountains as beautiful as any in the world. As we rose toward the town of Auburn the graceful pines that covered the slopes began to show signs of the winter’s snows.

		 The Central Pacific furnishes its trains with dining cars where they serve as fine a cuisine as any restaurant. I found myself wondering if the estimable Chang Chu-Mei had packed sandwiches for Abraham and myself, but to my great pleasure Abraham suggested that we hie ourselves to the dining car, where we put away a delightful repast of fresh trout and tiny potatoes, accompanied by an adequate bottle of local origin.

		 Night was falling when we debarked at the town of Truckee. A porter transferred Abraham’s carpet bag and my valise to the care of the Lake Tahoe Railway and Transportation Company, and after a shorter and less comfortable train ride we found ourselves transferring yet again, to a horse-drawn station wagon that carried us to the Tahoe Tavern. Ah, a lovely establishment that was, as if a giant had ordered built a rustic cabin for himself, only to change his mind and command that it be furnished with the luxury of a grand hotel.

		 Aye, and Abraham and I found ourselves shortly escorted to the great dining room of the establishment. Formally clad waiters took our order, and elegantly gowned ladies and nicely tailored gentlemen sat at tables surrounding ours. Imagine, imagine, a Hebrew and an Irishman dining off white linen and transparent china, surrounded by such aristocracy. This America is a wondrous land! The repast was splendid, a fillet of local piscines accompanied by a good wine, followed by a tasty nightcap in the saloon.

		 At one point during the meal I had discovered two ladies seated without companions at a nearby table watching Abraham and myself. They were gowned and hatted as would befit persons of quality, and I detected the younger of the two sending an appraising glance my way. I responded with a merry wink, and was rewarded with a charming blush.

		 Ah, there is no sight more charming than that of a lady in pleased repose, her hair on her pillow, spread about her face like a saint’s halo in a stained glass window.

		 Later I lay abed, the curtains pulled back and the night sky showing an array of splendor such as I could recall never having seen in my life. The stars were brilliant, the Milky Way seemed to flow across the heavens like a river of lights, and the reflected light of the moon peered just over the peak of a snow-covered mountain turning the snow-covered surrounding lawns and woods into an artist’s dream.

		 It was a sheer startlement to me when I felt my shoulder grasped by a strong hand. I had not realized that I had fallen asleep, but I looked up and recognized King Abraham leaning over me, his finger pressed to his lips to indicate the need for silence. I blinked and sat up, rubbing the slumber from my eyes. I whispered, “What is it, Abraham? What time is it?”

		 “Time for us to be about our work, John O’Leary. Climb into your warmest clothing, and be quick, please.”

		 In minutes we were outside the Tahoe Tavern. The moon had risen higher into the sky and its brilliant light reflecting off a fresh fall of snow made the world as bright as day, but a day to which the white earth and the black sky with its twinkling stars and glaring moon lent a weird unreality.

		 Once we were out of earshot of the Tavern, Abraham halted and fixed me with an earnest look. His eyes seemed larger and darker than ever I had seen them. “You’ve been a patient man, John O’Leary. You’ve surely wondered why we are here.”

		 “Indeed I have, Your Majesty.”

		 A hint of a suggestion of a grin whipped across his face but he made no mention of my addressing him by a title of royalty.

		 He said, “We’ve a walk ahead of us. I’ll tell you something of our purpose here as we proceed.”

		 He was a man of his word, was Abraham ben Zaccheus. We were both equipped with heavy boots. I wore two layers of warm stocking beneath my own, and I should have thought Abraham was similarly attired in the pedal department. We both wore heavy gloves and warm hats. The air was cold but so clean and dry after the night’s snowfall that it provided great stimulation and refreshment.

		 “There is a Chinee village not far from here,” Abraham told me. “The Chinee arrived as laborers, imported to work on the railroads in California. But the workers were all male, and the authorities chose to exclude their women so as to prevent our state from being overwhelmed by a horde of yellow barbarians.”

		 “I did not know that.”

		 “Few do. And a small number of Chinee women have found one way or another to enter California. My housekeeper, Chang Chu-Mei, is one such. There are now thriving Chinee communities in this state. These people will not die.”

		 We passed beneath a tall tree at this point. A soft breeze swept snow off its branches and needles, and Abraham and I found ourselves beneath a new snowfall. We continued walking. Abraham continued his explanation.

		 “The village of which I spoke, however, remained entirely male. With the passing years some of its members have left for other communities. Those who stayed behind grew old and one by one went to their rewards. In due course there were only two men left in the village. They were brothers. One was a Buddhist priest. The other had been a chef and he continued to cook for the two of them. One of them was one hundred four years old; the other, one hundred two. Neither knew which was the older. Each insisted that it was he.”

		 We had emerged from beneath a stand of fir trees and halted on a snow-covered slope. Ahead I saw a pitiable collection of wooden shanties. Smoke arose from a stove-pipe that poked through a thin layer of snow atop one of them, a ramshackle structure that looked little more than a shed.

		 “A few days ago, one of the brothers died. The one who had cooked for them. I was summoned by the surviving brother. I asked you to accompany me, John O’Leary, for I need your support. You are strong, you have courage and your heart is pure.”

		 “Abraham,” I confessed, “I’m not above a dalliance now and then, and I’ve put my fist through the belly of many a rascal.”

		 He ignored my words, so I took my courage in hand and asked, “How were you summoned, Abraham?”

		 To this he only shook his head. He crooked his finger at me as best he could through the thick glove that covered his hand. We tramped onward through the fresh snow. The great dark lake loomed at the bottom of the slope.

		 When we reached the hut with the stove-pipe Abraham knocked on the door and spoke briefly in the language I recognized, now, from his conversations with Chang Chu-Mei. The response from inside was a murmur so low that I was not sure I heard it at all. Abraham lowered his head and mumbled a few more words that I did not understand. He pushed the door open and stepped into the hut.

		 I followed him.

		 An iron stove must have warmed the hut somewhat, but I felt no less cold inside than I had outside. I shoved the door to, behind me. Embers glowed in the stove; through openings in its door they cast flickering light into the room.

		 Sitting cross-legged facing the stove was the oldest man I had ever clapped eyes on. His head was bare and his skull was shaved. He wore a long scraggly beard. He was wrapped in a robe that looked like the toga Julius Caesar himself wore in the history book Father Phinean taught us from back in Kilkee.

		 The old man’s eyes were open and bright with life and with the reflected glare of the embers. He smiled ever so slightly at Abraham, then sighed and closed his eyes and his soul was gone. Gone to wherever souls go. Ah, if I’d expressed that doubt back in Kilkee, Father Phinean would have clouted me for it, but here in America one is free to think what he thinks and to ask what he asks, is he not?

		 King Abraham leaned over the old man and drew his eyelids down over his eyes. Then he leaned farther and pressed his lips to the cold brow of the dead priest. He straightened, then, and nodded solemnly, and said, “This is why we are here, John O’Leary.”

		 “To bury this man?” I asked.

		 “No. Others will tend to that, and the body matters not in any case, John. You’ve much to learn.”

		 Oh, I knew that. He was telling me nothing new.

		 “This is very bad. This is why we are here.”

		 So saying, His Imperial and Apostolic Majesty King Abraham indicated a thing that the old man had held in his two hands. Even in death he held it, nor did Abraham ben Zaccheus touch it at that moment.

		 It was a statue, some seven or eight inches high. It seemed made of stone, but so cunningly done that it could have been a real, living thing. In the red glow of the embers from the old man’s stove, its color might have been purple or blue or gray, I could not tell.

		 I moved my hand toward it but to my great surprise Abraham struck me aside. He had never struck me before and I stood waiting for him to explain.

		 “For the good of your soul, John, do not touch that thing. Your thick gloves may offer some small protection, but you would regret for all your days if you touched it.”

		 “But the old man is holding it,” I replied.

		 “The old man studied for a hundred years, John. He could work wonders that even I could only marvel at. He could handle the statue, but you dare not, believe me.”

		 He looked around the inside of the hut until he found an old wooden box that must once have held raw victuals. He placed the box beneath the statue and carefully pried the old man’s hands apart. With a dull thud the statue fell into the box. Abraham drew a bandanna from a pocket of his heavy coat and covered the statue. Then he rose to his feet and proceeded toward the door. He held the wooden box in both his arms. I leaped ahead and cleared the way for him.

		 We walked from the hut, from the Chinee village, now left without a single inhabitant. At length Abraham halted and knelt in the snow. He laid the box on the cold snow. He uncovered the statue. Now, in the glare of the full moon, I could see it properly, and wish I had not. It was the foulest, evilest thing I have ever beheld. It looked a little like a man, but its head was something like that of a squid, like they sell on the wharfs in San Francisco. Its face was horrid to behold, a mass of feelers, and its body was all scaly and rubbery looking. It had arms and legs something like a man’s but more like a frog’s, with prodigious claws on its fingers and toes. Its shoulders sprouted long, narrow wings that it might have used to fly through the air like a bat or through the sea like a devilray. It squatted on a rectangular block or pedestal covered with characters in some script that no human mind had ever imagined.

		 “Now, John O’Leary,” Abraham said to me, “now you know. Now you know what evil truly is.” He covered the statue once more. He stood then, and told me to take the box but not to touch the statue itself.

		 We had cast our shadows in the moonlight, so dark against the pale snow that they seemed almost blue. But there was a crack from behind us and the snow around our shadows became suddenly orange. I turned and saw that the old man’s hut had burst into flames. As Abraham and I watched, the conflagration spread to the other shacks in the Chinee village, and in the wink of an eye the village was no more.

		 “As well,” Abraham said. “It’s as well. Come now, our night’s work is just beginning.”

		 He led me through more stands of trees and more snow-covered hillsides until I had no idea where I was, save that the moon remained a bright lantern among the stars and the lake a dark presence. I wondered that it was not frozen in this cold winter, but there was no white on its face except for the reflection of the moon. I was inclined to ask Abraham where we were going but a single look at his face, his great dark eyes and spade-shaped beard streaked with white, told me that I would receive no answer and that it were best to hold my tongue.

		 At length Abraham halted and laid a thick-gloved hand on my elbow. With his other hand he pointed to still another village. This one was made of Indian tents. I’d seen others on the Great Plains on my way to California, but this was the closest I had ever been to them. The camp looked newer and more prosperous than the dying Chinee village that now smoldered far behind us on the snowy hillside.

		 “The Washoes.”

		 I asked what he meant.

		 “The Washoes,” he repeated. “They lived here before the white man came. They named the lake, although the white man’s name for it, Tahoe, is a corruption of the Washoe name. He nodded toward the village and said, “Stay with me but do not put down your burden, and do not let the covering come from off the statue.”

		 Ah, I was not so happy to hold onto that statue, but I was more than happy to leave it covered by Abraham’s bandanna.

		 Abraham went to the largest tent in the camp. He motioned me to stay outside while he went inside and conferred. I heard his voice, and others, but the language was a new one to me. Surely it was not Chinee.

		 After a time Abraham came back out of the tent. A tall fellow followed him, his hair long and black, his face like a hawk’s. He ignored me. He went to a couple of other tents and got a man out of each. He had to be a chief, that was clear. You see, there are kings everywhere. On Rooshian Hill, Abraham was king. Here, the chief was king. I know I said that Indian kings are called Rogers, but this was a different kind of Indian. These kings are called chiefs.

		 The chief spoke to his men in their language, and then Abraham spoke to them some more in their language, and then we set off down the hillside, through the snow, toward the black lake. I carried the box with that statue in it. For a piece of stone seven or eight inches tall and carved to look like a squid-bat-fish-man, it was heavier than it had any right to be and it kept getting heavier and heavier as we walked.

		 At last we reached the lake. The Washoes had boats there, flat-bottomed, square-prowed wooden things that would hardly draw any water. Nobody spoke, nor was there any need for anybody to speak. Abraham and I climbed into the boat and sat ourselves down. There were no seats in the boat, just the flat wooden floor or hull or whatever they call boat bottoms, and we sat there, Abraham facing front and me sitting behind him. The Washoes climbed in behind us and pushed off from shore and started to paddle.

		 This was the strangest thing I had ever seen.

		 I looked over the edge of the boat and the water was so clear I couldn’t see it at all. We seemed to be floating in air, propelled by the Washoes’ paddles. The moonlight was so bright, the water so pure, I thought we were flying over the lake bottom.

		 And then I saw fish swimming beneath us. Gray Mackinaw and speckled rainbow trout, Kokanee salmon with their fancy red scales and cutthroats with their scales striped like tigers and spotted like leopards, and other things, great turtles, and less wholesome things, things with tentacles and claws and feelers like the ones that the little statue had on its face.

		 I felt something strike my face and thought it was burning me like acid until I realized that it was only water. It was water, splashed by one of the Washoes’ paddles, so cold that my face didn’t know whether it was scalding or freezing.

		 Nocturnal birds flew overhead casting their shadows on the lake that seemed to crawl along the bed, and then a great bird that shut us from the light of the moon and put us in total darkness for a moment until it passed off into the night. I watched it, a black, soaring shape that disappeared into the snow- and forest-covered mountains.

		 At last Abraham spoke, a single word in the Washoe language. I cannot repeat it, it was so strange my tongue won’t get around it, but the Washoes dug their paddles into the clear water and our flat-bottomed boat glided to a halt.

		 And now the strangeness of the night became more strange and more strange yet.

		 Abraham stood up in the boat and signaled me to do likewise. I got carefully to my feet, not wishing to tip the boat and throw us all into the cold lake.

		 Before I could stop him, Abraham put one foot over the side of the boat and balanced carefully, one foot on the water and the other in the boat. And then he lifted his other foot, carefully but without hesitating, and he put it over the side as well, and stood beside the boat. Yes, he stood on the water.

		 He smiled at me and he held out one hand and I knew what he wanted me to do. I stood up and held the box in one hand and reached for him with the other, and when he took my hand I stepped over the side of the boat and stood beside Abraham ben Zaccheus the Hebrew King.

		 The Washoes paddled past us and I watched them swing their little flat-bottomed boat in a circle and head back for the shore.

		 The moon above looked as bright as the sun. The lake beneath our feet was clear and we could see the fishes and the other creatures going about their business, although one of the things with tentacles seemed to be awaiting a special treat.

		 The box with the statue in it seemed so heavy, I was not sure how much longer I could hold it. If I put it down would it float? Would it be carried away? Would it come to the shore and be hidden there, like little Moses in the bulrushes where Pharaoh’s daughter found him so very long ago?

		 It grew suddenly dark again, and I looked up and saw that black shape pass across the face of the moon once again. I was not so sure, this time, that it was a bird.

		 Abraham reached with his free hand and jerked the bandanna from the stone statue in the box. I saw him tuck the bandanna back into his pocket. He released my hand with his, and I stood there on the water, wondering if this was the work of the Holy Spirit.

		 I looked down at the water and thought that it was invisible, and that the Holy Spirit was invisible, as well. The Holy Ghost. The greatest mystery, I had always believed, in the great mystery of the Holy Trinity.

		 That was another question that had got me a good clout from Father Phinean. Our priest was teaching us that God could do anything at all. There were no limits to His power. It was called arm-nippy-tents.

		 No limits? No limits at all?

		 No limits. That’s what arm-nippy-tents means, you nasty boy, John O’Leary.

		 Could He make me invisible, Father?

		 Now what did I tell you, John? God can do anything. Of course He could make you invisible.

		 But then He couldn’t see me, could He, Father?

		 He could if He wanted to.

		 But what if He wanted to make me so invisible even He couldn’t see me, Father?

		 And why would He want to do such a ridiculous thing?

		 Well, Father, I don’t know why, but what if He wanted to, could he make me so invisible He couldn’t see me even if He wanted to see me?

		 Oh, Father Phinean looked flustered. He just about foamed at the mouth, he did. And then, ah, you know what happened then, don’t you?

		 Of course you do.

		 The water must have been mightily cold, I marveled that it hadn’t frozen over. There were flakes of snow whipping through the air, and back on the shore I could see some bits of orange where the Chinee village had burned and farther away the lights of the Tahoe Tavern, but here on the lake itself Abraham ben Zaccheus was standing as calm and steady as a bishop giving Holy Communion and I was standing there with him wondering what was keeping me from plunging straight down into that black, frigid body of water.

		 King Abraham pulled his thick winter gloves from his hands and shoved the gloves inside his coat. He reached for the stone statue in the box and grasped it with both hands and lifted it above his head.

		 The giant bird took another pass across the face of the moon and for just a moment we were in darkness there on the face of the lake, the only light the distant tavern and the Chinee village and the shining stars of the galaxy overhead. Then the statue flared with a light all its own. It sizzled there in Abraham’s hands, held above Abraham’s head, and then as if it had a life of its own it pulled itself forward and tipped head downward and dived straight down into the water, pulling Abraham and me behind it.

		 As we hit the face of the lake it began to swirl and churn like the water in a wash-tub when the washer-woman pulls the plug. That glowing statue, I would tell you the color it glowed but it was something I had never in my life seen before and I can’t to this day put a name to it, that statue pulled us along behind it, swirling and swooping in a cold whirlpool, round and round, the only light the statue’s glow. I looked over my shoulder and saw a tunnel through the water above us and the black sky and dancing stars at its end. I looked down and saw the waters opening before us like the Red Sea opening for the Children of Israel and I let go a prayer that we wouldn’t wind up like Pharaoh’s army.

		 There was a roaring in my ears and a great pinwheel of stars ahead of me and then with a thump we landed, Abraham and yours truly, standing there on a rocky plain surrounded by that whirling, roaring, funnel of water. A great fish whipped past and then one of those horrid things with the feelers and claws, distant relatives, I think, of the ugly thing that I’d carried from the Chinee village in a wooden box.

		 The statue had landed with us and stood tilted a bit from the upright on its base. In front of us was something like nothing my eyes had ever before beheld. I could call it a city but it was like no city I’d ever seen, not Dublin nor London, England, nor Boston nor Chicago nor San Francisco. No, not even like the cities I’d seen only in pictures, not even the pillars and hanging gardens of Babylon or the pyramids and the Sphinx of Aegypt.

		 It hurt my eyes just to look at the city, and my stomach churned when I tried to understand its angles and its shapes. It wasn’t the way a city should be. I couldn’t tell what was wrong with it. The closest I can come is to say it was crooked, but it wasn’t exactly that either. It was just wrong.

		 But it was little. It was like a tiny town set up in the window of Gump’s Department Store on Post Street in San Francisco. The children would come to see that for a Christmas treat, and their parents would see the joy in their faces and it brought tears to my eyes when I thought that if Maeve Corrigan hadn’t been kicked in the head by a cursed Englishman’s horse we might have married when she was grown and had kiddies of our own that we could show a miniature city at Christmas-time. There would be tiny houses and little trees and shops and mayhap even a miniature St. Padraic’s. There would be tiny horses and sleighs, and a pond made of a mirror surrounded by white cotton snow.

		 Abraham was tugging at my sleeve. The village was growing before our eyes or we were shrinking, I could not tell. The thing on the statue was as tall as a man now or taller, or mayhap it was that Abraham and I had shriveled down to six inches or so of height so we were not even as tall as it.

		 The thing climbed down off its pedestal and began flopping and hopping across the black stone like a creature part frog and part fish, part squid and part man. The feelers that were its face were writhing and whipping like living things, and it was making a sound with what had to pass for its mouth that was fit neither for man nor beast nor anything else made by the loving God but only for something that crawled out of the pit of Gehenna to work a mission of damnation on the world.

		 The thing flopped through thoroughfares between horrid crooked blocks of spongy material that sagged and dripped like to make me puke back the fine meal I’d last consumed at the Tahoe Tavern. There was a stench in the air, and each step Abraham took or did I sent up a wet, squelching sound. Our footing had been solid black rock but now it, too, was spongy and unpleasant, as if the ground itself had become a greedy, living thing that with each step wanted to take hold on your foot and draw you down to a wet, dark, slimy Hell.

		 There was not a soul to be seen in the street, if this could be called a street, but there were sounds in the city that I would never wish to hear again if I live as long as Methuselah. There was a distant, watery chanting and the horrid, flopping thing moved faster, as if it couldn’t wait to get to its destination.

		 At length we came to a great building that must have been a temple. It had columns outside and pilasters and a tall, frightening roof. I felt cold at its very sight and wanted to halt, but Abraham tugged me along and I was barely able to lift my boots from the hungry, sucking stuff we were walking upon.

		 The temple itself was filled with a congregation of thousands. I could scarcely believe my eyes. They were humans of a sort, some of them, but not proper humans. They were misshapen things, some with blank spaces where eyes should have been, some with broad, thin-lipped mouths that showed rows of glittering, triangular teeth when they opened them to hiss. There were some with scaly skins, or skins of a color no proper human had ever sported, or with horrid, flattened heads that would leave little room for a brain, or with eyes in the palms of their hands that they held up and pointed at us as we followed the thing that had been a statue toward the front of their temple.

		 The thing pulled itself up onto a dais and turned to face the room. The throng assembled sent up a chant, horrid, discordant words in a language that deserved to be blasted from all human recollection, and then the beast before them seemed to swell, its belly like the obscene womb of a monstrous Madonna preparing to give birth to, I swear it, naught less than the anti-Christ itself.

		 As the thousands chanted, the monstrosity reared back on its clawed legs and spread its scaly wings with a terrible snap! that sent a fetid wind that was a stench in my nostrils and that stung my eyes like acid. It began to sing and the sound of its voice, unbearably lovely, yes, lovely, was more than I could tolerate.

		 I launched myself at it then, prepared to tear that horrid thing to bits with my bare hands, to rip out its throat with my very teeth as some ancestor of mine prowling the woods of ancient Ireland might have torn out the throat of some half-human monstrosity.

		 And then, suddenly, all was well. I might have seen the thing reach out to me with its slimy feelers but in the instant that it touched my flesh I was all right. It was as if I were a babe once more, and the thing holding me was nestling me like a loving mother. It touched my face. I looked up at it and it looked down at me, and I saw love in its eyes, and peace. I saw that tiny village with its little wooden horses pulling little painted wagons, its mirror lake and cotton snow, and children playing.

		 There were children playing. They were running and sliding on the ice, throwing snow at one another, and someone had built a snowman beside the lake and stuck a carrot for its nose and an old hat atop its head. A few flakes were falling and we were shouting and joking, Rogan and Seamus and Malachy, Shane Galloway and Glenna Lynch and Maeve, and I ran across the ice to Maeve and took her in my arms and kissed her and she laughed and pushed me away and scolded me for behaving like a masher and a voice was sounding far away only to come closer.

		 A voice.

		 It was reciting, and it had a religious tone to it. I wondered if it was Father Phinean come to warn us all that the day was growing late and it was time to head to our homes so our fathers and mothers wouldn’t worry too much about us.

		 But it wasn’t Father Phinean’s voice, it was another voice, and each word struck me like a hammer blow.

		 Aa!

		 Aah!

		 Aalu!

		 Ab!

		 Abaddon!

		 Abaris!

		 I knew now what the voice was speaking.

		 Abdiel!

		 Abelios!

		 Abellio!

		 Abeona!

		 I knew, and each word was like the blow of a hammer upon my skull. It was a pain inside my mind and inside my soul, a searing fiery pain and yet I knew that someone was struggling to save me.

		 I heard the chanting that had welcomed our little procession into the temple, and the song of the monster, its voice as dear as a mother’s, its song as sweet as a lullaby, and I was drawn to it once more, drawn into peace and contentment and darkness.

		 But the other voice persisted.

		 Abog!

		 Abracadabra!

		 Abraxas!

		 Abundantia!

		 Someone was reciting the names of the gods.

		 Acheloüs!

		 Acheron!

		 Achilles!

		 Achor!

		 They were gods of good and gods of evil, gods of the Greeks and of the Romans, the Cretans and the Persians. They were pulling me away from the darkness and the foul joy that the monster offered me. I felt the monster’s squidlike tentacles draw my face into it, and I was lifted up the tunnel of water and into the black sky a million miles from Earth.

		 I saw stars and comets. I saw creatures that could travel between the worlds and between the suns. Creatures that looked like insects or like worms, like great whales that swam in the very emptiness of space, like flying cones with starshaped heads and a million tentacles trailing behind them for millions of miles. I could be one of them, something whispered to me, I could live with them forever. I could give them the Earth and they could come there and feast on Men, not on their flesh but on their minds.

		 Kalki!

		 Kalma!

		 Kama!

		 Kami!

		 Kamui!

		 Kari!

		 Karttikeya!

		 Gods of Japan. Gods of India. Gods of Africa. Gods of the people.

		 Xilonen!

		 Xipetotec!

		 Xochiquetzal!

		 Yahweh!

		 The monster–mother–mother–monster–monster–mother shuddered.

		 Yahweh! the voice repeated. Yahweh! Yahweh!

		 There was a horrid bubbling and burbling. My face and then my entire body felt as if I were being bathed in boiling, burning mud. I opened my eyes and saw the face of the monster as it flung me from it, flung me at Abraham ben Zaccheus.

		 Around us the temple was shrinking, the worshippers fleeing for their lives. The monster that had held me in its claws was shriveling, shriveling, diminishing until it was only seven or eight inches tall, and slumped back onto a little square pedestal where it crouched, its wings folded behind its back, its elbows resting wearily on its knees.

		 There are kings everywhere, God the King of Universe and for all my money this thing, this monstrous lovely terrible little statue was the King of Hell.

		 The sucking, spongy stuff beneath our feet began to churn and suck the dreadful things down into the blackness and the muck that lay below the lake, but Abraham ben Zaccheus and John O’Leary did not go below with those things.

		 With a rending sound Abraham and I burst through the roof of the temple. The city lay in ruins around our booted feet, a city no larger than the Christmas scene on display on Post Street for the pleasure of the city’s children.

		 Propelled by some invisible force, Abraham ben Zaccheus and I rushed upward through the swirling whirlpool. Luminous fish stared at us with their great eyes, turtles swam by, the shape of their mouths making them seem to laugh at our plight.

		 We flew into the air, then fell back, shattering the smooth surface of the lake. Behind us, the whirlpool slowed and filled in and disappeared. Above us the night had passed, the breeze brought a few stray snowflakes into our faces. The sun was high overhead, and bright and clean.

		 A flat-bottomed boat stood nearby. Washoe Indians paddled it toward us, helped us carefully over the gunwales so as not to swamp the little boat, then headed back toward shore.

		 The Tahoe Tavern was bustling with fine visitors from Reno to the East, Sacramento and even distant San Francisco to the West. I hoped the management had saved our room. I hoped that my new friend was still staying at the Tavern. I wondered whether I ought to tell her my story, and whether she would believe it if I did.

	

	 	
		 Is a sequel ever more than a mere curiosity? Can it ever actually carry the story further? Or, better yet, return to the original story’s well of inspiration and drink deeply again? If it does, if a genuinely new and original tale is the result, I suppose it cannot even be called a sequel. That is the pleasant dilemma presented us by this story of Darrell Schweitzer. All right, I will admit, it bears a bit more explicit connection to Lovecraft’s “The Whisperer in Darkness” than that story does to its own predecessor, Machen’s The Novel of the Black Seal, but it does start over with its own dose of autonomous awe. It reminds me of Akeley’s cosmology, learned from his crustacean informants: the story is a kind of bubble universe adjacent to Lovecraft’s and Machen’s, and reflecting them, but self-contained, with a luxuriant garden of wonders all its own.

    Envy, the Gardens of Ynath, and the Sin of Cain

		 Darrell Schweitzer

		 Justin Noyes, this is for you. Some of it is the work of the imagination, the paradox being that only the imagined parts are purely true, for the rest is clouded by passion, by memory, by human consciousness. I do not think you will ever understand. But bear with me. Remember that we used to be friends once.

		 * * * * *

		 When they first take me, there is that moment of unbearable pain, as the limbs, or tendrils, or whatever they are penetrate the skull. I more sense than actually see the great bodies hovering above me in the air. They seem to condense out of nothingness. Then the hard, sharp claws take hold, and I am pierced; but numbness soon follows as if some intensely cold fluid were pouring down into my body. I barely feel the alien limbs sliding down through my neck, into my spinal cord. They have control of my nervous system now. I feel something seize hold firmly under the arms from inside my own body and then I am well into the air. The great wings spread above, not so much flapping as vibrating in some way human senses cannot quite follow, some way that defies gravity.

		 Inevitably, I look down. The ground falls away swiftly now, like in a rocket launch, only I don’t feel any acceleration, only the cold, and then not even that. Somewhere along the way I have stopped breathing, but I don’t feel that either.

		 The ground falls away, then the Earth. The curved edge is clearly visible, and the terminator between night and day. The roaring in my ears becomes utter silence, and there are stars everywhere, brilliant, unflickering.

		 There’s a glimpse of a crescent Moon. My captors pull away from the Sun, into the eternal darkness. The stars. The darkness. Silence. All is abstraction, my body a speck, a mote, something I can barely remember. If I look down, I might see my legs and feet trailing against the starfields.

		 Or nothing. It is like a long dream.

		 It has only begun.

		 * * * * *

		 Justin, you couldn’t possibly have known, when I finally walked up the dirt path to that Vermont farmhouse, “the old Akeley place” as I had heard it called in my childhood; as I clambered up over the stones because the road was long since washed out and impassible; you couldn’t possibly have known how far I had come, not merely in miles, which was no more than the distance between New York and Brattleboro, but the distance in my life itself, midway in the course of which, as Dante so aptly put it, I wandered into a darkened wood and became lost.

		 I knocked on the door. There were no lights. The night was very, very dark, as only a Vermont night can be when there is no moon.

		 I knocked again. The door opened. There you were holding a barely flickering kerosene lantern. You stared up at the brilliant stars. I turned to look, too. They were very beautiful, yes, but you and I both knew how to look at them and see them as something more. I was afraid, I admit. I think you were, too.

		 You just stood there. I leaned against the doorway and shook a rock out of my shoe.

		 “Hello again at last,” I said.

		 You stood there.

		 “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

		 You seemed to come back to yourself, from somewhere else.

		 “Oh, it’s you, Opie.”

		 “You still call me that.”

		 “You still are that.”

		 * * * * *

		 Justin, when we first met, in college, I was a naive 18-year-old freshman from rural Ass-End-Of-Nowhere (Vermont) and you were the epitome of all that was urban and sophisticated and dangerously decadent, not to mention two years older than me. Oh, I knew you slightly when you used to sit around the offices of Villanova University’s literary magazine, The Lynx, and expostulate on art or the meaning of life or the mysteries of the universe, or whatever you were into that week. I was just one of the audience, perhaps its most uncritical member. I didn’t know much about you. You were rumored to be rich. They said your father had started a cult back in the ‘50s, then died, mysteriously, which only made you all the more mysterious. They said you were a writer, maybe a philosopher. I remember that I admired your poetry, too, which somebody called Baudelairean. I remember how I laughed, then puzzled over your line, “Evil is just a passing fad.” It was then that you noticed me for the first time and pointed right at me and said, “So, get it printed on a t-shirt.”

		 I probably would have if I’d known how.

		 But I didn’t know very much then. I was the sort of boy who was beaten up by underclassmen in high school, laughed at because I read odd books and entertained odd ideas (however furtively), largely ignored by my family; and at that age I was looking hard for someone to follow, a mentor of any sort, who would take me under his wing and recognize my special talents (assuming that I had any) and tell me the secret of how everything worked, so I could avoid pain.

		 And there you were.

		 Then you literally grabbed me by the scruff of the neck as if I were a kitten and dragged me up the stairs into your oh-so exclusive private dorm room on the third floor, which you shared with, I think, nobody. It fit. I mean, you were special, with connections, or something. You dragged me up and all sorts of crazy thoughts went through my head, up to and including thoughts of the loss of my precious virginity, not that I could necessarily even formulate the phrase “homosexual encounter,” and of course later I understood how fantastic (and stupid) it was to imagine that you would ever descend to the earthly plane of carnality at all. But, yeah, the dread was there and also a kind of expectation, as if yes, you finally were singling me out for something special.

		 So up we went, and I fluttered and babbled nonsense and struggled to avoid tripping or dropping my textbooks.

		 You let go of me, and with a melodramatic flourish got out a key.

		 “Opie, I want to show you something.”

		 “But my name’s Brian.”

		 “I think of you as Opie, from Mayberry, The Andy Griffith Show, the nice, simple Southern country kid—”

		 “But I’m from Vermont.”

		 “Aw jeepers —” You laughed and turned the key, then looked down at me. It helped, for dramatic effect, that you were more than a head taller than me and maybe seventy pounds heavier. “Opie, I want you to take a look at this—”

		 You swung the door open, and I let out a gasp and unconsciously or masochistically or whatever, I really did exclaim, “Jeepers!” (because I knew you wanted me to) when you flicked on the light and I saw that the room was filled with some of the most amazing artwork I had ever seen or ever hoped to see. Did you know, even then—yes, I suppose you did, because you seemed to know everything about me, about everyone—did you know that I was trying to be a painter myself, and taking all sorts of art classes and getting nowhere? The kindest thing one of my teachers said, after looking at my attempts at landscapes, was, “Mr. Simmons, you might become a decent cartoonist. Think of Charles Schulz or whoever draws Miss Peach.”

		 But here—

		 “Jeepers…”

		 Here in brilliantly subtle, bold colors were landscapes or cityscapes, but depicting no scenes anyone had ever beheld on this Earth, strange jungles of pale, glowing tree-like growths and vines like living ice that hung from the sides of black towers that reached up into an equally black sky, where no sun shone, and the stars did not seem quite right, somehow. Words cannot begin to capture the power of the image. I felt the cold, the distance, the strangeness, and I somehow had the sense that all of this was alive — the jungle growths, the vines, even the towers. As I looked more closely I saw that there seemed to be things, animals of some sort, creatures, and human beings caught in those frigid vines, dangling there like the prey a spider wraps in silk and leaves dangling in the web for later. I was afraid even looking at what must have been a fantasy image, because it was so real, as real and alive as the black, winged monstrosities that seemed to flicker through some of the scenes and shift slightly whenever my eye turned away from them.

		 It was both beautiful and terrible beyond belief.

		 “Behold the Gardens of Ynath,” you whispered.

		 “Huh? What?”

		 I noticed a half-finished painting on an easel, and brushes and paints on a stand beside it.

		 “Your work?”

		 “Yes, when the spirit is upon me. But I am not entirely sure it is my work.”

		 “I don’t understand.”

		 “I know you don’t.”

		 * * * * *

		 And the dreamer wakes, from out of his dream, into his dream. In the dream of the man who was dreaming, the dreamt man awoke. Pace Borges. Like that. All is real, and nothing is real. Chuang Tzu dreaming he is the butterfly and the butterfly dreaming he is Chuang Tzu.

		 The dreamer awakes, and for an instant the cold is pain. He looks down at his useless legs dangling amid the starfields. He looks down again, and hours, days, years have passed, and the great planet Jupiter stretches out below, farther than the eye can see or the mind comprehend. He has the sensation of falling, of accelerating, and he knows, somehow, that his winged bearers are swooping into the planet’s gravity well, for a slingshot boost, the kind space-probes use to gain momentum when coming out the other side, from the forward motion of the planet.

		 Dreaming still, I look down and notice that my shoes, loafers, which are no more appropriate for interplanetary travel than for climbing a hillside in Vermont, have fallen off, and are tumbling, down, down into the multi-colored cloud bands, and my stocking feet drag slowly across the turning planet. One sock slides off, and I see that the skin of my foot has turned a dark blue.

		 But there is no more pain.

		 Only darkness, as Jupiter fades away and I am carried deep, deep into the endless, nighted abyss.

		 * * * * *

		 Justin, we were more than friends. I was your slave for years, Renfield to your Dracula. I would have done anything for you. You knew that.

		 You knew, too, that I wouldn’t cry out, even when you took hold of me again, and maybe I was still afraid of what you might have intended for my nubile self.

		 But it wasn’t that. It was never that.

		 You sat on the couch. I sat at your feet, back to you, so that your legs held my shoulders in place, and you placed your terrible, speaking hands on either side of my head, and somehow you were inside my mind then. I think, I thought then at least and for a long time after, that it was some kind of hypnosis, because I didn’t believe in magic, or telepathy, and I had an absurd flash of an image of Mr. Spock with his Vulcan Mind Meld. Then I stopped thinking at all, because I was soaring, with you, into the vision you deigned to share with me, and it was a kind of rape, a head-rape, or mind-fuck, to use the commoner parlance, as I, too, shared the vision and we soared through the black spaces, beyond the Earth, to places with impossible names, to Yuggoth and Shaggai and the darkness beyond; to the Gardens of Ynath, where, somehow I knew, ancient intelligences waited, minds frozen in ice for all eternity but alive for all eternity; waited, to talk to us.

		 It was all so real. I seemed to come right to the threshold. I could just begin to hear the ancient voices speaking, like a buzzing inside my head, just begin to feel their soothing, timeless wisdom. I wanted it so badly to continue, to become clearer—

		 And then I fell away, and I was in the room with you again, and I think I did cry out, and maybe I even wept.

		 After a very long time, you sighed and said, “Opie, now you know about the old family curse. My father had these visions, and my grandfather before him. They dreamed thus every night, as I do. They knew many things which I myself am only beginning to discover, but they, too, reached for the Gardens of Ynath, and could never reach them. They leapt. They fell short. Now you know what it feels like.”

		 At long last, I asked a very sensible question.

		 “Why are you sharing this with me?”

		 You smiled, but only, I think, from a sense of irony. You did not laugh at me. I will thank you for that. I think you answered me honestly when you said, “A combination of ego and loneliness. I want a disciple.”

		 Now maybe one or both of us were out of our minds. That would have been the logical explanation. But I didn’t think so, not then.

		 Justin, if you had been Christ calling out to me, “Come, follow me,” I would have come and followed, and hoped I would be promoted to apostle one day.

		 * * * * *

		 It was only much later that I understood that you were taking me up to the mountaintop to show me the treasures of the world (not to mention the universe), which would be mine if I would but fall down and worship you. And I did fall down and worship you, but if you were devoting this much attention to plain old Opie, a.k.a. Brian Simmons, it must have been some kind of dry run, to prepare you for the Big Job which was to come later.

		 Get thee behind me, Justin.

		 I never said that. Not until now.

		 * * * * *

		 In the Vermont farmhouse, as we groped through the dark and you paused to light one candle, then another, and finally a third, I could tell that time had not treated you well. It had been twenty-five years. Thirty? I don’t know any more. You were starting to look old, your relatively gigantic frame bent, your face lined, haggard, your voice raspy.

		 I, on the other hand, was pretty much the same as ever. True, in middle age I became bald as an egg, but if I kept my hat on I was the same old Opie.

		 The place stank. It was a wreck. We had to walk gingerly where the floorboards had been torn up.

		 “Answers,” you muttered. “Looking for answers.”

		 Gaining courage, I asked, “Did you find any?”

		 You glanced down at the torn up floor and said nothing.

		 * * * * *

		 Awakening once more, I gaze into the greater darkness, the great hole in space, the black mouth that swallows stars. Accelerating, close to the speed of light, the winged ones bear me into that darkness. Colors shift, stars streaming like some brilliantly luminous fluid, rippling from red to golden to unbearably brilliant violet.

		 * * * * *

		 It’s not enough to say that you changed my life, Justin. You were my life. I would have told everyone on campus of your genius, whether they wanted to listen or not, but you commanded me to keep everything a secret, because the world wasn’t ready yet, you said, because misunderstandings could happen, because it could be the end of the human race if somebody screwed up.

		 Yes, you told me that. I took it as par for the course.

		 Call me Opie. Call me Renfield. Call me whatever you like.

		 So I learned to deceive, to hold things close, to walk through life as if the mundane things around me mattered, when I knew how trivial they were. I got straight A’s. I gave up trying to become an artist. I studied science, then accounting. It didn’t matter. My parents thought I was “coming down to Earth at last.”

		 Ha ha. I don’t remember if we ever found time to laugh at that one.

		 Justin, I think the most amazing revelation of all to me was not that you and your family had shared visions of alien worlds, or had even spoken, treated with, or served intelligences from Beyond, but that you were from Vermont, too, silly as that sounds. We were almost neighbors, but I’d grown up in Brattleboro, which is a little nothing town, where, yeah, kids rode skateboards and played pinball (before there were videogames) and watched the same reruns of The Andy Griffith Show on television that everybody else did.

		 You, on the other hand, were raised way up in the hills, but by no means a rustic, being privately tutored by your rich, eccentric daddy, who was a man of great culture and education, like his father before him and his before him, all of them devoted to, yes, “research” which had something to do with gardens of ice and winged creatures from outer space. That your father had perished when the family mansion burned down, or exploded, or just plain vanished, didn’t seem to have discomfited you too much. You had his bank accounts. And his talents.

		 You told me a lot more that summer, when I brought you home with me. On the train on the way up, you told me the whole story, like a story, and so I tell it like a story, because it seems, as we do, entirely fictional: that the Outer Ones or Old Ones or whatever you want to call them had descended from the sky into the Vermont hills sometime in the remote past. They were described in various Indian myth cycles, and in folklore whispered from generation to generation. It was rumored, too, that sometimes they recruited human agents, or even spokesmen, and that one day, when it pleased them, they would make themselves known to mankind, and history as we know it would come to an end.

		 Their purpose, no one had ever figured out. Some guessed it was mining, but what kind of rock would be worth journeys over quadrillions of miles and millions of years?

		 You didn’t think it was that at all. Your theory was that other entities lay sleeping in the Earth, vast powers that orthodox science had never suspected, nor could ever conceive; that the Outer Ones came to speak with them, to exchange dreams, and humanity was no more a part of the process than if the greatest scholars and philosophers and poets had come together for some vast, sublime conversation and all these sages just happened to be infested with fleas, and we were the fleas.

		 “Maybe we can join the flea circus,” I said.

		 “Maybe we already have,” you replied.

		 Now the really funny thing about that trip and that visit was how my parents treated you.

		 Father gave you his bluff, hearty handshake and a slap on the back.

		 You turned to me and smiled gently.

		 At dinner, that first night, Mother said, “Brian, I am so glad you are starting to make friends. I was worried about you for a while there.”

		 Father put down his fork, but still spoke with his mouth full. “That’s it, son. We want you to be normal.”

		 How very funny.

		 Then you and I announced we were going “camping.” Mother took us aside and said, “Justin, I trust you because you’re Brian’s friend, so I just want to ask you to look after him.” That was funny, too.

		 The unfunny part came later. Off we went, with backpacks and tent. We spent several days in the woods. The air was so wonderfully clear. The sky at night was intensely beautiful, as it is in Vermont, so far from the cities. But you and I looked at the stars in a different way, knowing that among them, or beyond them, lay the Gardens of Ynath, where the Outer Ones might carry us in transcendence and glory, where we might live forever and know all the mysteries of the cosmos.

		 That was your promise to me.

		 That was what I hoped for, longed for.

		 And my mother thought we were off being “normal.”

		 We came to places where ancient stones stood in strange circles, where, you told me, the Indians, and some wild, degenerate white men once danced naked on moonless nights, hoping to draw down the Outer Ones to accept barbarous sacrifices. We came to a hill filled with noises, where rocks somehow pressed together beneath our feet, making a trembling, muted thunder.

		 And by the edge of a broad stream, in the white sand, we found the tracks, where something had walked, leaving prints like pairs of crab claws pressed into the ground.

		 I knew that certain people who ventured too far into such places often did not return, or if they did, they were so changed in subtle, terrible ways, that it would have been better if they had not.

		 But we were not afraid. We had our visions. In our dreams, we reached to the very edge of the Gardens of Ynath, and we heard its whispers.

		 Then it happened. We camped before the mouth of a cave on one of those moonless nights which the local people had once learned to dread, and out of that cave rose what first seemed an enormous cloud, but which resolved itself against the stars into thousands of winged, flapping shapes, huge things, trailing long limbs and tails, like winged jellyfish I thought, no, like flying crabs, but really like nothing anyone has ever described or put into words or ever could.

		 We had sought them out. We found them. You stood up. You waved a flashlight and shouted, “Here I am! Come and take me! I want to go!”

		 I. Me. Me. Me. Meaning you, Justin Noyes. Just one. Singular.

		 I think that was how the spell broke. If you’d said “Take us,” oh, how the whole history of the world might have been different—

		 “Take me!”

		 I wasn’t your friend. I wasn’t even your instrument anymore. Was I ever more than an excuse to get back to Vermont?

		 “Take me!” you cried out, and they swarmed over you like a tide. They reached down. They took you.

		 But about dumb little Opie? Did you notice? Did you wonder?

		 No, I don’t think you noticed or cared that I huddled there in the tent, shit-scared, motionless, that somehow, when the time was upon us, I wasn’t ready to go, that I thought back over all sorts of incoherent things: games I’d played as a child, my electric train set, collecting butterflies, what I was learning in school, the names of all the presidents, anything, everything that bound me to humanity, to the Earth.

		 I wasn’t ready. At the crucial moment I turned away. I buried myself under a sleeping bag.

		 And I dreamed terrible dreams all that night, and it seemed to me that great swarms of the Outer Ones poured down from the stars, bearing metal tubes of some kind, perhaps weapons, which released a gas, a darkness, which covered over the Earth’s cities. The lights went out one by one, until all the world was still, and then the stars began to fade; and I saw the Outer Ones descending upon me at last, reaching out with those sharp, double-claws of theirs; and they spoke among themselves, making a humming, buzzing noise, and I was no more a part of the conversation than a flea would be.

		 When I awoke screaming in the morning, you were gone.

		 I left the tent where it was. I wandered for what must have been several days in a delirium. When I finally made it back home, bruised, cut, starving, my clothing torn, one of my shoes missing, I fell into my mother’s arms and couldn’t say anything for quite some time. At last I was able to say that there had been a misunderstanding, and that you, Justin, weren’t coming back.

		 And my father just shook his head and said, “What did he turn out to be? Some kind of faggot?”

		 * * * * *

		 But you did come back, didn’t you?

		 I am getting ahead of myself.

		 Justin, this is the part of the story where the hero grows up.

		 Childhood ends. Things change.

		 And then I became normal.

		 I became more normal than you could have ever imagined. I banished my dreams, my visions. By sheer force of will, a force you probably never suspected I had, I turned from the Gardens of Ynath, and looked upon them no more.

		 And when I became a man, I put aside childish things.

		 You might even say that I developed a backbone, a sense of self-worth, a separate identity.

		 Suffice it to say that when I went back to college the following semester, I became aggressively normal. I worked hard, dressed plainly, earned good grades, got drunk at the occasional fraternity party, and voted straight Republican when Ronald Reagan was running. I moved to New York after graduation, where I could hide from the brilliant stars beneath the city’s glare, and never gaze up at the Gardens of Ynath. My last concession to my allegedly artistic nature was an attempt to become a set-designer for an Off-Off-Very-Off-Broadway theater company, but before long I ended up keeping the accounts for them, because I really did have a talent for numbers, and when the accounts were all straight goose-eggs, I moved on.

		 Later, I met Melanie, who worked in banking, and was even more normal than me. I took her once to my parents’ place in Brattleboro, but she hated Vermont, the country air and the possibility that there might actually be things (insects) flying in it, which she had never experienced growing up in Jersey City; so we were an obvious match and married soon thereafter.

		 And, yeah, we made lots of money, bought a big house in Queens, raised the statistically normal 2.5 children (I exaggerate but slightly), and together we kept statistics, became statistics, and brought into the world more little statistics, and, in short, had a life.

		 It wasn’t a great life. But it was a life. It was ours. Melanie was a good woman. I think I even loved her.

		 And then you came back, returned to Earth, came out of hiding, or whatever.

		 I remember that I first heard of you in what was doubtless intended as a comedy spot on a late-night “fact” show of the sleazier variety: THAT’S INCREDIBLE. VERMONT GURU SAYS HE HAS BEEN ON ANOTHER PLANET FOR YEARS AND NOW HAS A MESSAGE FOR ALL OF US.

		 You had commanded me, once, to keep these things a secret, because the world was not ready. But now? Talk shows, tabloids, a best-selling book which was the biggest thing since that last one about the guy who was abducted and buggered by aliens disguised as giant peanuts or some damn such.

		 You started a religion. You gathered hundreds of followers, then thousands to your old estate in the Vermont hills, until the place was dotted with tents and swarming with reporters and cops and unhappy locals. Was this going to be another Waco, Jonestown, what? The story went that you were waiting for the world to end in 2000 and everybody was going to be carried to Heaven in a flying saucer, or at least that’s how the newspapers told it.

		 And then you started writing to me. I don’t know how you got my address, but you got it, and the letters started coming. I burned the first as soon as I realized who it was from. I intercepted several more before Melanie found them, but of course she did find them in the end, and so we sat up one night at the kitchen table over coffee and I told her the deep dark secret of how I had known this real weirdo in college and maybe even associated with him for a while.

		 But I was better now, I assured her. I was normal.

		 A great revelation is at hand, you wrote. Come and join us. Be a part of the glory of transformation.

		 “Sounds like he thinks he’s Christ,” Melanie said.

		 “Something like that.”

		 “And you hung out with this guy?”

		 “He wasn’t quite as wacky then.”

		 But you wouldn’t leave me alone. You got on my e-mail and sent me vaguely threatening letters, all of which boiled down to Join me now before it is too late.

		 Frankly I was glad when that raid happened, when your “compound” got flattened by the Feds looking for guns, drugs, wild sex orgies, abused children, or human sacrifices, none of which would have interested you—or your Masters—in the slightest. I was glad, not because I ever wished you any ill, but because I wanted to be rid of you, and I thought I was. Never mind that three prosecutors in a row died of heart attacks, and none of the witnesses would talk, and your followers just dispersed and went back to their lives as if they had awakened from some long dream, the victims of collective amnesia.

		 Never mind that. You dropped off the radar. Good riddance. Gone. I went on with my normal life.

		 And it was only a year ago that I got your postcard, postmarked Vermont (of course), which made me so very afraid.

		 Opie, you wrote, I know I have made mistakes, and there are misunderstandings, but I know, too, that you will come back to me and join me on the Great Journey, because They who have directed and shaped our lives all this time have ordained it so. Don’t resist. Obey your dreams and all will still be well. But do not stray from the path, for the dangers of the dark spaces are very real.

		 * * * * *

		 What the hell was that supposed to mean to a normal guy like me? I think you knew. I think you, the Outer Ones, somebody made it mean something, as I strayed from the ordained path, into the darkness.

		 I don’t have to tell you then any of the details about how, as he approached school age, my son Matthew had motor problems and speech problems and was declared autistic by the time he was six. Nor do I have to tell you about Matthew’s big sister Carol, who had been such a sweet child, but now went with a very different crowd in high school and came home with her nose pierced, then with metal things dangling from her lips. When I said something she just stuck out her tongue and there was what I can only describe as a penis-shaped cufflink screwed right through the middle of it. Tattoos followed, chains, leather, spikes, drugs, the foul language, and the enormous boyfriends who looked like killer androids out of some trash movie, who threatened to break my fucking back fucking in half if I ever laid a fucking hand on fucking Spike (which was what Carol called herself now) like, fuck, you know?

		 Her mother and I wept for her and at the same time were afraid of her and almost wished her dead, just so it would be over.

		 But it wasn’t over, was it, Justin? Just one more turn of the fucking screw, like, you know, when the business failed, even in these prosperous times, and we had to sell the house, and daughter Carol flipped us the bird one last time and vanished on the back of a motorcycle. And then there was the small matter of Melanie coming down with lymph cancer at a statistically unlikely, early age; which metastasized; and on the night when she died, when I sat for hours by her bedside in the hospital and held her hand and whispered little stupid nothings that she couldn’t hear anyway; on that night of all nights I fell asleep, finally, out of sheer exhaustion, and dreamed for the first time in a very long time of deep spaces and dark planets.

		 I dreamed that I was hanging naked, like a trapped insect amid the frozen spiderwebworks of the Gardens of Ynath, beneath the brilliant stars in a black sky. And I heard the whispers of many voices, of those hanging there with me, frozen forever, suspended against time until the ultimate ending of the universe, and I conversed long and profoundly with a pharaoh of ancient Egypt, who had found his way hence four thousand years ago, and with an artisan and scientist of medieval Italy who had delved into forbidden mysteries and contrived to be carried off one step ahead of the Inquisition; and I spoke too, with a member of the beetle race which will succeed mankind on the Earth two million years hence, and with minds which had never known or imagined our species at all.

		 For in the Gardens of Ynath there is no time, and the future is as negligible as the past.

		 I dreamed of all those minds and voices, and it seemed, in my dream, that all of them were glorious and transfigured and greatly expectant; and also, I think, in part, afraid, of the one who is to come at the end of time, who was described to me in a manner I couldn’t quite understand as the Darkness (or Chaos) that walks like a man, before whose feet we shall all, in the end, fall down in abject worship.

		 Such was my dream, and when I awoke alarms were going off and all the TV monitors around Melanie’s bed had flatlined and the nurse hauled me aside to make room for frantic doctors and their useless ministrations.

		 I almost felt that you were with me in the room, Justin, and I cannot believe it was a coincidence that I reached into my pocket and took out your postcard, and read the address: a rural route, familiar zip code, the old Akeley place. I think you were there. I think you guided me as I walked out of the hospital unchallenged, as if I were invisible, and looked up into the bright New York sky and saw, hovering above the parking lot, one of the Outer Ones, like a crab or a jellyfish with membraneous wings, waiting, visible for just a short time before it faded into the glare of the city lights.

		 * * * * *

		 We sat by candlelight at the table inside the old farmhouse, and you said to me, “It’s all lies, Opie. Crap.”

		 You wept then, and I looked at you with terror and amazement.

		 “No,” I said. “You can’t mean that.”

		 “I mean all this messianic garbage, the idea that They were watching over us and guiding us and would take the faithful few off to the Gardens of Ynath to dwell in glory and wisdom forever —”

		 “I know,” I said. “I read your book.”

		 “All crap.”

		 “Well what is the truth then?”

		 “This.”

		 And you showed it to me. You reached under the table and lifted up something heavy, then thumped it down in front of me, the black stone, square, about the size and weight of a bowling ball, covered on all its surfaces with very worn, hieroglyphic writing. When I saw it, when I ran my hands over it, I knew that it had not been manufactured on this planet, and I knew, too, what it was; for I had seen such things in my dreams.

		 In the Gardens of Ynath there is a great altar of pale, powdery stone, with many niches in it, where such objects are placed, and some of those niches are empty.

		 “It’s all too absurd,” you said. There were tears on your face, gleaming in the candlelight. You looked very old then, exhausted, defeated. “The purpose of this entire exercise, the reason for the manipulation and ruin of generations of human lives, was not to uplift the human race with any goddamn cosmic message or to reward any faithful believers, but simply to recover this stone. It is one of five brought to Earth millions of years ago. One was recovered in Wales in the late 19th Century. All of the others have storied histories. This one was found, and lost again, in the 1920s. I can’t give you all the details. I don’t know them. There was a lot of intrigue, subterfuge, something about a fake being sent away, by rail freight, intercepted as it was supposed to be, a decoy…I don’t even know why they want it. For reasons they’ve never bothered to tell us. Shit…They went through such trouble for decades at a time, when all this while, the fucking thing was buried under the floorboards of this farmhouse. Old Man Akeley fooled them, recovered it, or never lost it, and stashed it…Somehow they never figured it out. That was his last victory over them, before…whatever happened to him. Well, the only thing that makes any sense, when you think about it, is that the Outer Ones are just as stupid as we are.”

		 “No,” I said quietly. “For once I must tell you that you’ve got it all wrong. For once, at last, I am the master and you are the acolyte.”

		 You merely turned to me in a daze and said, “What?” or maybe it was “Huh?” before I hefted the black stone and brained you with it.

		 I did so because I understood what you could not, that it isn’t a matter of messiahs or movements or even of serving them in some semi-intelligent way. It’s about joining the flea circus. They carried you off, because you promised them the black stone. But you did not have it, so they brought you back, to complete your trick. Now you have. That stone is a ticket to the Beyond. Not out of gratitude will they take the bearer of the stone off with them, but for reasons of their own. It is not the faithful who shall be transported, but whoever holds the ticket, that’s all.

		 Me. You brought me to this point. It is only logical that I should go.

		 After I struck you, I stood over you, and though you lay in a puddle of your own blood, I was not convinced that I had killed you.

		 I say that you will rise again, awaken out of your long dream and find me gone. But, being as I am such a normal fellow, a paragon of business-like efficiency, I conveniently have in my pocket a palmtop computer, into which I type this account, this imagining, for your benefit. I leave it here on the tabletop, for you to read when you’ve sufficiently recovered.

		 Because we were friends once. Because I want you to understand.

		 * * * * *

		 Now an absurd image comes: the stars are swirling like the water down a bathtub drain; no, like a vast cyclone stretching over light years of space and aeons of time, and the great numbers of the winged ones are like gnats, like mayflies, swarming into that brilliant abyss, into the mouth of eternity, which shall swallow up the bearer and the stone together; and I shall dwell without pain in the Gardens of Ynath amid my companions, until the ending of time, when the Crawling Chaos takes shape and walks like a man. Then shall I fall down at his feet and worship, and, like an animal, reach up to lick his outstretched hands.

		 That’s what you wanted in the end, isn’t it?

	

	 	
		 It is all too rare when a writer understands that “Lovecraftian” fiction does not necessarily depend upon a check list of unpronounceable names and magical grimoires. Nor even on a particular “cosmic,” pessimistic vision. Lovecraft spun a finer product than that, using a narrative gossamer (among other styles and techniques). At the commencement of “The Dunwich Horror” and “The Colour out of Space,” for instance, we feel ourselves to be entering into a misty radiance issuing on some Twilight Zone or other. Will Murray, that most versatile of both writers and critics, has somehow managed to create an authentically Lovecraftian tale that sustains that fragile spell throughout. It is not “Dunsanian.” No, that is a very different sort of magic. Murray eschews the bejeweled and fabulous lexicon for something even more subtle. The result is a fascinating and effective hybrid between two great Novanglian masters of the spectral: Lovecraft and his much admired Nathaniel Hawthorne. You lovers of old New England, see how well Will Murray serves that kingdom here!

		 Finally, as you may know, Foxfield was the last of Lovecraft’s fictive towns. He supplied sufficient background and description in one of his letters, but he never got around to using it in a story. He bequeathed it, I believe, to Will Murray, a wise choice.

		The Arcade

		 Will Murray

		 In the neutral bureaucratic parlance of that era, they were condemned to be “discontinued.”

		 In reality, the doomed ones were inundated. Dunwich, Aylesbury and Belton—all remorselessly engulfed by the waters of the new Miskatonic Reservoir on the bitter day the Passiquamstook tributary of the Miskatonic River was dammed back in 1938. Once thriving, today they are recalled in legend and lore as the “dead drowned towns” of Massachusetts. The Athol Branch of the New York-Albany line—the so-called “Fox Run”—no longer runs through the Miskatonic River Valley. The warped train tracks stop at the edge of the placid water and drop gently into it, rusty but intact. Aylesbury Pike was cut in twain—a sorry close to what had been, back to the days of its primitive Bay Path origins, the chief civilizing road from Boston.

		 The old stations with their quaint names, too, are long gone. Dunwich Village. Soapstone. North Foxfield.

		 Foxfield still exists in a way. It was only partly discontinued. Once the westernmost frontier of Colonial Massachusetts, Old Foxfield had several times fallen to savage Pocumtuc raids during the French and Indian Wars and been abandoned, each time to be resettled anew. The attacks finally ceased when man pushed the frontier outward, ever outward, into New York State and beyond, long before the westward march inevitably climaxed at the Pacific Ocean.

		 Only tourists come to drowsy Foxfield now. Tourists and mourners who dimly recall when Foxfield was whole, and not partially submerged under the broad cold impoundment of Miskatonic Reservoir. They come to marvel at the proud Colonial homes in their traditional dress of subdued reds and sedate blues and sombre grays. They nightly hike into the surrounding dells to study the phosphorescent fox-fire of decaying woods, which local folk like to suggest inspired the settlement’s present name—although official histories credit the native red fox population.

		 But most of all they come to see the Arcade.

		 Of a once-common rural Massachusetts sight, Foxfield’s arch of interlacing American elms was the last survival. Some swore that they exceeded 300 years in age, but that is hopeless romantic fancy. For Passiquamstook (as Foxfield was known in its earliest settled phase) did not exist in any form or manner prior to 1700. And the wild Pocumtuc Indians would have no reason to plant twenty elms in two orderly arboreal ranks, creating a mystic woodland grove of no discoverable purpose. This was not their way.

		 Scientists from the Massachusetts Horticultural Society, Miskatonic University and the Grange inspected the Arcade at one time or another. All came away insisting the Arcadian formation was no more than 200 years old—although chronicles of the early days held no record of the Foxfield town fathers planting such an ambitious array along what in time came to be known as the Way.

		 In private, these learned men admitted that the height (for each spreading crown topped one hundred feet) and impressive circumference of the least of these mighty boles was consistent with three centuries of growth. But short of felling one of these stalwart sentinels and counting its growth rings, it was impossible to say for certain. Of course, scientific curiosity was not so bold as to suggest sacrificing a hoary Foxfield elm tree merely to determine its true age. It was unthinkable.

		 Yet none of the Foxfield elms showed signs of blight—another proof, they said, of their relative youth. Dutch elm disease would certainly have claimed one or two over the relentless decades.

		 So the mystery endured. And the Arcade endured. In the Spring, fireflies seemed to dart and disappear about the grayish furrowed trunks and interweaving branches in unusual numbers, especially after dark. It reminded many of Christmas trees—a notion that would have disturbed the old Foxfield Puritans, who abominated Christmas.

		 Yet times and mores change. By the late 19th century, Christmas, that pagan custom, finally penetrated even to the remote Miskatonic River Valley. The Arcade was for the first time festooned with Christmas tinsel. Electric lights made their appearance many years later. The prismatic fireflies came and went with the seasonal processions, as always.

		 Whatever their true origins, the elms of Foxfield were as much an attraction as the Colonial-style homes that watched them change with the seasons. Historically speaking, elms are common in Massachusetts, so after satisfying their curiosity, visitors were more wont to fix their attentions on the quaint architectural styles that were said to be unknown outside the ancient valley.

		 In particular, the so-called Miskatonic Valley door was much photographed and studied by those who appreciate such refinements. Exquisitely carved, they flourished between 1700-95. Almost all were double doors of the simple two-leaf style. Remarkable for the five fan lights marching across the top, the glass cut in neat squares, or more rarely, an arched design. By contrast, the doorway carvings were after the baroque fashion, profuse with rosettes, foliage, keystones and classical pilasters. Pediments were especially notable, being largely surmounted by the broken-scroll motif, or the simple and serviceable triangle.

		 The house wrights and master joiners who executed these studied extravagances would doubtless have been shunned in eastern Massachusetts or Europe, where such innovations flouted pious Puritan sensibilities. But that was the Miskatonic Valley in those days, where even doorway carvings grew wild and strange.

		 It was from a double-leaf door of the broken-scroll variety, it is averred, that Remembrance Tyler was dragged from her home one August evening in 1704. This was at the height of Queen Anne’s War. The only daughter of the millwright, Shubael Tyler, she fell prisoner to no less than Waban (otherwise called King William), chief of the Pocumtuc tribe which dominated the Miskatonic Valley in those dim-remembered days. King William’s heavy oaken warclub dispatched her parents cruelly and Remembrance was dragged from the only house she had ever known, down the Way, under the trembling limbs of the Arcade, to an unknown fate.

		 In those gruesome days, the French were wont to forcibly march captives to Canada where they faced a stark choice— death, or conversion to dreaded Catholicism. Many captives expired on those bitter treks. Others embraced new lives, never to see their old homes or families again.

		 Others were, in the language of the times, “redeemed”—restored to their families, but seldom to their homes.

		 Remembrance Tyler was neither redeemed nor restored. No account or document was ever discovered by historians of a woman by that name being taken to wife or giving birth in the far Catholic wilds of Canada. Many assumed Remembrance had perished on the march. But no living person knew the truth. The generations of that era have long ago been gathered to their fathers. The Pocumtucs died out in the 1700s. None remained to tell her story.

		 Yet neither was Remembrance Tyler ever completely forgotten.

		 Few could agree on when first the scoop-bonneted figure was spied picking her uncertain way amid the winding ravines and deep declivities northeast of Foxfield. The first reports were, as might be expected, anecdotal. Some say 1753. Others made oath that the phantom of the fireflies was first encountered no earlier than 1777.

		 The earliest recorded sighting (to use a modern word) was in 1779. Young Polycarp Surriage, it was said, was blackberrying near the Old Stone Mill (even then fallen into disuse) when he spied a youthful maid trudging along the Gorge of Passiquamstook’s eastern side, seeking, it seemed to him, a safe crossing.

		 Once there had been a wooden bridge near the mill, washed out in 1750, and never rebuilt. Its stout iron anchorage still survived back then, and it was at these the scoop-bonneted maid hovered and fretted amid much hand-wringing.

		 Mistaking her for his sweetheart, one Huldy Sparks, Master Surriage was said to have called out in greeting. Whereupon, the nameless maid wheeled and took flight like a fluttery gray crane.

		 Other accounts agreed in like manner. Soon, those with long memories and glimmering hope in their hearts linked the forlorn figure with the lost Remembrance Tyler. In those days, when a chimney refused to draw, this was solemnly ascribed to a perching witch blowing down soot and curses, and such auguries were not lightly dismissed.

		 The reports of Miss Scoop Bonnet (for such was her 18th Century nickname) did vary. Sometimes she was espied by day. On rare occasions, at night. The moonlight encounters all agreed in one respect. She followed—or was followed by—a guardian host of fireflies, much like those which made ephemeral magic about the Arcade.

		 There were some in the late 19th century (a time of rising interest in Spiritualism) who gathered along in the east side of the gorge to “lead Remembrance home.” Mason jars filled with lazy lightning bugs served as candles in those harmless rites.

		 These activities continued on and off for some three years. Only once did something akin to excitement trouble the placid ritual.

		 It was on the night of April 28, 1894. The Shepherds of Remembrance, as they were called, were picking their way through the peeling pear birches and black locust trees, when the scoop bonnet (then hopelessly out of fashion) was again recognized.

		 Word was spread. Calls were made. Entreaties thrown out into the dark dense woods. They called for Remembrance to take the southern fork of the path to the new covered bridge and forsake the one no longer spanning the treacherous Gorge of Passiquamstook.

		 Whether Remembrance (were it indeed she) heard or understood was never learned. She of the scoop bonnet fled.

		 The Shepherds of Remembrance saw her no more—though they were not disbanded until 1897.

		 Sightings continued into the early 20th century, but less and less were they taken seriously. The turnpikes expanded. Automobiles and trains juggernauted through the Miskatonic Valley, hurling back dread and superstition. There was no place for such naive conceits under the modern sun. And at night, whatever walked the woodlands walked in solitude.

		 Then came the surveyors. Officially, they descended upon the Miskatonic region in 1928. In truth, the Massachusetts legislature had been surreptitiously eyeing the area around Foxfield for nearly a generation. Boston needed water. Rivers of it. No discoverable lake or pond could hope to serve the thirsty growing metropolis.

		 It was as if a slow doom had descended upon the towns of Aylesbury, Belton, Dunwich and Foxfield. With the dull clap of a gavel, they were consigned to extinction. No earthly petition could save them. No appeal to any power was heard, or if heard, answered.

		 All told, it was a gradual process. Homes were razed. Others salvaged. Church bells were relocated to safer steeples, cemeteries emptied of their dead, who were dragged unresisting from eternal rest to unquiet reinterment. Finally, the underbrush was burnt black to form a charcoal lakebed. With the detonation of a single dynamite charge in 1938, the Old Stone Mill at Foxfield was reduced to rubble.

		 A greater charge tore apart the Passiquamstook dam. And the sluggish river blundered home, immersing the rural valleys, transforming the high wild hills into low green islands in what was then and remains today the largest man-made body of water on Earth. The new Miskatonic Reservoir spread out like a reflective blue leaf on the green face of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

		 All was completed by World War II. Dunwich and the rest were no more, although a portion of Foxfield on high ground and of historical value did happily survive. As for the “dead drowned towns,” they slumbered like modest little outposts of some half-forgotten backwoods Atlantis.

		 Remembrance Tyler was seen no more and seldom spoken of after the cool, still waters drank the fields of her time. Travelers came less frequently to the area, for the Aylesbury Pike had been cut in twain. And the familiar path she had betimes been seen to negotiate halted at the impassible gorge, just short of unfamiliar waters.

		 As for the uptorn people of Foxfield and environs, some scattered to adjoining hill towns, clinging to their memories, forevermore shut off from the obliterated streets of their youth. Others evacuated the state altogether. It was more than the end of an era. It was the dawning of a new way of life, both fair and foul.

		 Some say that the more things change, the more they remain the same. Perhaps. But it would surprise even a lifelong resident of western Massachusetts to learn that the Miskatonic Valley is today wilder and more forested than a century ago. For one hundred years ago much of the Valley had been cleared for pastureland. But farming—particularly the lucrative tobacco plantations with their long red curing barns—ceased to pay. Great tracts of land were ceded to nature. And where man ceased to operate, green saplings sprang up anew.

		 Nearly three centuries after the evanishment of Remembrance Tyler, the forests of her time again held sway over the fields where she last walked. And while it is true that the trees which rose up did not take root precisely where former, familiar trunks had once leached sustenance from the dark rocky loam, they were yet trees such as Remembrance might have known—columnar birches, sturdy oaks, gargantuan swamp maples, and brooding hemlocks.

		 All but missing were the spectral elms with their serrated, oval-shaped leaves. Successive waves of beetle-borne Dutch elm disease had thinned their once-prosperous ranks to near-extinction. Only Foxfield’s mighty Arcade seemed untouched by the remorseless fungus. This fact was much remarked-upon, but never satisfactorily explained.

		 For a single generation these wild woods held unchallenged dominion. Then came the Drought of 1999. A peculiar late Spring heat wave began the arduous drying-out process. June and July sweltered. By the dog days of August, New England lay parched and unslaked. The Miskatonic Reservoir shrank by slow degrees, its depths so depleted that archaeologists from Harvard and Miskatonic Universities came to examine what submarine wonders the impoundment had given up.

		 Divers were dispatched into the unusually warm waters. They were astonished at what they discovered. Among the glass milk bottles, rusty buckets, leaning brick chimneys, empty graves and cellar holes of the old dead, drowned towns grew curious new things—things both unexpected and unsuspected.

		 Amid the layered silt, the rotted leaves covered by the gray veil of water mold, clear water sponges and freshwater mussels dwelt. Although these were seen as perishable survivals deposited by the once free-flowing Passiquamstook, a tentacle-headed annelid never before found outside Caribbean waters fed with sovereign impunity among the native rainbow trout. None could explain how a tropical ocean worm came to inhabit a man-made New England lake.

		 Of less interest was the enfeebled Passiquamstook. It too shrank and shriveled. But few were interested in the sluggish waters that writhed and rilled down the forbidding old gorge to weakly feed the Miskatonic River, which itself had withdrawn from its banks all the way to Arkham and the Atlantic.

		 Nor did any notice how at one spot, the torpid waterway had dried to a virtual mire.

		 Had there been any survivors from the pioneer generations, they might have recognized that on either side of that baked and cracking mud, the steep sides of Passiquamstook Gorge sloped conveniently, recreating an uncertain shallow passage that had once led down to Old Foxfield. But no one survived of that long-ago time to impart such a useful particle of information.

		 The relentless heat of August brought out the crickets in greater numbers than heretofore seen. Fireflies, too, made their appearance in unprecedented multitudes. Naturalists suggested that the Miskatonic Valley had not seen such entomological activity since the days before the white man came to thin the woodland trees and carve roads through the impenetrable forests of old.

		 On the evening of October 9, 1999, Massachusetts stretched supine in surrender. The autumnal equinox had failed to chill Fall nights, and a buzzing heat lay over the long length of the Miskatonic River Valley like an oppressive curse.

		 On that night, the fat fireflies danced about the seemingly imperishable Arcade of Foxfield like bejeweled bees at a honeycomb. Inasmuch as fireflies do not sting or bother, they were tolerated in spite of their unsettling numbers.

		 Foxfield had retired for the night, her lights going out in window panes ancient and modern, when the fireflies began to gather and bestir themselves in a manner unknown to folklore or science.

		 As a cloud, the fairy bulbs floated free of the Arcade’s leafy crowns, their greenish incandescence winking in and out by turns. But the greatest portion of them suggested a flowing constant.

		 This nebular mass of witch-fire leapt uncannily high into the air for lightning bugs, then swirled toward Passiquamstook Gorge.

		 What drew them was never known or recorded. The few witnesses failed to investigate the phenomenon, for the unnatural heat had been observed to affect other species strangely.

		 Determinedly, the cloud of fat starlets entered the primaeval wilderness now drooping from thirst, and sought a primaeval path that still wended through the newer forest amid the ghosts of the old.

		 A figure picked its way through these pine-needle-strewn wendings. It was a girl. Head cast down, dejected of posture, her features were enshadowed by a scoop bonnet of a time so far gone it was beyond living memory.

		 The figure stopped, catching sight of the greenish-white constellation flecked by a few yellow bulbs. Abruptly changing course, she picked up her skirts and started in that direction.

		 At length, she became bewildered and beset by fireflies. They danced playfully around her, like dogs frisking about their mistress. Betimes, they moved west, toward the parched gorge. The scoop-bonneted form followed rapidly, half-anxiously, half-joyfully.

		 Here, the path diverged from the old trail of the days of Remembrance Tyler. Here, Remembrance Tyler (if indeed it was she) also diverged. She followed the winged galaxy and it led her onward, ever onward, away from the lost bridge and toward the less-traveled, eroded side of Passiquamstook Gorge.

		 Where months before, the sloping path had stopped dead at the water, it now continued along a broad swath of dried mud. And lifting her plain skirts ever higher, Remembrance Tyler (for who else could it be?) stepped across this cracking stretch with all the care of one who fears to lose her footing as much as her way.

		 Across the gorge, onto the other side, strode Remembrance Tyler with increasing confidence. Down the leafy hollow to the state road that led west to the edge of town. Then, impelled by a phosphorescent procession of fireflies like a sentient mass with one thought, one will and one mind, she stepped joyously onto the familiar mystical lane of her youth.

		 The historic houses of Old Foxfield were much the same. The elms were perhaps stouter and more hoary. Other details were assuredly different. But to her ageless eyes it was in truth the elm-shaded Way she once knew.

		 Who can say what is in the mind a child returning home after uncounted years lost? Did Remembrance Tyler remark to herself that the dwellings of her childhood were no longer painted the colors of her memory? Did she marvel at the hard smoothness of the Way, the utter absence of horses?

		 Perhaps all of these things passed through her singing mind.

		 Perhaps none of them did, so overwhelmed was she by the sight of that familiar two-leaf double doorway, marked by the broken scrolls and fan lights she knew so well.

		 The coruscating fireflies guided her to that doorway and, their chore completed, seemed to curtsy, then moved mindfully aside, dispersing like a glowing vapor.

		 Remembrance Tyler stepped up to the solid panel, reached for the latch and passed within. Did she notice that her unsubstantial hand melted through the black-painted metal? Did she feel strange as her body flowed into the wood, slipping through it like the gray phantom that she was?

		 What was in her mind when she passed beyond all matter, into the darkness on the other side? And who was there to meet her?

		 Alas, no one knew, or could ever know. These were affairs of another realm. The realm into which Remembrance Tyler forevermore entered, at long last redeemed.

		 This much alone became known: A solitary passerby detected a muffled gasp, followed by a soft sobbing voice heard to choke on an archaic word, “Wellbeloved!”

		 Then, silence.

		 The fireflies began dying off the next day. So too did the Arcade. For centuries resistant to age and elements and blights, their dark-green leaves began discoloring and wilting. At first, the dull yellows and browns were mistaken for the familiar Autumnal processes of nature. But ere the leaves had begun separating from droopy limbs, it was noticed that these were not the usual seasonal colors. Further, the dead leaves lay about curled and brittle. Strong limbs withered. At the same time, the corky gray bark began sloughing off in alarming patches.

		 The rapidity of their decline was noticed within a week. By Winter’s first snow, the greater portion of them had succumbed. By Spring the next, the last survivors had to be cut down.

		 Most were sawn into sections before being carted away. It was only then that their true age was at long last revealed. For the annual rings that were created every season were incapable of falsehood. The last surviving Arcade in New England had been unquestionably the very first. How it had come into existence could scarcely be guessed. Withal, fewer and fewer believed the tale of the 300 year old elms of Foxfield as the generations progressed into the 21st century. Over time, the Arcade dissolved into local myth, becoming as much discredited as the fading fable of a lost pioneer girl called Remembrance Tyler.

		 As for its sudden decline, this was attributed to the convenient causes of the prolonged drought and Dutch elm disease—although firm evidence of the latter was said to be conspicuously absent.

		 Today, as it was in the era before the white man transformed the marshy meadows and hollows and dells of the ultimately untamable Miskatonic Valley, only the silent fireflies continue their life cycle, unbroken and eternal.

		 There are those who say the universe is but one being, indivisible, and the differences between what once constituted Remembrance Tyler and the Arcade are ones of perception and personality, not utter substance. If this is so, then Remembrance Tyler has been reabsorbed into the grand matrix of all creation, and all that interlaces and interpenetrates it. And, their final duty done, the mortal elms as well gracefully surrendered to those selfsame natural, but not supernatural, processes.

		 For in nature, there are balances and imbalances. Over time (which may not exist as we imagine it does) imbalances foster balances, and thus are natural tapestries and human destinies alike inexorably set aright.

		 Who can say whether or not this perfect equipoise is the handiwork of a well-ordered universe, or a loving God?

	

	 	
		 Adrian Cole is a veteran and a master of fantastic fiction in England. He has imbibed the spirit and the substance of the pulp classics every bit as fully as the great Richard L. Tierney. At my invitation, Adrian had penned for the short-lived revival of Strange Tales new adventures of Henry Kuttner’s sword-&- sorcery hero Elak of Atlantis. Here is a tale of horrid discovery amid the tombs of Egypt, a river of weird fiction possibilities that never runs dry! Or, to switch similes, Egypt is like an ancient mummy, thought to be dead and helplessly lost in the sands of history, but ever ready to emerge, rotting gauze trailing, to shamble forth in the modern day.

		THE CHAOS BLADE

		 Adrian Cole

		 The ending of one story is the beginning of another. As day closes, night opens. Life never ceases, it merely pauses. Individuals may perish, whether they be man or galaxy. And certain forces exist outside the cycle of time itself.

		 Ludwig Kreigmann, “The Hungry Stars”

		 From the oval window of the private hire plane, the old man squinted out at the crystal desert night, where an extravagance of stars winked like jewels. There was no night sky on earth as clear as that of the desert. He tapped the glass, his finger singling out a meteor’s passing, the long tail of white light, sharp as a laser’s beam.

		 “So it began,” he said.

		 The man wedged into the seat beside him was far younger, in his late twenties. Unlike the older man, whose age had brought with it an air of calmness, a refusal to be hurried, the youth was tense, constantly alert, as if every breath of the night pulsed with threat.

		 He saw the swift flash of the meteor, cut off by the dune horizon. He assumed the old man meant life, the world, something like that, and grunted acquiescence. Did this guy ever sleep? They’d been on the plane for hours since quitting Cairo. He swore that the old man’s eyes had never closed.

		 “This thing you’ve found. That your people are so anxious for me to see,” the old man said.

		 “The sarcophagus?”

		 The old man smiled. “Of course, it’s unique and very valuable in itself. I can imagine the authorities of a dozen countries squabbling over it, regardless of its contents.”

		 “You know whose remains are in it?” said the other, his whole manner one of unease, as if in a moment he would be on his feet, fretting to be at the invisible forces to which he seemed to be so sensitive.

		 The old man pulled from his breast pocket a creased sheet of vellum. By the dim light of the plane’s interior the writing on it could barely be discerned, written in thick pen strokes. It looked like Arabic, or some variant of it.

		 “According to this, yes. Your boss transcribed this from the lid.”

		 “He could only understand some of it. Is that why he wanted you here? You can read it? Mannerton said one look at that and you’d come. You’d know who was in the sarcophagus.”

		 “Oh, yes,” the old man nodded, a little smugly. “And Mannerton was quite right. I can read this. I believe only a handful of men could.”

		 Luke Phillips, the young man, yawned, trying to make himself comfortable in the seat. If it weren’t for the payload, he’d have been long gone from this job. Mannerton, Professor of Antiquities somewhere in England, and a group of keen archaeologists, had been poking around in the western deserts for a year or more. Mannerton, a fastidious and testy eccentric, had hired a dozen or so security guards like Luke to do their fetching and carrying, mainly on site: at least that was what the media were led to believe. There was a hidden agenda, which inevitably meant a whole heap of money on the end of it. The guards were here as protection, a sort of private army. Luke had been taken on because of the time he had spent in the Marines, not because he had graduated in digging holes. He’d had a crash course from Mannerton and his team, like the other guards, just in case he had to talk to the media.

		 There had been little to do out in the desert. A few wandering Bedouin, though they showed little interest in the dig. They called it accursed, but Mannerton’s people encouraged them to think it. Occasionally a stuttering chartered plane like this old tub dropped in, spilling out a handful of journalists, eager for any news of discoveries. Mannerton played everything down, his irritable nature as effective at deterring the visitors as the lack of real news. And the stone coffin’s discovery had been kept completely secret, its tomb closed to all but Mannerton and his most trusted team members. Although none of the other guards were taken into confidence, Luke had the privilege, if such it was, of being the principal bodyguard. He’d been given a free rein and a considerable sum to acquire firearms for the guards. These men, like himself, all ex-servicemen, were reliable. No questions. The pay was good. Hell, most of it had already been stashed in their accounts. Luke wondered about that. Surely no university or grant body would fund this. But Mannerton was reputed to own a personal fortune. And this tomb, this lost pharaoh, or whatever it was, must be worth big bucks.

		 At any rate, it had caused a stir when Mannerton had found it. The only reason that Luke knew about it was that he had been at the professor’s shoulder when the seals had been broken on the uncovered chamber. Mannerton was superstitious: he saw ghosts, djinns, whatever, round every dune, or down every pit. Luke believed in more solid enemies, his faith embedded in the weapons he carried. As the chamber had revealed itself, only a cloud of dust had exhaled from it. But they had been wearing masks. The gun hadn’t been necessary, and Luke had slipped into the background shadows as Mannerton eagerly began his exploration of the chamber and the sand-choked maze within.

		 “Not a word to a soul about this, Phillips,” Mannerton had told him, when the huge stone block that was the sarcophagus had been exposed, its heaped dust shrouds scooped away. Later, when the exasperated professor had run out of invective and curses, unable to translate the carved writing on the lid, he had given Phillips a revised instruction. “I need you to fly to Cairo. Take this.” It was a sealed envelope. “It’s vital that you give it to Claverton and no one else. Absolutely no one must see this. Under no circumstances are you to open it. Make no mistake, Phillips, there are people out there who would kill for this, if they knew what it was. That’s why I’m sending you.” Luke was under no illusions. He was here as a private soldier.

		 He’d met Claverton, the go-between, as planned, in a suitably low-key bar in Cairo. The pale, wraith-like Englishman slipped the envelope into his suit, coughed as though about to induce heart failure, and sloped off into the shadows. But he must have done his job: a week later Luke had been sent back to Cairo to meet the old man who was now sitting beside him. Luke would have guessed him to be in his late seventies, maybe older. Although he was a little less than five and a half feet tall, there was an energy about him, a vitality belied by his calmness. He spoke with an accent that Luke assumed to be mid-European, although his narrow face had more than a hint of the Orient about it.

		 The envelope had been for him, and the creased sheet he was now looking at had been its contents. Luke recognised the writing as that on the lid of the unearthed sarcophagus. Glancing at it again, it struck him that there was something freakish about it. His brief course in archaeology and related topics had taught him a little about hieroglyphics, cuneiform, and other ancient forms of writing. He’d guessed this to be a form of Arabic, but then, out here, deep in the lost wastes of the Sahara, in what was otherwise an Egyptian tomb, how could that be?

		 “Is it Arabic?” Luke said aloud to the old man.

		 The other shook his head. “This pre-dates it by centuries, though it is something of a forerunner.”

		 Luke frowned. “Centuries? I didn’t think there was any writing that old.”

		 The old man smiled cryptically. “Strange that a man like you should know that. But yes, you are right. It is no ordinary writing. Unique. There are very few records of it. And they are among the most secret works known to man. Legend has it that this writing was first set down by a civilization that predates Egypt, Sumer or any other early one you care to name. Pre-Atlantean, even.”

		 Luke snorted. “Isn’t that a bit fanciful? Mannerton would think you had a screw loose if you told him that.”

		 “You think so? But, after all, it’s why I am here.”

		 Luke decided not to press the point. “So what does it say?” he asked, though not really expecting an answer.

		 But the old man tapped the window again. “In part it refers to something it calls the Sky Gift.”

		 “A meteor?”

		 “If you like. I have read something of the history of that sarcophagus, which itself has been lost to man for an aeon. In those histories, there are tales of dark gods who ruled the stars long before the birth of our solar system. Utterly alien, with powers and dreams outside anything humanly conceivable, they have existed, fought, created, enslaved, and been imprisoned in dimensions outside of time and space. Some, the worst of them, diabolically evil, have touched our own world. Some ancient cults hold that they actually spawned man.”

		 Again Luke snorted. “This is the Von Däniken theory of evolution?”

		 The old man merely smiled indulgently. “He is mainly regarded as a charlatan these days, a very rich charlatan, mind you. But there may be some elements of truth in what he writes about. The secret histories all refer to visitations. The Old Ones, as these renegade dark gods are referred to, have infected this world. In most cases, shall we say, spiritually, commonly through the medium of dreams. But physically, too. The Star Gift fell from the skies, flung here, if we are to believe the histories, by that outer darkness. As a dog shakes off a flea.

		 “It fell into the ocean and sank into primordial ooze. There it cooled, its molten metals solidifying within its shell. Long ages passed. Life rose from the mire, cities came and went. Cities whose structures and architecture would have seemed insane to men of our time. And the things that hopped and crawled through those twisted streets would have had more the look of remote alien worlds to us than of this one.”

		 Luke listened silently, his expression blank. The old guy had flipped, or he was having a joke at Luke’s expense. Still, there was no doubting his imagination. And there was still a long way to go to the site. It was one way to pass the time.

		 “As the earth heaved, twisted by eruptions and cataclysms, the Star Gift fetched up on the shore of an island kingdom. Its people dragged it into their city and named it, saying it had come down from the blasphemous gods they worshipped. Their smiths worked the metals; they forged them in blood on sacrificial altars, for they were at war. Servants of a nameless Old One, his very spawn, they were set to infest the world, like a great plague spreading across it. They would bring all life forms under their sway and pervert them to their own evolutionary path. All in the name of their vile god.”

		 The old man paused. He looked across at Luke. “All this is recorded in these secret texts. From time to time, fragments of the texts have emerged. In some cases, new volumes have been written, drawing from the original texts. But they have been destroyed, suppressed or ridiculed.”

		 Luke shrugged. “I can see why. Are you saying you believe all this stuff?”

		 Again the old man smiled. “I am only telling you what I have read. I am a seeker after truth, knowledge. The histories may well be the fantastical imaginings of various lunatic cults. You would think so, given their extraordinary nature. One would have to question some of the works of Abdul Alhazred, to whom the Necronomicon is ascribed. He died a raving madman, but did he write his works because he was mad, or did what he knew turn him mad? It is easy to dilute the unthinkable by making it appear ridiculous. He who is not taken seriously can never be seen to be a threat.”

		 “So there may be something in all this?”

		 “I believe it is possible. It is a puzzle, and men like Mannerton and myself will always seek to unravel its message.”

		 “And the Star Gift? What do these histories say became of it?”

		 “Something that should interest a man like you.” It was the second time the old man had used the expression. But he clarified his comment. “You are a man of arms. You carry two highly dangerous weapons on your person. And I am aware that there are other weapons on board.”

		 Luke chuckled. “Goes with the job. Security.”

		 “Don’t mistake me, I approve. It is only the nature of the weapons that has changed over the centuries. The metal in the Star Gift was used to forge weapons. Mostly swords and knives. Enough to equip an army that planned to swarm across the surface of a world. Weapons that were infinitely superior to any others used at the time. But there was one other weapon, one specific sword, created above all the rest. A blade that could be wielded only by a demi-god, a demon lord who would lead the unholy war in the name of his grim masters. The histories call it the Chaos Blade.”

		 In spite of himself, Luke was intrigued. Almost subconsciously he repeated the name.

		 “The secret to the power and efficiency of a good blade—” the old man began.

		 “Is how you temper it,” said Luke, imagining some vast, prehistoric forge, in which this huge sword was being beaten, heated and cooled.

		 “Quite so. But the Chaos Blade was the gift of the Old Ones. And to cool it, to finish and ready it, the smiths did not use water, or even blood. They used the vital juices of another god, one their masters had subdued and imprisoned, deep under the earth. In that nethermost pit, time and again they plunged the Chaos Blade into the vitals of the god, until its life had been expended and the weapon was complete. The dark champion took up the blade, and the wars of madness began. In the hands of the demonic champion, the Chaos Blade swept whole legions aside. Cities fell, nations sank beneath the boiling oceans. Sword and champion were as one, a living entity, a black god incarnate. But which was the instrument, which the architect?

		 “Does this sound familiar?” the old man said, breaking his narrative.

		 “Sword legends run down through history–“

		 “Indeed. Echoes, perhaps, from the ravages of the Chaos Blade.”

		 “So what happened to it?”

		 “The wars fought by its champion spanned the primeval earth. The forces embroiled in the conflict were colossal, not merely confined to the crawling hordes newly birthed from the primal soup. Gradually the Old Ones themselves were drawn into the nightmare, for it was their tool, their modus operandi. What passed for man in those days could never have withstood the power of the Chaos Blade, not even if a million had risen against it. So the enemies of the Old Ones aided man. Another dimension was added to the eternal cosmic war, as god fought god. As they do still.

		 “The sword and its demonic bearer had to be prised apart. Only this would render the Chaos Blade powerless, for none other could wield it without being destroyed.”

		 “Like trying to grip a live terminal, a million volts or something.”

		 “A perfectly adequate analogy. Yes. Thus the warring gods bent their efforts to the task and, in time, it was done. The Chaos Blade was wrenched from its master in an upheaval that shook the very roots of the world. All the minor weapons were destroyed, none surviving. The Chaos Blade was shut away, locked up on a remote plateau, as far from the eyes and mind of man as possible. And he who had wielded it, the crazed demi-god, the very hand of the Old Ones, was entombed.”

		 “Killed?”

		 “The histories are not clear. They say that ‘his powers were made impotent’ and that he was ‘made as other men.’ He was entombed and walled up ‘in a place as remote as that which housed the Chaos Blade’ and which was ‘at the opposite ends of the Earth, that they were sundered for all time.’ And all this before known history began. Before the first recorded city. As I said, before even Atlantis.

		 “But the saga of the Blade was far from over. Although it and the Wielder had been thrust from the light of the stars, perhaps beneath the Antarctic wastes, or down in the vaults below the forbidden Plateau of Kangarsk, or even under haunted Leng itself, the greed of man always sought out these riches. The awful Chaos Blade was found. They knew it in Ur and Akkad, where its very presence brought bloody ruin, though no hand of man ever lifted it. It lured other-than-man to it, for its twisted servants rose up from the swamplands, slaves to its siren call. The horrors that were ever drawn to it brewed war after war. Even motionless, untouched, it could hypnotise nations, direct their destinies.

		 “The histories tell of a Great Flood, just as the Bible does and just as the Epic of Gilgamesh tells of it. After this, there is no further written word of the Chaos Blade, nor of the one who carried it. Perhaps the Elder Gods sent the flood to wash them both away from human eyes altogether. Though man has not ceased in his search.”

		 Luke used the sudden silence to interrupt the strange flow of words. “So you are saying that the sarcophagus Mannerton has found is part of this myth?”

		 The old man lifted the sheet of paper. “These words imply as much.”

		 “What do they say?”

		 “I would rather not speak them aloud, even in translation. The tongue of the Old Ones releases powers you could not begin to understand. But in essence they speak of a resting place, of a timeless power, of one that sleeps, undying.”

		 “So it’ll be the bones of the mad crusader, the guy who carried the Chaos Blade? Is that what you think?”

		 “Something like that, yes. The writing, the script, could not possibly be referring to an Egyptian pharaoh, or any other known type of burial.”

		 “Does Mannerton know this? What he’s actually dealing with?”

		 “Partly. I doubt if he is aware of the enormity of what he has found. He is far too practical a man, too traditional, fully to accept all this nonsense about prediluvian legends. I am sure,” the old man went on, smiling to himself, “that he will convince himself that there are saner explanations. What do you think?”

		 “I’m not paid to think,” Luke grinned. But as the monotonous flight wore on, he was able to do little else but think, imagining a mummified figure lying under the lid of the tomb, possibly encased in armour. A demon lord? Mannerton might be a traditionalist, but in spite of what the old man had said, the professor was superstitious. Scared at any rate. Yes, that was it. Mannerton was afraid of what was in the block of stone. Maybe he’d find it easier to accept this than the old man reckoned.

		 * * * * *

		 It was hours past midnight, deep into the desert night, when the plane dropped down to the makeshift airstrip and buffeted to a halt in a mild sandstorm. Overhead, the brilliant stars were shrouded by the billowing drifts. Luke escorted the old man to the cluster of buildings at the edge of the strip, both ducking down to shield themselves from the numbing wind, which was surprisingly cold. Inside the first long hut, which was reminiscent of a Second World War Desert Rat base, the old man looked around calmly, apparently none the worse for the gruelling flight.

		 One of Mannerton’s colleagues, Tensley, was waiting, thrusting out his hand to pump the old man’s vigorously, as though meeting a long-admired celebrity. Luke looked around for Mannerton himself, but there was no one else present. The place seemed to be deserted.

		 “Good to have you here, sir. We’ve got somewhere for you to bed down and to freshen up,” Tensley told the old man. “It’s no palace, but you’re probably used to that.” He indicated some doors off at the end of the hut.

		 The old man picked up his light case and merely nodded, his air of calmness unruffled.

		 Tensley turned nervously to Luke. “We’ll be called together in the morning. About nine.” A sheen of perspiration gleamed across his face in the lamplight. He led the old man away, muttering platitudes about how he must be tired and wanting sleep.

		 Luke waited until they had gone through the doors and then went back outside, crossed the sand-swept compound and entered another long hut. Two of the security guards were sitting on oil drums, makeshift seats, playing cards. They looked up, acknowledging him with brief nods.

		 Luke unslung the automatic rifle and pack he had brought from the plane, went over to another oil drum and scooped out water, splashing it over his face. He’d forgotten how the damn sand got everywhere. The trip out had been a brief respite.

		 “Mannerton wants to see you,” one of the others called.

		 “Now? At three in the morning?”

		 The others grinned. “That’s what the prof said. Tell you the truth, we didn’t expect to see you back. We’ve all had it with this sodding desert. Reckon we’ve earned enough.”

		 Luke swore under his breath but picked up his gun and left. In another hut he found Mannerton poring over a scattered collection of maps, charts and old volumes. He spent half his life buried in their mysteries. Luke waited until he looked up.

		 “Ah, Phillips. Good trip?”

		 “The old guy’s here, in one piece. Tensley’s sorting him out. Tough old bird.”

		 “Any problems?”

		 Luke shook his head.

		 “Cairo all right?”

		 “If you mean, were we watched, I’d say probably not. But I couldn’t guarantee it. Biggest rat-hole this side of Bombay.”

		 Mannerton leaned back, rubbing at his eyes. He was in his sixties, his red face blotched by the sun, his white beard straggling on to his chest. Unlike the old man’s, his eyes looked tired, face deeply creased, his unkempt white mane of hair thinning.

		 “So who is he?” said Luke. “Does he have a name?” So far, he had been given only a description of the old man, enough to single him out in Cairo.

		 “He’s Taras Lupescu. He has as many doctorates as I’ve got teeth,” said Mannerton, though he seemed to be more irritated than amused. “We’re old adversaries. He sees me as just another grubber in the dirt, if the truth were known. You want a drink?”

		 Luke noticed the whisky bottle. Mannerton usually drank sparingly, but it looked as though he’d had more than a few shots tonight. Luke shook his head. “I’ll just kip down for a few hours, if you don’t mind. So the old man and you go back a ways?”

		 Mannerton slopped some of the spirit into a glass and gulped it down, wincing at its fire. “You could say that. Lupescu is an arrogant bastard. He and a handful of others like him form an enclave, a sort of secret society. They, and only they, have access to knowledge they share with no one. Unless it suits them. They treat people like me as muddlers, ignorant dabblers in the dark. No matter how qualified or experienced we are.”

		 Luke said nothing. But he knew that Mannerton had been at loggerheads with the established authorities on a number of antiquarian issues for years. Some of his theories had been ridiculed. It had certainly fuelled the fire of his irascibility.

		 “But he’s going to have to compromise now, by Christ! He already knows what I’ve found here. This isn’t something I’ve dreamed up. Not some far-fetched theory.”

		 Slowly Luke sat down. He could see that Mannerton was in a mood to spill more. “So what’s his background?”

		 Mannerton poured another drink. “His work on the earliest civilizations is acclaimed, although some of it is controversial. There isn’t a relevant site in the world that he doesn’t know like the back of his hand, or an ancient language he doesn’t read. Fluently. It’s uncanny.”

		 “He read that inscription – ”

		 Mannerton glared at him, fist tightening around the glass. “I knew he would. It’s why I need him. You’ve seen the walls in that tomb, under the desert. The glyphs, the writings. I can’t translate it without Lupescu, damn him. So what did he say?”

		 Luke shrugged. “Not much. Older than Atlantis, that was part of it. He wasn’t going to say a lot to me. I think he wanted me to think he was a crank. Gave me some spiel about lost gods and pre-human civilizations.”

		 Mannerton actually shuddered, but tried to pass it off as the night’s chill. “Yes, well, he would do that. It’s part of the way he and his cronies work. Sometimes it suits them to use that kind of thing to obfuscate what they’re really about.”

		 “And what is that, professor?”

		 Mannerton’s face clouded. “I have my suspicions. Something dark. Let’s just leave it at that.”

		 “My guess is, he knows who’s in that tomb.”

		 Mannerton just nodded, staring into the distance.

		 * * * * *

		 The small company came together at nine the following morning. Luke had slept unusually fitfully for him, his mind churning over with images of blood-drenched swords, toppling cities and grinning cosmic horrors. Buildings, twisted and contorted in the most bizarre forms, heaped upon each other, rose up from beds of molten lava and were sucked down again by monstrous tides. Humanity, or some grotesque variant on the theme, seethed among these horrors, swept aside by the enormity of the cataclysms. And behind it all, the serene face of the old man smiled casually.

		 That same old man, Lupescu, waited with his usual patience while Mannerton, Tensley and a few others came to him in the long hut.

		 Mannerton and the old man faced each other. There were no smiles, no handshakes. The old man pulled the sheet of vellum from the breast pocket of his suit, a suit that looked, amazingly, as though it had been neatly pressed an hour before.

		 “Well, Mannerton, it seems that you really have stumbled across something of interest this time,” he said softly, almost mockingly.

		 “Hardly stumbled,” retorted Mannerton through clenched teeth. Luke could see that he was containing his fury with difficulty. The very presence of the old man was anathema to him. All the more so because it was essential.

		 “You want to show me?”

		 Mannerton didn’t answer, instead turning to his companions and introducing them, explaining their status, though he knew the old man cared nothing for this. After the cursory exchange of pleasantries, Mannerton squared up to the old man again. “I want to make a few things clear. What we have found must be kept a close secret for the time being. You know as well as I do that every crank, every gold-digger on God’s Earth would descend on this place in five minutes if they knew about this.”

		 “Who else knows?” said the old man, and Luke felt the sudden steel in his voice, the hardness behind it.

		 Mannerton glanced at Luke. “No one. You alone, outside of those here.”

		 “That is for the best.”

		 “And until this business is resolved, you won’t be able to leave,” Mannerton added.

		 The old man also looked at Luke. “I’m sure your guards will ensure that I don’t make a bolt for it.”

		 Luke would have smiled at that, but there was a tension in the air that reminded him of the atmosphere before a battle. Beyond the huts and airstrip, the desert was very quiet, its storms dormant, as though it, too, focussed on the drama.

		 Mannerton led the party outside and along the rim of the encampment. There were a number of guards around the camp, watching, but only Luke went with the party to the dunes where the tombs had been found. As always, he had his gun with him. Down in the dunes waited a rectangular opening, its inner air choked with shadows. Last to enter it, Luke turned to look back at the desert. Like a great beast, it seemed to be listening avidly.

		 Inside the passageway, the air was oddly cold, though stale, the structure beyond having been sealed up for untold centuries. The party wound downwards along the sand-clogged passage, which seemed to spiral slowly and over a long distance to surprising depths. This was no ordinary tomb. Their lamps lit the way to a precarious ledge on to which they emerged.

		 The old man could see that they were standing high up near the rim of an immense dome, an edifice that had been completely buried over time. They had come into it, not through a doorway, but through a high window. Below them, obscured by shadow and heaped sand, the vastness of the interior spread out. The far wall of this stunning space was over a hundred yards away, the lamplight barely able to pick out its details. Scores of pillars rose up from the floor to support the upper structure, and among the dust and sand, blocks and stones leaned erratically.

		 “It’s the size of a palace,” said Mannerton. “But it’s a mausoleum. Each of the blocks below is a sarcophagus.” Although he spoke softly, his words carried to all members of the party.

		 “Have you opened any of them?” said the old man.

		 “All had been opened long before we came here.” By the lamplight it was possible to see now that each of the tombs had had its lid rudely removed and tossed aside. Some of them had crumbled or broken into pieces. “Those buried here, whoever they were, have long since been removed, their treasures taken.” It was a typical situation in the desert. Grave robbers were frequently at work mere years after even pharaohs had been buried.

		 “Do you know who they were?” the old man asked.

		 “Egyptians. All of them. Not royalty, though men of stature within their society. High-ranking officials. Their servants put these tombs here. But Egyptians did not build this mausoleum,” said Mannerton, with a cool certainty.

		 “Quite so,” the old man nodded. “It was here long before them. As was the tomb you have brought me here to see.”

		 Mannerton shot him a glance, but the old man ignored it. Instead they continued the long, spiral walk down the inside of the dome. Luke brought up the rear of the party: he had trodden this path before, and it never failed to raise the hackles on the back of his neck. It was like sinking down into a time pit, a remote period; it was also disturbingly like something out of last night’s disjointed dreams. There were ancient inscriptions and drawings on the walls, but most had been worn away or had faded to total obscurity. Even so, it was possible to glimpse strange, unique figures, depicted against a background of angled buildings, dizzying pillars. Since he had spoken to the old man, and more particularly, since his strange dreams, Luke read far more into these images. In this forgotten place, it was easy to give credence to their reality.

		 Down on the floor of the mausoleum, the old man studied the first of the desecrated tombs. They seemed to tell him little that he did not already know, or expect. He said nothing, nodding as he passed them. Mannerton led the party to a curious doorway at the far side of the area. This had puzzled Luke when he had first seen it: it was just tall enough to allow a man to walk upright beneath its portal, but it was at least a dozen feet wide. The old man paused before it, studying the inscription above it.

		 “You have read this?” he said to Mannerton.

		 “My limited knowledge of its tongue,” said the latter coldly, “tells me it is a warning.”

		 “It’s a sister tongue to that once spoken in Ib and Sarnath and in some parts of Kadath. Those who pass in, know that death is the guise of sleep and that which sleeps will wake at the appointed hour. Yes, a warning. Yet you have already survived your visits.”

		 Mannerton grunted something inaudible and led the way forward. The lamps seemed to dim a little as the party went through. Beyond, hewn, it seemed, from living desert bedrock, a great cavern yawned. Something far up in its invisible ceiling flapped away. Ahead of the group, a wide stairway dropped down to an oval floor. This had been swept clear of debris and sand, revealing slabs of fabulously preserved stone, inlaid with what could have been astrological designs, untouched over the millennia. But these drew the eye only for a moment, for, in the centre of the chamber, raised on a stone dais, the sarcophagus sat. Carved from black obsidian, shot through with zigzag grey lines, it dominated the place.

		 As Luke followed the party down the steps, each one three feet wide, he levelled his gun, as he had done when he had been here before. This place, more than anything else he had encountered in life, really did give him the creeps. The walls, some of which were beyond the light cast by the lamps, gave an impression of being alive, breathing, listening. If you tried to look into the concealing darkness for too long, you started to feel light-headed. He concentrated on the block of stone.

		 The old man stood below it, next to Mannerton. “Have you tried to open it?” he asked him, his voice barely above a whisper. But it carried in that awful space: everyone heard it clearly, almost as though thought had transferred itself.

		 “Not yet,” said Mannerton.

		 Luke listened to the exchange between the two men, who were more like priests in a holy sepulchre than archaeologists. He had been surprised at Mannerton’s unwillingness to open the sarcophagus once it had been found. Usually the archaeologists, careful or not, couldn’t wait to study their finds. They lived for it, after all. But the others in the party had been perfectly supportive of the professor. They were frightened of the thing. Luke had been told about the so-called curse on the tomb of Tutankhamun: there had been some weird deaths after its opening. So these guys were taking no chances. Fair enough. It’s how the soldier in him would have acted. And Mannerton had told him that they didn’t want to damage anything inadvertently.

		 “You know what this is,” the professor was saying now to the old man.

		 “I believe so. Alhazred spoke of the Nameless City, lost in the limitless Arabian deserts. And the Book of Eibon speaks of the tomb of the Fallen Bearer of the Star Gift. You know of these sources, Mannerton?”

		 The professor tensed, as though reluctant to answer, but he nodded. “I have been to the Miskatonic. I’ve read parts of the Arab’s works.”

		 “They go against everything you have been taught. Mad ravings. And yet, here is proof. The creatures that crawled and hopped through those forbidden cities were here. Long before man walked. The door we came through was made for other than human passage. You cannot deny that.”

		 If Luke expected Mannerton or any of the others to laugh or to pour scorn on the old man’s half-cracked comments, he was disappointed. They hung on every word now, ensnared by the soft voice and its outrageous revelations.

		 “Read the inscription – I know you can,” breathed Mannerton. It was a plea, not a command.

		 The old man stood at the foot of the sarcophagus. The pseudo-Arabic lettering that Luke had seen on the sheet of vellum the old man carried covered all but a few inches of the huge lid, some nine feet in length and four wide. The old man studied it for a few moments, his lips still. “It is the language of the Old Ones,” he said at last. “I dare not speak it aloud. If I do, it will open more than this stone.”

		 To his surprise, Luke could see a deep fear etched on the face of the old man now. Lupescu had been so calm, so perfectly relaxed, since the moment they had met in Cairo, that this sudden cold change shocked Luke.

		 Mannerton must have noticed it, but he pressed the old man to speak. “Who lies there?” he said, finger thrust out accusingly at the stone lid.

		 “That is not dead that can eternal lie– ”

		 “No more riddles!” Mannerton hissed. “Tell me, old man, or, by God, I’ll have the lid off anyway! I mean it!”

		 The old man actually backed away, as though a serpent had reared up in front of him. He was nodding. “You must take the utmost precautions first. The thing that sleeps within is itself protected by powers from beyond time’s dawn. They are not to be mocked. The lid speaks of these things. It speaks of the Star Gift and its Wielder. Locked away for eternity, for the safety of Order. Like others of the Old Ones, chained.” He was perspiring now, his words tumbling out of him, his dignified manner slipping.

		 Mannerton, on the other hand, was quick to snatch the initiative, seeing his great rival under unexpected duress. His temperament asserted itself. “Precautions? Such as? What must be done? I tell you, Lupescu, I mean to open this.”

		 The old man nodded, stepping back down from the dais. He looked around at the other members of the party. Apart from Luke, there were Tensley and four others, each of them accomplished men in their field. “How far will your people go? How dedicated are they?” His words made Luke feel suddenly chill, and he realised he had subconsciously trained the muzzle of the weapon on the old man.

		 “What the blazes are you talking about?” snarled Mannerton. “We’ll have none of your ravings here, Lupescu. Don’t think you can use charlatanism to fool us. Or scare us. It won’t work.”

		 “Very well. If this is the tomb of the Wielder of the Chaos Blade, it has been sealed by the Elder Gods. If it is opened, there will be a penalty. Servants of the Old Ones found that sarcophagus and brought it here from its original prison. But at a terrible cost to themselves. They thought they could open it and re-awaken the sleeper within. And they failed. They carved its inscription. Its terrible warning.”

		 It was Tensley’s voice that broke the awkward silence. “He’s mad!” He had spoken, as he thought, softly, but again the acoustics of that weird cavern amplified the words.

		 The old man had now reached the floor of the chamber and was very slowly moving away from the sarcophagus.

		 Mannerton glowered down at him from beside it. “No, I don’t think so. Just devious. Always the same. Well, Lupescu, it’s been a very impressive performance. And just what is this penalty? What sacrifice are we expected to make?”

		 The old man had reached Luke’s side. Luke had been too absorbed to realise, but he stepped back, his weapon still raised, his finger touching the edge of the trigger.

		 “You have scorned me, though you have envied me, down all these years,” the old man told Mannerton. “My reticence concerning the great esoteric secrets has earned your bitterness. Yet now, at last, when I speak of them, you deride them. You and others like you, like these would-be acolytes. Why should I pass on the knowledge of the ages to you? You, who would do little more than mock.”

		 “You prevaricate! What sacrifice?” Mannerton repeated.

		 “Your sanity. Your souls. Your essence throughout eternity.”

		 “Professor,” said another of the archaeologists. “This is beyond a joke. Can we just get on with this? Our time here is limited. Did you really have to drag him here to have us listen to this? You have a reputation to think of. We all have.”

		 Mannerton was considering this, nodding slowly. “You go too far, Lupescu,” he said, far more quietly. “I don’t know what you are protecting, but it isn’t going to work.”

		 “As you wish.” The old man turned to Luke. “I am not going to wait here while they open it. You will have to shoot me to prevent me from leaving. But if you have any sense, young man, you will come with me.”

		 “Phillips!” Mannerton called. “Don’t let him out of your sight! You hear me? Lupescu, you’re not leaving the camp. I warn you, he will shoot you if you try to leave the camp.”

		 The old man was already climbing the steps back up to the elongated doorway. Luke followed him, glad to turn his back on the tomb and its unsettling atmosphere. The old man might be mad, but right now he seemed like a better prospect as far as company went.

		 * * * * *

		 In the cavern, Mannerton stood glaring at the retreating backs of the old man and the guard. To hell with Lupescu. He just wasn’t prepared to share this, had to do it his way.

		 “Come on,” said Mannerton to the others. “We should have done this days ago.”

		 Eagerly, the others rushed up to join him at the top of the dais. Four of them each took a corner of the great stone lid, Mannerton and Tensley at either end. At a nod from their leader, they all heaved and strained. At first it seemed as though their efforts would be in vain, but something cracked under the lid, and a small cloud of dust puffed out from one side. They redoubled their efforts and felt the lid shift. A third heave and it began to slide across, until, at length, after several more concerted jerks, the lid toppled. They tried to let it slide to the top of the dais, but its massive weight scorned their efforts. It tumbled off the dais and down on to the polished floor with a resonating crash. Yet it showed no sign of a crack, no hint of breaking.

		 Mannerton was first to peer through the dust clouds within the sarcophagus that swirled like mist on a pond. The others drew back, looking within tentatively. Gradually the dust settled. And as one, the members of the party gasped at what had been revealed within. They had none of them been prepared for this.

		 * * * * *

		 Up in the chamber of the dome, Luke and the old man paused outside the door to the lower chamber they had quitted.

		 “I don’t intend to shoot you,” said Luke with a tired smile. “But we’d better wait here.”

		 Lupescu seemed to have recovered himself. “They have no idea what they are doing. Mannerton thinks I am joking. Hiding the truth behind mad stories of gods and a time that never existed. You probably think so, too.”

		 Luke shrugged. “Down there, I could believe anything. I reckon Mannerton believes something of what you say. Part of him doesn’t want to face it.”

		 “Man’s curiosity has been a useful tool to dark forces over the centuries,” said the old man. He was about to say more, but from below them, carrying up to them as clearly as gunfire, the terrible screaming had begun.

		 * * * * *

		 The first thing that Luke was aware of as he reached the top of the stair was the smell. It was a frightful combination of ozone, as though a bolt of electricity had seared through the huge chamber, and scorched flesh. The whole place was glowing, the walls throbbing as if charged by a hidden dynamo. Sigils and glyphs stood out on them like pulsing veins. Shapes writhed, as though an army of creatures heaved at a thin fabric, urgently trying to tear through it. Spread out around the circumference of the chamber, tossed aside like dolls, five bodies lay inert, faint wisps of steam or smoke rising from them. They were crumpled and charred: Luke knew instantly that they were dead. They seemed to have been electrocuted.

		 “They opened the sarcophagus,” the old man breathed at his shoulder. “I told them it was protected.”

		 “Yeah, wired up by some bright bastard,” Luke growled. “Someone who already found this place.” He motioned for silence. He could hear something, an incoherent mumbling.

		 The lid of the sarcophagus had indeed been lifted. It was at the foot of the dais. A faint glow from within the opened stone block flickered. But the sounds came from beyond it. Luke led their way down the steps, his weapon raised, ready for instant use. He and the old man eased around the dais, neither eager to look into it. Luke pulled up short with an indrawn gasp as he saw what was beyond.

		 Mannerton was squatting on his haunches, a grotesque batrachian figure, his back to the dais, gazing up at what should have been the wall before him. But, although it was pitch black, it was like a cosmic window, open onto the vastness of a starless space. Framed by a thirty-foot span, the columns riddled with bizarre glyphs, it gaped on to the maw of infinity, a well of darkness that seethed with a suggestion of living energy. How was this possible, here deep under the earth?

		 Lupescu’s lips moved as he read those glyphs to himself. Luke went to Mannerton, where another shock awaited him. His arms ended at his elbows in two globular lumps, as though they had been made of plastic, melted down by the heat of a white hot fire. Mannerton’s eyes were bulging, as if he were gazing upon the face of some monumental horror in that abyss before him. His mutterings were incomprehensible, as though not spoken in any human tongue.

		 “Mannerton! What the hell happened?” Luke said, gripping the professor’s shoulder and shaking him. Even through the jacket, the man felt intensely hot. Luke released him. There was no response. Mannerton went on quietly raving to himself.

		 The old man had drawn back from the archway, staring now at Mannerton. “His mind has been blasted away, scorched as badly as his arms.”

		 “What the hell did this?” Luke snapped, backing away from the portal cautiously, gun trained on it.

		 “The thing in the sarcophagus,” said the old man. “Go and look.”

		 Luke swung the muzzle of the gun round on him. “You look. I’ll see if any of the others are alive.”

		 “They won’t be!” the old man hissed. “Don’t go near them.” Reluctantly, his face a mask of panic, he crept up the steps of the dais, deeply wary of the open sarcophagus. When he finally reached it, he leaned forward infinitely slowly, until he could see what was within, his face bathed in a red glow from below. Almost at once he recoiled, as though a nest of serpents writhed there.

		 “Who is it?” called Luke. “Is it your so-called Wielder of the Sword? Or is it a bloody generator? Booby trap?”

		 Old Lupescu started backing down the steps, face dripping with perspiration. He seemed to have lost all his composure, his years piling up on him, his very body shrivelling. Luke snorted with impatience and climbed to the dais, though equally as wary as the old man had been. But he put the gun down before he went to the open sarcophagus. He didn’t want to be welded to it.

		 The curious red light from within etched the contents clearly. Luke’s jaw dropped. There wasn’t a body in there at all, or any bones. Stretched out like a corpse, on a bed of white sand, was a single object. A sword.

		 Luke swung round to the old man, but he had moved, spider-like, to the foot of the steps. Luke could smell the fear on him, even above the stench of the charred corpses.

		 “You knew this was here?”

		 The old man nodded. “The Chaos Blade. Mannerton tried to lift it. No man can. Only one being can raise that weapon. The Wielder himself. But the Elder Gods will prevent it if they can. Eternal pain awaits him who tries. So says the lid.”

		 Luke swore impatiently. “I’m going to need help. Go and get some of the other guards. I’ll try and sort Mannerton out.” He’d had enough of this mumbo-jumbo. Somebody was screwing about here. They didn’t need archaeologists to sort things out, they needed sappers. He re-slung his weapon over his shoulder and went back to Mannerton, trying to rouse him again. If he wasn’t treated soon, he’d likely die. But there was no response; the professor was lost in a world of his own, a world of total madness, eyes locked on that abyss. God alone knew what he saw there. Luke couldn’t bring himself to look at it, as though he might see an immense, malign face scrutinizing him.

		 A new sound snapped his head up. Peering into the shadows of the far wall, Luke saw short, swift movements. One of the bodies twitched. But the sounds came from beyond the dais. Luke went cautiously towards the body: it rolled over. Jeeze, the man was still alive! But Luke stopped, swinging round to the stairs.

		 Lupescu had adopted a new pose, eyes closed in concentration, mouth forming the words of what appeared to be an incantation. What the hell was he playing at? Praying? His voice, very low, unnaturally deep, croaked, his hands lifting and falling slowly, as though in supplication. Then he turned to another of the bodies and directed his speech at it. It moved. In answer to the old man’s murmurings.

		 In total disbelief, Luke watched as the old scholar restored each of the five fallen archaeologists to movement. They satup, the terrible extent of the fire-damage only too plain to see.They could not possibly have survived such a blaze of energy.But plainly they had, for each of them struggled to his feet,clumsy, half-falling, groping his way forward. Two of them hadno faces left to speak of, yet still they staggered on, forming asemi-circle around the dais. Something else was happening tothem, as though the old man was moulding them, like a potter shaping his clay, his deep, unearthly voice the instrument ofhis power. They were no longer men, their shapes alien, theirfeatures distorted, their bulk spreading so that their bodies were slug-like, their arms elongating into bloated tentacles.Their mouths flapped, fish-like, new eyes replacing what hadbeen scorched away. Creatures from the dawn of time, fromthe primal ooze, from cities where no man had ever walked.

		 Luke felt his bowels clenching. He was powerless to move.

		 Lupescu opened his eyes. “The Old Ones have heard me across the aeons. Out in that gulf beyond space and time. They give me their power. Through me, their servants live again, within these vessels of human flesh. And with their resurrection comes the key.” He walked forward, towards the dais, all his old dignity restored, and far more than that. He breathed new power.

		 Beyond, framed by the arch, the huge area of darkness rippled. Within it, gigantic shapes coalesced, as if seen behind a thick film of shadows. From them there welled a distinct wave of evil power, a malefic force that filled Luke with rising dread, like nothing he had experienced before. The old man was speaking to them, genuflecting before them. They were his blasphemous gods, though in what nether hell they dwelled was beyond reason itself.

		 Yet there were other forces within that grim universe, forces that clashed with the burgeoning terrors. A titanic struggle was taking place, a war that had resounded down the millennia. Mesmerised, Luke half-glimpsed the cosmic conflict, fought out so far away, yet so close, silent but suggestive of deafening fury.

		 The old man had gone up again to the sarcophagus. “I have waited a thousand lifetimes for this moment. I am no longer denied my destiny,” he called to Luke. “The Old Ones shield me.” As he said this, the five monstrous hybrids turned as one to the abyss, forming a line across its mouth, the slumped, impotent figure of Mannerton beyond them. He, too, had undergone a vile transmogrification, his head a bulbous extension of his shoulders.

		 A shield, Luke thought. These abominations are Lupescu’s shield.

		 The old man bent down and reached inside the sarcophagus. His hands gripped the haft of the Chaos Blade, lifting it with a shout of triumph. “I have crossed the prison of time for this moment! The Sword and its Wielder are reunited!”

		 As he ranted, bolts of light tore from the heart of the gateway. Like the jagged prongs of an electric storm, each of them struck the shambling figures before the arch. They were more than a shield, they were conductors, deflecting the wrath of the Elder Gods and their crackling protection. And while the deformed beings bore devastating blasts far surpassing in power what they had already absorbed, the old man raised higher the Chaos Blade.

		 He held it before him like a huge standard. The Wielder and the Blade were indeed bound together again, their centuries of separation sloughed away. Those bolts that by-passed the row of ghastly figures struck the sword, but it simply flung them back on themselves out in the chasm, their puissance diminished.

		 For a moment, Luke tore himself from the numbing torpor that gripped him. With a demonic howl that broke the dam holding back his own wave of primeval terror, he squeezed the trigger of the automatic weapon and unleashed a withering hail of lead blindly into the cavern. The old man, no longer bent and slumped, but tall, powerful, swung round instantly, the Chaos Blade before him. Like a magnet, it drew every bullet to it. They smacked up against the steel, winging away instantly as the hail was redirected, fanning out in a blanket. As they did so, their arcs curled around the rim of the dais.

		 Like a cloud of maddened hornets, they ripped into the bloated bodies of the five shapes, spattering the floor with gobbets of blood and freshly reformed flesh. The creatures lurched back, danced like puppets as the lead tore through them. One by one, they were torn apart and once again flung across the chamber floor, though with a nauseating finality this time. The sudden cutting off of the noise wrenched Luke out of his frenzy as he realised he had run out of ammunition. He fumbled with the gun, emptying it and groping in his pocket for another clip. As the five amorphous shapes disintegrated, another bolt of light crackled from the chasm: there was nothing now to reduce its energy or the speed with which it struck the old man between the shoulder blades. Before he could spin round to defend himself with the blade, the white-hot bolt caught him, smashing him aside with the power of a hurricane.

		 The Chaos Blade tumbled from his grip, clattering down the steps of the dais. Rolling aside, screaming in fury and pain, the Wielder, no longer demonic, but an old man once more, scuttled like a broken spider down the steps, hand grabbing air as he tried to regain the fallen weapon. It skidded across the polished floor, stopping inches from the lip of the dark gateway. A figure shambled between it and the old man, blocking his way forward.

		 Lupescu got to his knees with a huge effort. Luke could see the smouldering ruin that was his back, where the bolt had caught him. His spine was exposed, bent like wax. But something forced him up on to his feet, some deathless force as old as time itself. The revolting thing that Mannerton had become lurched forward, a dreadful Nemesis to the bitter end, distorted arms lifting for a nightmare embrace. The old man tried to evade it, but could hardly move for the agonies that speared him.

		 Luke watched as the two figures, limned by the black glow of the hungry vault beyond them, grappled. Mannerton’s shortened arms yet clamped the old man, seemingly burning into his flesh, leaching on to him in an unbreakable hold. Above and beyond them, a cyclopean head rose in the darkness, baleful and Satanic, as if by its presence it could prise apart the grisly protagonists. Lupescu made a last attempt to grope for the fallen Chaos Blade, but something pseudopodic flowed from the Mannerton figure and engulfed the arm. The old man began to scream, but the sound was choked off as both figures reached the lip of the precipice. Writhing and twisting, somehow merging into a travesty of humanity, a single, self-destructive organism, they toppled out into those frightful depths. Beyond them the demonic gaze sank back to the space beyond the outer gulfs.

		 Luke swung his weapon up and fired another long burst. Whether the bullets had any effect on anything, he could not tell, but the gateway was a black, impenetrable curtain once more. As he finished, the chamber was plunged into silence, total and utter. And on the lip of the abyss, something hummed, as if charged with electricity. It was the Chaos Blade. It was waiting, like a living entity. Luke’s chest heaved, his body shaking. He lowered the gun.

		 The sword. No man could lift it, the Wielder had said. Mannerton had tried. But it would be worth an emperor’s ransom! Take it! whispered a voice in Luke’s head. Sell it! You’ll live like a god.

		 As he was hesitating, tempted in spite of everything he had seen, the abyss shimmered once more. He could hear a growing murmuring, a mounting sound as though a host gathered. Silhouetted in starlight against the edge of the gateway, rising from the pit beyond it, shapes flowed forward, writhing, slithering. He would have opened fire, but a fresh terror clamped his every muscle. His breath frozen, he watched as those emissaries of chaos leaked around the Chaos Blade, inching it backwards.

		 A moment more and it had been absorbed. The crawling horrors subsided. With them went the accursed weapon.

		 Transfixed, Luke felt his head swimming as he, too, was drawn towards the pit. But from behind him, a shout dragged him back from the brink.

		 “What’s going on down here? Hey, that you, Luke?”

		 Two of the other security guards had arrived, their guns ready to release new waves of lead. “We heard gunfire. You okay?”

		 Luke nodded. He couldn’t speak, trying to indicate the fallen corpses of the former archaeologists. But all that was left was the coagulated pools of their remains, nothing to suggest that five living humans had been here.

		 One of the guards was peering into the sarcophagus. “Empty,” he grunted. “I guess someone got here first after all. Like a lot of the others they found.”

		 “So what’s behind you, Luke? That another chamber?”

		 At last Luke was able to move. He twisted round. The gateway was no more. The stone walls of the chamber had closed up like a healed wound. But in the centre of what had been the opening, a huge etching stood out in relief. The Chaos Blade.

		 “No,” he said, his voice surprisingly loud. “No more chambers. You’re right. We’re too late. Let’s get out of here.”

		 “So what were you shooting at?” they asked him as they made their way back up towards the dawn.

		 “Nothing. You go a bit crazy in those places. Crawling with ghosts, or bats. I got a bit edgy. Why don’t we just leave it to the prof. Me, I’ve had it with this desert. I’m for Cairo. Like you guys said, there’s enough in the bank.”

		 The others laughed. “Now you’re talking.”

		 Far below them, in the spaces under and beyond the earth, behind the stars, the war went on. The life of the Chaos Blade and its Wielder had been, for a moment, detained. One story ended. Another struggled to be born.

	

	 	
		 Will Murray once wrote an article comparing Lovecraft’s final version of “The Shadow over Innsmouth” with some surviving pages of an earlier draft and speculated that HPL had taken seriously the desire of the editor of Strange Tales for a greater “action” element than Lovecraft usually provided, the Old Gent preferring the evocation of mood over character and plot. Will suggested that the escape and pursuit sequences were additions to make the story acceptable for Strange Tales, though it eventually appeared only after his death, and in the accustomed pages of the rival periodical Weird Tales. Reading Will’s own “Evacuation Day,” I cannot but suspect that its author has attempted (and successfully!) to go Lovecraft one better, rewriting “The Shadow over Innsmouth” with a lot more action! And from his description of the decaying seaport town, we know we are right at home! It’s good to be back!

		EVACUATION DAY

		 Will Murray

		 Iwas juggernauting through upstate New York when I wandered quite unwittingly into the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. The Bay State was not in my itinerary. Vermont more appealed to me. But after sampling the charming scenery of the Housatonic River Valley, I pushed east to Springfield, where I found lodgings for the night. Having penetrated this far into the state, I resolved to make my way to the port city Boston the following morning. I suppose that the approach of Saint Patrick’s Day and the pleasant thought of passing that Hibernian holiday in charming Beantown partly motivated me.

		 To this day, I do not know how I ended up in the coastal fishing village of Innsmouth. Driving north east in quest of the Aylesbury Pike, I skirted Foxfield and elected to bypass the Miskatonic Reservoir district. And there perhaps, I made my first mistake.

		 For the motorist’s guidebook I had been using was printed before they drowned those old hill towns in order to create the new reservoir. In attempting to extrapolate my way through the blighted area south of the reservoir proper, I wandered afield. Far afield.

		 I blame it on the idiosyncratic local pronunciation. Asking a fellow motorist the way, he directed me to avoid the road leading to a lately-submerged hamlet he pronounced as “Dunnich.” Thus I failed to recognize the turnoff to Dunwich as the proper one to avoid.

		 There, I proceeded to wend my way through a veritable maze of humped hills and wooded hollows, until I found my way back to what passed for civilization in Massachusetts. The turnpike took me straightaway to Innsmouth via Rowley.

		 I arrived on Evacuation Day—although I knew it not.

		 At an Ipswich filling station, I pulled over and asked the proprietor to top off the tank.

		 “Do they celebrate St. Patrick’s Day over in Innsmouth?” I inquired.

		 “They do not. Particularly.”

		 “I thought it was a big day hereabouts,” I pressed.

		 “Up here, it’s called Evacuation Day.”

		 “I have not heretofore heard of that holiday,” I admitted frankly.

		 The rustic launched into a declamation. “Started down in Boston. Back in ’01. Evacuation Day marks the date the infernal Redcoats were driven out of Boston during the Revolution. It’s only celebrated down in Suffolk County, not up here in Essex. But lately, they’ve adopted it over in Innsmouth. But fisher folk commemorate it in peculiar ways.” He eyed me pointedly.

		 “Is there a parade?” I inquired.

		 “More akin to a procession, I would say.”

		 “Really? How quaint. Perhaps I might take in the festivities there instead.”

		 “I wouldn’t,” he said laconically.

		 “Why ever not?”

		 “Not sayin’. Just sayin’ don’t. Not healthy for outlanders such as yourself.”

		 “Oh? Do they do queer things?”

		 “Mighty queer. In fact, so queer most town landsmen leave Innsmouth for the day. Or longer.”

		 I smiled, thinking now that he was jesting with me.

		 “If they leave town,” I prompted, “who is left to enjoy the day?”

		 “That,” he said as he returned his hose to its hook, “is the question no one wants to answer. Least of all me.”

		 Now I was dead certain that the man was japing.

		 “I suppose that I might take a jaunt up there,” I said after receiving my change.

		 “I wouldn’t,” he said. And that was all he would offer no matter how much I attempted to jostle his tongue loose.

		 I drove on regardless, for the name had struck a memory chord. Innsmouth had been a major maritime center in its heyday. No doubt much of its old charm still remained. I recalled that it had fallen on hard times in the late ‘20s, but commerce was now rebounding.

		 I felt unaccustomedly rambunctious. My new Packard convertible was eating up the miles beautifully. The cream-colored body shone with the bright new gleam of the factory. I was tempted to take the top down, but it was a trifle windy.

		 With one hand on the wheel and the other on the ivory ball of the stick shift, I tooled smartly up the approach road to Innsmouth, crossing the frozen Manuxet River via a rickety wooden bridge with the bracing tang of salt air coming in through the car’s vents.

		 Fairly soon, I encountered a veritable stream of autos jouncing in my direction. Natives, no doubt. Off to do some marketing in the hinterlands.

		 The stream soon swelled into a flood. I enumerated coupes and jalopies of every make and style, although none new. Model Ts were in the majority.

		 A motorist waved at me with what I thought was excessive zeal. I returned the salute with a tip of my Mackinaw hat.

		 “Are ye daft!” he hollered back. “Turn around!”

		 I couldn’t imagine his meaning. The road ahead was perfectly sound—if in sore need of grading.

		 I pressed onward.

		 Still other departing Innsmouthers called out to me.

		 “Back!” shouted one. “Go back!”

		 “It’s Evacuation Day!” another proclaimed.

		 “Hurrah!” I exulted, tooteling my horn, for that seemed to be the manner in which new arrivals were greeted.

		 It was all very boisterous. But I couldn’t help but feel a tad weary after all the riot and racket. But finally the last of the line of careening automobiles fell behind me and the way ahead was entirely clear.

		 Bumping along a cobbled road, I pulled into Innsmouth proper.

		 My first impression, as I tooled along Dock Street, was of disrepair. The fishmonger shops were frankly decrepit. The docks seemed to be coming back from what I imagined were Roosevelt Recession woes. The black-tarred roof of the covered wharf proclaimed in white letters the proud name of DUGAN. Lobster boats and fishing smacks—if they called them that—were muttering about the harbor.

		 The smell of fish was heady. I happen to love fish. But then I hail from a landlocked upstate hamlet. Fresh fish is a novelty. So the more overpowering the aroma, the better.

		 I pulled over to accost a citizen. He was a ruddy specimen, loading wooden lobster traps into the rumble seat of his rusting machine.

		 “I passed quite a procession I encountered on the approach road,” I said by way of opening our conversation.

		 Dropping his burden, he straightened. He was as sun- and wind-burned as his wares. A wide square face framed distinctive features. His watery blue eyes were set well apart. Too well, for average tastes, I had to admit. His ears were remarkable. Thin as parchment, their ornate design was singular. I half expected them to wave in the brisk sea breeze.

		 “Procession?” he burbled. I noticed that his working lips were on the rubbery side and I wondered if a faint Negroid strain might have tinged his hardy blood.

		 “More like an evacuation, I would say.”

		 He regarded me queerly. “The procession is tonight. What name do you go by?”

		 “Sammon. Of the Albany Sammons.”

		 “Never heard of that strain,” he remarked. “I be a Briney.”

		 “I am unfamiliar with the Briney clan,” I admitted cheerfully so as not to offend.

		 “My mother’s folks were Herrings.”

		 “I’m sure they are all good seagoing stock. Now, my good man, where is the nearest good hotel?”

		 “Gilman House. In the town square over yonder.”

		 “Wonderful. And are there any celebratory events planned before the evening procession?”

		 “None that I know of. Mostly, we prepare ourselves while the others skedaddle.”

		 “Others?” I asked.

		 “Them that you saw a’leavin.”

		 “They did seem to be in an all-fired hurry,” I admitted.

		 He grunted explosively, “What do you expect of landsmen? It’s Evacuation Day.”

		 “Are there no Saint Patrick’s Day activities, my good fellow? Or have I arrived too late in the day?”

		 Goodman Briney frowned lugubriously. “Not many Irish in Innsmouth. Maybe a few fled with the others.”

		 I thought Mr. Briney’s choice of verbs noteworthy, but declined to correct his delightfully colorful speech.

		 Thanking the man, I returned to my juggernaut and wended my way to the picturesque Gilman House with its fresh yellow paint and proud roof cupola.

		 The innkeeper must have been a distant relative of Mr. Briney, for there was a general resemblance about the aural appendages. This worthy’s ears possessed that same delicate translucent quality, only in this case instead of earlobes, there appeared to a fleshy web joining ear to jaw. As with Mr. Briney, they called to mind something other than ears, but my brain cells failed to summon up the elusive original article.

		 “I will need a room for a day or two,” I told the man.

		 “Clan?”

		 “Sammon,” I returned proudly.

		 “You don’t look much like any Salmons from hereabouts,” he muttered as I signed his guest book. Eyeing my signature, he added, “Nor do you spell it in the usual manner.”

		 I declined comment, suspecting that any Sammons native to Innsmouth belonged to a retrograde branch of the family, as it were.

		 My room was decorated in the quaintest manner imaginable and appealed to my abiding interest in New England sea ports.

		 The walls bespoke knotty pine. The curtains were fishing nets rededicated to the purpose of window coverings. They were suspended on what looked for all the world like bamboo fishing poles.

		 The bed was substantial, its headboard and posters carved to suggest seahorses and mermaids. But I found the quilt a trifle damp. Freshly laundered no doubt, but not properly aired. I shut the door in hopes that the stream radiator would dry it out.

		 After freshening up, I went down to the lobby in search of lunch.

		 “Best place to eat on this lane is Sargeant’s Chowderhouse,” the proprietor assured me.

		 I chose to walk it. The bracing air, redolent of harvested oysters and what I imagined was a nearby salt marsh, revived my spirits after the long drive.

		 As I entered, the owner of the chowderhouse was placing a fresh card in the window. It proclaimed a new local delicacy: Succulent Long Pig.

		 As the establishment appeared to be informal, I seated myself, ordering tea with lemon and asked about the Long Pig.

		 “It’s a Polynesian dish,” I was told. “We only serve it on Evacuation Day. It is not much favored by the landsmen class.”

		 “Really? I am sorely tempted to try it, but I am really here for the authentic local seafood. What would you recommend, sirrah?”

		 “The scrod.”

		 “And what is that, pray tell?”

		 “It is whatever comes off the morning boat. Sometimes it’s cod, or hake or haddock.”

		 “What is it today?”

		 “Smells like dogfish. Cod’s been running slow of late.”

		 “I will have the dogfish and a bowl of your best clam chowder.”

		 The food came straightaway and while I found the dogfish a trifle—dare I say?—fishy, the chowder was scrumptious.

		 I was still hungry, so I ordered seconds on the chowder and had some mussels and littleneck clams steamed up for a fishy desert.

		 All was served perfectly promptly and my belly was well filled by the time my repast was over. Life was good. I felt glad that I came.

		 As I was paying for my wonderful meal, I made conversation with the owner, a Mr. Crabbe.

		 “What noteworthy landmarks lie hereabouts?”

		 The man’s grayish features gathered and smoothed out several times in careful rumination. He touched the mechanism of his receding jawline before speaking. “Devil’s Reef used to be the top one. But the Federals blew it to smithereens back in ‘28.”

		 “You don’t say! Whatever for?”

		 “They never explained; they just done it. Just a tusk of an outcropping left of it now.” His face seemed pained at the thought. No doubt it had been quite a feature of the harbor.

		 Inwardly, I speculated that it might have had something to do with the late noble experiment called Prohibition. During the early phase of the Depression, many a struggling waterman turned to rum running as a way to eke out a living, the price of edible fish having plummeted.

		 “What else?” I persisted.

		 The fellow thought some more and seemed to put a good deal of brainwork into it. Finally, he said, “That’s about it.”

		 “Very well. What time does the procession start?”

		 “That will be up to the jellies.”

		 “Pardon me?”

		 “Jellyfish. When they commence to arriving in the harbor, the procession will begin. That’s the tradition. Is this your first time?”

		 “It is indeed.”

		 “Be ready about sundown. Folks form up below the Neck.”

		 “The neck of what, pray tell?”

		 “Why, Innsmouth Neck. Over near Curville.”

		 “What a perfectly charming name. And so nautical. Do clams not have necks?”

		 “They do. But I am speaking of a neck of land. Not a part of common clam anatomy.”

		 The man’s tone had coarsened until I began to suspect I was being seen as an utter ignoramus. I took my change and left in silence.

		 I wandered about for a time. I was surprised at the number of seemingly abandoned houses. One in particular offended me.

		 It consisted of a colorless hovel, whose clapboard siding was nearly gone. Bare barn board alone remained. Tarpaper pennants flapped in the wind. The name on the mailbox was “ROE.”

		 Most remarkable of all was the fact that although it was well into the month of March, out from the dirty windows peeped painted porcelain Jack O’Lanterns, forlorn construction-paper skulls, and similar remnants of the previous Halloween.

		 I was sure that behind that skinned and tattered house lay a story. But I was unable to find anyone to tell it to me. In my perambulations, I came again to the waterfront. Far to the south, in the direction of Ipswich, I spied a tall dark feature of the coastline which I took to be a lonely lighthouse. I wondered why no one had mentioned it to me.

		 I wandered in that direction, only to find that it was perched on a spit of water-bound land disconnected from Innsmouth proper by virtue of a pungent marsh consisting of tough eel grass. I wondered if this could be the famous Neck, but swiftly realized that it was no spot for a procession of anything that walked on two legs. So I abandoned the conjecture, as well as my curiosity. For the lighthouse proved to be too far away to be discerned with clarity. I could make out no distinguishing features, except that it seemed to have a forlorn decapitated look, as if reduced to a crumbling ruin.

		 In time, I found my way back to the Gilman House. The proprietor was busily brooming the lobby of dust and detritus, of which Innsmouth seemed to have more than its share.

		 I asked of him, “What is the history of that lighthouse out in the harbor?”

		 “There is no such,” he said curtly.

		 “I beg your pardon,” I replied, thinking it a rebuff.

		 “Last lighthouse was dragged into the sea back in the hurricane of ’38,” he said with finality. “Federals demolished the other as a menace to public safety.”

		 Without further ado, I went up to my room to sleep off my maritime meal.

		 I must have dozed long past my usual nap hour, for when I awoke, it was dark. Quite dark.

		 I was utterly dumbfounded. But there it was.

		 Putting on my Brogans, and bundling up in a warm sweater before donning my Ulster coat and Mackinaw cap, I flung myself down to the lobby.

		 It was empty. Utterly barren. I was momentarily nonplussed.

		 Out in the street, I discovered an eerie vacuum, as if Evacuation Day had turned into a literal Evacuation Night, as might happen ahead of the approach of a threatening Nor’easter. I saw no one, heard no one. Not a soul could be discerned. Innsmouth appeared to be deserted.

		 I will confess now to my first sense of disquiet, even foreboding. I walked up Federal Street first one way, and finding nothing and no one, reversed my course and traversed it to its opposite terminus.

		 It was so deathly quiet I could hear the gelid murmuring of the half-frozen Manuxet River hard by, but well out of sight.

		 Anxiously, I ranged the waterfront. The moon was scaling the sky like an icy sphere lifting out of the Atlantic. A ghost of Atlantis rising, I thought fancifully.

		 The fishing trawlers were all tied up, the docks closed and abandoned. I spied the covered wharf with its long black roof which marked my first glimpse of the docks. The white letters shone in the moonlight more clearly than before. But instead of the hearty Hibernian name of DUGAN, it now seemed to read DAGON. The unlovely word brought me back to my Bible. Had I misread the stark letters earlier? Or had they somehow changed…

		 Shivering, I shook off the spectral thought.

		 Where was everyone?

		 Then I saw the light.

		 It lay to the south. I went toward it, pushing through crooked ways and cracked streets filled with a rushing cold.

		 Soon enough, I had sight of its origin. The ruined lighthouse! Its lamp was an unhealthy green, guttering like a mammoth candle. I knew not why. But where there was light, there must be men. I pressed on.

		 Presently I came upon a throng congregating in front of a building that was all white pillars framing a rail-less portico.

		 Faded gilt letters read simply: E. O. O. D.

		 A local fraternal organization, no doubt. Perhaps a branch of the formidable Masons. Or an American Legion Hall.

		 Men were assembling before it. They were donning white robes and similar garments. I for a moment thought that I had stumbled on a not-uncommon gathering of a village Ku-Klux-Klan, when I noticed the absence of conical hoods and cruciform appurtenances. They were putting some type of ceremonial jewelry about their wrists and throats, suggestive of some unfamiliar-to-me costumes of old.

		 These men were bare-headed and among their number I spied red-faced Mr. Briney and the Gilman House proprietor, whose name I understood to be Fischer.

		 I strode up to the nearest men, asking, “Is this the procession I have heard so much talk about?”

		 Two unfamiliar faces turned to regard me with watery unwelcoming gaze. Their eyes were a piercing tropical blue. Their ears were after the indigenous pattern, which I suddenly realized were suggestive of decorative bivalve sea shells.

		 One demanded: “And you be?”

		 “Mr. Sammon. From Rochester.”

		 My name seemed to please them and one asked, “Where is your robe?”

		 “I fear I am unaccustomed to your local ceremonial garb. Might I borrow one for the evening?”

		 One was flung unceremoniously in my direction, rather in an unfriendly manner, I thought. But these were fisher folk—hard living and unsentimental. I resolved to do as they did.

		 Donning my robe, I joined the gathering throng.

		 Soon, we were lining up in two ranks beneath an ascending moon.

		 A man in sea-green robes took the lead. He possessed a very large globular head demarked by wide-set eyes and a complete absence of cranial hair. The lack of hair made his shell-like ears stand out like unfurled sails. I must admit, as strangely as many of the inhabitants of Innsmouth had struck me thus far, this man towered over them in sheer oddity of countenance. From the undershot jaw to the wattled throat, he might have been the patriarch of all I had thus far encountered.

		 “Who is he?” I asked a fellow at my elbow.

		 “Cenobite Jerathmeel Pike,” came the curt reply. “Silence!”

		 The procession began. It was stately, to be sure. We proceeded to the water’s edge. The wind was very biting now. Winter’s clutch was still with us. I shivered.

		 I half expected torch lights, but none were lit. None needed to be. For we were marching in the direction of the gaseous green beacon.

		 Cenobite Pike led the way. We passed through a rocky moor that reminded me why the region was named by its first settlers, New England. Cellar holes yawned to snare the unwary, testifying to the many generations which had sprung up and died off in Innsmouth’s storied maritime history. I took this to be Curville, once the heart of pre-Revolutionary Innsmouth, but now fallen into an abandonment more complete than parts of the town proper.

		 At length, we came to the sea’s edge, which was marked by a low granite breakwater wall. The unappetizing smell of raw clams predominated.

		 It was an inhospitable spot for a ceremony, I realized. The water looked black, forbidding and utterly unforgiving of any unwary enough to fall in.

		 I could spy the crumbled lighthouse not far away. But now it lay at the end of a narrow spit of land. The receding tide had exposed a path bordered by tidal flats and eel grass. This, I realized, must be Innsmouth Neck in truth. Its former flooded appearance had fooled me into thinking otherwise. Now it lay bathed in a gruesome glow akin to chlorophyll set aglow.

		 We waited. For what I could not imagine.

		 Time lapsed and the moon rose further. There was something strange about it, for a rising moon always shrank in apparent size to the eyes. This moon did not.

		 I remembered that the full moon at this time of year was known to the native Indians as the Worm Moon. I do not know why that vagrant thought stirred my conscious mind. But it did.

		 My earlier disquiet had receded now that I was among my fellow man. I looked forward to the proceedings. Imagine what the folks back home will think when I tell them of this nocturnal adventure!

		 Presently, the blackish-looking water began to congeal with a greenish phosphorescence. I knew that some maritime sea life generated such a display. Algae, I imagined. Although it seemed to me that such was a phenomenon of the sub-tropics.

		 The watery greenish swirlings grew and quickened.

		 Around me, I sensed a tense expectancy.

		 And one by one, small globular heads popped to the surface.

		 Of course, I thought. The herald jellyfish! Odd that sea jellies would swarm at this dark hour. Or in such unseasonable waters.

		 But swarm they did. Under the cold lunar light, they surfaced like great air bubbles. Only they did not pop like air bubbles.

		 From the throats of those around me, as if on cue, a doleful chant began to issue.

		 I knew not the words, spoke not their language. But it was strange to the ear. It seemed to smite the very jellyfish that floated before our assembled feet, setting them aquiver.

		 And as if in resonance, the sea jellies responded with a low undulant sound of their own. It might have been a moan, yet it ascended the scale in a rising manner, like a choir.

		 The gelatinous heads seemed to lift higher in the tide, as if desiring to join us in song.

		 As I watched, the dirge filling my ears, my brain, my very senses, the jellyfish did rise higher.

		 What I witnessed next struck my senses so slowly, formed so much a part of the bizarre tableau, that even after the uncanny portion presented itself, I did not fully realize how impossible it was.

		 For the jellyfish, bathed in a combination of silvery moonlight and emerald lighthouse illumination, rose from the watery deep to float into the very air as if it was as natural an environment as the turbulent Atlantic!

		 Tendrils twisting and plucking, they advanced as a group, giving forth an arresting ululation that seemed timed to the pulsating contractions that produced their unnerving locomotion.

		 Every man about me bowed his head as if in reverence.

		 Except me. My head remained unbowed. My eyes were fixated upon the impossible army advancing on us.

		 Fortunately I stood far to the rear.

		 Cenobite Pike was first contacted.

		 Standing with lowered head, he awaited his fate.

		 A jellyfish, larger than the others and as clear as a soap bubble, floated up to his face and then with a mad hop, enveloped his head entirely!

		 Next, the pendant stinging tentacles wound themselves around his unresisting neck with a grisly finality.

		 I thought the cenobite should fight for his life. Instead, his entire body gave a reverberant shudder. Then awkwardly, as if impelled by a volition alien to his own, he turned and regarded us from behind the filmy body of the sea jelly that had seized his head entirely. Iridescent colors—predominantly green and blue—shimmered across that gelatinous skin as if in the throes of some electrical transformation.

		 No sooner had that spectacle concluded than an eerie purplish phosphorescence overtook the slimy skin of the thing.

		 Out from behind this ghastly envelope, a strange half-muffled voice issued forth.

		 I understood not the words. But I recognized deep in my soul that the utterances coming from Cenobite Pike were not that of the man’s human larynx, but belonged to another, alien gullet.

		 With a leaping, hopping flurry, other jellies took possession— Iuse that word advisedly—of other human hosts.

		 None refused. All were willing. Heads were seized, throats entwined. Vassals they became.

		 Via wavering pulsations, a jellyfish floated in my direction. Another came wheeling from a different direction, as if I were a prize to be contested over.

		 Throwing up my hands, I ducked wildly. With high elbows and hands, I fended off one after another of the eerie aerial things.

		 Unexpectedly, one dropped down from high over my head.

		 I felt a squishy half-liquid carapace plop onto my Mackinaw hat.

		 Tendrils like live electric wires sought my throat, hampered only by the high collar of my Ulster coat.

		 Flinging off my cap, I dashed it to the ground, where I hastily pulped the gasping thing beneath a hard Brogan heel.

		 This brought forth a wailing cry from the aerial army and suddenly I was the unwelcome center of attention.

		 There was no retreat. The path was blocked. I couldn’t advance. Not into the brine.

		 Having no other choice, I broke for Innsmouth Neck. I ran toward that lighthouse with its wavering gaseous light. In my near-panic I understood that only from a commanding height could I seek protection from the unhuman beings who pursued me like a school of voracious fish.

		 The Neck was a scrawny thing of eel grass and marshy malodorous muck. I fought to keep my feet from sinking into the cold mire. Lapping waters confined the available walkway, like the hands of the Atlantic’s drowned dead.

		 This proved fortunate, because the hybrid things at my heels bunched up and became entangled in the mire, requiring the assistance of their Medusa-headed fellows in order to extricate themselves.

		 Eventually, I fought my way to the lighthouse unhampered.

		 But too late I saw my error. For this was no coastal lighthouse, but something else. There was a light at the top, yes. But it was not produced by a lighthouse beacon. I could not see the illumination’s source, but it was a cold glare having nothing in common with modern electrical light.

		 The circular tower seemed composed of stones covered in barnacles, and at its base clung dull-colored rockweed. It exuded a foul, crabby odor. Suddenly I feared it.

		 For the construction blocks seemed not to be native stone. They were too black, far too cunningly dressed. I discerned decorative carvings, washed by moonlight, and a script not known to me. The carvings showed men. But what men! More dolphin than man from the look of their webbed hands and finny feet. I did not like the shapes of their Hydra heads, nor the now-familiar configurations of their ears.

		 A wild thought overtook me: If the dressed stones of fabled Atlantis could be salvaged, they might have been employed to build such a tower as this.

		 I sought to remove myself from the vicinity, but there was no other path capable of bearing a human weight. This was the terminus of Innsmouth Neck. Around it lay wave-gnashed breakers too tumbled and slimy to countenance climbing down. And below those bleak boulders lay only the unwelcome Atlantic Ocean. What could I do? Swim out to the black remnant of Devil’s Reef? It was more than a mile.

		 Glancing back, I saw that the pack was fast approaching.

		 Their hybrid heads were hideous to behold. Fishy faces seemed perfectly attuned to the gelatinous helmets that they now wore.

		 I knew then that these were the true inhabitants of Innsmouth. I understood why Evacuation Day had spread this far north of staid old Boston.

		 For here in Innsmouth by the bay, the sea port was subject to forced evacuation on this one terrible day each year.

		 Resolving not to fall victim to whatever fell fate these fin-eared vermin had in store for me, I clutched the stone carvings and barnacles and began my painful ascent.

		 A voice—I recognized it as belonging to Cenobite Pike—boomed out, “He is desecrating the Cenotaph!”

		 Cenotaph! I knew that word. A memorial tomb to the dead. What did it mean? What dead?

		 I do not know how I attained the top of the Cenotaph, but I did. My nails were broken and bleeding frightfully before I was done.

		 There I saw that the source of the eerie green light was a ghastly pool of phosphorescent liquid. It lay cupped in a crude stone well of some kind. I spied minute things swimming in the matrix. They were the source of the fitful luminance. They were an unfamiliar form of marine life that suggested greenish tadpoles, each with a single cold eye, like spawning Cyclopes.

		 I remained safely on the rim.

		 Below me, my antagonists began to climb up after me.

		 The stones forming the rim were loose and crumbling. Action of salt water had wasted away the loose mortar. I wrenched a block loose. It felt like onyx—an impossible thought.

		 Sighting carefully, I dropped it square on the head of Cenobite Pike.

		 It split the purplish jellyfish enveloping his cranium, knocking him insensate. He fell, the foul envelope skidding off in two mismatched sections. All three quivered there on the ground in the moonlight.

		 A howl went up, low and unearthly. No human throat had given vent to it, I knew.

		 I had only to repeat my simple feat to discourage any further assault on my defensive perch. This time, I distinctly heard the cracking of skull bone.

		 Peering downward, I noted attempts to salvage the jellyfish, suggesting that its human vehicle was deemed less important. The jelly was removed and conveyed to the sea, where it was carefully released.

		 Below, the others formed a circle about me. Again they raised their half-muffled liquid voices in a dirge.

		 Out from the harbor there commenced the levitation of more of the rancid jellyfish. Moaning, they advanced, the weird electrical display shimmering along their translucent bodies. The filament-like tendrils that hung down like so much Spanish moss lifted and reached out in my direction…

		 Removing my shoes, I beat and flailed away at them for the better part of an hour, tears of frustration streaming down my features.

		 Reasoning that they must possess some kind of inner bladder containing a lighter-than-air gas like hydrogen, I endeavored to burst them open. It was not easy. But twice I was rewarded in my efforts by a satisfying pop! After which, the wounded thing plummeted to a pitiful, helpless demise.

		 This only served to energize the survivors. Time after time, stinging whips crossed my hands, my face, raising painful welts. They were like licking tongues of acid.

		 In my zeal, I lost first one shoe, then the other.

		 Undaunted, I used my heavy coat the way a matador employs his cape. I flung its tails about, confounding these aerial attackers. Buoyant as they were, they lacked the ability to hold their own against brute force. Many I dashed to their doom.

		 These creatures, accustomed to compliant hosts, knew not how to conquer me. I piled their despicable carcasses all about me, flung them to the howling of the mob below, laughing as I did so.

		 More than once, one plopped into the greenish pool. Each time, the one-eyed spawn fell upon the hapless thing, tearing it to gelatinous rags, battling to wolf down every last digestible morsel. I needed no more encouragement than that to avoid falling in with them.

		 I know not where I found the primordial strength, but I beat back every last pulsing sea jelly. But one.

		 Over my head it hovered, watching.

		 This specimen was very large. Its color was opalescent. Hanging down from this translucent polyp was a veritable forest of lazily waving tendrils.

		 Slowly, inexorably, these descended for my bare head, much like a spider slipping down its strand of web, pulsing hungrily.

		 In my brain, I thought I heard thoughts not my own. The syllables were at first unfamiliar. Then they resolved into words I could comprehend.

		 “Mother Hydra. Father Dagon. Great Cthulhu. Mother Hydra…”

		 It was a chant, identical in its cadences to the dirge of the denizens of Innsmouth. It was a call to worship. More, it was a summoning of the soul, a singing in the blood, calling its brethren back to the sea.

		 But I was not of the sea. I lifted my voice in protest, crying, “I am a landsman! Do you hear? A landsman, and proud of it!”

		 The tips of those stinging tendrils began touching the hair on my head. I felt my hackles rise.

		 I gripped my Ulster coat tightly in my raw, wind-burned hands. I gathered it up, waiting, heart pounding high in my raw throat.

		 When the tips reached my shoulders, I struck. Whipping my coat upward, I feinted away.

		 The flung coat sailed high.

		 The gulping thing slithered after me. Gravity did the rest.

		 The coat dropped over it smartly.

		 For a moment, the gaseous bladder was sufficient to support the creature, weight of the coat and all.

		 Reaching out, I grabbed for the coattails with both hands, careful of the eerie pool at my feet. I yanked downward once, very hard. My 160 pounds was enough for the task.

		 The opalescent thing screamed at my brain as I spilled it into the pool where swam things fully as terrible as it was.

		 A feeding frenzy resulted. It went on for five fearsome minutes in which, upside down, the thing flung its tendrils at me as if to drag me into the churning maelstrom of its destruction.

		 I happily stamped each groping, lashing whip into submission, cackling with a mad glee.

		 After it had at last subsided, I detected a slow sound like a leaking tire inner tube. The bladder was apparently inedible. Breached during the convulsing death throes, it was giving up its buoyancy.

		 Then all was still. I looked out into Innsmouth harbor.

		 Those sea jellies which had survived were now dividing into two groups. One returned to the sea to sink from sight. The others formed a wavering line like pale bubbles, and floated out into the harbor.

		 I watched them retreat. They were making for the solitary black fang that I knew to be all that remained above water of Devil’s Reef. I had no doubt that the submerged group, perhaps more depleted than these, was doing likewise.

		 The moon soon rose to its awful apex. And the procession of jellyfish-bearing acolytes continued to congregate about my lonely outpost, moaning and chanting futilely.

		 They gazed up at me. Unflinchingly, I returned their regard. I might as well have been looking down into a grotto pool where dwelt denizens of some subterranean deep. Their eyes were too cold, their grayish features too much alike. Seen as a group, they were as individual as codfish.

		 Shoulders slumping in defeat, the procession turned and walked back toward dry land, single file so as to avoid the sucking mire.

		 Exhausted, I hunkered down in my impossible perch and fought to remain awake. It was a long time before my lungs ceased convulsing and my pulse settled down.

		 The dawn came. The tide returned. Innsmouth Neck was soon swallowed by the Atlantic’s cold embrace. The Cenotaph and I were cut off from dry land.

		 For a time, I paced the rim wondering if it was better to throw myself off onto the breakers below than risk a run inland, when I spied a solitary row boat lying in said rocks. Thick moon shadow had concealed it from my sight before this.

		 Scampering down, I claimed it.

		 There was only one oar. It was enough.

		 Sculling out into the harbor, I pushed south, south to Ipswich, south to a normal New England sea port with normal New Englanders possessing eyes and ears that did not speak of the unfathomable deep. Landsmen. Landsmen like me.

		 I never went back to reclaim my pride-and-joy Packard. I never told anyone what had transpired the night of Evacuation Day in the horrid craw of Innsmouth Neck. For at Ipswich, I learned the story of what had happened in Innsmouth that terrible night more than ten years ago. Heard why Devil’s Reef had been dynamited. Understood what a foul place Innsmouth had been. And was again becoming.

		 I can only conclude that the fishy strain that had been driven out was once again regaining a finhold in the recovering coastal stronghold of Innsmouth. And what I witnessed was a ritual in which the lingering survivors of that strain were attempting to revitalize their abhorrently piscatorial bloodline.

		 As for the jellyfish that were as much at home in the air as in salt water, to this day I sleep with my bedroom windows closed no matter what the weather. And when I see a full moon rise, white and terrible, I am flung back shuddering to that awful night in Innsmouth Neck… but most importantly I daily pray that the local holiday known as Evacuation Day does not spread further than it already has.

	

	 	
		 Well, this has got to be one of the very best pastiches of Lovecraft I, for one, have ever read. Unlike most would-be Lovecraft imitators, this author has discerned certain elements of structure, mood, and technique, having nothing to do with Lovecraft’s Mythos, and has reproduced them in a completely convincing and natural way. Where there are tangential contacts with other stories (“The Dunwich Horror” and “The Shadow over Innsmouth”) they, too, are entirely natural and do not exceed Lovecraft’s own gestures in that direction, as when “The Shadow over Innsmouth” and “The Shadow out of Time” make reference to At the Mountains of Madness. Of course there is a major connection to “The Dreams in the Witch House,” and this tale forms an adjunct to that one, filling in intriguing gaps and bringing what remained in the shadows of the Lovecraft story into the light. Plus, the author’s remarkable tale is replete with convincingly horrific touches of its own.

		The Statement of Frank Elwood

		 Pete Rawlik

		 My name, though it damns me, is Frank Elwood, and I am a resident of Kingsport where my family has lived since Thaddeus Elwood first came to that village in 1691. It is true that I was part of the events that led up to the death of Walter Gilman on May the first, 1928. It is true also that the source for the lurid tabloid account of those last days, and of Gilman’s possible involvement in the disappearance of Ladislas Wolejko, was my own statement to the police. There seems no point in denying these things. The tale of those first months of 1928, as it has been written, is accurate enough, and I can point to no portion of it and call it fiction. Still, it is only a portion of the whole truth, and it but touches on things that came before. To know the truth, to understand the end, you must know the beginning. But where to begin?

		 My relationship with Gilman began in September of 1927 when he moved into the crumbling edifice on Parsonage Street, but I knew of him before then, for, like myself, Gilman worked for Professor Upham, delving deep into theoretical physics and mathematics. Our research, as directed by Upham, was equal to that of the latest theories emerging from the laboratories of Einstein, Planck and Schrödinger. Upham regularly corresponded and published with the premier minds of the age. Indeed, his paper providing mathematical proof refuting the Bohr-Heisenberg theory of quantum mechanics won high praise from both Bose and Szilard, and formed the basis for Einstein’s own later assault on the concept. The paper, published in the summer of 1927, even garnered a note from famed inventor Nikolai Tesla, who invited Upham to co-author a paper.

		 It was this joint paper, between Tesla and Upham, which changed the direction of the work that Gilman had been pursuing. To my knowledge the manuscript bearing both their names and which bore the title “Historical Evidence for Non- Linear Motion through Fourth Dimensional Space,” never saw publication, but I presume that it was for this treatise that in the fall of 1927 Upham redirected Gilman to investigate the linkages between various quantum theories and certain schools of elder magic. Upham invoked his academic standing to gain Gilman access to the Medieval Metaphysics collection, an act which annoyed a score of history and philosophy students and drew protests from several other faculty members and at least two department chairs. Upham dealt with these distractions, ordering Gilman to wade through the vast holdings in search of evidence that some of the forbidden and secret knowledge of old may have been hidden precursors of current breakthroughs in modern math and physics. Gilman took to the work with glee and by the end of October had filled several notebooks with possible linkages between modern spatial theories and several branches of mystical teachings, particularly those related by John Dee in his treatise Monas Hieroglyphica, and to a lesser extent in Prinn’s De Vermis Mysteriis. Upham was pleased and urged Gilman to delve deeper into the morass of ancient and foreboding texts.

		 Gilman’s studies were not without obstacles. Armitage, the old librarian, put limits on Gilman’s access to the rarer texts, particularly Dee’s translation of the Necronomicon, with which he was limited to but an hour each day. Here then is the irony of the situation, for it was the limitation placed on his use of the Necronomicon that drove poor Gilman to peruse other sources such as the trial journals of Judge John Hathorne whose details of his encounters with a number of the accused witches would lead Gilman to an obsession with Keziah Mason, in the end costing him his life.

		 From Hathorne’s papers Gilman learned how in 1692, at the height of the witch panic, court officers seized Keziah Mason on the road from Innsmouth and brought her bound and shackled before the court. It took three days of torture before she admitted to being a witch and revealed to Judge Hathorne her secret name of Nahab. There were, she averred, places like the desolate island in the Miskatonic River and the dark valley beyond Meadow Hill where she would meet with the Black Man and draw curves and lines that would open doors to spaces beyond space and between space, and to the planets seen in the sky, and beyond. She was, she claimed, a vessel for the Black Goat, and through her had passed the dark hundred, and from them would arise the thousand young, and then the million favored ones. Here Mason broke into a strange quote that Gilman recognized as a translation from Prinn’s De Vermis Mysteriis. “For the Black Goat Mother doth favor her servants with such fruitfulness as would shame even the most fertile of pestilent flies, breeding in the secret wounds of man’s misery and pain, like maggots in a slaughter yard.”

		 Hathorne was so disturbed by Mason’s testimony that he ordered her to await execution in a windowless underground chamber, chained to a wall, her mouth gagged, her hands and fingers bound. Despite all such precautions, the next morning Hathorne found the prison guard mad, babbling about a horrid rat thing that had scurried out of her cell. Of Keziah Mason there was no trace; only a series of strange devices, of angled lines and broken curves, painted onto the cell wall, using a viscous red fluid Hathorne refused to identify, remained to mark her passage. As astounding a story as it was, it was Hathorne’s skilled renderings of the symbols found in Mason’s cell that so intrigued Gilman. Although primitive, and whether that was a result of Hathorne’s sketch, or of the original state of the symbols themselves, they bore striking resemblances to the recent geometrically recursive works of Helge von Koch and Waclaw Sierpinski—in short, exactly the kind of thing Upham had been looking for.

		 Gilman pursued this direction, poring through the antiquated library catalogs for days, but to little avail. The little old ladies who formed the core of the library reference staff, to whom he posed his questions and whom he begged for assistance, would only shake their heads and wander away to attend to other duties. That Walter Gilman was not from Arkham may have had some part in this gentle rebuff. True, he had some family in the area: there were still Gilmans in Innsmouth, which Walter’s grandparents had left in 1846, but this relationship provided no advantage, for the residents of Arkham have no fondness for those of Innsmouth. Possibly, it was neither the taciturn nature of Arkhamites nor their native prejudice against those of Innsmouth that stalled Gilman’s researches into Keziah Mason; rather, it may have been his being from Haverhill itself, easily noticed from the particular accent with which Gilman spoke, that was the cause for many to avoid him. For many of the residents of Arkham could not help but blame those from Haverhill for the sickness that had started in that small town in 1926, and which had spread, carried by careless farmers and less than reputable dairy men. The fever that had swept through the town, an illness of aching joints and low fevers accompanied by strange and horrid hallucinations, was born of unsanitary practices, and claimed a dozen or so lives amongst the Haverhill farms, but that was a fraction of the number it killed in Arkham before it burned itself out. They called it the Haverhill Fever, which was a polite term used by polite people. The older doctors and the less genteel folk called it by another, more common name, rat-bite madness.

		 It was in September of 1927 that Gilman had a breakthrough, and learned that the home of Keziah Mason was still extant. His plodding through local history had turned up a rare and somewhat forgotten treatise, A History of Miskatonic Valley by Professor Everet L. Watkins of the small but respected Arkham College. Here then was a compendium, not only of the general history of the city, but of its scandals, secrets and rumors. Watkins, who died from Typhoid in 1905, had worked for the Historical Society, and before that for the Arkham Bulletin. He knew things about Arkham, and the people in it, that most would rather have forgotten. He wrote about the Panic of 1869, which burned down the Hook Mansion, and how in 1884 Sara Latimer was killed by wild dogs. Watkins had taken photographs of Azor Sparhawk when the man finished his observatory, and had filed notice twelve years later on Sparhawk’s death in the city madhouse. To him, those dark days of witch hunts and trials were not mere history, they were vital occurrences which still lingered, permeating the landscape and molding events in Arkham even into the beginning of the twentieth century. He had known Arkham like some men know their wives; he knew her joys and beauties, her mercies and loves, but he knew her faults, her weaknesses, her dirty secrets, and the lies she liked to tell herself, and for all of it, Watkins had loved Arkham just the same.

		 It was from Watkins’s book that Gilman learned that the old house was just a block away from the University on Parsonage Street. The house was nothing of note, a great box of a building with a gambrel roof, and the limited amount of charm that such examples of early colonial architecture hold. Years of neglect had not improved its appeal. Finding the exterior of the Witch House wholly unremarkable, Gilman had paid the landlord to allow him to explore several of the vacant rooms, and had even gone so far as to crawl up into the attic. Thus it was that Gilman inadvertently discovered that I resided in the moldering old edifice, and enlisted, one could even say forced, my aid in researching the legends surrounding the house and its original owner.

		 Our principle source was Watkins’s text, which used a variety of sources including diaries, journals, and various village and private records to build a brief biography of Keziah Mason. Most of the stories of Keziah begin with the end, with the accusations, the trial and her mysterious escape, but in 1692 Keziah was some fifty years old, and few people tell or even know who she was or what she did prior to the scenario that ended her life. She is remembered as the witch of Arkham, but she wasn’t from Arkham, and you can’t tell the tale of Keziah without telling of her sisters as well. The Mason triplets, Abigail, Hepzibah, and Keziah were born August the twentieth, 1637, in Kingsport, to Elizabeth Talbye and her husband Roger Mason, captain and owner of the brig Cordelia Chase. Much is known of the Masons, for they were active and well respected throughout the village. A year after the birth of his daughters, Roger Mason met with Arthur Marsh and Benjamin Corey, and together the three formed the Kingsport Mercantile Company, which by 1639 maintained a fleet of seven ships plying the Caribbean trade.

		 Tragedy struck Kingsport and the Masons in particular when in 1640 a great storm blew in from the south, sinking three ships in the harbor, destroying sixteen homes, and killing twelve men, women and children. The death of these poor souls including Keziah Mason is an established fact documented in municipal and church records. By all accounts, and by my own investigation, the grave of the child Keziah Mason can be found in the old burying ground near the center of Kingsport. There is no doubt that the girl born to Elizabeth and Roger Mason died that day in 1640.

		 It is from the diary of Doctor Joseph Hillstrom, in an entry dated April the twelfth, 1652, that the story of Keziah Mason begins again. For it was on the morning of this date that a frantic Hepzibah Mason appeared on Hillstrom’s doorstep. A violent storm had lashed the coast the previous night, and in the morning the shoreline had been littered with the wreckage of some unknown ship. Combing the beach, the Masons had found, clinging to the debris, the body of a young girl, chilled to the bone, but still alive. Hillstrom found the girl unconscious, cold to the touch and obviously suffering from long exposure to the icy waters of the bay and beach. That she had survived some terrible ordeal was obvious, but how she had survived was what puzzled Hillstrom the most, for even now, after being wrapped in blankets and set next to the fire, the girl was colder than the doctor thought a breathing person could be. But it was the girls Abigail and Hepzibah who noticed the most startling thing about the child, which sent Doctor Hillstrom making silhouettes of all three girls to confirm the observation. For the strange unconscious girl the Mason children had found on the beach had the same features and profile as the Mason twins themselves; indeed, had he not known it to be otherwise, the child could easily have passed for either one of the girls.

		 It was on the second day that the foundling began to stir and slowly regained consciousness and opened her eyes. It was immediately plain that, although she understood the words spoken to her, she herself was unable to speak. Likewise, while she could read, any attempts to have the child write ended in failure. At a loss as to what to call the girl, but recognizing that she needed a name, Elizabeth Mason declared that God had in his mercy returned to them their Keziah. In the village, a meeting was held to discuss the girl’s welfare, and whether it was proper to commit her to the Masons’ care. While much was made of the burden already carried by the Captain and his wife, none would step forward to oppose Elizabeth Mason’s claim on the child.

		 While her ability to speak and write remained lost, she seemed to possess an uncanny skill with numbers and reading. This talent first manifested as she watched Roger balance books and write out missives to those who owed the Kingsport Mercantile Company money. Without benefit of pen or paper, it seemed the girl was able to carry out complex arithmetic tasks and even calculate interest in her head. On many occasions she would point to calculations in which Roger had made simple or even complex errors. It was in this manner that Keziah first learned to write, not with the alphabet, but with numbers. By the end of June, Roger Mason had moved the girl beyond math, and by August she had mastered the Masons’ entire meager library, including three volumes in Latin and one in Greek.

		 Much was made of the events that occurred that September when Keziah spent nearly an hour going through the accounts of several local tradesmen. It quickly became apparent that the men had been systematically cheating the Kingsport Mercantile Company, even as Roger had suspected, but when Keziah transcribed her mental calculations onto paper, it revealed the most curious of things. While Keziah seemed perfectly capable of handling series of arithmetic calculations including addition, subtraction, multiplication and division in the most normal of ways, it was not the method she preferred. Going through her notes, Roger always found characters wholly unknown to him. When he confronted the girl about the strange symbols, Keziah was fearful at first, but proceeded to demonstrate to her adoptive father how each symbol functioned to integrate several mathematical operations into one. That using such notation allowed her to indicate the summation of vast sets of numbers hinted that she was what we would today call a prodigy. Roger and his wife recognized it as a fabulous gift but warned her not to let any strangers see her use it.

		 In the fall of that year Captain Mason went to sea, leaving his wife and children behind. It was then that some women of the village complained to Elizabeth about the children’s education, particularly in the areas of cooking, sewing, and farming. Lacking such skills Keziah would never gain a husband, never have children. When Grace Watkins mentioned as much to Keziah, the girl smiled and shook her head, scrawling out a note that indicated she planned never to marry. The Watkins woman berated Elizabeth on the subject, and a few days later, after much cajoling, Keziah joined her sisters in household chores, including preparing food and cooking. It was in the process of learning how to cook that the next step in Keziah’s development was made, for it was while making a stew that the pot boiled over and scalded Keziah’s hand. So it was quite by accident that Keziah Mason found her voice and began to scream. Within a week of the accident Keziah was speaking, albeit haltingly. By November, Keziah had joined her family in singing several hymns at church services and that very same week engaged the Reverend Phillips in an extensive discussion, covering subjects best left to advanced seminary students. That the debate occurred in both English and Latin became the subject of whispered gossip throughout the village. When Roger returned in December he was greeted by a chorus of song from all three daughters.

		 By the end of August 1653, the twins had reached their sixteenth birthday, and with them Keziah celebrated hers as well. Over the course of the next several months all three girls began working side by side with both parents: with Roger at the Kingsport Mercantile Company, acting as clerks and doing odd chores about the office and public store, and with Elizabeth as a midwife. The first few weeks of this venture were fraught with issues, the foremost of which were the twins’ lack of skill and speed in handling numbers and the inventory. This changed rapidly, and more so than Roger Mason would have thought possible. When Roger discovered that the twins’ progress was primarily a response to Keziah teaching the two her strange but efficient mathematical system, he was not surprised in the least.

		 In September the twins became afflicted with their first bout of the curse. While normally such an event would not require mention, in this case it had a profound impact on Keziah who seemed both perplexed and irate over her own failure in the same regard. Both Elizabeth and Goodwife Hillstrom tried to explain the situation to her, going so far as demonstrating the use of clean rags to capture the flow. Unfortunately, the demonstration seemed to enrage Keziah, who grabbed one of her sister’s wasted rags and ran from the house. Her family searched for her all that night, finding her just as dawn broke in the woods that dotted Kingsport Head. She was asleep, feverish, and her face and mouth were bloody. She slept the next day away occasionally moaning and muttering in some strange language. Dr Hillstrom took down some of these utterings which he could not identify as any language with which he was familiar: Ygnaiih thflthkh’ngha n’grkdl’lh buggshugog. The next morning Keziah woke with no memory of the night before but with severe abdominal pains. By noon she had joined her adoptive sisters as a woman.

		 Of what occurred amongst the Masons over the next decade is subject to much rumor and little fact. That each of the sisters became betrothed is well documented. That early in 1656 the Cordelia Chase set sail for Jamaica, bearing all three sisters, their parents, the three young men they were meant to marry, and the parents of those men, can also not be disputed. The arrival of the vessel at Port Royal and the marriages of Abigail, Hepzibah and Keziah Mason to Simon Prinn, Jeremiah Watkins, and Robert Cummings seem also well documented. What happened next is a mystery. For in the fall the Cordelia Chase failed to return to Kingsport, and no word was had from any port along the American coast.

		 It was on the sixteenth of October 1658, that a black ship sailed into the harbor of Kingsport and a rowboat manned by a short dark-skinned man with wiry hair brought three cloaked figures to shore. Abigail, Hepzibah, and Keziah had returned, but the Cordelia Chase, her crew and all the rest had been lost. According to the sisters, the ship had encountered rough weather and been forced to seek refuge along the coast of Florida. What had happened there the Mason sisters would speak of only in the vaguest of details. Of the Xaeha Indians whom they claimed had seized the ship, and of the years they had dwelt amongst them, the sisters would say little. Indeed, when pressed on the issue, the Masons did nothing but turn stone-faced and render quiet thanks to the strange swarthy figure that had brought them to shore, a man whom they fondly called Brown John.

		 Within weeks of their return, the Mason women sold off their properties in Kingsport and moved to Arkham to the house on Parsonage Street. Here they lived, the three of them; widows at the age of twenty-one, alone save for their man Brown John, a stocky fellow with brown skin and black eyes, who tended the house and modest garden. Brown John spoke only a little English, but the Masons seemed to speak some of his language, too. There was much speculation in the village about where Brown John had come from. Some thought him an African, others a Hindoo, but according to old Captain Holt, who had traveled some and seen more than others, Brown John was none of these. Holt said he was from a people called the Chau-Chaus, which were little better than savages, living deep in the wilds of Asia, on a mountain plateau called Liang.

		 Brown John was not the only addition to the Mason household. In the parlor of their home the sisters had installed a small tree encased in a large masonry pot. Around the tree was erected a cage of thin wrought iron rod. Amongst the branches of the tree dwelt Brown John’s pet, a small grey-furred monkey that they claimed was from the distant land of Sumatra. Those few who saw it up close claimed it to be in many ways like a large rat or possum, though the hands, face and eyes were peculiarly like those of a man. The sisters affectionately called the beast Brown Jenkin and, when the weather was warmer, the beast could be seen traveling about the village playfully riding on Keziah’s shoulder.

		 In the fall of the next year Eliza Abbott sent a letter to her sister detailing the public rebuke of the villagers by one of the town elders, Ambrose Abbott. The women of the village had noticed that the widows, who had always been slightly built, had all gained weight, and rumors abounded that they were each with child. Some went so far as to point fingers and suggest that Brown John was more than the servant he made out to be. Whether it was Abbott’s chiding, or the sudden onslaught of a bitter winter, little else was made of the Masons, and when May came and went with no birth, all rumors of illegitimate pregnancy were quelled.

		 That said, there are some curious records that suggest some occurrence that still remains unexplained. That spring, James Anable recorded an agreement for a monthly standing order for a significant amount of meat and sundry items. The orders were to be paid by and delivered to Keziah Mason. Now this in itself is not unusual, but that same month, a similar arrangement was made with Harlan Fisher of Kingsport, to be paid for and received by Goody Watkins. Today, you wouldn’t know it, but Goody is short for Goodwife, and you would use it like we would use Misses or Ma’am. Thus it is with some assurance that Hepzibah Mason, known in Kingsport by her married name of Watkins, arranged a standing order for large quantities of fish and shellfish to be supplied on a monthly basis.

		 Over the next years, the Mason sisters entrenched themselves with the citizens of Arkham, Kingsport and Innsmouth, not only as good neighbors and customers to the merchants of all three villages, but also as midwives, a profession they seemed to excel at. They were particularly sought after by some of the older families in Kingsport, the Courts and Fishers who seemed reluctant to seek medical attention under even the worse conditions. In 1660, much was made of their success in the birthing of Eliza Burke, whose mother had collapsed and gone into labor during Sunday services. The birth had been a breach, causing considerable injury to both mother and child, which caused some concern amongst the family. But both lived, and after several days their marked improvement seemed near miraculous, earning the Masons the deepest gratitude from both parents.

		 Afterwards the sisters were much in demand, regularly servicing most of the more well to do families in the area including the Carters, Pickmans, Whateleys, Marshs, Gilmans, Potters, Latimers and Phillipses. By some estimates one out of every three children born in Arkham was brought into the world by the Masons who, despite the fine quality of their work, charged but little for their services. Twenty years would pass, and the Masons began serving as midwives to the very children they had brought into the world. The sisters were in their forties and had lost much of the weight they had gained so many years before. Brown John had left them the summer before, though when exactly, no one could or would say. When pressed on the issue the Masons would simply say that it was time for him to go; his services were no longer required.

		 In the spring of 1685 the first sour note between the village and the sisters was raised. Arthur Marsh, owner of the Kingsport Mercantile Company, aged but still spry, had come to Arkham to visit family and, after a chance encounter with one of the Masons, related the most curious of tales. Around about 1670 he as captain of the Sandra D took shelter from rough weather along the coast of Florida and was attacked by natives of the area. Well armed, the crew of the Sandra D had fought off their attackers. After some discussion, a militia was formed and the surviving raiders were tracked back to their village. There the good captain was to behold such sights and acts of indecent barbarism and crimes against God that he quickly ordered the entire village slaughtered. That these natives were the same as those that had seized the Cordelia Chase so many years earlier, Marsh had no doubts, for scattered amongst the village were timbers, crates and sacks that still bore the marks of that ship. The villagers regularly feasted on human flesh, and that this had been the fate of those aboard the Cordelia Chase was a forgone conclusion. No one in his crew protested his bloody orders, it being their plain duty to see to it that these fiends no more preyed upon ships in distress. What they could not understand was why he had taken a sledgehammer to the crude shell rock temple and razed it to the ground. Nor could the crew understand why he had ordered the bodies, the village and the temple doused with kerosene and burned beyond recognition. They did not understand, for they had not entered the temple to see the tableau that decorated the walls within. They had not seen the crude but blasphemous paintings of the villagers carrying out their religious rites. They had not seen the image of the villagers kneeling before sanctified figures who were gleefully feasting upon human corpses. Marsh had seen these things and he shattered them and burned them in an attempt to blot them from his memory where they burned like a horrendous beacon. For the figures that feasted in that tableau were a black man and three women dressed in white gowns, all with eerily identical features, which, despite their crudeness, Marsh recognized as belonging to Abigail, Hepzibah and Keziah Mason, and the fare on the table was unmistakably the crew of the Cordelia Chase.

		 The rumors of Marsh’s tale swept through Arkham like a cold wind turning the town bitter and mean. A summer drought hit the villages hard, crops withered, cows went dry and sows took to eating their own. Food, particularly meat, grew scarce. Rumors spread about strange sounds and violet lights emanating from the Mason house. In September the Derby household woke to the screaming of young Matthew who had been roused from his sleep, he claimed, to find one of the Masons grabbing at his feet with her claw-like hands. When over the course of the next week Lucy Anable and Jeremiah Upton reported similar nightmares, the townsfolk became restless and there was much talk in the square. Farmers and shop keepers throughout Arkham refused to do business with them, and it was not unusual to see the three walking on the Innsmouth or Kingsport roads, their backs laden down with dry goods and fish. In late October tragedy struck when Lamar Holt, a boy of just seven years living with his family on the road to Kingsport, vanished. The boy’s parents had been called to the barn to attend to a sick horse for several hours, and when they returned, the boy was gone without a trace. A desperate search throughout the night and next day in the surrounding woods found nothing. The parents, fearful and desperate, demanded that the Masons be questioned. The search party quickly became a mob that marched toward Arkham with obvious intent. Only the sudden intervention of a dozen well-armed men prevented the mob from storming the house and forcibly seizing the sisters.

		 The following years were quiet for the sisters. Whether out of fear or age, all three ceased to visit Innsmouth or Kingsport. By 1687 their presence on the streets of Arkham was rare, and most of their food and supplies were delivered by members of the Jeffison family who were employed by Ezekiel Chambers, a local man who had taken pity on the sisters. It was the Jeffisons who dismantled Brown Jenkin’s cage and sold it to the local smith. What had happened to the cage’s occupant was never specified, but it was assumed that the beast had died. Later that year, a wagon appeared in front of the Mason home, and the Jeffisons loaded it with a selection of furniture and crates. By noon Abigail Mason, the widow of Simon Prinn, had left Arkham and never returned.

		 Thus began a most strange and rapid exodus that culminated in early 1692. By one accounting, between 1688 and 1692 fully fifteen percent of the villagers had left Arkham and with them the vast majority of the children delivered by the Masons. Many made clear their destinations as the more urban and civilized cities of Boston, Providence, New York, Philadelphia, or even Charleston. Others, such as the Whateleys and Bishops, left the village and traveled northwest along the Miskatonic River, settling wherever they could and founding the towns of Foxfield, Zoar, Duxbury and New Dunnich. With the Whateleys traveled Hepzibah Mason, widow of Jeremiah Watkins, who, like her sister Abigail, never again returned to Arkham.

		 The departure of her sisters seemed to embolden Keziah who reportedly took to walking through the town and peeking through windows at all hours of day or night. Fisherman and dockworkers regularly reported seeing her on the marshy island in the middle of the Miskatonic River, though how she reached the island is not known. Children fled and mothers crossed themselves as she hobbled down the road, her days as a respected midwife long forgotten. The rumors of violet lights and strange noises proliferated. Tales were told, retold, and exaggerated beyond belief. Any foul turn or ill luck was attributed to Keziah Mason, whether lost livestock, a dry well, or a dead child.

		 The rest of the story is well known. It was Matthew Derby who accused Keziah of witchcraft, and more than a dozen villagers would testify that they had been molested by her or her demon rat Brown Jenkin. That is a matter of public knowledge. That it took days of torture before Keziah Mason confessed, was sentenced to death, and mysteriously escaped, driving her guard mad, that, too, is generally accepted. Yet for all this knowledge, both common and uncommon, that Gilman and I had uncovered, more was yet to come.

		 In mid-October of 1927 Gilman cajoled me into traveling out to the island in the river. He had become obsessed with tracking down the truth about Keziah. We had already been to Kingsport and gone through the files of the Kingsport Mercantile Company, and on that occasion Gilman took a rubbing from the gravestone that marked her eponymous stepsister. We had even traveled to that dark valley north of Meadow Hill and taken rubbings from the stone dolmens that lay scattered there. Unwilling to wait for more seasonable weather, Gilman and I made arrangements to borrow a small rowboat from one of the many wharves that dot the Arkham harbor, and on the morning of October seventeenth we made our way out to the low, swampy island. We spent the morning creeping through the underbrush, searching for the standing stones first mentioned in Puritan divine Ward Philips’s Thaumaturgical Prodigies in the New-English Canaan. Gilman felt sure these were what had interested Keziah in the island. It was difficult work, and we found ourselves assailed by vines, creepers and roots at every turn. Thankfully, no insects or snakes seemed evident on the island, and I assumed that such creatures had all taken to their winter habitats. Likewise, there were no birds, waterfowl or otherwise, on the island. This I took as curious, as in the last few weeks Arkham had seemed to be resplendent with the rustle of wings and harmonious twittering and calls of all sorts including pigeons, doves, whippoorwills, owls and thrushes. That such abundance was not present on the island was somewhat unnerving. Moving into the uplands of the island, we thankfully spied our first evidence of animal life on the island: in the bare mud bordering the swamp we could see the tracks of what could only be described as a raccoon or weasel of considerable size. Such a beast could easily and quickly depopulate an island of its resident beasts, while birds, particularly hatchlings, would be particularly easy prey. Indeed, given the size of the tracks, Gilman and I both noted that such an animal could do us bodily harm as well.

		 We climbed up the muddy hillside to discover three irregularly spaced boulders springing up out of the earth, which we estimated at over seven feet tall and four feet wide. Each was covered from pinnacle to base with strange, shallow curves and angles, caked with a fowl-smelling brown crust that I could not identify. Were the upward-jutting tusks of stone separate shafts sunk into the loamy soil? Or were they exposed prongs of some more elaborate structure concealed beneath? As we cleared away mud from the base, so as to reveal partially concealed carvings, we laid bare yet more of them. Using some fallen branches as crude shovels, we dug for three or four inches and found no end to the carvings, although we did find that the worn smoothness of the upper portions did not extend to the lower sections. The muddy ground of the island concealed jagged outcroppings and shards of loose rock, upon which I was unfortunate enough to slip, suffering a short and shallow gash upon my ankle. Ill equipped to mount a serious excavation, we resigned ourselves to copying the glyphs as best we could. After several hours, the day turned cold and after some insistence on my part, Gilman finally agreed to return to the mainland. Our trip back was uneventful, and we agreed to meet at the docks again the next morning.

		 We made two more such trips to the island before we resolved that we had to our satisfaction captured all of the stone inscriptions. Gilman carried these drawings and rubbings with him when in November he burst into Professor Upham’s office, disturbing a meeting with the university president, Dr. Wainscott. Despite pleas from both, Gilman proceeded to ramble on at length on the wildest of notions concerning Keziah Mason, the ancient markings, and certain things he had gleaned from the Necronomicon. What Gilman had said exactly he never did tell me, but whatever it was, it had earned him an unofficial rebuke from Upham and the department. His independent studies were suspended, all access to special holdings was revoked, and his course work was reduced. He was ordered to visit Doctor Waldron who, after a brief examination and discussion, suggested rest and prescribed a light sedative.

		 At this point, in a disgruntled fit, Gilman tried to distance himself from the university by moving out of his dormitory and into the vacant garret room of the Witch House. The landlord Dombrowski had not wanted to rent the room to anyone, let alone a wild-eyed student, but he found himself eloquently persuaded to change his mind when Gilman offered to pay double the going rate. It was thus that we two tenants, sitting around the common rooms of the house and discussing Keziah Mason, were joined by a third resident, Joe Mazurewicz, who oddly came armed with his own tales about Keziah Mason.

		 Joe’s father had been Polish, but his mother had been of the old Burke family which had lived in Arkham since it was founded. Now according to Joe, the Burke family had long ago split between those that still lived in Arkham, and those that had, like so many others, left the village about 1690. The split had come between two brothers, the older Lemuel and the younger Thaddeus. Upon the death of their father, Lemuel had inherited the family estate and documents, and it was among these papers that he found a sealed envelope addressed to him from his grandmother Deborah Zellaby. The matron Zellaby wrote at length about certain things she had seen and grave concerns which, hitherto, she had, out of respect for her son and daughter, declined to discuss. However, in this letter, apparently written knowing her death was near, she made things plain to Lemuel, going into such detail on matters so strange that when he had finished reading he confronted Thaddeus and, under the threat of death, ordered him to leave Arkham forever.

		 The old letter has since long been lost, but its gist has been passed down among the Burke family and forms the stuff of legend. Lemuel Burke had been born to Eliza and Thomas Burke in 1657, and, like his parents and all his relatives, he was a strapping blonde-haired, blue-eyed specimen of health. Thaddeus Burke had been born in 1660, and the Mason sisters had assisted with that skill that gained them such fame as midwives. Thaddeus was the opposite of his brother, with dark hair, dark violet eyes, a pale complexion, and a thin wiry build. At his birth, Deborah Zellaby had suspected something, but, lacking evidence, she said nothing. Through the course of years Zellaby watched what was happening in the village. She watched the Masons and noted which children they birthed, which children died, and which children lived. Children brought into the world by the Masons flourished, while an unusual number of the rest struggled to survive. This was particularly noticeable amongst the younger siblings of those children birthed by the Masons, who seemed prone to disease and the occasional lethal accident. All this Lemuel read in the fateful letter. Yet it was the other thing that Burke had noted that had so enraged Lemuel and driven him to banish his brother Thaddeus. For his brother bore no resemblance to his family, and yet bore strong resemblance to the hundreds that had been born and thrived in Arkham since 1660. A whole generation, regardless of family or name, possessed the same dark hair and dark violet eyes as the women who had helped to bring them into the world: Abigail, Hepzibah and Keziah Mason.

		 The story as told by Mazurewicz chilled Gilman and me beyond reason, and neither of us slept well that night, our minds racing with what Deborah Zellaby had come to believe about her own grandson, and the implications thereof. I now felt driven to begin my own research into the life and legends surrounding Keziah Mason. Something terrible, I felt, had thus far eluded us. November came and went, and December brought us to winter break. Gilman went to visit family in Haverhill, and then to see a new mill in Maine, near Gates Falls. Given my meager finances, I took the bus for the short journey to Kingsport. There among my friends and in my family home I set about initiating my own study of Keziah’s dark legacy.

		 In January our return to Miskatonic University brought to us the first hint of the supernatural. The event was so simple and yet in retrospect must be recognized as the first in a series of preternatural events that would in due course lead Gilman first to madness and then to his singularly horrid death. Gilman and I had made our way to the great library, wary of the masses that had cluttered the university grounds. It was not merely the student body that milled about the commons, but strangers as well, some of whom wore military uniforms and bore with them firearms. Ostensibly, these men had come into town to round up possible refugees from a secretive government action that had sealed off the aged port town of Innsmouth. Rumor had it that nearly the entire village had been arrested, charged with the smuggling of liquor and other contraband.

		 In the library Gilman and I marched defiantly through the halls on a mission to persuade Doctor Armitage to restore Gilman’s access to the rare book room in general, and the Necronomicon in specific. Unfortunately, both Armitage and the Necronomicon were already occupied. For the better part of an hour the old librarian stood watching as the most curious of characters sat hunched over the ancient grimoire, all the time making seemingly endless notations in an old leather journal. Gilman fumed over what he viewed as an invasion of his personal area of research, and, when the stranger finally made to leave, speaking to Armitage in a rough and uncouth manner, Gilman rose to intercept the aged librarian.

		 It was at this moment that Gilman had his first preternatural encounter, for as the stranger rose it was to reveal a countenance and stature that brought to mind the ogres and trolls of legend. The man easily stood over seven feet tall, and his bulk was barely contained by his thread-worn suit and broken shoes. The thin black tie and aged hat framing his face served only to draw attention to the man’s huge and goatish head which was covered by a thick beard and eyebrows that created the illusion of fur. The same fine, black hair peeked out at the cuffs of his sleeves and between the buttons of his shirt.

		 As Gilman crossed his path, the lumbering giant paused and stared down at the diminutive man blocking his way. His gaze wandered in my direction and then back to Gilman. A massive hand reached out and came to rest on Gilman’s shoulder. With little effort, the man-mountain gently moved Gilman to the side and grunted in a deep and curious way that reminded me of the bellowing of frogs or whales. What he actually said was, “Yew should know better than to stand in my way, sir.” And then he turned to look at me, “as should yew, little cousin.” Was there an inexplicable hint of hate in his deep, violet eyes, some contagion in his heavy touch? I cannot say. But it was on that very night that Gilman’s bout of brain-fever and strange dreams began.

		 Of the events that followed, of Gilman’s dreams, of his encounters with a still living Keziah Mason and Brown Jenkin, of his involvement in the death of Ladislas Wolejko, and his own tragic death, I have little to add. Some have questioned me concerning my whereabouts on certain evenings, and in response to these inquiries I must admit that I was pursuing the research that I had begun so many months before in Kingsport. Likewise, I must confess that my investigation had yielded nothing more than rumor, innuendo and circumstantial evidence. I had, much like Deborah Zellaby, grown to suspect certain things about those early days of Arkham. But it was not until that chance encounter in the library that my suspicions began to coalesce and provide direction for my own delving into the past.

		 Come April I borrowed a car and drove madly back to Kingsport. My brother had sorted through piles of old family holdings, and there, hidden among things long forgotten, he had found a portrait of the patriarch of the Elwood family, a man who came to the village in 1691 as a pauper. That I and indeed most of my family bore no little resemblance to Thaddeus Elwood was never in doubt. This was not the revelation that my months of research had unveiled. For it was the second painting, the one Roger Mason had commissioned to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of his business venture, that provided true revelations and confirmed my worst fears. For though the painting was more than two hundred and fifty years old, I could see the fine, dark hair and dark, violet eyes, the turn of the nose and chin and the high-ridged cheeks that were the most notable features of the young Keziah Mason, her secret child Thaddeus, and her far-scattered descendents. These features I knew well, for had I not recently seen them in the face of the monstrous thing we had seen in the library? I saw them again, I swear, in the face of Brown Jenkin as it burrowed out of Walter Gilman’s chest and madly chattered at me. You will call me mad, but I see them now in every face around me. I fear there is little choice but to accept the mathematical certainty: those dozens of children that Keziah brought into the world, that fled Arkham like rats in the night, have had more than two centuries to establish themselves, to marry, and to propagate in their turn, children, with fine black hair and violet eyes. I suppose I am only one of thousands. “For the Black Goat Mother doth favor her servants with such fruitfulness as would shame even the most fertile of pestilent flies, breeding in the secret wounds of man’s misery and pain, like maggots in a slaughter yard.”

	

	 	
		 Here is another story that goes back to a Lovecraft original and fills in some implicit gaps. Surely what happened to the protagonist of “The Shadow out of Time” had happened to others in his position, mind-time voyagers kidnapped by the Great Race, remembering far more than they were supposed to. But not everyone would react the same way. Here is a tale of someone with very different reactions to the exploitations of the Yithites. A word about the style: you may wonder if author Tonso has not switched minds with Lovecraft or with one of the antique writers who so influenced his style. You and I might not decide to write with such out-of-style flourish, but then again we might not invoke the same remarkable Lovecraftian mood either.

		 You will shortly be reading about a mysterious link between the Plateau of Leng and ancient Sumerian civilizations. This may sound arbitrary and outlandish, but in fact there is such a connection, as attested in the name of the towering cosmic mountain in the mythology of Tibetan Buddhism (“Leng” standing for Tibet), Mount Meru. It appears to be a shorter form of “Sumeru,” itself a longer version of “Sumer.” You will no doubt recognize “Sumeru” from Sax Rohmer, who uses it as the name of the daughter of Dr. Fu Manchu.

		THE TESTAMENT OF ALEXANDER FLETCHER

		 K. M. Tonso

		 To flee from the unspeakable, as some of lesser mettle have from time to time suggested, and take refuge in the craven surrender of madness or the complacent ignorance of a new Dark Age may be acceptable behavior for those who lack the strength of will to take up arms against what at first might seem a sea of insurmountable troubles; but even should his defiance prove in the end to be in vain, a man of fortitude can, at the very least, demonstrate to those who insist upon troubling such as he that they had best be prepared to deal with the inevitable consequences.

		 My name is Alexander Fletcher, and to outward eyes, I lived until quite recently a placid, scholarly existence devoted to research and knowledge, one that but continued a fascination with the arcane and the ancient that had preoccupied me even from my earliest years, when during many a boyhood ramble throughout the countryside surrounding my birthplace in Dorset, I came upon the occasional flint arrowhead or enigmatic bone tool left behind by that land’s prehistoric inhabitants and found my imagination fired by thoughts of past depths of history, hidden knowledge, and primal legend.

		 From such humble beginnings did my vocation grow, and when at last I entered college, I directed my studies toward the field of archaeology. Nor did my particular interests, which by then lay with tantalizing hints of earthly but pre-human intelligences discernable among the pronouncements of certain old cuneiform tablets of ancient Sumer, pass without some notice (and a certain clucking of tongues) by my professors. Nevertheless, when I had completed my studies, it was without hesitation that my academic superiors put aside their doubts and certified me for my Bachelor’s degree.

		 My graduate work, which built upon and extended my prior research, I pursued at a small but most reputable college in the north of Scotland, the establishment of which stemmed from the generous bequest of a wealthy “Wee-Free” who saw in his not inconsiderable fortune the hand of God, and who therefore wished to found an institution that would prove once and for all the factual existence of Divine Providence. Alas, his wealth went solely for the prosecution of an infinitely more human wisdom, and I fear that in the end my research went so far as to make a mockery of all his pious hopes and beliefs. His generosity, however, provided well for me, and it was with vigor that I pursued my studies, focusing primarily on the influences upon the ancient Sumerian city-states of the half-mythic, half-legendary civilization that lurked in the shadows of the fabled plateau of Leng.

		 It was doubtless those particular investigations that attracted the attention of the hidden minds of the universe, for in contemplating myself I have yet to perceive any particular virtue that might have made me a desirable candidate for their meddling save perhaps a strength of will only a little beyond the average. Regardless, on the eve of my presentation, at the yearly Fellows Banquet, of my lengthy paper on the Sumerian-Leng connections, and a week before my scheduled matriculation and my planned wedding to Florence, my beloved fiancée of several years, I was overtaken by several bouts of vertigo accompanied by such curious visions that I was afraid my researches had become the stuff of hallucination. I rang for old Jones, the porter, but before he could reach me, I had fallen into a swoon from which I did not awaken for several hours.

		 And when I did awaken, what a terrible change had come over me! I myself, of course, have no recollection of the events which followed, but those who treated me and who witnessed my actions report that I was lame in my movements, halt in my speech, and the light in my eye, previously bright and forward-looking, had taken on a shadowed, reptilian cast.

		 Within an hour or two I could move and speak with some fluidity, but the profound change in my demeanor persisted, and from that day do I date the destruction of my life and soul, for my fiancée, brought to me in an attempt to restore my senses, shrieked hysterically and insisted that the man she had known no longer dwelt within my flesh. Florence then departed my room and my life in fright and tears, and I have never seen her since. I am told, though, that at the time I remained entirely unmoved by her rejection, focusing instead upon the presentation of my Sumerian-Leng paper.

		 That presentation I did indeed give, but into my previously well-researched and thoughtfully reasoned text had crept the most outrageous claims and horrendous suppositions, claims and suppositions which made my listeners’ blood alternately run cold with chaotic visions of material reality and spiritual existence and hot with contempt for such an outrageous burst of undisciplined speculation. In their opinion, my previously pristine work had become more than fatally flawed, and my paper was therefore rejected, my work was disgraced, my degree was denied. In such a fashion was I in a matter of days stripped of love, of family (their reaction was much in keeping with my fiancée’s), and finally, even of the beneficent foster parentage of academic tradition. Alone I was in the world, but this rootless state seemed in fact much to my taste, for having dispensed with my old life, the being into which I had been so terribly transmogrified set about creating one anew: with passport in hand and rucksack on my back, I began a spate of world traveling at which even now I cannot but marvel.

		 I will not burden my readers with details of my physical peripatetics. Much can be gained from the surviving fragments of a curious diary from that time. Written in a foreign, crabbed hand, as though the use of a pen seemed as outlandish to the author as a pair of chopsticks to the Piltdown Man, the remnants recount much intercourse with unsavory occult groups not only in England, but in a wide range of cities, towns, and crumbling hamlets from Dublin to Bombay, and go on to hint unpleasantly at extended visits to the few libraries in the world possessing copies of several ancient tomes that present the barbaric and quintessentially dreadful beliefs of, and lingering beliefs in, the more ancient and terrible of the civilizations that have existed on our planet.

		 Three years after the onset of my strange illness, I returned to the home of my family in Dorset and imperiously demanded admittance and shelter. My frightened father and mother, torn between relief despite my alterations and horror because of them, allowed me the use of a shed behind the main house. There I lived for some three weeks, during which time I constructed, with the aid of several artisans and engineers in the area, a strange contrivance of mirrors, rods, and clockwork. Its potential use was baffling to all who saw it, but its final assembly and operation apparently took place sometime during the pre-dawn hours of the first of May, for that evening I withdrew to my hovel and barred the door. The night passed in a deep and, so my parents insist, sinister silence, but in the gray dawn of the following morning, a strange man of foreign mien was seen in the byway behind my family’s house, and he subsequently broke a window of my shed and entered. Before the alarm could be raised, however, there came a tremendous crashing and banging from within the shed, followed by the man’s hasty departure and an ominous plume of smoke from the stovepipe set in the roof.

		 The door was shortly thereafter forced open, and my rescuers were confronted with the curious sight of young Alexander Fletcher stretched out comfortably on a ratty mattress, the shattered remains of the strange mechanism lying beside him and a large bundle of notes and records from the previous three years sullenly smoldering in the cast-iron stove.

		 At the sudden burst of light and noise from the opening door, I am told that I opened my eyes, waved my arms drunkenly as though I had not the faintest idea of how to use them, and called faintly: “Florence? Are you there, Florence?”

		 II.

		 After three years, I had at last returned to my senses. But into what a terrible world I awakened! Florence was gone, married now to another and unwilling so much as to pen a single word to me; my academic record was soundly besmirched; my sanity, in fact, was still doubted by many. And yet, thanks to my family’s unswerving devotion, I scraped together what pieces of normal existence I could find and continued my life. It was a lonely life to be sure—my parents died shortly thereafter, leaving me their house and their assets—but it was not without unlooked-for demonstrations of kindness, for as word of my recovery spread throughout academic circles, my old college contacted me and offered me a chance to complete my degree, the sole (and very understandable) condition being that I should refrain from any further research into a Sumerian-Leng connection.

		 Grateful for such unexpected support, and reluctant myself to pursue a subject that might have contributed to my illness, I accepted the offer, and within a year was granted my advanced degree and recommended to Magdalene College at Cambridge as a reader in archaeology. There I applied myself single-mindedly to my duties in hope of putting the past behind me. But a certain dissatisfaction had crept into my nature, and as the weeks went on and the months passed, I found myself increasingly frustrated with my academic work, viewing it, in spite of all rationalizations, as a relatively trivial matter that was interfering with a far greater and more important enterprise…of which I unfortunately remained ignorant.

		 It was at much the same time that the dreams began. At first, so like the hallucinations that presaged my breakdown were they that I was terrified my derangement might be returning. But the dreams continued, eventually becoming almost nightly occurrences, and throughout two years of uneasy and at times tortured sleep, the damnably suggestive visions returned again and again. In the beginning, they were replete with images of flight, as though I were a passenger in an immense aeroplane, traversing endless landscapes at a great height. But the vistas thereby opened to my dreamer’s eyes were such as defied credulity. Surely no such overgrown and poisonously verdant jungles existed anywhere save in the mad phantasms of the opium addict, and as for the animal life: why would the dreams of a scholar devoted to ancient tokens of human endeavor take him to a period of remote geologic antiquity when immense reptiles were the sole monarchs of a rank and alien kingdom?

		 But despite such contradictions, the dreams appeared to be fitting themselves into a near-diabolical pattern, and I deduced from their gradually cohering nature a hint of returning memory. Therefore I began to keep, with a scholar’s attention to detail, scrupulous records of their content as, descending from heady panoramas of free flight, the oneiric depictions slowly settled into a strange earthbound existence, hemmed in by vast ramparts of shaped masonry that dwarfed even the tallest trees of the surrounding and persistently oppressive jungles. Through sprawling cities of bizarre architecture—towering buildings, broad avenues, immense plazas of odd proportions—I made my way, and with what I at the time assumed was the normal consilience of dreams, I found nothing particularly unusual about my presence among them.

		 But from wonder to exhilaration to periodic surges of malignant secrecy the dreams progressed, and eventually, they brought me to outright terror, filled as they were with hints of bodily displacement and deformation, and with furtive glimpses of bulky, vaguely menacing figures which seemed to slip out of sight even as I turned to view them, maintaining nonetheless a cruelly dispassionate observation of my actions. These brief sightings alone were enough to send me up from sleep with the acrid bile of nausea clinging to my throat, for the immense, ridged, semi-vegetable cones were unlike any sane life-form ever thought to have been produced by our world, and perhaps the greatest horror of all was the obvious sentience with which they progressed through their vast cities, applying their crown of clawed tentacles to the business of day-to-day manipulation of tools ranging from prosaic stylus and ink-pot to the most sophisticated of electrical weaponry, and communicating using clicks and scratches produced by the claws in which terminated two of their rubbery appendages.

		 It was at the apex of horrified disgust engendered by these increasingly detailed revelations that I discovered the truth from which my unconscious mind had shrunk: for a stray reflection from a treacherous slab of the transparent substance with which those creatures glazed their window apertures at last tore the veils entirely from my unwilling memory and bared it, naked and trembling, before the hideous truth of what had befallen me.

		 Dream, yes, but the reality of what I saw was undeniable. I was—had been—established mentally and physically in the distant past of the terrible lizards and their fetid domains. But I was not myself. My consciousness instead dwelt in one of those repugnant, semi-vegetable bodies I now knew to be inhabited by the true masters, technically and intellectually, of our antediluvian past.

		 I did not scream my way out of sleep that night. It is true that upon opening my eyes I found myself half in and half out of a bed so soaked with sweat that it resembled more a bundle of sodden rags than a rational man’s place of repose, but I had spent too much time among the dark inferences of the old Sumerian-Leng material to be rendered incoherent by intimations of their veracity. I would be dissembling, however, were I to leave unmentioned the chief psychological buttress to which I clung in the small hours of that fateful morning, for a slow, smoldering fire of vengeance was burning in me, one that had in fact taken its first glint in the course of the very existence I had witnessed in my slumbers.

		 I slept no more that night. Rather, first by candlelight and then by the rays of the infinitely welcome sun, I took refuge in my scholastic habits and, feverishly, scrawled notes and an outline of what I had witnessed…nay, what had befallen me as reified experience during those three long years when the modern world of men and women and rational thought had contemplated the thing that had taken up residence within my mortal shell and thought it no more than the manifestation of a broken mind. And when, the following evening, after having wielded a pen without respite for upwards of eighteen hours, I at last collapsed into a mercifully visionless slumber, I had drafted a rough account of the thoroughly disreputable affair.

		 The putative owner of the physical being in which my consciousness had dwelt had, by means of the unhallowed technology to which it and its fellows were privy, exchanged its mind for my own, and while I was imprisoned in the distant past, that alien parasite, usurping my identity, moving my limbs, and speaking with my voice, had wreaked utter destruction on my life, uncaringly depriving me of career and family, and putting an irreversible end to my nascent dreams of true love. But my torments were of no concern to the bloodless minds that had captured me, for to them such were but inconsequential side effects of their customary method of gaining knowledge about future ages of the world they had claimed for their own. Their kind had in fact not originated on this planet, but in some far distant region of space and time, and had again and again escaped what in my opinion would have been well-deserved annihilation by means of en masse mental migrations: confronted with imminent destruction, the entire race would resort to out-and-out genocide, forcibly usurping the physical beings of another species and leaving the displaced minds to die in their stead.

		 Such was the manner of the creatures that had taken me away from my life and my life away from me. And though I freely grant that I received nothing but the gentlest of treatment from my captors, my trapped mind inwardly scorned their intellectual equivocations. How could it be otherwise? My soul had been abducted. My life had been usurped, and (doubtless, I intuited it even then) was in the process of a methodical demolition. And all by the whims of a race that counted itself ethically and morally superior to my own solely because its piracy had allowed it to strip-mine the intellectual resources of a dozen civilizations.

		 For in the course of my durance, I learned that I was not the only mind held captive in the past. Others were there as well, culled from a variety of places, times, and even species, all bereft of families and loves, all imprisoned within alien and repugnant flesh. I met an engineer from ancient Rome, philosophers from Greece’s golden age, a brilliant poet from Japan’s Heian period…as well as, surprisingly, a rather pedestrian economist from my own time. Utilizing the translation machines provided (for our drastically altered vocal apparatus hardly allowed the use of our native languages), we established friendships and did our best to keep up one another’s spirits during those long years of separation. I sincerely pray that my comrades in that distant prison returned to their own times to find their lives brighter and more hope-filled than mine!

		 Yes, the possession, complete though it is, is but temporary. A year, three years, five years…whenever the usurping consciousness deems its research complete, it builds a counterpart to the mind-transference device and reverses the exchange. But, before the reversal, the captive mind is yet once again unspeakably violated by a hypnotic purgation of all memories of its time in the past, thus depriving it even of the small consolation it might have derived from its expanded knowledge of the history of the world and from the comforting recollections of a fellowship of strangely caparisoned but supportive colleagues.

		 During my incarceration, my captors most earnestly desired that I write an account of my time in my own words and language, using the tablets, styli, and oddly textured purple ink—this last so reminiscent of the dark secretions of sea cucumbers that its utilization by the glorified semi-vegetables would have brought a sardonic smile to my face had I at the time a face to smile with—with which their text records were customarily created. I was understandably reluctant, but the seed of rebellion had by then rooted itself in my heart, and so, feigning resignation, I did indeed write. But with the sullen resistance my lot had engendered in me, I took care to include in my account a number of blatant falsehoods and deceptions in the hope of frustrating the inquiries of the arrogant beings or even perhaps prompting a future usurping mind to err so profoundly that its scheme might be revealed.

		 I know not whether my puerile efforts might ever bear fruit. My inhumanly perspicacious captors might well have discerned my lies from the first and ignored my deceptions. Yet I persevered, spurred on by my determination to defy the injustice thrust upon me. And eventually my captivity came to an end. Without ceremony my hideous body was brought to the vast, soundproofed hall used for mind transference, I was forcibly stripped of all that had sustained me during my unspeakable imprisonment, and my mind, a tool that had been used, blunted, and thereafter cast aside, was thereupon catapulted back across black, twisting eons and thrust into its proper abode.

		 My captors’ mechanisms had been perfected over countless millennia, and in the beginning I had not the slightest memory of my time in the past. But the dreams came, and perhaps due to my determination to resist my captivity, they eventually brought with them first full knowledge, and then, as that knowledge became entrenched and accepted by my incredulous consciousness, a rekindling of the rebelliousness that had prompted my initial efforts at deception. From there it was but a small step—a very small step indeed—to the white heat of anger and a consuming desire for revenge.

		 At that time, however, I could not imagine what course I might pursue in order to inflict retribution—or, indeed, what form retribution could possibly take—but prudence, eked out by a scholar’s methodical nature and an intimate knowledge of my adversaries’ phenomenal mental powers and essential mastery of time, counselled me to move slowly and, at all costs, secretly. Thus, my first, uncertain steps lay with my oldest and most dependable of friends: books and research. To these I added the assistance of a clipping service, which began to tug lightly and anonymously at the webs of information that crisscross our planet, searching for stories of sudden amnesia and altered personality. Most of what presented itself was of little interest to me, though some accounts demonstrated startling parallels to my own experience, in particular that of a certain economist in the United States, who had himself recently recovered from a period of radical personality shift. I confess that upon reading of poor “Click-click Scratch” (as we had, with our strangely altered vocal mechanisms, referred to him during our captivity), I laughed mirthlessly for the better part of a minute, wondering as I did whether his slavish cooperation with his masters, the subject of many a wry joke among the other kidnapped minds, would continue now that he had regained his human body.

		 But the economist’s story, along with one or two others, removed any lingering doubts I might have had as to the true genesis of my own condition, and I redoubled my scholastic efforts. Nor did I quail when my research slewed away from pedestrian channels and pointed me almost immediately in the direction of the Sumerian-Leng materials that had theoretically precipitated my illness. Precipitated, perhaps, but only indirectly. My graduate research had, it appeared, not unhinged my sanity at all, but rather had acted like a beacon in the dark night of the centuries, a beacon that had led my captors to me in a brutal effort to destroy my credibility and thus discourage my fellow human beings from pursuing such inquiries.

		 I was quite determined that I would not repeat my ignorant mistake by allowing my endeavors to become at all conspicuous, and therefore my work progressed slowly. Fortunately, in the course of my post-graduate years, I had collected a large library of reference volumes, historical accounts, photographs of artifacts from around the world, and a not inconsiderable amount of correspondence with well-traveled archaeologists who had favored me with their frank opinions regarding such matters as their distressing finds in the depths of the Sahara Desert and the results of their investigations into the unearthly origins of the deadly Kyrgyz Light. To all this I returned with a feeling of homecoming and of a banished king returning to his throne. This was my domain. By what right had an assembly of sentient celery stalks (As I now derisively viewed them!) kept me from it?

		 But, though such at-hand resources were enough to refresh my memory, it was clear that further information could come only from first-hand experience, and the necessity of this alteration in my methods was brutally confirmed by the tragic events of the following Easter holiday, at which time one of my more enthusiastic students made use of a trip to the British Museum to examine and actually photograph several little known stelae, long ago recovered from the Australian desert. Due in no small part to the nature of the carvings that cover their surfaces, these artifacts are, under normal conditions, kept locked up in a basement vault, but highly placed connections within the museum staff allowed my student, who had by then become aware of my graduate researches, to gain access to them.

		 He telephoned me upon his return to Cambridge, and his high-spirited account of what he had seen and done filled me with dread. I indeed longed to see his pictures, but I worried greatly about the effects the images might have upon me and wondered that my student had escaped any apparent influence. Yet no trace of anxiety did he exhibit, other than in a passing comment that in the course of his journey from the museum to the London station and then from the Cambridge station to his lodgings, he had felt as though he were being followed. But he gaily informed me that he intended to process his films in his miniscule darkroom that very night and would have the photographs ready for my perusal the next afternoon, at which time he earnestly entreated me to visit him.

		 He ended our conversation with the stated intent of beginning his chemical work without delay, but it was with a deep sense of foreboding that I walked to his lodgings the next day; upon seeing the policeman on the landing outside his rooms, my heart sank. My anxiety about the mental well-being of my student was misplaced, however, for it was rather his physical being that had been summarily eradicated.

		 I curse myself to this day for not having hit upon the obvious but painful truth in time to avert tragedy, but who would have been willing to surmise that the beings of the past, beings exhibiting again and again such careless brutality toward all things human, would have allies among my own kind? And yet it was—and is—so. For when I at last gained admittance to my student’s rooms, I found evidence that, though mute to the police investigators, spoke eloquently to me. The official report states that my student doubtless abandoned his studies and left the city, but the collection of fine ash streaking the floorboards near the door of the room in which he had conducted his photographic chemistry told me otherwise: for it was identical to that left by the use of one of my captors’ electrical weapons upon organic material.

		 There was, of course, no evidence of my student’s films, nor of the existence of any photographs.

		 III.

		 In such a way did I discover it was to a hidden cult among my fellow men that my captors owed their consistent success. Driven perhaps by a lust for things unknown, attracted perhaps to unclean knowledge, perhaps perceiving in their masters’ immense powers a slave’s craven sense of deity, these miserable creatures have throughout human history lent their aid to the tyrants they call the Great Race, covering their masters’ tracks and machinations, providing machinery and supplies when necessary, burning incriminating papers left behind by visiting minds, and as I discovered in the lodgings of my student, eliminating, with weapons constructed according to their masters’ directions, those individuals deemed to have drawn too close to the terrible truth. With a shiver of near despair, I realized that the seeming madness of the primitive superstitions about which I had, from books and manuscripts, gleaned intellectual knowledge was one and the same with the very real and contemporary madness of human creatures who walked the streets of my own city under the same sun as shone upon me, but who clung to and worshipped as gods the beings who had plucked me from my own time, held me captive, and then flung me back into a life that was no longer worth living.

		 It was obvious that the Australian desert stelae were being watched. My student had been watched. I myself was possibly being watched. Whether those doing the surveillance were aware of my lucidity concerning my time spent in the past was impossible to determine, but I decided that it would be foolhardy to risk either myself or any among my other students who might demonstrate a capacity for penetrating research. I therefore decided to leave the country for a time, and arranged with my college for an extended leave of absence.

		 Profoundly shaken though I was by the fate of my student, his death only spurred me on in my quest for a reckoning with the so-called Great Race. I had no intention of traveling for health or for pleasure, but rather solely for the sake of prosecuting that quest even more effectively, for my need for further information dovetailed neatly with the necessity of removing myself from the observation of those who might find in my investigations cause for alarm.

		 The irony that, in undertaking my foreign travels, I was to a large extent following in the footsteps of my usurped body was not lost on me, for before I set out, I consulted the fragmentary remains of my predecessor’s partly burnt diary—retrieved from the stove in my parents’ shed—and I was determined to revisit a number of the locales mentioned in it. But the sardonic laugh with which I contemplated my rucksack and my walking shoes was certainly not my first expression of black humor since I had returned to myself, and it would certainly not be the last.

		 Even my first efforts took me to out-of-the-way libraries and private book collections whose proprietors and owners were certainly not the sort of individuals with whom, under normal circumstances, I would have willingly associated. And I was constantly and painfully aware that those squint-eyed, sallow-complexioned, hideously unwashed men who smiled knowingly at my requests to view their rotting manuscripts might themselves be in league with those who would, as casually as they had ended the life of my student, terminate my own. But thoughts of inaction, of wrongs left unredressed, were intolerable to me, and so I persevered; and if the men who laid before me such rotting corpses of intellectual endeavor as the Pnakotic Manuscripts and the violently suppressed “inner” chapters of Honourius’ Sworn Book guessed that I carried, under my coat and ready to hand, a stout revolver, they gave no sign.

		 As I forced my unwilling eyes along the sentences and across the diagrams and crude but compelling woodcuts in the abovementioned tomes — and in others of an even more disturbing nature — I felt often as though I had entered into the very heart of a noetic hell, wherein all the whole sight and clear-minded inquiry I as a scholar held most dear had been cast aside in favor of the rankest of inchoate ignorance. For here was the wreckage left by the complete destruction of conscious minds, the author’s sense of self and autonomy having in effect thrown up its hands in despair and resigned itself to a lingering death in the turgid waters of atavism, its last shreds of cogency abandoned to a gibbering existence among nightmares, phantasms, and shadows.

		 And yet I could not entirely dismiss those nightmares, phantasms, and shadows as the ephemeral detritus of vanquished intellect, for had I not myself experienced directly and in my own physical being—alien though that being had been at the time—the origins, the bedrock foundation from which had arisen those tortured myths? Sitting in midnight garrets with the rustle of mice and rats loud in the shadows, or crouched at worm-eaten desks in impossibly isolated and improbably inhabited keeps, I was reminded again and again, if not by my own knowledge then by the overly familiar manner in which I was regarded by the owners of the filthy pages I turned, that this was not the first time my hands had held these obscenities or my eyes had focused upon their sigils and rubrics. Indeed, upon one such occasion I was driven to a fit of white-hot fury when I noticed, beside one particularly horrific illustration of human depravity, a series of notes—no: I was certain they were actually corrections—inscribed by means of a singularly modern fountain pen…and recognized the nib and ink color as my own. My predecessor had obviously used the very pen that was in my coat pocket, wielding it by means of my own flesh and blood, to make those disgusting, curvilinear markings, the meaning of which I was as yet ignorant, but whose substance I could all too clearly infer.

		 Rage filled me, and I was half of a mind to hold the manuscript to the candle flame until its blasphemy vanished in smoke and blackened ash, but the crabbed little man who had been waiting in the nearby shadows, gloating and murmuring to himself with obscene chuckles, noticed my distress and rushed forward to ensure the safety of his intellectual pornography. At the touch of his reeking hand, something galvanized me as though with an electrical battery—a sense of final outrage, perhaps, at the forced and unholy juxtaposition of my body with an antique and inhuman mind—and I rose up and struck the horrid creature to the ground. And when he thereupon began uttering one of the consonant-riddled phrases I had just been reading, a barbarous invocation to gods that should, by any claim to a sane universe, be long dead and forgotten, an invocation that, judging from the eerie nimbus that began rising from the filth-strewn floor and the clutch of unseen hands at my ankles, was in fact being answered, I extracted my pistol and shot him dead on the spot.

		 Isolated the house might have been, but it was nonetheless tenanted by more than its master, and the alarm was raised. I therefore made haste to leave the room, make my way downstairs, and flee in the hired automobile I had left parked before the massive stone gates, but not before I discharged my pistol twice more in the direction of the front door, for servants were by then pouring out into the moonlight, and their misshapen, shambling forms, seemingly echoing their master’s unclean origins, seemed for all that able to close on me with unnerving speed.

		 As I sped away from that awful place, passing beneath bloated, overgrown oaks and yew trees whose hanging branches scraped and fumbled suggestively against the sides and roof of my vehicle, it occurred to me that to have visited violence on one who, even indirectly, was connected with the violence visited upon me years before, was only fitting. It was then that I considered once more the craven beings who, in my thoughts, now counted as considerably less than human, and I heartily wished that it lay within my power to deal with them as I had dealt with the miserable creature who lay bleeding and lifeless in the increasingly distant darkness behind me, devoutly wished that the laws of my country, ignorant as they were of the type of spiritual and mental enormities perpetrated by the Great Race and its minions, did not shield such brute beasts from the deadly force I fervently desired to direct against them.

		 And then I realized that, in my haste to escape the isolated manor house, I had carried off with me, clutched thoughtlessly in my hand, the depraved manuscript that had so impelled me to my murderous frenzy. And with that, a new plan began to take form in my mind, one by which my growing appetites might be realized to their fullest extent.

		 IV.

		 The conjuration uttered by that perverted collector of the unspeakable opened the door, and it was a terrible world into which I subsequently entered, terrible because of the intrinsic monstrousness of the acts it demanded of its inhabitants, even more terrible because it represented, with dismaying constancy, the complete dissolution of all that separates civilized man from the brute cave dwellers who once squatted about the flickering fires of Pleistocene clearings, indulging in the rankest of propitiatory sacrifice to ancient deities they had not even a language with which to name.

		 My lot was made bearable only by the goal to which my work would lead, and surely a lifelong dedication to scholastic discipline did much to mitigate the spiritual degradation inescapably concomitant with the magical practices I undertook after a lengthy study of the manuscript I had borne away from that isolated manor house. That my praxis resulted in real, perceptible, and physical effects I could not deny, and it was with a mixture of elation and disgust that I regarded the results of my first operations: elation because I knew that I had now come into possession of the key that would unlock the means to my revenge, disgust because I had now become a member of a corrupt brotherhood of cultic ignorance, one that linked with repugnant intimacy the jungle savage and the educated practitioner, and united the degenerate slum dweller with the elegant sophisticate in an incestuous amalgam of deviant methodology.

		 Nor did I refrain from seizing every available opportunity to add to my knowledge and my practice, for the manuscript, while quite usable in its own fashion, contained only the most basic of the skills I would eventually require. Therefore, my progress measured out in the dribs and drabs of the days and weeks allotted to me by university holidays and recesses, I pursued my travels from city to city, from library to library, from country to country, fighting my way through the half-truths, outright lies, and darkest of hints of the sequestered knowledge of three continents, drinking deeply of the fetid springs of forbidden knowledge, penetrating intimately into dark sanctuaries where the scent of black incense mixes inseparably with the odor of decaying blood, and obeisances shunned by any sane deity mingle with the ecstatic screams of spiritual debauchery.

		 In this fashion did I gain information critical to my first active prosecution of my vengeance, for with the aid of certain persuasive techniques, I extracted from a certain self-styled high priest the identities of the men who had assisted the mind that had so violated me, and who had more than likely played a major role in the eradication of my overly enthusiastic student.

		 I returned directly to England after that encounter, my soul irredeemably besmirched both with the memories of the actions I had been obliged to perform and the knowledge of the actions I intended to carry out, but nonetheless burning darkly with anticipation. And though outwardly I settled back into my academic role at Magdalene College (it was about this time that, my work having been deemed satisfactory, I was granted a professorship), inwardly and in private I commenced furious preparations for the hellish ceremonies I would enact, for all questions of legal repercussions aside, while a pistol shot might have been the only appropriate manner in which to end the solitary vice of the craven wight in the mansion, it seemed to me that other, more appropriate methods would be best applied to my unfinished business with certain members of the Great Race cult.

		 I cannot say that I am proud of what I did, but I must admit a certain dark satisfaction. Regional newspaper accounts of the time gave evidence of the workings I performed—paranormal darkenings of the moon and stars, the disappearance of domestic animals, one or two grisly murders of nameless and inconsequential vagrants—but the wholesale mutilation and slaughter by unknown means of a handful of mere gypsies and their families elicited little notice even in the gutter press. And as even now the police in the larger cities take little heed of the impulsive violence that so frequently overtakes ill-mannered foreigners in their crowded, urban warrens, it was with complete impunity that I not only hunted down and dispatched the terrified members of the group involved in my possession, but put an end to their mates and their mewling spawn as well.

		 One alone I left alive. Physically, he was a strong man, but an innate feebleness of mind and his devotion to the impurities of the cult reduced him to whimpering pliancy when I confronted him. Yes, I spared him, for he would now serve me as he had served the Great Race: cravenly and without question. And indeed, he would be necessary for the execution of the plan that was, day by day, growing ever clearer in my mind.

		 But though the Great Race might treat my mundane life with a singular lack of concern, I myself could not afford to be so sanguine about financial and vocational matters, particularly when an opportunity to improve both also afforded a means to hone my private agenda to a razor edge. This happened during the summer of that year, when I was unexpectedly offered a visiting faculty position at the renowned Miskatonic University.

		 I had of course long been aware of the reputation of that great seat of knowledge, and had upon occasion made use of its library, particularly the volumes in the restricted collections vault, which Dr. Henry Armitage, the librarian, seemed unwilling to make available…though he had at last bowed to my scholar’s status. Despite the horrors imputed to that collection, I found the contents of the sequestered volumes to be, in light of my other studies, relatively pedestrian, and as a result consulted them somewhat less often than might be expected, though at that time my research was, admittedly, leaning decidedly toward more empirical and experiential work, and books, in and of themselves, could provide no more than signposts pointing this humble traveler toward his next port of call.

		 But my next port, it seemed, lay on American shores, and though some might imagine that my relocation would prove a complicated affair, it was, in reality, a matter of removing a few immaterial wards and fabrications from my Cambridge lodgings, packing a valise, and taking passage on a steamship. My travels had taught me thrift and simplicity, and a far greater adept than I once wrote that the garb of one who pursues the hidden roads between the shadows and the stars should be either glorious or somber…and as I had found, somber was very much the more easily realized.

		 My move to a foreign country was therefore uneventful, and I was quite gratified by my reception. In the past, I had found the quaint customs of the Americans alternately amusing and infuriating, but Miskatonic University, heavily influenced as it was by Yankee Puritanism and a yearning for the elegant courtliness of bygone ages, held for me a pleasant echo of my native land, and after a warm reception at the President’s House, I found myself established in one of the stately buildings on the university grounds. My every request regarding the furnishings of what would become my chamber of art (though the university remained ignorant of its ultimate purpose) was immediately indulged by an institute of higher learning eager to bask in the reflected glory, no matter how illusory, of a visiting Cambridge professor, and I soon found my position in the school to be both congenial and comfortable. I had my tools, my place of working, full access to the restricted collections of the library, and even some passing amusement from a newspaper article that described how dear “Click-click Scratch,” himself a Miskatonic faculty member, had recently returned from an expedition to the environs of Pilbarra, Australia. I could not help but wonder why he had felt the need to make the trip. He had been there already. We both had. What possible benefit is there in washing out one’s mouth with used sputum?

		 My position as visiting faculty left me free of tedious administrative encumbrances and quotidian lectures, and aware by that time of the necessity of increasing my grasp of certain theoretical underpinnings of my art, I hastened to become reacquainted with the library’s restricted collection. Thus I prepared myself for the work ahead of me and adjusted my rites in accordance with the collected wisdom of generations of thaumaturges, human and inhuman. And from their experience, written sometimes in inks of unearthly nature and sometimes in blood and sometimes in the more unsavory of physical excretions, bound variously in cheap cloth, human skin, or sometimes in leather derived from the most fabulous of extra-tellurian beasts, I profited immensely, for it was among those mildewed and rotting pages that I discovered the existence, within a distinctly separate but nearby dimensional plane, of a degenerate species—one could no longer call it a race—of once-sentient creatures which had, incredible though it might seem, voluntarily devolved themselves into such a complete state of complacent mindlessness that even the Great Race, with its voracious appetite for mental contact, was sufficiently revolted as to eschew any and all research regarding it.

		 This timely information proved to be the final piece of information necessary for the realization of my desires, and I forthwith resumed contact with my servant in England, the former member of the defunct support cell of the Great Race. Much diminished by his cultic excesses, he was easily cowed once again into submission, and at my prompting he insinuated himself into another cell, one which, actively participating in the affairs and worship of their masters, had been so moved by their devotion as to retain, as an object of veneration, one of the intricate mechanisms used to effect transfers of consciousness.

		 At my command, he stole the device, subsequently taking passage on a fast Atlantic steamer bound for America. No matter that his theft was speedily detected. No matter that agents of the cult were immediately dispatched with orders to capture the thief on sight and subsequently do away with him in any one of a number of very slow but anatomically ingenious methods. No matter, indeed, that I intended to save those agents the trouble. My slave would, I knew, deliver the mechanism in less than a week, and a few hours after that I would reach the goal I had so long pursued. And therefore I hastened to prepare my chamber of art, laying out the required triple circles and quadruple triangles of warding…not forgetting, as I did so, to secrete a revolver within easy reach.

		 My plan, it must be understood, had been refined and annealed in the white hot furnace of vengeful lust: as I had been done to, so I would do in return. And I would accomplish my intentions not at the safe remove of tens of millions of years, but with immediate, physical brutality, for I had guessed, and my researches had confirmed, that within the greatest strength of the Great Race lay its greatest weakness. Thus, when the enemies of my cone-shaped captors (and, quite understandably, there were many) finally arose in the late Jurassic, overwhelmed the defenses raised against them, and forced the Great Race’s minds to migrate once again—into the future of our world, when a coleopterous species would attain sentience, gain ascendancy, and then be summarily annexed as hosts for the psychological cuckoo birds—I would avail myself of the opportunity to snatch, in the midst of the confusion inherent in the mental teleportation of an entire race, one of those arrogant minds so habituated to forcing itself upon the helpless with the arrogance of a medieval baron exercising his heinous claim to droit du seigneur.

		 The results of my efforts—adequately confirmed, I believe, by numerous newspaper articles of late—speak for themselves. With my technique suitably fortified by careful research, I found it easy enough to open a gateway into other dimensions, and with my resolve firm and determined, it was equally easy to dispatch my slave with a bullet to his brain, thereafter filling properly arranged receptacles with the resultant gouts of blood, the scent of which I knew would act as the perfect lure for the devolved entity it was my intention to bring forth. And so, while all of Arkham lay in repose, dreaming the twisted dreams that visit the sleepers of that uneasy town, my chamber of art, already filled with the spasmodic twitching and gurgling of a human corpse, came alive with the spiraling mental shrieks of a mindless, cosmic blasphemy that, having finished its engorgement upon the smoking fluids I had provided, found itself bound in a maze of magical restraints.

		 The screams continued, the immense entity thrashing its Medusa’s head of barbed tentacles this way and that as I forced its atrophied brain functions into contact with the Great Race’s mechanism. And then the screaming redoubled, for now it was not a mindless thing that thrashed and gibbered within the confines of the glowing wards, but a hysterical, panicked consciousness of the Great Race, the intellectually precise instrument of a sentient species that after existing, unmastered, for untold billions of years, now found itself—bloody, smeared, and filled nigh to bursting with unspeakable viands—imprisoned in the loathsome form of something that, though of a dimensional nature infinitely more sophisticated than our simplistic triad of coordinates, was in mental capacity and physical appetites little more than a debased fungus.

		 Such was my revenge. And thus did I bring to final fulfillment the tentative rebelliousness I exhibited during my incarceration within the repugnancy of that conical body in the distant reaches of earthly history. But as it happened, fate did not smile on me that terrible night, for so great is the strength of will innate to the Great Race’s all but deathless minds that, even imprisoned as it was in the semi-physical form of so degenerate a species, my captive, confronted with the degradation into which it had been forced, summoned up enough determination to loose itself from its magical restraints. Stretching out its immensely powerful limbs, it broke through the circles and wards, smashed the altar and the carefully arrayed talismans upon which the working depended, and destroyed my ritual tools before it turned its blazing eyes, hot with dark fire, toward myself.

		 Confronted not only by disaster but with the threat of imminent annihilation, I hastened to safety, barricading myself in an interior, fortified, and doubly warded chamber while the thing thrashed and thundered through the building. When at last it broke out and escaped into the night, most of the wing containing my laboratory was in ruins, my tools were bent and crushed beyond repair or even recognition, and the corpse of my slave had been dragged outside and smeared the length of the street.

		 Shaken though I was, I nonetheless took pains to arrange matters in such a way that the police put the destruction down to a combination of vandalism and unsuccessful burglary. But the cost to me was great: the half idiot, half Great Race entity was now roaming loose, I had lost my tools and my place of working, and my papers and books were scattered and shredded. The few talismans that might have allowed me to renew the wards and bonds I later found as puddled slag in a smoking pool of aqua regia…curiously—or, perhaps, not surprisingly—this was in a room otherwise in perfect order, as though both the flask of acid and the talismans had been carried there and purposefully and deliberately mingled: a clear indication that my adversary was aware of what I had done and how I had done it, and was already taking steps against me.

		 Since then, my days and nights have been spent in a mixture of fear and satisfaction, both emotions being—so I would assume—perfectly understandable to the perceptive reader of this narrative. Fear, of course, stems from the purely animal side of one’s organism: the unwillingness to pass through the process of life termination and physical dissolution which is death, and apprehension at the thought of the concomitant pain of such a transformation. My satisfaction, though—and I confess it is immense satisfaction indeed—lies in the complete success of my endeavors: the tit-for-tat forcible imprisonment of a Great Race mind in an undesired and abhorrent body. Indeed, the sense of pain and fear that radiated from the blasphemously composite being before it broke free and smashed its way out of my laboratory is, in my opinion, more than adequate compensation for any trepidation or suffering I might experience before or during my final demise.

		 That my demise will come soon, I have no doubt. The entity itself, not entirely of such substance as forms the basis of our material world, is immensely strong and powerfully armed. For the most part it is invisible to human eyes, and energized with the potent mental capacity of the Great Race, it is canny and thoughtful well beyond human powers. That it has not already done away with me—indeed, that it has not slaughtered the entire population of Arkham and laid waste to the surrounding countryside—is attributable only to the innate reluctance of the Great Race to take life.

		 But despite any ethical qualms on the part of the imprisoned mind, simple animal needs have triumphed, and brute hunger has driven it to feed on flesh and blood. Indeed, the numerous newspaper and radio accounts of mutilated bodies, human and animal alike, found stripped of flesh and bearing the marks of a hideous, suction-based flensing, provide ample evidence that the transformation from altruistic intellect to bestial carnivore is already well advanced. Moreover, that its indwelling genius has become motivated by the same vindictive desire for revenge as motivated this writer has become markedly obvious, for workmen attempting repairs among the ruins of the building in which I performed my conjurations often report the sound of stealthy movement, or the sense that they are being scrutinized. Some, in fact, have disappeared altogether, but I believe that I myself am the actual target, and that the entity I created—half debased, half demonically sublime—is searching for me.

		 I was therefore greatly relieved when the university, which to this day remains ignorant of the genesis of the continuing disturbances, provided me with a much smaller but nonetheless comfortable set of rooms in the university’s administration building. The reader can well imagine my ironic smile, however, when I discovered that my new office lay next door to that of my old—very, very old—acquaintance: the esteemed “Click-click Scratch” who, in his eagerness to please his captors, filled volume upon volume of the Great Race’s library with a multitude of scribblings and observations upon our contemporary, human lives. Yet, after meeting him “in the flesh,” so to speak, for the first time, I found him to be a genial enough individual, a cordial gentleman with refined tastes and a scholarly dedication quite in keeping with my own, yet with a sense of transparency about him, as though his trials in the grip of the Great Race had lent him, in contrast to my own dark maelstrom, a clear serenity and a humane perspicacity that transcend the common bounds of our mortal condition.

		 We have never spoken to one another of our captivity, and yet I am sure he knows me as I know him. And after a leisurely dinner and an evening’s conversation with him in one of Arkham’s more tolerable restaurants, I confess I returned to my lodgings feeling abashed and all but ashamed, as though my efforts over the course of these last decades had somehow been shown to be dishonorable, and again, somehow—though I cannot begin to explain the connection— even subtly disloyal to the memory of my lost beloved.

		 So it is here, in my much diminished offices, that I now apply myself to the ancient texts and curious volumes borrowed from the library in the hope that some hitherto unnoticed passage might inform my praxis to such a degree as would permit me to rid myself of my pursuer. But the entity, motivated by its unnaturally transplanted mind, is a quintessentially artificial being, a chimera of a power and durability beyond anything dealt with in the writings of past masters of void and darkness. Had I perchance my tools, my supplies, my talismans…but all has been lost, destroyed in the course of the entity’s mad obliteration of my chamber of art.

		 Yet even in the midst of my frantic and, I fear, ultimately futile researches, my thoughts turn often to my neighbor. “Click-click Scratch” might well have been an indifferent economist, but I fear he has proven himself a better human being than I. I sought power and revenge. He took a path toward understanding. I dedicated my life to hate. He mused his way into a philosophical acceptance of his fate, his losses, and (dare I admit it, even to myself?) his gains. My spiritual powers focused on the obscene rites of the distant past and the criminal present. His turned instead toward wonder at the incredible vistas of time and intellect revealed to him. Had I myself taken his road, what a different life I might have led! What a different fate might at last have overtaken me!

		 I write these words with a sense of defeated triumph. True, I at last gained my objective, but the final tally confronts me with the depth of my losses and the uncertainty of the game’s merit. I am, so to speak, another Alexander, a conqueror of a world; but if I now weep, I do so not because there is no more world to conquer, but rather because I have discovered that what I have gained is valueless. Nevertheless, even in my fall and my error, I hope that I have demonstrated to those arrogant masters of time and intellect that their word is not law, nor their dominion absolute. Neither can they escape forever the consequences of their actions. Could I but be sure only of that, of that alone, I would find reason enough to dry my tears.

		 Near midnight now. The building is silent, and as I labor alone in my office, I sense an oppression outside in the street. Something is at the window. The casements shake in their frames. If only—

	

	 	
		 So you think you know what is bound to happen in any Yig story? Well, young feller, you may be right, but take my advice and don’t go round scoffin’ at familiar genre conventions and plot outlines! Ye knows what they sez happens to folks who mock at Yig stories… That’s right! ‘Fore long, ye begins a writin’ ‘em yerself! Just ask Ron! Yeah, that’s him over there, scribblin’ like mad in the noontide sun.
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		The Serpents of Tenoka

		 Ron Shiflet

		 Night on the outskirts of Tenoka, Texas, can be as black as any environs imagined. The tall East Texas pines block what scarce light is cast from the dim and distant stars. A person walking among such woods even during times when a bloated, yellow moon hangs in the sky will have difficulty finding his path among the tall, silent evergreens. It was a moonless night that I first spent in the small but clean house that I had inherited from my uncle, Henry Teal.

		 Uncle Henry had died of a heart attack while leading a solitary bachelor’s life on the several thickly wooded acres that surrounded the small dwelling. I had been aware of his reportedly high regard for me but was still very surprised and pleased upon learning of my inheritance. I had assumed that his property and remaining resources would be split among his surviving siblings, though they and he were frequently at odds with one another. More surprising still was my two uncles’ attitude during the execution of Henry’s will. They seemed quite happy for me to receive the property and even slightly relieved that the place had not been bestowed upon them.

		 My Uncle Link patted my back and jokingly asked me how it felt to be “a man of property.” Uncle Stuart commented that he “never wanted any part of the goddamn place.” When I questioned him about his obvious dislike he half-heartedly laughed the whole thing off with comments about the oppressive humidity, “the skeeters” and his distaste for solitude. However, Uncle Link winked at me and said, “Don’t listen to him, boy…he’s just scared of the goddamn snakes!”

		 We left the proceedings and ate a delicious meal at Tenoka’s only cafe. We shared memories of my deceased parents and vowed to “stay in touch.” Upon parting I made the three hour drive to my apartment in Crandall. I had one week to work before beginning a two week vacation that was desperately needed.

		 Well, I survived the work week, eagerly anticipating my two week getaway to Tenoka. I packed my things on a Thursday night and left for Tenoka on Friday after clocking out early from the furniture factory where I was employed. The drive was uneventful and I entertained myself by listening to a variety of music compilations, brought especially for the vacation. The thought of solitude was not unpleasant but I still needed the reassurance of familiar sounds. I also brought my guitar and hoped to finish some songs I had been composing.

		 Arriving in Tenoka at about 4:30 p.m., I bought some groceries at a small store run by a rather taciturn couple well past middle age. I questioned them about my uncle but they seemed almost reluctant to speak of him. They admitted to knowing him and of his death but offered no words of condolence. In fact they seemed relieved once I had paid for my items and prepared to leave. It struck me as odd when upon leaving I heard the older man softly say “God help him if he’s batty as his uncle.”

		 “What’s that you say?” I asked, through the old screen door.

		 The balding old man glared at me and replied, “Nothing, son…nothing.”

		 I shook my head in a combination of disgust and bewilderment and carried my remaining sack of groceries to my truck. My uncle’s house, mine now actually, was situated on about twelve acres just two miles east of sleepy Tenoka, a town with just a few less than prosperous businesses in its small town square. Uncle Link was certainly right about the awful humidity. It was only the middle of June and even with my truck’s air at maximum cooling I still “sweated like a pig.” Irked from the cold reception I had received at Boyd’s Grocery, I popped a Jerry Jeff Walker tape into the cassette player in hope of lightening the mood on the short drive to my newly acquired property.

		 I took the winding farm to market road from Tenoka proper until reaching the winding dirt road that led to my house. There was an old metal mailbox by the main road with Uncle Henry’s name crudely traced in faded, chipping paint. Stopping the truck, I opened the box and nearly wet my pants as a small, copper colored snake hissed and slithered from the box and dropped onto the sandy soil at my feet. It seemed to look up at me with an expression of malevolence. In fairness to the reptile, I must admit that I found all snakes repulsive, even evil, though the idea is wholly irrational. The copperhead seemed to glare at me, and I was struck by its unusual marking. On the top of its head was an odd crescent-shaped design that to my admittedly limited knowledge did not occur on this type of snake. I shrugged it off as some fluke of nature or strange mutation. After about a minute the snake hissed again and slithered off into the tall grass of the bar ditch and disappeared from sight. Fortunately the snake had not attempted to strike me, for which I was truly grateful. I had no idea how the creature had come to be in the mailbox unless deliberately placed. However, I soon gathered my wits about me, thinking the incident perhaps the sick prank of high school rowdies who sometimes get drunk and engage in such behavior.

		 Finding no mail, I got back into my truck and proceeded down the gravel and dirt road for a couple of hundred yards until the small frame house came into view. It was a well constructed and maintained abode that had electricity and running water. While not particularly large, it was certainly comfortable enough for an old bachelor with no family. Uncle Henry had lived in the house during the last several years of his life. The house stood in a small clearing and was surrounded on all sides by old, tall pines. It was quite a lovely place, though I had never desired to live in East Texas due to the oppressive humidity of the long summer months. Actually, I hoped to sell the place once my vacation was concluded.

		 My immediate plans were to place the food and beer into the refrigerator and get settled in. Thankfully I had the foresight to see that there was no disruption of the electric service. Secondly, I hoped to sort through my uncle’s effects which would hopefully tell me more about the man, whom I had always liked. He, as I knew, was of an artistic bent though entirely self-taught. One need only look around the house to see that the man obviously loved carving wooden figures, mostly of the “old west” variety. He was also quite good at sculpting small busts and animals in soapstone and other workable materials. I understood that Uncle Henry had supplemented his military pension and Social Security checks through the sale of such carvings at a twice monthly trade-day in Nacodoches.

		 There were at least fifteen to twenty of these old west carvings in the house along with a handful of miscellaneous pieces. There was also a large, oak work table in one corner that was cluttered with several sketch books. Most of these contained pencil drawings of western scenes. Cowboys, Indians and buffalo seemed to be my uncle’s favorite subjects. Each sketch was initialled and dated so it was a fairly simple matter to determine what he had been working on near the time of his death. I casually perused the pencil sketches but failed to find anything that had not been done two to four months earlier. Well, it was no big deal as I would have more than ample time to look through the books at my leisure.

		 Deciding that the remainder of the sketchbooks could wait until morning, I went to the old but serviceable refrigerator and grabbed a cold Lone Star. Unscrewing the bottle’s top, I took a large swallow and proceeded to connect my boom-box and play some of the ludicrous songs that I had been working on. The tape’s first song was “The Ballad of Ed Gein,” the opening piece to a rather sickly humorous “country opera” that I had been working on.

		
		 In the cold state of Wisconsin, eating Banquet, eating Swanson,

		 Was a local boy who craved for something new,

		 So he hacked up an old geezer, then hung her in the freezer,

		 Making Ed Gein t.v. dinners ‘cause nothing else would do!

		

		 I leaned my wooden chair back on two legs and sighed while experiencing the pleasant little feeling one gets up the spine when the alcohol first makes its presence felt. Downing another third of the bottle, I grinned trying to imagine Jerry Jeff Walker singing the song instead of hearing my own weak, flat vocals.

		
		 Was it in December when you started to dismember?

		 Did you do them in and put them in a stew?

		 Do you think that you’re a sinner? Who’d you have tonight for dinner?

		 They say that you are what you eat, so tell us, who are you?

		

		 I was really getting into my song when a loud knock on the screen door caused me to jump. Embarrassed, I hurried to the kitchen counter and punched the off button on the tape player and looked towards the door. A large man wearing a law enforcement uniform of some type was grinning at me through the screen door. I walked to the door, my face slightly red. “Hi, what can I do for you? Didn’t hear you drive up, what with all the racket!”

		 The big man held out his hand to shake and said, “How do, son, I’m Sheriff Blair…You must be Henry’s nephew.”

		 I clasped the sheriff’s offered hand. “That’s right! Good to meet you.” I followed this up with, “Anything wrong?”

		 “No, son, nothing’s wrong. Just wanted to drop by and meet you—see if you were getting settled in all right out here.”

		 “Yeah, everything’s fine…” My staring must have been obvious, for Sheriff Blair began to laugh and slapped me on the shoulder.

		 “I know—I know! I’m the spitting image of Robert Mitchum! You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve heard that!”

		 I, too, began to laugh and replied, “Sir, I believe I can!”

		 I offered the man a beer which he accepted since he was officially off-duty and about to leave for his home. Blair was an easy man to talk with, quite affable and easy-going. We talked about my Uncle Henry, about whom he had nothing but good things to say. He and my uncle had also drunk beer together and “shot the shit” on numerous occasions.

		 “He was a good man, always level-headed and easy to talk to, except up until shortly before he died.”

		 “What changed and why?” I questioned.

		 Blair thought for a few moments as if trying to decide how much to say. “It was crazy, son. The few times I spoke with him before he passed, he acted flat out touched in the head…no offense, son.”

		 “How was he crazy?” I asked.

		 “Well,” said Blair. “He latched onto this crazy notion that all the snakes around these parts were conspiring against him. Towards the end he became obsessed with the damn things. But hell, son…it was probably just the outward symptoms that something was physically wrong. He may even have suffered a light stroke that maybe changed his thinking. It’s hard to say, what with him living out here alone.”

		 Sheriff Blair finished his beer and prepared to leave. He told me he was glad we met and that next time he would buy. I told him to drop by any time and waved good-bye as he drove his car down my rough, dirt drive.

		 I spent the remainder of the evening drinking, listening to music and attempting to stay cool. Thankfully my uncle’s old window unit did a reasonably good job of keeping the temperature inside the room fairly comfortable. The day had tired me, so I determined to turn in early, do a little reading and spend part of the next day exploring the property.

		 While placing fresh linen on the bed I happened to find a rather bizarre stone carving or sculpture on a shelf of the linen closet. It was the figure of a grotesque snake-man. The base of the sculpture was about six by six inches square and the subject stood about ten inches in height. The word Yig was cut deeply into the base. A closer inspection and handling of the statuette revealed the material to be something much harder than the soapstone I had originally thought it to be. Being no geologist, I cannot say what type of material was used. I inwardly shuddered while holding the piece and placed it back upon the shelf where it had previously rested. Had my uncle sculpted the repulsive figure? I did not know but thought it unlikely in light of his feelings about snakes, especially if Sheriff Blair had spoken the truth. Its placement in the linen closet made me think that perhaps my uncle was hiding it away for some strange reason. But why? Did it somehow play into his wild delusions of a reptilian conspiracy against him? And where or how in God’s name had he developed such a wild idea? Perhaps Sheriff Blair’s theories of stroke and resultant mental changes were plausible.

		 After placing “Yig” (whoever the hell he was) back upon the shelf I began to experience a feeling of faint dread and uneasiness. This was not helped by a strange coincidence involving the sculpted figure and the copperhead that had been in my mailbox. The Yig figure possessed the same unusual crescent marking upon its head! I closed the linen closet and went to bed. Reading a Thompson novel called Savage Night I eventually became drowsy and drifted off to sleep.

		 Not surprisingly, my dreams were unpleasant and nightmarish. The ones I remember involved being imperilled by snakes. In one I was wandering, lost in a labyrinth beneath some strange underground city whose inhabitants worshipped this Yig and punished those who transgressed against his “children.” Apparently my great sin had involved slaying a serpent that had attempted to strike me as I worked in the mines that produced the fabulously exotic gems, used as an energy source for this race of beings. In my nightmare I was blindly stumbling through the darkened corridors as massed rolling coils of serpents hissed, spat and snapped at my heels.

		 I awoke from this particular nightmare in a cold sweat, thankful that it was nothing but a dream. I swung my legs off the bed, needing to use the bathroom, and screamed as I stepped down on the long, snakelike vacuum cleaner hose that protruded from beneath the bed. I repeatedly kicked and cursed the offending object until I realized how foolish I must look. I laughed hysterically, breaking the tension, until finally able to calm myself. Feeling like a total ass, I sheepishly made my way to the bathroom without further incident.

		 I returned to bed and slept fitfully until morning. Awakening early, I arose and prepared myself a breakfast of eggs, chopped onions, bacon and canned biscuits. Too many beers the previous evening had left me hung over and slightly depressed. However, breakfast and four to five aspirin took the edge off my hangover and I began looking forward to exploring the property.

		 Shortly after breakfast I stepped out onto my wooden front porch and was unhappy to discover that it was going to be another oppressively humid day. The porch had not been recently swept and I noticed winding trails in the thin layer of dirt and dust. The pattern caused me discomfort in light of my recent experience. The mailbox, my uncle’s obsession and my nightmares of the previous evening had made me rather touchy on the subject of snakes. Strolling through the pine-covered acreage I could not help but notice the many areas that could easily conceal the creatures that now seemed to preoccupy my thoughts. The sandy soil displayed many winding trails similar to those on my front porch.

		 The property also had one large pond, or stock tank which looked promising for fishing. I decided to try my luck when it became cooler in the late evening. As the day quickly heated I returned to the house with the intent of continuing the inventory of my uncle’s sketchbooks. As the house came into view I made a mental note to question Sheriff Blair about the strange sculpture that I had found in the linen closet. Had my uncle perhaps shown it to Blair during their occasional visits?

		 I was heavily perspiring from my tour of the property and welcomed the prospect of air-conditioning and a cold beer. Approaching the wooden steps of the porch, I heard an unusual noise but could not determine its origin. Shrugging it off, I stepped on the lowest step and received a terrible fright as a large rattlesnake struck at my ankle. Loudly hollering, I kicked at my leg in a frantic effort to dislodge the serpent that had managed to sink his fangs into the top of my leather work boot. I did not feel a bite and prayed that I could loosen the repulsive and poisonous creature before its hollow fangs fully penetrated the footwear and caused me harm. I suspected that the snake was just as eager to be free of me. I would kick and the snake would coil itself around my leg attempting to extricate its teeth from my boot. Finally I caught sight of some rusty looking hedge clippers on one end of the porch and with trembling and unsteady hands I severed the writhing creature’s body just inches below its head.

		 The snake’s blood thickly oozed from the mortal wound as the severed body writhed and blindly thrashed in its death throes. I shuddered with revulsion and almost lost my breakfast. Still, I somehow found the fortitude to carefully dislodge the rattler’s head, using the same shears that had served to kill the reptile. A chill went up my spine as I noticed the unmistakable crescent atop the snake’s wedge-shaped head.

		 I confess, the sudden attack had unnerved me more than any other event that I could recall, and it suddenly seemed to me that my two week vacation was fast becoming a nightmare. I pretty much decided that I would spend one more day to collect my uncle’s sketchbooks, carvings and other items of interest. Upon the completion of this task I would happily return to my home in Crandall and contract with a realtor to sell the godforsaken place! After my own experiences, occurring in less than twenty-four hours, I could more easily relate to my uncle’s delusions. There might be no conspiracy at work, but there “was for damn sure” too many snakes for my peace of mind. Disgusted, I disposed of the snake’s remains, rattles and all. I did not want any part of the damned thing!

		 Once safely inside, I opened a cold bottle of beer and immediately drank half its contents. Sitting at the kitchen table and drinking the remainder of the brew, I finally began to feel somewhat better. After a second Lone Star I felt steady enough to shower and change my clothes. The two beers and shower went a long way toward calming my jittery nerves. However, I still felt some unease, irrationally I then believed, about the sculpture of Yig that was resting at the back of the linen closet. I somehow managed to banish this feeling after drying myself and changing into some clean clothes. After opening a third bottle of beer I finally found my uncle’s most recent sketches. They were in an unmarked box along with a spiral notebook that apparently served as his journal.

		 I was not really surprised to find that the sketchbooks featured almost nothing but snakes. So Sheriff Blair had not exaggerated my uncle’s obsession in the slightest. I leafed through the pages, seeing snake after snake. There were rattlers, copperheads and cottonmouths. All were well rendered and all possessed the same bizarre crescent marking with which I had become familiar. Different species with the same mark? I had about decided the pattern denoted some obscure local subspecies, but this discovery baffled me anew.

		 There was also the occasional drawing of Yig, with written comments by my uncle. The words “loathsome bastard” frequently accompanied the sketches, written in ink with exclamation points at the bottom of the page. Uncle Henry had great natural ability and it saddened me to think that his final days were spent in drawing the likenesses of such cold-blooded and unappealing creatures. In disgust I put the sketchbooks down and turned my attention to the journal which I rightfully feared would further document my uncle’s mania.

		 The first mention of anything noteworthy told of his discovering the grotesque figure of Yig. (It was not his own work, then.) Uncle Henry had been out metal detecting in what was locally reputed to be “a place of evil.” I could not suppress a smirk at this bit of cliché but continued to read. The figure, or something, had caused the detector to give a strong, positive reading. My uncle enthusiastically dug in hopes of perhaps finding gold or silver coins, buried by Spaniards, Confederate renegades or any of the numerous “bad men” who had once roamed this part of Texas. He had dug about three and one-half feet when he found the statue. It wasn’t exactly what he had hoped for, but perhaps it might be of some value to the “right” person. He carefully dug around the figure, not wanting to damage his find. Grasping the object, he gently worked the base free. This was the point at which my uncle’s account veered off into the wild and unbelievable. The stone figure was freed from the soil, revealing a slanted, gopher-sized tunnel. As my Uncle Henry began to poke and pry at the mouth of the opening with his spade he received a strong fright. According to his account, an abnormally thick, eyeless, albino serpent slithered from the hole and attempted to strike. It missed only due to my uncle losing his balance and tripping over the metal detector which was lying near the fresh excavation. He described the snake as poisonous due to its wedge-shaped head and fangs. It also possessed the crescent marking with which I was now all too familiar. My uncle grabbed his shovel and, after two or three unsuccessful attempts, managed to cut the bizarre viper in half. The repulsive reptile wildly writhed and continued to blindly snap its jaws. Suddenly the creature began to disintegrate into a fine, white powder and was soon scattered across the field by the spring winds.

		 The journal went on to describe how my uncle covered the hole, placing the sculpture in a sack which he carried for whatever “loot” he might find on his jaunts. In a state of semi-shock and disbelief he returned home and began to question his mental health. The next couple of entries were rather noneventful except for a mention of the figure being cleaned and placed in a prominent place of viewing in the kitchen, where my uncle did most of his sketches. I wondered what had prompted my uncle later to place the statue in the linen closet.

		 A couple of more uninteresting entries, and then the tone of Uncle Henry’s writing seemed to change. The journal began to relate a series of incidents in which my uncle had been threatened or attacked by snakes, all of whom had the odd crescent marking on their heads. He believed that there was an obvious correlation between his taking the Yig sculpture and the increase in aggressive reptile activity. The bizarre markings on the serpents convinced him beyond a shadow of a doubt that the events were linked. He also wrote of terrible nightmares since bringing the likeness of Yig into his home. These dreams usually portrayed him as a victim of some divine retribution, carried out by serpents in dark corridors beneath a fabulous underground city.

		 Believing these things to be connected, he still refused to get rid of the sculpture. He had spoken to Sheriff Blair about many of the incidents but omitted the one concerning the vanishing albino creature. Blair tried to convince him that the events were mere coincidence and nothing particularly ominous. He agreed that the crescent markings upon the snakes were indeed odd but chalked it up to some type of local mutation. The writings reflected an escalating trend of incidents and also a growing fear on the part of my uncle. Later entries made reference to his consideration of selling the property and moving. The final entry indicated that he considered himself a doomed man but hoped he might escape his fate by returning the sculpture to where he found it. However, he did not live long enough to accomplish this task. The last words written showed my uncle to be a very shaken man. His final sentence was, “God help me, I fear that Yig is coming.”

		 I was admittedly stunned upon reading these words of a man who had always been practical and level-headed. The journal disturbed me greatly and I resolved to leave Tenoka the next day. I still damn myself for being a fool and staying one last night. That fateful night I drank many beers before retiring, hoping that the alcohol would make sleep come easily. In a semi-drunken condition I searched the house, trying to reassure myself that all was secure. Finally I went to bed, falling asleep still in my clothes. I recall no dreams or anything else until the sound of my splintering door awakened me to face the thing that I most dreaded. A thing that logic dictated could not be!

		 As the cabin’s wooden door gave way under the relentless pounding, snakes of many types and varied sizes slithered as one huge, writhing mass into the stifling room. I screamed in horror at the fate that was now mine. Momentarily paralyzed with fright, I knew that my minutes in this world were numbered and considered turning the pistol in hand upon myself. Still it was not in my blood to surrender without struggle and I determined to destroy as many of the loathsome reptiles as possible before succumbing to the deadly venom which would soon be coursing through my veins. I cocked the hammer of my 20 gauge and reassured myself that my uncle’s .45 was still tucked in my belt. Preparing to squeeze the trigger of my weapon, I paused as a large shape seemed to fill the open doorway. Slowly, a huge, monstrous creature slid through the doorway.

		 I shuddered in terror and revulsion as I recognized the creature as the living embodiment of the grotesque figurine that had belonged to my Uncle Henry. Whoever sculpted the figure had done an incredible job in capturing the essence of Yig, who was glaring at me with inhuman and riveting serpent eyes. The vile figure’s facial characteristics were both reptilian and humanoid. His scaled head was hooded much like a cobra. The nose was somewhat blunted and he possessed a thin, wide mouth from which a long, forked tongue obscenely flicked. The thing had stunted arms and a torso which merged and melded into a long, unnaturally thick serpentine body.

		 Yig—as I now knew this creature to be, had a noticeable effect on the snakes that slithered and writhed across the floor, attempting to encircle me. His unnatural presence seemed to calm the cold-blooded bastards. However, it also allowed me to realize just what had caused my uncle’s heart attack. Surely such a sight as this would have caused the old man, with his history of heart disease, a fatal cardiac arrest. Suddenly my mind was flooded with childhood memories of my Uncle Henry’s kindness to me. Rage unthinkingly overcame fear and I fired the shotgun, its lead pellets tearing into the coiling, ever-squirming mass of snakes. Heads were severed and bodies torn apart. A collective and soul-chilling hiss of pain and anger deafened me as the innumerable survivors slid across the bloody floor with renewed purpose.

		 I emptied the magazine of my pistol, throwing the now useless weapon into the writhing mass. Quickly grabbing the discarded 20 gauge, I put it to renewed use, clubbing and knocking aside the first reptiles that reached me. I crushed the head of one viper with my leather boot heel but soon felt numerous hot, searing bites through my jeans. Realizing that I had only moments to live, I staggered towards Yig in a last vain effort to avenge my uncle, dragging with me a score of reptiles attached to my thighs and lower torso. The devil slid towards me and I absurdly noted how it sounded like a dresser being dragged across the wood floor. Weakened and numb with shock from the poison permeating my tissues, I swung the butt end of my weapon at Yig’s leering excuse for a face. Sadly, he easily avoided my pathetic attack. With my remaining energy I screamed in rage as his long, retractable fangs sank deep into my neck.

		 The next morning I miraculously awoke upon the floor. Thinking the previous night’s events some wild hallucination, I attempted to stand. My body was instantly racked with excruciating pain and my head felt like it was going to explode. I struggled to my feet but instantly collapsed into a handmade wooden chair that was nearby. Painfully raising my hands to wipe my sweating forehead, my blood chilled as I discovered the grotesque and horrible changes my body had undergone. My skin was peeling, sloughing off like snake skin, revealing a dry scaly covering beneath. Grabbing my head in revulsion and horror, I began to sob as large tufts of my thick, brown hair fell to the floor. Staggering to the small bathroom, I somehow found the courage to look into the mirror. My hairless head was becoming wedge-shaped and a familiar crescent marking was plainly visible. My entire body was squamous and mottled, and my legs were now attached to each other through a rapidly toughening membrane of spotted skin.

		 I have written these words while my withering arms and hands still function. Even now I feel myself beginning to think less like a man…soon I will shed this pathetic human flesh and slither into the woods to find Father Yig and take my place among the serpents of Tenoka.

	

	 	
		 Darrell Schweitzer once commented (in The Dream Quest of H.P. Lovecraft) that Lovecraft’s classic novella At the Mountains of Madness should have ended, and effectively did end, with Dyer’s discovery of the ruins of Lake’s outpost and the evidence that the frozen Elder Ones had revived and destroyed the pitiful humans who had dug them out of their snowy hibernation. He’s right: that would have been a hell of a tale by itself. And yet who can complain that we discover, at great length, what happened next? Not me. But I recall Schweitzer’s insight because, in a sense, the author of “The Journal of Thomas Gedney” has supplied something like the “original” as envisioned by Schweitzer, only from a different focal character. We knew that Gedney and his party had their own awful adventure, but now we see it happening on stage. That is a wonderful open window for apocryphal add-ons to the Lovecraft canon. Lovecraft frequently packs in implicit back stories presupposed by the plot of the main story he is telling. Why not go back and try our best to fill in those implicit stories? At least I find it fruitful, as my own tale, “The Prying Investigations of Edwin M. Lillibridge,” is such an exercise: not a sequel, but rather a kind of intra-narrative or sub-narrative supplement. Why not?
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		 Six months ago I knew the names of eleven men whose lives had been claimed by the frozen hell that we call Antarctica. George Vince died quickly when he slipped off of an ice precipice on Ross Island in 1903. Ten years later and not more than ten miles away Aeneas Mackintosh and Victor Hayward were lost when the sea ice gave way beneath them near McMurdo Sound. Such a death must have been preferable to that of their colleague in the British Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition, Arnold Spencer-Smith whose death by scurvy must have been horrendously slow, much like that of Xavier Mertz. Mertz avoided the crevasse that swallowed and instantly killed his colleague Belgrave Ninnis, and he cleverly avoided starvation by slaughtering his sled dogs. But Mertz consumed too much of the dog’s liver, and died in slow lingering agony from an overdose of vitamin A. Even this must have been preferable to the deaths of Robert Scott and his team of Evans, Oates, Wilson and Bowers. They raced to the South Pole in the winter of 1911-1912 only to learn that Amundsen had beaten them there. On the trek back they succumbed slowly to hunger and the cold. The doctors say Ernest Shackleton died in the South Georgia Islands from heart failure. Those who knew him know that it was the desolate ice and freezing winds that ate at the man that slowly wore him down, before taking him completely. It gives me no pleasure to add eleven more names to that list. Eleven good men, men I knew, men with whom I have worked for the last six months. Lake, Atwood, Mills, Boudreau, Fowler, Orrendorf, Watkins, Moulton, Carroll, Wentworth and Lowe, more than half of the Miskatonic University Expedition, lost not to the ice, not to the cold or wind or even to hunger, but to something else, something ancient and forgotten, something that waits in the ice and kills without remorse.

		 I have no doubts that some of the expedition survived to carry out the majority of our story. Captains Douglas and Thorfinnssen were supposed to have remained in the harbor at Ross Island. We left one of the Dornier airplanes on Ross as well, with young Sherman, who came to study the glacial squid Psychroteuthius, with two of the more astute of the ship’s men, Gunnarson and Larsen, acting as his assistants. Of the nineteen men who went into the interior of that windswept continent, we left seven at the base camp including the expedition leaders Pabodie and Dyer, two students, Danforth and Ropes, and three mechanics, McTighe, Williamson and Helsing. All good men, I have faith that some survived to tell the world what happened. But none of these men were with us on that strange plateau, none of them saw what we brought up out of the stygian darkness, and none heard the strange keening that shattered the droning silence of the Antarctic and preceded the horrors that would come. They were not there, but I was, and so it falls to me to lay down some record of those events. To tell the world of the fate of those eleven brave men, and the dangers that await mankind as we delve into the forgotten and unknown past of our own small world.

		 The seeds for what happened, the rift that developed between Pabodie and Lake, and Lake’s near maniacal desire to pursue his own avenues of research, these were planted long before the expedition even arrived at Ross Island. As nominal founders of the expedition, Lake and Pabodie were supposed to come to mutual agreement on staffing issues, but they disagreed on which physicist and geologist to invite along. Lake wanted the more progressive and younger team of McReady and Garry, while Pabodie leaned toward Atwood and Dyer. The impasse was broken when Pabodie used his influence with the Pickman Foundation to set the team leadership as he wanted it. Outraged, Lake threatened to resign completely, mollified only by a last minute negotiation mediated by Atwood, putting Lake in charge of selection of the seven graduate students that would join the team as junior partners. Lake’s selection of three biologists, two physicists/meteorologists, who were both protégés of McReady, one engineer and only one geologist, only served to strengthen the feud. Thus when those first mid-December borings at Mount Nansen brought up slate fragments containing queer triangular imprints, imprints which Lake claimed were unprecedented in the fossil record, it was inevitable that he would demand further investigation.

		 Pabodie ignored such requests. As an engineer he was more interested in proving the worth of his newly designed drilling apparatus, and in solving the various electro-mechanical problems that arose from the extremes of cold and ice, than in furthering such esoteric research into things long dead. But as the days turned into weeks, and the weeks into a month, Pabodie ran out of problems to solve, and the two student physicists Carroll and Moulton, as well as the geologist Wentworth suddenly joined Lake in pressing for a reconnaissance into the north westward direction. Sensitive instruments had picked up a fluctuation or variation in the local magnetic field, indicating that, in addition to the southern magnetic pole, there was a smaller secondary influence, perhaps a large deposit of iron ore. The discovery of this magnetic source which they jokingly termed Little Magnet would be a significant scientific achievement. That the Little Magnet lay in the same direction as the origin of Lake’s interesting slate formation, argued Wentworth, might not have been entirely coincidental. The same geological activity that had transformed the shale into slate may also have been responsible for the ore deposit. Or both could be the result of the impact of an immense pallasite, a meteorite rich in iron and nickel.

		 Under pressure from multiple sources Pabodie agreed that both he and Lake would carry out a short reconnaissance using minimal resources, and then evaluate the findings. Thus on January 11th the two seasoned researchers accompanied by the students Carroll, Moulton and Wentworth, as well as the two mechanics Mills and Watkins, set out on six sledges with 42 dogs. They returned on the 18th with the physicists confident in the presence and general direction of their magnetic source and Lake displaying a number of slate samples containing more of the unusual triangular impressions. Of Pabodie’s sprained ankle, Lake’s bruised face and the two missing dogs none would speak, but after ordering that all four planes be made ready under the command of Lake and Atwood, Pabodie retired to his tent and was not seen for most of the next day.

		 Preparations were completed on January 21st and after a period of rest Lake’s team of twelve men and 37 dogs boarded the four aircraft and at 0400 departed in a northwestern direction guided by the sensitive magnetic instruments operated by Carroll. The sky was clear and calm, which made flying nearly comfortable for passengers confined in the tight and cheerless compartments of the Dornier Whales with not only the sledges and equipment but the dogs as well. A safety precaution instituted by Mills required that each plane carry at least one sledge and seven dogs so that the loss of any one aircraft would not entirely eliminate this method of transportation. At 0545 we had travelled more than 300 miles from our origin and Lake ordered us to the ground. While the physicists set about recalibrating their equipment and refining their calculations, Mills and Fowler began drilling almost immediately with Lake and I inspecting the samples as they came up out of the bore. Meanwhile Watkins and Orrendorf prepared the materials necessary to widen the bore holes into larger shafts.

		 At 1100, using a combination of thermite and explosives, Watkins widened the shallow bore hole and after clearing away the rubble Wentworth descended and began to deliver samples back to the surface. Lake was ecstatic. The slate samples were ripe with those strange large triangular depressions that he was sure were from some unknown and extinct organism. What’s more, these samples were found to be mixed with fossils that we easily identified as belonging to the trilobite genus Phacopid which flourished in the Devonian. Lake was so stunned by how the number of triangular marks increased dramatically between the two samples that it was left to me to point out the more startling implication. Using fossilized species as a guide, the original samples had been dated back to the Carboniferous period, approximately 300 million years, while the new samples dated back to the Devonian, approximately 400 million years. Whole species, whole phyla, had arisen and gone extinct in that time period. The first rooted plants had moved onto land, as had insects and other invertebrates. The first true sharks had appeared, as had amphibians. Yet while all this had happened across the face of the Earth, those marks, those strange triangular marks had not changed in size or shape whatsoever; their source had remained unchanged for more than one hundred million years. Yet as we tried to comprehend the implications of these unprecedented samples, Wentworth delivered to us yet another sample that shattered all of our preconceived notions of evolution and geological prehistory. Wentworth had sent to the surface yet another piece of slate, this one dotted with the undeniable forms of the Agnostida, trilobites, animals not seen on Earth since the early Cambrian, more than six hundred million years ago. And there amongst the clusters of ancient invertebrates were the unmistakable and undeniable triangular marks of a species that had wandered the Earth apparently unchanged for more than three hundred million years.

		 At noon Lake made a cursory report to Pabodie via the wireless and then took Atwood aside out of earshot of the rest of the group. When they returned they revealed that they had set about formulating what I would consider the most devious of plans, one that would require the involvement of the entire group and guarantee our place in the annals of science. There was no question in either Lake’s or Atwood’s mind that the group would soon have in its possession a find of either geological or biological significance, possibly both. It was also without doubt that as soon as such a find was reported Pabodie and Dyer would demand that a plane be sent so that they could join the investigation. Once present, Pabodie would inevitably assume not only control but also credit. Lake and Atwood’s notion was to manufacture a storm, to report a gale strong enough to deter any air travel, effectively stranding Pabodie where he was and making sure he got no credit for their work. Not surprisingly, every member of the team readily agreed and the plot to deceive was set in motion.

		 By 1500 we had broken down our drill site, reloaded the planes, and following the course determined by Carroll and Moulton, headed further northwest. Lake made a short and frantic report about crosswinds and a tremendous gale wreaking havoc with the planes. Dyer immediately responded in protest, but Lake chuckled and replied that new specimens were worth any and all risks. As Lake turned off the radio the three of us erupted into riotous laughter, and Orrendorf passed around a flask of bourbon from which we all drank. In that moment of common deceitfulness I knew the true bonds of brotherhood.

		 After several hours of flight we reached a vast plateau in the shadow of a tremendous mountain range that Wentworth suggested would rival the Himalayas. Moulton indicated that his instruments needed to be recalibrated and Carroll indicated agreement, so at approximately 2200 we set down on the plateau and estimated our coordinates as 760 15’ and 113o 10’. From the comfort of the ground Lake reported to Pabodie on the massive mountain range using the most hyperbolic of language. Thirty minutes later Lake made contact with Pabodie once more, telling him this time that Moulton’s plane had been forced down and severely damaged. No one had been hurt in the faux crash, but Lake reported that the team was busy transferring equipment in case the Dornier was unsalvageable.

		 In the meanwhile, Wentworth had begun a series of test borings searching for an appropriate spot to drill more deeply, while I and the others set about making camp and catching several hours of sleep. Once Lake was satisfied that Wentworth had things well in hand, he and Carroll took one of the planes and went up to deploy the magnetically sensitive instruments over those massive peaks in hopes of pinpointing the exact location of the Little Magnet. The plane returned to our camp at midnight with the required data in hand. The secondary magnetic source was, based on calculations, not far from our camp. We could be there in a matter of hours. After some debate, the team decided that I and Lake would continue work at this location, while after several hours of sleep, Atwood, Wentworth, Carroll and Moulton would venture forth in two of the planes in search of their strange magnetic anomaly. Had we only known what was to occur next, we would never have wasted such precious time on redistributing materials amongst the planes.

		 If Captain Douglas has followed the proper protocols, if Pabodie or Dyer, or any of the expedition has returned to civilization, then the basic facts of what occurred next should be known. However, as our expedition was already committed to a certain level of deception, it should not surprise the reader that certain details reported by our team to the others via the wireless, and then onto the world, were less than accurate. I should also say that the events of that day, January 23rd 1931, are in my mind not entirely clear. The rapid pace of events, my physical and mental exhaustion, coupled with a significant trauma to my head, makes recalling the events of the day and their order extremely difficult. It is my full intent that the account I lay down here shall be as accurate as I can remember it.

		 Early in the morning Lake reported that our ruse was in jeopardy. A talk with Douglas and Dyer had led to the conclusion that Pabodie, and the rest of the staff would be joining us at our new camp as soon as possible, and that any future transportation to and from Ross Island would be over Lake’s newly discovered mountain range. Sensing that his ability to direct his own research was about to cease, he, Atwood and Carroll quickly prepared one of the aircraft and took off in a desperate search for another perhaps more productive site and the strange magnetic anomaly. In doing so Lake made it clear to me that if the next three hours of test borings did not produce I should be prepared to move to another site.

		 Given such a short timeframe I quickly reset the drill team to an area about a quarter of a mile away from the camp in an outcropping of soft sandstone. The drilling was easy, and much progress was made with little supplemental blasting. Approximately one hour after we had begun, the rock being brought up suddenly changed. We had apparently run into a vein of Comanchian limestone and almost instantly we were rewarded with the most magnificent of specimens including minute fossils of cephalopods, corals, and other marine invertebrates as well as the occasional suggestion of bones which I recognized as being from sharks, teliosts and ganoid fish. As I marveled at such finds, for these were the first vertebrate fossils we had found during the entire expedition, my attention wavered from the drill and was brought back only when Mills and Orrendorf suddenly began yelling. The drill mechanism had begun oscillating wildly back and forth, kicking up large chunks of rock which were being launched at terrific speeds in all directions. A rock the size of a golf ball flew past and imbedded itself in the ice beside me. Other pieces ricocheted off the drill itself leaving dents and gashes in the casing. Orrendorf had taken refuge behind a case of drill bits, while Mills had taken to cowering behind the spoil mound. Knowing that I was responsible not only for the drill but also for what appeared to be an extraordinary fossil bed, I foolishly ran headlong for the motor engine under the constant pelting by a torrent of rock and ice. I flinched once as something hard caught me in the fleshy part of my cheek, but I carried through with my resolve, reached the gas engine and quickly turned it off.

		 Without power, the drill slowed down and there arose the most horrendous of sounds. It was a cracking noise, a great cacophony of something ancient shattering, fragmenting into shards and dust as we stood beside it, unable to act. A great cloud arose and the drill, suddenly denied of support, tilted forward, swung wildly and then settled slowly onto its side. When the dust and ice had cleared, we emerged from our various shelters and beheld the most spectacular of sights. A portion of the limestone vein had caved in, creating an opening about five feet across that opened into a shallow hollow. Fearing another cave-in, the three of us cautiously crawled across the ice to the edge of the newly opened cavern and peered down into what had until recently been a stygian darkness. The hollow was no more than eight feet deep but extended off in all directions. The roof and floor were abundant with stalactites and stalagmites, some of which met to form the most spectacular of crystalline columns. But, most importantly, what set me rushing back to greet Lake’s plane was the vast wash of shells and bones that seemed to cover the entire floor of the cavern.

		 It was just after 1400 when we finished securing the winch and our team carefully lowered down into the cavern. Within minutes all of us had realized that we had discovered what was possibly the greatest cache of paleontological samples ever discovered. We quickly identified the most amazing diversity of specimens I had ever seen including mollusks, crustaceans, primitive sharks, placoderms, thecodonts, mososaur skulls, pterodactyls, archeopteryx, primitive horses and titanotheres. There were however no Pleistocene samples, no mastodons, camels or deer, and thus we concluded that the cavern had not received any new materials for at least thirty million years. But there was a curious abundance of primitive life generally found in the Silurian and the Ordovician, which seemed a tremendous contradiction to the latter, more evolved species and the rock in which they were imbedded, which was without a doubt Oligocene in origin. The fantastical conclusion that we drew from such information was that in some manner the life of more than 300 million years ago had continued unabated and uninterrupted, mixing with the species that we knew had come into existence only about 50 million years ago.

		 It was at this point that Lake scribbled a hasty note and handed it to Moulton for dispatch over the wireless. The young engineering student had not been gone for more than five minutes before Fowler began calling for Lake and me to come and examine a large section of sandstone. For there in the relatively young sedimentary rock were several distinct triangular, striated prints nearly identical to those we had found in the slate samples at other sites. There were some minor differences: the new samples were smaller and the markings bore a slight curvature at the end. Lake postulated that these markings indicated that the species might be undergoing a reversion, returning to a more primitive or decadent form, although I disagreed on drawing such conclusions based on limited data. Regardless, I concurred with the note he quickly jotted and handed to Mills suggesting that our discoveries would be as important to biology as Einstein was to physics, as they would seem to indicate a remnant species surviving from a previous cycle of life prior to that currently in dominance, perhaps a billion years old.

		 Lake had barely finished dispatching another radio message when Atwood diverted our attention to several of the large vertebrate fossils which showed strange wounds. These injuries seemed to fall into two categories. First, there were the skulls of which we found more than a dozen, all showing a straight, strangely smooth penetrating bore into the brain cavity. The other markings were on the long bones of the legs and consisted of straight lines perpendicular to the bone itself, effectively bisecting the bones in a single cut, though we found several examples in which the final cut was apparently preceded by multiple false starts. Neither I nor Lake could conceive of a predatory species to which we could attribute such marks.

		 Another note hastily dispatched, and another call of amazement. One of the men, I cannot remember who, had found a peculiar fragment of green soapstone about six inches across and an inch and a half thick shaped like a five pointed star. The thing was curiously smooth and the angles were cleaved inwards. Carroll and I brought the thing up and into the light and placed it beneath his magnifying glass. He swore he could make out tiny dots grouped into regular patterns. As he twisted it back and forth in the light of the polar sun there arose from behind him the most peculiar of sounds: the dogs which were still harnessed to the sledge with which we had brought up the equipment, had suddenly begun whining in the most distressing manner. Trapped by their harness, the dogs’ whining turned to yelps and then growls as Carroll came in to calm them, only to be snapped at the closer he came. As he drew suddenly back, the stone slipped from Carroll’s hand and onto the ice beside the sledge. The dogs reared up from the thing in panic, growling in terror and fear. As the sledge went over on its side the dogs retreated behind it with only their whimpering to betray them.

		 Lake was dispatching missives as fast as he could write them and I soon had lost count of how many we had sent. We had been in the cavern for only five hours and in that time a new world had been created. Everything we knew, everything we believed we understood about life and time and our world was about to change, and I was to be one of the agents of that change. My name would go down amongst those great minds of the past: Newton, Galileo, Agassiz, Van Leeuwenhoek, and Darwin. My life, my career, my reputation as a scientist was, for that brief and glorious instant, set amongst the stars, and brighter than I could have ever dreamed. Strange how such things can change from one instant to the next. For it was in that moment that yet another cry of discovery and wonder came up out of the cave and all of the fantastic discoveries we had made up until that point suddenly became meaningless.

		 Orrendorf and Watkins, working with the electric torches, had ventured into one of the many tunnels that radiated out from the main chamber in innumerable directions. There amidst the detritus of the ages they had found something totally unexpected, but not without precedent. The preservation in amber of insects and other small animals, some millions of years old, is well documented. Similarly, it is an established fact that in the area near Yakutsk the locals have on numerous occasions recovered from the Siberian permafrost the frozen bodies of the extinct wooly mammoth. I can only imagine that some similar process led to the preservation of the three specimens that Watkins and Orrendorf had unearthed and winched to the surface. But these specimens made the mammoth look like a common zoo animal. They were barrel-shaped things not unlike some of the echinoderms but massively larger, six feet long and three to four feet at the central diameter, with five ridges running up and down the barrel. Significant amounts of damage had disfigured each end, enough that the actual organic structures located there remained a complete mystery to us.

		 No sooner had the things reached the surface than the dogs exploded into a frenzy, pulling at the harness and dragging the sledge forward, snarling and barking. Fearing that the dogs would damage the specimens, Lake ordered Carroll and me to take the poor animals back to camp and properly secure them. I almost protested but instead grabbed the harness and spent the next twenty minutes forcing the team back to the camp, narrowly avoiding their snapping jaws and gnashing teeth all the way. Back at camp I read Lake’s latest note as Moulton transmitted it and I was greatly disturbed by his references to the Elder Things mentioned in the Necronomicon. I had taken Professor Wilmarth’s class at Miskatonic, the one he taught on the shadowy things hinted at by Alhazard and Prinn. I knew what the legends told, of the things that seeped out of the dark spaces between the stars and came to the Earth in the primordial past. That Lake linked these things with such demon-haunted lore made me shudder, and I retreated to my tent in order to find and review the notes that I had taken during Wilmarth’s lectures. Lake’s speculations had made me feel my old notes might come in handy, as indeed they now had. I found them readily, but any attempt to review them was interrupted by yet another flourish of discovery and a summons to return to the cave. I shoved the sheaf of notes inside my parka and returned to the cavern. This time it was Mills, Boudreau and Fowler’s turn in the spotlight. The three working deeper into the cavern had found a cluster of thirteen more of the same barrel-shaped growths mixed with dozens of the strange soapstone stars. Eight of these specimens were completely intact and one showed only minimal damage, while the others all showed the same curious kind of damage: the removal or near removal of the organic structures at either end. Lake sent an expansive and detailed description along with some speculation concerning their origin with reference once more to the Necronomicon, Cthulhu and Professor Wilmarth.

		 I pause here in my relation of events to reveal once more that our team was perpetrating a deception on Pabodie and Dyer. For no sooner had Lake finished his cursory description of the creatures than Dyer was clamoring for a plane to reunite the expedition at the cave site. Lake responded that a rising gale had come down off the mountains, grounding the four planes in his possession. Dyer and Pabodie would have to use the plane left with Sherman on Ross Island. Of course there was no such storm, but Lake had just bought us more time to establish our sole propriety over these amazing fossils.

		 Without the dogs, it took us more than an hour to move the specimens back to camp, but the nine students and mechanics accomplished it without incident. We laid out the specimens on the hard ice next to the tent in which Lake had arranged a table and tools to carry out a more detailed examination. Half the team gathered into this tent while the other half set about tenting the planes and building a corral to contain the dogs that had grown increasingly distressed over the biological samples and could not be trusted in the confines of the camp. Unwilling to sacrifice one of the intact specimens, we chose the one that was less damaged toward both ends and slightly crushed in the main body allowing us easy access to the interior cavity. Our examination was detailed and we took copious notes and made regular transmissions of our findings on the specimen. I have access to none of these at the moment, but I will do my best to recall what details I can and relate them here.

		 As I have said, the main body was about six feet in length and capped on both ends with similar but significantly different structures not unlike those of several species of starfish. The torso was barrel-shaped and comprised of a dark grey material that reminded me of the exocarp of some citrus fruits, very tough but at the same time very flexible. The torso was radially symmetrical, specifically pentaradial and consisting of five vertically-oriented segments joined together by five sets of ridged furrows. Hidden within each of the furrows with an apex near the equator was a complex framework of tubular rods arranged not unlike a folding fan and supporting a highly vascularized membrane with a serrated edge. The suggestion that these five structures were some sort of wings and that the creature either flew in the air or swam under water was obvious, although when I suggested that the structure was similar to that of some leaves, particularly those of palm trees, one of the men suggested the use of these structures in something akin to photosynthesis, a distinct possibility. Also around the equator of the barrel, but this time in the center of each segment, was a single stalk approximately three inches in diameter at the base. After six inches the stalk split into five branches, each of which continued on for about eight inches before splitting once more into five tapering tendrils giving each stalk twenty-five tendrils with a reach of about three feet.

		 On the top of the torso was a bulging ring with five sets of heavy plates covering a series of fleshy flaps and diaphragms joined together in an accordion-like structure which we all readily agreed was analogous to the respiration structures used by spiders and known as book lungs. Seated on top of this were five yellowish wedged-shaped organs arranged not unlike a massive inverted starfish more than five feet across. The upper surface of this head was covered with numerous three-inch long wiry bristles or setae of a variety of colors. At the end of each wedge was a flexible yellow tube crowned with a sphere covered in a yellowish membrane which rolled back to reveal a glassy globular eye with a deep red iris. Between each of the eyed wedges, another slightly longer type of organ sprouted. Red in color, these five fleshy tubes were about two inches in diameter and ended in a sack-like swelling divided into five equal sections. Pressure on the neck of this structure forced the sack to open into a bell-shaped orifice lined with sharp white chelae that probably functioned as teeth in this mouth analogue. In the center, where all the various components of the head originated, was a five-lobed slit or diaphragm that was most probably some sort of entry point for a secondary respiratory system. Manipulation of the various components revealed a high degree of flexibility. In fact, it was quite easy to fold the five mouths and eyes up onto the setae and then close the five arms over them, forming what was likely an impenetrable mass.

		 Below the torso there were analogous counterparts to the components of the head, but their function was dissimilar. While the bulging ring was present, there was no suggestion of any gills, and the short, stout eye-tipped wedges were replaced with four foot long muscular legs devoid of the prismatic setae but tipped with a fleshy triangle approximately eight inches long and six inches wide at the far end. This fin or foot was quickly recognized as the source of the strange triangular impressions we had been collecting throughout the expedition. As with the head, between each leg was a red colored fleshy tube, but when these were opened the dangerously sharp chelae were missing. In the center of this lower arrangement were five closely packed muscular tubes that were somewhat reminiscent of an anemone or sea squirt. That these were the terminal end of the secondary respiratory system that began at the other end I had no doubt.

		 Following our external assessment, we began what could only be described as a crude dissection as none of the tools in our possession were adequate to the task of cutting the leathery integument which prevailed throughout the body. Initial explorations were hampered by the still frozen state of the thing, but as the heat of the tent penetrated the body, there was a thaw and an organic fluid possessed of a pungent and offensive odor began to flow from the various wounds. It was not blood as we know it for it was thick and bright green, almost luminescent, perhaps based around hemocyanin as in some invertebrates, rather than hemoglobin, but there was no doubt that it served the same purpose. As the stench escaped from the tent the dogs, far off in their corral, caught wind of it and began howling and barking in the most savage manner.

		 The radial symmetry of the external components continued throughout the internal organs to such an extent that one could almost say the five divisions of the creature created a sort of multiple redundancy, for it was rare that any of the systems from one division interacted directly with the other. The five mouths led to five distinct stomachs and then down to the five fleshy tubes found between the lower appendages. The five-lobed diaphragm in the head led to five distinct vascularized and muscular chambers and then to the cluster of tubules hidden in the base of the thing. That the creature maintained both these strange lungs and the book lungs suggested that it was amphibious. That both lungs and gills were linked to the wings in a manner that seemed excessive only supported the theory that the wings served some other purpose than flight. In the respiratory system, near the head there were five distinct organs that seemed to comprise a complex labyrinth of tubes and valves. Atwood suggested that it was similar in construct to some musical instruments such as the trumpet or the organ, and may have been associated with vocalizations. That a form of syllable-based articulation could be derived from such a construct seemed unlikely, and a language of clicks, whistles and notes, not unlike the sounds made by dolphins and whales, seemed more likely. The musculature of the creature was a hybrid, with vast, thick bundles of fibers attached to the rigid structures of the leathery skeleton, but also present were bladders and compartments similar to those found in echinoderms and annelids.

		 It appeared that any sort of specialization within the body itself had failed to occur and the five sections not only seemed to have remained distinct but also consisted of redundant, perhaps even independent, sets of physiology. Only the nervous system had achieved any sort of integration. The brain was five-lobed and complexly folded much like a human brain. Something comparable to a large nerve fiber ran from what appeared to be the optical center to each of the eyes branching on its way into a myriad of smaller fibers and integrating the strange multi-colored, wiry bristles into the nervous system. That these minute structures were some sort of sensory apparatus was clear, but its exact analog to any one of the human senses escaped us. Trailing down from the proper brain was a thick neural chord that quickly divided into five branches that worked their way into the five sections. These neural chords had distinct ganglial centers scattered throughout the section, one near the wings, another near the equatorial tentacles, and yet another near the lower appendages.

		 There had been hope that the dissection would shed light on the origin of this species, but if anything the examination raised more questions. The radiate structure and the hydrostatic skeleton suggested a marine origin, but the wings and musculature implied some sort of aerial influence, both of which seemed contrary to certain characteristics that were distinctively vegetative in origin. That this organism had evolved in complete opposition to all other life on Earth, and had achieved such a level of development prior to the Pre- Cambrian period flabbergasted Lake, and once more he fell back on that ancient mythology and drew a name from Olaus Wormius’ Greek translation of the Necronomicon. In his radio message to Pabodie he called this strange new species “The Elder Ones” but this was a rough translation of the name used in the Necronomicon. But he could have used another name, the name Wilmarth had said meant “Progenitors” and that, according to Wilmarth, Alhazred had dared to write only once. It was the name used in the ancient languages, which was not their true name but the apellation used only by the most faithful of servants, that protoplasmic servitor race Alhazred called shoggoths and the batrachian sub-humanoid Deep Ones. That name had been the Q’Hrell.

		 Lake finished his dissection around 0200 on January 24th. He went outside and stared at the specimens that were laid out on the ice. The constant sun had acted on the bodies eliminating some of the rigidity associated with being frozen, but as the air temperature was well below that of freezing, Lake had no fear of any sort of decomposition. Still, in a token attempt to prevent the stench of the things from filling up the camp and enraging the dogs, Lake ordered them covered with a tarp weighed down with ice blocks. At 0400 Lake signed off and took the time to lie to Pabodie and Dyer, telling them that the storm was still blowing and flight was impossible. Immediately after that, Lake and Atwood crawled into their tent and went to sleep. Given the activity of the last twenty four hours the entire expedition followed suit and I, tired of the faces of my fellow team members, climbed into one of the airplanes and pulled the hatch closed behind me, noting the time on my watch as 0430.

		 It wasn’t long before I was deeply asleep and dreaming. I have always had the most vivid of dreams, and this one was no different. I was in the lab proctoring a class of students through a review of various aquatic microorganisms. We began with a selection of centric diatoms, reviewing various species and noting the radial symmetries of their frustules. I wrote the word RADIAL horizontally on the chalkboard. With the next set of slides we examined the water flea daphnia and made special reference to their ability to reproduce both parthenogenetically and sexually. As I said these things I wrote the word PARTHENOGENETIC vertically on the chalkboard, using the R in Radial as in a crossword puzzle. I then moved the class on to examining samples of the photosynthetic cyanobacteria Nostoc, which when exposed to rain has an unusual capability of swelling up to conspicuous proportions, earning it the name “star jelly” or “the rot of the stars.” Once again I wrote on the chalkboard, this time using the existing P to spell out PHOTOSYNTHETIC. As I did this I heard a dog barking outside. I asked one of the students to close the window before realizing that there was no window to close. We moved on to another slide, this one of a tardigrade, or water bear, an eight-limbed creature that feeds on a variety of other aquatic species including algae, bacteria and even other aquatic animals. The tardigrades are notable for being cryptobiotic, able to enter into an ametabolic state in response to unfavorable environmental conditions. As I wrote out CRYPTOBIOTIC using the C in PHOTOSYNTHETIC, the barking dog found friends and the sound filled up the room. The last slide was that of a lichen, a symbiotic composite of a fungus and an algae. As I wrote out SYMBIOTIC, using the B in CRYPTOBIOTIC, I had to scream to make myself heard over the dogs. I was telling the students something important, something about the five words I had written on the board. These words were important, more important than the dogs barking. They were so loud, those dogs, they made it hard to think about what I was saying, but I knew it was important. Radial. Parthenogenetic. Photosynthetic. Symbiotic. Cryptobiotic. Five words. Five characteristics of what? The Elder Things that Wilmarth had dared to name the Q’Hrell? Their morphology was radial, and the wings certainly could have been capable of photosynthesis. Many species reproduced parthenogentically; why not the Elder Things? The strange body structure, the independent, unintegrated systems implied a kind of symbiosis. It all fit except for one word. The dogs were howling now, screaming, yelping in fear and agony. Cryptobiotic meant what exactly? The ability to assume an ametabolic state in response to unfavorable environmental conditions, indefinitely until conditions improved. What conditions? I damned those dogs. What conditions? Toxins, yes. Anoxia, yes. Anhydric, yes. Cold…yes! For how long?, I asked myself. Indefinitely. What did that mean? A year? A decade? A century? A thousand years? A million? The cave had been sealed up more than thirty million years ago. Could an organism enter into a cryptobiotic state and remain that way for thirty million years? It was impossible; it was madness to think such things. The dogs went silent and where they left off I began.

		 I woke up screaming.

		 There was a thud against the side of the plane and then something slowly slid down the hull whimpering in the way only an injured dog can whimper. Acting on instinct, I ran to the hatch, undid the lock and flung the metal door wide open. What I had intended to do I cannot remember, but I know what I saw. It took a moment for me to comprehend what was happening: at first I thought it was just the dogs, for they were scattered about the camp. Some were clearly dead, their bodies contorted into shapes inconsistent with life. Others were bloody and beaten, dragging themselves across the ice with broken legs, broken backs and even the remnants of shattered muzzles dripping blood and teeth and bone. Those that were still healthy, still whole, seemed to be enraged by something behind one of the tents. They were barking and leaping into the air at something I couldn’t make out. Suddenly Watkins dashed from one of the other tents and entered the unseen fray. He was screaming and rushing with one of the massive pickaxes we used for clearing ice. As soon as he disappeared behind the tent my world went silent and still. The dogs had stopped barking, Watkins had stopped screaming, and even the wind had stopped howling. Time stopped as something horrific and unseen played out behind that tent. Something I am thankful that I did not witness.

		 The resumption of time was announced by the most curious of noises. It started as a series of low and slow whistling clicks not unlike those made by cicadas or locusts. There was tone to it, and rhythm, a slow painful rhythm that went something like this

		 Tek Tek e Li. Li Tek Tek e Li Li!

		 Then, as the rhythm sped up and the tone increased in pitch, the single source was joined by another, and then a third, all producing that same horrendous sound.

		 TekTek e LiLi TekTek e LiLi!

		 Then more, and faster, forming a vast monstrous harmony that wavered in pitch like a demonic violin screaming for the souls of the damned.

		 TekTeke LiLi TekTeke LiLi!

		 Then there was movement, and the body of poor Watkins careened off in multiple directions as the demonic violinists moved from behind the tent and into my line of sight. It should be obvious that the things that emerged from behind the tent were the undamaged specimens that Lake had named Elder Things, but to see them lifeless on the dissection table and speculate about them was one thing. To see them alive and moving, interacting with each other and their environment, that was another matter altogether.

		 We had thought that they had used their lower appendages to pull themselves about, like a starfish, sliding, slowly and methodically across a surface. We should have known better: they moved like predators. The body was held horizontal, with the eyes and prismatic setae facing forward, their necks expanded out beyond what I would have thought possible. This allowed their heads to turn with an incredible degree of flexibility which they employed in a manner that suggested they were tasting the very air around them. Their weight was supported by three of the equatorial and three of the basal appendages. As they moved, their footing was sure and deliberate, and the entire body rotated clockwise along its axis so that with each step a new tentacle found footing on the right, while a tentacle on the left rose into the air. Each step also impacted the wings, three of which were deployed at all times, two partially in a horizontal manner and one completely vertically. That the wings were somehow linked to the book gills and the tentacles in either a hydrostatic or a pneumatic manner seemed apparent from the rhythmic pumping of all three systems. Those great wings swayed in the icy wind, and I could see that already the re-exposure of these creatures to sunlight had revitalized both the wings and the main body itself. Colors had emerged, deep verdant greens had developed, streaked with reds and oranges. I knew that such pigments were indicative of photosynthetic activity using a variety of wavelengths.

		 But it was the sound that I cannot forget, the sound and the movement that came with it. For as these things moved through the camp, yet another man appeared, Carroll I think. Where he had come from I could not say, but he was unarmed, and as he stepped forward he held his arms out at his side and walked cautiously, slowly toward creatures that he knew had killed but that he also knew were intelligent, reasoning beings, not unlike himself. The octet acted almost in unison, pausing to watch Carroll as he moved and spoke in calming tones. The strange whistling stopped, and it seemed as if there was some consideration going on. The vertically held wing on each creature seemed to expand and then explode with colors, revealing some ability to control the chromatic display played across the wing. Then suddenly the display stopped and the wings went dark green, almost black. One of the creatures stepped forward, separating himself from the others, and then began to emanate a new sound, an eerie hollow noise like that of wind through an attic window or chimney. The creature swelled up, bloated, and then in a burst of speed launched into the air. A vapor trail of condensed gas and moisture followed in its wake, the five wings spread out like those of some monstrous bat or dragon, guiding it directly into Carroll. In an instant the thing was on Carroll with amazing fluidity: the wings folded up and vanished into the furrows, an equatorial tentacle wrapped around Carroll’s neck, and his head spun off like a bottle cap. The attacking creature turned to its cohorts and sang once more.

		 Teke-li-li! Teke-li-li! Teke-li-li!

		 I grabbed the injured dog by the collar and, as quickly as I could, pulled the poor animal inside the plane. My movements, the sounds, something attracted attention and I saw three of the creatures turn toward me and begin to bloat up. As my hand swung the door shut one of them launched into the air. Panicked, I drove my shoulder into the back of the door and, just as the latch locked into position, I felt the great bulk of one of the things plow into the side of the plane, while I heard two more thump onto the ice nearby. There was a purring noise, a soft trilling as the creatures moved back and forth outside the hatch. Something grabbed the handle and turned it, or tried to, for it only rotated a quarter turn before the locking mechanism engaged completely. Metal squealed against metal as the handle was forced further against the lock. The squealing turned into a creaking and then with an audible pop, the handle separated from the hatch and fell with a thunk to the ice.

		 They came through the cockpit next, smashing the windows and tearing through the seats trying to get through the door. The hatch held there as well, and I watched through the porthole as one of them crawled into the cockpit and examined the various controls and instruments. That it knew what the compass was, and perhaps all of the instruments, seemed apparent for it gently tapped the glass coverings on the dials and housings and gauged their reactions or lack thereof. Satisfied it had explored everything, the creature reached beneath the control panel and pulled at the bundles of wires and cables that it found there, in the process rendering the controls, the instruments and the radio useless.

		 Under the assault, the cabin rocked back and forth and inevitably I lost my footing and tumbled violently against the edge of a bulkhead. I went unconscious for only a moment and when I came to there was blood in my eyes. Disheartened, I slumped back into the main cabin and soon became resigned to my fate. It was then that I picked up pen and journal and began this record. I cannot express the sheer difficulty, the incredible stress that I have been subjected to in the last two hours. As I have written this account of our expedition, of our deceit, of our discoveries and of the terror that followed, the horrors inflicted on our team have not abated. When we discovered these things in the ice there was never any doubt that we would subject them to vivisection, as scientists often must to understand the true nature of a life form. It is not then without some level of understanding on my part that I watched as the Elder Things pulled a plane from beneath its sheltering tent and then began to carry the dead and injured dogs inside. That such actions were undertaken out of the need for scientific exploration I can understand, but when the dogs were expended and replaced with the corpses of men, and when those were expended, and replaced with the injured and dying—well, scientific exploration was exceeded and passed then into the purposeful cruelty of torture and mutilation that no man would dare to inflict on another. Even in the cabin I could hear the screams, the gurgling blood-choked screams that ceased only after the judicious application of something that sounded heavy and blunt, not once, not twice, but in most cases three times.

		 1045

		 As much as I tried to ignore it, when I heard Lake’s voice, heard him crash through the tent and onto the ice, I went to the window to watch. Even from a distance I could see that he was naked and that as he crawled across the freezing landscape, the surface tore bits of his flesh away, leaving a trail of blood that froze instantly behind him. He was less than five yards away from the tent when one of the Elder Things came walking out after him. It stood on all five lower appendages, using them like a spider uses its legs, rotating them through wide and graceful arcs. In its upper tentacles, the ones that split into five and then again into twenty-five smaller manipulators, it carried one of our own pickaxes, with a horizontal blade on one side and a spike on the other. Before I could turn away, the thing spun across the ice in a blinding pinwheel-like motion and drove the spike through Lake’s back, pinning him like an insect to the ice. He screamed in agony, and I could hear him beg for the mercy of death. But instead, the thing turned and left him there, and he flailed helplessly against the ice for a few minutes. Then he grew silent and still and I knew he was dead.

		 1200

		 It is clear to me that I and the injured dog are the sole survivors of Lake’s sub-expedition. Over the last hour the Q’Hrell (I will not call them Elder Things anymore, it denotes too much undeserved respect) have been doing something. I hear noises, queer noises, as they rummage through the camp. When I dare, I snatch glimpses through the porthole. They have loaded up all three sledges with equipment and materials from the camp including the drill and ice-melting equipment, as well as other scientific equipment, texts, survival gear, furs, and foodstuffs. One sledge was stacked high with material I did not recognize beneath a tarp. The wind provided glimpses of lumps of frozen crystalline crimson, and I shudder at the implication.

		 1245

		 They bury their dead. I watched them do it. They held their dead brethren upright as they packed snow around their bases and then up over the top. I cannot be sure, for my location does not provide for a proper perspective, but I think they made the graves into five pointed stars and then decorated them as well. While they did this I covered the portholes with whatever I could find. Only a small crack allows enough light in for me to write.

		 1320

		 I have killed the dog. One of the Q’Hrell had come back to investigate the aircraft and the damn dog had begun to whine as the thing poked and prodded at the two hatches. I was afraid that the thing would bark and bring down the full wrath of those monstrosities. So I killed it. I slipped my knife around its throat and as fast as I could, I stabbed deep and pulled across. Blood flowed and God help me it was so warm, so very warm. And I was so very cold, and so very hungry. Please forgive me.

		 1340

		 The sledges are gone! I think maybe they have left, forgotten me, abandoned me to the ice. If I can hold out until Pabodie and Dyer arrive, surely a rescue party will come, and perhaps I can survive.

		 1425

		 There are four of them out there, armed with pickaxes and crow bars. I have no doubt that they will eventually find their way in.

		 1442

		 They’ve shattered the portholes, reached in with tentacles whipping about, trying to find the latch. I cut one of them and that horrendous green fluid they use for blood sprayed out. The whole place has their stink about it now.

		 They stare at me through the broken window. They can see me cowering in the corner. They have red eyes, cold dead eyes; one would think red eyes would show some life, some passion. I see nothing, not even hatred. Whatever they feel toward me, it is not hatred.

		 I think maybe it is hunger.

		 1515

		 I know now how they have survived for all these eons. It’s their blood, that bright bioluminescent green blood: something about it has a radical effect on biological tissue. As I wrote previously, when they shattered the portholes I cut one of them and the green blood sprayed all over the cabin, including the dead dog.

		 I do not know how it works, but some of the alien blood must have seeped in through the skin, perhaps through the eyes or mouth, perhaps even through the wound in the throat. Regardless, as I sat prepared to do battle with the things outside I suddenly heard the undeniable sound of panting coming from within the cabin itself. I turned just in time to watch the dog rise clumsily up on its legs and howl in the most horrifying and pitiful way. There was no denying that the poor beast was in agony, and a mass of pity rose up inside me. At the same time it was clear that this thing was deranged. It was no longer the domesticated dog it had been. Indeed, in the mere moments I watched it, its behavior revealed no relation to any sort of normal animal behavior I had ever observed. The only comparison I can make is to film records of certain patients once held in the Sefton Asylum.

		 It lunged at me; this mad dog flew across the cabin a mass of fur and blood, deranged and only partially in control of its movements. I dodged it easily and plunged my blade into the side of its chest. The creature now had two fatal wounds and still it stumbled back on to its feet and slowly turned to attack. I refused to give it a second chance. I leapt onto its back and with my left hand pulled its muzzle up into my chest while my right hand plunged the knife into its neck. Over and over again my knife found its mark, and still the dog-thing struggled. Blood flowed from the dog like a river and my parka became warm and slick with gore. I felt the blade bite into the spine and with a single drastic effort I forced the blade between two vertebrae and separated the dog’s head from its body. The thing twitched a bit, but it has not moved much since.

		 I haven’t had much time to think about what this means, but there are some things that I think should terrorize me. If the blood that flows through these things can re-animate a dog and the only way that I could stop the dog was to decapitate it, then that might explain how these things survived in the ice for millions of years. It might also explain why all the other specimens, the ones that didn’t re-animate, were all beheaded. Terminating the connection of the body with the brain may be the only way of killing these things. Those things out there may be murderous, but they seem organized and in control. The blood likely brings them back completely normal. The dog doesn’t have the same kind of physiology, so the re-animation process is probably only partially successful on mammalian life. But even that terrifies me because it shouldn’t have any reaction at all, unless in some way mammalian life, earthly life, shares some physiology, some biochemistry, with these horrifying things. But these thoughts don’t terrify me, and that suggests that I am in some sort of psychological shock.

		 1530

		 I want my friends and family to know that I did not despair. That Thomas Gedney did not succumb to the fear and loneliness that drives men mad out on the ice. I did not do this thing out of madness or despair but out of desperation. When I was a child my parents would take me to Sunday school and the nuns would teach us about sin, and mortal sin and damnation. They said it was a sin against God to kill a man, even one’s self. I do not think there is a God. How can there be a God, as men would understand him, that would allow such things as those that stalk the ice? How could God allow such things to live? What was it the mad Arab had written? “That is not dead, which can eternal lie, and in strange eons even death may die.” Yes that’s it. Was he writing of the Q’Hrell? Are they our gods of the holy resurrection? Is their body my body, is their blood my blood? If so I renounce them. I will pay no tribute, make no sacrifice. They will not have the privilege of taking my life. They will know what kinds of creatures now rule this world. They will know what stuff that men are made of, that we will not yield to their base needs and desires, that we will not allow them to butcher us like cattle. After I am dead, they may add my flesh to their larder, but I will not allow them the pleasure of killing me. They have numbers, and strength, weapons and time. They can withstand the cold and the wind and the hunger of ages. They have all this, but I still have my knife, and the will to use it.
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		The Tower of Mormoroth

		 Gary Myers

		 The student of magic sees many things beyond the vision of other men. He alone glimpses the secret powers that hide behind the veil of life. He alone measures the smallness of men against the vast schema of the heavens. He alone sees with the eyes of the gods. Yet this vision is not without its price. The higher he builds his observatory tower, the more he neglects its base. The longer he holds his head above the clouds, the sooner he trips on the lowly stone that waits before his feet. To the truth of this I can attest, for I have seen it demonstrated more than once in the course of my life, the long full life of Eibon, the sorcerer of Mhu Thulan. I have witnessed it several times in my own person, to my lesser or greater sorrow. And once, most disastrously of all, in the person of another.

		 It was in the autumn of my sixtieth year. Sitting alone in my study that morning in my house of black gneiss above the northern main, I was gazing upon the enchanted glass that was my primary window on the world. On any other day it would have extended my vision beyond the scope of normal human sight. To the north I would have seen rich farmlands rolling field upon field and horizon upon horizon until they were lost in the dazzling glare of encroaching fields of ice. To the south it would have been similar fields and horizons rolling down to hide themselves in the obscuring haze of steaming jungles. To the east those fields would have disappeared beneath the cool shade of distant mountains. And to the west the boundless sea would have vanished in the fog of distance alone. But today my glass showed me none of these things. Today its eye looked only to the east. And in the east it saw only one sight: a round stone tower, broad and squat, in a little bay of rocky hills beneath a cloudy sky.

		 I could not look upon this sight without a feeling of consternation. My glass was a powerful magic, one of the most powerful at my command. For such a thing to be subverted required a magic more powerful still. Yet who in all of Mhu Thulan was strong enough to wield it? And for what purpose? As an invitation or a challenge? I did not know. And my primary means of finding out had been rendered useless by the very thing I needed it to find. But it was not my only means. I could still go on my own two feet where my ranging spirit was forbidden, and still see with my physical eyes where my psychic eyes were blind. At least I resolved to try. And before the day grew too much older, I disguised myself in the worn hooded robe of a common traveler, and set out on the long road to the east.

		 At first my journey was pleasant enough. The day, though young, was warm and bright. The air was loud with the song of birds and the hum of flying insects. The only other men I saw were some mowers far off in the golden fields on either side of me. There was only one thing to remind me of the seriousness of my purpose. Much as the wall of the affronting tower had impaired my psychic view, now a wall of heavy clouds impeded my ocular sight. It was not the tall cumuli of a summer storm, light above with reflected sun and dark below with impending rain. No, it was a heavy blanket of leaden gray lying flat and low upon the horizon, a blanket more seasonable to the depths of winter than to the height of early fall. Yet I could not regard even this without a certain satisfaction. I was pleased to receive this confirmation of what I had seen in my magic glass, pleased to acquire a range and direction for a journey that had otherwise lacked both.

		 But my pleasure did not last long. For presently I saw an ox-drawn wagon coming toward me down the road. The wagon was loaded with people and freight. It might have been a family of farmers taking their produce to Iqqua market. I thought that I might question them about the land from whence they came. But when they drew a little closer my cheerful greeting died on my lips. It was a family indeed, with men and women young and old, with children and animals and assorted household goods. Yet theirs was not the merry air of a farmers’ holiday. Rather it was the somber mien of a funeral procession. Their tight-lipped mouths declared their sorrow. Their lifeless eyes bespoke a dull despair that could take no notice of anything but itself.

		 I might have spoken to them even so. But then I saw another wagon coming a little distance behind them. That wagon was followed by another, and that again by another, until I had counted seven wagons in a long and straggling line. Some were drawn by animals and some were drawn by men. Some had few riders and some had many, one so many that two or three had to go beside it on foot. But all wore the same sad air as the first. All were burdened with the weight of the same dull despair. I wanted to ask them about the meaning of their procession, but great emotion demands great privacy. All I could do was stand aside and let them pass unhindered. All I could do was watch them go and resume my journey alone.

		 The wagons had left a shadow on my heart, a shadow nearly as wide and deep as the shadow of the heavy clouds that by this time lowered above me. I wondered if the wagons and the clouds were connected in another way as well. It would certainly have been reasonable to think so. When two such unusual phenomena occur together at the same place and time, it is certainly reasonable to suppose that they may be causally linked. Yet it was hard to imagine what that link could be. I had passed beneath the clouds some time ago, and so far nothing I had seen had made me wish myself out again. Maybe the air was cooler here. Maybe the birds and insects were silent. And maybe all lesser shadows were hidden in the greater shadow from above. But it would have taken more than these to frighten away the farmers. It would have taken more than a threat of storm to drive them from their hearths and homes, or to make them abandon their fertile fields at the height of the harvest on which their lives depended. Yet everywhere I looked I saw that something had done exactly that. I saw fields half reaped and orchards half picked, with scythes and ladders lying still where the reapers and pickers had left them. And once, least accountably of all, I saw a farmhouse open to the cloudy sky, its thatched roof lying upside down in the vegetable garden beside it.

		 A farmhouse with its roof torn off was still a kind of shelter. But there was no more shelter to be found in all the wide land behind it. The fields and orchards had disappeared. The plain continued flat and barren to the foot of the bordering hills, the hills that form the uttermost end of the northern Eiglophian mountains. The question of shelter was not a frivolous one. The sun, so long invisible above the clouds, had lately passed below them, and was even now sinking toward the horizon. Night would be upon me soon, and the day had made me increasingly reluctant to let it find me in the open. But where else was it to find me? What were my alternatives? To scratch a hollow in the stony earth beneath my feet? Or to find some cranny in the rocky hills that loomed above me? I raised my eyes to the hills themselves to assess the practicality of the latter prospect. And then I saw the tower.

		 There was no mistaking it. The distance, the angle and even the light were exactly the same as when I had seen it in my magic glass. I wondered how I could have come so close without being aware of it. But maybe the real wonder was that I was aware of it now. It was set in a bay of the rocky hills, and it was not much taller than they. It was made of the same gray stone as they. And it was deep in the shadow of the same gray clouds that hung low and heavy over all. Its top was crowned with jagged battlements. Its windows were narrow and few. Only the door seemed remotely welcoming, and it was guarded by the straitness of the causeway that was its only approach. In earlier days the tower would have housed a sizable garrison. Now it was an empty shell. The windows and door were dark and vacant. The only light was the red glow cast by the ruddy sun that was even now dying behind me.

		 Then the death of the sun disclosed to me what its dying glow had hidden. I had thought that the door was dark and vacant. I now perceived a yellow light shining faintly in its depths.

		 The light that had seemed so faint without was considerably brighter within. It showed me a broad stone passage running straight back into the body of the tower. Yet the light came not from the passage itself but from the second opening at its opposite end. The actual source I could not see, for it was raised above the passage by a short flight of rough stone steps. But as I followed the passage to the end and climbed the steps to the top, it was revealed to me in all its splendor.

		 I found myself in a great round chamber, very wide and high, very nearly as wide and high as the tower that contained it. It was brightly lit by a series of torches set in sconces evenly spaced around its circular wall. The upper reaches of this stone wall were crumbling with age and blackened with ancient fires, but the lower reaches were overlaid with rich and beautiful hangings. Nor were these hangings the only appointments of beauty and costliness to be seen. There were barrels overflowing with varicolored fabrics, and open chests bulging with jewelry and plate, and deep shelves sagging with the weight of books and tablets and scrolls. But all were arranged with a carelessness that showed how little their owner regarded them.

		 In the center of the room was a dais of seven levels. On the topmost level stood a golden chair, almost a throne in its magnificence. And on the throne there sat a man. Of all the things the room had to show me, it was the man who surprised me most. I had expected to see a bowed and bearded hermit, and instead I had found a strong young king. His beardless face was fresh and smooth. His yellow hair was bright and curling. His body was draped in a voluminous robe, a robe colored with the rich purple of the night sky and ornamented with constellations picked out in golden thread. Yet its richness and fullness could not wholly hide the hard clean lines beneath. But a greater surprise was still to come. For now he rose to his feet and in a clear, strong voice exclaimed:

		 “Welcome, Eibon! Welcome to my house!”

		 “Do you know me?” I asked.

		 “Who does not know Eibon?” he replied as he started down the steps to meet me. “Who is ignorant of the fame of the sorcerer of Mhu Thulan? I know you and I have been expecting you. Indeed I have been watching you from the moment you crossed into my land. But I have a more personal reason for knowing you than your stellar reputation. Can you not guess? Do you not remember your old friend? Have you really forgotten your fellow apprentice in the house of Zylac?”

		 I looked more closely at the smiling young man now standing expectantly before me. And suddenly it all came back to me.

		 “By the gods, it is Mora!”

		 “Yes,” he answered, embracing me warmly. “It is Mora. I knew you would not have forgotten me. I am pleased beyond measure to have this chance to offer you the hospitality of my humble home.”

		 Here was a surprise indeed. Mora truly was my fellow apprentice in the house of my master Zylac. We had served together for two whole years, and during that period I was happy to call him friend. He was a full year older than I, and for that reason alone I was inclined to look up to him. Yet, if the truth be told, he was an indifferent student. This was not for want of energy or ability, but rather because his mind was too much diverted by the bright dreams of great plans and greater accomplishments to give proper attention to the many small matters that were the daily occupations of our apprenticeship. Finally he had run away in the night. And it was surely a judgment that the wise Zylac, who had the power to find him and bring him back, had not deemed it worth his trouble to do so. Yet there must have been something in the young man still, for the riches with which he surrounded himself were never produced out of empty air. I was pleased to see that my early admiration had not been entirely misplaced.

		 “But how can this be?” I asked in amazement. “Our time together in the house of Zylac is now more than forty years in the past. Those years have wrought great changes in me, and not all of them to my good. They have increased my experience and my wisdom, but they have also expanded my stomach and shrunk my limbs, thinned my hair and drawn lines of care on my face. But you they have not changed at all. Or, if they have changed, it is only to transform you from an awkward and scrawny adolescence to the full flower of exuberant manhood. What sorcery is this that can turn back the years and make an old man young?”

		 “This sorcery is the least of my accomplishments. I have achieved far greater since leaving Zylac. I will be happy to tell you about all of them in time. But now there is a more pressing matter. You have come a long way to be here, and I would be remiss in my duties as friend and host if I did not provide for your comfort. Nay, I insist. We have over forty years of catching up to do. And as you see, I have already made my preparations.”

		 He gestured to one side of the dais behind him, indicating the preparations of which he had spoken: several plump and ornate cushions arranged to form an improvised divan on one of the lower steps, and an equally ornate silver tray on another step above it. The tray was laden with a crystal platter of fruit and cheese, a crystal decanter of amber wine and two slender crystal goblets. I sat down on one side of the divan and Mora on the other. He filled my goblet from the decanter. But I was too preoccupied to eat or drink.

		 “You were about to tell me of your ageless youth,” I prompted, “and of other achievements far greater. The latter must be great indeed if they can eclipse the miracle of the former. But the greatest miracle of all must be that you have managed to accomplish them in silence.”

		 “Not altogether in silence, Eibon. Have you never heard of Mormoroth?”

		 “Mormoroth? Of course I have heard of him. Ten years ago his fame had spread the length and breadth of the civilized world. His exploits were the stuff of legend. He first appeared in the retinue of the last king of Phandiol, where he was credited with the deaths of all who had stood between his master and the throne. Later he was rumored to have engineered the sudden rise of the fortress city of Lophar, its sudden rise and, when its rulers grew fearful of their servant’s power and endeavored to curtail it, its even more sudden fall. Then the world held its breath, waiting to hear what his next exploit would be. But the word of that exploit never came. Mormoroth had withdrawn completely from the public ear and eye. Why do you ask about Mormoroth?”

		 “Because I am Mormoroth also. There are times when it is useful to change one’s name, if only to gain a little distance from a less than shining past. And Mora’s past was less than shining after he left the house of Zylac.”

		 “But this is wonderful!” I cried. “Every pronouncement that falls from your lips only deepens the mystery, only increases my eagerness to hear its explanation. You must tell me everything, Mora. How did you become Mormoroth? What secret enabled you to rise so far above other men? Why did you disappear from the eyes of the world? Why have you reappeared now? But tell me first, why did you leave the house of Zylac?”

		 “The years have not robbed you of your youthful curiosity, Eibon, whatever else they have taken from you. But it would not be fair to rouse your curiosity without at least trying to give it satisfaction. I owe you that much for friendship’s sake alone. Yet any account of my late success must also acknowledge my early failures. Even if I would hide them from others, I will not hide them from you.

		 “You ask why I left the house of Zylac. The answer is simple. I left because I could not stay. I mean no disrespect to the memory of our old master. He was a wise man in many ways. Yet he placed too much emphasis on the minutiae of knowledge, on his catalogs of flora and fauna, his genealogies of devils and gods, his charts of the planets and the stars, to apprehend knowledge in its fullest scope. Catalogs, genealogies and charts all have an important place in our art. My own art could not have advanced as far as it has without them. But one can become so obsessed with them that he loses his ability to see anything else. Zylac never saw beyond the pages of his own musty tomes. That is why I had to leave him.

		 “Yet my freedom was not what I had hoped. Hard as my life as an apprentice had been, my life as a runaway was harder. My master had plagued me with onerous chores, but my freedom plagued me with hunger and cold and the terrible loneliness known only to those without money or family or friends. There were times when I should have liked nothing better than to return to Zylac on my hands and knees and beg him to take me back again. Yet through all my hardships I was sustained by my single-minded goal: to see things and hear things that I never could have seen and heard from the shelter of Zylac’s roof.

		 “Finally, after many years, I deemed that I had learned enough to declare as a sorcerer myself. I made my way southward to the great capital of Uzuldaroum, the wonder of whose palaces is only matched by the horror of its slums. I hung my sign over a rented booth in the poorest quarter of the city. At first my life in this new station was only marginally better than my life in the old. The few clients who came my way were either too poor to hire the services of an established sorcerer, or else too morally shady to deserve the help of an ethical one. But I could not afford to turn anyone away. And then I began to realize that my willingness to do what others would not might be the very thing I needed to bring me new and better clients, and to bring me them in droves.

		 “That was the moment Mormoroth was born. That was the moment from which I date my first success. From that small beginning grew the period of my greatest fame, the period of Phandiol and Lophar and other exploits you know nothing of, the period that gave me access to the council rooms of princes and the treasure vaults of kings. Yet even this success did not satisfy me. I soon grew tired of using my knowledge to advance the ambitions of other men. I was increasingly impatient to apply it toward an ambition of my own. Indeed, my public works were never more than a way to finance my private ones. Once I had made this way redundant I put them all behind me. Ten years ago I turned my back on the crowded cities of the southern lands, and set my eyes on the relative solitude of the north. For the last ten years I have been here in this tower, pursuing my work in secret.

		 “And now you will want to know the nature of that work. If my early career had taught me nothing else, it had taught me the value of power. The misery of being without it. The anxiety of having enough of it to wake the envy of those with less and the distrust of those with more. The youth and wealth that so impressed you were to me only secondary matters. Above all things I lusted after power. But how was I to obtain it? I knew that I could not create it. To create power where none exists is already to possess it. And if I could not create it, then there was only one other option left to me. I must seek it out where it already existed and transfer it to myself. The transfer of power is hardly a novel concept. You have only to look at the world around you to see that this is so. Small men trade their sweat and blood for the favor of greater men. Great men trade their goods and gold for the friendship of greater men still. My innovation, if I may call it so, was to carry this one step farther. To deal with those who are greater than the greatest men who ever lived. To barter with the very gods themselves.

		 “You have seen for yourself how successful this has been. It has given me every reason to hope that the next stage will be successful, too. For there is a next stage. I have climbed a mighty mountain, but it is only the first peak of a towering range whose every peak is higher than the last. Yet I have already carried my researches as far as one man can take them. To carry them farther I must have an assistant. Of course he must be the right kind of assistant. He must possess a strong working knowledge of all the major branches of magic and most of the minor ones. He must burn with the desire to expand that knowledge. And he must not be too particular about how he does it. It is rare to find a man with even one of these qualifications. How much rarer must it be to find one with all three? Yet I have managed to find just such a man. That man, Eibon, is you.

		 “Does that surprise you? It did not me. I realized the truth of it almost from the moment I recognized my need. You will realize it too if you will but give it a moment’s thought. I know how keen is your intellect, how great your talent, how energetic your application. I know how well you have invested these qualities to earn the reputation you enjoy today. But I also know how little you have accomplished against the scale of what is possible. Why live in poverty when you can be wealthy? Why grow old and feeble when you can be young and strong? Why settle for being a mortal man when you can be a god? Yes, a god! Why not? You have already seen something of what I can do alone. That is nothing to what we may do together. Alone I can barter with the gods. Together we may become as gods ourselves!

		 “I do not expect you to answer now. How can you, when you still have no real knowledge of what you are being asked? Let me give you a demonstration. Let me show you what our art is truly capable of. Then I know what your answer will be. But perhaps you are too tired to witness a demonstration? Perhaps you still need to refresh yourself after your arduous journey?”

		 “Your words have refreshed me already,” I said. “I am prepared to witness anything that you are prepared to show me.”

		 “Very well. Then come with me to the roof.”

		 Here he rose and, taking a torch from a convenient sconce, conducted me behind the dais to an arras-covered door. He guided me through the door and up a steep and narrow stair, around a wide and sweeping curve that surely followed the inner curve of the tower’s outer wall. At last he pushed back a wooden trap door and led me out onto the roof. This was a flat and empty platform in a circle of tall stone battlements. There was little to see within the circle and even less to see without. With the heavy clouds hanging over it and the deep shadows spread around, the platform was a tiny isle in the midst of a sea of darkness.

		 But the platform was not as empty as I had supposed. For now I saw that there was another circle within the circle of battlements, a circle of shallow braziers set at regular intervals around the floor. Mora went from brazier to brazier, igniting them with his torch. Their contents took fire almost at once yet burned slowly and quietly thereafter, burned with a pale and smokeless flame and the faintest hint of musky perfume.

		 The burning braziers barely sufficed to light the wide space between them. But as my eyes grew accustomed to their feeble glow, and as more braziers were fired to increase it, I saw that there was a third circle contained within the second, as far from the circle of braziers as that one was from the circle of battlements. This third circle was drawn in soft white chalk directly upon the leaden floor. While it conformed to a circle in its general shape, it was far more intricate in design, being in fact a chain of symbols interconnected and interlaced. I cast my eyes round the whole chain without finding any symbol that I recognized. I marveled at the learning as well as the ingenuity that had gone into its creation.

		 “Behold the circle of Mormoroth!” said Mora, returning to my side. “Of all my works it is the one of which I am most proud. It is based on the common wizard’s circle, and it serves the same dual purpose: to focus and direct the wizard’s power, and to turn aside the unfriendly powers that might be directed against him. But I have added several new features of my own devising, features that increase and amplify its strength beyond anything known before. It has taken me years to bring it to its present state of perfection. If you look closely you may see how thoroughly I have revised it, how extensively I have erased and redrawn it to incorporate various improvements and refinements. I do not say corrections, for he who makes errors in such a work does not live to correct them.

		 “But it was not to show you this that I brought you here. My circle is only a means to an end, only a tool to assist me in the performance of my real work. It is that work I would show you now. But I must preface it with a word of warning. The ritual you are about to witness is first and foremost a chant. Its effect depends on rhythm and tone as much as it does on meaning. Any interruption of the chant will spoil the ritual. No doubt you will have questions concerning what you are about see. I will be happy to answer all of them once the ritual is finished. But until then I must ask you to keep them to yourself. And pray do not, for any reason, step outside the circle while the ritual is in progress. I cannot answer for the consequences if you do. Have I made myself clear?”

		 “You have,” I answered.

		 “Then let us begin.”

		 We took our positions in the center of the circle, facing away from the open trapdoor and the extinguished torch lying beside it. We assumed a balanced and easy stance, with our feet a little parted and our hands folded inside our sleeves. For a brief moment we stood thus, still and silent, while Mora settled into the frame of mind most conducive to his work. And then he began his chant.

		 What can I say of Mora’s chant? How shall I describe it? It began slowly and deliberately and very low in tone, as if the chanter were drawing it from the profoundest depths of his being. But the meaning he sought to express with it I had no way to know. Mora had not revealed it to me, and it was too late now to ask him. The chant itself could tell me nothing. As the symbols that made up the circle were all unknown to me, so were the words that made up the chant. But perhaps I could glean some meaning from its effects.

		 These began as the chant did, slowly and deliberately. First there was a slight tremor in the floor beneath my feet. This then grew in intensity, until it rose in continuous waves up my legs and spine. I briefly wondered if there was an earthquake in progress, or if some structural deficiency was causing the tower to shake itself to pieces. Other manifestations followed fast: a sinking sensation in my stomach, a coolness and dampness on my face and a curious dullness in my ears. Even my eyes began to darken. The light of the braziers became blurry and dim as if viewed through smoke or heavy fog. Mora’s circle alone grew sharper and brighter, until it looked less drawn in chalk than poured in liquid fire.

		 The shaking and sinking suddenly ceased, so that only the darkness remained. And then the darkness itself fell away. The lights grew crisp and clear. The stars, which had earlier lain hidden behind heavy clouds, blazed forth in all their glory. Yet the clouds were with us still. Only now they lay under the top of the tower, lapping like waves below the battlements, and rolling outward like a leaden sea to reach the far horizon. I beheld this sight with awe and wonder, awe and wonder that only increased as I understood its cause. The clouds had not sunk below the platform. The tower had grown to raise the platform through and above the clouds!

		 The chanting changed in rhythm and tone, becoming both faster and higher. And now I noticed something strange about the clouds. Heretofore they had been as still and peaceful as a field of snow. But now those in the middle distance began to roil and rise. At first they rose only in a line of separate hillocks. But as they grew taller they grew wider too, until their bases almost touched. Maybe this was due to some disturbance of the upper air. But what disturbance could make them rise in such a perfect circle around us? And what disturbance could make them close the airy distance between us, to come together in a ponderous wall within a dozen yards of our flimsy battlements? It was as if we had drawn the attention of mountains, and they were pressing in on every side to examine us more closely.

		 Were these Mora’s gods? It was hard to imagine that they could be anything else. Without betraying their cloudy nature, they yet maintained a consistency of form that was more in keeping with solid matter. Their forms suggested nothing so much as the broad blank faces and high domed heads of giant mastodons. But where mastodons are covered with coarse dark hair, these were smooth and gray. Where mastodons are not twice the height of a human being, these were many times higher. Their size alone suggested godhood. Never before had I felt so keenly the littleness of man. And never had I felt so frightened as when, a moment later, they put forth cloudy members like mastodontic trunks, when they rolled them slowly and gracefully over our fragile battlements, to investigate everything within the reach of their delicately fingered ends. One hovered before me even now, opening and closing like a vaporous flower within a yard or two of my face. I felt that it would have come closer if it could. But Mora’s circle was too strong.

		 The chanting changed again, rising to a pitch and speed that no longer seemed sustainable by a human throat and tongue. And the motion of the trunks changed with it. Now they struck like angry serpents, struck and arched and struck again. But they did not strike at Mora and me. They struck down through the sea of clouds that was all that lay between them and the earth. They plunged deep beneath the clouds, only to withdraw again with terrible burdens in tow. Burdens that writhed with tiny limbs and wailed with tiny voices as they were thrust into the eager mouths that opened to receive them. Burdens that I could not fail to recognize as the bodies of living human beings!

		 How could I not be horrified by this sight? It was all I could do not to throw myself at Mora’s knees and bury my face in his robe. But Mora was not horrified. He continued his chanting unshaken and unmoved. If his face registered anything at all, it was a kind of fanatical elation. Why should he be horrified? This was what he had intended from the start. To barter with the gods. To trade the lives of his fellow man for the power they would buy him. It did not matter to him how many lives it cost. Hundreds, nay, thousands could be done to death so long as it got him what he wanted. I pictured his tower as the center of an empty land, a desert that grew wider and wider as he sent his gods ever farther afield to find the food they craved. I recalled the line of fugitive farmers I had encountered on the road. No matter how many times I multiplied them in my mind, they were not enough to represent the terrible price of Mormoroth’s aspiration.

		 I could not be a part of this! Neither could I stand quietly by and allow it to continue. I had to stop it. But how? In my belt I carried the sacred athame, the dagger I used in my own magic rituals of protection and invocation. It was a tremendous desecration to pollute it with human blood, but it was a greater desecration to leave Mormoroth to his work. He was too occupied with what was happening outside the circle to notice what was happening within. He never saw me raise the dagger high above my head, or plunge it down at his defenseless back.

		 But he was not as defenseless as I had supposed. For the blade snapped in two against some invisible barrier. An instant later an unseen force caught me up in arms of steel and threw me down on the leaden floor, threw me down on my own back within inches of the protective circle, threw me down and pinned me as a beetle is pinned to a card. At the same time the chanting stopped, the gods withdrew behind the clouds and the tower returned to its normal dimensions. And then my victim turned to confront me, his pale face twisted into a hideous mask of rage.

		 “You disappoint me, Eibon. I thought I had found a colleague worthy of me, who could stand beside me unafraid even in the presence of the gods. Instead I find a craven coward who would rather hide in the safety of night than risk a moment in the sun. But it is not enough for you to hide. First you must try to strike a blow against one who had befriended you, against one whose life is as high above yours as this tower is above the plain. And all for sympathy with a herd of cattle who are not even sufficiently evolved to be called human! How shall I punish such treachery? Shall I strike you dead with a single word? Shall I wave you over the battlements to your death on the stones below? No! Even your shabby life is too valuable to waste. Since you care so much for your fellow men, go out and join them. You will all die together soon enough.”

		 Here he turned his back on me, as if to show for once and all how little he accounted me. At that moment the force that had held me was suddenly and completely lifted. With all the dignity I could still command, I rolled myself onto my hands and knees and raised myself to my feet. I stepped outside the magic circle and across the roof to the open trapdoor. But there I cast my tattered dignity to the winds. I rushed down the winding stair and through the great hall to the tower door. I raced out the door and across the causeway to the nighted plain beyond. I ran away across the plain, frantic to put any distance I could between myself and Mormoroth’s tower. And even as I ran I heard, from far behind and above me, the first booming syllables of Mormoroth’s chant resumed.

		 Suddenly his chant was drowned in a shock of violent thunder, a shock that threw me as hard and held me as fast as the earlier force had done. A great wind rushed over me, screaming with the voice of a thousand trumpets. The night around me lit up so brightly that even my arms before my face could not quite shut it out. The light and wind rose quickly in intensity, until both of them teetered on the razor edge of pain.

		 But it was not my story that would end that night. It was not my shadow that would pass from the world in the days and weeks that followed, burning away from the darkened landscape even as the clouds from the darkened sky. It was not my name that would be forgotten, or be remembered only as a warning to other aspiring sorcerers, whose fanatical pursuit of some lofty goal might otherwise trip on a similar stone in the road to its achievement. With his head so far above the clouds, Mormoroth had not noticed the lowly stone I had laid before his feet. He had not observed how, in arising from the floor where he had cast me, I had contrived to rub, with my little finger, a tiny break in his magic circle. He had not seen, or had seen too late, that I had rendered it powerless to protect him.

		 As suddenly as they had risen, the light and wind began to fall. And when they allowed me to raise my head and look once more behind me, the last dying glimmer showed me a wonder as great as any that Mormoroth had shown. I saw the plain I had crossed in my flight from the tower. I saw the bay of rocky hills in which the tower had stood. But the tower itself I did not see. It had vanished as completely as if it had never existed.

	

	 	
		 Cthulhu Mythos fiction has a tradition of utilizing Roman antiquity as story background. Robert Bloch wrote a small set of tales set in Roman Britain and centering upon Druidical mysteries and horrors. Some of these were explicitly Mythos stories (like “The Brood of Bubastis”). Others, like Lovecraft’s “The Rats in the Walls” and Frank Belknap Long’s The Horror from the Hills (incorporating Lovecraft’s “Roman dream” account), employ ancient Rome as a background to action in the twentieth century. In the latter case, the use of Roman antiquity intends to show us that the struggle between fragile human civilization and the threat of primordial Chaos returning was already ancient, and that every human victory was merely the latest in a series of battles whose final outcome was yet unknown. Richard L. Tierney and Glenn Rahman (“The Wedding of Sheila-na-gog,” The Gardens of Lucullus) have carried on this tradition. Now here is another sturdy link in that chain.

		The Signal Station

		 Rafe McGregor

		 Later it developed that he was none other than Lord Northam, of whose ancient hereditary castle on the Yorkshire coast so many odd things were told; but when Williams tried to talk of the castle, and of its reputed Roman origin, he refused to admit that there was anything unusual about it. He even tittered shrilly when the subject of the supposed under crypts, hewn out of the solid crag that frowns on the North Sea, was brought up.

		 The Descendant, H.P. Lovecraft, 1927

		 Angelene did not know anyone when she arrived in Scarborough, and she was still a stranger nine months later, when she departed.

		 The staff at Springwood Convalescent Home assumed she suffered from an addiction, like their other patients, though they never discovered whether it was drugs, alcohol, men, or work. As spring turned to summer Angelene realised that the cost exceeded the benefits, and moved into a ‘licensed private hotel’ in Rutland Terrace, on Castle Hill. The next day she paid her first visit to the fortress, set atop the town on the promontory that dominated the coastline. The headland had apparently been occupied for three thousand years, but she was only interested in the last hundred when she bought her ticket at the gift shop in the barbican. Angelene had chosen the seaside resort for two reasons: it was remote from Canary Wharf, and her grandfather had been stationed there during the First World War. Stanley Cunningham had been a trooper in the Yorkshire Hussars when Scarborough was shelled by two German battleships on the 16th December 1914.

		 She walked up the steep path to the keep, surprised by the sense of power emanating from the stones. To her left she could see the North Bay, between the castle and the next headland, which jutted out even further into the dark blue sea. To her right the keep loomed, exposed and ruined from an artillery bombardment during the English Civil War. Beyond, the great curtain wall, and below that—out of sight—the town, harbour, and beach hugging the South Bay. As Angelene reached the top of the bluff, a field surrounded by the sea on three sides, a crisp breeze tugged at her long hair.

		 She ignored the Master Gunner’s House and walked around the inner bailey, looking for the remains of the Old Barracks. The German attack had killed nineteen people and destroyed the lighthouse. Private Cunningham had defended it with a machine gun before being posted to guard what was left of the barracks. He survived the shelling to be gassed and twice wounded on the Western Front. By the time he was demobbed, he’d served in three different regiments in the army and as an ambulance driver in the Royal Flying Corps—all before he was twenty-one. Angelene wished she’d been old enough to remember him, and wished she’d inherited his resilience.

		 She was disappointed with the barracks, which were no more than a few great stones piled against the curtain wall, all heavily corroded by the wind and sea salt. She continued to the sally port, leading down to the South Steel Battery commanding the lighthouse and harbour. The iron gate was locked as the battery was unstable. She’d hoped for a view of the new lighthouse, but there was nothing to be seen through the bars other than decayed masonry and abundant vegetation. Angelene walked around the diamond-shaped field until she reached what had once been the Roman signal station, identified only by a ditch and the foundations of an enclosure wall and tower. As she walked into the wind, she saw a partially buried construction which, according to the guide book, was St Mary’s Chapel. She shuddered at the thought of an underground place of worship, and made for the fence that marked the eastern boundary of the castle.

		 The Romans had established a chain of coastal watchtowers to warn of seaborne invasion by the Jutes. Archaeologists believed they were constructed as lighthouses, from fifty to a hundred feet high, with at least five floors and a beacon at the top. Around this was a square wall, then a berm, and finally a ditch. Angelene could see the outlines of it all, the stones overgrown by grass as the centuries had passed. She reached the fence and stared down at a sheer drop of well over two hundred feet to Marine Drive. The road had its own defences, great blocks of concrete piled up in the sea to protect it from being reclaimed. As she watched, a wave lapped lazily against the wall—the contact shot it high into the air—the water crashed down onto the promenade, spray whipped by the wind.

		 Angelene felt unpleasantly exposed to the elements. She decided to go to the exhibition in the Master Gunner’s House, but paused at the chapel. It was horrible: a single step descended to a small portcullis, the stones built into the side of a mound like an ancient burial barrow. She wanted to look through the bars into the darkness, but her nerve failed her, and she read the plaque instead. St Mary’s Chapel had first been built in 1000, when Scarborough was a Viking settlement, then rebuilt twice after. She hurried away to the Master Gunner’s House.

		 She wandered through the exhibition, finding a reference to the chapel in the section on the Vikings. The town was believed to have been founded by Thorgils Scardi, Thorgils the Hare-Lipped, in 966. There were very few artifacts from this period, the most significant being a book mount and a pair of jet crosses. One of the crosses was in a glass case. Angelene examined it closely. It was a black Maltese cross, with another cross engraved on it. This cross had a semi-circle at each end. Once again, she trembled. She wasn’t sure why, but the little black cross with its four sickle shapes was repulsive. The chapel and the cross, there was something offensive about both.

		 She had a cup of tea and a pastry in the café before braving the fresh air again. The wind blew gently when she emerged and she walked up the steel steps to the keep, marveling at the bizarre patterns on the eroded stones. It was as if they were calcified or hosted parasites like barnacles or molluscs… or something else from the sea. Then she crossed the bailey, passed the well, and walked up another safety staircase to the viewing platform on the curtain wall. She could see several headlands miles away to the south, before the furthest stretched into the sea like a giant pier. To the north, her view was impeded by the very next headland—which was when she had her first epiphany. The geography was wrong: the promontory at Scarborough didn’t extend far enough into the sea to make a signal station worthwhile.

		 She left the castle for the nearest bookshop, where she bought a set of Ordnance Survey maps covering the Roman province of Holderness. She returned to her hotel room, moved her bed, and spread them out on the floor. She had a vague recollection of how to interpret the contour lines and marked the signal stations with a red pen. The total distance from Flamborough to Huntliffe was about fifty miles. Even if the watchtowers were only fifty feet high, the burning beacon would be visible for at least a dozen miles. The coastline could easily have been covered by four stations—five at most—but there were six, all built at the end of the fourth century: Flamborough Head, Filey, Scarborough, Ravenscar, Goldsborough, and Huntcliffe. The most unlikely place for a tower was quite obviously Scarborough, as the fire from Ravenscar to the north would be seen as far south as Filey, if not Flamborough.

		 Angelene looked out the window to the North Bay and decided that researching the history of the castle was exactly what she needed. She would begin with the German attack in 1914, follow her original plan to discover more about her grandfather, and then work her way back in time until she had solved the mystery of the signal station. It would exercise her mind, and provide a focus where the massages and saunas and holistic therapies had failed.

		 Angelene quickly established a morning routine which became a meditation. After breakfast she would walk down the meandering path to Royal Albert Drive in North Bay; follow Marine Drive around Castle Hill, past the lighthouse and harbor onto Foreshore Road to the south; then she’d cut up through the Old Town, back to her hotel. On her return, she’d draw a bath, change her clothes, and walk back into town to begin her researches. She started at the library, moved on to the Rotunda Museum a few days later, and then the Creative Industries Centre a few weeks after that.

		 At the Centre she met Chloe, a freckled brunette with a childlike mouth, sparkling eyes, and a penchant for Celtic jewellery. Chloe instructed her in methodical study and lent her a book called The Day the East Coast Bled. Angelene was thrilled to find her grandfather mentioned by name, but her real interest now lay a millennium and a half prior to his small part in the castle’s history. As week succeeded week, she ploughed back century by century, ever vigilant for references to the Roman occupation. Weeks became months and she spent less time in the Centre and more scouring the dozen rare and secondhand book dealers in town. She came to know all of them by name, and two in particular benefited from her armchair detection.

		 At great cost Angelene acquired a modern English translation of Robert Mannyng of Brunne’s Story of Inglande, completed in 1338. The author claimed to quote from lost Icelandic sagas written about Thorgils and his family founding towns along the Yorkshire coast in the tenth century. There was a reference to a settlement on the headland—as opposed to in the bay—which had been burnt to the ground by Harald Hardrada during his invasion of 1066. It seemed strange that Harald had destroyed whatever was on Castle Hill; commonsense suggested he would have found allies there. A week later Angelene read a scholarly work on the chronicler William of Newburgh, a monk whose writings on Scarborough were dated to the end of the twelfth century. He referred to an Anglo-Saxon monastery on the headland, which William Le Gros had destroyed before beginning to build the castle in the 1130s. It was the second time the structure on the headland had been purposefully destroyed in less than a century.

		 There was a gap of nearly six hundred years before the next evidence of a settlement, for which Angelene was grateful. It allowed her to reach the Roman period more quickly without sacrificing the rigour of her studies. One of the first volumes she consulted appeared to solve one mystery, but create another. The author postulated that the purpose of the Scarborough signal station was to alert people inland, rather than on the coast. Angelene was pleased to see he’d used the same geographical evidence she had. She was not, however, convinced. Referring to her maps again, she confirmed that all the Roman settlements inland would’ve been alerted by the beacon at Filey, which was much better situated.

		 The new mystery was the archaeological evidence that the watchtower had been occupied for a single year only. Its construction was dated to 383, probably on the orders of Magnus Maximus, the military ruler of Britain. Shortly after, Maximus was proclaimed emperor by his soldiers and left for Gaul. He fought a bloody civil war until his defeat five years later. Fourteen years after his execution, the Romans began their withdrawal from Britain in the face of increasingly bold Anglo-Saxon incursions. The last decade of the fourth century and first decade of the fifth would therefore have been the years when the signal station was most needed.

		 Angelene read widely on Roman Britain, trying to find as much as she could about the military occupation of Yorkshire. It had begun when the Legio IX Hispana crossed the Humber in 71, invading the territory of a Celtic tribe called the Brigantes. She wasn’t interested in the headland before the Romans arrived, but she wanted to increase her understanding of their culture. The more she read, however, the further she strayed from her goal. She took to visiting the castle regularly, in order to maintain her focus, but always kept away from the entrance to the chapel. Eventually, she felt her research had stalled entirely. The feeling of well-being which had accompanied her newfound purpose faltered, and she feared the accompanying mental clarity was in danger of being undone. One autumn morning she returned to the Centre and sought out Chloe, and was pleased when she agreed to meet for lunch at a restaurant in the high street.

		 Angelene was nervous. Her self-induced solitude had made her uncomfortable with people. As soon as they’d ordered their food, she blurted out what was on her mind: “You’ll probably think I’m crazy—and maybe I am—but I’m trying to get to the bottom of the Roman signal station, and I thought you might be able to help.”

		 Chloe’s mouth dropped open and she touched her chest reflexively. Or perhaps it was the Celtic torc around her neck. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

		 Angelene noticed her tongue dart between her small teeth, pearly white, and felt self-conscious because of the coarseness of her own features. “I don’t think the signal station in Scarborough Castle is part of the coastal chain. I think it was constructed for another reason, but I can’t work out why. You seem to have an encyclopaedic knowledge of Scarborough’s history…” She trailed off.

		 Chloe looked relieved. “I see. Well, there are two theories. First, that the signal station was part of the chain built by Flavius Theodosius in 368, when the Romans restored control of Britain following their losses in the Great Conspiracy. Second, that they were built later, by Magnus Maximus in 383, when he tried to take the Empire for himself. Their purpose would’ve been to alert the forts inland of an invasion. The Yorkshire Wolds were heavily fortified, because the Brigantes were forever revolting against their Roman overlords.” She touched her torc again.

		 “Which do you think is right?”

		 “There’s no more historical evidence for either, but I prefer the latter.”

		 Angelene leaned forward, lowering her voice as if she was betraying a secret. “What about the evidence that it was only occupied for a year?”

		 Chloe cleared her throat delicately. “That’s one of the points in favour of Maximus constructing it. As soon as his armies proclaimed him emperor he left for Gaul to fight for control of the Empire. One of the beautiful things about ancient history is that it’s more art than science, and open to different interpretations.”

		 “But what about the Viking attack in 1066? Why did they burn everything on the headland? And what about William of Newburgh? He wrote that William Le Gros destroyed an Anglo-Saxon monastery on the headland before he started building the castle seventy years later! I think… I’m not sure what to think…” She felt her confidence disappear.

		 Chloe reached over and placed her dainty hand on Angelene’s forearm. Her touch was light and cool. “I’ve got something you might be interested in reading. Come back to the Centre with me after lunch and I’ll give you a copy. Read it, then you can tell me what you think.”

		 Angelene tried to smile. “What is it?”

		 “My doctoral dissertation. It has a dreadfully long title, but it’s basically about Caesar’s invasion of Britain, viewed from the Britons’ perspective, and it draws on Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regnum Brittania, The Matter of Britain, and Nennius’s Historia Brittonum. It deals with the period four hundred years before the signal station was built, but you may find it… relevant. No more questions until you’ve read it, yes?”

		 Angelene agreed, wondering what the signal station could possibly have to do with Caesar’s invasion when the Romans hadn’t reached Yorkshire until long after the famous emperor’s death.

		 She was still wondering in the early hours of the next morning when she was about a third of the way through the five hundred page manuscript. A large part of the dissertation was about the druids, their slaughter at Anglesey, and the belief that the Romans had called upon malign powers to defeat the magic of the British. There were theories concerning the importance of Stonehenge, Glastonbury, Cerne Abbas, Wilmington, Uffington, and various other ancient places she’d heard of. When she could no longer keep her eyes open, she dropped the manuscript on the floor next to her—probably waking the whole household—and closed her eyes.

		 Angelene forced herself to rise when the alarm went off a few hours later, had breakfast, and took her morning exercise. After her bath, she removed Chloe’s dissertation downstairs to the residents’ lounge, and picked up where she’d left off. There was more about druids and bards, and their beliefs, traditions, and practices. These included the significance of torcs, skulls, standing stones, and the ogham script, as well as notes on the gods they worshipped, including Belenus, patron of the druids, and the goddess Brigantia, from whom she assumed the Brigantes tribe had taken their name. There was only a brief mention of the acknowledged gods of the Romans, with more detail about the sea demons they were supposed to have summoned.

		 Chloe had used ‘sea demons’ as a descriptive term for these creatures, called the Cth by the Romans, Fomorians by the Parisii, and Old Ones by the Brigantes. They were a powerful, ancient race of immortals that lived under the waves and were summoned by human sacrifice. They were said to feed on the fear of humans and steal the souls of the dead and living alike. The presence of the sea demons explained why the druidic stronghold in Anglesey had been defeated so easily: it was an island, completely surrounded by the water from which the creatures came. With the help of the Cth, the Romans had taken the island and completely obliterated the druidic religion.

		 Angelene wondered if Chloe had actually been awarded her PhD. She never used the title ‘doctor’ and Angelene couldn’t recall seeing it mentioned at the Centre. Her thesis had probably been rejected.

		 Nonetheless Angelene applied herself to it all through the day and long into the evening, breaking only for supper. She finished around midnight, her eyes aching and her mind racing, full of Chloe’s wild ideas and fanciful speculations. As she prepared for bed, Angelene made a conscious effort to try and understand why Chloe felt the thesis was relevant to the signal station. She agreed with Chloe that it had been built by Maximus in 383, but what purpose had it served him? Angelene didn’t believe the beacon was meant to communicate with the Wolds to the west. It didn’t feel right. Nor was it meant to be seen by the other coastal stations to the north and south. If not west, north, or south…

		 Angelene had her second epiphany the moment she switched off the light.

		 Maximus had been preparing to usurp the emperor and steal the crown of the mightiest empire the world had ever known. He’d believed in the sea demons. He’d built the station as a temple to them and tried to summon their assistance in his bid for the Empire. That was it. It explained everything. It had only been occupied for a short time because Maximus had left Britain soon after. She knew she was right and planned to find out more about Maximus’ final years in Gaul. She was filled with optimism that her peace of mind had finally been restored, and slept more soundly than she had in years.

		 At six o’clock the next evening, Angelene knocked on a mahogany door decorated with a carving of the Green Man.

		 Chloe opened it a few moments later. “Oh, hello, I wasn’t expecting you. But come in, please.”

		 Angelene stepped into a sylvan sanctuary. The cottage was small and cosy, a sacred space with hardwood floors and timber in the walls and ceiling. There was wood of all types and colours almost everywhere in furniture, ornaments, and frames. Leafy pot plants commanded the hall, the lounge, and the kitchen beyond, and there was a sprig of mistletoe above the door. She felt as if she were inside a magic womb. “I read your dissertation. I thought I’d return it in person. I hope you don’t mind?”

		 Chloe led her into the lounge. “No, of course not. Make yourself comfortable.” She indicated a settee. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

		 “Yes, please.”

		 While she waited, Angelene walked around the room. Between the plants and Celtic symbols on the walls there were landscape photos of various places in Britain. Stone circles, groves, forests, and chalk figures. “Did you take these yourself?” she asked when Chloe returned.

		 “Some of them. There you are.” She handed Angelene a cup and saucer, placed a teapot on a low oak table, and sat in a wicker chair. “I suppose you didn’t find my dissertation very useful. I’m sorry if it’s been a waste of time.”

		 “Not at all. I’ll admit that half the time I was reading I wondered why on earth you’d given it to me, but when I reached the end, I realised.”

		 “You finished it!” Chloe’s surprise, like all her other expressions, was refined.

		 “Yes. It was only when I finished that the answer came to me. I know everything!”

		 Chloe upset her teacup, spilling some on her blouse. Angelene could’ve sworn she’d touched the torc again. “How stupid of me.” Chloe glided into the kitchen and returned with a tea towel, dabbing the chair and her top. She left her cup and saucer on the table when she sat down again. “What do you know?” There was a hard edge to her voice Angelene hadn’t heard before.

		 “About the signal station!” She hesitated, suddenly wondering if she’d finally gone mad. But she couldn’t be mad, she felt too calm and satisfied. “I’m convinced that Magnus Maximus had the signal station built because he was another believer in the sea demons you mentioned. He built it as a kind of temple to summon their aid. He believed that they’d helped Caesar conquer Britannia, and he wanted their help in his conquest of the Empire. He built it to summon them, then—when it didn’t work—he abandoned it and took his men to Gaul to fight. It explains all the discrepancies. I’m right, aren’t I?”

		 Chloe sighed, and laughed nervously. “Yes, that’s exactly what I think. Well done you!” She smiled, revealing her tiny teeth again.

		 “I went up to the castle this morning after my walk, and spent an hour at the signal station. I wasn’t sure my idea would make any sense in the cold light of day, but when I stood there, looking out to sea and thinking about those sea demons, I knew I was right. Poor old Maximus, he should’ve put his time to better use!”

		 “You’re quite right. It didn’t help him at all.”

		 “I came here to convalesce and… I feel wonderful. It’s taken me long enough, but immersing myself in something so distant from my life has been the most therapeutic thing ever. I’m ready to go back to London now. I’m leaving on Friday. I can’t thank you enough for all your help, Chloe, you’ve been wonderful.”

		 Chloe’s tension evaporated in an instant. “I’m sorry you’re leaving, but I’m glad you found the peace you were looking for. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve bought you something. Perhaps you’ll wear it as a memento of your time here.” Chloe picked up a small cardboard box from the sideboard, and withdrew a thick bronze bangle. It was in the shape of a torc, exactly like the one around her neck, but smaller. “Here…”

		 Angelene took it from her and studied the plain circle of metal. “Thank you, it’s lovely. Are you sure you want me to have it?”

		 “Yes, of course. Perhaps you’ll try it on now.”

		 Angelene slipped it onto her right wrist. “Oh, a perfect fit. Thank you.”

		 Later that night Angelene walked out the bathroom and raised her hand to switch off the light. She saw the bracelet and stopped her arm in mid-air. She touched the cool metal with her fingertips and was about to slide it off when she had her third epiphany. It was more consummate than the others. It was also calamitous and frightening, and she left both light and torc alone as she sat on the bed. She must be going mad, but she still felt poised and collected. Some time passed before she switched the light off and went to her window. She looked out at the dark, deep sea and knew she had to find out for herself.

		 The castle closed at five o’clock. Angelene watched the visitors shuffle off to the entrance as a member of the staff did his rounds. Then the women in the Master Gunner’s House locked up and left. As the young man closing the castle climbed the steps to the keep, she withdrew into one of the stone alcoves, concealing herself in a corner. She heard his footsteps on the wooden platform before he trotted back down the steel stairway. She waited for another hour before she risked leaving her hiding place. She’d never done anything like this before, so she could only hope she’d prepared adequately. Her hair was tied back in a tight ponytail, Chloe’s gift was snug on her wrist, and she wore her walking boots. In her backpack, she carried a flask of tea, a powerful flashlight, and a small bolt-cutter.

		 The wind howled and the clouds moved briskly across the sickle moon as the sun began to set. Angelene could see the mound of St Mary’s chapel clearly despite the failing light. It was uncanny, because sixteen hundred years ago there’d been a huge tower here, perhaps as tall as the keep behind her, and no chapel. Now, there was only the chapel, the foundation stones from the station all but invisible. She stopped a few feet from the mound, removed the flashlight from her pack, and switched it on.

		 The beam illuminated the small portcullis gate and beige stone in the blackness beyond. Angelene held the torch in her left hand and the backpack in her right. She took a deep breath and a single step. She swallowed, dropped the backpack on the grass, and glanced at the sliding bolt.

		 She almost screamed: the padlock was gone.

		 It had been there ten hours ago; she’d seen it with her own eyes. She reached out her hand and gave the iron a gentle push.

		 It shrieked as it swung back an inch.

		 Angelene’s heart beat a frenzied tattoo. She felt a lump in her throat. She tried to swallow, failed, and was nearly sick. She gasped for breath.

		 She could see into the subterranean chapel. It was small, a rough square with each stone wall about twenty feet in length and seven in height. There was a square enclosure in the centre, with low walls four feet long. She couldn’t see what was inside, but thought it might be another well.

		 She fought to bring her breathing under control, then pushed the gate open, and ducked in.

		 She trod slowly and carefully down the two steps to the uneven floor.

		 Angelene was in a tomb—or a temple—anything but a chapel.

		 She held the light ahead of her protectively and advanced towards the centre square. She was scared, but it seemed to draw her with an ominous inevitability. As she approached she could see a shadow within the four walls. She turned the beam –

		 “Angelene.”

		 She slapped her right hand over her mouth to stop herself screaming and spun towards the voice.

		 Chloe stood in the corner, one hand clutching the torc around her throat.

		 Angelene grunted, choked—only when she was sure she wouldn’t scream did she take her hand away from her mouth.

		 “I was afraid you’d come,” said Chloe.

		 “You—you—scared me to death. What the hell are you doing here?” Her fear was replaced by sudden, vicious anger.

		 “I’m here to stop you…” Chloe pointed past Angelene to the middle of the vault, “…seeing.”

		 Angelene turned her light on the enclosure and moved forward.

		 “It’s a stairway to the prison—where the Romans kept the human sacrifices before they killed them. You know the secret now, so let’s leave together.”

		 Angelene shone the torch over the wall and saw narrow stone stairs winding down, curling in a tight circle. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You tried to scare me last night with this bangle and now you’ve done it again. I’m going to have a look at this dungeon, satisfy myself that I’m right, and then get back to my life. I’ve had enough of you and your crackpot theories. You’re as bad as those murderous, power-crazed Romans.” She swung her leg over the wall.

		 “No!”

		 “Don’t try to stop me!” She shone the light at Chloe, but she hadn’t moved.

		 “If you won’t heed my warning, take this.” Chloe shook the torc, which she was still clutching. “Your circlet isn’t enough—please take my torc as well.”

		 Angelene waved her right wrist. “I don’t even know why I’m still wearing this ugly thing.”

		 “Please—Angelene—if you value your sanity, please wear my torc.”

		 Angelene scowled, swung her other leg over the wall, and began her descent. Chloe started chanting in a language that sounded like German. Angelene swore. She wasn’t scared by this absurd hocus-pocus, and she ignored the mantra and concentrated on her feet. The smooth stone steps were steep, and they spiralled to the left. It was just like any other medieval staircase and there was nothing unusual or unsettling about the journey. Angelene estimated that she descended roughly a foot with each step, and that Marine Drive was about two hundred and fifty feet below at the most. She probably wouldn’t even get close to sea level, but she counted as she went anyway.

		 After a hundred and fifty steps the staircase widened, the steps ceased to spiral as tightly, and the limestone lining was replaced by the natural, blue-tinted Oxford Clay. She had the impression she was approaching another vault or a chamber, but there was nothing of the sort. The air grew stale and the rock damp. Angelene felt the sweat of the walls as she brushed against them.

		 At two hundred and fifty feet she reached the flaxen bedrock, and the stairs took a more meandering course, no longer winding, but still descending. She could hear the crash of the waves, echoing from all directions in the enclosed space of the tunnel. The smell of salt was strong, mixed with a whiff of mildew, and something stronger that reminded her of decaying flesh. Water dripped down the walls and Angelene had to slow her pace as the steps became slippery. She could no longer gauge the rate of her descent but continued to count each footfall.

		 By three hundred steps the smell was like a charnel house. The walls were heavily pitted, similar to the stone of the castle above, and there was a steady trickle of water flowing down the stairs.

		 As she counted her four hundredth step, Angelene saw the end of the stairway far below, terminating at the entrance to a cave. She was tempted to speed up, but remembered the water underfoot. The last few stairs were completely submerged.

		 At four hundred and eighty four paces, she reached the bottom, standing in seawater midway up her shins. The rotten smell was even stronger, as if there were a carcass of something large nearby.

		 She waded cautiously forward, shining the light into the narrow tunnel ahead. Angelene was wary of the water level, but it appeared unchanged, and she could feel a gentle current pulling ahead. The adit was wide and high enough for her to pass easily, and the water didn’t creep any further up her legs. She walked a few more paces as the tunnel curved, and then saw it open into a vault. She pushed forward with renewed energy, ignoring the rising water, and paused at the entrance to an immense cavern which extended beyond the illumination of her torch. The water reached her knees and the stench would have been unbearable were it not for the sharp tang of salt. She couldn’t see an end to either the sandstone walls or the still, dark water and knew she couldn’t go much further. She was disappointed to find the prison flooded.

		 Angelene heard a soft splash—felt a slight eddy in the water.

		 She peered ahead, but still couldn’t see anything.

		 She heard another splash, fainter and further away.

		 She waded forward—saw something in the mere about fifty feet ahead. She pressed on until the water was midway up her thighs. Then she stopped, held the flashlight at arm’s length, and strained to discern the details of the pale grey mound now thirty feet away. It appeared to be a lump of clay about twenty feet across and ten or so high, curiously crisscrossed with thick, black lines that reminded her of a small railway track. The front of the mound was shaped like a polyp, behind which was a single, luminous ellipse, yellowy in colour.

		 Angelene saw the lines were in fact links in a massive metal chain, rusted with age. She wondered why they’d been left on an island in the middle of the lake.

		 The chains creaked as the clay twitched.

		 The ellipse disappeared and reappeared.

		 It blinked.

		 She stared at that eye in the huge, formless creature, and screamed and screamed and screamed.

		 The next morning Angelene left the hotel for her morning ritual. She was mentally and physically exhausted, but she weaved her way down to Royal Albert Drive, too afraid to look at the headland. Only when she reached the road, did she realise she was on the very edge of the sea. She didn’t know which was worse, what lay beneath the castle or what lay beneath the ocean. She shivered and hesitated.

		 She remembered Chloe’s words from a few hours before. The thing was a prisoner, because neither the Pagans nor the Christians had the power to kill it. It was alive, but it couldn’t escape.

		 Angelene continued until the promenade began to curve around Castle Hill. She stopped again, and reached for her right wrist. Why had she taken off the bangle when she’d dressed? It—and Chloe’s chanting—had prevented her from losing her mind. She faltered. She lacked the courage to walk in between that… thing… and the dark, swirling sea. Angelene turned to go back, then caught a glimpse of a teenager on a bicycle. He was pedalling towards her, crossing the very path she feared to tread. She was being stupid, paranoid.

		 She took a deep breath, smiled at the boy as he passed, and resumed her circuit.

		 The cyclist was the only witness to the freak wave that crashed against the sea wall, picked Angelene up from Marine Drive, and lifted her over the cast-iron railings and the blocks of quartz. He was the first of hundreds to look for her body, but it was never found.
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