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Introduction

 

YOUR EDITORS, AS WELL AS YOU READING THIS, ARE FANS OF THE Cthulhu Mythos. Well…let’s say you may be reading this as a potential fan, or a fan of horror in general. But we’re pretty sure most of you readers are fans of the Cthulhu Mythos. Lovecraftian Horror. Weird Fiction. Cosmic Horror. Whatever this kind of weird and wonderful storytelling is being called these days. So no matter if you are a diehard fan of the dark wonder H.P. Lovecraft gave to the world, or a neophyte member of the cult of Cthulhu, we are very happy you are with us here. We have edited many books between us, the majority of which feature Cthulhu and his minions. The themes we have covered include Steampunk, Cyberpunk, war, and a series of books themed by decade. One thing we have noticed, while reading for these books, was that certain authors not only provided us with top notch tales in the crossed genres we asked for, but fully turned the tables on the Mythos, and wrote stories which shook everything up, creating realities all of their own, undreamt of by good old Howard Philips Lovecraft.

Now, it could be argued that every work of fiction, in and of its very nature, is set in an alternate reality, and all of Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos stories were set in realities quite distant from our own.

But, as some of our authors kept showing us, sometimes it is not enough to purely write a story in Lovecraft’s worlds, sometimes you have to just take that extra leap through time and space. And thus this anthology was born.

 

For our guidelines, we asked this of the writers invited: 
 Take a steampunk world, fill it with giant steam powered robots, and have them herding shoggoths for the ‘betterment’ of mankind. Have the shoggoths rebel, and have do-gooders set about trying to free them. Fill a world with Deep Ones, Ghouls or what have you, or create a world where magic exists and is a part of everyday life. Take a world where America was never discovered because something kept eating the ships, or the Nazis won WWII thanks to outside influences. Perhaps the Chinese built the Great Wall to keep something out other than Mongol hordes.

Think about the history of the Cthulhu Mythos, and create a future, a past, or a now, where the Serpent Men or the Elder Things reign supreme. What if Wilbur Whateley didn’t die during his robbery of Miskatonic University, or what if Charles Dexter Ward’s ancestor’s plans came to fruition? What if the great, lost civilizations of prehistory were never lost and were still thriving today? We want stories where the Mythos had a huge, lasting impact on the Earth, changed history as we know it, not just destroyed it or cleansed it of all mankind. The more unique, wonderful, amazing, and horrifying your tale, the better. Historic heroes and fantasy worlds are fair game, and you could have great fun with something created by Edgar Rice Burrows, H.G. Wells, and Lewis Carroll. The legends of Robin Hood and King Arthur are useable, as are Biblical apocalypses, and let’s not forget the alternate reality connected to The King in Yellow created by Robert W Chambers.

 

So, how did our writers do?

Fantastically of course! They took our simple, nebulous ideas and rolled with it on an epic scale, not utilizing what we mentioned, (although King Arthur and the worlds of H.G. Wells do make an appearance), but going their own way with their reality bending tales. Some stories expand upon previous Lovecraft tales, such as what could have happened after the events of the Color Out Of Space? Or more specifically, what if that wasn’t the only meteorite to crash into the earth? Weird western and war stories make their appearances in these pages, always in worlds firmly tainted by the Great Old Ones. The American Civil War ends as it shouldn’t, Arthurian and Viking Britains exist in contemporary times, famous monsters from cinema are reimagined, doctors fight ills not born from nature as we know it, whalers hunt larger, more terrifying prey, religious mania grips nations but the gods worshiped are not the ones you would expect, the dead rule the living, all this and more awaits you here.

These are realities somehow familiar, yet also strange and horrifying. You may like to visit one of them, a brief sojourn around these strangely twisted environs, but leave while your life and sanity are still intact. Curiosity though, we assure you, will have you leaping into a new alternate reality story straight after the last.

—Glynn Owen Barrass

& Brian M. Sammons

12-4-16




The Roadrunners


Cody Goodfellow

 

IT WAS A HELL OF A WAY TO LEAVE THE FLYING FORTRESS THAT HAD been their home through three wartime years and forty-four missions. Might’ve come to mutiny, if she weren’t sinking in the red mud that covered the whole Gulf shore up to the top of Galveston’s most inspired Protestant steeple, and erased the Fort Butler aerodrome off the map.

“Don’t take it so hard, ace,” Captain Schwering told his copilot. “You put us down dead on top of the airstrip, anyway.”

They beached the dinghies on a sandbar on top of the old San Jacinto battleground. Cowles played Taps on his harmonica. Norman laid his Norden bombsight on a boulder and smashed it to bits with another rock, then threw the wreckage in the water.

From higher ground, they could see nothing alive but the huge, freakish jellyfish things wheeling in the sky. They’d flown forty-three runs over Germany, and after the Nazis folded, they volunteered for the task force to go back to America when communications were cut off and it became clear that some kind of Axis endgame had played out at home. So far as they knew, they were the only ones out of the thirty-plane group to survive the Atlantic crossing.

They’d seen things adrift in between Iceland and America, living islands and horrible flying things the size of Junkers, but none of this had prepared them for the first glimpse of home.

“Don’t come near New York,” the ghostly voice said over and over on Armed Forces frequencies. “Washington even worse. They rule the skies…”

They landed and refueled at a private airstrip in Port Royal, but had to scramble when the local wildlife came calling, and moved on over the savage new coastline.

Florida, beyond Jacksonville, was gone beneath green waves. New Orleans was a new Venice, a logjam of burning riverboat armadas choking the black mouth of the Mississippi.

They tried to land outside Galveston. The monstrous things came crawling down the wind to kamikaze the props of the B-17G as it dropped out of the soupy green cloud cover over the Gulf of Mexico, shredded them like anchor chains thrown into the blades. Half the starboard wing was ripped off in the impact, but Balthazar “Buzz” Arneson, the copilot, fought them in on a weird updraft that let the bomber belly-flop and go bobsledding across the featureless coastline before they came to a rest and the mud began to gulp them down.

It took two days to find survivors digging for clams in the tidepool ruins of downtown Houston. They called the flying things blackbirds, though they weren’t black and they looked nothing like birds.

“’Cos of how they get born,” one bucktoothed 4-F type told them. “If they ever carry you off, boy, you better blow your brains out ’fore they get to laying in you, I tell you what…”

They prowled inland on foot for another day and found nothing to eat, never mind a working shortwave. Local frequencies were full of screaming static like Shickelgruver in high dudgeon, and there were no phone lines left standing.

Ever the malcontent, Harrigan started riding Arneson that he’d somehow missed America.

 

“May look and smell a mite different,” Mayor Corcoran said as he jabbed the elephantine pig carcass on its slowly rotating spit, “but it’s still America.” Tipping a wink as he pushed a jug of white lightning into the Captain’s hands, he added, “And maybe with Washington off our backs for good, it’s more like America than it ever was, under those Yankees.”

Captain Schwering nodded vaguely, staring at the skinny Mexican kid turning the pig over the massive open-pit barbecue. Long sleeves in sweltering heat barely covered dirty bandages down to his wrists. The Mayor assured them that all those that they’d seen in chains around the walled Houston compound were liberated from the jailhouse where they surely would otherwise have died, and were working off their sentences rebuilding the city and its new fortifications. But Schwering couldn’t help but notice that all of those he’d seen toiling in shackles were blacks and Mexicans, with not a single white man.

Schwering took a grudging swig of the jug and passed it to Lt. Arneson with a warning glance. Buzz didn’t need the warning. His head was swimming already, just from eating something other than C-rats. By the time it reached Kirazian, the tail gunner, it was more full than when Corcoran uncorked it.

“Yessir, the Army wasn’t much use when push came to shove, tell you what. No offense—I know you boys fought like hell against Tojo and the krauts and the wops, and all—but not once since the War of 1812 has this nation taken a hit on home soil, and now…Well, I can’t say as I blame those other Army boys for pulling up stakes when the sky went weird…”

“You don’t know where they went?”

“Somewhere up in New Mexico, I reckon. Heard tell there was still a big mess of brass up there…Hiding from the Germans. They must be laughing their asses off, over what they done to us…”

“No Germans were laughing,” Arneson said, “when we left.”

Elbowing his copilot to silence, Schwering said, “We heard that the bombs went off in every major American city on the same day…”

“Bombs!” Corcoran repeated the word, to braying laughter around the campfire. “Weren’t the bombs that brought this nation to its knees, no sir. Bombs shed blood, and the blood opened the Eye in the Sky.”

Fearful muttering went round the circle and rippled through the drunk, dirty mob of hungry Texans.

“And only the blood can shut it again, and bring peace to the people of Texas.” His smile went kind of cross-eyed, and he clapped Schwering on the shoulder. “Eat up, boys. There’s plenty more where that came from.”

Having seen the crops outside and the servants inside, Buzz doubted that very much. Schwering took a spoonful of corn chowder from the bowl the Mex kid put in front of him, trying not to make a show of gulping it down, so he almost swallowed the bit of napkin somebody dropped in it.

Turning to look a warning down the line of his men, he picked the paper out of his teeth. From the looks of the sad, weird crops they’d seen being coaxed out of soft soil the color of ripe bruises, rain didn’t come very often any more, but when he’d mentioned it, some of the halfwits tending the scrawny, discolored corn had thought that was the funniest thing they ever heard.

The Mayor had been all kinds of curious after news from Europe, but when time came to return the favor, he’d turned to any other subject he could lay his tongue to. “You boys fought the good fight, but the war’s over. We got our own problems to tend to. Takes some getting used to, but real Americans can get right with just about anything, if they put their minds to it. Boys like you with skills could make a name for yourselves down here. Maybe settle down…”

“I imagine each of my men is anxious to get back to his own hometown and family…” Coughing into his fist and clearing his throat, Schwering looked into his fist at the wadded napkin and read the single word on it, then mouthed that word to Buzz.

“I surely wish I could persuade you boys to stay on a bit longer, but duty calls, I’m sure…”

“No, you’re right, Mr. Mayor. We shouldn’t be so standoffish.” Taking up the jug, he stepped forward, nearly lost his balance. “To the 303rd, and the Mighty Eighth, boys! To the Angels!”

“God damned us, and the Devil blessed us!” all eight men shouted back.

Schwering shouted, “The food’s poisoned!” He punched the mayor in the throat and took a huge swig, forcing his throat wide open to let the searing raw corn liquor sluice his belly. The explosion in his gut sent a whiplash wave up his spine that threw him back into the rows of Texans, who caught him and tried to drag him down.

A seizure wracked the captain. Hot vomit exploded from his mouth and nose into the faces of the men beating him. Buzz lost his feet, but he saw Kirazian spitting moonshine out over the yellow-white flame from his Zippo, into the faces of the looming wall of blood-simple Texans.

Buzz went all woozy, legs turned to noodles. His stomach revolted at the stench of vomit and the clench of panic. Going down, trying to swim after his captain, he threw up all over himself.

Schwering lashed out and kicked the pig carcass off the spit. The crowd stampeded, screaming, from the blazing carcass and barrage of hot coals. One man jumped on Schwering’s back and flipped into the BBQ pit.

Buzz lurched to his feet, his head momentarily clear in the afterglow of his nausea and caught sight of Schwering just as he caught the Mayor around the neck.

In moments, his men surrounded him and held the Texans at bay. They were outnumbered twenty to one with only three pistols and five knives between them, but to a man, in the red primeval fireglow, their feral features bore no awareness of such a thing as mortality, let alone the fear of it. Cowles, the port waist-gunner, looked pretty bad, but his starboard mate Brewer caught him by the waist as he tripped. Kirazian snapped off a shot that clipped a torch, sending the angry Texans dancing back from the sparks.

“I really think they mean to eat us,” Bernstein said.

A wizened, mule-faced little man of the type invariably found skulking behind big men like the Mayor, roared at the crowd to charge the bomber crew. “The soil must drink, that the people may eat!” In an ecstasy of hatred, he leveled a finger at them and the rest of the Texans began gobbling deep in their throats. Speaking in tongues, the Pentecostals called it. The white witch doctor screamed over the idiotic din, “They’re Hun spies, all of ’em! Come from the Old World to gloat over our ruin! Let their blood wash clean the land and shut all the Eyes!”

The crowd broke like a wave over the crew, but they froze when Schwering put the blade of a trench-tool to the Mayor’s throat. “You want blood? You can have his, if you don’t step back!”

They followed the captain as he dragged the Mayor backwards through the gate of the inner compound. Twice, they pounced on the bomber crew, and twice, Brewer shot a man dead through his eye without dropping his partner. “Cowlick’s fading fast, Cap…”

Norman stuffed his cigar in the neck of a jug and smashed it at the feet of the mob. A wall of white fire washed over the crowd, giving them space to get out of the fort. The Texans stopped following, but their blood-curdling ululations rose to a fever pitch. The little white witch doctor wailed, “Expiation! Wash us in blood!”

Schwering looked around, realized they were on the edge of the cornfield. The Mayor struggled in his arms, just catching his breath. Schwering kicked him away and stepped back. They were free, but sick, maybe dying, and no better off than before…

The Mayor bellowed curses on them. The little mule-faced man sprang on the Mayor and plunged a knife into his plump belly, chopping down his flailing arms. “Let the earth drink, that the people may eat!” he screamed, over and over.

“Señor,” whispered a voice at their backs, “if you are seeking to leave…perhaps I help.”

Schwering looked at the lean, wolfish face of the young Mex who’d put the note in his bowl. “What do you know?”

“When they pull out, the Army, they leave many machines…” He waved and pointed at a Quonset hut against the back wall of the compound, behind the compound’s stable. The Mayor said they had only a couple cars and no gas to spare.

“Thank you,” Schwering said and made for the hut, but then he turned at a jingling sound.

The Mex shook the chains between his feet, the shackles on his wrists. “I know where they go,” he said.

“Bernie, Pat, cut him loose.” Brewer set Cowles down and tried to induce vomiting, and the rest followed the captain to the hut.

Just inside the doors were a deuce-and-a-half and a row of low, sleek shapes under canvas tarps. Schwering ripped away a tarp and nodded his head. Four jeeps and four Harley-Davidson motorcycles. “Omar, get all the gas you can find into the back of that truck. Rest of you guys, get these bikes ready to roll.”

“What in hell happened here, Captain?” Arneson looked ashen. He’d barely tasted the drugged chowder and skipped the moonshine entirely, but now he could reflect on it, the memory of those bestial, moaning faces shook him worse than anything he’d seen overseas.

“From basic training,” Kirazian said, “this is very much how I remember Texas.”

“Shut up,” Schwering said, without much conviction.

They’d all thought the war, and all its madness, would at last fall behind them, when they came home. In spite of all the bad news, and then the total absence of any news from home, they’d thought folks would welcome them back, and things would be somewhat like they were, even if none of them would ever be the same. “It hasn’t even been a year, has it…?”

“A long year.” Schwering knelt beside a bike and checked the oil, the tires. They were practically new; the Mayor couldn’t see using anything he could trade for, and these were as precious as dragon’s teeth, now. He doubted Mr. Harley or Mr. Davidson were somewhere in this great, broken land, plotting the next model year.

“Hey kid—”

“Eladio Ruiz,” the Mex kid said. He was sitting behind the wheel of a jeep.

“We can’t take you with us, kid. Sorry…”

“OK. I don’t have to come with you. You can follow me, and let me know when you need help.” Nodding to the open doorway, where the wailing and gnashing of teeth had built to a new highwater mark, Eladio added, “We should go soon, I think…”

The rest of the men came running in, Brewer and Bernstein bearing Cowles to the back of the truck. Scarfe stood in the yellow glow of the truck’s headlights, his eyes flat coins behind his spectacles. “Cap, you better come look at this…”

“We’re almost mobile,” Schwering said. He went over to the doorway with his gun at his side, but he wasn’t sure if shooting anything would make anything better.

The people of Houston knelt in the purple dirt around the meager cornfield, praying in a subhuman mumbling growl as the little man mechanically stabbed the corpse of Mayor Corcoran where he lay in a dry irrigation ditch.

And out of the muddy pool spreading round the body, they saw—yes, and heard—the spindly sprouts of fresh corn breaking out of the scabby earth, rustling and thrusting with hideous vigor, their roots engorged and glutted with human blood.

Real Americans can get right with just about anything, Arneson thought, choking on bile and tears.

 

Dawn found the improvised convoy circled round the ruin of a gas station on the westbound highway.

Norman had found a cow skull and wired it onto the handlebars of his bike. Weird kid, even for California. Talked like a cheap telegram, but could drop a stick of bombs on a single target by the map like scratching your own ass in the dark.

Kirazian, who never stopped talking, wouldn’t say where he found the top hat and tails he wore when he climbed onto his bike.

Harrigan and Bernstein stood beside the jeep. “We’re thinking this is as good a place as any…”

“For what?”

Brewer shouted, “They’re lightin’ out! They’re goddamn deserters!”

“Nuts to you!” Harrigan jeered. “There’s no more Army, and there ain’t much America left to desert from. Wise up, you saps…”

Schwering came over with his hat in his hand. “Pat, you heard about New York, same as the rest of us. You saw what we saw when we flew in…the whole Eastern Seaboard—”

“Does it matter? Would it matter to you, if you had a home to go to?”

Bernstein cut him off before he started shouting. “What we mean is…We went in to fight the war, and we won. We were told we could go home, and now…Captain, we just don’t want to pretend, any more.”

“What’ve you been pretending about, exactly?”

“We ain’t a bomber crew without no bomber!” Harrigan shouted. “We ain’t soldiers without no Army! And now we come home, and it seems like each of us should look to his own…”

“And we can’t be expected to fight that…” Bernstein pointed back down the road at Houston. “Less than a year, and look what they’ve become! We never took an oath to protect them.”

Harrigan nodded at Buzz Arneson. “You could come with us, kid. We’d ride you up to that town…or at least as far as Boston…”

Buzz shook his head, said “Thanks. But there was nothing for me there, before…”

Schwering came close enough the others didn’t have to hear, but Buzz went under the truck and crept close enough. “Seems to me you took an oath to defend the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Whoever they are, someone did this to your country. And nobody mustered you out. Nobody said your war was over. You want to go, I’m not stopping you. But whatever happens on the road, you’re just another running dog in a dog-eating contest.”

Harrigan scraped his stubbly chin at the captain in an old Sicilian gesture. “I been nobody long enough before I joined the Army.” He pointed at Eladio sitting on a motorcycle and drinking from a canteen. “And if anybody can join, then anybody can jump.”

“That’s what bothers you, is it? That he’s not a mascot on a chain? He showed us where to find canned food and water and he knows which road the Army took to go up to some fallback point in new Mexico, so that’s where we’re going, and until we are told different, we are still a bomber crew, and if Hitler didn’t do this, we’re gonna make whoever did do it wish he was Hitler. If that’s pretending, we’ve all been pretending since we left the jungle, and we’ll keep on pretending ’til we’ve got nothing better to do but go back. Do you read me, Sergeant Harrigan? Lieutenant Bernstein?”

Harrigan’s eyes stayed locked on the captain’s hand on his holstered pistol. “Guess I do.”

Arneson wanted to ride one of the bikes, but Schwering ordered him over to the Jeep with Harrigan on the machinegun and the Mexican kid riding shotgun. Bernstein drove the truck with Baskin and Cowles, who had started to respond to an infusion of plasma.

More, he’d needed to talk to the pilot he worshipped as the big brother he never had, even though only three years separated them. About where they were going, and about when he could set aside the duty he’d been given by the Army Air Corps and the FBI, to execute his commanding officer if he ever showed any sign of wavering in his duty to his country.

They went west out of Houston, over a black ashen plain pocked with weird stands of plumbing fixtures and melted gates, thickets of black-red cacti that clawed at the red-black sky. Skeletons of burnt cars blocked the storm ditches along the highway. Further away from the old city, they grew fewer, but more and more of them were Jeeps and troop trucks, the flotsam and jetsam of a four-alarm bug-out. Hour after hour, they rolled through the same nothing that, if not for the ominous soft-boiled sun overhead, Arneson would’ve decided they were going in circles.

On the washed-out clay highway roads, the Jeep roared too loud for Harrigan to be heard, but Buzz gave himself no peace.

What if he had missed America, somehow? That line from the hicks about blood opening and closing the Eye. Maybe it was a door wide enough they all fell through it, into another America.

Eladio showed them how the masters of the Houston compound bled him to feed the crops, which had bloomed up wherever the dead rotted above or in the ground after everything changed. For a while, they had feasted and gotten fat without guilt after such tribulations, but then they found they could digest nothing else, and the earth would give forth nothing else. Indeed, in patches they passed on the road, the land looked like raw, bloodied flesh of some inconceivably vast beast, upon which they scuttled and scraped like dust mites and fleas, unnoticed except when they aggravated the land enough that it was motivated to scratch…And other places, the ground seemed to squirm and throb like maggots wriggling under the sunken skin of a ripe dead cat.

So it went until the sun lay low in the sky and Harrigan’s bitching about setting up camp got louder than Arneson could gun the motor.

Norman drew up on the next rise of the road and stopped, waving his hat. Buzz brought the Jeep up beside the bikes and before the truck.

Beyond the next rise and all the way to the setting sun, the world was a jungle.

After two hundred miles of nothingness, it at first seemed like a welcome sight, and maybe even promised water, but water didn’t make the grass grow around here, anymore. Schwering conferred with Bernstein and Ruiz. Finally, the captain stood up on the hood of the Jeep. “If I had to guess,” he said, “I’d say we caught up with the evacuation from Houston. San Antonio might be in there, too…”

The trees bent their fleshy heads to the dust, top-heavy with gray, mutant fruit that reeked like shit and smegma and cried like boiling babies. Red-black grass like piano-wire rasped in the evening breeze, its soil choked with bones. Towers of pulsing white fungi sparkled with unearthly colors that seemed to relay unguessable messages over the blood-red jungle. Only the road, inviolate, untroubled tarmac, slashed across the world and promised something else over the horizon.

They watched, but nobody raised a hand or a voice to call to the man who rode out of the jungle and crossed the road before them, perhaps a hundred yards away.

He rode a thing that looked like a horse, or like something made out of a horse, but it ran all wrong, like a spider with half its legs burnt off. He screamed something as he stood in the saddle, but nobody would call them words. Something in his mouth besides his tongue hung dangled like a mosquito’s proboscis, and he held up a rifle.

That was more than enough for Harrigan. Standing in the bed of the Jeep, he fired the fifty-caliber machinegun over Arneson’s shoulder, so he didn’t hear whatever the men yelled at each other.

The rider was ripped off his mount, which scrambled off over the hills. And then they all fell silent, looking around. Harrigan swatted him on the arm, told him to turn off the engine.

And then even he could hear it, and feel it going up through the sturdy chassis of the Jeep and up his spine.

Thunder.

The jungle rose up in shrieking, hooting, howling swarms that condensed into a cloud and swallowed up the sunset. The cold, dirty shadow of that cloud fell upon the men of 30338-B, and all drew up the collars of their leather jackets and clawed at their scalps.

“We can’t stay here,” Schwering said, only when no man could argue. “We’ll fly right through. It’s just flak.” They mounted up and roared down the highway into that shadow, into the sudden Texas night.

Arneson could close his eyes and almost feel like they were back in the bomber, flying over Fortress Europe like a screaming eagle to lay eggs of fire and death upon the monstrous kraut war machine. They’d taken hundreds of hits, but never lost a man in forty-three missions. The Captain seemed to simply know the path through the anti-aircraft barrages and the Luftwaffe swarms. They were charmed men; every one of them believed it when they saw Berlin fall, and every one of them believed it when they, alone, survived the Atlantic crossing.

But it was hard to feel charmed now. They were not high above the hostile country. The jungle rose up around them until the canopy on either side fused to enclose them in a shrieking, chittering miasma. Insects and flying arthropods smashed into the Jeep’s windshield, and the bikers had all donned goggles and wrapped their faces with scarves and undershirts. Moths like great horned owls battered their headlights and soft, awful things they never quite saw crawled out on the road to be crushed by their wheels, as if all they knew was the desire for extinction.

Somewhere inside all this was a city. Somewhere in here, the Alamo still stood. But human eyes would probably never see it again.

They didn’t stop. They charged on through the jungle of San Antonio as fast as the truck could keep up. Above fifty, the suspension started to make a horrible racket and became hard to control, so they stayed in a tight cluster around the Jeep and the truck, with Norman as outrider and Captain Schwering in front of the Jeep and catching most of the bugs, and Kirazian and Brewer tight in behind the truck.

Harrigan wanted to turn around and circle round the jungle, but Ruiz said everything was worse off the roads. “Ant lion,” he said, making a show of his left hand trapping and eating his right, “but big. Trap a man on a bike, just like ant.”

Something crashed through the overgrowth alongside their convoy for the better part of a mile. It had to be the size of a house and moved like a Tiger tank. They sped up until the truck nearly sideswiped Brewer before it fell behind them. Mercifully, it never came out onto the road.

“What do you think he really knows?” Harrigan yelled in Arneson’s ear.

“What d’you mean?” he asked by reflex. He sure as hell didn’t want to know what Harrigan thought anyone else knew.

“He’s so fired up to link up with the Army, but there hasn’t been any kind of law and order out here since whatever it was happened…”

“It was the Eyes,” Eladio Ruiz said. “They opened over the cities, and the broken light spilled out and made everything wrong.”

“Have it your way, Pancho,” Harrigan said, leaning in to cut the Mexican kid off. “I never said a word when we were flying, but you know guys on the flight line talked when we weren’t listening. About him.” The sergeant pointed at the captain’s back.

Arneson ignored him, but he kept talking. “You know he’s a kraut, right? Folks came over after the last war. My pop died licking those fucking Huns, kid.

“But he’s not just any fucking kraut. You know who his uncle is? Give you three guesses and a hint. He wears a tutu and eats whole bakeries, and he commands every blue-eyed Aryan son who’s tried to kill us these last two glorious years.”

“Shut up, Pat,” Arneson said through gritted teeth.

“Come on, kid. He didn’t seem all that shook up to come home to all of this, did he? Any real kind of American would’ve fallen to his knees and begged God’s forgiveness, and he would’ve let us go home to see to our families, is all I’m saying. But not our true-blue son of Wotan, Captain Carl Schwering…except his name ain’t Schwering, it’s—”

“Shut up, you dumb fucking paddy,” Arneson growled. You don’t know what all of this is, and you’d lose what’s left of your mind if you did, he thought.

“Maybe he’s been playing us all for saps all along, and just used us to fly one last mission to plant the Nazi flag on this mess. That place he’s taking us now, you know I heard guys say they were working on some kind of super-bomb there, and now that’s where we’re going. What the hell for? There’s nobody left to bomb. If there’s a German left to fight, I’m starting to think maybe we’re following him.”

Arneson snapped at Ruiz, “Take the wheel.” He stood and twisted in his seat and punched Harrigan in the nose as hard as he could. The roaring Irishman fell off the bench and flopped flat on his back in the road, rolling and tumbling into the dark.

He was pinned in Brewer’s headlight. The motorcycle swerved and the corporal laid the bike down trying to dodge the tumbling sergeant.

The whole convoy screeched to a halt. “What the hell happened?” Schwering jumped off his bike and ran back to where Kirazian stopped beside Brewer.

“The sergeant,” Ruiz said helpfully, “he fall out the jeep.”

The Captain looked at Arneson, whose face gave up everything.

Brewer was scraped up and hit his head on the pavement, but seemed no worse for wear. Harrigan had a broken arm, nose and jaw, but he seemed hale enough to try to strangle Arneson as they carried him to the truck. Tucked in beside Cowles and their water, rations and fuel, the sergeant insisted on holding onto a Thompson.

“We don’t stop again,” Schwering said, and then they heard it.

It sounded like a train coming down the road.

And then it sounded like a dozen trains.

And then a hundred.

Kirazian backed up his bike to aim the headlight down the highway to the east. The dark ate up the light like India ink soaking into yellow paper, but something was coming.

The pavement trembled. The ascending howl broke up into a clattering, gobbling din Brewer said sounded like a thousand Thanksgiving turkeys.

Schwering gunned his Harley and took off with Norman close behind him. Arneson fumbled the starter on the jeep. Ruiz climbed into the back and began poking around the machinegun.

“Do you know how to work that?” Arneson shouted.

“Don’t you know how to work this?” Ruiz pointed at the Jeep.

Baskin honked the truck’s horn, the lumbering three-ton hulk bearing down on them. The starter caught and the Jeep took off just ahead of the grumbling truck.

They were going flat-out at fifty when something passed them. It was taller than a man, the size of a horse, but it ran upright. It pivoted in front of the Jeep and danced through the headlight beams without a stitch of a clue as to what it was. Silvery black and pink flesh, it was flesh, moving so goddamn fast—

Ruiz screamed, “Correcaminos!” and squeezed the trigger. The machinegun chopped at the darkness, bucking and throwing fire into the canopy behind them, missing whatever thundered down the road in the dark all around them.

Arneson screamed to watch for the truck. Something slammed into the Jeep on the passenger side. They caromed helplessly off it and swerved onto the left shoulder.

Arneson fought the skid, tried to keep the Jeep from stalling, but he still saw more than he bargained for.

They were birds, of a sort.

Buzz Arneson had been to museums with his mother and seen the skeletons of the thunder lizards, with their alligator jaws and long necks and massive tails, and the things that paced him in the dark had no upper limbs to speak of, but no tails, either, and their jaws were long cruelly curved beaks. More like ostriches, or those desert birds, roadrunners, but big enough he had to spin the wheel left again to avoid smashing into one of the hideous things. Instead of feathers, they had spiny, silvery quills all over their naked, cancerous hides, and no eyes that he could see, unless the glittering muddy black buttons all over them were eyes, and not tumors. The Jeep glanced off the racing thing, which reared up and shrieked at him with two stunted heads growing from its wattled neck.

Ruiz fired into its faces and chopped them both off. The thing went on running several more paces before its legs tangled and it fell, only to be overtaken by three more.

Arneson feinted left and swerved right, slamming one of the hideous birds hard enough it belly-flopped and went under the wheels of the truck. Ahead of them, he saw sparks and streaks of gunfire and the drunkenly ducking, weaving cones of their headlight beams. They were straying ahead, racing the horrible things, leaving them behind. Arneson hit the gas, but several roadrunners skipped backwards in front of them. One leapt onto the hood of the Jeep. Ruiz shot it, but also cut down their windshield.

They were leaving the truck behind. Over his shoulder, he saw the other two bikes trying vainly to block a half dozen of the monsters. Kirazian stood up on the pegs, his top hat still mashed down on his head, and lit a short-fuse on a stick off his cigar, flung it ahead of them and veered right, then slewed left into the path of his own dynamite. Three roadrunners peeled off the truck to pursue him. The dynamite exploded underneath one of them, fouling another so they went down and fell into the black. The third flapped stubby wings to vault up and catch at Kirazian’s tuxedo jacket with claws like a fistful of sickles. He almost went over the handlebars, but Brewer shot the thing off his back with his sidearm, skidding to the shoulder and kicking a roadrunner in the rubs to rebound back into the path of the truck.

Ruiz kept firing at them until the gun jammed or ran out of bullets, Arneson couldn’t see. He handed the kid his revolver. The road was littered with bird carcasses. He hit one and nearly stalled, had to gun the engine to clear the carcass, which collapsed with a bird’s alarming fragility under the bumper.

The truck’s horn sounded and stayed on. “Your friends stop,” Ruiz said. Arneson looked back and stood on the brake. A roadrunner slammed into their spare tire and staggered away. Ruiz shot it twice with the revolver, but only aggravated it.

The truck skidded to a stop. Baskin lay facedown on the wheel. His side of the windshield was misted with blood and brains.

The roadrunners had torn away much of the canvas canopy over the bed. Harrigan leaned against a crate, spraying a crowd of huge mouths like a clutch of hideous baby birds with the Thompson. When the drum emptied, he reversed it and stove in the skull of the nearest bird-thing. Another one snapped at him and nipped away one of his arms like a licorice whip. Harrigan fell back on the crate. “Get out, Cowlick,” he said, and rolled the sick corporal out of the truck. Brewer was off his bike and running for him when the last three roadrunners leapt onto the bed of the truck to wet their beaks in Harrigan’s blood.

Harrigan stuck a pistol into the open beak of a roadrunner and fired a flare down its throat. The monster’s neck exploded and the headless thing leapt up and clawed Harrigan’s guts out in one deft scoop.

A spark from the flare must have hit the gasoline. The bed of the truck went up in a red, filthy sunrise, the sound like God slamming a door knocked all of them flat on their asses.

Bernstein came stumbling up to the Jeep with a bloody map and a revolver in his hands. “He just…he just stopped and he said, ‘I’m sorry,’ and he…just…”

“We should go,” Kirazian said. “It can’t go on like this…”

Brewer took off with Cowles riding pillion, but drew up less than fifty yards away when he saw a lone motorcycle coming back. It had a cow skull on the handlebars.

Arneson jumped out of the Jeep. They should get the fuck out of here, there could be more of them or worse, and all this carrion would attract them sooner or later, but…

The rider jumped off the gore-smeared Harley and ripped the balaclava off his grim, impassive face.

“Cap went down,” said Norman, who lit a cigarette and inhaled once, then stubbed it out and pointed at Arneson. “Wants to talk to you.”

“You left him?” Arneson started to run.

“He’s not going anywhere,” Norm said.

He found Schwering lying in the ditch on the right side of the road, about a hundred feet short of his bike. He’d tried to come back after he crashed it, on a mangled leg, with blood coming out his mouth, nose and one ear.

“I’m fine—lemme alone…” The pilot gnashed his teeth and pushed him away when Arneson tried to lift him. “Only slow you down…Get us all killed.”

“We’re not leaving you behind.” Arneson pushed on a patch of road rash on Schwering’s knee, gasped with relief when the officer winced and hit him. His spine was okay, but his ribs…His chest was eggplant-toned with internal bleeding pooling in his belly.

“You are leaving me, and that’s an order.”

“I don’t have to listen to your orders anymore.”

“Listen to this, Buzz.” Schwering cocked his pistol and put it in Arneson’s ear.

“God damn it…”

“Yeah, God damn it all.” Schwering sat back, biting his lip, rested the gun on his lap. “You know, I knew why the FBI pulled strings to put you on my plane. You were too young and too dumb to pass the flight test on your own, but they picked you because some twitch in your record told them you’d put a bullet through my right eye if I ever so much as farted sauerkraut, am I right?”

Arneson looked back down the road. The jungle was making strange and terrible sounds, but nothing like before, and the other men stood silhouetted against the bonfire of the truck. Sgt. Pat Harrigan, engineer and radio operator; Sgt. David Baskin, top-turret gunner. It was a miracle they weren’t all dead. That’s what a true believer would do, he’d look for some sign that some half-witted, crooked sadistic monstrosity of a titanic demiurge was tipping the scales in their favor, if only to decant them into hotter water.

“They were right,” Schwering said.

Arneson’s neck snapped around so fast something tore inside it. “What?”

“I was a spy for the Third Reich. It’s all true.”

“Goddamn you, shut up.”

“I telegraphed our runs to my uncle at High Command. Why the hell d’you think we never lost a man? Because we were expected. We were marked. They were terrified to be the one who shot down der Reichsmarschall’s precious nephew.”

Arneson reached for his own pistol, but slapped empty leather. “I’d do it now, if I could. You’re just making this up so we’ll leave you…”

“No. You’d be stupid not to leave me. But I need you to finish the mission.” Struggling to peel off his fleece-lined flight jacket, he dropped the pistol, which Arneson picked up.

“Oh leave off with the games, Buzz, I’m about to die.” He fought his arm out of one sleeve and nearly fainted. Arneson helped him out of the leather jacket.

“What’s the mission, sir?”

“We…You’re going to Los Alamos. It’s near Santa Fe. It’s where they’re building the bomb. The Nazis had people working on a bomb, too, along with a bunch of other, crazy shit that confused science with magic. They were all dead or vanished by the time our boys got there, but Army intelligence heads found some formula they think was responsible for what happened. They think we can use it…Maybe to do to them what they did to us, or maybe to make it stop…”

“Where is it? Why didn’t they just…?”

“All of the bombers had somebody carrying it…” His bloodied hands fumbled with the quilted interior, ripped away a false label to reveal a waterproof pouch sewn into the lining. “We just…got lucky…”

Arneson refused to take the jacket, laid it over the captain. “God damn it, you goldbricks! Bring the Jeep up for the captain!”

“Fucking…kid…” Schwering coughed and gagged, seizing up or perhaps deliberately choking on his own blood. Arneson fought to clear his airway, was rewarded with a belch and a chuckle.

“I had to do it. They found out I changed my name, too. Your family’s got nothing on mine, sir. Good people, scholars…but the things they learned, the things they had to do…I had to get away from it. But you can’t get away from what you are, can you?”

The jeep pulled up beside them and Bernstein came with the first aid kit, but the captain never answered.

They drove for three days.

They turned north and passed through dead, empty towns and forts where their commerce was clearly unwelcome. They found gasoline a day outside the San Antonio jungle, and offered to trade a thousand dollars in U.S. dollars and British pounds sterling. The trader tried to take their bikes and the crew ended up killing the trader and his two stooges, and a legless pig that may well have been the brains of the whole operation.

At Fort Stockton, they passed through a battlefield like another Bulge, with shattered tanks and half-tracks and hills of indifferently burned, naked infantrymen. At first, Bernstein was confused, because he could only see American vehicles and dead dogfaces. It took a minute to accept the truth.

They followed Highway 10 and skirted El Paso’s seething cloud forest and turned north into a desolate, lunar landscape they welcomed for its sterile familiarity. Nothing for the abominable forces that ruined America to work with, out here. The weathered buttes and volcanic cones remained unchanged, but they had always been hostile to humanity. The Indians out there must think the Great Spirit finally answered their prayers.

The highway took them through Albuquerque, where they saw life of a sort, even if it hid until they’d passed. Arneson, riding Cptn. Schwering’s bike, could hardly blame them. Brewer in a helmet he made out of a roadrunner beak, with a baseball bat studded with a dozen of those claws embedded in it. Kirazian still in that damned top hat, his back swaddled in bloody bandages. Ruiz in mud and blood war paint, hunkered behind the machinegun and a cigar clenched in his teeth. Norman…just Norman.

They picked a winding path up the rising terrain until they came to a tiny village on the corrugated shoulder of a great volcanic caldera. Tanks and trucks and Jeeps parked on the streets, but not a soul did they see on the streets of the strangely, desperately quaint little town that housed the most brilliant scientific minds in the world.

They came around a corner onto Main Street and found a short, white-haired man standing in the street. He wore a conservative suit and a battered fedora, and smoked a hand-rolled cigarette. He waved to the pack of motorcycles as if they were expected guests.

Arneson jumped off the Harley and walked up to the man who was not as old as he’d thought at first, but his hair was coarse and white, his face deeply lined. His eyes sparkled as he asked Lt. Arneson if he had anything for him.

Arneson pressed the waterproof pouch into his hand. “We were the only plane that got through, and half of us didn’t make it. Whatever this is…” he looked around. He saw silhouettes in houses, a man standing on his porch down the street with arm raised in greeting, but he hadn’t lowered it or moved since they arrived. A mockup to confuse spies, maybe, with mannequins. The wind changed, and he smelled the houses.

“It’s supposed to stop whatever the Germans did to us,” Arneson finished.

The man opened the pouch and looked at the celluloid and paper sheets, at densely inked mathematical formulae and arcane diagrams that seemed to writhe off the page when the eye caught them at the right angle. “Why, young fool,” the scientist said, “the Germans didn’t do this to America.” He laughed and tucked the packet under one arm and turned to lead them into a big red schoolhouse.

“We did it.”

Arneson looked around just as Cowles screamed. Something punctured his neck, like a massive bee sting; it swelled and he swooned to the ground.

Arneson, Norman and Kirazian drew their sidearms and shot the scientist. Head bowed, his slender body accepted the bullets like inept but sincere compliments. “Can we please move past these pointless agonistic displays?”

Brewer went for him, but something they couldn’t see speared him by the eye, lifted him off the ground and drank him. In midair, it rendered him a hollow husk. By the time it was done, they could see what was doing it, though they didn’t want to.

A writhing pillar of claws and blood-glutted entrails, it slithered backwards, sucking in upon itself when they shot it, though it seemed not to be wounded. Cowles tried to crawl to them, but the swelling spread to his torso, which bulged and sagged until it dragged on the pavement. All awful appetite, the thing crawled back to him even as they stood over it shooting and shooting into its gelatinous body. At last, Arneson splashed the last of the gasoline from the jerry can on the Jeep, and threw Ruiz’s cigar on it. Cpl. Cowles and the thing that fed on him went out together, shrinking and shriveling into a charcoal husk in the otherwise picturesque small-town American street.

 

“Please,” the scientist said, “follow me.” A tiny giggle escaped his lips. “The final test of our ultimate hypothesis is about to be completed, and outside won’t be remotely inhabitable for…oh, speaking scientifically, I would have to say forever.”

“You see, it was the injustice of it that drove us mad…To present us with the proofs for opening up the Infinite, and the means to work godlike changes upon the face of the earth, to ease all human suffering and remake earth and sky and send men to distant worlds…and then to demand a bomb?

“You tell me,” whined the scientist, “who was really mad?”

Arneson and the others could not reply, for they were bound and gagged. A squad of buck privates in gas masks that leaked reddish ammonia vapors dragged them across the desert alongside an army of animal sacrifices—cows, pigs, chickens, dogs, cats, monkeys, baboons, pigeons in stacked, mewling moaning cages, and even several ant farms under glass. The scientist walked around the bomber crew as they approached ground zero. His eyes glittered like cobalt in the noonday sun.

They passed concentric rings of empty, unpainted houses with cars and mailboxes out front, and skeletons mounted with a master taxidermist’s care in lifelike positions throughout.

“We could have given them anything…cities on the moon, rainforests in the desert, bloody goddamned time travel, and they wanted to blow the poor Japs off the face of the map, no more, no less.

“Well, it was madness not to go mad, says I.”

Kneeling beside Arneson as if seeking a more active audience, he removed the young lieutenant’s gag. “You understand, don’t you?”

Arneson vigorously nodded.

“We would give them their destructive weapon and in the process, we would have what science has always dreamt of, without so much as daring to speak it. Like having your cake and eating it too, and what kind of hare-brained horseshit saying is that, anyhow? Why anyone would simply want to just have a cake…without eating it…” He looked lost, the eyes going dull, and he started to walk away.

“What was that?” Arneson asked.

“What? Oh, yes, thank you! To find God, yes. We would look upon the sleeping face at the center of creation, and wake him up.”

“I didn’t think you eggheads believed in God.”

“Oh, we’re skeptical, but we’re not fools. We only want proof, and such extraordinary proof as we have found, it simply cannot be described, it must be demonstrated.

“Without ever risking exposure, we made our first attempt to make a weapon of relativity. But what we made was not a bomb. It was instantaneous travel. It was a door.

“When we learned that our counterparts in Europe were closing in on the same theories, we concluded that it would be foolishness to compete, when we had more in common with each other than any of us did with the men who held our leashes. So we opened a Door, and we brought them in. We helped each other, for as long as they were useful, but in the end, once the truth became obvious, only one man’s services were still needed.

“This caused some complications here once it became impossible to hide Heisenberg’s team. We had made their puny atomic bombs, but the fools would never get to drop them.

“One week after victory was declared in Europe, we successfully opened our Door several hundred miles above where we are standing now. The light of His countenance shone upon all of this great nation for but a moment, before our reserves were depleted. And look what He hath wrought.”

Arneson thought of all the dead people posed in their houses, of the legions of abandoned military vehicles outside, stretching all the way back to Texas. All gathered and lit up as tinder to ignite this…

“You did all this just to destroy America?”

“His holy light is far more than a destructive force. It is transformative, and soon, it will transform the world.”

The rocket was like the buzz bombs the krauts threw at London, but much, much bigger, at least six stories, and it was full of people, though they were asleep as they were loaded into the nose of the rocket like they were simply another form of fuel.

“This time, we won’t just spy upon him. We’ll shake him out his sleep and perhaps even poke him in the eye, but in the end, we’ll make him a proper offering, as good pilgrims invariably must to their chosen gods.”

“You’re going to offer him all those people?”

“No, lord no! That’s ridiculous. They’re just to open the Door. I’m going to offer him the most precious thing we have…

“Our sun.”

They were tied to stakes on fine white sand dunes, less than a mile from the bunker. The scientist’s amplified voice projected the countdown over the desert, which became an unsettling guttural incantation.

The rocket ignited, thrusters thundering, the rocket lifting up with maddening slowness at first, but almost as if lifted as it clawed its way up towards the few vaporous clouds above the desert; it became a streak, and then a dot lost in the sun.

Watching it, Arneson stared into the blinding white light, reciting the formulae he’d memorized from the pouch as a mantra, a focus to draw his mind into a realm where will is matter, and matter merely shadow.

As Buzz Arneson’s great uncle mastered occulted sciences that opened or closed portals to other spheres, so his great nephew had discovered extraordinary abilities which early exploitation by his overeager father had led to scandal and dissolution of the family. Arneson changed his name to spare the Armitage clan of Arkham further humiliation, but also to throw off those who had taken a sinister interest in his unique abilities under hypnosis, particularly those from the United States government.

When the FBI tracked down Buzz Arneson, they were not interested in his reliably executing his superior officer if he turned traitor; they hoped to learn if Arneson couldn’t stop Captain Schwering without lifting a finger.

While Kirazian, Bernstein, Ruiz and Norman called to him, Arneson twitched and foamed at the mouth, staring into the sun…

But in his mind, Buzz Arneson woke up and rubbed his eyes and freed himself from his harness. The acceleration crushed him to the floor, but the rocket was rapidly approaching its terminal phase, and minutes remained before the secondary boosters would throw it into outer earth orbit.

Arneson crawled across the bulkhead of the rocket capsule, past dozens of sedated human bodies hanging like meat in a freezer, until he came to the instrument panel. There was little to control in the remotely guided rocket, but the receiver itself could be tampered with, and Arneson did so until his twitching nerveless fingers went numb and his vision was crowded with pulsing violet blobs, and then he went away.

The chanting continued, louder and faster. They were told that the rocket would reach its apogee in one hour, and then it would detonate. After that, they were on a god’s timetable, and miracles might occur all at once, or in an eyedropper of eons.

At last, Arneson vomited and twisted away from the sun. His eyes streamed tears and blood streamed from his nose.

“This is bullshit,” Kirazian snarled. “If I’m going to die, I’ll die smoking.” Wriggling out of the shackles, he lit a cigar and hobbled over to Arneson.

High in the sky, a rumble became a series of shocking detonations, and then a steadily rising howl shook the sky.

“Leave me…” Arneson said. “Leave me…”

“Where would we go?” Kirazian asked. “The whole world…Feh, most of it, He can have.”

“Let’s go to that bunker and kick that bookworm fella’s ass,” Norm said, using up his quota for the week in one throw.

“No…” Arneson rasped.

The howling grew too loud to ignore. When they looked up, the sun seemed to be falling from the sky on their heads. Kirazian rushed to pick the lock on Arneson’s shackles and moved to Bernstein when the blazing rocket came tumbling out of the sky like a spent firework and smashed into the bunker.

The explosion displaced a skyscraper’s worth of sand. The shockwave flung Kirazian ass over teakettle fifteen feet and finally swept away his top hat. The others received second-degree burns. Arneson’s eyesight returned within a few hours, by which time the four survivors of the last B-17G of the 303rd Bombardment Group of the Mighty Eighth had slogged back to the ghost town of Los Alamos to refuel their motorcycles. Before they left, Arneson and the others painted the backs of their jackets with the name the crew of 30338-B had once proudly painted on the nose of their Flying Fortress.

Hell’s Angels.
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MASSACHUSETTS, 1851

THE ROAR HAD BEEN GOING ON WITHOUT CEASE FOR THREE SOLID days now.

It came from out to sea, but it rolled through the streets of New Bedford like an unbroken boom of thunder, causing people to speak very loudly or even yell to be heard in conversation, causing people to stuff their ears at night with little balls of candle wax so they might sleep, or try to sleep. The roar was so deep in tone it rumbled inside one’s body like a vibration, though occasionally there would be overlapping notes, layers of other sounds. One of these was like a sustained blast, or series of blasts, on a trumpet…carrying from far away but abrupt enough to make one flinch. Superimposed over these sudden bleats and the consistent roar, there might be a crystalline ringing sound which penetrated one’s ears like icicles. Usually, however, it was just the baritone roar.

“Perhaps it is a snore, not a roar,” Nathanial Hittle said to Charlotte, who had early on invited all the ship’s crew to call her by the nickname her husband, Captain Grigg, used, which was Lottie. Nathanial in turn had asked her to call him Nate.

“I am sorry—what did you say?” she cried, tilting her pretty head toward him. She had come to see him in his parents’ home, to insure that he had fully recovered from the illness he had suffered aboard the Coinchenn.

“I said,” Nate shouted, “perhaps it is a snore, not a roar!” Lottie Grigg still looked confused, so he explained, “What I mean is, perhaps the thing is sleeping.”

“Ah! But what I have heard said is, the Fallen were sleeping, but at that time they were absent from our world. When they awoke, they came to be among us.”

“It was but a joke,” Nate said.

Lottie, perhaps not having heard him, went on speaking with the projection of a stage actress who wanted the last rows to hear her. “My husband tells me they simply move far more slowly than we do, because the current of time they live in is not the same time we occupy. The Fallen are here with us temporally in the sense of the body, but not temporally when we speak of time.”

Was the captain such an expert on these entities, then? Being seen by society as superior to the common man—certainly, Grigg perceived himself to be, and impressed that belief upon his crew—was he privy to knowledge that the likes of Nate and even Mrs. Grigg were not?

“So I have heard it said, as well,” Nate said, edging a little closer to Lottie so that she might hear him better, though that was not the only reason he wished to minimize the space between them. “Which is why this roar causes me concern. This is the longest yet heard from one of them, at least to my knowledge. What might be only a short cry to this creature—say, a brief exclamation of rage or dismay, or some emotion utterly inconceivable to us—for us could go on for days longer. Or weeks. What if it goes on for years? What if it never stops?”

“Oh, please don’t say it!” Lottie pressed a hand to her chest, unconsciously covering the vein-shot pendant she wore, and laughed nervously. “I am sure I should go mad!”

Nate stared at the hand she had flattened against her body. He could remember holding it when she had administered to him during his illness aboard the ship. She had offered it to him, soft and warm, her fingers squeezing tight, his sweat transferring itself to her palm as his fever turned delirious. How he ached to reach out, lift it from her breast, and take hold of it again. He murmured, too softly for her to hear, “I trust we would all go mad.”

He cocked his head toward the window, its panes shivering so subtly one would need to lay their fingertips against them to realize it. More loudly, he asked, “Do you suppose it is angry that we are cutting into it?”

“Oh, they are so immense, Nate, I scarcely think our labors are any more to them than the bite of a flea. And we have been doing so for all this time. You are too young to recall—they were here a year before your birth—but I clearly remember the day this one and all the rest appeared, though I was but six years old then. They have been here for two decades, and we began harvesting from them more than fifteen years ago, without any objection or opposition throughout.”

Why must she remind him of their difference in years? As if she were his mother’s age, and not so young, still, and so beautiful. But then, the difference in years between her husband and herself was even greater, was it not?

He replied, “You said so yourself…they are in a slower flow of time than our own. These cries began only several years ago, and they have gradually become louder and longer. Perhaps they are only now feeling the cutting.” After a pensive pause, he added, “And if a flea bites my flesh, my impulse is to catch it between my nails, and crush it.”

“I see your meaning. Yet even if they are angered, with these beasts being so ponderous it might be generations more before our descendants feel their wrath…and by then, they will have hopefully found a means to defend themselves from them. Or even to kill them.”

“One may hope,” Nate said, “indeed.”

There was an uncomfortable moment of silence…if it could be considered silence, with that incessant cry. “Well…” Lottie began, as if to call an end to her visit.

“I have something for you,” Nate blurted, where before he hadn’t known whether he would have the courage to present his gift. “Something I began aboard the ship, and only finished last night. It is a small token of my gratitude, for your great kindness in caring for me.”

“Oh!” Lottie said, as he turned away from her. When he turned back, he proffered a sphere, and she took it into her own hands delicately.

It was a souvenir from the harvesting: an orb about the size of a large orange, such a pure white it seemed almost luminous, but this quality had marked it as unsuitable for its potential use. A good orb—called a scrying ball—would be transparent, though with black veins throughout as if it had cracked inside. The milk orbs, as they were called, were only good for breaking down and shaping into buttons, knickknacks, or faux pearls like those that made up the necklace Lottie wore, from which hung a pendant fashioned from a polished oval fragment of a damaged scrying ball. Because of their limited value, seamen were often allowed to keep a milk orb and craft it into scrimshaw. This was what Nate had done, in the idle hours when there had been no chores, no harvesting going on.

Using his pocketknife, and a needle one of the ship’s sailmakers had given him, into the naturally glossy surface of the milk orb Nate had etched an image of a mermaid, rising up from the waves so that most of her scaly, sinuous tail was out of the water, and its finned end poking up to one side of her. She was nude, but her long hair covered her breasts. In the background a shoreline was suggested: a sketchy silhouette of the rooftops and steeples of New Bedford, while a few gulls glided in the sky. He had popped out the lines of the etching with soot he had collected from the ship’s stove.

Lottie’s gaze was fixed on the ball in the palms of her hands and Nate wondered if she had focused on the mermaid’s face in particular. The vibration of the roar from out to sea got inside his heart.

She looked up, her expression subtly nervous, Nate felt, but her eyes wide and gleaming, and she said, “It is so beautiful, Nate. I had no idea you were in possession of such an artistic gift. You must have spent many hours working on this.”

“I only wish it were more beautiful.” To do you proper justice, he wished he could say, but his throat locked up. It was already as if he had placed his quaking heart into her hands.

“Are you certain you want me to have this?”

“I could not be more certain. It is an expression of my…my high regard for you, Lottie.”

“I shall cherish it, Nate.” Her eyes still shone brightly. Had they even blinked since they had first taken in the sphere? He prayed the strange intensity of her expression denoted affection, and not discomfort. He couldn’t tell. He had no frame of reference; a woman had never loved him.

Did she love that husband of hers? If so, he must be a different man with her than he was with his crew. There was another nineteen-year-old crewman aboard Grigg’s ship, Dobbin Coates, with whom Nate had grown up in New Bedford. One morning Dobbin was too sickened by an excessive intake of smuggled whiskey the night before to perform his duties, and on top of that in his drunkenness he had spread around a scandalous rumor about the captain. To make an example of him Grigg had punished the young man with lashes from “the captain’s daughter,” as it was nicknamed: a cat o’ nine tails. Grigg had assembled the entire crew on the deck to witness the punishment, and he himself had wielded the cat. This had been during the journey before last; Mrs. Grigg had not been aboard on that occasion.

This most recent excursion of the Coinchenn, just past, had been Lottie’s first time accompanying her husband. Had he requested that she join him, or had it been her idea? Though a former three-masted whaling ship, usually with a crew of thirty-five, the Coinchenn did not undertake journeys lasting three years as many whaling vessels of similar size did. Under those circumstances, one might imagine why a captain’s wife would prefer to endure hardship rather than be apart from her man for so long a time. But the Coinchenn, a harvester that sailed out only to the one nearby Fallen, was seldom out of New Bedford’s harbor for more than a few weeks; a month at the longest. Was it really that she couldn’t bear to be away from her husband for even so short a duration? Nate preferred to believe it was that she was simply too bored at home alone, especially as she had no children. Or could it be, he wondered, that Grigg was too jealous a man and too threatened by Lottie’s beauty to trust her, any longer, to be alone on the mainland for an extended period?

In any case, Lottie had taken on various duties on her first voyage, helping to wash and mend clothing, to cook, and to tend to the sick. Thus had she come to care for Nate when he had fallen ill and become confined to his bunk in the forecastle, in the ship’s bow, sitting close beside him on his sea chest. On one occasion, when his fever was at its worst, holding his hand and speaking to him soothingly…tenderly.

“I really must be returning home,” she said, briefly touching his arm. “Please, I would like to say goodbye to your charming mother before I depart. It was a pleasure meeting her.”

“Certainly,” Nate said, sweeping his arm for Lottie to precede him. She did so, holding the milk orb in front of her belly in both hands as if to protect it from dropping, shattering.

Following her from the living room in which they had talked, Nate couldn’t have felt more heartsick to see Lottie leave for her expensive house up on the hill overlooking town than if he had been her husband setting sail on a three year whaling voyage.

 

Captain Simon Grigg had a wharf named after him, Grigg’s Wharf, and there he owned a building in which associated businesses rented space. Among them were the counting office of harvesting merchant Charles Bradford, and the shipsmith shop of Joseph Morgan, who fashioned ironwork for whaling and harvesting vessels, and the sail loft of John Mallory, who had prospered by changing his technique—that is, the material from which he made his sails —fifteen years earlier. This large stone building also of course housed the office of Captain Grigg himself, and it was here he had summoned Nate today.

Being a mere foremast hand, the lowest caste of a harvester’s or whaler’s crew, Nate had never been inside this building before, let alone his captain’s office. When Grigg called out for him to enter, Nate found the man—dark-haired and bearded, forty-six years old—sitting behind his desk and moving a circular magnetic block across a plate of metal that rested in front of his scrying device. “Good afternoon, my boy,” Grigg said, looking up. He caught Nate craning his neck in an attempt to get a better look at the brass-housed instrument that squatted atop the desk. “Have you never seen one of these before?”

“Not closely, sir,” Nate replied, loudly enough to be heard over the roar.

“Come here.” Grigg gestured. “Come, come…do not be shy.”

Nate approached the desk, came around to its side and saw the scrying device from the front. Its upright circular glass screen appeared foggy at its outer edge, but toward its center the image became much sharper. What he saw was the bustling waterfront of New Bedford, and a denuded forest of ships’ masts with their sails furled, seen from on high. A gull fluttered past very close, and Nate flinched, startled. He might have thought he was looking out through a window, such as a porthole in a ship’s hull. He knew, though, this was an image transmitted to the device by a scrying ball, fixed in a kind of crow’s nest atop the tallest mast of the docked Coinchenn.

“See here,” Grigg said, and he again moved the magnetic disc across the metal plaque in front of him. The viewpoint on the glass screen shifted, turned to gaze out toward the mouth of Buzzards Bay and the open sea beyond. It was a clear day, and on the far line of the horizon as if painted upon the sky loomed the white double pillars of the Fallen, colossal and misted with distance. “A God’s eye view of three hundred and sixty degrees. And then there is this.” Grigg reached to a knob carved from a milk orb and turned it with a click. From inside the instrument’s brass housing there came the brief ticking of a delicate mechanism, though it went unheard under the circumstances.

Now the screen was a window with an altogether different view: the shadowy, subtly undulating depths of the water of New Bedford Harbor. This view was projected to the scrying device by another veined ball mounted on the ship’s lower surface. Again, the view shifted as if a great eye was turning in its socket as Grigg moved the magnet. There was, of course, no accompanying sound to these visuals.

“The gifts the Fallen have given us, eh? This is what we strive for, both you and I, in our own ways. I imagine you have never seen the source of this magic? The brain of such a machine, as it were?”

“I have not, sir.”

Grigg rose from his rich leather chair and leaned forward to open a hinged door on one side of the scrying device’s base. He pinched the edge of a panel slotted into the machine’s interior and drew it out a little ways. It was like a canvas mounted in a small metal picture frame, and there were three others like it slotted into grooves inside, horizontal and close together. Their material, stretched taut inside these picture frames, was white like canvas, in fact, but black veins of various thickness squiggled across the whiteness. Grigg couldn’t, or didn’t dare, pull the panel out all the way for fear of stressing those particular veins, perhaps two dozen, that had reached out from this panel to its neighbor and created connections. These sheets of material joined each other spontaneously over time, as if mindlessly trying to mend the body from which they had been removed.

“Turning a knob, as you saw me do, changes very slightly the nearness of one panel to another, thus varying the perspective. But the means of calculating such things is more than this humble seaman can explain,” Grigg said. “Do they remind you of anything, these fillets?”

“Yes, sir. Our sails.”

“Exactly. And we have yet to discover all the uses for the substances of the Fallen. Might we make living clothing from their tissues, that heat us when we are cold, cool us when we are hot, as our own flesh protects us? Pages in books that spell out to us the knowledge of the Fallen, their own living nerves forming words? It causes one’s imagination to soar, does it not?”

“Yes, sir.”

In fact, Grigg’s words reminded Nate of the story Dobbin Coates had shared with himself and others when he’d been drunk, the story that had got his flesh scored with the “captain’s daughter.” Dobbin had been tasked with bringing to the captain’s cabin two bottles of wine from the supplies, while Grigg and his officers were dining. Dobbin claimed he had seen Grigg quickly cover up with a domed plate cover a platter heaped with veiny white slabs of meat. But…if the flesh of the Fallen was edible, why wouldn’t that be common knowledge? Wasn’t there enough of it to be made available to all folk; wouldn’t such an enterprise reap great reward? Or was it, as Dobbin had suggested, that the meat imparted special qualities or knowledge to those who partook of it, joined them in some exclusive brotherhood, like a demonic communion?

Grigg said, with an alteration of tone that betrayed bitterness, “These gifts are the least they can do for us, as we are now forced to endure this maddening call.” He slid the panel back into place, closed the compartment and seated himself behind his desk again. “In any case…First Mate Denton tells me you declined to sign aboard for our next excursion. Why is that? Have you found other work?”

Nate found it odd that someone of such low status as himself would cause the captain any concern. Weren’t young men like himself, eager for work, only too readily found? It wasn’t as though he were a more experienced and valuable crewman like one of the four mates who took control of the small harvesting boats, or the ship’s carpenter, blacksmith, or even cook. Though he stood in an erect stance before the older man, inside he fidgeted. “I have not yet acquired other work, sir,” he replied, “though I have made inquiries.” He had hoped to sound respectful rather than defensive, but had only succeeded in sounding vague.

“I asked you why you do not care to sign onto the Coinchenn again.”

Nate stumbled over his words as he answered, “As the Coinchenn sets sail again next week, I fear I am too weak as yet from my recent illness to return to sea so soon.”

“Is that it?” Grigg cocked his head a little. “It is not that you dislike working under my command, is it, Mr. Hittle?”

“No, sir,” Nate said. “It is as I say.”

“Really? Well, you look recovered enough to me, my lad. I fear you are making a mistake. I had my eye on you for better work this time out, as one of the flensemen.”

“Yes, sir?”

“Indeed. Think of your mother, Mr. Hittle. She is a widow, is she not? Dependent upon you these days?”

“That is true,” Nate said uncomfortably. How did he know? Did he know everyone in New Bedford, and everything about them, like some omnipresent god?

“Then would you reconsider?”

“Well, I…” Nate hesitated. He did as a matter of fact dislike working under Simon Grigg’s command. He knew no foremast hand who didn’t. But being a flenseman would mean a better wage, if still a minor one compared to what Grigg or even his four officers made. He did indeed have his mother to think of. And there were, of course, the weeks he would get to spend again in proximity to Lottie, though he didn’t see how they could interact in any private sort of way as long as his health was sound. Still, just to see her again here and there, most every day…if only to exchange quick pleasantries…

He said, “I suppose it would be foolish of me not to accept such an opportunity.”

“I would have to agree. Then you accept? Excellent. I caution you, though, not to grow ill again, because Mrs. Grigg will not be aboard on our next voyage to nurse you, if you do.” Grigg smiled as if harmlessly teasing the young man, but it was as though he had just spied upon Nate’s thoughts. “I instructed her to remain home this time, after her little experiment accompanying us last time. Even on such a short voyage, I fear the conditions aboard a working ship are too harsh for a creature as delicate as she. Do you agree that this is best?”

Nate wondered how his opinion could matter to the man. “I suppose so, sir,” he said at last, probably too softly to be heard over the thunderous growl.

“And her charms, I think, prove too distracting to my men as they go about their work.” He chuckled. “Speaking of Mrs. Grigg’s beauty, that was a remarkable gift you gave her—the carven orb. She neglected to show it to me, but I caught sight of it nonetheless and she then revealed to me its source. I had no idea you were so talented, Mr. Hittle. Impressive work. I especially admired how you gave to that fetching unclothed mermaid my wife’s own face. A remarkable likeness.”

Nate’s internal fidgeting had turned to writhing, and he felt the flesh of his face burning as if his recent fever had returned. “Thank you,” he said.

“You no doubt imprinted her face upon your memory, like a work of scrimshaw itself, during those feverish hours in which you two were alone in the crew quarters. Alas, a delicate thing, that orb. My wife mishandled it, and it fell.” Grigg pulled open a drawer in front of him, scooped out its contents in his hands and deposited them on top of his desk. They looked like the shards of a large shattered eggshell.

It was the milk orb Nate had etched as a gift for Lottie, broken into three large chunks and a number of smaller fragments. On the largest chunk, the mermaid had been bisected at the waist, losing her fishy tail altogether. Just seeing this one piece, one might have believed the image was of a nude woman of a less fantastical nature. Nate stared at this woman…the meticulously scratched likeness of Lottie. The milk orbs, though breakable, were not fragile like glass. Multiple times he had seen them and freshly incised scrying balls alike, still slick with slime, dropped to the deck without shattering or even chipping. He thought one might have to throw such a globe with great force, or even strike it with a hammer repeatedly, to bring about this damage.

“My wife was saddened at her clumsiness, and extends her apology to you,” Grigg said. “I know you two are quite fond of each other, Mr. Hittle, so I would hope this accidental loss of your gift to her is not too distressing for you.”

Nate lifted his gaze from the broken sphere to the hard, watching spheres of Grigg’s eyes. “When I can, I shall make her a new one.”

Grigg’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he smiled again. “Ah…so you are not easily discouraged. A commendable trait, Mr. Hittle. I see more in you than most men would, I think. Yes…I see right into you.” He pushed the broken pieces across the desk. “Why not take these, then, and copy what you can from them.”

Nate collected up the fragments into both hands and held them in front of him, the way Lottie had held the intact globe as if cupping a gravid belly.

“Talk to Denton, then,” Grigg said, “to work out the details of your new assignment. It is good to have you aboard again, my lad. I hope you will come to see me as something of a father to you, and approach me with any concern you might have.” Grigg was still smiling, as though this kind offer were merely a joke…a reminder that his own father was dead, drowned after the sinking of his boat when the whale he had harpooned had capsized it.

“Thank you, Captain,” Nate said tightly, turning away to leave the man’s office. With his hands full, he paused awkwardly before the door’s handle.

“Allow me.” Grigg jumped out of his seat and came around his desk to open the door for Nate. He clapped the young man on the back as he departed.

 

When Grigg fell into his chair again, he leaned forward with his elbows on the desk and clamped his palms tightly over his ears, squeezing his eyes shut hard and emitting a long hiss through clenched teeth. “Fucking hell,” he said. “Blasted fucking hell. You will drive me mad, do you hear? Do you hear me, demon?”

He lifted his head and looked up at the scrying device’s screen. “I will cut you again,” he muttered to himself. “I will cut you myself, infernal beast.” As he said this he clicked the white knob that had been carved from a milk orb, and returned to the view he had been watching just before he had admitted that very clever, very hungry boy Nathanial Hittle into his office.

Lottie was wearing the necklace of faux pearls, with its pendant that was a shard of a scrying ball, as he had instructed her to always do. He could tell because the image transmitted to his screen floated here and there throughout their home on the hill overlooking New Bedford, the point of view of a disembodied spirit. He had ordered her to never remove the necklace when they were not together, and in recent months whenever they’d been apart he had watched her movements on this screen or on the screen of his scrying device aboard the Coinchenn more frequently and for longer and longer periods each day.

This was how he had known Hittle had given her the etched milk orb. He had watched them together in Hittle’s mother’s home, though he hadn’t been able to hear them. He hadn’t seen Lottie’s face when she accepted the gift, but he had seen Hittle’s face when he offered it to her, offered it like his rigid cock in his hand. And she hadn’t told him about the gift later, oh of course not, but Grigg had confronted her and she couldn’t deny it…she knew that he had seen it. Yet she had tried to hide it from him at first, hadn’t she, stupid girl?

And she had wept when he had smashed it. Wept.

“Whore,” Grigg said, watching her activities as if from her own viewpoint through the pendant that lay upon her bosom—his gift to her. “Fucking whore,” he muttered.

He’d told her never to remove the necklace even when she lay sleeping. Even when she sat to do her private business. Even when she bathed…especially when she bathed. Watching her prepare lunch for herself now, he instead imagined her pushing the pendant inside of her body, and then pressing the pearls into herself one by one. Then drawing them out again, popping them out of her slick oyster in a long slow procession, with the pendant, that veiny eye, showing him the interior of her body the whole time. Emerging at last like a newborn thing.

As he pictured this in his mind, and watched the innocuous actions of her small pale hands that the screen showed him, he masturbated violently under his desk until he rubbed himself raw, and he cried out as he spurted like some wounded and inconsolable animal.

 

The Fallen off the coast of Massachusetts, resting stationary on the floor of the Atlantic with only a small portion of its incomprehensible body protruding above the surface—much like a gigantic iceberg—soared tall as a mountain that had been pared down to two identical bone-white columns. The lengths of these slightly curved, knob-topped pillars were oddly ridged and crenulated, with rows of far-spaced deep sockets. Some speculated they were the tops of two tightly folded wings.

The enormous white columns were hard like bone, in fact, and resisted the axes of human beings. Between them, though, a subtly rounded mass as extensive as an island, also pallid but smooth and featureless—aside from webs of black veins, some of them as thick around as tree trunks—was composed of a softer, rubbery matter. It was at this island of flesh that the local harvesters always labored.

From the deck of the Coinchenn, Nate watched as four small boats commanded by the ship’s mates moored themselves to the edge of the living island, spaced evenly from each other. They had chosen a portion of the rim that was smooth. The area they had harvested from on their last excursion, on the opposite side of the immense protrusion, was still somewhat concave where it continued to heal. On that side, a thick congregation of gulls salted the island’s surface or hovered and wheeled above it, still picking at the great wound. Nate remembered Dobbin’s story, and wondered what dizzying secrets the gulls might see and know, causing them perhaps to feast more avidly.

For several hours, the boat crews—a total of twenty-four men, now standing on the island like the gulls—hacked and sawed and arduously pried loose a long, elliptical segment of that white, vein-laced rubbery flesh, as large a chunk as the body of a humpback whale. Over the next few weeks, on regular sorties as weather permitted, similar fillets of flesh would be carved free.

Nate watched the whole while, the masts of the Coinchenn towering over him, their sails furled as the ship rested at anchor. Those sails were themselves thin sheets cut from the body of the Fallen, white as paper but covered in a mad calligraphy of ink-black veins, this material lighter but stronger than the canvas sails of old. In his cabin, Captain Grigg could cause these sail membranes to contract tightly against their yards and spars—or unfurl and open wide again—by transmitting commands to them on a machine much like his scrying device. Some of the crewmen Nate had talked with felt the veins in the snowy tissues were actually sensitive nerves, especially since the Fallen never bled when it was cut into.

The only drawback to the material was that eventually time caught up with it and it died and rotted, as did even the interconnected panels inside scrying devices and their ilk, requiring replacement with freshly harvested matter.

A veteran flenseman named Warrick, who would be training Nate, had said to him before the ship set sail from New Bedford Harbor, “Those above our lowly station know more about the Fallen and what the pieces of them can do than they will ever admit to us, Nathanial.”

Nate was anxious to begin his first work as a flenseman, but it was more a nervous anxiousness than eagerness. He was all the more agitated by their nearness to the very source of the roar, which seemed to emanate from the Fallen at some point below the water. The entity’s call was so powerful here that it vibrated every bone in his body like a tuning fork, seemingly causing the plates of his skull to gnash against each other. Even with wads of wax molded into his ears he feared he would suffer permanent hearing loss. But what were they to do…wait for the roar to subside before resuming harvesting operations? What if it never did? What if it only grew louder with time?

The crew had quickly developed a crude kind of sign language, and were learning the art of reading lips.

With Warrick beside him smoking a pipe, Nate watched as buoyant floats were affixed to the hunk of flesh, which was then secured to the four boats with ropes and towed toward the mother ship, the oarsmen working in perfect unison.

Already, a swarm of gulls as frenzied as sharks was alighting on the island where the mass had been removed, as if the flesh below the surface skin was more delectable, more desirable. Until he had begun working on the Coinchenn, Nate had never seen gulls battling each other over a place at which to dine. Their hunger seemed to drive them to madness.

A cutting-stage—a platform fashioned from three wooden planks—was made ready to be lowered from the Coinchenn’s starboard side in anticipation of the prize’s arrival. Warrick nudged Nate and said, “This is it, boy. Be ready to don your monkey belt.”

Warrick wrapped himself in his own monkey belt, a wide canvas belt secured to a long rope, and then made sure Nate’s was properly fitted. Nate’s heart drummed faster, and however cumbersome it would have been he wished he had the broken chunk of his milk orb with him for good luck; the portion with the mermaid’s head and human torso. This shard presently resided in his sea chest, near his bunk where Lottie had tended him.

The glistening slab of flesh with its lattice of veins was brought right up alongside the Coinchenn’s starboard side. Nate continued to watch the process, but he saw Warrick turn to look behind him so he turned that way, too, and saw a figure donning another monkey belt. This man, darkly-bearded, had his head wrapped in layers and layers of white bandages, fully covering his ears and the top of his head like a turban. It took several moments for Nate to realize the man was Captain Grigg.

Grigg’s beard cracked open in a white grin and he fairly screamed over the roar, “With all respect to you, Mr. Warrick, there is no better man to teach our greenhand here than I!”

“Sir…” Warrick began.

“Do you worry about me, Mr. Warrick? I am not yet an aged invalid, am I? And my ears are fortified, sir…fortified against that wretched stentorian roar!” He clapped the seasoned flenseman on the shoulder, then turned his gaze on Nate. His too-bright eyes reminded Nate, strangely, of Lottie’s when he had given her the carven ball. “We will both cut into the beast together, will we not, my pretty young boy? Cut into this bitch together!”

Warrick looked to Nate, gave a little nod, and motioned for the young man to follow him over the rail and onto the narrow deck of the cutting-stage. A team of foremast hands made ready to lower it down to the buoyed strip of still-living flesh. Once he had his feet planted, Warrick handed Nate a blubber pike with a long, curved blade. Warrick was passed another for himself. Grigg had a tool called a boarding knife: a long-handled instrument with a long, sword-like blade. This was for poking a hole in a strip of flesh, called a “blanket,” through which a hook would be inserted so that the blanket could be hoisted up by pulleys and deposited onto the ship for further butchering before being stored in the hold.

Grigg stood between the two men, and gestured for the rope team to begin lowering the cutting-stage. Nate steadied himself with one hand on a rope, but Grigg merely stood in a wide stance, the tip of the boarding knife stuck in the cutting-stage’s floor, as the platform was lowered until it nearly touched the hulking, headless and limbless white form floating alongside the harvesting vessel.

This close to it, Nate saw that the largest of the slab’s black, branch-like “veins,” as thick around as a man’s leg, pulsated rhythmically. If not with blood, then with the thwarted circulation of some mysterious energy, or even with the entity’s thoughts?

As Warrick had coached him earlier through pantomime, Nate reached down with the blubber pike and began slicing into the flesh. Warrick started defining the opposite side of the blanket they would be excising from the hulk. Naturally, Warrick’s incision was clean and straight, whereas Nate strained more with his implement, doubled back on his cutting, the curved blade veering off course, resulting in jagged edges.

“Here, here,” Grigg bellowed, setting down his boarding knife and taking the blubber pike from Nate’s hands. “I will demonstrate!” He rescued Nate’s uncertain cut, getting it back on track neatly. Then Grigg and Warrick angled in toward each other to form one end of the blanket. The two blades scissored under this squared end, so as to free it to be lifted. Grigg retrieved his boarding knife and stabbed a hole into the strip at this point. A large hook was lowered, and Warrick got down on elbows and knees to feed this through the hole the captain had punched. When this was done, the hook’s rope was reeled in and the thick blanket of meat began to curl back, peeling free from a deep but bloodless rectangular depression as clearly defined as a freshly dug grave. With continuous sweeping motions from either side, Nate and Warrick scraped back and forth under the strip to separate more of it and allow it to be hoisted up further.

One of those irregular, higher-pitched crystalline sounds that was like wetted fingers playing the rim of a glass, but horribly amplified, suddenly overlaid the deeper emission. It transfixed Nate as if his head had been skewered with an icy metal lance through the top of his skull and on down through his spinal column, causing him to want to drop his blubber pike to cover his ears, but it quickly faded away again, leaving only the rumbling roar and a ringing aftershock in his nerve endings.

“Ah-ha!” Grigg cried, pointing with the spear of his boarding knife. “There! You see? A pearl for you, Mr. Hittle! For you to carve for my beloved, to replace the one that was lost!”

As if the piercing noise had announced its uncovering, what Grigg indicated was a milk orb, embedded in the floor of the depression. One of the blades had exposed the gleaming upper surface of the sphere. These and the scrying balls grew randomly throughout the Fallen’s tissues. What function they served the Fallen, Nate could not say. They might as readily be needless tumors as critical ganglia, for all he knew.

“Hold!” Grigg commanded the rope team above, showing them a staying hand. He then pointed to Nate and gestured for him to descend from the cutting-stage. “Go on!” he yelled. “Go fetch it!”

Nate stared at Grigg, not having heard him and not ready to comprehend.

Grigg pulled a knife from a sheath on his belt, and gestured with this toward the milk orb below. “Fetch it! We will wait for you! Go!” He made stabbing/digging motions in the air with his blade. “Do as I command!” he roared, because no one could hear him. “Do it for your beloved, you fucking lustful dog!”

Nate turned back toward the thing in the water.

Warrick made some hand gestures to the rope team, and then took Nate’s arm and helped him into a sitting position on the edge of the cutting-stage. From there, Nate dangled his legs lower until his feet touched the slab’s surface. Shakily, afraid to lose his balance, he went down onto hands and knees as the team gave him more slack. The mass bobbed subtly beneath him in the water. He crawled around the peeled rind of meat into the rectangular depression itself.

He withdrew his own knife, the pocketknife he had used to etch Lottie’s gift, and unfolded its blade. Nate inserted the blade’s tip into the rim of flesh puckered around the globe, which poked up like the top of a buried skull.

The moment he did this, as if a snare had been triggered, a great maw split open in the depression’s raw floor.

Before he could fully scuttle backward out of the depression, the five pointed lobes or petals that formed the edges of the star-shaped opening rapidly curled upward and slapped around Nate’s body like the fingers of a giant boneless hand. Nate couldn’t hear his own wild screams as he stabbed at one of the lobes, which had encircled his left arm and squeezed it tight. He was being drawn down into the black pit at the center of the star.

One of the five flaps that had seized his body had the milk orb set in it, a blind but glaring eye.

The rope team pulled at the lifeline attached to Nate’s monkey belt, and so far this had kept him from being sucked into the orifice altogether. Meanwhile, Warrick slashed at the lobes with his blubber pike. In his frenzied efforts, however, and because of Nate’s panicky struggles, one of his blows cut Nate across the back of his left thigh, cleaving it to the bone.

Warrick snapped his head toward Grigg and shouted, “Help me! Cut it!”

Grigg nodded and scooped up his boarding knife in both hands.

One of the lobes shifted position, wrapping itself around the back of Nate’s head. Its tip pushed its way into his mouth, gagging his unheard shrieks.

Extending the boarding knife, Grigg sawed at the taut and straining rope attached to Nate’s monkey belt.

“No!” Warrick cried.

“It might kill the rest of us!” Grigg shouted, and the rope parted.

Nate went into the maw head-first. The petal-like appendages closed up after him, leaving no visible seam.

“Cut it loose!” Grigg yelled to Warrick. “Cut the tethers, cut the buoys! It is tainted now!”

Warrick, though, only stood dazed and watched as Grigg snatched away his blubber pike and used this to cut through the ropes that lashed the blob of flesh alongside his ship. He actually lay down on his belly first on one side of the cutting-stage and then the other to reach as many of the buoys as he could.

One end of the huge, elliptical chunk of meat tipped down into the water and it submerged as if it were diving. White as it was, it seemed to glow beneath the gray water, ghost-like, for a time until it finally dove too deep to be seen any longer. Whether it had simply sunk, or whether it was swimming deeper with undulations of its severed body, perhaps even to rejoin itself to the Fallen, Warrick and the other crewman couldn’t guess. Though seasoned harvesters, none of them had ever seen a segment of the Fallen act in this manner before today.

“It has been appeased!” Grigg screamed as he got to his feet. He was grinning and wild-eyed. “The beast has been appeased!” And he yelled this with all the air his lungs held, even though the roar of the Fallen had ceased the moment the hungry orifice had sealed shut.

The silence rolled off and away from the harvester ship Coinchenn. Rolled through the streets of New Bedford, between its houses and places of business like a deadening fog, and up toward an expensive house that stood on a hill overlooking the town and its harbor.




Sweet Angie Tailor in: Subterranean Showdown


John Langan

 

THE AMBUSH CAME LATER THAN ANGELA EXPECTED, A SUCCESSION of explosions on the boulders around her, scattering chips of rock, lead fragments, followed close on by the cracks of the rifles from the low ridge at her back. Had positions been reversed, she would have opened fire when her target was halfway from the foot of the ridge to the mouth of the cave and the weird arrangement of boulders in front of it. Assuming she had Petty’s bravos at her disposal, she would not have had all of them shoot at once, either, since she was fairly certain none of them was in possession of a repeating rifle, giving their target whatever time she needed to find cover, as Angela was doing now, ducking behind a rock like a large stone talon. Her Schofield was in hand, but the ridge was too distant for accuracy with the pistol. Better to be patient, wait for her would-be assassins to descend to finish her, and if necessary employ the terrain to balance the advantage of their numbers. She was sufficiently ahead of schedule to be able to pause here for a moment.

High on the ridge, Petty shouted at her, his threat or taunt rendered unintelligible by the distance. Angela resisted the urge to waste a bullet making him flinch. There was a low, wide rock three running steps closer to where the cave mouth slanted up from the earth; she preferred the protection it afforded to the rock against which her back was pressed. One hand on her derby, she sprinted, leaping on and sliding across the boulder’s smooth top, dropping off—into something like a feather quilt, a softness that yielded to her weight while flowing up and over her. Had she been moving with less speed, had she touched the edge of the Jellied Time with the toe of her boot, and had she recognized it for what it was immediately, she might have been able to avoid it, to yank her foot free of her boot and wait while the Jelly investigated it. This way, though, there was nothing she could do, no escaping the memories into which she was plunged—sitting at the bar in the Gates of Perdition saloon, its name the most elaborate part of the business thrown up to profit from the influx of cowboys looking to take advantage of Runyon Hawk’s expansive cattle empire, as well as the irregular traffic headed west, in the direction of the mountains Angela still thought of as the Rockies, although most of the newspapers this last decade had adopted the name given them (so the story went) by one of the cavalry officers who had survived the disastrous attempt to retake them, the Break. All manner of things had poured out of the gap the mine outside Denver had made between this world and the other, hellish place whose nature was still not understood (though Satan’s domain was a popular explanation). Some of what had streamed forth was alive, albeit, in ways to boggle the mind, smite the senses: conglomerations of limbs from what should have been half a dozen different creatures; shimmering masses that rolled across the sand, burning it to glass behind them; flies the size of sparrows, their fleshy mouths trilling sounds some claimed formed the words of awful songs, songs to drive you mad. Some of what spread from the Break was inanimate: chunks of rock studded with crystals whose color and configuration were alien; pieces of metal fashioned by who could imagine what hands into strange instruments; even scraps of paper, torn and charred, covered in the symbols of no known alphabet. In short, there was a great deal of potential treasure for the intrepid and resourceful adventurer to retrieve and return back east, to the government bureaus and the universities dedicated to studying whatever they could lay their hands on from that wasteland. Not to mention, there were private collectors, of motivations frequently unclear and dubious, who were willing to pay well—pay extravagantly, in many cases, for an especially unique specimen of the disaster that had rendered the western third of the country uninhabitable.

Of course, the hazards accompanying any voyage into the territory bordering the Break were many, ranging from the minor (such as the areas of thickened space known as Jellied Time, which enveloped the unwary and spun them through their memories) to the irritating (such as the tiny toadstools that might erupt from the armpit, or crook of the elbow, or behind the knee, and then itch uncontrollably until burned off) to the deadly (the Crescent Moons, named for their shape, each no bigger than a pinky, but covered in a sharp, bony exterior that they used to their advantage when they shot up from where they lay buried in the earth and sliced through the feet, legs, and bodies of whoever had trod on them). Should the adventurer survive any of these encounters and return from their expedition, the Army enforced a stringent medical exam that was as likely as not to send the hapless survivor to one of the quarantine camps visible from the major roads, their residents fenced behind barbed wire. Few, it was reported, who were confined to the Army’s care left it.

All of which was likely to cause the adventurer riding west a spot of unease, possibly fear, which saloons such as the Gates were happy to modulate with their house specials, whose names ranged from the familiar and somewhat pedestrian firewater and rotgut to the colorful and exotic Mother’s Ire and the Undertaker’s Yardstick. On the Kansas border, the saloons were large, brick and timber affairs, with a long, polished bar, a floor full of tables for cards or conversation, and a set of stairs leading to a second storey whose rooms might be employed for a variety of relaxing activities. The further west you traveled, the more modest the establishment became, shedding their extra stories, their tables, their fancy bars, and finally their firm walls and ceilings, until what you had was a canvas tent at one end of which a plank was balanced on a couple of sawhorses, and a bookshelf that had seen better days on the other side of the makeshift bar, its shelves lined with scratched bottles whose contents resembled rust-tinted water. A barrel positioned in one corner held the glasses of those who favored conversation; what appeared to be the former altar of a Christian church set in the corner opposite and was the location for a local subset of poker that had been underway when Angela strode to the bar, and had continued as she tossed back two shots of the Undertaker’s Yardstick (which, true to the name, tasted as if they brought her that much closer to the ministrations of that universal servant), then switched to something called a Morning Glory (whose mix of bitter and syrupy sweet suggested the Yardstick dumped into a glass of sarsaparilla). Despite a series of dramatic reversals of fortune, accompanied by some ominous pronouncements from several of the players, the poker game was not done when one of Petty’s bravos leaned on the bar to her right and said, “Well, if it ain’t Sweet Angie Tailor.”

Had there been a mirror behind the bar, Angela could have avoided turning to the man. As it was, she pivoted on her stool, allowing her right arm to drop casually, sweeping back her duster so that her pistol was exposed in its holster. Certain that she didn’t, she said, “Do I know you?”

Her fellow patron was on the tall side, dressed in the worn and torn tunic of a member of the U.S. Cavalry. His face was tanned, the skin tight on the bone, a black mustache overhanging his upper lip. “No ma’am,” he said, nodding, “I don’t reckon you do.” What teeth remained him were yellowed stumps, his gums black. “But me and the rest of my crew know you. Sweet Angie Tailor, the woman who will get the job done. That’s what the newspaper stories say. And that,” he gestured at her Schofield, “must be the Solution! You know, you are the only one I ever heard tell of named their iron. Such an unusual name, too. Some of the boys think it’s a woman thing, but I said I ain’t too sure about that.”

Angela didn’t answer the man’s speculation. Out of the corner of her eye, she had noticed the group of figures massed to her right, ten feet away. The fellow’s crew, no doubt.

“What I was wondering,” the man said, “is if it’s true you’re here about the trouble over at Mr. Hawk’s ranch?”

“What business is it of yours?” Angela said.

“It’s funny you should say business,” the man said, “because that’s exactly what this is about, is business. Namely, our business, me and my associates’. You see, we also have come in answer to Mr. Hawk’s call for help with his cattle problem. This places us in competition with you.”

Already, Angela could predict the next half-dozen exchanges she and the bravo would have, each of them crafted to nudge them closer to the moment he could draw the Bowie knife jammed into his belt, whose hilt the fingers of his left hand were inching towards, and try for her. He wouldn’t succeed, but he would provide his fellows the opportunity to enact whatever play they had scripted. She smiled at the man as she raised her glass to her lips—and dashed its contents in his eyes. He jerked back, but she was off the stool, catching the side of his head with her left hand and slamming it into the bar, while her right hand drew her pistol and pointed it at his comrades, who were too startled by her burst of motion to do anything but gawk.

“I call my sidearm the Solution,” she said, “because it solves problems.” The man was lifting his head from the bar; she grabbed his hair and drove his skull into the wood a second time. He groaned deeply and, when she released his hair, slid to the ground. Stepping away from him, she turned her attention to his companions, all of whom were holding their hands clear of their knives and guns, lest they offer her a provocation. With one exception, the men were dressed in the same scavenged military uniforms as their fallen friend, their faces worn and ravaged by violence and disease. Positioned behind the front row of three, the exception was obviously the leader, a rail of a man wearing a denim suit and a stovepipe hat. A fringe of fleshy tendrils bearded his jaw, consequence of one of the newer venereal diseases. “Mr. Petty,” she said.

Petty’s eyes widened, his face flushing to the tips of his flesh beard. “I am flattered,” he said. “I was not aware that my humble activities had brought me to the notice of the illustrious Sweet Angie Tailor.”

“I pay attention,” Angela said, “especially as concerns the competition.”

Petty’s lips curved into a smile. “I suppose we are,” he said. “Which sets me on the horns of a dilemma. The prize Mr. Runyon Hawk is promising to whoever can settle his cattle difficulties is not inconsiderable. To be frank, even split nine ways, it is enough money to ease a poor man’s situation for quite some time. While I am certain of our ability to address Mr. Hawk’s concerns in both a timely and effective manner, due to our numbers, we cannot move as speedily—as nimbly, you might say, as a lone…businesswoman.” He wrinkled his lips, as if the word tasted sour. “Especially when that businesswoman has the well-earned reputation of dealing with situations such as this one promptly and directly, the possibility arises of her doing so before any of her rivals has the opportunity to put their plan into action.”

“However,” Angela said, “if you and your men kill me here, then there’s no more dilemma. I assume that’s what you did to whoever else answered Hawk’s advertisement.”

“Not everyone required so extreme a means of persuasion,” Petty said. “Many—most of them simply left. It would do no harm to the considerable esteem in which you are held if you rode after them.”

“Your friend,” she tilted her head at the man on the floor, “gave me the same speech, without the flowery bullshit. You see where it got him.”

“There are eight of us,” Petty said.

“I’m impressed you can count that high,” Angela said. “I’m not sure I can kill all of you. But if any of you tries for me, I promise you, I will kill you, and you, and you, and you, and you, and you,” she said, pointing the Schofield at five of the bravos, watching their faces pale as the muzzle slid over each of them, and ending with Petty. “In fact,” she said, “I’ll shoot you first, Mr. Petty. Should one or two of you survive, I guess you could try for Hawk’s reward, yourself, but I can’t say I like your odds without the help of your friends.”

Petty’s face was still red, but it was with choler. “I can assure you—”

“I can assure you,” Angela said, “that I have been threatened by many men, and not a few women, besides. If it’s all the same to you, I’ll be on my way.” Her gun trained on Petty’s head, she circled him and his men, noting the rifles slung across their backs, single shot Springfields and Lorenzes. She backed to the front of the tent and stepped out—

—into Runyon Hawk’s study. A museum of the man’s accomplishments, the fieldstone walls of the room were hung with mementoes of his six decades: a Mexican regimental flag and officer’s saber, souvenirs of his participation in the war with the United States’ southern neighbor; the pistol and saber of the Confederate horseman who had almost run him down during a skirmish outside of Chattanooga; the taxidermied heads of grizzlies, wolves, elk, and deer, as well as a pair of sizable glass containers that held what appeared to be a couple of gallons of blackish water each, until an eye opened in the liquid, and another, then a third, and whatever was imprisoned in the glass splashed furiously against its confines. Below the trophies of war and sport, glass-doored bookcases alternated with racks staffed with assorted long guns, from muskets that might have taken aim at British redcoats to the latest Winchester repeater. Angela suspected the man could tell her the history attached to each weapon, but he did not. Instead, he sat behind the great oak desk at one end of the room and waved her to one of the chairs in front of it. The desk did nothing to diminish Hawk’s considerable bulk; rather, he loomed over it, a craggy mountain, rising over a plain, his head of curled white hair a crown of thunderheads. His voice was deep, the promise of a coming storm. Although there was a decanter full of undoubtedly fine whiskey and a pair of tumblers on the right hand side of the desk, he did not pour himself a glass, nor did he offer to do so for Angela. He said, “Most of the territory from the Kansas border to what formerly was Denver is mine. Even after the Army drove the creatures of the Break back to the city and its surroundings, no one who held property in these parts had much desire to retain it. No one could blame them. There were plenty of things that escaped the military’s push west, and while editorials back east might exhort the residents of these parts to remember their pioneer heritage, none of that legacy included herds of ticks the size of hound dogs and other, worse, creatures. I bought their houses and land for less than their owners had paid for them, but not for as little as I might have. The men and women took my money and were glad of it.

“I wanted the land to graze cattle on. Prior to the calamity of the Break, I had enjoyed some success with a modest cattle farm in Kansas. I confess, the idea was not mine; it was the brainchild of my late wife, Evelyn. In that, as in so many matters, my beloved was correct. I, who had spent my adult life as a soldier, had a knack for the cattle business. After the Break, my friends in the Army described the vast swathes of land standing abandoned. Naturally, there had been ranches on some of it, but their livestock had been consumed by the various beasts that had rampaged across them. I saw an opportunity. I made inquiries. I acquired properties close to the Kansas line. I placed small groups of cattle on them, as close to the local Army fort as I could. In exchange for their vigilance, I sold them my beef at a discount. There were mishaps, setbacks, but my business grew, my holdings expanded, and I accumulated a great deal of wealth.

“Of late, I’ve become interested in a new enterprise. Three years this past September, a sudden snowstorm blew in. Temperatures plunged; you couldn’t see two feet in front of you. It happens in these parts. The storm lasted a day and a night. There wasn’t much anyone could do during that time except shelter in place and stay warm. In the middle of the storm, a few dozen head of my westernmost herd became separated from the rest. It took us until a day after the storm departed to discover their absence, and another day after that to track them. All but four were dead, taken by either the weather or Dire Wolves. Each of the four surviving cattle had been wounded, but not severely enough to warrant putting down.

“You know the rules about such things, though. If there’s a risk of infection from a foreign agent—which there certainly was, not just a risk but a certainty—then the animal in question must be destroyed and the carcass burned. It’s a policy I have endorsed and followed, to a fault, the only way to keep at bay the diseases that have come through the Break. There should have been no hesitation on my part. I should have shot the cattle myself, or had the men who’d helped me track them do so. I did not. An idea had been forming in my mind for some time—well before this incident. I wondered if any of the animals injured in these kinds of attacks ever failed to succumb to the afflictions they invariably transmitted. Rumor has it there is a scattering of men and women confined to hospitals across the country who have not died of the Break illnesses. The government deems releasing them too great a risk, so they remain in quarantine. Most likely, the stories were only that, fictions, but the possibility they suggested intrigued me. Already, the cuts and bites on the cattle were beginning to heal, and none of them was showing the early symptoms of disease. I decided to hold off on their slaughter. I moved them to one of my more out-of-the-way holdings, and assigned the men who had found them with me to guard them. I gave them strict instructions to shoot any animal that sickened.

“None of the cattle did. I waited three months, and added half a dozen new animals to the group. These cattle did not fall ill as a result of their contact with the injured ones. In fact, they bred with them. Following the births of those calves, all of which were healthy, I performed another experiment. A cow from one of my other herds was showing early symptoms of the disease called the Melt. I had this sick animal transported posthaste to the trial cattle. It died, as did all six of the cattle I had introduced to the original quartet. Those cattle, however, together with their offspring, survived; in fact, they showed not the slightest indication of the sickness. It appeared I had stumbled onto something; although I have yet to determine its exact parameters. To how many of the Break illnesses are these cattle immune? Down how many generations may this immunity be passed? Can the meat from this herd bestow their immunity of those who consume it?

“You can appreciate the implications the answers to these questions may have for me, for my business. Cattle able to withstand some or all of the new sicknesses would be a tremendous asset. Cattle whose flesh could permit men and women the same benefit would be worth their weight in gold, in diamonds. Once it was safe to do so, I moved fresh cattle in with the resistant ones and set to work building my new herd in earnest.

“All was proceeding according to plan until last month. Over a succession of days and nights, what had been a thriving group of cattle was attacked by creatures the men guarding them had not seen before. They burst up from the ground without warning, killed two of the calves and dragged them back underground with them. It was the calves they preferred, though they took a cow one afternoon. Killed a bull, too, when he tried to fend them off. The men watching the herd shot at the creatures, but I selected them more for their loyalty and their ability to keep their mouths shut than I did their skill with firearms. For the same reason, I cannot ask them to pursue the things that savaged my herd.”

“Nor can you involve the Army,” Angela said, “because they might figure out what you’re up to, and put a stop to it.”

“It goes against conventional wisdom, I know, but there are limits to what money and position allow a man.”

“Why not destroy the cattle yourself? If they’re what these creatures are after, then that should stop their raids. Plus, you’d be spared worrying about the Army finding out.”

“Circumstances may yet bring me to that decision,” Hawk said, “but I prefer to exhaust other options first.”

“Such as advertising a Midas-sized bounty for whoever can halt the attacks on your livestock by ‘ferocious creatures hitherto unknown.’”

“Precisely.”

“Have you disclosed the details of your breeding experiment with the others who’ve responded to your ad?”

“No. To be blunt, none of them has impressed me as having much chance of locating the creatures, let alone living through an encounter with them. If by some miracle one of them succeeds, I’ll send them on their way with more money than they’ve ever seen before.”

“Why tell me? Because I can promise you, I stand an excellent chance of tracking and killing the creatures, and of living to tell the tale.”

“I had heard you were confident. You are also correct. Your reputation precedes you. I assume that the more information I provide you, the more it will assist you in completing this task as quickly as possible. As for placing my trust in you: I wonder if you would share with me a few details of your most recent employment?”

“I would not.”

“Yes, of course, you’re trying to prove a point, based on our conversation, but what if,” Hawk leaned away from the desk, slid open a drawer, and removed from it a tall stack of bills, which he placed on the surface of the desk between them, “I make my interest more tangible.”

“That is a lot of money.”

“Yes it is, five thousand dollars. Suppose I tell you that, if you provide me information about your last job, you can take this money, walk out of here, and to hell with me and my problems?”

“I’d tell you that was very generous, but I’d still have to decline.”

“What if I told you I already know what took place on Dmitri Grinberg’s orchard? That was his name, wasn’t it? Olga, his wife? My people located them. They were happy to relate the particulars of your work for them—what they knew of them. Something in one of their apple trees, wasn’t it? You needn’t worry: they received a fair price for their story.”

“That’s all very interesting, but it doesn’t change my answer.”

“Would my luck be any better if I asked about one of your more affluent clients? Say, Miss McIntyre? Exactly what was in her hotel’s walls?”

“I fear your luck’s going to remain the same.”

“Fair enough. You justify my faith in your discretion.”

“I’m happy to hear it. Now, I want to ask—”

—Hawk, his great desk, his study, smeared, swirled together as if they were a watercolor across which a pitcher of water had been splashed. Angela was standing in the front doorway of the house in Kansas City, facing inwards, her back to 31st street, whose residences and businesses were in flame. In her right hand, she held the pistol Clay had bought when the newspapers reported the failure of the Army’s latest effort to halt the advance of the monsters spreading east from the Rockies, from a mining accident that had opened a door to a place populated by the denizens of a nightmare. At the other end of the hallway through the center of the house to the kitchen, a misshapen form stumbled on legs too thin to support the tumored mass of its torso. The only light was the red-orange glare of the fire roaring around the surrounding buildings, which cast her shadow down the hall in a long black obelisk. Despite the inferno’s noise, she could hear the steady hiss from the kitchen, as the shape moving drunkenly from side to side crumbled into fine sand. She aimed the Schofield at the figure, squeezed the trigger—

—and was gasping on the ground, in front of the cave to which she had tracked the creatures that had attacked Hawk’s cattle. To her right, the Jellied Time shuffled away, its transparent sides flickering with images from her memories: a burning house, the bar in the Gates of Perdition, the head of a wolf mounted on the wall of Hawk’s study. She fumbled for her gun. It was difficult to say how long she’d been in the Jelly’s embrace. Half an hour? The sun was still out, but had slid nearer the horizon. Long enough for Petty and his men to work their way down the ridge, cross to the boulders where she was concealed, and prepare an attack? That would have been her play, to act boldly. From everything she’d heard of Petty, he favored caution, but the amount of money at stake might be enough to incite an otherwise-careful temperament to daring. She rolled onto her stomach, raised up on her hands and knees, lifted her head to the top of the boulder, and peeked over it.

Right away, she ducked, a chorus of shots cracking the air, the bullets whizzing overhead, ricocheting off the rock. So Petty had opted to be brave. This volley had come from much closer. There was a bravo on either side of the tall boulder beyond this one, and another pair to either side of them. Petty must be sheltering behind the rock with the remaining men. Not the worst odds she’d faced, but not far from it.

She pointed her pistol straight into the air and fired three times. Whoever hadn’t shot at her yet did so now. While the air was still singing with the noise, Angela heaved to her feet and ran in a crouch for the cave. The interior sloped down at a precarious angle; she threw herself forward and slid along it head-first, riding an avalanche of dirt and stones to the bottom. She came to halt in a clatter of rocks and a cloud of dust. Coughing, she stood, the Schofield pointed at the cave mouth above, and surveyed the space into which she’d descended.

It was the size of a small church, the ceiling flat, the floor sinking to a pit in which were heaped the bones of Runyon Hawk’s cattle, in the midst of dozens of skeletons of smaller animals. The faint stink of spoiled blood hung in the air. Openings to three tunnels pierced the chamber’s walls at what Angela estimated north, west, and south. In between the entrances, the rock surface was covered in thick scratches, claw marks that almost seemed to form a pattern, characters in an alien alphabet. Her Schofield still trained on the cave mouth, she moved around the perimeter, until she was beside the north tunnel. There, she lowered her gun and reloaded it.

The rattle of stones announced Petty’s men above. “Careful!” One of them said. “You’re like to fall in and break your damn neck.”

“Any sign of her?” Petty asked.

“Not so’s I can see,” another man said. “But it looks pretty big. Could be, she’s hiding.”

“Do you think so?” Petty said. “Really? She’s hiding from us? What an observation.”

“I’m just saying is all,” the man said.

“Is that you, Mr. Petty?” Angela called.

“You know it is, Sweet Angie Tailor,” Petty called back.

“I’m afraid I’ve had an accident.”

“Oh? You don’t say.”

“I do. In trying to escape you and your friends, I’ve injured my right leg.”

“Not enough to prevent you moving.”

“It’s amazing what the fear of being shot can motivate a person to do.”

“I don’t deny it,” Petty said. “Is there a reason for you disclosing your disadvantage to me?”

From within the tunnel next to her, Angela heard a distant thrum. “I don’t reckon I can complete this job myself,” she said. “I was hoping you might be amenable to a partnership.”

“What kind of partnership, exactly?”

“Fifty-fifty.”

Petty laughed. “Fifty-fifty? For what, may I ask?”

“For leading you to this place, for one thing.”

“Two of my men are excellent trackers. We would have found the creatures’ lair without you.”

The thrumming was increasing in volume. “Maybe you would and maybe you wouldn’t have,” she said. “Join up with me for this, and I’ll let you use my name. You can call yourselves Sweet Angie’s Boys. It’ll be good for your business.”

“We pull off this job, collect Hawk’s reward, and I figure we’ll have all the business we want.”

“Would I be better appealing to your gentlemanly sentiments?”

“If I had any,” Petty said. “As I see it, Sweet Angie, your proposal entails my men and I giving you half Hawk’s money for the pleasure of not killing you.”

“Pleasure or privilege,” Angela said, “I don’t suppose you’re too far off.”

“You will understand if I decline your offer,” Petty said. “As you will understand—if not appreciate—what comes next.”

The noise from the tunnel, from the tunnels, had become the rumble of many feet pounding over earth and stone. “As will you,” Angela said.

Rifles in hand, Petty’s men began their descent into the cave, shuffle-stepping the slope in two lines of three, a pair of men remaining at the entrance with their boss. “What the hell is that sound?” one in the front line said. Angela took aim and shot him. The Schofield boomed in the cave’s confines. The man toppled forward. His fellows cringed, glancing about. One in the second line lost his balance and sat down hard. “Over there!” he shouted, pointing at her. Angela shot at him, missed. The other men brought their rifles up. Angela threw herself to the ground as the din from the tunnels became shapes rushing out of them into the cave, and into the crashing volley fired by Petty’s men.

Screams split the air. Two of the creatures fell, a third lurched, wounded. The men shouted, scrambled up the incline. Petty called at them to stay where they were as the men flanking him fired their rifles. One of the creatures collapsed, as did a man in the second line. The mass of creatures—Angela estimated twelve to fifteen of them, each the size of a pony—wheeled in the direction of the cave mouth and rushed uphill towards it. Petty’s men threw down their rifles, pulled pistols, knives, hatchets from their belts to meet the creatures’ charge. The beasts were armed with long, heavy claws set at the end of thick, powerful forelimbs. There wasn’t much to their heads—little more than domed rises between their shoulders—but their bodies were covered in dense fur. They smashed into Petty’s men, bearing one down and tearing him asunder with their claws while the man beside him emptied his pistol into their ranks. Gunshots competed with cries animal and human. The men beside Petty had reloaded their rifles; they fired at the horde moving relentlessly closer, halting one of them, then withdrew bayonets from their belts and fixed them to the ends of their weapons. Petty, whom Angela had expected to run, remained in place, aiming his long-barreled revolver at the creatures and hitting most of his shots. Blood poured down the slope, pooled at its foot around the corpses and carcasses sprawled there. Gun smoke hung under the cave’s ceiling in a gray cloud. The creatures’ numbers had been halved. Petty and the men beside him were all that remained of his company. The men speared the nearest beasts, allowing Petty to reload his pistol. The man on his left slipped in blood, fell, and was overwhelmed by a pair of the creatures. Petty shot both of the things, but it was too late for the man. His comrade missed a stab at a creature that lunged forward, taking his right leg off above the knee. Petty killed the beast, and three more bearing down on him. That left a pair of the creatures struggling to reach him through the bloody remains of their fellows. Petty dropped his sidearm, picked up one of the bayoneted rifles, and drove it through the skull of the nearest beast. However, the blade lodged there, giving the remaining creature the opportunity to sweep its claws and sever his left arm at the elbow. Petty leapt back, providing Angela a clear shot at the creature, which she took.

The climb to the cave mouth was a slow process, hindered by the bodies clogging the slope, the ground muddy and slippery with blood and gore. Outside, the sky was streaked red and pink and orange with sunset. Angela found Petty propped against the same rock behind which she had sheltered prior to her leap into the cave. He had worked his belt off and employed it to tourniquet the injury to his arm. He might as well not have bothered: the amount of blood that marked his trail here was more than a man could lose and hope to survive. Already, his face was pallid as a corpse’s, his fleshy beard withered and curled against his jaw. Only his eyes showed any sign of life, blazing with whatever fuel was left him. His tongue moistened his lips, and he said, “Sweet Angie Tailor, I believe your name is misleading.”

“It’s ironic, Mr. Petty.”

“So it is. I reckon you planned this bloody course of events from start to finish.”

Angela opened the cylinder of her pistol and began to reload it. As she did, she said, “Do you know what I used to be, Mr. Petty? Prior to this existence tracking and killing monsters? I was a natural scientist, in Kansas City, of all places. I studied the behaviors of all manner of animals, from small to large. Of course you know they follow certain patterns. After the Break, with its influx of strange new organisms, I came to understand—over time—that these creatures had their routines, too. Discovering the logic of their actions, I could better work out how to deal with them.

“Before I left Runyon Hawk’s, I learned the times at which his cattle had been attacked. I had a reasonable idea of the schedule the creatures were keeping. I judged I could turn this to my advantage, arrive at their lair prior to their return to it.”

“And use me and my men to do your work for you.”

“Men and women are subject to their own laws,” Angela said. “After our encounter at the Gates, yours were apparent. Yes, I used them to my advantage. Try not to be too aggrieved. You were planning to kill me.”

“I was at that.” The light in Petty’s eyes was guttering. “Don’t imagine I’ve got too much longer.”

“You don’t. If it’s any consolation, I’ll put a bullet in your brain once you’re gone. Just in case you’ve been infected with one of the walking sicknesses.” She snapped the cylinder back into place.

Petty swallowed. “I’d be indebted to you if you did. If you’d do the same for my boys, I’d take it as a kindness.”

“I will.”

He didn’t last long after that. Angela shot his corpse between the eyes, as she did the bodies of the bravos who’d died at the creatures’ claws. She inspected the beasts, noted the thicket of short tentacles around their star-shaped mouths, the eyes that bore an unsettling resemblance to those of the men they had fought. On one of the creatures, she found a set of fingers protruding from the palm of its right paw.

By the time she was done and on her way out of that place, the sky had darkened, the stars flared into view, bright and pitiless.

For Fiona, and for Orrin Grey




An Old and Secret Cult

Robert M. Price

 

YOUNG MR. ABERNATHY LOOKED SHEEPISH AND LOOKED BOTH ways as he approached his Ecclesiastical History instructor as class was breaking up. Professor Exeter dropped his stack of rumpled and long-used lecture notes into his briefcase as he focused on his inquirer.

“Yes, Mr. Abernathy? What can I do for you? Can I perhaps clarify some point? Sometimes I take too much for grated, I know.” The old man’s avuncular manner went some way to putting the seminarian at ease.

“Clarification. Yes, I suppose so, Professor. It’s this passage right here.” The average-height, brown-haired, unassuming young man had used his finger as a bookmark in his copy of scripture, and now he flipped the well-thumbed text open to the page and repurposed that digit to indicate one particular verse. “Isn’t the Apostle saying that the apocalypse is coming soon? I mean, we always hear that it means it’s going to happen soon for us, but he doesn’t really say that, does he? Isn’t he really saying his own generation should get ready for it?”

Dr. Exeter sighed silently. It was not the first time a student had seen the problem and raised the same question confidentially. It was not a topic of polite conversation in the halls and dormitory of Miskatonic University’s School of Divinity. Talk like that could get a fellow branded as a heretic, a doubter, and that could have career-killing ramifications, to say the least. Still, keen minds could not keep silent forever.

“Ah! It takes a sharp eye and a sharp mind to notice a ripple in what others see as a glassy pond! I’m proud of you, Mr. Abernathy. But hardly surprised. Still, certain matters are best dealt with discretely. We don’t want to upset the ‘weaker brethren,’ do we?”

A nervous laugh from the aspiring young clergyman. “Oh no! Certainly not, Professor! I guess I’m just afraid I’m one of them!”

Dr. Exeter let out a hearty laugh and clapped the lad on the shoulder. “Nonsense, my boy! I’ll be in my office in the Library all afternoon. Come by at your convenience, and we’ll talk it over. Oh, and by the way, I was quite impressed with your paper in the Medieval Metaphysics Seminar.” The young student perked up a bit at that reassurance and departed. Professor Exeter took off his wire-rims to wipe them clean, returned his handkerchief to his vest pocket, and rubbed his wrinkled forehead. He hoped there would not be a problem this time. The boy seemed so promising.

 

Chapel services were no longer compulsory, but most of the seminary students still attended anyway, most out of sincere devotion, while others were afraid of being looked upon as lukewarm in their faith if they skipped it. Allen Abernathy slipped into a pew hastily, causing everyone else in the row to squeeze together. The fellow next to him passed him a hymnal, and he paged quickly over to the hymn whose number was posted on the boards on either side of the platform area. He had just opened to it when the liturgist, Professor Hansen, who taught Pastoral Counseling, took his place standing between the reading desk and the pulpit, a higher structure mounted by a brief flight of stairs. Dr. Hansen began to intone.

“In his house at R’lyeh dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.”

Allen always dreaded to be asked to do any of the scriptural readings because despite the fact that both scripture and liturgy were now read in English translation, some of the proper names were still pretty tongue-torturing. Soon Dr. Hansen turned the proceedings over to Reverend Paul Malherbe, a local pastor and part-time Homiletics instructor, who embarked on a carefully timed sermonette on how, like Great Cthulhu, we, too, must have big dreams if we are to accomplish great things for him. It might have been stirring had it been at all fresh. No luck on that score. Allen’s attention began to drift and he didn’t bother trying to get it back on target.

The longer he studied scripture and theology, the more struck he became with the hollowness of the standard rhetoric. Scripture spoke in profound tones of cosmic thunder building afar off, of the imminent overthrow of the corrupt order, of the upheavals of a new age dawning, when the Old Ones would return to wrench the world from the fumbling hands of human beings. The faithful adherents of Great Cthulhu and his cousins should reap the rewards of their services, repaid for the persecutions they had suffered at the hands of the squatters, the late-coming humans who vainly claimed the Earth for their own.

Oh, in the beginning, when the Rasul al-Cthulhu, the Mahdi of Yog-Sothoth, the Apostle Alhazred had secured the allegiance of desert tribesmen who joined him in a whirlwind that swept out of the Arabian Desert and drove all before it, there was a red tide of slaughter. Cities fell before their resistless assaults as the zealots for the new faith (really a very old one) reclaimed first this empire, then that kingdom, to prepare the way for the Old Ones’ return in glory. In an astonishingly short time the Byzantines, the Persians, the Mongols, and all the rest had fallen before the servitors of Almighty Cthulhu, King of Gods, God of Kings. Infidels who would not confess the faith of R’lyeh were offered up in sacrifice, and the sulfurous glow of them lit up night skies around the world for many years. Those who valued their lives converted, or pretended to convert.

The centuries passed without the great consummation appearing. Cthulhu’s worshippers had to walk by faith, not by sight. The reveling in red ruin ceased. Once it was plain the world was not going anywhere any time soon, the satraps of the world-empire proscribed the chaos and promulgated new laws, not essentially different from those of the old world they had replaced. Institutions were found needful again. An economy had to be rebuilt because people had to be fed.

But the zeal of the faithful did not flag. The love of violence inculcated by Alhazredism merely manifested itself differently. Holy wars erupted between different sects into which the parent religion had divided. Most of the African continent had chosen Ghatanothoa as their lord and god after a group of tribal shamans announced revelatory vision experiences amid the stone ruins of Zimbabwe. For the other gods of the pantheon they had no use, reducing them to disobedient subordinates of Great Ghatanothoa and slaughtering priests and worshippers of Tsathoggua, Cthulhu, and Nyarlathotep alike. Heresy and massacre repeated themselves all over the globe. Western Europe declared for Yog-Sothoth, the Key and Guardian of the Gate, while East Europeans and Eurasians worshipped Lloigor and Zhar in carven grottos deep beneath the surface. Within that sect, visionaries, backed by scheming theologians, caused further strife when some announced that Lloigor and Zhar were in reality twin hypostases of the same deity, whom they called Ithaqua, while others set the two deities against one another in a mythology of dualism. Still others divided the Old Ones’ ranks into opposed clans of “elementals,” pitting Nyarlathotep of the Black Pyramid against Hastur of the star-winds, Nyogtha of earthen caverns against volcanic Cthugha and Aphoom-Zha. Of course the gods fought one another; little else could they do since, in the absence of real apocalyptic miracles, they were no more, really, than factional totems, effigies and incarnations of their bloodthirsty legions’ hatred.

Greater was the number of those who perished in the sectarian wars than those initially sacrificed to the newly-regnant Old Ones. But wars on such a scale eventually cease like fire that has consumed all its fuel. Things had been calm on the whole for generations now. Much had been rebuilt, much had been restored. The de facto coexistence gradually became de jure as treaties were signed, trade relations drawn up. A slow process of secularization began to dawn, inevitably, given that religion must be relegated to a secondary concern when survival and peace have perforce become priorities.

Allen had long thought about these things, wondering if somehow the past did not discredit the present. His religion, as he knew it, as he saw it practiced, seemed by comparison to be a game of childish play-acting. How could this lame pantomime possibly be heir to the Earth-shaking early days? Were those days mere myth? Oh, Allen had been raised in these latter days; his values had been formed by them. He had no desire to see the world, his world, torn asunder, shattered like the egg of a newborn Shantak. But he had as little desire to conclude that his faith was a mockery, a sugar-coated domestication of an ancient barbarism.

So Allen Abernathy reflected as he sat in the chapel, until his bench-mates shook his shoulder and told him, chuckling, “Snap out of it, Allen!” Embarrassed, he rose and sidled out into the aisle. He saw Professor Exeter among the crowd, heading back, Allen knew, to his office. He would follow him to take him up on his invitation. There was much to discuss.

 

Both the teacher and the student shrugged off their coats. Dr. Exeter doffed his big, furry hat, revealing his bald dome of a head, stuffed as it was with knowledge and wisdom. He indicated the chair in front of his desk even as he plopped his own posterior down on the well-worn leather padding on his side.

“So! Mr. Abernathy, tell me what’s on that fine mind of yours!”

Allen shifted in the chair to get comfortable, then began. “I really appreciate your taking the time to talk with me, Professor. Here’s what’s bothering me. The verse I asked you about, in the Necronomicon, where the Apostle sounds like he’s predicting the end of the age in the immediate future. It’s not just that by itself. That passage sort of sums up a lot of other problems.”

He went on to summarize the sense of contrast between the early, violent era of religious conquest and the present, more staid and mundane state of things. “It’s not like I wish there was still bloodshed and religious wars. Just the opposite, in fact. I don’t want to live in a world like that. I don’t think I’d want to see it return if the Old Ones reappeared. Did I say ‘if’? I meant ‘when.’ But I have always counted on the Second Coming, like everybody else. But wasn’t it supposed to happen a long time ago? In the Apostle’s day?”

With that, he held his tongue, fearing to be lecturing the expert.

“Well, you have to remember that the stars have to be right. They have to reach a very precise configuration before anything can happen.”

“Yes, sir, but that happened a long time ago! I mean, those star charts in the Necronomicon. They’re pretty specific. The stars locked in place properly centuries ago, closer to Abdul Alhazred’s time than to ours. What happened?”

“Good question, Allen, and one to which I’ve given much thought. Here’s a possibility to consider. You know, of course, that these things are cyclical. The stars have wheeled their way into and out of that configuration many times, and they will again. Perhaps scripture intended a later alignment, maybe not even the next one coming up. Have you ever thought of that?”

“No, Dr. Exeter, I can’t say I have. But wouldn’t that only make the problem worse? I mean, if that’s true, doesn’t it push the Second Coming even further, much further, off into the future? It’s like saying it’s never going to happen! We’d never see it, anyway. I just can’t square that with the sense of expectation the Necronomicon implies.”

“Mmmm…yes, I see what you mean. Well, there’s also the theory that Great Cthulhu is tarrying until we show ourselves worthy of him. Perhaps our faith and discipleship are too lax…”

“But astronomy is astronomy, Professor. The Coming is supposed to be determined by the position of the stars. How can anything we do or don’t do affect that?” He sped up, cutting off some new comment from the older man. “And besides, what could we be doing differently? I mean, look at the Hastur’s Witnesses and how they’ve had egg on their faces all those times they set dates for the return of Hastur? How is the case any different with our whole religion? Didn’t the whole thing pretty much debunk itself when Alhazred’s prediction failed?” Ouch! Now he had said it.

Though the professor’s demeanor did not visibly change, his attitude did. This boy was too smart for his own good. He wasn’t just doubting. It was clear, even if not yet to Abernathy himself, that he had lost his faith. He wasn’t a troubled soul looking for reassurances. He was engaged in refuting a religion in which he no longer believed.

“You’ve given me a lot to think about, Mr. Abernathy! Let me think on it. In the meantime, I’d advise you to do some serious praying. That’s what I’m going to do.”

But that wasn’t all. As soon as his student picked up his things and left the office, Professor Exeter made a phone call he’d hoped he wouldn’t have to make.

 

Two weeks went by uneventfully. Allen bore the burden of his uncertainty as he had for many months. It sapped his one-time zeal, but he kept focused on his studies. He had few friends on campus anyway, having spent so much time in the library and in his dorm room, nose in the books. He’d had to learn Arabic and Latin for his courses in scriptural exegesis, for all the good it did him. You had to scrutinize the texts in meticulous detail to discover the problems that both a casual and a devotional reading failed to reveal.

At the end of that fortnight he was heading back to campus after a dinner at the local Arkham House of Pizza when it happened: a trio of guys wearing enveloping parkas plus ski masks jumped him as he was passing the mouth of an alley. No knives or guns, as he was soon relieved to realize, but they were none too gentle, either, as they yanked him down the length of the shadowed, junk-filled shaft. There was a waiting car at the other end, and they bundled him into it. Allen was not so much afraid as astonished. What on earth would anyone want with a non-entity like him? He was doubly a nerd, cerebral and religious.

To his further surprise, the car turned in to the campus, and his masked abductors wordlessly hustled him through an unlocked door into the basement of a building he had not seen before. It looked like it must be a utility shack of some kind. His burly hosts pulled off their hoods to reveal unfamiliar faces, both with the dreadlock-goatee beards sported by many of the divinity students. But, beyond that, he didn’t recognize them. One of them spoke to the others, and their captive heard the words “this infidel.” At once he knew what had happened. In that moment he was filled with both rage

and sadness at his betrayal at the hands of a respected mentor. But he had only a moment for these emotions to register before the next thing happened.

The car must have been followed because somebody obviously knew they’d be here. Two more men burst in, cudgels and baseball bats flailing. Allen instinctively raised his arms to protect his head when he realized the two newcomers were not after him. The first three dropped, and hidden weapons (they had them after all!) clattered to the cement floor.

“Uh, who the hell are you guys? Not that I’m ungrateful! And who were those guys?”

“No time for that right now, Abernathy! As for us, we’re cultists. As for them, they’re from the local ministerial association. They were planning a little counseling session. Tough love—you know.”

Great! Out of the frying pan

 

Allen and his rescuers checked into a room at the King’s Grant motel up Route 128. He sat in the desk chair while the others sat, one each, on the twin beds. Their body language was non-threatening, and Allen felt his tensed muscles relaxing. They didn’t look imposing. For all he knew, both might be Miskatonic students like him. Despite the small size of the Miskatonic student body, he didn’t recall seeing either man before. Both happened to be tall, one black, named Bill, the other white, who called himself Mort. Both were clad in sweats.

“Okay, you win—what’s going on here?”

“We hear things. We know things. We know about your ‘crisis of faith,’ Allen.”

“So?”

“Things like that can be dangerous around here. You should know that by now.”

“I did know enough not to confide in anyone. Except Dr. Exeter. I thought he must have plenty of experience counseling ministerial students who were afraid of losing their faith”

Bill laughed with irony. “Oh, he does. Plenty of experience. And over the years he’s given plenty of advice, just not to troubled students. He advises the University authorities, and they send their hired flunkies to separate the sheep from the goats. You’re one of the goats, and I don’t mean the Shub-Niggurath kind.”

Eyes widening, Allen stuttered, “You, ah, don’t mean he wanted me killed?”

Handing Allen a can of Coke, Bill retorted, “What else?”

“Thanks. Well, what do I expect from you guys? And what did you mean about your being ‘cultists’?”

At this, the pair looked at one another as if to say, “Here goes!”

Mort spoke first. “We belong to an old religion not approved by the Old One worshippers.”

“What, you mean you belong to the Hastur faith or the Tsathoggua church, or something like that?

Bill gave a bitter bark of a laugh. “Hell, no. A religion usually thought to have gone extinct centuries ago. It was all but wiped out, but it went underground. Had to. It survives mainly by getting passed down through families who have to pretend to worship those monsters.”

Mort added, “I wouldn’t bet bigwigs like Exeter really even believe in that stuff. It’s just that their power, their positions, depend on it.”

Taken aback, Allen realized he’d never even considered the possibility.

“What we believe in is a god who came down from the stars ages ago to enlighten men. He had to suffer, and it’s our privilege to follow in his footsteps. But things are about to change—big time! He promised to return soon, and to turn the tables on the persecutors, the idolaters, the devil-worshippers. So we keep an eye out for people like you. People dissatisfied with the Cthulhu nonsense and open to something else. Would you want to know more?”

“Um, do you guys have a name?”

“We’re the Nazoreans. Don’t know exactly what it’s supposed to mean. Just inherited the name.”

“Never heard of you.”

Mort fell to expectant silence, but Bill took the opportunity to reassure Allen, “Look, if you don’t buy it, you can just walk out of here. We’ll give you a ride to anyplace within a reasonable distance. But I don’t know where you’d go. They’re after you now.”

Why think anymore about it? They could at least provide temporary shelter, and their faith, what little he’d heard about it, sure didn’t sound any more outlandish than the one he’d embraced until now. Hell, he was even planning on going into the Cthulhuvian ministry!

 

After a few weeks went by, a student raised her hand in class to ask Professor Exeter what had happened to Allen Abernathy. He wasn’t the sort to just drop out. Exeter had expected this to come up sooner or later. “I miss him, too, Ms. Gilman. It’s my understanding that he is participating in a special seminar at our sister school, Brichester, across the pond. I’m not his academic advisor, so I don’t know the details.”

Nor was that all he didn’t know. He actually had no idea of Allen’s whereabouts. He was well aware of his student eluding the hunting dogs he had sicced on him. But he wasn’t worth further trouble. The important thing was that he had been knocked off course for the ministry, where his doubts would surely have infected others whether he intended it or not. Exeter was content to think no more about it. He had other matters on his mind, like the paper he was preparing to present at the upcoming ecumenical dialogue event in Sauk City with Ghatanothoan and Hasturian theologians in attendance.

 

It wasn’t long before Allen agreed to be baptized into the Nazorean faith. Or rather, rebaptized; he had some years before received Cthulhuvian baptism. The rite had symbolized Great Cthulhu sinking beneath the waves of the Pacific and his expected rising to break the surface in the Last Days. Any theological meaning to the Nazorean immersion had been forgotten. All anyone knew was that it marked one’s entry into the fellowship.

That was good enough for Allen. He had found himself a new home in the Nazorean underground community. Their beliefs tended toward vagueness, all real detail having been eroded by centuries of oral transmission. Each generation of believers knew less than the one before it, except insofar as their predecessors had embellished the old stories to fill the gaps. No authoritative texts had survived the incessant persecutions. With his love for theology, Allen found this at once fascinating and frustrating.

He did what he could to carry his share of the load supporting their rural farm settlement. He dared not be seen in public working at some mundane job, since he thought he was still being actively sought. He was afraid his intellectual skills and theological training were going to waste, atrophying. But one day things changed.

When evening prayers were done, Mort approached him with a smile on his face.

“Brother Abernathy, I have some exciting news. I think you know we have a colony of Nazoreans over in Palestine and Syria. They sometimes assist in archaeological digs. But they also work on their own, selling any finds on the black market. Well, they’ve now found something we never dreamed existed. It is a partial manuscript of the Nazorean scriptures.”

Allen’s ears were open and his eyes wide.

“You don’t mean the ‘shunned and abhorred New Testament’?”

“Part of it, anyway. They’re sending us a copy of the papyri. We can’t wait to read it! But we can’t. It’s written in ancient Greek! Who knew?”

Bill had come up to join them. He said, “That’s why we’re coming to you. Am I right that you studied ancient languages at Miskatonic? We were hoping you might be able to translate it for us.”

“Hmm. Greek, you say? Well, I spent most of my efforts on Latin and Arabic so I could study De Vermis Mysteriis and the Al-Azif. But I did some work on Byzantine Greek so I could cross-check the Arabic text with the Greek Necronomicon translated by Theodorus Philetas. It’s not quite the same, but I think I could manage it. When do you expect the copies to get here?”

 

A new chapter in Allen’s life had opened, and he was thrilled. Most people gain their religious beliefs either by heredity or by osmosis. He had repudiated his parents’ faith and replaced it with that of the Nazoreans. It was not a matter of evidence. When was it ever? He grew to love the group of people who had welcomed him. To embrace them was perforce to embrace their beliefs. Why not? And now he had found the venue he never thought he’d have, where he could teach as he had been taught, though the content was altogether different. But here he was, surrounded by eager, albeit informal, students, sitting in a semi-circle on the floor, drinking up his teaching of scripture like parched flowers enjoying the rain. All was well. Their scripture, their savior, whom he (and they) now knew to call “Jesus,” had many good things to say. The ideas and stories Allen was expounding were captivating, challenging, enriching. The glowing treasure contained in the new scripture instilled in him a deep and sincere faith in Jesus the Nazorean.

All was well until the day a bright student, Bill’s wife, raised her hand.

“This passage really puzzles me, Brother Allen. Maybe you can clear it up for me. ‘Some of you standing here will not experience death till the kingdom of God comes with power.’ Doesn’t that sound like he’s promising his Second Coming would happen in that same generation? But that was, like, two thousand years ago, right?”




Stewert Behr—Deanimator


Pete Rawlik

 

1. SIX SHOTS FROM THE SHADOWS

 

OF MY FRIEND AND COLLEAGUE STEWERT BEHR, MUCH HAS BEEN written, and even more is whispered. It has been more than half a century since I first met the man in the hallowed halls of Miskatonic University’s School of Necromancy. We were students then, enthralled in our studies of the anatomy and physiology of the Resurrected. Our fellows had pursued more commonplace studies, focusing on the ailments of the still living masses that made up the bulk of the plebian populace of the Americas, but Behr and I had chosen a different course. Under the tutelage of the eminent physician Lyle A. Shan we sought the training necessary to serve as physicians to the Resurrected themselves, those dark luminaries whom the Emperor himself had gathered and bestowed upon the necromantic gift of immortality.

Such paths in life have their price, and neither Behr nor I were possessed of the wealth needed to fulfill our studies, and thus had to pool our resources. We shared books and equipment, meals and notes, and out of necessity we shared a home. It was a ramshackle Victorian with three bedrooms and a dilapidated roof. To Behr’s delight it also possessed a basement, which my friend used as a laboratory for his experiments in necromancy, slaughtering and resurrecting animals: rats and rabbits mostly, the occasional cat, when it presented itself.

It was, what I thought, a cat screaming that drew me to the cellar that fateful night in the fall of 1900. The terrible screeching cry shattered the night and startled me from my slumber. I grabbed a brass poker from the fireplace, and, only half awake threw open the door and stumbled down the stairs to the subterranean level. The room was dimly lit, a half-dozen flickering oil lamps cast queer shadows as something moved in the darkness. Behr was cowering in the corner. There was blood on his coat, blood and dust. I knelt by him and checked for a pulse; he was still alive. I went to move him, but something growled from the dark.

Instinctively I swung my makeshift weapon, and the metal rod connected with something, something that screamed in anger and pain, something that screamed like a man. I swung again, and in the dim light caught a glimpse of something that was only partly human. The rest was something that might have once been an arm or a leg but was now nothing more than a pulpy disorganized mass of mud and dust. It was a horrible thing, a revenant with fetid breath and a shambling gait. It knew I was still human, still alive. It knew I had what it needed to make itself whole. It bared its teeth, and the fangs that would draw forth my blood glistened in the darkness. Its words were barely that, but I understood the command clearly enough: “Feed Me!”

Conditioned from birth, I lowered my weapon and craned my head to one side, exposing my neck so that one of the Resurrected could take what it needed. The undead master lunged forward and I cringed as the sound and terror came rushing across the room at me, but it never came.

Six times did the roar of the gun explode and fill the room with light and a deafening, earth-shattering blast. Six times did slugs of hot metal bore their way into the head of the Resurrected. The thing stumbled and as it fell it screamed, for it knew that it was dying. It had been promised eternal life, immortality, and it had done things, terrible things to survive, and all that was suddenly meaningless. It had killed so that it could live forever, and it had failed. As it fell to the ground it shattered, it crumbled into dust and then was lost amidst the darkness and dust of the basement laboratory.

“Damn,” cursed Behr. “The Resurrected was too strong.”

I stood there in shock, the voice of my colleague echoing in my head. “Behr, what have you done?”

He looked at me with a wild, crazed sense in his eyes. “I’m sorry Danielle, I thought I could handle it. The invocation worked with the smaller animals, the younger ones. I thought it would work on this one as well. It was only twenty years since it had been brought back. I thought for sure it wasn’t too old. The incantation … the Resurrected was too seasoned, too strong. Damn it, it wasn’t fresh enough!”

 

2. THE DARK PLAGUE

 

It had been in the summer of 1776 that the founding fathers issued their Declaration of Independence and plunged the American colonies into war with the British Empire. Since then, the tables had turned, where once the world had knelt before the House of Hanover it now quaked at the armies of the Imperial States of the Americas. From the capitol in Manhattan, the empire stretched from Quebec to Alaska and south to Panama where the Iberian Republic had combined their forces to curtail American imperialism. The expansion of the necromantic ideal had been confined to a single continent, but the whole world knew that it was only a matter of time before the founders renewed their push south. The unification of the Americas was one of the guiding tenets of the imperial foreign policy as codified in the Monroe Doctrine of 1825. In 1905 Monroe was still administering that doctrine, and personally oversaw the war machine that was developing in the deserts of Mexico, and the Gulf of California.

All this was merely preamble to the revelation that Behr was a Republican, an anti-imperialist who sought an end to a war that hadn’t even started. Unlike his fellow Republicans, Behr did not seek to change the policies of the Imperium, but rather he sought to change the Imperium itself. Necromancy was a dark plague, an unnatural evolution that had not only upset the balance of world powers, but that of nature itself. “It is unseemly for a single man to live beyond his allotment, Danielle, imagine the burden of an entire nation of the undead. It is an abomination, if not before God, then before the natural order of things.”

It was then that he revealed his plan to me. How his studies in necromancy were not intended to benefit the Resurrected, but rather to bring about their end. He would learn their secrets, learn the methods by which they were created, and discover a way to bring them down. He would destroy them all, one by one if need be. He had plans for all the Founding Fathers. Unlike the newly Resurrected, which could be killed by conventional means, the Elders were only vulnerable to sorcery. Behr had found a formula, an incantation: one that turned the older ones to ash. It wasn’t perfect yet, something wasn’t yet right. His phrasing or tempo was wrong. It worked perfectly on the smaller animals, but human subjects proved resistant. He needed practice, subjects to experiment on. He needed time. But once perfected, he would visit them one by one. The Founding Fathers would fall before him and his magic, Jean Charriere, Alijiah Billington, Jedediah Orne, Edward Hutchinson, and even the Emperor Joseph Curwen, would all be nothing more than ashes in the wind.

 

3. THE SCREAM OF MIDNIGHT

 

It was ten years after we had graduated that the fatal step was taken, and a shrill, inhuman shriek shattered the tropical night. We were junior necromancers, attached to the imperial embassy in Havana. Negotiations between the Empire and the Iberians had become heated, with Ambassador Munoz denouncing Doctor Charriere’s overtures of peace as a fraud designed to give the American fleet time to establish a base in Antarctica. Offended, Charriere went so far as to rap his cane against the table so hard that the wood itself had splintered. The talks had degenerated into cacophony after that, and the moderator, the venerated Tcho-Tcho Lama of Leng had dismissed the envoys, in hopes that cooler heads would prevail the following day.

But while our masters retired to their compound, Behr and I had other plans. It was not uncommon to see men and women from the embassy partaking of the Havana nightlife, and the two of us had cultivated a reputation of occasional overindulgence, if not outright debauchery. It was, of course, little more than a ruse, one designed to allow us to make contact with radicals who shared our motivations. These included not only local Cubans, but members of other nations as well. For all intents and purposes we were traitors, intent on overthrowing the American Imperium.

It was in a shadowy basement bar that we had been told to meet a potential new ally. Who this ally was, and which faction he represented, had not been revealed, neither had the reason for the meeting. So we sat in the dark and the heat, waiting for our mysterious new friend to make himself plain. We sipped daiquiris as the time crawled by, and by the time our friends in the underground walked in we were slightly inebriated; at least I was.

It should be apparent who our new ally was, for I knew him as soon as he came through the door. Ambassador Munoz was a medical man by training, and rumor had it he had carried out his own studies in scientific necromancy, as opposed to sorcery, but this was only rumor. The man brought a blast of cool air with him, and his handshake was like gripping a dead fish, but we weren’t there to cultivate a personal relationship.

Indeed the entire point of our meeting was never revealed, for no sooner had we sat down at the table than there came a sudden shrill whistling and a cacophony of footsteps. The doors to the bar burst open and in poured members of the Imperial Security Forces, and with them came a man dressed in the imperial black leather coat with the death’s head insignia on the collar and his hat. Doctor Charriere himself had come to deal with our betrayal.

Behr gave them no opportunity and did the only thing he could think of. He stood and, at the top of his lungs, recited the queer incantation he had been trying for more than a decade to perfect. He let those words roll off his tongue and fill the room with an eldritch tone that seemed to set even the air vibrating in an unbearable manner. The security forces fell to their knees and clasped their hands about their ears. One even moaned in pain, but only for a moment. Charriere slammed his cane against the floor and the ensuing sound dispersed whatever magic Behr had initiated.

Charriere smiled wickedly. “Very good Doctor Behr, very close indeed. Unfortunately, you are not quite correct in your pronunciation. When it comes to necromancy, the acoustics must not only be sustained, but there is a pronounced effect as well. One you have yet to master. A pity really.”

It was then that the incantation began again. I looked at Stewert, but he was as perplexed as I. What was even stranger was that the incantation was being spoken in a manner in which I had never heard it before. It was accented, and given a cadence totally alien to any Western way of speaking. As before, the security forces dropped to their knees, and clutched at their heads. This time Charriere joined them on the sandy floor. He tried once more to raise his cane and shatter the spell, but Munoz darted forward and wrenched the stick from his grasp. It was then that I realized that it was the Iberian ambassador that was chanting the spell and driving our enemies to the ground, but how those sounds came out of such a small and frail form I couldn’t understand.

One of his comrades whispered in our ears, “You hear this now? This is how it must be done. You must remember it, remember how it sounds. It must be done exactly like this.”

I nodded, and strained to listen more closely, but Behr just stood there entranced, like a bird caught in the stare of a snake. He didn’t even notice that the mortar that held the stones together was raining down. As Munoz held our enemies with the power of his voice, everyone else in the room rushed to the door and scrambled up the stairs.

“Stewert,” I pleaded with my friend, “we must go, now.”

He shook his head. “No, I have to hear this, I have to see this.”

On the ground before us the security forces had turned into piles of dust, piles that were still shaped like men, but would never live again. Only Charriere was still intact, but I could see where his cohesion was beginning to falter. His fingers were beginning to fray, to crumble, to float away in the wind.

“Stewert!” I screamed and dragged him into the doorway. From there we watched as Munoz’s incantation reached a crescendo and as the bell tower of the old city rang out midnight a terrible bolt of lightning reached down from the sky and touched the two battling necromancers. The bolt of energy exploded the two men and from where they had once stood, a terrible unearthly scream went up and echoed through the night.

After that we ran into the sultry Havana night. Fearful that our treachery had been exposed we dared not return to our diplomatic quarters, and instead sought refuge in the embassy of the British Empire. There, a sympathetic military attaché spirited us out of the city and onto a dirigible. Of this we were immensely grateful, as were we to Doctor Munoz who had not only given us the secret to the necromantic incantation that destroyed the Resurrected, but had sacrificed his own life in the process. The only issue that nagged at Behr and me was that horrible, echoing scream that pierced the darkness at midnight. To whom did it belong: our enemy, Charriere, or our ally, Munoz? Who died in such horrific agony?

And if need be, would one of us be willing to suffer such a sacrifice in the future?

 

4. THE DEMON LEGIONS

 

It was in October of 1920, five years after we had fled Havana, that Behr and I finally returned to the land that had birthed us. We had been living in Europe, Britain mostly, but Spain and France as well, and acting as advisors to the Allied Forces. War against a superior force makes strange bedfellows, and where once the European powers had battled amongst themselves, now they stood united, desperate to have someone to stand against the vampiric forces that had expanded beyond North America and now held the entire Caribbean and nearly all of South America. Only the vast plains of the Argentine remained free from the monsters and their servants that had come from the north.

That had been the fatal mistake.

Spurred on by reports from our spies, the Allies launched a multi-prong attack. The Russians swept in through Alaska, while at the same time the Iberian and Australian fleets struck at Mexico. In the Mississippi River Valley, Republican forces led an armed revolt freeing the millions of African slaves that still toiled in the fields, and setting them to march on local capital cities. All this while the combined fleets of Germany and Britain struck at the eastern seaboard, landing troops in Cape Cod. It was the intent of our assault to draw forces toward the Naval Yards in Boston and Providence, leaving only the reserve battalions to guard the throne in Manhattan.

Even here our plans were multi-fold, with airships launching fighter craft armed not only with machine guns, but loudspeakers blaring out a recording of the incantation, with myself and Behr secreted onboard a submersible vessel moving up the Hudson, past the fortifications of the Governor’s Island and Titan’s Watch. The East River was a tangle of defenses to prevent vessels from reaching the Imperial Palaces on Randall’s Island, but those defenses were all above the water line. Submersibles had existed for more than fifty years, but they had always been small craft designed for speed and stealth, and to damage other vessels. The thought that one might move upriver, and convey a most terrible weapon, had not been considered by the ancient and necrotic minds that ruled the Americas.

We surfaced the Gabriel not far from Hell’s Point. While I and my team of engineers set about preparing what all of us had come to call “the weapon,” Behr and our colleague Major Clapham-Lee of the Royal Navy deployed their units to fortify our position. The Stokers were specially trained soldiers who wielded implements of fire and necromancy designed to destroy and maim the undead creatures that were sure to lay siege to us. As I erected the tower, and my men began to power up the amplifiers, I watched as Clapham-Lee headed east, and my companion and lover Stewert Behr headed toward the island that was the imperial stronghold.

The October winds blew cold as I climbed up that dark, steel tower that hung four stories over the river. There were younger men that could do this work, but I trusted none of them, for none had my expertise. It had been I who had conceived of the weapon. It had been I who had designed it, and now even though I was well into my fifties, I had convinced Churchill to let me deploy and unleash the weapon. The High Lord Admiral had balked at first, but when he saw my determination and dedication, he had little choice but to cave in to my demands.

So there I was in the cold autumn wind, four stories above the East River, when the first shot rang out. I turned to look and saw that Clapham-Lee’s forces had been discovered and were under fire. However, as I expected, they were giving as good as they got, wielding not only conventional arms, but incendiary grenades, flamethrowers, and of course I could hear the echoing chants of the incantation as it was used over and over again to blast the Resurrected forces into dust.

I must admit that I watched amused as our allies quickly overtook our enemies and Clapham-Lee’s team advanced to their next objective, but that elation changed to fear as more gunfire erupted, this time from the west, and several rounds struck mere inches from where I was climbing. Behr was pinned down, and not only were he and his team in dire straits, the position of the Gabriel had been made plain, and I, in the air as it were, was an easy target!

Adrenalin pumping through my veins, I scrambled up the tower and made the last of the cable connections to the diaphragm that fed those queer, trumpet-like shells that served as amplifying horns. They had been found in Australia, where exactly I was never told, but they served their purpose, amplifying the sound to a volume greater than anything else we had been able to manufacture. Satisfied that my work had been done, I gave the signal to begin broadcasting and turned back round to try and catch sight of Behr and his team.

As I made my way down, my eyes searching the landscape, I could feel the generators powering up and the tower begin to vibrate as the sound of Behr’s voice began to pour through those alien trumpets. Even today, I can still hear those words, that terrible chant, the incantation that would undo the necromancy that had conquered not one, but two continents.

OGTHROD AI’F

GEB’L—EE’H

YOG-SOTHOTH

‘NGAH’NH

AI’Y ZHRO

I fumbled with my earplugs, and as I inserted them the entire world went silent, as the demon legions began to crumble. It was a terrible thing to watch.

I had no sympathy for the Resurrected, but to watch sentient beings suffer like that, even as monstrous as they were, it was almost unbearable. They were being destroyed, reduced to components of dust and ash and scattered into the winds, and they knew it. I was both overjoyed and disgusted by what we were doing, and, for a moment, a tinge of sadness, of regret that such sciences could not be used to better mankind crossed my mind.

And then the shot was fired.

I saw the gunman. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years of age, and by his uniform he was still alive. I saw his rifle fire and the small wisp of smoke leave the barrel. I braced myself for an impact, but that never came. But I felt it just the same, as if I had been shot. It was as if I, myself, had taken the round to the chest, a cherry blossom of crimson spreading across my shirt. As Stewert Behr crumpled to the ground I let go of the ladder and let myself fall the remaining way to the deck of the Gabriel as her horn finally reached maximum volume.

I had survived, of course, and the commander of the Gabriel had me hoisted upright so that I could watch what I had accomplished. As we sailed up and down the East and then the Hudson Rivers, I watched the shambling liches that had ruled for more than a hundred and fifty years crumble into nothingness. In that night we struck at and destroyed the ruling class of an entire civilization, and I watched it die. It was a fitting vengeance for the death of my friend and lover Stewert Behr, I only wish that someone had bothered to remove my ear plugs, that way I could have enjoyed their screams of dissolution, and not watched as they collapsed into piles of ash in terribly damned silence!

 

5. THE HORROR FROM THE TOMB

 

It had been three decades since Stewert Behr was taken from me, a decade since his death was memorialized in the great tomb that stands in the green, rolling hills of Glenside, Pennsylvania. It is here, not far from his birthplace, and his final resting place, that I chose to make my home. I am an old woman, a rarity in these parts it seems, for under the Resurrected, life spans had been reduced sharply. The Republic, seated in the new capitol of Philadelphia, bestowed upon me the same honor that they bestowed upon Behr; they called us Deanimator Emeritus. It was meant to be an honorary title, they expected me to assume the mantle of doddering old woman.

And I did.

But I was also a lonely old woman, and I was far too great and terrible a personage to remain incognito. The villagers knew who I was, and they shunned me. They whispered things behind my back, they hinted at the terrible things I must have done in the service of the Resurrected. They don’t care that it was I that freed them, and that it was I who gave up my love to do so. They drive an old woman mad with these whispers and innuendos. They shunned me, and I, in turn, shunned them.

I became the local hag whose house the children throw stones at while yelling “WITCH!”

But I was just a lonely old woman.

At first.

Over the years the loneliness turned to frustration, and a longing ache built in my breast. Out of amusement I said to myself, a distraction, nothing more, and in the cold and damp cellar I began my experiments. It did not take long. With one of my knowledge, it was exceedingly easy. Within months I was prepared, not just prepared but capable. I only lacked that last bit of fortitude.

It came soon enough, and one dark night when that ache could no longer be denied, I crossed the hills that surround the cemetery, a fattened calf by a rope behind me. The only light was that of a swollen moon, half hidden by wispy clouds. The calf protested as I pulled it through the gates but it eventually conceded to my will. Inside, beneath the flickering light of an eternal flame, I pushed back the carven tomb lid and exposed the corpse that dwelt beneath. It was a sad, paltry thing. Once it had been a man but it had become little more than dry skin and dust clinging to bone. I stared at it for a moment and remembered the man I once loved, and then I said the words, the words that I had learned reversed death itself!


EYAH ENG ENGAH
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HAH HALGEB


EFAY THRODOG


EWAAAH

There was a flash of light, and a terrible miasma that flooded that hallowed chamber. I coughed and gagged, and the calf screamed. Something dark and quick flew out of the resting place and ended the sound coming from the animal. There was a noise, a horrible, wet, gurgling, and then the beast fell to the floor and laid still.

He stood there staring at me, his eyes aflame, and his mouth dripping with gore.

“What have you done!?” He shouted at me, that horrible thing from the tomb that had once been my true love. I opened my mouth to speak, but I could not find the words, and then his words seemed to drown out everything else. “So hungry, so terribly hungry.”

And then he fled into the night.

I listened as he moved through the village, listened to the screams of men and women and even children as they echoed through the night. It was hours, and Behr was a ruthless predator. I had no idea the thirst would be that great. I had thought the calf would have been enough. I was a fool.

The town is not that large. I suppose he shall be finished soon, and I will be the only thing left alive for my one time friend, lover, and compatriot to confront.

I wonder what he shall do. Will he destroy me, feast upon my flesh and blood? Shall he convert me, make me like him, a creature of the night?

Is it wrong that I long for him to take me? Is it wrong that I wish to feel his touch again, even if he is a cold, undead thing that only pretends to be alive?

Is it wrong that I don’t care?




To Kill a King


Don Webb

 

1961, AS I SAW ON THE COVER OF MAD MAGAZINE, WAS THE “UPSIDE-down” year. That is to say you could write down the digits of the year, turn your paper upside-down, and it still read 1961. It seemed an upside-down year for me as well. Some pride of the South had firebombed the Freedom Riders in my home state, we had put Alan Shepard into outer space, and I won the Pulitzer Prize. There were other winners as well: Phyllis McGinley won for writing poems about suburban lawns and the joy of picking her husband up at the train station. My oldest brother got around to calling me.

“Nell, I liked the book, really I did, but I am surprised so many people are interested in Monroeville.”

“I was surprised they were interested at all, but Tru said they would be.”

“But you left out the big part. What happened to you and Amasa and Tru.”

“That would distract from what I wanted to talk about. Besides, I don’t want that old photo running anytime they mention the book.”

“You should still write it down, or get Tru to write it.”

“I did write it down. I just made it fiction and that enabled me to say certain things about racism and the class structure.”

“And skip the monstrous truth.”

“I was not writing for a pulp magazine. Tennessee Williams may have begun by writing for Weird Tales but I am not Tennessee Williams.”

“Are you working on anything now?” This is the question all writers hate. Do people ask their doctors if they’re doing surgery?

“I am working on a true crime story.”

“Like Tru?”

 

I had not known why my father had taken Tru and me to New York in the summer of 1933. It was so exciting just to see beyond the dusty streets of Monroeville. Tru was a small and annoying child and I pretended to be glad that I would be leaving him behind in the Big Apple. But in truth I was devastated. Tru, like me, and unlike anyone else in Monroeville, enjoyed reading. He had taught himself to read when he was four, and was seldom seen after that lacking a dictionary and some sort of writing tablet. He lived with a great aunt and would have spent a happy childhood in Monroeville, had not his mother performed the unnatural act of marrying a second time, something not heard of in Alabama, but apparently quite the norm in New York City. Tru’s new father had the audacity to be a Cuban of all things, but a well-to-do one according to his Park Avenue address. Amasa had not journeyed to New York to deliver the little ten-year-old bundle of joy; he was coming with one of his clients, our rather spooky neighbor Nathan Whateley. Mr. Nathan, as my brother Jim and I called him, was an independently wealthy man in Monroeville. That is to say in this time when we had nothing to fear but fear itself, he seemed to do nothing but venture out of the old Whateley place and buy a copy of The Monroe Journal, to which my father, Amasa, was a frequent contributor, and make his way past our house on Alabama Street at promptly 4:30 in the afternoon. Most everything in Monroeville was like clockwork. Everybody knew what time everything was. In small town life, and in rural life, you know your neighbors. Not only do you know everything about your neighbors, but also you know everything about them from the time they came to the country. The only mystery was the Whateley family. They were not among the families that had settled in the town after Jackson had defeated the Creek Indians. But even more scandalous, they were not among the families that had worn the Gray during the battle between the states. They had come from New England as late as the 1890s. In fact old John Whateley, once the “Wizard of Wall Street,” had been fleeing angry investors from the Panic of ’93, caused by the bursting of the railroad bubble. He and his wife Lavinia, a simple and somewhat deformed albino woman, took up residence behind closed shutters, and did not live life on the porches as the rest of us did. Isolated among strange influences, Lavinia was fond of wild and grandiose day-dreams and singular occupations.

I always had to watch myself when I spoke of Lavinia; Truman’s aunt Sook was a basket short of a picnic herself. She had taken him when his no account momma had dropped him off. Tru later said that Sook’s face was remarkable—not unlike Lincoln’s, craggy like that, and tinted by sun and wind. This was years after Monroeville where a Lincoln comparison would not have been a social plus.

Our second day in New York Amasa and Mr. Nathan had to meet a train, so Amasa sent us to the picture show. This was a special treat as Monroeville had no regular theaters and, aside from the occasional Jesus picture that was shown at the courthouse, movies were almost unknown to me. Tru had seen some films in New Orleans and kept Jim and me up one night by telling us about Dracula. We were armed with two buffalo nickels each, so that in addition to the show we could buy candies—a Valomilk for Tru and a Snickers bar for me.

The cartoon was The Three Little Pigs. The pigs, in addition to their house building skills, were adept musicians. The piano-playing pig made the house of bricks, the flute player the house of sticks, and the fiddler a house of straw. The piano player chided his brothers’ homes for lack of security in the face of the Big Bad Wolf, but the carefree pigs merely sang Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf? After the Big Bad Wolf had blown down the first two houses, he found his respiratory talents unequal to the task of demolishing the brick house. He then cleverly donned the costume of a Fuller Brush Man, and affecting a strange accent tried to gain entrance thusly. Tru and I did not understand the accent, but some men behind us with funny little caps had the same accent and said, “Yeah dose pigs wouldn’t be scared of us!”

Next came the newsreel. First came a story of an Indian man in diapers who had decided to stop eating, protesting the mistreatment of the lower castes. Then there was a horrific picture of mass book burnings in Germany. This upset Tru considerably as his lifelong goal was to be a writer. The film showed a little man with a toothbrush mustache, and the men behind us said something we did not understand, but sounded very hateful. Tru and I agreed with them. A man named Karl Jansky had detected radio waves from the center of the Milky Way galaxy. The last item was about the great destruction on the main island of Japan earlier this year. Originally thought to have been caused by an earthquake, the deaths were attributed to a large green dinosaur which, in addition to its great size, had the ability to breathe fire. The lack of international concern and aid for this disaster had led the Japanese Empire to withdraw from the League of Nations. The narrator speculated if the dinosaur might be of the same species that had been seen in Loch Ness, Scotland, at the beginning of May.

The Island of Lost Souls scared the beans out of us. It takes place on a Pacific island, where a shipwrecked American meets Dr. Moreau. Moreau is interested in speeding up evolution by turning animals into people through gruesome surgeries. He wants to mate his cat-woman Lota to the American, but his fiancée shows up. I thought the cat-woman was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Bela Lugosi led the animal people as the Sayer of the Law. In the end the animal-men rush into Dr. Moreau’s surgery, the House of Pain, calling out “Knives! Knives!” and we hear the horrible screams of Dr. Moreau. The second feature was Deluge, a movie showing New York being destroyed by a great tidal wave. The problem had likewise begun in the Pacific. Tru remarked that there seemed to be a lot of problems that came from the Pacific. After the show we walked back to our hotel. Our spirits were low because we knew after tomorrow Amasa was going to turn Tru over to his mom and his new Cuban father. Amasa has told us to eat in the hotel restaurant and charge the bill to our room.

We had a suite at the New Yorker Hotel. The dining lounge was on the 39th floor, which would make it thirty-six floors higher than the courthouse in Monroeville. The view was spectacular. To the north we could see the Chrysler Building and due east was the Empire State Building. Tru had read everything he could about the building, of course. His great ambition was to get his hair cut there tomorrow. The hotel had a forty-two seat barbershop, making it the biggest in the world. The hotel stood close to Madison Square Garden, which to my surprise was not a garden but an arena. The marquee promised that tomorrow night, “King Kong the Eighth Wonder of the World”, would be shown. Both Tru and I had begged Amasa to take us, but he had seemed very angry at the idea. My father was seldom angry or withdrawn and was (for a lawyer) one of the kindest of men. This trip had brought out an entirely new side of my father, a dark and mysterious side, which was not to my liking.

After dinner we were forbidden to leave the hotel as we were told that New York could be more dangerous than Monroeville. We had not brought swimming gear, and Amasa had explained that our natural mode of dress would not be welcomed at the world’s largest indoor swimming pool. We resolved to spend the early part of the evening riding up and down in the elevators. We were on our second trip when we encountered the man with the pigeon. He was 77 years old; we knew this because his picture had been on Time magazine two years earlier. It was the first magazine I had read (with some help from my father) cover-to-cover. His name was Nikola Tesla, and he was a genius. He had invented electricity, we thought. He was speaking to the pigeon in a deep and loving tone in a language I did not know. It was a beautiful white bird with light gray tips. Another man was with him, an effeminate man with a pretend German accent.

Tru started with eyes as big as dinner plates. Finally he asked, “Are you Mr. Tesla?”

The other man answered. “Ja. He is Tesla and my name is George Sylvester Viereck. And who are you little boy?”

Tru introduced himself.

“I like little boys,” said Herr Viereck. “Do you like vampires, little boy?”

“I saw Dracula at the picture show in Birmingham.”

“Quite, so. I wrote a novel about vampires long before you were born. It is called The House of the Vampire. You must read it some day.”

“I am sure I will. I love to read and write.” Tru showed off his ever-present tablet.

Tesla only seemed to have noticed the exchange when Tru showed off his tablet. His English had almost no accent. “And you are perhaps his sister?”

“No, Sir. I am his neighbor. My name is Harper.”

“Like David, who was the harper for Saul.”

“Yes, Sir. That was what my father had in mind. I have never seen a pet pigeon before.”

“Oh,” said Tesla, “She is more than a pet to me. I fed pigeons for many years, and then one day I met her. Yes, I love this pigeon, I love her as a man loves a woman, and she loves me. There is nothing more innocent than a bird. I hope that you will remember that all your life, little girl. ”

“I’ll remember meeting a real author all my life,” said Tru.

The elevator rose to the 33rd floor.

Tesla said, “Do you like amazing things? Come with us. I will show something amazing.”

His apartment was small and bad smelling. Only two rooms. I thought geniuses had more than that, but I was unsure what sort of wages geniuses might make. Jim told me often he was a genius, so I was naturally curious on this point. Trunks of all sizes were stacked around the walls, and there were only three chairs. The pigeon flew to a much guano-stained trunk, the highest point in the room. Tesla went into the bedroom and returned with an odd-looking device. It was a small steel box from which protruded a cylinder wrapped in tiny red wires. At the top of the cylinder was a small brass knob. Herr Viereck was all smiles; he was in on the mystery and had that smile that grown folk have when they are about to show off some special knowledge that belongs to their state. Mr. Tesla sat his device on a small table and plugged it in. He then went to the lamp by his bed in the other room and unscrewed two bulbs. He told us to stand back. He pulled the white thread that served as the off switch to his overhead light. The pigeon gave an alarmed sound. Then he flicked a little switch on the side of his device. Something whirred inside of it and the air smelled of lightning before a thunderstorm.

Then it happened!

Lightning bolts so bright white that they seemed blue leapt out of the knob in all sorts of crazy directions. The air sizzled with the sound of sparks. Then as though this were not the miracle of the ages, Tesla held out the bulbs in his bare hands and they glowed!

I am sure that the demonstration lasted only seconds but, for me, time stopped. Tesla amazed us then with stories about a giant tower he had built in Colorado Springs. He told us how he had made a system that could have given free power to everyone in the world, but the financers had stopped him. He talked about ripping a contract from Westinghouse to shreds. It could have made him rich as Rockefeller, but he wanted power to be free.

“And you, little lady. This is the best news for you. You see when power is free women’s servitude to men will end and women will rule the world!”

Tru had wandered into the bedroom and found a strange-looking gun. He brought it out and held it up as a question-gesture.

Tesla almost jumped. “Put that down, little boy. It is not a toy. That is my particle beam gun. You could kill us all.”

Viereck said, “If you sold that gun to Hitler, he could make the world you want.”

“We have been over this George. You may be the greatest living poet in the world, but your politics are atrocious. Hitler has some good ideas, but not good enough. Your friend Crowley wanted me to sell it to the King.”

I knew that Amasa had many bad things to say about Hitler, and I hadn’t liked the way he looked in the newsreels. I suddenly didn’t like this man who wrote about Vampires. “Mr. Tesla, Mr. Viereck. It is getting late. I am sure my father would prefer that we went to our room now.”

“Of course, little lady. Perhaps during your stay you will come again,” said Tesla.

“Are you going to see King Kong at the Square Garden tomorrow night?” asked Herr Viereck.

Before I could kick him, Tru said, “No, sir. Mr. Lee says we are not to go. He is going, but he said it might be too exciting for us.”

“Oh but this is terrible. I am going. Perhaps I can take you and the young lady on the sly.”

“Oh Mr. Viereck, that would be the most wonderful thing of all! Are you really the world’s greatest living poet?”

“Ja, it is true what Tesla says. I am the world’s greatest living poet.”

As we left room 3327 I told Tru, “Why don’t you ever show any sense and shut up? We don’t know anything about this Mr. Viereck and anybody that likes Hitler is most likely not going to be favorably viewed by Amasa.”

“Oh have a little sense of adventure, Nell. It is very exciting to meet a real writer. He told me that in his book boy vampires kiss boys.”

“That sounds nasty to me,” I said with such grave dignity as I could muster.

“I think it sounds exciting,” said Tru. “And I think tomorrow night when we see King Kong will be the most exciting night of our lives.”

Even when he later wrote In Cold Blood, Tru was to have a gift of understatement.

The next day we had a brief breakfast with Amasa, who was going to be arranging some important business with Mr. Whateley. We were given a sufficient allocation to visit the Metropolitan Museum and eat some outlandish dish called pizza. We were gravely warned not to enter Central Park because of the Hoovertown there. As we made our way amidst the great storm of humanity, Tru asked me the forbidden question: what was the story of Mr. Nathan’s brother, whom the local Monrovians called “Boo?”

“I don’t rightly know the whole story. I know that he is the elder twin of Mr. Nathan, and he has been kept out of the state asylum for some years by the power of Whateley money.”

“How does Mr. Whateley make his money?” asked Tru. Tru, despite his heritage, was never truly Southern. We are not a people of direct inquiry on sunlit streets, but prefer the veiled remark at twilight as the lightning bugs begin their dance or heat lightning shimmers in the west.

“Mr. Whateley deals in cotton,” I told him, “which means he has money and we do not and of what you know nothing you must not speak.” I had asked Amasa once if we were poor and was surprised that he answered, “Yes.”

I told Tru that I would tell him all I knew of Boo’s saga, if he would purchase me a Three Musketeers candy bar, which in those days consisted of chocolate, vanilla and strawberry nougat. This confectionary homage to the older Alexandre Dumas having been proffered, I explained to Tru that the Whateley twins were well-established adolescents by the time they had come to our dusty town. Arthur stood a head taller than Nathan; in fact he was the tallest man in Monroe County. Unlike his more respectable brother, Arthur had frizzy kinky hair and somewhat yellowish skin that produced the rumor that, like Lincoln, he was half-Negro. The town’s people in their charity called him “Lavinny’s black brat.” John Whateley was much older than the slatternly Lavinia and local gossips claimed he was the boy’s grandfather. Neither boy attended the local high school, nor, like their parents for the most part, of the social scene, such as it was. It was widely rumored that Nathan had gotten a girl in trouble in Thomasville, but no cotton came of the planting as they say.

Arthur’s life was more troubled. He had taken a shine to a white trash girl named Mayella Bishop. They had planned to run and get hitched in Mexico. This exotic scheme ended one May Eve. When a tearful Mayella had turned up at the courthouse with torn and bloody clothes and quite out of her mind, her father suggested that his daughter was a victim of “nigger rape,” remanifesting the rumors of Arthur’s dark parentage. Dr. Adams inspected the girl and pronounced her intact, although she never did regain her mind. What had transpired was never discovered, but the population began to fear the tall gangly Arthur and his goatish smell.

Time came around and Mr. Whateley sent his boys off east to some business school, no doubt of high repute. Arthur returned after a semester claiming that he didn’t want to take part in old man Whateley’s business. He hung around his house for some weeks, until one day Lavinia had run screaming out of the Whateley home. It seems that Arthur had been repairing an ancient black leather book of his father’s with paste and scissors. As John walked past his son, Arthur had sunk the scissors into his thigh. The doctor came soon. No charges were ever filed, but Arthur was never seen on the streets of Monroeville again. Some said he fled. Shortly after the incident, John Whateley bought an old plantation house near Finch’s Landing where there were stretches of marshland that one instinctively disliked, and indeed almost feared at evening when unseen whippoorwills chatter and the fireflies come out in abnormal profusion to dance to the raucous, creepily insistent rhythms of stridently piping bullfrogs. Many people believed that Arthur moved into that gloomy old house. John Whateley began a long decline after the stabbing. The doctor told Amasa one night while they were passing around stories like moonshine that he suspected that old man had the cancer. He died two years later and Nathan came back to care for his mother and (presumably) Arthur as well.

Various ghoulish tales floated around the figure of Boo, if he still lived. Some people claimed that the Whateley money was being drained away feeding him large amounts of cattle out at the old house. Others claimed that New Orleans voodoo Negroes came up to visit Arthur on Halloween. Others blamed him for various natural phenomena—early frost, dry rot, impotence.

By the time I had told this story to Tru we had reached the Metropolitan, and I wanted to see the Egyptian displays first because Jim was fascinated by the Egyptians, whom he told me had created toilet paper. Tru had a fascination for costumes.

After several hours, our Alabama brains drunk on visual culture, we became aware of a great emptiness in our bellies. New York, unlike Monroeville, is full of places to eat and we purchased slices of pizza in front of Tiffany’s. During our lunch at Tiffany’s, while our palate was hypnotized by garlic and cheese and our eyes were mesmerized by a window full of diamonds, rubies, and sapphires, the voice of my father and Nathan Whateley shocked us with the familiar. Hearing them arguing as they sauntered down Fifth Avenue was as astonishing as hearing a school bell while one was in fairyland.

Mr. Nathan said, “I don’t want your opinion, Mr. Lee. The harsh light of capitalism is the logical way to end far too many years of the darkling nigromancy of the Whateleys. This deal is as good as the one my foolish ancestor signed.”

“Nathan, I know you have every reason to hate your brother, but darkness is sweet for the misshapen, the old, the deformed. And the haunted. It gives them a beneficence that the electric light or the harsh sun can not.”

Tru and I stood still as statues as they passed.

Mr. Viereck arrived in front of the New Yorker hotel at seven. Amasa had left and we had promised him that we would stay out of trouble. Mr. Viereck drove a new car, longer and more elegant than anything that would be seen in Monroe County until after the war. It was a deep crimson in color, memory has left me unsure but I think it was a Packard Super 8. He was full of all sorts of strange and wondrous information. He pointed out the traffic lights the city had installed three years before. He explained the subways to us—we had been too intimidated to venture below ground. Mostly he explained Kong to us. “According to the exhibitor, Kong was captured in the Fengshyang region of China. The locals called him “Yeren” or wildman, and the name “Kong” was apparently given to him by Norwegian sailors that transported him to the United States. He seemed to be a large specimen of Gigantopithecus blacki, a species formerly thought extinct.

As I remarked, Madison Square Garden proved not to be a garden at all, but rather a large arena. Tru and I were beginning to understand that Yankees were much like Humpty-Dumpty and made words mean whatever they wanted them to mean. The smell of so many humans gathered together was nauseating. I had smelled the human stain before in the Courthouse and I have never come to like it. Tru said that tragedy begins when enough humans walk into a room that they change from persons to people. We sat near the middle of the people mass, a small man talked into a microphone before a giant red curtain. Reporters crowded the front and pictures were being flashed which added to the smell, as well as the omnipresent tobacco. In the North, everyone smokes, but few people dip. We could not hear all the man was saying, “…eighth wonder of the world. Darwin’s Missing Link…origin of myths of giants and trolls…Kong is a prehistoric type of ape, neither beast nor man. Strong smell of the Yeren or Skunk Ape, ladies may wish to cover their noses … without further ado … ”

The curtain rose. Men screamed. Women fainted. Photographers exploded flash powder and I remembered where I had smelled the smell before. It was the faint evil stench that came from the Whateley porch. That summer two years ago when Tru and Jim and I were using a tire as a chariot and they had rolled me past the street and up unto that outer gateway of Hell.

Within the cage sat Boo Whateley. Surely no ape, prehistoric or otherwise. He had grown, it was later measured, to thirty-six feet. Above the waist he was semi-human, though his chest had the leathery, reticulated hide of a crocodile or alligator. The back was piebald with yellow and black, and dimly suggested the squamous covering of certain snakes. Below the waist, though, he was the worst; for here all human resemblance left off and sheer phantasy began. His legs were thickly covered with coarse black fur, and from the abdomen a score of long greenish-gray tentacles with red sucking mouths protruded limply. Their arrangement was odd, and seemed to follow the symmetries of some cosmic geometry unknown to Earth or the solar system. On each of the hips, deep set in a kind of pinkish, ciliated orbit, was what seemed to be a rudimentary eye; whilst in lieu of a tail there depended a kind of trunk or feeler with purple annular markings, and with many evidences of being an undeveloped mouth or throat. The limbs, save for their black fur, roughly resembled the hind legs of the giant dinosaur we had seen the day before in the newsreel.

His Negroid hair had been plaited and his eyes were filled with rage. Although his head was as big as a bushel basket, Boo had the chinless face of the Whateleys. Manacles encircled his foot-thick wrists and a chain went round his chest. It was clear that each photographer’s flash was causing him pain, yet these gentlemen of the press continued to rack up torture points in the name of journalism.

“Stop it!” I yelled. “Stop you are hurting him!”

Boo’s giant eyes found me.

As did Amasa’s and Mr. Nathan’s from the front row.

Then the monster bellowed my name, “Nell, Nell Lee!”

No one had ever really looked at me that wasn’t either a blood relative, classmate, or teacher. I could feel the weight of his regard. I could feel at that moment what Mayella’s mind must have been like before it exploded into madness. I also felt deep, deep shame at the gaze of so many hundreds of people watching me during this intimate, archaic, and terrifying moment. Of all my later experiences of sex and death and religion, none even amount to a tenth of a tenth of that time.

In my mind was a terrible howling, “I must break through, unite the spheres.” 

I looked toward Tru and Mr. Viereck. They were staring at me with horror as though I had just lost some cosmic lottery of doom. Viereck looked back at Kong/Boo and said, “I knew it. He is Jewish. We must run.” He grabbed Tru, who truly screamed like a girl. But at that moment came three great snapping sounds. Boo pulled his right arm up, snapping a chain, then the left. Then he stood fully and the two chains attached to those on his waist snapped off. Every throat including mine and Boo’s screamed at this moment. He put his massive hands on the bars of his cage and bent them as though they were pipe cleaners. I tried to follow Viereck who was holding a protesting Tru above his head, but the brave man next to me shoved me to the floor and walked over me. Two more people likewise used me as a carpet, before I pulled myself to my feet. Boo was free of his cage, like Polyphemos he was eating men. The blood of reporters ran down the chinless Whateley face.

He began striding through the mass of fleeing humanity, his thick lizard feet unhurt by the crushing of theater seats. I knew, with the same certainty that one knows things in dreams, that I was his target. I tried to run but his huge eyes held me. I have tried to describe at various times why I could not run. It was not fear nor curiosity nor pity nor (as an article by Richard Shaver disgustingly suggested), lust. It was another emotion, and not a human one.

Boo slapped the people away from me with simple swats as though they were offending gnats. He caught me up in his right hand and blotted out the world of sight for several long minutes. Subjectively several long centuries.

In the warm dark I could hear screams. Then some gunshots. I heard Amasa yelling at them to stop shooting—his daughter was in the creature’s fist for God’s sake. He promised to save me. I heard Nathan screaming some words of gibberish that made my brain hurt. The words swirled through my brain, they too were an alien emotion, but cold, and made me think of the cells in the basement of the Monroe County courthouse.

Then I felt Boo stand still and yell back, “Momma loved me more than she did you. You sorry bastard!” Then I heard Nathan scream real loud—his voice began below where I was and then was above where I was—then there was a big jolt and his voice traveled rapidly downward and ended with a splattering sound.

The smell was horrible. Snakes and sewage and dead things all at once with other things probably not of this Earth.

I could hear sirens and screams and we were moving along fairly quickly. I guess he was running.

Images kept coming intro my brain. Birds. All sorts of birds. Finches (because of my mother’s maiden name I guess), whippoorwills and mockingbirds, cuckoos and ibises and ravens, and strange reptile birds that I later found out were pterodactyls). There was a need to get higher, nearer the sky. The night sky was Daddy. The night sky loved him. It was all written there.

There were more sirens. I could hear a man yelling in Italian at Boo. Boo stopped and rolled some large wooden thing and the man let out a yelp. Then the regular swinging of the right arm stopped and there was a jerky motion. I felt like I was being pulled up and I was so scared. I could feel in my bones that he was going to drop or fling me to the ground like his twin brother. Each jerk took me six or seven feet up. He grasped me tighter and all the places I had been trampled upon began to ache. I wondered if he would squash me.

More images came into my mind. I could see people gathering below and someone setting a search light. No! Don’t shine it in his eyes!! Boo let out a deep rumble of pain and squished me so hard I screamed too. He pictured the dusty streets of Monroeville—he was looking from behind the blinds. He was watching Jim and Tru and me playing with the tire. He was too tall, he had to bend down. His body was too elastic. He must not have bones like we do. He wanted to go someplace where light and dark talk to you…where sound makes space and where time has a smell like vanilla and hot copper. He climbed faster, he was looking for a crack in the sky. He was listening to the Jansky waves.

I heard biplanes. They were coming to rescue me. Then I realized they were not. One little girl from Alabama was not big on the Yankee priority list. I realized the scale of the world then. In the big picture there weren’t small pictures, and when fear is in the mix, small human beings will be trampled every time. The fear of Boo was a sun to the moon of caring about the little girl. My fear of Boo began to fade and I began to fear my fellow pure-bred humans.

Boo swatted at the planes as they strafed him. I hoped Mr. Viereck wasn’t watching; their ineffectual attack didn’t make our air force look good, and I didn’t want him to tell Mr. Hitler. In addition to treating the planes like gnats on a summer evening, Boo gestured wildly at the stars. He seemed to expect them to move.

A violet beam thinner than a pencil shot out a few feet above my head and it smelled like Mr. Tesla’s room. It shot again and again. Thankfully missing me, but missing Boo as well. I was praying for Boo to just calm down. We could all get on the train, Boo and Amasa and even Tru and just go back to Monroeville, but even then I was old enough to know that things didn’t happen like that. Eden is where stories start, not where they end up. The beam shot out again, and for the first time I was brave enough to watch something other than Boo. Across the way on the Chrysler building stood Tru, Tesla, and Amasa. Tesla was firing his particle beam weapon. He was a much better genius than a marksman. My daddy took the weapon from him. He drew aim and fired. The beam struck Boo’s leathery chest, cutting a small searing steaming hole. I had no idea that my father knew how to shoot, he had always complained of the weakness of his eyes. I remember when my uncle had given my brother and me air rifles and Amasa had declined to instruct us, giving us only the rule that we were to use our weapons against tin cans and the such. In particular, father had advised us not to kill some songbird or another claiming it was a sin to kill something harmless. At the time I thought he had said pigeon, but that was because of the love Mr. Tesla had for his bird. I was to recall the actual bird years afterward. In many ways Boo had certainly been harmless for many years, simply giving the children (and some of the adults) something to marvel at. I yelled at my father to stop.

God the smell was awful. I braced myself on my tiny ledge fearing that the smell would knock me out, or that Boo fighting above me would take me with him on the gravity elevator. Either my prayers were answered or Mr. Tesla’s device was faulty, because I saw the gun burst into a little purple fireball and my father fling the burning mass away from him.

I yelled at Boo, trying to reassure him that everything was going to be well. In fact I had no reason to be making any such claim, but my fear had vanished and some hitherto unknown maternal instinct raised itself up in me. One of Boo’s crotch tentacles snaked itself over to me and snatched me up. He pulled me to the mass of what in men would be their men parts. Amid the forest of strange growths, I now saw there were eyes. Dozen of eyes which if it were not for their alien arrangement, would be the eyes of a small frightened boy. Surely not the eyes of my race, which is to say the human race, but small and scared eyes nonetheless. I saw myself reflected in each eye. I saw a dozen tiny Harpers. I wanted to tell him that human love was as real as fear and hate. I wanted to be David to his King Solomon.

Boo was trying to understand the gap between us, between his alien parent and his Whateley mother, between some ultimate line of Us and Them that he was fated to straddle. He drank my image, and a great shudder went through him. I felt him give up on holding to this world, and I saw his eyes reflecting the unknown color of another world. He sat me back down again. I could hear planes flying toward us.

Boo was yelling the same sort of gibberish his brother had. It was the kind of thing you hear at Holy Roller revivals, “Ygnailh…ygnaiih… thflthkh’ngha…Yog-Sothoth…” rang the hideous croaking out of Alabama. “Y’bthnk…h’ehye–n’grkdl’lh…” I could feel his pain. He was just like Jesus on the cross, like every Negro we’ve lynched. Pigeons began gathering on the building. Hundreds of pigeons. They were cooing in rhythm with the gasps of Boo. His tail and his other appendages were writhing wildly. The beam struck again. Boo was leaking now, great gouts of whitish liquid. He bellowed again, “Eh-y-ya-ya-yahaah—e’yayayaaaa… ngh’aaaaa…ngh’aaa…h’yuh…h’yuh…HELPHELP!…dd—dd—dd—DADDY! DADDY! YOG-SOTHOTH!”

His right hand, that had been clutching the radio tower, spasmed open, and the thick saurian feet uncurled. At the very last moment he pushed away from the building so that he wouldn’t take me with him as he fell. The whoosh of air near froze me. Above me I could see the biplanes were having difficulty with a glowing spot in the air—I think it was the Opening Boo wanted. It vanished with a sound of thunder. Suddenly all of the pigeons were squawking, and then they too were falling by the hundreds. There was a big empty space in my head where Boo’s thoughts and images had been. I knew I would be spending the rest of my life trying to fill that hole. The filling wouldn’t just come to me like a glass slipper delivered by the anxious Prince.

It seemed no time passed until a man on a rope ladder climbed down to rescue me. The firemen had been waiting behind closed doors on the observation deck. They gently placed a blanket around me and kept saying, “There, there.” But I didn’t know where they meant.

Boo’s big broken body lay on the street covered with hundreds of pigeons. It had begun to liquefy. Great white streams of mucus were running off in the gutters and the smell was horrible, but horrible in a normal sort of way. The police kept their great searchlight on the body as though fearing a resurrection, and some of the more scientifically minded folk were seeking bottles and jars to collect the death residue. I wanted to go to him, but they held me back. I had been right with my guess about his lack of bones.

Amasa, Tru, and Tesla arrived. Many reporters swarmed around Tesla, asking his opinions about the “monster.” Mr. Tesla said that it was not his weapon that had killed the beasts, but my symmetry. This line was dumbed down when they made the movie, and the government removed all reference to Mr. Tesla’s death ray. Boo’s extra crotch limbs, eyes, and saurian parts were likewise forgotten since they play no part of a sane world that has nothing to fear except fear itself.

I was famous for a brief time; some of your parents or grandparents may have seen my face on a newsreel. They didn’t get my name right, they used my nickname of Nell. Nell Finch, they said. Mr. Tesla had remembered my bird name. In the genius’ mind birds and angels were of a oneness. I suppose that I should be glad that I wasn’t Nell Pigeon.

The death of a single boy, no matter how tall, from Alabama made the headlines. If people remember 1933 at all, they remember it as the year Hitler became Chancellor. Four years later the Hindenburg became a fireball, and a year after that the Martians landed in New Jersey.

It was years before I saw Tru again. By then he had evolved beyond the little boy of Monroeville, he had heard other voices and had been in other rooms. He begged me to write it all down, but I demurred. The popular account had been written by a Weird Tales writer who had made some reputation as a ghost writer having written for Harry Houdini. The government had forced him to censor it a great deal, but I have heard that the whole incident deeply affected him and that he had left New York for his native Providence. I felt that if I wrote it people would take it as allegory about racism with Kong as some giant black figure in a crucifixion scene. The last thing I wanted was to see buttons that said, “KING KONG DIED FOR YOUR SINS.” In 1961 I did indeed see such buttons, but I had already dealt with Boo and Monroeville in my own way. I made my own statement about the love I felt in his eyes and the horror of being different.

Tesla died alone and poor in 1943, a few months shy of a decade after the only public display of his particle beam. In the middle of the war with Germany and Japan, nobody noticed. He was said to have developed a strange theology after that night wherein he believed that dying human souls could be transferred into pigeons. Such had been Boo’s fate. It was true that Tesla could have been a billionaire, but chose to fight for free power all of his days. He was a man as gentle as Arthur Whateley, and I hope that his soul is flying, somewhere in the great night of the cosmos he understood better than so many men.




The Last Quest


William Meikle

 

ARTHUR PENDRAGON, FORTY-NINTH HOLDER OF NAME AND TITLE, watched from Westminster Palace as the Saxon dirigibles rained fiery death from above. Londinium burned for the twelfth night in succession, and Arthur was only too aware that all he could do was stand on the balcony and look splendid in his too shiny armor that had never even seen a battle.

“The people need a symbol.” He’d heard the phrase—his whole line of ancestors had heard it—heard it so often that it was almost the family motto.

“This is all your fault, you know,” Arthur said to the much smaller robed and hooded figure at his side. Merlin—first and only of the name, at least to Arthur’s knowledge, did not say anything in reply, so Arthur went on. “Do something, man—call up your old magic—send them home. Do your duty.”

Merlin laughed at that, a harsh, low chuckle that came with a watery rumble, as if something was broken deep in his chest.

“Duty now is it, Sire? I was called to your family all those years ago—bound to you by chains you will never begin to understand, and yet you have the nerve to speak to me about duty? Shame on you, Arthur—you are the king here, not I. I may have grown old over the years, but at least I have not yet grown soft. All of your machinations in the name of progress, all of your politics and treaties and kowtowing to the Northmen has only led us here, to this fiery end. The Saxe-Coburgs have torn up every treaty, walked over all of our old allies in weeks—and here they are perched on our doorstep—and burning down the house. And now that disaster is upon us, you look to me for answers, as you and yours have always done. And as always, you already know what is needed—the land needs its king, and the king needs the sword and the grail—as it ever was, as it ever shall be.”

“The grail is lost,” Arthur said.

“And forever will be, unless you look for it,” Merlin replied.

It was an old argument, and one that was not going to be resolved any time soon. Arthur dragged his gaze from the burning city, turned his back and stepped inside, into the great hall, where the knights sat in session at the table. They would look to him for guidance—but as yet he did not have the slightest idea what he could tell them.

 

Arthur saw Lancelot look up from his ale. The flickering light from the gas lamps only accentuated the gold and blue inlays of his ceremonial armor, the sharpness of which was in contrast to the sagging jowls of his cheeks and the flabby sausage fingers that brushed at his overly manicured beard as he spoke.

“Tell me, Merlin, have you always been so dashed ineffectual?”

Merlin merely smiled. “Perhaps you should ask your mother?”

Lancelot tried to push his chair back and rise to the challenge, but his armor was far too heavy for the grossly overweight body it surrounded, and all he could do was stare sullenly as the wizard took his seat at Arthur’s right hand at the table.

A page arrived with a silver platter. On it was a single note—a telegram, timed and dated that very hour. It only took him a minute to read it. The glow from the fires outside overwhelmed the dim yellow gaslight, casting a red pallor over everything in the hall, and the hum of the propellers as the great balloons went by overhead meant that Arthur had to almost shout to be heard as he put the note down.

“The Saxe-Coburg queen has called for our surrender,” he said. Unconditional, and with myself and Merlin to be taken to Kassel as hostages—a sign of our good faith. If we do not comply immediately this bombardment will continue, until there is nothing left of Londinium but ash and rubble.”

Persifal laughed. He wore his own armor lightly, and moved with the grace of a fighter, being one of the few around the table who had kept to the old ways and actually enjoyed the enforced rigors of weapons training.

“Let them come. This city has burned before, and survived it. And they are only Saxons after all—they have never bested an Arthur on these shores, and our people know it.”

Arthur saw that several of the knights agreed—Bedivere, Gawaine and Kay among them—but Lancelot was not convinced—Lancelot was rarely convinced by anything save a woman, a beer, or a fight—and these days the beer usually won over the rest. Galahad, quiet as ever, sat at Lancelot’s side, the familial bond plain to see. Old rivalries died hard around this table, and it seemed that even an imminent invasion was not enough to heal the schisms.

“I am of a mind to agree with you, Persifal,” Arthur said. “But they come in such numbers—and they have the latest technology on their side—I fear we have fallen behind in the race for the future.”

Persifal laughed again—his good humor was one of the few things that had always made these archaic sessions bearable for Arthur.

“What need we of technology when we have Excalibur—and Arthur to wield it? We shall meet them on the beaches—and drive them back to their cabbages and sausages.”

At least that got a laugh from everyone round the table—a rare united front. Arthur was still wondering how to make best use of it when the air above the Siege Perilous trembled and wavered, like the shimmer of hot sun on the river; it seemed to be a jet-black tear in the fabric of space, no bigger than a sliver of fingernail. Initially Arthur thought he had a hair near his eye and tried to brush it away before he realized he was indeed looking at something hanging in space at eye level above the empty seat.

He turned to Merlin, who shrugged.

“It is not my doing, Sire,” the old man said. As ever his features were hidden beneath the cowl and the mass of bristling beard and muustache, but deep in the shadows under his hood the wizard’s eyes twinkled. It looked to Arthur like excitement.

He turned his attention back to the tear in space. It appeared to be spinning slowly in a clockwise direction. As he watched it quivered, like a struck tuning fork, and changed shape, settling into a new configuration, a black, somewhat oily in appearance droplet little more than an inch across at the thickest point. It hung there, its very impossibility taunting him to go over and look for the trick strings that had to be holding it in place. It swelled, and now looked like an egg more than anything else—a black, oily egg from some creature whose nature could only be guessed at. As Arthur rose from his seat a rainbow aura thickened around it, casting the whole chamber in dancing washes of soft colors as it continued to spin.

Excalibur hummed, the hilt feeling hot in the scabbard as he put his hand on it. There was danger here.

The egg quivered and pulsed. And now it seemed larger still. The chamber started to throb, like a heartbeat. The egg pulsed in time until the throb became a rapid thumping; the chamber shook and trembled. The vibration rattled his teeth and set his guts roiling. The aura around the egg wavered and trembled.

Arthur drew Excalibur—the first time he had ever been given cause to do so in his reign—and stepped around the table. Persifal also stood and drew his sword but no one else moved, all struck immobile by the growing dance of light and rhythm.

“What is it?” Lancelot asked. “Is it the Grail?”

Merlin stepped forward to Arthur’s side.

“I have seen its like afore, Sire. It is not the Grail itself—but it is a part of it—it is an opening—a pathway to deeper secrets. It is a wizardly thing.”

“Is it the Saxons’ doing?”

Merlin shrugged again.

“I cannot be sure, Sire—the last time I saw anything like it, it was Uther, not Arthur, who stood before it.”

There was definitely excitement in the old wizard’s eyes now—and cunning. The old man knew more than he was saying—but that was nothing new. And not for the first time in the old man’s presence Arthur noticed a smell—brine, like salt spray from a blowing sea—it had followed the Wizard around for as long as anyone could remember. It seemed stronger than ever tonight, but Arthur had no time to ponder the meaning—the black egg above the long-empty seat throbbed, ever more violently. It spun—and split, becoming two.

The throbbing deepened until it felt like the Knights were imprisoned in a great drum being beaten by a giant’s hand. Two eggs became four—color danced. The floor—thick stone as it was, beat in time, threatening to knock Arthur off his feet. High above the roof creaked, old timbers feeling the pressure and threatening to crash down on top of them—indeed the whole palace was now vibrating in time to the beating drummer.

Excalibur sent a burst of heat into Arthur’s hand. He raised the weapon high, suddenly more full of life than he had felt since childhood. He brought it down from overhead in a strike that hit the eggs dead center and burst them apart in a concussion that blew white lancing heat through the chamber and out though the doors and windows into the night.

Arthur felt dazed, as if drunk on too much mead and ale, but Merlin had already skipped past him, out onto the balcony.

“Come and see, Sire—it appears we have a new ally.”

Arthur sheathed the sword and stepped outside.

The city was still aflame—but so now was the sky. The Saxon dirigibles burned—white flame, sizzling like lightning as it danced among the aerial fleet and set them afire to burst asunder in great flowers of sparks. Within seconds the sky above Londinium was clear and, even above the crackle and roar of the fires, Arthur heard the joyous cheers of his people.

As he went back into the chamber, he was thinking of Merlin’s words from earlier.

 

“You already know what is needed—the sword and the grail—as it ever was, as it ever shall be.”

“So—was it indeed the grail?” Arthur asked.

They stood on the balcony again in the morning as the sun rose in the east through smoke and cloud—and over a Londinium that had survived another night. The rest of the company stood with him, waiting for Merlin’s reply. Normally, once the session was done, they would have retired to chambers to divest themselves of armor until the following month, but a silent agreement to stay seemed to have passed through them—and even Lancelot—held upright by Galahad—had joined them to look over their victory.

“It did not feel like anything Christian to me,” Lancelot said, and for once Arthur agreed with him, but he didn’t get a chance to say anything, for Merlin was chuckling again.

“The Grail was never Christian—surely you all know that by now? Some things on this island predate the Christ—more things than you know. Uther knew it—and it is why I am even here at all.”

“Speak sense, not riddles, man,” Galahad said. “Is it, or is it not a weapon we can use?”

“It may be a weapon and it may not, and you may be able to use it, or you may not.”

“Well, that’s nice,” Lancelot said.

“Your mother always thought so,” Merlin replied, then skipped out of the way as the big man lunged at him, over-stretched himself, and fell flat on his face on the stone. Even when he managed to roll over he could not find the strength to lift the weight of the armor and it took Galahad and Persifal to get him upright again, with Merlin laughing like a drain the whole time.

“If only the first Lance could see you now,” he said once the laughing fit subsided. “The shame would kill him.”

Lancelot looked like he might lunge again, but Galahad held him back.

“Just tell us what you know, old man,” Percifal said softly. “They’ll likely be back tonight, and in greater numbers.”

Arthur smelled salt spray again as Merlin walked past him to stand at the edge of the balcony and look out over the river.

“I shall tell you of my first sighting of the opener of the way,” he said. “There was no Arthur then, no sword or grail or table—there was only Uther, and a land he coveted, a land the Romans left behind.”

The wizard waved a hand and the scene beyond the balcony changed—it was a trick Arthur had seen him use many times, but it never failed to fill him with wonder at the possibilities that might exist, beyond the confines of name and title and duty.

He looked over a muddy field beside a great river. There had been a settlement here, on both banks, but it had recently been razed to the ground by fire and looting—Arthur recognized the bends and flow of the Thames readily enough though, and realized he was looking at Londinium, in a time long, long past.

A man trudged through the mud, leading a lame horse. He had Arthur’s face.

“Uther came searching,” Merlin said. “He had heard a tale—of Sototh, the Opener of the Way, sealed in a temple by the river by the priests of Mithras. And now that those priests had gone, Uther wanted the power they had left behind. So he came.”

The scene shifted, to a catacomb, dank and cold, and Uther, with a firebrand held aloft, walking into a stone cell some twenty feet in diameter that had a well in its center—a black well that seemed to go down into the bowels of the Earth itself.

“Uther called,” Merlin said. “A chant so old that no man had heard it since before the ice came, so old that even Uther himself doubted its provenance. But Sototh came—and a way was opened.”

The scene showed a spiral of black eggs, thousands of them, rising up out of the well and filling the chamber with dancing light and rainbow color. Uther reached into the midst of the eggs—and drew out a gleaming sword. Arthur felt the same sword thrum at his side, as the scene shifted again—Uther, with sword in hand, led a lame horse away across the muddy field. A figure walked beside him—a small figure, robed and cowled, his features hidden behind the bristles of beard and mustache.

“So, what?” Lancelot said as the scene disappeared and reality faded in around them. “We know Excalibur came from Uther—how does that help?”

“It helps,” Merlin said, as if explaining to a child. “Because that temple is still here, under the city. And I know where it is.”

“And?” Lancelot said again.

Arthur replied this time.

“And if it is a weapon—we can find it and use it.”

“We know nothing about it, Sire.” Percifal said.

Arthur touched the hilt of Excalibur, and was given another small burst of heat and energy.

“I know enough to be going on with—it felled those dirigibles quickly enough, didn’t it? So if Merlin can find the spot, and we can go there—I say we go. We go, and we drive the Saxons back—we give them such a beating that they will not think of returning, not while there is an Arthur on the throne of Britain.”

 

Now that the decision was made, Arthur was keen to get going, to seek out the Temple and find the weapon, but Merlin had advised caution—and darkness.

“It is but a short distance from here, Sire—I can go straight there using the tunnels under the Palace, for it has been a place of pilgrimage for me these many centuries.”

They were now alone at the table, the others having retired until Arthur called for them. His last order had been for them to return at dusk in full armor with swords at hand—Arthur had a feeling that this was a task that had to be done the old way, or not at all.

“You have seen it then, this Sototh?” Arthur asked.

“Alas, no. That way is shut to me—I am not connected to it through the sword like you are. This is a family matter and I am not your kin.”

“Why do you think it came here, tonight?” Arthur asked.

Merlin shrugged again.

“I believe you, in your need, may have called it, Sire—as I said, it is linked through the bloodline and through the sword.”

Arthur voiced his largest concern.

“How dangerous is this undertaking?”

Merlin laughed loudly and Arthur smelled a salty tang again, and something that reminded him of nothing so much as a fresh trout.

“It is as dangerous as anything any Arthur has done since Badon Hill,” he said. “But I shall be with you, your knights shall be with you—the table will prevail, as it always has.”

“They are soft—the old ways have been forgotten. We are all unused to the armor—none of us have ever worn it in anger. How can we expect to win a battle?”

“No,” Merlin said. “Together you are greater than the sum of your parts—again, it was always thus, and is why the table exists in the first place. But you know this, too—this babble is just your nerves talking. You were born for this day. Days like this are why this land has Arthur—why it has you. The king and the sword will prevail.”

“You have seen this?”

Merlin shook his head.

“Matters of the way are closed to me, as it ever was. But we saw the result of the sword and the blood and the way becoming one last night. I see no reason to believe that we will be any less successful tonight. But watch Lancelot—he has been waiting for a reason to usurp you—we must take care not to give him the opportunity.”

Merlin left Arthur alone—as the old wizard departed Arthur smelled it again, even stronger now, salt and fish, as if it was being exuded from somewhere under the man’s robes. There was more going on here than was being said, and Arthur resolved to watch, not just Lancelot, who he had been watching all of his life—but Merlin, a trusted advisor, yes—but also an enigma.

As he ever was.

 

Arthur spent the afternoon standing on the balcony, watching the city—watching his people. Carriages clattered across the bridge just below him, and the gas-lighters were starting their patrol in the surrounding streets. The warehouses and factories to the south were emptying the day shifts and taking in the evening workers, and small boys ran hither and among the commuters, trying to sell then the latest editions of the newspapers. Arthur had already seen the headline.

SAVED BY THE KING.

The press had got most of the story of what had happened around the table last night. Arthur always suspected Merlin of feeding their frenzy, but whoever it had been, it was obviously good for morale, for the people of Londinium were going about their business, in defiance of the attempted reign of terror from above.

The sprawling chaos that made up this modern city was a far cry from the vision Merlin had shown them. The metropolis had grown around the docks and the trading opportunities from both the continent and the New World had led it to become one of the largest—if not the largest—port in the civilized world. And the Saxons, having coveted the green and pleasant parts of the land for centuries, now wanted the wealth derived from the river, too.

Arthur also knew—had always known—that the Blonds hated the very mention of his name—he was as much a bogeyman to them as they were to his people—and their respective families had been fighting over this land since the first Arthur raised Excalibur at Baden Hill. That night, Arthur had claimed the crown—his birthright—and the Saxe-Coburgs had lost theirs. Neither had ever been allowed to forget it.

The sword hummed at his waist, as if remembering, and when he put a hand on it, it sent him another burst of warmth, reminding him of who he was—and what must be done.

He was still standing there as the sun started to set behind him, and, way to the East, the first black dots above the horizon signified the approach of the Saxe-Coburg air fleet in the Channel.

They seemed to fill the sky.

“It is time, Sire,” Merlin said from behind him.

He turned to go back into the chamber, but the wizard stopped him.

“No, stay there—we shall come to you.”

He heard the clank of armor and mail from beyond the door, then the rest of the knights of the Round Table came to stand on the balcony. Even old Lancelot looked resplendent, his breastplate having been polished to a shine that was almost dazzling.

A cheer rose up from the bridge below—Arthur had been too busy scanning the horizon to notice, but a large crowd had gathered, all their faces raised to look up at the balcony—and now they took up a chant. Arthur suspected Merlin’s hand in this again, but he didn’t mind at all, for as he turned and led the men toward the tunnels, his name rang, loud and proud, echoing down the shafts ahead of them to announce that the quest for the Grail was once again underway.

 

It did not take long for the initial exhilaration to fade—either the first rat or the first turd he put his foot on saw to that—and Lancelot’s complaints grew ever more loud and more frequent the further down into the dank bowels of the Palace they went.

“I did not expect it to be so hard,” he wheezed at one point.

Merlin chuckled.

“Your mother said that, too.”

Lancelot got a new burst of energy at that quip, and threw himself forward, attempting to reach Merlin. The smaller man once again danced out of his way, heading more quickly down the passageway with Lancelot following him. Arthur saw the method in the wizard’s madness—the incessant taunting ensured that the Lance’s dander was up—which was useful in keeping him moving forward along with the rest of them.

The way got narrower—and they began to hear a new sound, a thrumming vibration that Arthur at first thought must be carriages on the cobbled streets overhead before he finally recognized the sound—the Saxon dirigible armada was here, over the city. The first distant screams told him the barrage had begun anew.

“We must hurry, Merlin,” he said.

“‘Tis not far now, Sire,” Merlin replied. “Unsheathe the sword—we shall have need of it very soon.”

Merlin was as good as his word—less than a minute later he led the Knights into the same chamber he had shown them in the vision. Two wall sconces flared aflame at his approach, lending them enough light to see the dark well that sat in the exact center of the space. The sound of armor clanging echoed and rang as the company filed inside—with them all there in full armor it suddenly felt cramped, and much smaller than it had originally seemed.

Silence fell—they were now too far below the city to even hear the chaos they knew must still be occurring above their heads. Arthur stood over the foot-high retaining wall and looked down into the well, but there was only darkness.

“Now what?” Lancelot said huffily.

Merlin came to Arthur’s side.

“Raise the sword and say the words,” the wizard said. “Call for Sototh, the Opener of the Way.”

“What words?” Arthur replied—but as soon as he raised the sword they came to him, unbidden as if dredged from some deep forgotten part of his mind.

“Ri linn cothrom na meidhe, Ri linn sgathadh na h-anal.

“Ri linn tabhar na breithe Biodh a shith air do theannal fein.

“Dhumna Ort! Iog Sototh. Dhumna Ort!”

It started small again; a tear in the fabric of reality, no bigger than a sliver of fingernail, appeared and hung above the well. As Arthur watched it settled into a new configuration, a black oily droplet held quivering in empty air. The walls of the chamber throbbed like a heartbeat. The black egg pulsed in time. And once again it was more than obvious—it was growing. It calved, and calved again.

Four eggs hung in a tight group, pulsing. Colors danced and flowed across the sheer black surfaces; blues and greens and shimmering silvers on the eggs. In the blink of an eye there were eight.

Arthur had no thought of the city above, no thought of duty, lost in contemplation of the beauty before him.

Sixteen now, all perfect, all dancing.

Thirty-two now, and they had started to fill the chamber with a dancing aurora of shimmering lights that pulsed and capered in time with the throb of magic.

Sixty-four, each a shimmering pearl of black light. The colors filled the well, spilled out over the rim, crept around Arthur’s feet, danced in his eyes, in his head, all though his body.

He strained to turn his head towards the eggs. A hundred and twenty-eight now, and already calving into two hundred and fifty-six. As if right at his ear, he heard Merlin’s voice.

“You were born for this day. Days like this are why this land has Arthur—why it has you. The king and the sword will prevail.”

And suddenly he remembered where he was. He raised Excalibur high and struck at the center of the mass of eggs.

The myriad of bubbles popped, burst, and disappeared as if they had never been there at all with a wail that in itself was enough to set the walls throbbing and quaking. Swirling clouds seem to come from nowhere to fill the room with darkness.

When Arthur opened his eyes it was as if he was a colossus, his legs astride the banks of the Thames, standing guard over his city with Excalibur raised against all comers. He swung. White fire cracked through the air, setting scores of dirigibles aflame with each pass of the sword, the enemies of the land falling from the sky, blazing even as they tumbled into the river and Arthur laughed and Excalibur swung, and swung again.

The Saxon dirigibles burned.

 

The armada was still coming—scores—hundreds of them—the Saxe-Coburgs’ whole fleet in one final attack that was meant to take everything they had fought over, once and for all. And Arthur met the task willingly, blazing white fire across the skies while the people called his name in awe and wonder from below.

The moment of triumph was close—two or three more sweeps of Excalibur and the land and the King would be free—would be one again.

He heard a voice—a distant voice—call out.

“No! You shall not have it.”

He felt cold steel in his back, a coward’s thrust that took him in the kidneys and kept going, spearing him through and through.

Arthur fell, tumbling, down into darkness, back into the cavern beside the well. He was reeled in like a hooked fish, tugged reluctantly through a too tight opening and emerged into the dim light of a cold chamber where Lancelot, bloody sword in hand, stood over his body, ready to deliver the coup de grace.

 

“Percifal—he needs you,”

Merlin’s voice—then the clang of steel on steel, the clash of armor and the screams of dying men. It was over before Arthur could even bring himself to his feet.

Gawaine stood over the headless body of Galahad—who no longer looked quite so pretty. Persifal had Lancelot at the end of his sword. The old man was on his knees, bleeding from a head wound that unfortunately did not look fatal.

“Why? Why betray me after all these years?” Arthur asked, fighting for every breath—something was broken—burst—deep inside him. He did not think he had long left to do what still needed to be done, but first, he had to hear from Lancelot.

“The Saxon Queen—she promised marriage—a regency,” the old man said, and those were his last words, for Persifal took his head off with a single stroke before turning to Arthur.

“Sire—you are wounded sore. We must get you out of here.”

Arthur leaned on Excalibur for support as he got to his knees and looked up above the well. Four black eggs hung there—already calving to eight.

“Soon, gentle knight. Soon. But my work here is not yet finished.”

It was Merlin who helped Arthur all the way to his feet, and once again Arthur smelled the sea.

“There is something fishy here,” he said, and Merlin nodded.

“There has been for a long age, Sire—and soon now you shall know why—but first, Londinium and Britain needs its Arthur—one last time, for now.”

Arthur barely had the strength to lift the sword, but once again he swung, and cleaved the eggs of Sototh—and once again he stood high, astride the Thames, sending white fire into the air. The remnants of the Saxon armada fell in flames, and it was only when the last of them tumbled from the sky that Arthur let himself fall with it, tumbling, into the black.

 

Arthur dreamed, of empty spaces filled with oily, glistening bubbles. They popped and spawned yet more bubbles, then even more, until he swam in a swirling sea of colors. He drifted in a blanket of darkness, and he was alone, in a cathedral of emptiness where nothing existed save the dark and the pounding chant. He saw more stars—vast swathes of gold and blue and silver, all dancing in great purple and red clouds that spun webs of grandeur across unending vistas. Shapes moved in and among the nebulae; dark, wispy shadows casting a pallor over whole galaxies at a time, shadows that capered and whirled as the dance grew ever more frenetic. He was buffeted, as if by a strong, surging tide, but as the beat grew ever stronger he cared little. He gave himself to it, lost in the dance, lost in the stars. He didn’t know how long he wandered in the space between. He forgot himself, forgot his name, his family, his duty, lost, dancing in the vastness where only the color mattered.

Lost.

 

Merlin called him back—or rather, something that both did, and did not quite look like the old wizard. The robed hood was pulled back from a misshapen, bald head and a small pile of discarded hair—what had been a set of false beard and whiskers—lay on the floor of the chamber. Merlin looked at Arthur and smiled from a face that looked more like that of a cod than a human—there was no nose to speak of—just eyes that were too big and a wide mouth that contained too many teeth.

“We are done, Sire,” he said, and the smell of fish was stronger than ever. “The Saxon are defeated, Lancelot’s plot is quashed—and you have opened the way.”

“The way to what?” Arthur said. He could only manage a whisper now. More than anything he wanted to be back there, dancing, with the color in the dark.

“Uther closed it to me after he called me from the deep, bound me to his—to your—service. But that is now done—we are done, you and I. Come with me—I can take you back to dance with my people in the deep.”

Persifal moved closer.

“Sire—we must get you to a doctor.”

Merlin raised a hand, and the younger knight went quiet.

“Your job is to watch and tell, Persifal—you were always the best of the Table Knights, and you will make a good leader of men. Just, for all our sakes, do not call your lad Arthur.”

Merlin bent to Arthur’s side and lifted the dying king in his arms as if he was no more than a feather. Arthur held Excalibur tight to his chest—its heat was the only thing keeping him from slipping away now.

Above Merlin the black eggs danced—sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four and more—many more.

Merlin stepped up onto the rim of the well and turned to Persifal. Arthur heard the words, as if from far away.

“He will return—when he is needed.”

“Not if I can bloody help it,” Arthur muttered, then Merlin stepped into the eggs, Sototh opened the way, and they danced, in the vastness where only the color mattered.

Lost.




Fate of the World


Christine Morgan

 

“MY FELLOW HEIMLANDRVOLKEN…I STAND BEFORE YOU NOW not only as your elected Lawspeaker but as a human being, mother, and citizen of the world.

“The purpose of this address is supposed to be for me to assure you that the state of the Althing is strong. To talk about the economy, our plans to reduce the tax burdens on the housecarl class, provide much-needed healthcare and jobs to those living in thralldom, and eliminate special-interest corruption among jarls.

“I could talk to you about foreign policy, military spending. I could placate you with platitudes, false hopes, gilded rings of tin disguised as gifts of gold.

“I could remind you of our struggles, our progress, and our triumphs through a thousand years of history, since our sea-going forefathers braved the icy waters of the north Atlantic to found a new land of freedom and opportunity upon these shores.

“I could seek to stir your spirits, your patriotism and pride. Divert, and distract you from the dangers that are so very, very real.

“My fellow Heimlandrvolken, you deserve better. You deserve honesty, and truth. You have entrusted me with this office. I am your thane. I owe you no less.

“But I speak not only to the people of this great nation. I speak also to our southern neighbors in the three proud empires of Quetzalcoata. I speak to our northern cousins of the Rus-Inuit territories. I speak to our kindred and friends across Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. I speak to you, as I said at the beginning of this address, as a fellow human being and citizen of this world.

“And, as I also said, as a mother. If there has ever been one single drive and unifying force among us as a species, it is to build a better future for our children. We have fought for that common goal since first we took up tools and fire. Through wars, through plagues, through climate change, through disasters both natural and un-, we have persevered.

“We have even survived, and thrived, in the face of eldritch madness. We, who once slaughtered each other over petty differences of skin color and religion, came together, and held together as a race. The human race. Our intelligence, our inventiveness, our advances in science and technology, more than held their own against occultism and magic and creatures from beyond the realm of nightmares.

“That strength of will, that determination and tenacity, that sheer stubbornness, is what has kept us going. It is why we have not, and will not, surrender to our enemies. The atrocities in Carcosa…insurgents and extremists from Leng…the tyrannical sorcerous regimes of Eibon…we have stood fast against them all.

“We now face the greatest threat our world has ever known. Greater than global warming, greater than the last ice age, greater even than the cataclysmic events responsible for the mass extinctions of the dinosaurs.

“There is not a culture among us which hasn’t portended a final apocalyptic doom, not merely for civilization or humanity, but on a total planetary scale. Whether you call it Ragnarok, Armageddon, B’Ak’Tun, or Judgment Day, we have long lived under the shadow of the end times.

“Which, I’m sorry to say, appear to be upon us.

“I am reliably informed by our top scientists that a rogue cometary dwarf star, designated X/1307616 2A but informally known as Grim-Ruin, is on a collision course to intersect its orbit with that of our solar system.

“To put it simply, it’s going to hit. Not us directly, not our planet—the odds of that would be even more astronomical; a full presentation will be given following this address—but our sun, which is a much larger target with a much more powerful gravitational pull.

“If this were an ordinary comet, the effect would be like throwing a snowball into a bonfire. Grim-Ruin, however, is massive. Even a near-miss would have catastrophic effects in terms of flares and radiation. A direct impact, such as projected…

“You may wonder why I am telling you this. If there is nothing we can do, if only utter obliteration awaits, wouldn’t it be better to keep quiet, to let the world live out its last days in blissful ignorance? Rather than risk plunging us into another New Dark Age of panic and chaos?

“Some of my Wittan of advisers strongly advocated just that. But I, as I said, believe you deserve better. You deserve honesty. Not pap and pandering. We are not a nation—not a world!—of milksops. If we are to fall, I believe it is better to fall with eyes open, with hearts strong and spines straight, defiant to the last.

“And I do not believe there is nothing we can do. I refuse to believe that. We have taken on every challenge the cosmos has thrown at us. We have risen to meet them, overcome them, and won.

“I believe we can win this battle as well.

“But we cannot do it alone.

“To that end, I have taken the unprecedented step of opening diplomatic negotiations with R’lyeh.

“I have not forgotten, nor have any of us, nor will we ever, the numerous conflicts our countries have had before. I am not urging anyone else to forget, or forgive. The lives lost, the ships sunk and planes brought down, the terrible tragedies of the South Sea Islands, these memories will always be with us.

“However, if we are to have any chance at there being such an always, we must move past our history. We must move forward. We must work together. For the sake of us all, and the sake of our world. A world in which the R’lyehans, as well as humanity, have a substantial stake.

“Our science, technology, and military might alone cannot defeat a cosmic destructive force the likes of Grim-Ruin. Neither can the magic and esoteric arts of R’lyeh. A combined, cooperative effort is our only hope.

“Even now, an international think-tank of experts, the most brilliant minds from across the globe, is being assembled. It is their conviction that, with the assistance of R’lyeh, we can divert the cometary dwarf star from its course, if not destroy it outright. Thereby saving our sun…our solar system…and ourselves.

“The Wittan and I recently met with other world leaders. They have pledged their full support in this endeavor, but defer to Heimland as regards the establishing of diplomatic relations.

“I’ve also spoken privately over secure channels with Spawnpriest Cthlullan, who assures me that his government will gladly provide experts to contribute to the think-tank, and bring their full formidable magics and esoteric knowledge to bear on addressing the impending crisis.

“If, of course, we can agree on terms of truce and treaty.

“If our two nations can vouchsafe our honorable intentions, demonstrate good faith and goodwill, by a temporary custodial exchange.

“To be blunt, my fellow Heimlandrvolken, they have offered, and asked for, hostages.

“Previous administrations have been criticized for the jarls’ apparent willingness to send the children of carls and thralls into combat and dangerous situations. To risk those lives, while their own children remain safe. Whether these criticisms are rightful or wrongful is not an issue to get into at this time.

“I will not be seeking volunteers. I will not be implementing a lottery or instituting a draft. I will not be subjecting our fine young men and women in uniform to this task.

“I will be sending my sons.

“Harald and Leif have accepted this obligation. They understand the importance of it, how we must show our absolute commitment to this cause. As a mother, yes, my heart is struck with dread. Yet, also as a mother, I am humbled and filled with pride.

“Let this stand as evidence; I would not request more of my people than I am willing to give of myself. Their lives are dearer to me than my own. I will do everything within my power to see this matter resolved.

“And I will personally host, within the White Hall as honored guests, the emissaries being sent from R’lyeh. No insult or action against them shall be tolerated. To this, I am hereby oathsworn before you all.

“In a moment, I’ll be handing the podium over to our scientists, for a further briefing and discussion. Before I do so, I’d like to reiterate, to everyone not just here in Heimland but across and around this entire free world…we face the greatest challenge of our time, but, together, we will rise to the occasion.

“Gods bless, and goodnight.”

 

At cruising altitude, the thudding ascent of Asgard-One’s eight rotor-engines became a steady gallop of smoother, soothing motion. The big Sleipnir-class aircraft leveled off, riding as easily above the clouds as a longship might skim the open seas. Beyond the round windows flitted wisps of white, and beyond that stretched blue sky and curving horizon.

All fell quiet but for the distant thrumming noise of flight, and what muffled conversation filtered in from the steerhouse at the stern. They’d refueled in Cusco, been warmly welcomed and generously hosted by the Inca, and from there embarked upon this last and most dangerous leg of their journey.

Leif Freylindesson stretched, and rolled his head, glancing over at his brother on the far side of the wide aisle. Harald, two years older, wore his flax-fair hair and beard short and neatly groomed. Leif preferred the wilder bad-boy look, himself. His own flowing mane was amber-gold, his beard reddish like their father’s had been, though they both had their mother’s storm-gray eyes.

They hadn’t spoken much since leaving New Thingvellir. What else, really, was there to say that hadn’t been said already?

“Do you think she’s sending us to our deaths?” Leif had asked.

“I think she’s doing what must be done,” had been Harald’s reply. “And who better for it?”

“True enough.”

Now, here they were, leaving the last outposts of humanity further and further behind, with only the barest inkling of what awaited them. Just as their own ancestors had, centuries ago, set the prows of their ships westward, knowing it was a brave endeavor from which they might never return.

Leif grinned.

Yes, they could die, could meet some horrible and hideous unspeakable end…but if this truce and plan failed, well, the rest of the world would shortly follow. So, in the long run, their fates would hardly matter.

The success, however, of both truce and plan, would save them all. And then he and Harald would have made great name and fame for themselves for their courage! They would be remembered not only as the sons of a Lawspeaker, or by trading on their father’s war-hero reputation, but by being the first men to set sane foot upon R’lyeh, and come back alive.

What a tale for the ages that would be!

With, of course, conditions. There were always conditions. Not even when staring oncoming annihilation dead in the eye were the R’lyehans about to reveal more of their secrets than they had to. No filming, no photography, no video or audio recording of any sort would be permitted…communications would be limited, and supervised…Harald and Leif would hardly have free run of the place, but neither would they be prisoners. Tourists, after a fashion.

Or, what was it Mother had said? Honored guests. Yes. Honored guests. Just as she would treat whoever—or whatever—this Spawnpriest sent in the exchange.

Their counterparts. Fellow hostages.

He was, truth be told, a little disappointed they weren’t doing the swap like in the movies, some gloomy span of no-man’s-land between tensely squared-off armed and armored war-bands…on one side, Heimlandr shield-tanks, and elite bear-and wolf-troops, maybe with Quetzalcoatan heart-snipers covering them from a distance…on the other, R’lyehan crawlers encrusted with sharp-edged barnacles and toxic spitting polyps, octophibian warriors, and thought-drinkers seeking psychic hints of treachery…as he and Harald were escorted out from a guarded gate, and as the chosen hostage-guests from R’lyeh likewise approached from the other…the moment of dramatic connection as they all paused, taking measure and marking in memory…then passing on, to be relinquished to their host-captors.

But, no. The reality of it was far less fraught and far more prosaic.

The reality of it was long hours as the engines thrummed, as the attendants brought ginger-mead and meals, magazines, blankets, whatever else might be requested or required for their comfort. The reality of it was droning motion, waiting, and unrestful sleep.

“Nearing Ephemera coordinates,” said the steersman’s voice over the intercom. “Beginning our descent. Crew prepare for anchor-dock.”

Peering out every available window revealed to Leif only different views of the same vast sea-scape. This was, while not the middle of nowhere, certainly well within nowhere’s borders. He saw no sign of land, no ships, no other aircraft. Even the media were, for once, obeying instructions and keeping to the agreed-upon distance.

Most of all, he certainly did not see a…what did they call it, again? A nightmare corpse-city of slimy green vaults and something-or-other masonry…Harald, being the more scholarly of them, would know. Harald had tried to prepare Leif, or help Leif prepare himself, for the assault sure to beset their senses. Wiser and more learned men than they had been reduced to gibbering by the merest hint, glimpse, breath, or touch of R’lyeh.

“So…where is it?” he asked, squinting against the bright beams of the setting sun and their brilliant light-dazzle off the endless waters. “Where’s the city?”

“We won’t see it yet,” Harald said.

“Obviously, for I don’t see it now.”

“Be glad. If we could, if it were visible, the steersman might tear out his own eyes and nose-dive us into the deep.”

“And we’re going there.”

“You wanted excitement.”

They gathered their belongings—what few items they were allowed to bring with them, clothing and food, personal effects, no weapons or war-gear of course—as the eight rotor-engines changed pitch and pace. Asgard-One banked and slowed in a gradual, descending curve, circling widely around a patch of ocean that, to Leif, looked just like every other patch of ocean.

“What about this outpost, or island, or whatever it is?” he asked.

“Ephemera? An island with an outpost.”

Leif peered out a window again. “Shouldn’t we be able to see that, then, at least?”

“It’s ephemeral, isn’t it?” Harald said, with a slight chiding tone. “It comes and goes. Sometimes there, sometimes not. Weren’t you paying attention at the briefings?”

“Some,” Leif said. He shrugged. “You’re the brains of the family, brother-mine; I’m the good looks, dash, and charm.”

“You’re in for a rude shock if you’re thinking to charm the R’lyehans, or win them over with your so-called good looks, and you’ll likely meet disappointment—at best—if you tried.”

“Oh, I know better than to hope for lissome mermaids out of ancient legends. Still, when Uncle Torvald was in Leng—”

“Uncle Torvald,” Harald said, “was a drunk and a brute and a fool, and he died in a sand-pit with his guts squeezed out from both ends. I suggest you don’t seek to take after him.”

 

The world revolved in its constant spin. The sun set in a boiling chaos-storm of fire. The moon rose near-full, a bleak white staring eye. Planets traced their patterns against the eternal dance of stars and spheres.

And a speck, all but invisible, a pinprick among pinpricks, portended a death-knell for billions upon billions.

Y’cthiss waited.

Sensing the approaching presence of the humans. The thunder-weight of their machine, shaking the skies, whipping the waters. Electric tingling, chained-electric and life-electric, artificial, organic, sputtering signals, senseless cacophony. The stinks of metals and plastics, fuel and fumes, the poisons they called progress.

That they should have risen to dominance…they! When their thin crust of dry land covered not even half of the globe! And much of that, frozen or barren, inhospitable, worthless!

Yet, so it was.

While, in the seas, from shallows to depths to chasm-black trenches, the rightful had been passed over. Cheated. Denied. Glorious cousin-creatures of supple grace, boneless beauty, sleek of skin, shimmering of scale, myriad colors and delicate shapes…this should have been theirs.

Not the dominion of these…these…

Y’cthiss mind-searched their lexicon for a fitting epithet.

These fucked-up monkeys!

And, worst of all, to now be in need of them, in need of their help!

Could the Old Ones, in all their eons of dreaming, have come up with a more vile, insulting, abhorrent turn of events? It made the perverse obscenities of the Y’ha-nthlei deep-dwellers seem almost quaint, a mere lust-quirk.

Breeding with them. Y’cthiss shuddered, the involuntary motion causing a rippling chromatophore cascade, an oily spectrum racing outward along tapering radial limbs.

That any sentient being would even consider…

With such a monstrosity!

Grotesque and gangling, their stiff skeletal frameworks, their angular joints! Bony! Warm-fleshed, warm-blooded, sprouting with bristly loathsome hair! Bipedal and bilaterally symmetrical, with their ridiculous front-face binocular vision and their stupid round-hard skulls!

The machine-thunder departed, taking its barrage of noise and stink with it. Leaving behind two life-pulse-mind-signals. The two who were to be brought back to the city. To be well-treated. To be kept whole, unharmed.

Sane…might be another matter.

Sanity was far from guaranteed.

Nor was sanity guaranteed for Fthaal and Yhidd, though unharmed wholeness had been. Y’cthiss did not envy them the experience. Could not, in fact, imagine anything much worse than being a ‘guest’ among the humans. Except perhaps being taken captive to Carcosa, there to be displayed, tortured, and tormented for the entertainment of the court and servants of the King.

But Fthaal and Yhidd, as had these two, had gone with forewarned foreknown awareness into the bargain. They had agreed. They thought themselves strong enough of mind and will to withstand whatever strangeness they would encounter.

Perhaps they could. Perhaps Y’cthiss underestimated.

It was not of immediate concern.

Of immediate concern was the charge of bringing these two to the city, looking after them as the Spawnpriest wished.

As if through a sheeting veil of water-space, Y’cthiss observed them.

They stood together on a rugged stretch of coarse, dark rock, the long-cooled remnants of a long-dead volcano’s final spew. As gangling, stiff, and bony as expected…compensating for that ridiculous front-facedness by setting themselves back-to-back to permit their weak binocular fields of vision to cover more of their surroundings. Of which, at the moment, there was little to be seen from their perspective.

The humans called this place Ephemera, mistakenly thinking the island itself came and went, when in truth the island itself stayed stationery, while angles of reality came and went around it.

“I saw it with my own two eyes,” one said aloud, in their weird language of breath and lips and tongue. “There was nothing as we descended, nothing, only open sea…and then, suddenly, as if in plain sight all along…”

“I told you,” said the other. “And, any minute now, it’ll happen again. A turning, as of a dial, or revolving door.”

Reflected moonlight played pale upon glistening formations of sea-slick stone as the transition occurred. The watery veil between Y’cthiss and the humans dissolved, bringing their grotesqueness into sharper, vivid focus. Bringing the warm blood-meat scent of them, the fast heart-pulses, the churning of their brains. By a particular potent and musky tang, Y’cthiss identified their ‘maleness;’ both were male, one younger and far hairier than the other.

Quelling an instinctive reaction to flare out frill-fins and extrude droplets of venom, Y’cthiss drew up to an approximate matching height with them, balanced on splayed tendrils grasping surely to the coarse volcanic rock.

They whirled, the hairier one clenching arm-claw digits into knobby clubs. The other put out a limb as if to restrain him. Their inadequate eyes widened in an effort to be more useful. Their throats made awkward gulpings—so many vessels ran through such a narrow juncture, air-tubes and blood-tubes and food-tubes; it was incredible the inner workings didn’t tie themselves in knots.

Y’cthiss moved toward them, undulating smoothly. The inflating and deflating pulsations of small bladder-sacs through fluted orifices allowed for a warbling, reedy approximation of their speech.

“You are the offshoots of the lander-leader.”

“It talks!” said the hairier of the two.

The less-hairy one nudged him with the restraining limb, then took a hesitant step toward Y’cthiss.

How they did not fall right over…unsupported by embracing water… tottering on a single foot-leg at a time…

“We are the Heimlandr Lawspeaker’s sons,” he said. “I am Harald. This is my brother, Leif.”

“I am Y’cthiss. To bring you to R’lyeh.”

 

Harald thought he had been prepared for this. He thought he had been ready.

He’d studied the available tomes, spoken to the best scholars and occultists, attended all the meetings and briefings with his mother and her advisers. He’d watched what few surviving videos there were: jumpy panic-stricken found footage; remote military and satellite surveillance; grainy black-and-white films from old wars.

He’d been to libraries and museums and secret government vaults. He had held, in his very hand, a figurine wrought from some strange and porous green-black mineral, the hunched and malformed image of the god supposedly sleeping beneath the sea.

He’d attended lectures and demonstrations by architects, mathematicians, physicists. He’d seen sketches, paintings, attempts at model-making and computer-generated rendering.

He’d even gone to asylums, and prisons for the criminally insane. He’d spent hours listening to cackling-mad mariners relate tales of the South Pacific. He’d met with a tiny, frail old woman who had, in her younger years, worked as a nanny for a family named Marsh.

R’lyeh.

Its immensity. Its looming, monstrous skyline…pillars and towers… tilted slabs taller than mountains…stacked walls of rough-hewn stones…coated with scum and slime, draped in fingerlike stringers of kelp…slick and wet in the pallid moonlight, in the harsh white blaze of stars…the way its buildings leaned, or bent, or curved…domes that did not seem like domes…plinths and monoliths and obelisks…arches twining back upon themselves…great vast dripping doorways into cavernous gloomy blackness…

All this, yes, he had thought himself prepared for.

The stench…brine, mud, rotting seaweeds and dead fish, the rancid tang of sharkflesh left to ferment. A stench such that permeated the nose, that was tasted on the tongue and felt upon the skin as much as smelled, and the knowledge it was this air…this dank, damp, decaying air…being drawn into his lungs…

The sounds…the eternal slosh and crash of waves against pilings, against cliff-faces, coughing hollowly into yawing caves…a low but grinding, groaning creak as if the city itself strained to move…the eerie sighing whistle of wind through gaps and crevices.

Even the physical feel of the place was a revulsion. The surface of the path gave in a sick and sinking, appallingly wrong way beneath his feet. When he touched some mildewed piece of masonry jutting from a crumbling wall, it was firm but also soft, spongy, reminiscent in some terrible way of pressing the bald, birth-slippery crown of a newborn infant’s skull.

A nightmare corpse-city, they called it. But not because it was a city of the dead, no sepulcher or catacomb populated by wraiths and wights and the restless bodies of drowned men…the city was dead, the corpse was of the city…the nightmare the very fact of its existence.

Dead.

Dead, but dreaming.

Dead, but not empty, not abandoned.

Not populated by wraiths and wights and the restless bodies of drowned men…but by beings altogether inhuman. Many of them even nowhere near humanoid.

Very few of the denizens they saw, as they walked the broad slabstone thoroughfare beneath twisted bridges and overhanging fleshy lanterns like the lures of trenchfish, were what Harald had expected.

Hardly any of the froglike fishfolk of the Atlantic were in evidence, with their bulging eyes and slapping flipper-feet. Some octophibian warriors were stationed as silent, stoic guards outside a towering citadel.

Most were…other. Very, very other. Other, like the strangest, foreign, unearthly and most alien creatures ever dredged from the deep. Wavering polyps and clustered eyestalks, elongated spider-spindle legs, pincers, carapaces, underslung jaws bristling with needle-teeth. They crept, they crawled, they oozed like sea-snails with whorled shells and trails of slime.

He had thought himself prepared, braced for every mind-wrenching and soul-shattering abomination R’lyeh could throw at them.

But then there was Y’cthiss…

Their captor, guard, or guide.

Harald had not been prepared for…someone…or something…so…

So…beautiful.

The very idea, the very thought, distressed Harald to the core.

How could anything here, in this worst of all possible places, be anything but hideous?

Yet, Y’cthiss, flowing ahead of them, leading them onward toward that self-same guarded citadel, was…yes…beautiful.

Beautiful, and…and feminine somehow in aspect…though how, precisely, he could not say.

Perhaps it was the fluid grace of movement upon a gliding undulation of many slender, rolling limbs. Perhaps it was the iridescent sheen of colors swirling through a clear-dark amorphousness, as if the night-sky glimmer of the aurora had been captured within a smooth and living glassy sculpture.

“Mother’s plan to save the world,” Leif said, in a subdued, uneasy mutter, “means saving this. Saving them.”

Without turning, without needing to turn, Y’cthiss brought several limpid orbs to bear on Leif—whose mutter, however subdued, had evidently not gone unheard. Myriad mouths like tiny blossoming undersea-flowers opened, issuing forth a haunting hollow whistle that took on the form of words.

“Our god,” said Y’cthiss, “slept already in his house here before the furthest ancestors of you fucked-up monkeys dropped from the trees. For us, saving this world means also saving you.”

 

The one who’d spoken blinked hair-fringed skin-flaps over his stupid binocular eyes, gaping as if to suck plankton. The other, who’d been in an odd-thought silence, broke it now with a burst of ragged sound like the barking of a seal.

Y’cthiss presumed this meant the use of words from their lexicon had been effective, and continued on. With their stiff-limbed, angle-jointed, single-footed strides, they followed.

“My brother,” said the one called Harald, when he had stifled his seal-barks, “intended no offense. We are honored to be here.”

“You are not welcome,” Y’cthiss said. “This is of necessity, nothing more. Mistake it not. Your presence in R’lyeh is for no embassy of friendship or further alliance. Just as is the presence of two of ours among your people.”

He wobbled his bulbous yellow-haired head upon his feeble-seeming neck. “Hostages to ensure the cooperation of our governments. We understand. Our mother sent us, her sons, to show her personal commitment to this common cause.”

“For so like are Fthaal and Yhidd of the Spawnpriest’s own brood-pods. High rank and importance.”

“Are they…are you…related?”

At that, Y’cthiss could not suppress a trilling violet-flicker quiver of annoyance. “We do not share lineage.”

“And my brother,” Leif said, flashing non-threatening blunt white nubs in a harmless display, “meant no offense either. Did you, Harald?”

The hair-ridges above his eyes drew together as if perplexed. “No, none, of course not.”

Ahead loomed the central citadel, its curled spires clawing at the moon, its mass blotting out the stars. Eldritch light spilled through its corroded, verdigris-caked gates and latticed windows. Tide-basins brimmed to either side of the entrance, seawater trickling sluggishly down mismatched travertine terraces where hagskips flopped and wallowed. A narrowing, upward-winding path between them was flanked at intervals by hulking armored guards with deadly and ornate spears gripped in suckered coils.

Thus far, both humans had made a not-unimpressive effort at keeping their wits intact and fear in check. Now, they drew together as if seeking strength. Each of their tottering steps brought them higher, R’lyeh spreading out beneath them in its convoluted geometry. Higher, and nearer to the gated archway…where the Spawnpriest awaited their arrival.

He wore a robe of bloodkelp falling from an elaborate high-ridged coral collar. Suffering-pearls studded his diadem and belt. Tiny bone-white crabs scurried, preening, among the writhing nests of thin and ropey tentacles surrounding his beaked mouth. Sycophantic remorae clung to the gill-ridged underside edges of his backswept chitinous skull.

“So,” said Spawnpriest Cthlullan, not so much speaking the word as letting it roll like a heavy stone into the depths. “Harald and Leif, the Freylindessons.” His slow, deliberate, and precise pronunciations of their names resonated from the ancient architecture in such a way it seemed R’lyeh itself trembled to its darkest core. “Your mother’s, and your nation’s, hostages to fortune for the sake of the entire planet.”

They nodded almost imperceptibly. Both were shaking, and their flat faces had gone pale.

“I will not insult you, or waste any of our time, with petty threats and warnings,” Cthlullan continued. “There is no need for that, don’t you agree?”

Again, the humans nodded.

“I simply trust you will honor your mother’s oath. After all, these next days will either see the ending of us all, or a new beginning.” The palpi around his mouth writhed into a seething semblance of a smile. “Who knows? We may come out of this as…friends.”

 

The chamber to which Y’cthiss led them had obviously not been constructed or furnished with the human shape in mind. It gave the impression half of an undersea cave-grotto, half of the interior of some large spiral shell, with its doorway a giant clamshell set on edge. The predominant colors were pale gray, dark blue-green, and marbled black.

There were no windows, which Leif considered in their case a bonus. He’d only barely held onto the brave marrow and courage of his forebears against the painful battering the sight of R’lyeh had already given him.

It hurt the senses.

It hurt the mind.

He was just as glad not to have a constant view of its scenic monstrous panorama. Bad enough to have the feel of it, the knowledge of it, the tidal groan and pulsing all around and through him.

Bad enough to have stood before that squid-headed abomination with the loathsome squirming smile. Who’d gone on to tell them—so unctuous, so magnanimous!—that they were permitted, within reason, to go more or less freely about the city, that they were not prisoners to be locked in a dungeon cell.

As if the city itself was not both prison and living nightmare! As if they could leave whenever they wished!

“You will find,” the jelly-squelch blob called Y’cthiss said, “some efforts made toward your comfort and accommodation. Power sources and connections are in place. You have rain-cistern fresh water. The resting-ledges have been padded with soft lichens.”

It gestured with a riffled, rippling, ribbonlike appendage at these and other various amenities. Harald paid close attention, very close, seeming almost to hang on every word and motion. Leif only half-listened, pacing like a wolf in a cage.

“The Spawnpriest,” he cut in, interrupting. “You said those who went in hostage exchange for us were his children?”

“Of his brood-pod, yes.”

“So they…look…like that?”

“Fthaal and Yhidd are only of the third stage since their emergence,” Y’cthiss said. Murky oilslicks of color shifted weirdly within gelatinous dark flesh. He noticed his brother gazing at them with a strange, almost hypnotic, fascination.

“What does that mean?”

Harald cleared his throat and spoke the way he had to their tutors, as if glad to have a chance to show off what he’d learned. “They won’t have yet developed the, ah, elongated skull structure or distinct facial characteristics—”

“They won’t have slimy masses of face-worms?”

“Leif!” Harald spoke sharply.

As if diplomacy mattered when dealing with a sea-slug who’d referred to them as fucked-up monkeys.

“I will leave you to settle.” Y’cthiss squish-oozed out and the clamshell closed.

“Why must you be so rude to her?” Harald demanded, rounding on Leif. “If we are to be kept here, it wouldn’t hurt our cause to—”

“Rude? I—” Leif’s jaw dropped. “Wait, her? What do you mean, her? That thing is female?”

“Of course she is!”

“How do you…” He stopped, awash in a sudden aghast and revolted horror that made everything earlier seem small. “You…by Loki, what’s the matter with you? That polypy pile of sludge?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Harald reddened.

“Don’t play dumb with me, brother-mine. And you chided me about Uncle Torvald. The snake-women of Leng were at least women!…sort of.”

“You wouldn’t understand. I think she’s beautiful.”

“I think this place has already driven you mad.”

 

The world continued its spin, unconcerned with the petty scramblings of life upon it, oblivious to the oblivion plunging headlong toward its sun.

Against the infinite glittering sweep of the skies, a speck became a streak.

The orbits of outer planets and asteroids roiled in its wake, some settling, some altered forever.

A streak became a brushstroke smearing back from a dull, baleful star. A smudged ember, a glaring and angry idiot eye, a blind and petulant striking fist.

 

“…reports coming in from all over New Thingvellir…”

“…scene of chaos and devastation…”

“…multiple fatalities…”

“…of a second explosion at the Althing Monument…”

“…widespread panic…”

“…can see behind us, smoke and flames…”

“…being advised to take cover…”

“…the White Hall has been evacuated…current whereabouts of…”

“…burning out of control, emergency response teams on the scene but…”

“…deliberate attack or…”

“…fires like nothing we’ve ever…”

“…soon to tell, though several groups…”

“…eyewitnesses claim to have seen…”

“…from a senior White Hall staffer that Lawspeaker Freylinde…”

“…no closer than these police barricades…”

“…known terrorists with links to Carcosa…”

“…was in session at the time…”

“…terrible burns…”

“…which was also, as you know, serving as the guest housing for…”

“…the glow from here…”

“…hospitals overwhelmed…”

“…ike a war zone…”

“…described as some sort of symbol…”

“…on Heimlandr soil since…”

“…already in danger of total annihilation, would…”

“…s the Yellow Sign…”

“…unconfirmed, we cannot stress that enough, unconfirmed…”

“…the Lawspeaker and her Wittan…”

“…in their homes, not attempt to…”

“…on the very eve of the joint effort to avert…”

“…nation in shock, unable to…”

“…do something so heinous…”

“…is dead, I repeat, we now have official confirmation…”

“…to contact R’lyeh have been…”

“…urgent meeting of the jarls from…”

“…spoken out against…”

“…Eibon denying any involvement in or knowledge of…”

“…of the Lawspeaker’s sons, who…”

“…will mean for the proposed…”

“…claiming responsibility, chanting ‘the will of the King’…”

“…directly to a live press conference, where the announcement we’ve all been dreading…”

 

A heavy, palpable silence filled the chamber after Harald switched off the screen.

Leif gripped his shoulder, hard enough to hurt, but he bore it without wincing. He turned to his brother. Their eyes met—storm-gray to storm-gray, their mother’s legacy.

For a moment, that shared look of stricken grief said it all, and then they clutched each other in a fierce, wordless embrace.

 

Elsewhere in the citadel, a similar silence held.

None of the attendant guards moved from their places, but appendages constricted and chromatophores blend-faded to make an instinctive and protective camouflage.

The scrypool from which the mind-oracles communicated had gone dark, its liquids still roiling and rippling from the vicious slash of the Spawnpriest’s starfish claw.

R’lyeh itself, for a moment, seemed to tremble.

 

The new and nearing light loomed in the skies. Burning wormwood, baleful death, destruction, Grim-Ruin. A column of smoke by day, a pillar of fire by night.

In Eibon and Leng, the gates waited, silver keys and conduits ready. From other, further dimensions, indifferent entities watched.

And, in Carcosa, lost Carcosa, beneath the blackly-blazing Hyades, masked and robed sisters sang their paeans to the King…for there were other worlds than this.

 

The clamshell door burst open on a tidal surge of rage as the Spawnpriest stormed into the chamber. “The prime of my brood-pods!” he bellowed.

Leif and Harald rose to face him, both strong and defiant.

“We lost our mother,” Leif said. “And many more of our folk and our friends.”

The writhing nest of tentacles around Cthlullan’s beaked mouth lashed outward, seizing Leif by the head, face, and neck. His beak, hard-edged and sharp, snapped with menace a fraction of an inch from the tip of Leif’s nose.

“If you imagine for one beat of your warm-blooded heart that your losses amount to a krill-squirt—”

“Wait!” Harald stepped toward them, hands raised as if to interpose himself. ”Let me speak.”

“Fear not,” said Cthlullan. “I will get to you next.”

“This was not their doing,” Y’cthiss said.

“You defend these land-apes, you wretched mongrel of shoggoths? They came into this knowing their lives would be forfeit if any harm befell—”

In a sudden swelling of oily blackness, Y’cthiss quadrupled in size, sprouting whiplike pseudopods and bulging luminescent bladder-sacs. “Tekeli-li!” The piping cry shrilled from several fluted orifices at once, resounding in the chamber’s spiraled upper reaches as if echoed by thousands.

Again, for a moment, R’lyeh seemed to tremble.

Impossible though it was, given their biology, the humans and the Spawnpriest wore identical shocked expressions. They fell back, though Cthlullan did not relinquish his hold. Nor did Leif, whose fists had clenched bony-tight around tentacles.

“There are others,” continued Y’cthiss, “enemies, who would have this truce fail and see this world fall. Perhaps you should hear the Freylindesson out.”

Another moment passed, of heavy and palpable silence. R’lyeh did not so much tremble as to hold its breathless, dead breath.

Ever-so-incrementally, the gripping tentacles relaxed. So did Leif’s fingers. The Spawnpriest’s attention shifted to Harald.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t pull his brain from his head in moist pink chunks.”

“Vengeance,” Harald said.

Cthlullan paused, his shiny grapelike clusters of eyes narrowing. “Go on…”

“Your mages will listen to you. The Heimlandr government—the jarls, the military—will listen to me.”

“Yesssss…”

“So, we stop Grim-Ruin, we save the world…” Harald lifted his chin, his jaw firm, his storm-gray gaze proud. “And then we get those Carcosan bastards.”

As the Shuttle Thor’s-Hammer roared into the turbulent and doom-streaked sky, its sleek hull wreathed in shifting green sigils of R’lyehan magic, a cool, smooth pseudopod twined around Harald’s hand.

He glanced over, startled, and found numerous scintillating orbs shining back at him, while the colors of the aurora played through amorphous dark-glassy flesh.

“I had it mistaken,” Y’cthiss said, in a voice fluting like music. “It seems you are not such…fucked-up monkeys…after all.”

In the unsighted, unlighted, unknown beyond and between, in the outsideness encompassing and within all, mindless dirges pipe and drum. Keys turn within keys and wheels within wheels, spheres revolve within spheres, to know all and see all and care for nothing.

And ph’nglui mglw’nafh C’thulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn, not yet waking, not yet rising. A god bound to a world and bound to its fate, slumbering in dark dreams, conscious neither of danger nor hope.




Red in the Water, Salt on the Earth


Konstantine Paradias

 

“EVER SEEN A DROWNEY FUNERAL FROM UP CLOSE, ROOKIE?” Brown asked over the rising bass hum of the throat-singing mourners.

“Once, in Crawfish Rock,” Tieg said, nodding. “Three days before Christmas. There were three times as many, back there.”

“L.A is drowney country. Can’t go two feet inna water without bumping into one of the rags. Got a cousin in the Channel Islands, tells me the water’s just thick with the bastiches,” Brown said, struggling to roll a cigarette under the soft glow of the gas lamp.

Across the length of Baker Beach, came the beat of orca-bone drums. Slowly, the throat-singing faded into silence. As one, the mourners dropped to their knees and began to crawl toward the water. They splashed at the frothing sea with their open hands like children, sending whorls of foam and jets of spray across the Moon’s reflection.

“They’d built a temple, near Long Beach. More like grew it, actually. Brought in some red corals from their home towns and let them take root in the ocean floor. In ten years’ time, there was a shiny red bell tower sticking out of the water. The mayor made us blow it up with depth charges,” Tieg said, looking down at the mourners, listening to the drumbeat slowly replaced by a gentle, sensuous hiss.

“Did you get any of the punks?” Brown said, cigarette secured between his teeth. He struck a match against the hem of his raincoat.

“A couple of them. The temple Oorl and his mate. There was a girl with them, though. A fuzzy duck by the name of Sophie Lamburg,” Tieg said and found that the guttural, back-of-the-throat slur of the Deep One word still came natural to him. You don’t learn, came the hoarse, croaking voice from his past. You remember.

“That fream journalist? That was you guys, that done her in?” Brown growled. “Man, no wonder they sent you here. You musta rattled a hell of a lot of cages.”

The hiss rose and fell in tempo. Tieg knew that was the sound of seaweed rakes, dragged across the drums. Theirs was the gentle churn of the ocean foam, the subtle thrum that meant home, sweet home. From the water, a silvery-scaled female sprayed water from her gills and let out a great, keening whistle. Further down the beach, another met her pitch with a contralto pitch. A male (his back and arms infested with barnacles) opened his mouth and let out a long, bass hum. Tiny voices rose up in song.

“I never got that part,” Brown said, fingering his Tommy-gun. “What’s with all the bone-head crooning?”

“It’s a chorus,” Tieg said, hands on his chest, head bent low. “They’re calling God, to come from the sea.”

“We oughta make them give his holiness a bell, next time. Drowneys got my fillings rattling with all this crap,” Brown said, through clenched teeth. Tieg watched as the tide rose to meet the mourners, depositing its bounty of cowries in the sand. The parrs swam up to grab them, racing for the smoothest specimens. By this time next year, they would have gathered enough to string them into lariats; a proper courting gift for their future mates. Already, the cloying, thick scent of the females’ excitement wafted in the night air. Once the time of mourning was over, Tieg knew, Long Beach would be coated in mating musk for days.

“I said: got any snuff?” Brown barked, nudging Tieg out of his reverie. “I’m about to heave over here.”

“It’s going to go away in a while,” Tieg lied. “You’re going to get used to it before you know it.”

“Yeah, maybe in L.A, you hipsters can’t smell this crap. You got any snuff or what?”

“Don’t be a ninny, Brown,” Tieg said, as he handed over the tin. Brown fumbled with the stuff and stuck a patch against the inside of his upper lip, sucking the bitter juices. “Quiet down, now. Here comes the big daddy.”

The singing grew in pitch, as a dark shape rose from the water. Tieg saw the fin emerge, unfolding to its full extent. The wafer-thin membrane glistened and quavered, its blue veins pulsing like living filigree. It climbed higher, revealing the hump of the great Oorl; the dead man’s fingers infestation along its spine blossomed into a rigid fractal of brittle foliage on the back of his neck. His face rose to meet the moon, its cold brilliance reflected on the jet-black orbs of his eyes. Gills flaring, the elder Deep One rose to his full height: almost twelve feet of pure muscle that blocked the moon, covered in layers of ancient scales.

“Ir’Lui!” he called, in a fierce bellow.

“Ph’tha!” the mourners responded, beating their chests.

“I’m calling it in,” Brown said, reaching for the dashboard radio in the squad car. Tieg grasped him by the collar of his raincoat, pulling him up against the door to pin him down.

“You want us to get ripped to pieces, Daddy-O? You know what they are going to do to us, if we break up their funeral? They’re gonna rip off the top of your head and shit in your living brain!” Tieg whispered, his hand clamped tight over Brown’s mouth, muffling his screams.

In the water, the great Oorl reached down among his flock, cupping his hands to receive the dead. With great care, his talons peeled away the strands of gossamer, revealing the gaunt thing inside: one of their own, a creature barely twenty summers old. Its neck hung at just the wrong angle. Perhaps it had ventured too far into land. Maybe the squares had found it looking at the right girl in just the wrong way and had decided to mete out a form of hastily thrown-together justice. The Oorl raised the gaunt thing toward the stars and let out a hoarse cry of supplication before running its claw across its chest, cutting through the layers of flesh to reveal the softly glowing treasures underneath. The mourners watched as the priest sank its teeth into the slain one’s heart, ripped it out of the chest cavity with his teeth. Females hissed with ecstasy, as the muscle resisted the holy one’s bites and finally caved, popping as it went. Black blood sprayed among the gathered.

They lapped it up with their tongues, rubbed the ichor into their eyes and privates and then rushed in to feed.

Brown howled like a child against Tieg’s hand. Tieg held fast, until he felt the all-too familiar shudder of a man about to heave. He let go just as Brown vomited all over the passenger side door.

 

The squad-car pattered across the Alameda Boulevard, twisting through the midnight pile-up. A Ford Manticore skittered past them, city lights refracting across its glistening carapace. Tieg twisted the stick on the squad-car, making a vogt-turn into 8th Street. Their mount purred as it began to move across the face of an apartment building, in defiance of gravity.

“You touch me like that again, Tieg, I swear to God I’ll clock you,” Brown growled, working the snuff against the lining of his gums.

“Wasn’t my fault. You flaked out and you know it,” Tieg said, matter-of-factly.

Brown rolled down the window, spat a deep-brown gob of spit against an eight-story porch and turned back to face him. “You a fish-stick, Tieg?”

Tieg kept his eyes ahead, at the fast-approaching rooftop. He eased the squad car into gear, climbing up on the roof and eased it down into a thon-incline. “Piss off, Brown.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Tieg,” Brown insisted, breaking into a white-toothed, shit-eating grin. “Way you acted around them drowneys, the things you knew; hell, you could say you knew them in the Biblical sense, you dig?”

Tieg twisted the wheel at the last second. The squad-car lurched to the right, sending Brown to slam against the reinforced window. A crack blossomed into existence, stained with drops of his blood. Without missing a beat, the glass began to knit itself around the material. Brown growled like an animal, reaching for his gun. Tieg braked hard, causing Brown to lurch forward and slam his forehead against the dashboard. It made a hollow, thumping sound as it collided.

“You better get your seat-belt fastened, Brown; it’s gonna be a bumpy ride back to the station.”

Brown sneered, daubing the cut on his forehead with a handkerchief, cussing all the while. Tieg did his damnedest to keep himself from smashing his fist against Brown’s pearly-white teeth.

 

“Thank you, for keeping them out,” Hu’loa said, as she cupped his face between her webbed fingers. Her breath smelled faintly of blood and fear. Her gills still dripped with fresh seawater, carried from the unknowable depths near the South Coronado.

They had met in the Coronado Beach grotto, inside the sanctum grown in secret from smuggled coral reef. Tieg could already hear the distant babble of conversation across its many layers, the moans of pleasure that wafted up from the darkness below. He wasn’t the first one to set foot in this place, but he was the only one that had ever been allowed to get past the coral-mesh threshold.

“It was the least I could do,” he whispered. She drew closer to him, her scales clinging to his shirt. He could feel her slowly oozing into him, their bodies merging languorously under the dead god’s hewn-obsidian gaze. “Chu’lul was a good parr.”

“Chu’lul was a stupid parr who thought he could peddle gunk to split-toes and get away with it. But he was of our school and he deserved a proper farewell.” Hu’loa sighed and turned to caress the figurine’s head, as if to close its eyes. Her lips brushed against his and Tieg shuddered with ecstasy.

“I guess the only thing you really got from the split-toes was shame,” he laughed, pressing his face against her breasts. Hu’loa was halfway through her shedding, her body still retaining the breasts and buttocks of its teenage chrysalis. Her skin had long since grown a full set of scales and the second row of teeth had begun to push back her pearly whites, but Tieg knew this was only temporary. It was only a matter of time before the shape he had known and loved would fade and another, unknowable form would take its place.

“What? You thought land-crawlers invented miscegenation? We’ve been far more hateful and savage than you have been for longer than you imagine,” she said, managing a smile. Her hands moved down across his belly, prying his legs gently apart. “Our kind was hatched in the darkest depths of the Mother-Sea, made to serve a host of uncaring gods for millennia. We were foot-soldiers in the service of impossibly cruel tyrants for a hundred generations. When the war was done, we were put under lock and key inside a sunken city, to breed and serve and die for a dead God, until we finally broke free. Your kind doesn’t know the first thing about true hate.”

“But we took from you. We pilfered your secrets and we stole your magic. We make you huddle in the shores,” Tieg managed through sighs of pleasure, as he felt Hu’loa’s warmth envelop him.

“We gave you little. But you gave us the whole wide sea,” she said, letting out a lilting trill of joy. They mated passionately under the gaze of the dead god. When her claws raked jagged red lines across the scarred range of his flesh, Tieg howled with pleasure.

 

It didn’t take long for Brown’s put-down to stick in the precinct. Tieg was from L.A. after all and the place was drowney central. He had come here on a moment’s notice after the Lamburg incident but maybe, just maybe—word went around—that wasn’t the whole story.

Tieg did his best to ignore the cat-calls and the mess of fish-guts stuffed in his drawer. Every day he kept himself from just knocking Brown on his ass, whenever he’d catch him doing his little flipper dance from the corner of his eye. Tieg was a good cop, a proper cop. For a while, he even convinced himself that he could go without getting into a fight while he was on duty.

That was, until Brown went ga-ga in Petco Park.

“What have we here?” Brown’s voice was tinged with pure malice, as he stepped out of the squad car. Tieg’s eyes darted to him, then to the massing throng across the green. Already, he could see Hu’loa and her school gathering in a tight-knitted circle at the center, clumsily-drawn protest signs at the ready. He squinted to look at the legend scrawled across them in clumsy handwriting:


WE CAME FIRST

Tieg jumped out of the squad car, gunning for Brown. Already, he could see him fingering the baton strapped on the holster on his waist.

“Brown, no! Listen to me, you gotta cool it, okay?”

“Take a hike, fish-stick,” Brown spat, releasing the clasp on his baton. Tieg saw the glint in his eyes, the trigger-happy look he’d come to know from the L.A beat cops that hit the streets aching for a fight.

“You can’t go in there, not like that! They just buried one of their own and they got all riled up. If you try to pull a tough-guy stunt, they’re going to kill you!”

Brown whipped around, grasping Tieg by the collar. He fought back, even as Brown twisted just enough to block his windpipe. “You wanna protect your squeeze, fish stick? Is that it?” he said, pushing Tieg back, spitting just as his body hit the ground. “Call it in if you want, I don’t give a good goddamn. But you get in my way again and I will bust your head open.”

Tieg watched as Brown made his way toward the protesters, their signs held high already. He twisted his baton and whistled, before bringing it down on the first Deep One, a parr barely a day over sixteen. It made a dry, thunking noise as it struck the side of his skull.

“This is an illegal gathering! Drowneys, disperse or be forcefully removed from the premises!” he barked, before kicking the downed parr with everything he had. Someone howled, from the back of the throng. Tieg scrambled up to grab Brown, rushing to stop him from getting himself deeper into trouble. Hu’loa broke from the line, kneeling beside the growling parr at Brown’s feet. Brown’s baton whistled through the air, before smashing into her teeth. Tieg saw them fly out from the red mess of her mouth, glistening like freshwater pearls in the sunlight. His hand gripped his service pistol, bringing the oak wood handle down on the back of the officer’s head in one fluid motion. Brown’s head snapped forward. He staggered, turning to look at Tieg just as he brought the gun down on his head again, whipping his lips. On the second blow, the cylinder glanced off his front teeth. The third one caused the front sights to cut a long, deep gash into his cheeks. Brown spat blood and swung his baton once, blindly, whipping Tieg against his side. Tieg howled like a madman and brought his gun down again and again, until the handle was slick with blood.

“What did you do?” Hu’loa howled through the mess of her mouth in horror. “Tieg, what the hell did you do?”

Tieg stuttered, crashing hard after the post-adrenaline low. He looked at Hu’Loa, her features bobbing in and out of focus in his addled mind. He eyeballed the park around him, stared in horror at the morbidly curious that circled around the scene, the horrified squares snapping photos of the carnage. Already, he knew, the word had gone out across the pulsing mess of babbling cartilage that ran under the skin of the city. He could feel the world around him fraying at the seams.

“Just run.” Hu’loa said, cupping his head in her hands.

“He hurt you, oh God, he hurt you.”

“You need to go.”

“I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop him, I’m so sorry…”

Hu’loa pushed Tieg away, just hard enough to make him go. Sparing one last glance at the writhing, moaning mess that was Officer Brown, he made for the squad car, popped the clutch and hauled ass.

 

There were places to hide in San Diego, even with half its police force on his tail. The city was filled to the brim with hidden boulevards, hidden just below arcane intersections. Impromptu lots, hidden from view, lurked in the shadows of apartment buildings. When the Deep Ones gave the secrets of their sacred geometry to mankind, they made sure to keep the juiciest bits of info to themselves.

Tieg had learned about these arcane spaces, of the directions that were kept safe. In Carlsbad, a space-shaper had shared with him the signs which allowed a tesseract to unfold into a whole new plane of dimensions. From a brood-queen in Encinitas, he had garnered the secret commands that were embedded in the subconscious of the new breeds of cars. He could stop one dead in its tracks with a command, or send it careening off into the opposite direction with a flick of his wrist.

“R’Lyeh taught us to harness our hate. On land, we will finally put it to use,” Chu’lul had babbled in the strictest confidence, halfway through his algae high. “All we have to do is wait for the split-toes to slip up.”

Chu’lul had taught Tieg the secret whispers that allowed all standard-issue arcane-locked doors to open. He had taught him the secret gesture that caused the money-machines to cough up their bounty. Any man with artificial organs spawned from Deep One meat-tanks, Tieg could make them seize up just by drawing a sign in the air.

For three days, Tieg skulked in hidden San Diego, emerging only to forage for food. For three nights, he watched the city burn in places, saw the waters of San Diego Bay rise in a freak tsunami that drowned Fiddler’s cove and heard of an outbreak of strange coral infesting the beaches.

On the dawn of the fourth day, Tieg finally found the strength to break cover and find Hu’loa.

 

“You have to make them stop this!” Tieg howled over the thunder of artillery, battering the coral grotto. A lot of the fish-sticks had spilled the beans, as soon as the fighting broke out.

“The Oorl believes that we can handle their shelling. Most of the others think the same. They are out for blood, Tieg,” Hu’loa managed through gritted teeth. Tieg pulled her close, resting against her diminished breasts. Her new row of teeth had almost burst from the gums. Her pearly white smile was a gruesome jigsaw of crooked ivory.

“You think they’ll stop at the shelling? Do you have any idea what kind of weapons they have in store? They can obliterate your cities, if you push them. Keep going like this and they’ll opt for genocide!”

“So what do we do? Are we supposed to lay down our arms and die? We won’t have that, Tieg. I won’t have that,” Hu’loa managed. She sobbed, but no tears came from her jet-black eyes. Tieg nodded, running his hands over the smooth scales of her face.

“We run. The two of us. We hide in the folds between the cities and wait this out. Whichever way it turns out, we can make it work, as long as we have each other,” Tieg whispered. Hu’loa’s stunned expression stopped him dead in his tracks.

“Please.”

Her hands pushed against his chest, shoving him with the carefully constrained strength of an inhuman warrior. It was enough to make Tieg almost end up sprawled on the floor.

“You go. Find me when it’s over,” Hu’loa said, passing by him on her way to the door. Tieg struggled to his feet.

“There’s no way out of this! Not for you, not for anyone! Don’t go!” he pleaded, his voice echoing across the strata of coral. A chorus of inhuman cackling rose up to meet him.

 

Tieg ran like hell. He hid like an animal, in the places where the cities were thick with hidden dimensions. When he was hungry, he would eat. When he became thirsty, he would dare some running water, but he knew the Deep Ones had tainted it, made it bitter and metallic.

At nights, he would peek out from his hiding places and watch the fighting in the streets. When those came too close for comfort he moved out of San Diego, peeking into reality only to see a thick cloud of white phosphorus snaking out along the California coastline.

In Cleveland, he found that San Ysidoro and Chula Vista had been hammered to oblivion by tidal waves. In response, the army dumped VX into the water. That killed the fish, but it made a hell of a lot of drowneys wash ashore. In response, an outbreak of freak childbirths broke out along the length and breadth of the continent. The mewling, skinless things screamed like women in the nurseries. Every single one of them had to be put down.

By the time Tieg had made it to the outskirts of Texas, Florida was gone. New York was a hellscape of coral. From Massachusetts to Delaware, a rain of obsidian chits had unleashed swarms of howling insects that could pick a man clean in ten seconds flat. Tieg dared to pilfer a newspaper once, from an abandoned newsstand somewhere in Alabama. He saw Hu’loa’s face on the front page, smashed and burned beyond recognition. They had hung her in Dover Square. Her one good eye stared out into the distance, fixed into that nebulous moment in time when she knew Tieg would see her week-old obituary. To Tieg, she seemed downright disappointed.

The fighting died down, eventually. Tieg didn’t dare try to ask who had won. He knew, from what radio broadcasts still looped in the airways, that the coastline was gone. From scattered whispers, he knew that some of the cities inland were still burning. From what he had gleaned, there were places that had been so thoroughly blasted with radiation, that they would never really be inhabitable again. Within the year, that same radiation would probably drift in the wind to poison every other poor bastard that was still hopping around under the sun.

“Ain’t that a dirty, goddamn mess,” Tieg said, to no one in particular. He chanced one last glance at the sky, hazy with radiation’s afterglow, took in the distant whiff of sea breeze, mixed with clotted blood, and stepped deeper into the folds beneath the world, searching perhaps for another world, another Earth, another Hu’loa.




The Night They Drove Cro Magnon Down

D.A. Madigan

 

ALL THIS TUCK PLACE IN LATE ’64…NOVEMB’R, AH B’LIEVES. YASSUH, that seems rah’t. Least as best Ah can ’member, now, so long a piece afta’ards.

We’ud beat the Yankees back in three…no, fowah…recent battles and we was feelin’ powerful smart. Afta Bragg broke that gods-damned Semite Jehovah worshippah Rosecrans at Chattanooga in late ’63, it war lahk we jest never looked back. We rolled on up through West Virginny, goin’ back inta Pennsylvania along the same busted, blasted ground we all’d just retreated ovah aftah the first Battle o’ Gettysburg. O’ course, the Second Battle o’ Gettysburg went just a might bettah fo’ us, and that bastard slave stealer Lincoln sent off a telegram to President Davis askin’ to meet him fo’ a parley on neutral ground…an’ every waggin’ tongue said he was gonna ask for peace terms. Glory, glory.

Me and Jasper Bennitt—not Jasper Bennett, from the big plantation up at White Church, he up an’ got hisself shot at Antietem, no, I’m talking about the third son from the Bennitt clan down in Noble Crick, the one whut got caught with his second cousin Cindy Lynette in the haystack at that winter dance ovah in Harperstown—anyway, me an’ Jasper, we was stationed at Charleston at the time the news come in. We got us a 72 hour leave. Prob’ly coulda made it six months, ouwah major was that drunk. Noble Crick not bein’ all that far from Busey, where Ah hail from, we decided we’d grab a train back down to Georgia togethah. Postmaster Reagan had put a lotta runaway contraband to work rebuildin’ the war damage an’ a surprisin’ number o’ the rail lines was runnin’ again. We hopped a freight an howah after we got ouwah papahs signed and we was well on ouwah way. We rolled inta Savannah by three in the aftahnoon and set out to find a wagon headin’ out the direction we needed t’go in.

We seen a whole power o’ contraband, o’course, workin’ on the lines alongside the train as we rolled on by. Now, leathers ain’t people, o’course, no matter what those crazy Yankee abolitioners wanna tell ya, but they’s some decent ‘uns anyways…my own Auntie Sussanah, fo’ example, she loved me like Ah was her own blood an’ me and my folks always treated her good. She was honest and gave a good day’s work. An’ Ah have knowed a lotta leathers like that…good an’ kind and willin’ and hard workin’.

But leathers is animals, not men, and some of ’em are juss stupid and willful and some of ’em are downright ornery an’ bad. An’ these contraband, well, they was all runaways what got captured back durin’ the War, so you know they was all trash…no good an’ worthless, lazy and ready to rise up against they ownahs. Mah thinkin’ is, once a leather has proved itself to be one lahk that, all you ken do is hang ’em. No point tryin’ to put ’em back in harness, you cain’t nevah trust ’em. But ain’t nobody evah made me Postmaster General fo’ the Confederacy, so Ah guess Ah jess gotta hesh up.

Anyway, so Jasper and Ah was walkin’ ’round from the back a’the rail station to the front…we’d both traveled with ouwah rucksacks, a’cos, an’ neitha’ one’o us wanted to try ta’ cut through the crowd insahd the station propah. We was scufflin’ along, enjoyin’ getting’ dust on ouwah boots an’ no gods-damned sahrgent to get all on us about it, when Jasper shook me by the shouldah.

“Hey, Rufus,” he said, “take a gandah ovah theah. Ain’t that leathers?”

Ah looked and sho’nuff, Ah saw the back’ends o’ three, mebbe fowah leathers, just disappearin’ ’round the edge of a church across th’alleyway. Now, when Ah say ‘church’, w’all, mebbe it had been once and mebbe one day it wu’d be ag’in, but raht then, it was mo’ a big clutch o’ burned up an’ bombed out timbah boards, just barely still standin’ upright, than anythin’ else.

But Ah did see them leathers, oah at least the ends’ o’ they tails, wavin’ and bobbin’ in the aftahnoon light as they went around that coahnah.

“They seem a might sneaky,” Ah allowed.

“Lahk mebbeso they’s up to somethin’,” Jasper said.

He was grinnin’ like an ol’ butch coon dog on the scent of a bitch in season, and Ah ’spect Ah was too. Ah knowed Jasper (an’ t’other, older Jasper Bennett,’s’well) at the evenin’ church meetins…the ones we had in the woods out behind the church, when someone in the community maht feel that the leathers needed some kinda fear o’the gods, oah at least they mastahs, put back into ’em. The meetins we took ouwah ropes to, if y’all takes mah meanin’. An’it had been quite a piece o’time since we’d had the oppoahtunity to propahly discipline any leathers a’tall.

So Ah nodded to him an’ he nodded back an’ we both went quiet. We didn’t need no lessons in sneakin’; Jasper an’ me can both move quiet as injuns in a full wood under no moon, an’ it was no challenge at all goin’ quiet as ghosts up that cobblestone alleyway.

We got to thet coahnah the leathers had disappeahed aroun’ and we peeked aroun’ it ouwahselves.

“Nothin’,” Jasper breathed, real easy, an inch from mah ear.

“No, but Ah reckon Ah can heah somethin’,” Ah whispahed back to ’em. An’ Ah could, too.

Somethin’ low an’ nasty-like…hissin’, like snakes, or some such. The leathers do hiss a bit, what with them bein’ descended o’ the Serpent an’ not Adam nor Eve, but Ah hadn’t nevah heard no hissin’ like this befoah. Lahk maybeso a few dozen of ’em had got togethah…somewheah…and was all hissin’ togethah, in some heathen gods-damned tongue no decent Jupitah worshippah evah spoke. Hell, even a gods-damned Mithraist don’t speak gibberish lahk that.

“They’s goddam worshippin’ one o’them devils o’thars,” Jasper whispahed t’me. “We can get ’em all hung foah that.”

“We gotta see it,” Ah said. “Ah bet they’s a cellah door leadin’ inta that church’s basement, an’ that’s where we’ll find ’em. We lay eyes on them practicin’ some nefarious rites, an’ then we can go an’ get the sheriff.”

He nodded. A dozen or so riotous leathers…oah moah, mebbe…well, thet was a mought too many foah me an’ Jasper t’handle ouwahselves. But Ah was powerful curious to see what was goin’ on, an’ Ah won’t speak for Jasper at this late date, but I’m guessin’ he was, too.

So we both nodded t’each othah, and then we crept ’round that coahnah and sho’nuff, theah was a little stone stairway leadin’ downward, and a door at the bottom of it.

An’ a leather…one’a the kinda reddish ones…sittin’ on the top step, keepin’ look out.

Wahl, we had ouwah Sharps rifles with us, of course…lootahs everywhere back then, soldiahs jess didn’t travel without ’em…and we brought ’em up right smart.

And then somethin’ hit me in the haid. Yassuh. Somethin’ from above, or sneakin’ up behind me, I don’t know, but somethin’ hit me in the haid, real hard, and Ah saw bright lights and heard whistlin’, and Ah guess Ah went out like somebody hid me undah a bushel, or somethin’.

Ah come to an’ Ah couldn’t move for nothin’. Mah hands was up over mah head an’ it felt like some kinda harsh balin’ twine was wrapped aroun’ my wrists. Tuggin’ at it did no kinda good. Trah’ed to move mah legs and mah ankles was trussed up the same kinda way.

Heard a grunt from next ta’ me, lahk so maybe a pig or somethin’, and Ah turned my haid on mah neck and saw Jasper ovah theah. He was trussed up like a tom turkey, layin’ on some kinda flat stone. Ah guessed Ah must be, too.

There was a whole lotta hissin’ goin on. Ah lifted my haid up’s’much as Ah cu’d an’ looked straight out. Down past mah feet Ah could see Ah don’ know how many…Minerva maht’a been able to count’em, but Ah couldn’t. Less’n a hundred, mebbe, Ah hope. Ah dunno. But they was leathers, all the colors that leathers are…red ’uns an’ green ’uns an’ brown’uns an’ some o’those ’uns that are kinda speckled and stripety. Swayin’ back an’ forth, hissin’ like locomotives, those little forked tongues of they’s out an’ wavin’ in the air like they was tastin’ the sound of all that hissin’ an’ they lahked how it tasted jess fine. Ah dunno. Mebbe they was.

Mah family hain’t rich but we h’aint shirt tail neither. Mah granddaddy sailed on a merchant ship runnin’ the Triangle Trade. They’d take cotton an’ textiles an’ dyes ovah to England an’ sell ’em foah pregnant bitches. Then they’d sail on down to Lemuria an’ Atlantis and they’d sell the littahs the bitches had durin’ the voyage to the slave dealahs, an’ take on leather eggs. They’d hatch the eggs on the trip back home, an’ the little leathers would be already up and walkin’ aroun’ on they hind legs, and woulda learned how to use some tools an’ such, by the time they made landfall in Georgia oah Virginny.

My granddaddy saved his money from four trips an’ then he bought shares and he made three moah trips an’ then he sold out an’ bought a piece o’land an’ became a gennelman farmah. And he did raht well at it, too. An’ Ah didn’t need ta’ go an’ join up but it seemed like the raht thing to do, when ol’ Dishonest Abe wouldn’t let us go our way like the Constitution said we c’ud.

Ah ain’t nevah been nothin’ but proud of my granddaddy, but when Ah looked at alla them leathers dancin’ an’ swayin’ and wavin’ they forked tongues from the end o’ they lizardy little snouts, Ah admit, Ah kinda thought to mahself, maybe folks lahk him shoulda left all them leathers wheah they was.

Then somethin’ started in a hissin’ just ovah mah head. Ah lifted mahself on mah shoulders as much as Ah could, tryin’ to roll mah eyes back in mah head, and got just a glimpse of anothah leather standin’ behind me, an’ he had all kindsa strange signs painted on his pebbled scaly skin, and he had a real ugly jagged lookin’ black stone knife in his three fingahed hands, too.

An’ for just that minnit, Ah could understand what he was hissin’ about, Ah dunno how, but Ah could:

“Two sacrifices, O Great One, come to this place of their own will, filled with the blood of the ancient enemy monkey folk, sons of the hated Adam and the despised Eve, possessed of spirits of Order, will now come to feed you. Awaken! Awaken! And deliver us, your most humble and worthless servants, from our chains!”

An’ Ah saw him raise that knife and bring it down, and felt a sharp pain in mah chest…

 

“Skarrrnissska. Put that back. It’ssss not part of today’s lesssssson.”

Hastily, the eggling put the Speaking Stone back on the wall rack. “I’m ssssssssorry, Learning-Missstress. I wasssss jusssssst…”

The Learning-Mistress swatted the eggling with the tips of her three fingers and opposing digit…but her claws were not out. Yet. “Reading ahead again, I know. Pay attention, now. Or shall I summon a shoggoth to take you off and sacrifice you?”

The eggling shook its snout, nostrils dilated in terror. “No, Learning-Mistress! I do my duty!”

“Hmmmph,” the elder female said. “Sssshow me, then. The monkey men no longer rule ussss as they once did. Why?”

Skarrnissska hunched low, trying to think. Too young to yet have a gender, its mind should have been clear…but the voice of the long dead human continued to play in its reptile lobes, distracting it. Something the human had said…

“Ssssssavannnnahh!” the eggling near-shouted, barely forestalling a clawed clout from the Learning-Mistress. “The rite in Sssssavannnnahhh! The two willing ssssssssacrificccccesssss! The Great Old One awakened, and…”

Skarrnisska dared to look up with one eye, hoping for reward. It was the right answer. Ssssso…

The Learning-Mistress glared a deadly glare at the eggling. “You would not know that yet,” she hissed, “if you were confining your ssssstudies to the asssssssignmentsssss!”

She turned and struck the silver gong hanging at the mud and stucco wall with her tail. “You are curioussssss! To the shoggoths with you!”

As Skarrnisska was dragged out, wailing, through the ash covered streets of a ruin once known as Atlanta, the eggling’s last sight was the pulsating mountain of eldritch, tentacled, otherworldly flesh looming like the largest wall in all the worlds to the west.

The Great Elder God paid no attention to Skarrnisska’s ululations.

And, soon enough, they ceased.




Sacrifice


Sam Stone

 

CAPTAIN NEMO STARED OUT, UNBLINKING, INTO THE DARK BLUE depths and let his mind wander into the realms of creativity that could only be found below the surface. Deep in the ocean, in his own giant isolation tank, the world above, and the concerns of man, couldn’t touch him. His pupils were dilated. He had not surfaced for more than a year and although this did not alarm him, sometimes his crew needed to see land, walk on soil, take respite with a whore or two.

The time to resurface was rapidly approaching.

He let his mind float, barely registering the sea life that swam before the expansive window, as he turned the Nautilus slowly around. He was only half aware of the navigation system bleeping agreement that he was turning in the right direction and the slight upsurge of whirring as the engine boosters kicked in. Nemo needed no guidance. He knew the ocean like the palm of his own hand. The technology was for his pilot, not for himself: he could not be at the helm for all hours of the day.

Nemo was the son of an Indian rajah, and his olive skin would have been darker but for the fact that the captain rarely saw daylight. From an early age he had been raised in England, brought up as a man of privilege and wealth. As a result Nemo spoke in a cultured English voice. He had been educated to a high standard, soon surpassing his tutors, and mostly dressed as any English gentleman might. However, at sea he wore a beard which gave him a distinct pirate air.

The Nautilus shuddered. Nemo blinked, bringing his focus back from the water to the submarine around him. Sometimes he forgot completely that there was anything but himself and the sea.

The Earth trembled and the Nautilus shook so badly Nemo thought it might judder completely apart leaving himself and the crew out in the middle of the ocean. He gripped the wheel as violent jerking rocked the submarine, threatening to turn it on its head.

Nemo turned the vessel into the flow of the water in order to regain control. His efforts kept the Nautilus upright. Then, aftershocks rippled through the water. He almost lost control of the wheel but held on with more determination than physical strength.

A few moments later the sea around the vessel began to calm and the sickly rocking motion subsided as the craft regained its equilibrium. Only then did Nemo hear the alarm that was ringing all over the submarine.

He straightened up, slackening his grip on the wheel, then pushed one hand back through his untidy hair.

“Captain?” said a voice.

Nemo turned his head to look at the man who sat to his left on the bridge beside a complicated station. A panel of buttons, an echo-location screen, and several flashing lights illuminated the area, while the flickering red lights reflected in the crewman’s eyes.

The crewmember was André: one of the youngest, in his mid-twenties. He hadn’t been traveling with them for more than two years, but André had been a lost soul, and Nemo had taken him in, training the man’s keen mind. André, Nemo knew, would be his finest engineer one day. But he was still young and had not yet fully given himself to the life at sea that the others had. It took time, after all, to eradicate the damage parents did to their young on land. Only the sea’s calming influence could take away all of the hurt.

“The monitors are showing serious disruption ahead,” said André, unaware of Nemo’s thoughts about him. “We should turnabout…”

“We’ve fielded earthquakes before,” Nemo said.

“This looks…”

At a sign from the captain, the pilot stepped in and took the helm and Nemo moved to André’s side. He studied the instruments, understanding far more than anyone else could have.

“…more serious than you realize,” Nemo said, finishing the sentence that André failed to find words for. The earthquake was coming from Europe.

Returning to the helm, Nemo typed several complex coordinates into the navigation system. They would navigate around the disruption, but end up near the source of the problem. Then Nemo would be able to assess the level of damage and its continued effect on the sea.

“Notify me when we are twenty miles from destination,” he told the pilot. The man nodded, never taking his eyes from the glass window in front of him.

Nemo left the deck, his mind no longer floating in the depths of the sea, but fully focused on the interior of the Nautilus and the possible damage that the earthquake had done to his ship.

 

They surfaced at dawn, and as the water cleared the top balcony, a portal opened and Nemo and several of his crew emerged. Nemo breathed in the air and found it unclean. Ahead they saw a port flooded by the sea, its natural bank destroyed. Beachfront property ruined. The air and land smelled scorched. Brick and mortar appeared to have been melted by some form of intense heat.

“Marseille?” said André.

Nemo’s silence confirmed the young man’s fears: his former home, normally a bustling international shipping port, was destroyed, but by what?

Nemo looked over the destroyed port before returning below. They submerged again and the crew waited for instruction as the submarine sank.

Nemo looked through the large window once more but his mind was elsewhere. He was remembering a promise he had once made.

“To England,” Nemo said.

 

A large panel opened in the side of the Nautilus, and a launch ramp slowly slid out and sloped down towards the water. A few moments later a small boat glided onto the calm water.

Throughout the short journey Nemo had been monitoring the Earth tremors, and there was definite activity coming from London.

At the helm, Nemo turned the small boat into the natural current. They entered the mouth of the Thames at London’s Docklands, and then Nemo fired the engine. The ship was powered by steam, and a crewmember in the small engine room below fed sea-based dried plant life into the furnace to keep the heat pumping to the water heater. Steam pushed through the engine, moving the rudders underneath the boat, while smoke poured out from a funnel that passed through the deck and towered above the helm.

As he passed down the Thames, Nemo saw the toppled tower, sans its huge clock face, half spilled into the water. The parliament houses had fared no better. The walls were punctured with holes, windows smashed, and the roof appeared to have crumpled into the building itself.

“What caused this?” asked André.

For once Nemo was lost for an explanation. Even so, he attempted to rationalize the destruction.

“War perhaps…”

“Between the French and English?” André said.

“No. Neither country has the science to do this…It’s too…complete. Too devastating.”

Nemo recalled his youth as he studied the crumbled building. It occurred to him that the enemy had somehow managed to achieve what Guy Fawkes never could: the total downfall of the country and its leadership.

His mind went then to the Queen.

“Protect my seas and you will always have a home on England’s shores…” Victoria had said.

“Always…” Nemo had promised.

“It has to be some form of invasion,” Nemo said. His guilt at failing England was a rock in his gut. But how was he to know this would happen?

André had barely left his side since the first discovery of the anomaly that had affected the Nautilus.

“Invasion?” Andre said.

Nemo looked upwards. It had to have come from the stars.

Nemo pulled the small boat into a dock—little more than steps that led up from the Thames to the ruined Houses of Parliament—and then, André jumped to the small, barely damaged pier and secured the ropes. Two other crewmen joined him and the boat was tied down as Nemo turned off the engine.

The smell of steam had been masking the burnt odor that permeated the air.

“Remain with the boat,” Nemo said.

The engineer who had been feeding the engine below now took up post by the helm, as ordered, as Nemo climbed out and led the other crewmen up the steps.

They walked through the ruins. Burnt leather chairs, bodies charred to the bone, and the inner workings of Big Ben, lay at their feet. The air smelled like cooked meat and the men were forced to cover their noses to prevent themselves gagging.

Nemo ignored the smell but frowned as he made his way through the remains. The ground beneath his feet was hot. Smoke billowed up from the ruins. The heat in the air burned his skin, singed his eyebrows and beard.

Then he saw it: a towering monstrosity, stalking among the ruins like a scavenger picking at the remnants of the dead. It tottered impossibly on three legs, but had numerous tentacle-like appendages.

Could this thing be something to do with the old gods?

Nemo shrank back behind the remains of a support wall. This thing was machine, not animal, though possibly was operated by someone or thing. Nemo took a pair of binoculars out of his pocket and peered through them from his vantage point. Up close he could see a huge eye-like window—blood red—but not what was behind it. The beast of machinery moved away from Nemo, unaware that prey lay in such close proximity, and only when it was several hundred feet away did Nemo dare to expel the breath he was holding. He quelled the tremor in his hands as he lowered the binoculars. André saw it.

“What was that?” André said.

“Something not of this Earth.”

The towering machine moved farther away and then, as though it had seen some movement, a blazing surge of heat poured from the red eye. The weapon repeated firing and white-hot flame burst over one of the still standing structures. The building toppled.

“Some kind of heat ray,” Nemo said. “I wonder how they have managed to create that?”

Remaining unseen wasn’t too difficult for Nemo and his men as they followed the machine at a safe distance. About a half a mile away from the Thames Nemo saw the alien mechanism pause before the wreckage of an old tavern. Like lightning, one of the metallic tentacles weaved outwards and scooped something up. They were close enough that they could see the creature raise a prone figure. It was a woman. The eye moved, the red shield blinked like the second eyelid of a reptile, and then a long needle-thin implement, held by one of the tentacle limbs, pressed sharply into the arm of the woman.

It was only then that she moved and Nemo realized she was still alive.

André jumped beside him, “We have to do something…”

“We cannot defeat this thing. Nothing can…” Nemo said.

The woman woke then and screamed, squirming against the obvious invasion until her voice broke and her body lapsed into shock. When the alien had retracted all that it wanted, it callously tossed the body aside, throwing it roughly back into the debris.

The woman now lay, eyes wide open, body broken. She was, Nemo surmised, dead before she had hit the ground.

The machine moved in its peculiar jerky fashion and now, much to the horror of Nemo’s crewmen, it fed the blood from its victim back into its own body.

“How horrible!” gasped André. “Is there nothing that can be done?”

 

The Nautilus submerged, pulling out into open ocean and moving as fast as possible from the shore and the wasteland that was once London.

No, there was nothing that could be done. England had fallen, now all that remained was the safe haven of open sea.

Nemo gave a set of coordinates to his pilot and then retired to his private quarters. Once alone he lay on his bed considering the dilemma that now faced him. He, Nemo, had no need of land. He would happily never resurface if it wasn’t for the occasional luxury. They proved every day that the sea’s harvest was enough to live on. They needed nothing they couldn’t find under the ocean. What would happen when these creatures finished with their murder of man? Would they then go on to animal and sea life?

He could see this as a likely scenario. It meant he had to act. His honor was at stake. A promise made, even to a queen that was probably dead, was still something he had to see through. Even if it meant his own demise.

Nemo closed his eyes. He needed to sleep. To think.

He felt the pull of open sea around the exterior of the Nautilus. He wondered if any of his men were aware of these subtle ripples. Now, he could even sense a change in the tide, an anti-flow to the water, as though it were pulling back from the shore in an attempt to avoid the monstrosities that now ruled the land.

Curious about this sensation, and sure of what he would find, Nemo pressed a button on a panel beside his bed. The side of his cabin opened and he could see out into the ocean through a clear glass window. He sat up. Outside there was a swarm of fish, all shapes and sizes, swimming in the same direction as the submarine—away from shore—and the Nautilus was passing through them.

“You know, don’t you?” he said as if the fish could hear him.

The Nautilus was part of the shoal as it made its way at speed.

Nemo had always believed that fish were intelligent. They had stronger survival instincts than would at first be obvious and their deliberate behavior now proved his theory. What else could explain this mass exodus? It was not the right season for migration, and anyway, not all of the sea life would migrate at the same time of year, would they?

Nemo moved to the window and stood looking out. The fish swirled around the dense glass, flanking the vessel.

“You know…” he said again. “And I believe you may even be trying to tell me something.”

The idea formed then—perhaps the fish, behaving with such purpose, were communicating with him. He believed it, as certainly as he knew what he had to do next.

Some years ago, too many to recall, he had made a deal with the gods of the sea: the Deep Ones did not bother Nemo, and he did not encroach on any of their sacred realms. Though to Nemo, the entire ocean was sacred. There were, however, some places that the Nautilus’s ever-circling route purposefully avoided.

The deal he had made had meant sacrifice, any further deals would require such again. Nemo wasn’t sure that he could be so callous a second time, but then, what choice did he really have if it meant the salvation of the planet?

Nemo left his cabin and returned to the helm. The coordinates he had given the pilot would not do after all, but the place to which the Nautilus now needed to go was nowhere near the planned direction.

“Rest old friend,” Nemo said to the pilot. “For you will be needed later on.”

The pilot nodded and left the bridge. Nemo took up the helm, but he did not program the new coordinates into the navigation system. This was a place that must only remain inside his head.

 

Twelve hours later Nemo had fallen into his usual trance state as he watched the water part for the Nautilus. The fish shoal was left far behind and the pilot returned.

“Captain, you need to trust me now and take rest yourself,” the pilot said.

Nemo stepped back and he whispered the coordinates for the change of course to the man.

“It’s an island just 40 miles hence,” he explained. “I’ll be in my cabin but call me when you have it in sight.”

 

Sometime later Nemo woke to the whistling sound of his communicator. He leapt from his bed, agile and instantly awake. A few hours had passed and he was refreshed, despite the short time he had been able to sleep.

“Captain?” said the pilot as Nemo lifted the long thin tube and pressed it against his ear. “We see the island. What would you like us to do?”

Nemo moved the tube to his mouth.

“Prepare the launch…”

 

Once again the small craft launched into open water, this time a rowing boat was attached to the back and Nemo let André steer towards the island.

The deck was full of baskets of wine, cheeses, whiskeys and liqueurs, cured, smoked hams and sides of salmon. Beside them lay rolls of fabric. Fine silks from Asia, cotton from the Americas, and rolls of colorful ribbon from England.

“Take note,” Nemo said to the crew, and even those who were working to keep the boat moving gave the captain a measure of attention that assured him that they were listening. “When we land you must bring these baskets of luxuries on shore. We have a very solemn task to do. ”

No one questioned him, but the crew went unnaturally quiet while they worked. Even though Nemo had not expressed his motives, it was clear to them that he planned to buy something from the island natives. Since the Nautilus coffers were full to the brim with all manner of gold and jewels, the crew could only speculate on what that thing might be.

They weighed anchor and the rowing boat was pulled clear from the back. Relays began from the small boat to the pebbly shore. The baskets and fabric, as well as the men to carry them, were slowly conveyed onto the island.

By the time the final boatload reached the land, Nemo had prepared a convoy of men and they moved away from the shore, quickly subsumed into the tropical forest.

Nemo knew exactly where he was going. As the newest crewmember André assumed that the men had been to this island before, but when Nemo paused to take stock of the landscape, the others floundered, often looking back over their shoulders in a vain attempt to see the shore. But Nemo’s pauses were never for long and as he glanced at his pocket compass for a final time, the captain led his men with confident strides into the heart of the island.

They came out of the forest into a clearing. Ahead were primitive, ancient structures that spoke of a long-lived society. Old buildings carved into the rock face surrounded one central tower. It was a mass of stone steps that climbed to a high platform.

“Whatever happens do not speak, or react,” Nemo said. “Place the baskets at the bottom of the temple.”

André was the first to move towards the center tower, and he placed his load down at the foot of the steps. As he backed away he glanced upwards and there he saw a robed figure, wearing an ornate feathered headdress. He was holding some type of long staff and appeared to be looking down on them. Despite his curiosity André did not linger and he moved away and stood behind Nemo waiting for further instruction. The other crewmen followed suit.

Warriors appeared as if from nowhere, and Nemo and his men were surrounded. The native arrivals carried spears, which they held ready to throw. The warriors wore their hair long, flowing over naked shoulders and one of them, who stepped forward as though he were their leader, had hair that reached almost to his ankles, which was pulled up and away from his face, but poured down his back. Each of them wore a loincloth but little else, but their faces and torsos were scarred and marked with intricate drawings.

Nemo walked up to the temple steps and kneeled before them, his men did the same. They waited. Above their heads, the robed figure waved the staff as he drew invisible pictures in the air.

As the sun went down the robed figure descended from his tower. Then at the bottom he spoke to Nemo in a language that only the captain could understand.

“The day has come,” the priest said. “I saw the signs in the sky.”

“Devils from another planet plague the world,” Nemo confirmed.

“Mars,” The priest said. “They have always turned covetous eyes on Earth.

The priest raised his staff and all of the warriors surrounding the sailors backed away, lowering their spears.

“We need a sacrifice. But your loss must be rewarded,” Nemo said and he waved his hand at the offering beneath the temple.

The priest was quiet for a moment as though he were weighing up the validity of the offering.

“It must be someone of note for such a worthy task,” he said. Then he turned to the long haired warrior. “Bring me the Chief’s daughter.”

 

The girl did not struggle or make any attempt to escape as they led her back to the shore, onto the rowing boat and then, finally onto the small craft. She remained silent. The very image of dignity, yet surely she knew that something unpleasant was to befall her? She was young, perhaps no more than eighteen. She had shoulder length hair, unlike the warriors of her race, and wore a modest dress that covered her completely. She kept her large brown eyes lowered, and sat on the seat she was offered with her hands resting in her lap. There was no sign of distress or fear in her but her delicate jaw was set with serious determination.

“Take the lady to the guest cabin,” Nemo instructed André as they boarded the Nautilus.

André nodded but he had always thought it strange that they had a spare, “guest” cabin, since there were never any guests, invited or otherwise, on the Nautilus. Nonetheless he took the girl to the room as instructed, and although she did not appear to be able to speak their language, she still understood that she must follow the young sailor, and did so without reservation.

 

“You’ll be safe in here,” said André.

The girl said nothing but went inside the big, plush room. André noted that clothing had been laid out for her on the bed, and a bathtub filled with hot water had been placed behind a modest screen. Also, there were two of the female crew waiting for the girl inside. These, André knew, were the Nautilus nursing staff, and he only ever saw them whenever a crewman became injured. He did not know where they even slept onboard, but suspected that they were on the top level near the medical facility. Few people actually had clearance to go up there and only when they were injured or sick were they ever permitted.

The guest suite was in the middle of the vessel, on the same level as the bridge and the captain’s own quarters. André, like most of the other men, slept on the bottom level, just down from the engine room.

“We’ll take it from here,” said one of the women. She was petite with dark brown hair and eyes the color of the ocean. André blushed as the woman looked at him. He remained by the door long after the nurse closed it. He wanted to ask questions but didn’t dare to. What were they planning for this poor girl? He hadn’t understood the conversation between Nemo and the priest, but he had recognized the solemn tone.

Back on the bridge the captain was once again at the helm, the pilot dismissed. André took up his position by the echo locator and he watched the trajectory of the submarine as it negotiated through a rocky sub-sea cavern. He had been around the world’s oceans at least once during his service to Nemo and yet he did not recall this place at all. Nemo did not need André’s help, which made him aware that the captain had been this way before. He took in the terrain with curiosity, but remained silent, and Nemo had already fallen into his usual trance state.

Then, through the huge window, André saw large metallic gates that filled the expanse between two bulky rocks.

“Impossible,” André murmured, unable to help himself.

“An underwater fortress. For an underwater civilization,” Nemo said. “This is the entrance to Y’ha-nthlei.”

Nemo slowed the Nautilus down to a halt.

“Now what happens?” asked André.

“We wait. If our visit is welcome the gates will open.”

“And if we are not welcome?”

Nemo didn’t answer but his hands tightened on the wheel. Then the gates began to open.

When the entrance was wide, the Nautilus edged forward, slower than earlier, as Nemo steered with great care between the gap. André helped to guide the captain using the echo locator to warn him when the sides of the vessel were too close to the rocks.

When the tail of the Nautilus passed through the narrow tunnel, the water before them opened up into a new and exciting ocean.

Nemo once again brought the Nautilus to a halt.

“Come with me, André,” Nemo said.

The young crewman leapt eagerly from his chair.

 

Down in the bowels of the ship, a smaller submarine left the Nautilus. Inside was the princess taken from the mysterious island, André, two other crewmen and Nemo. Nemo turned the vessel into a narrow gully that looked like streets submerged under water. Soon they emerged into a clearing—if indeed open water could be likened to that of a space on land—but no other word fit in André’s vocabulary for this place. Instead of trees surrounding a space, there were rocks. The place resembled the temple that they had seen on the island, only it was all underwater. Then the Nautilus’s small submarine began to rise through the water, and they came up into a large pocket of air.

The crewmen hurried to open the top of the submarine and then Nemo led the five people out of the submarine and onto the rock face at the side. The air was breathable, but Nemo had known it would be.

“The people of this realm live half in the sea, half on land,” Nemo explained. Then he repeated his explanation in the island language for the benefit of the princess.

Though the girl did not reply, she nodded her understanding and she looked around the space with renewed curiosity. André mimicked her expression without realizing it. The air smelled salty, but clean and fresh.

Nemo began to climb the rocks and the others followed: André and the princess were behind the captain, while the two crewmen brought up the rear.

They reached a summit and found steps. The princess gasped when she noted the similarity between this temple and her own. She was relaxed, calm, and still showed no sign of fear.

“Come,” Nemo said and she followed, eager now to see what was waiting for them on the top.

The climb was slow, André felt his strength evaporate with every step, yet Nemo appeared to feel no ill effects from being so far below the ocean.

“You’ll feel better at the top,” Nemo said and this spurred them all on to climb faster.

At the top the air filled their lungs. It was forest fresh, and André noted the range of plant life that grew from the rocks inside, where an artificial light illuminated the trees and bushes. It was like a magical fairy glen.

“How is this possible?” André asked.

“How does any plant grow?” Nemo said. “Life adapts. Evolves. The will to survive is in all nature, especially man.”

Sitting on a throne, wearing an ornate robe of dark green, was a foul sea creature.

The princess immediately prostrated herself before the throne, unafraid, willing. André however, found the being so repulsive that he took a step back. At that moment, the crewmen caught hold of the young sailor; they dragged him forward, throwing him down at the foot of the throne.

Nemo kneeled beside the princess and the two other men took up position near André, who they watched carefully.

“It must indeed be something important that brings you to our realm,” said the thing on the throne.

It was manlike with two legs, arms, torso, though its head was fish-shaped and the scaly skin was dark gray with reptilian density. As it spoke it bared serrated teeth that made André shudder with fear. He didn’t know why his crewmen held him down at its feet so brutally; maybe they knew that he would run screaming from this place if they did not. And, he suspected that Nemo would have prepared the others for what they would see. But why hadn’t he prepared André? Or was it that the other men had been here with Nemo before?

“Ar’Teh Rai,” Nemo said. “I give you Princess Tembukah to do with as you wish. She is a willing sacrifice.”

“Beautiful, too,” Ar’Teh Rai replied. “I have always enjoyed the human female form, so different from our females. The skin is so smooth and soft.”

A thick tongue slithered over rubbery lips, and the creature had been speaking for sometime before André realized he could understand its words. The creature’s words horrified André—were they going to eat the girl?

“Your tribute is acceptable,” Ar’Teh Rai concluded.

From behind the creature’s throne emerged three females. They were similar in color to the monstrosity on the throne, but more human than he appeared: a hybrid of human and this creature. “Take her to my chamber,” he told the females who now surrounded the princess. Tembukah’s eyes were round and filled with adoration as she bowed before the god on the throne. Then she allowed herself to be taken away by the females.

André was now beginning to see what purpose Ar’Teh Rai had for the princess, and bile rose in the back of his throat at the thought of this thing using the young girl this way. He turned his head to look at Nemo, and wondered how many such sacrifices had been brought down here in the past. How else would Nemo know the way here without any form of navigation? How else would there be half-breeds?

“And the boy, too?” Ar’Teh Rai said.

“No…” Nemo shook his head. “He is a member of my crew…”

“The second sacrifice, as you know, must be unwilling.”

“This young man has a promising career with me as an engineer…” Nemo argued.

“Why have you come here, to merely waste my time?” said Ar’Teh Rai.

“I hoped that a princess would be enough…” Nemo said.

It took a moment for André to realize that they were discussing him. He began to struggle with the two crewmembers that held him.

“No. I won’t…” he said.

Ar’Teh Rai said, “His corruption shall be a joy for our females.”

“No!” André cried as several creatures resembling Ar’Teh Rai surrounded him. The Nautilus crewmen passed him over without a word and then they withdrew to stand to attention behind Nemo.

Nemo remained prostrate before the throne. He could do nothing. This was one sacrifice for the sake of many other lives.

André was dragged. “Captain! Help me!”

Nemo didn’t look at him.

“What do you need,” Ar’Teh Rai asked.

“Earth has fallen to our enemies from the stars…”

Ar’Teh Rai leaned forward on his throne. “We felt the tremors, but did not know what it meant. Martians?”

“The priest has confirmed it to be so.” Nemo’s voice trembled. He cleared his throat. “Man cannot fight this. It wears machines and feeds on the blood of humankind.”

“You could have merely fled to the sea. You and your men are safe here. It is after all the life you prefer,” Ar’Teh Rai observed.

“Yes. And my instinct was to do that except…would these beings be satisfied with conquering the land alone? What small leap into the planet’s waters it would be for something that has traveled through space.”

Ar’Teh Rai was thoughtful, “What makes you so sure of this? Or that the deep ones could be any form of threat to make this enemy retreat?”

“No one could defeat you on land or in water,” Nemo said. “Attack before you are attacked. Man did not have the luxury to prepare. But if they had, they still might not have been able to destroy these creatures. Their technology is like nothing I have seen except…here.”

Nemo’s eyes scanned the impossible cavern. Trees, oxygen, plant-life grew in this miracle place, but he knew it was more about technology with the sea gods, rather than magic.

Nemo waited for the king of the deep ones to speak: Ar’Teh Rai stood.

He placed a webbed hand on Nemo’s shoulder.

“Often you have brought us delights, luxuries in food and human form for us to indulge in. In the old days we would seduce our victims, some willing, others not, making our hybrids, knowing that on birth they would be thrown back into the sea for us to take to our world. As man has evolved, such things had become less attractive, less easy for us to do. The rise of Christianity made demons of gods. It has been some time since we ventured on land.”

“Now that humankind has met a demon from the stars, they will be more susceptible to the revision of old religions. Especially when a real god, like yourself, comes to their rescue.” Nemo said.

“You are wise. And you offer me more in this than the sacrifices we have already accepted. Therefore, I cannot refuse your request. We will emerge from the deep once more and take the land back.”

 

The Nautilus waited just off shore, but still submerged from the eyes of the alien machines while the deep ones, a warrior race from the sea, climbed up from the water and swarmed in their thousands onto London’s dockland.

Even on land the creatures were agile. One of the creatures leaped into the air, climbing onto the bulbous body of a heat ray machine. It tore at the metal with clawed webbed hands, ripping open the alien’s outer shell. Oxygen poured inside, the machine tottered, but the alien didn’t fall; instead one of its appendages caught hold of the sea warrior from the top of its machine and then, pierced him with the sharp long needle.

Blue blood came from the creature, not red, but the alien didn’t care as it tossed the lifeless warrior aside and injected itself with the blood.

The machine swayed as the alien fed. It took another step, reaching out for one of the warriors that now swarmed around its tripod legs. But the deep ones toppled the being, sending it crashing down hard. The metal casing that covered its body cracked open like an egg. The creature oozed from it. Now unprotected, it began to shrivel under the intense rays of the sun. Oxygen pressed against its slimy bulk.

Then the creature bloated and burst: it was an extreme case of the bends.

Several machines appeared on the horizon. They poured towards the docklands as more of the deep ones, including some of their hybrid offspring, continued their assault. Warriors fell and were fed on by the Martians, but each time, the tripod beasts became unsteady and were toppled soon after. It wasn’t certain whether the blood of the old sea gods, or the exposure to Earth’s atmosphere, was the cause of the combustion, but in each case this is how the alien monsters died.

The remaining machines fell back when it became evident that they could not defeat the sea creatures. Even their powerful heat rays, which poured devastation on the landscape, could not boil the ice-cold blood of the ancients.

The sea gods poured inland after them, they worked together like soldier ants, using strength and body mass to swarm the final remaining machines.

The battle went on for days, many of the deep ones’ warriors died, but their sacrifice was crucial to the survival of the rest.

 

When England was free, and the remaining population came out of their hovel hiding places, the Sea Gods took any offered sacrifices. Many women came to them willingly, and the rewards for their efforts were reaped over and over again as the warriors lay with them.

Then, with instruction on how to deal with hybrid offspring from their unions, the warriors returned to the sea.

Nemo followed and watched as France was taken back, and then as the creatures freed Europe.

It took months to push the enemy back, but as the Nautilus and the deep ones reached the Americas, the aliens were dying: poisoned as they were by the taking of blood from animal, human and sea god alike.

The ancient gods, however, enjoyed the final bloodletting as they swept the land, dipping in and out of sea as they went. The scourge of alien invaders fell beneath their might. The alien machines, and Martian bodies, were trampled under webbed feet.

 

Nemo stood on the deck of the Nautilus as Ar’Teh Rai pulled himself up from the sea. He bowed to the God as he reached the deck.

“Such is not necessary between us,” Ar’Teh Rai said.

The deep ones had saved the planet, and the old religion was now re-established—humanity, as Nemo had predicted, saw the sea creatures as their liberators and gods. Who, unlike the Christian god, was a tangible and approachable benefactor. So what if some of their women were expected to birth hybrids? To pair with a god was a privilege not a sacrifice, and all were more than willing to take on the mantle.

“So you will return to Y’ha-nthlei?” Nemo asked.

“In time: when enough young hybrids have been collected. They will go a long way to replenishing our warriors. But for now we are enjoying the land above.”

Nemo nodded. He understood worship; he had seen it briefly in the eyes of André. But he pushed down his remorse at giving the young man to the deep ones. There had been no choice: sacrifices of all kinds must be made to maintain the equilibrium of the world above and below.

Ar’Teh Rai said his goodbyes and dived from the deck of the Nautilus back into the sea, but Nemo knew the ancient god was making his way back to land. Maybe another sacrifice waited for him, spread eagerly on the sand?

Nemo wondered though, if there would ever be enough hybrids to satisfy the deep ones now, and had he brought in one invader to depose another?

It didn’t matter in the end he supposed, after all, mankind had renewed faith that gave them purpose, and if Ar’Teh Rai and the warriors from the deep bred enough—and those hybrids bred again with the remaining humans—how much of humanity would be left to worry about?

Down on the bridge, Nemo ordered his men to dive. He couldn’t wait to leave the battlefield behind and return to the ocean. He couldn’t wait to find once more his peace of mind. But as the Nautilus submerged he couldn’t help wondering if he had kept, or failed to keep, his promise to the Queen. Were the oceans safe?




Get Off Your Knees,I’m Not Your God…


Edward Morris

 

FOR EVERY THING, THERE IS A PLACE. A TIME. A TIME TO SWING IN the branches and play, and be glad. And a time to rend. To uproot that tree from the ground and make a club of it, and test its swing.

A time to smear my face and chest with the blood of my kills, to hide the shine of sweat and mask my stink from the larger predators. To sleep upside-down in trees, like the great fruit bats who come when it is warm and eat all the worst of the bugs.

A time to go out and execute natural law. To do what must be done. To hunt. This is good. The way. Mine.

But there is peace, too, when the nights get long and late, and this big island talks and talks and talks. Like Mama would, but in an older tongue I can still understand when it’s just us awake. Just me and this island.

This island talks deep. Deeper than the slow fingers of the tide that

washes up baby turtles and driftwood and stranger things. Deeper than the chatterings of the wriggling two-legged rats that washed up and nested on my beach some other time ago, even when they pound their hide drums and sing.

Deeper than the cries of the lizards, the serpents, the wing’d and nighted things who sweep down at me sometimes, like great troublesome mosquitoes which I must pause and snap in half.

This island speaks. Just as I speak. That clearly. The island and the forest do, the wind in the trees, right there for anyone to hear.

In the tongues of the ancestors of my ancestors, they sing to me, and teach me everything I need to be. Everything that makes it make sense, when I listen and hear, and let my terror run off and get itself good and lost out there in that thick, dank fog.

 

“You are the last of us,” old Mama croaked in my ear, time and again, while she was here. “Once, my dear baby boy, our temples were mighty. Taller than even you could climb, all up and down the long, long coast that used to be…there…” A withered, pointing claw, gesturing somewhere out in the sea. Way past the beach. 

“The sea took most of our land. Our birthright. In times before my mother’s grandmother’s time. When Doom came to us…”

Now only this island remains, and atop it, the Hill of the Skull, our people’s necropolis I knew as cradle and hunting ground since Mama took me off the teat.

Mama. Where did you go, that last night, Mama? You were the last to go out in the woods. I was too young to understand. So young I tried to follow. To go and find you, or any of the others, when you all fled.

I looked inland. I looked underground. I climbed everything. I dug everywhere.

And I then cried, and tore at my own flesh. Because I was still alone. Alone. None of it was like playing hide-and-seek when I was a youngling. None among them wanted to be found.

I would always be hidden, now. And always seek. That puzzle is too much for me, and I gave up on it long ago.

I remain in the temple, only I, just me. As votary. As acolyte. As keeper.

As Kong.

 

I remain, like this island remains. I squint and peer down the foggy stone canyons, into the jungle that grows thicker each season, over what were once our streets, our marketplace, our homes.

Our home. The jungle eats more of it every warm season, hides more of it and makes more fog that blows up from the lowlands, into the hills and the caves, and makes more room for all manner of new monsters to bite.

They can try.

 

Mother told me many old words, and what they used to mean. “Little Kong, your name in the old tongue means ‘priest.’ ‘Guardian.’ You are guardian of these lands, where we live. Where we live is on a big rock in the sea, a big piece of ground sticking out of the water. It’s all one big rock, you see, but the water breaks it up into little rocks that stick out. The biggest rock of all is the whole ball of it, so big that it contains even the water.” 

I looked out and up, at the stars outside the mouth of our cave. 

“Ohhhh...” 

Mama saw that I comprehended. “Yes. Yes, my boy, yes. That is the way of it. There are bigger pieces, further out from us. We used to be able to walk to them. Perhaps one day you can make a raft.” 

“Mama, what’s the name for where we live?”

A deep breath, and she nearly sang the word. “It is called Ghahnathoa. After him who spared it from the sea.”

“Who was he, Mama? Who was he? What did he do?” 

Outside and down, in the lowlands and fog, some creature cried out, and I nearly hit my head on the cave roof when I startled. Mama smiled, patting the hurt-place while stealthily removing some insect from behind my ear.

“Ghahnathoa was a god, baby.”  Munch, munch. “A true Kong. He bested His father Ktulu-ili-mo’ku in a fair fight when Ktulu-ili-mo’ku wanted to destroy everything that was alive.”

I remember leaning forward, chin on my fist. Listening. I remember the knuckles of that fist being white.

“Of all our lands, all our birthright, only this island was not sunken into the sea. Only this temple. Only these few of our kind…”

 

I love you, Mama, wherever you went, but I don’t want to serve a big scary god like that. I’ve never seen Him, or a flood, either. All that was before my time. I serve no god but me.

And I don’t want to be a god like that to the new creatures, either! I try to tell them. They only understand some of my words. And, insult beyond sacrilege beyond mockery, they have barred our family tomb with a heavy wooden gate it takes dozens of them to even close!

Still, the tombs make me uneasy. The five-pointed handprints within the chain designs carven across the tops of each and every retaining wall. The odd star-shaped glyph above the temple gates, ornately wound with squiggles and loops which accentuate the shadows within its circle.

I hate looking at those stones. Because it makes me think. And what I think, the island wind often affirms on my long nights, when there is timeless Time.

 

I think that maybe my forebears called Ghahanathoa’s papa out of the sea. That maybe some of them went mad, and took after their own kind, and made blood sacrifice. And I think that maybe, in so doing, they made Ktulu-ili-mo’ku…madder.

And I think it wasn’t just them. In every tomb, builder handprints in the mortar come and go, ones which are utterly unlike mine, but utterly like the ones etched across the top borders of every stone wall!

This second kind of handprints are webbed, like the feet of the gull and the booby and the dodo, but veined like a leaf. Like a plant. A plant with hands.

What on any rock would a plant with hands whisper in someone’s ear, as they built? What kind of madness, what kind of monsters, used to den here? What did my people do? 

But they’re not here now. No plant-monsters, up in my warm cave. No gods. Nothing that bites. Just me.

 

When the darkness gets too quiet, I pray to the wind. The wind answers, from the canopy, where the huge purple butterflies sip at those same flowers I like, the ones which grow at my eye level. The flowers are sweet to eat, and they make me blissfully sleepy.

In their sleep, I dream lands raised from the edge of some other sea, awash in vast bright skeins of light, and a hum no wind could make. That pretty country could only be Ghahanathoa, restored elsewhere, shining on a hill.

If there were more of me, we could beat the jungle back, and the infestation that washed up on our shores to dig up and inhabit our tombs, and defecate in our nest.

 

But in those dreams, I see temples taller than I could imagine. The tallest one…I begin to climb. And climb. 

The air is rare, in those dreams, and heady. So far from home. Not home air. From everywhere comes that hum, that vibrating soundless hum for which I long, and long. Its strange song. 

There are clouds, but not like clouds here. I am high. High. Far away at eye level, strange pterodactyls with single burning red eyes dip and flutter and make sounds. I have almost achieved something. I almost… 

 

Almost. No dream ever stays as long as it should.

But those dreams are all I have, since Mama left. They teach me the most. In them, I see everything for the first time again, like a child. In them there is sense, power, triumph. Meaning. In them, I am truly, for the first time, a god.

Because in them, I find Beauty.

Sacred to the memory of Ray Harryhausen




Excerpts from the Diaries of Henry P. Linklatter


Stephen Mark Rainey

 

1969

 

Wednesday, July 16, 1969

Today was my birthday! I am 11 years old. Mom made a cake, and Terry, Beth, Dan, Faun, Suzy, Joe, and Charles came over for a party. I got a fishing rod, a G.I. Joe, a model sailing ship, and some other stuff. Also, Apollo 11 landed on the moon this afternoon. We watched it on the news, and even Walter Cronkite was excited and laughing! Neil Armstrong walked on the moon tonight and said “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” I got to stay up late and watch it. That part was exciting, but a lot of it was just looking at the leg of the LEM and nothing else really happening. But I’m glad we landed on the moon!

 

Thursday, July 17, 1969

Exciting news from the moon today. The astronauts found something, and nobody knows what it is. Walter Cronkite said it might be a UFO. We didn’t go to the swimming pool because Mom and I watched the news on TV most of the day. Nothing much happened, just a lot of scientists talking. Still, tonight, Dad said this is probably the most historical event in human history and we’re lucky to be seeing it.

 

Friday, July 18, 1969

Wow, something happened in space today! Mission Control lost contact with Apollo 11, and nobody knows what’s going on. Mom actually cried. The news put on the pictures the astronauts were taking, but you can’t tell what they are. They’re just kind of white blobs moving in the shadows on the moon. Then the news went off on all channels. When they came back on tonight, they had General Momyer of the Air Force. He said there’s some kind of alert because of what happened in space.

I don’t think it’s really scary, it’s pretty exciting. But Mom said a lot of people are scared, even adults. The TV channels went off again for a pretty good while, but when they came back on, there wasn’t much news. CBS said Walter Cronkite is not the newscaster anymore. That made Dad upset.

 

Wednesday, July 23, 1969

It’s been a week since Apollo 11 landed on the moon, and still nobody knows what happened. There’s no more news about what they found, no more pictures of UFOs or anything on TV. Kind of dull and disappointing, although Mom and Dad talk about how things aren’t right on the news, and they seem worried a lot. There are stories about Vietnam but almost nothing about space. I spent the afternoon at the swimming pool with Charles. His Dad was just called back to the Army, and Charles thinks they may have to move away. I hope not.

 

Monday, September 1, 1969

First day of school today. I am in sixth grade. I have four different teachers this year. Mrs. Amburn for Math, Mrs. Creech for English, Mrs. Tambini for Social Studies, and Mr. Wicker for Science. Mr. Wicker is my favorite. He’s got models of all the NASA rockets in our classroom. He also has a big aquarium with fish in it. Some of them are very rare. I actually liked being at school today. I think my teachers are pretty cool, and it’s nice seeing most of my friends. I miss Charles since he had to move.

Mr. Wicker talked to us again about Apollo 11, and he believes they saw UFOs. He also said a lot of news has been “suppressed,” which meansthe government doesn’t tell us about things that really happened. He said one of his hobbies is shortwave radios and he talks to people all over the world. One of the people he talked to was able to hear some reports about the moon that weren’t on TV, and Mr. Wicker says it was about something called “Yuggoth.” Nobody knows what that is, but he is trying to find out.

He says it’s very important we know about these things. I don’t know why. He doesn’t treat us like little kids like some teachers, which is nice.

I listened to the radio tonight and tape recorded “Green River” by Creedence Clearwater Revival, “Honky Tonk Woman” by the Rolling Stones, and “Easy to Be Hard” by Three Dog Night. They interrupted a couple of times with Civil Defense Tests. That’s been happening a lot lately.

Thursday, November 27, 1969

It’s Thanksgiving, so there’s no school today or tomorrow. I watched the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade this morning, which was pretty good. They had lots of big balloons. Smoky the Bear, Snoopy, and Superman were the best. There was a float with full-size models of the Apollo capsule and LEM. It was covered in flowers and wreaths, and they had big photographs of Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins. There were also army tanks, and a lot of jets flew over. President Nixon came on with a speech about how there won’t be any moon landings for a while but they intend to continue the space program. I hope so. It’s the most exciting thing there is. I wondered if the president might talk about Yuggoth, but he did not.

 

Thursday, December 25, 1969

Christmas Day! We came to Nanny and Pa Pa’s house in Atlanta last night. I got a good bunch of presents. The best is the Major Matt Mason stuff, including the space station and lunar crawler. It really makes me hope we will go back to the moon. I know it’s dangerous, but I think I would go if I could. I really would like to become an astronaut. I think you have to be in the military, so maybe when I’m old enough I’ll join the Air Force.

We’ll be going back to Aiken Mill tomorrow. At least it’s still another week before I have to go back to school. My classes have gotten kind of boring, except for science. Mr. Wicker hasn’t said much about his shortwave radio stuff lately, but he did say that he may have news for us after Christmas. I kind of look forward to that.

 

1970

 

Monday, January 5, 1970

First day back at school for the new year. But Mr. Wicker isn’t there anymore! They say he got fired! We have a substitute for right now, Mrs. Goehagen, but she’ll only be there until we get a new regular teacher. I don’t think I like her. She has a weird accent and isn’t very nice. I asked her if she was going to talk to us about the space program, like Mr. Wicker did, but she told me not to be impermanent impertinent. ← I had to look that up.

 

Monday, February 9, 1970

We got all new teachers today! Even a new principal. They say it’s because the schools are under new management. What’s weird is most of the new ones are not regular Americans. They’re not black people but they have darker skin than white people. I don’t know if I like them yet. They talk strange and don’t even say very much except when they do the lessons and give us homework. Some of them have big eyes that hardly ever blink. I don’t like it when they look at me, especially Mr. Tsugaroo, who is now our science teacher.

I heard some of them talking when I went to my locker this afternoon. They were very quiet, but I heard a word that sounded kind of like “Yuggoth.” Whatever else they were saying, it wasn’t in English.

 

Tuesday, March 17, 1970

Mr. Tsugaroo kept Mr. Wicker’s fish tank, but all the fish are gone. Now there’s some kind of big, black lumpy thing with feelers. It’s called a Nylgarr. Mr. Tsugaroo says it used to be native to an area in the South Pacific, but because of “accelerated evolution,” whatever that means, they live in all the oceans now, and even some lakes. They can survive in saltwater or freshwater. Lots of other schools have them too. It’s pretty ugly, but also kind of cool. It mostly just sits still and seems to be listening, as if it could really listen to a boring teacher! Sometimes it shoots out this long tube that opens up to look like a trumpet. I don’t think I’d want to swim in the water where these things are.

 

Friday, June 5, 1970

It’s the last day of school, and I’m really glad summer vacation is starting. Still, this year wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be when all the new teachers came. They were weird and very strict, but at least they weren’t mean. Unless you acted up, like Jack Curry always did. I don’t know what ever happened to him when they sent him to the office, but he sure did change. For several weeks, he didn’t say a word, not to anyone. I never did like him, but I kind of felt sorry for him. Now they say he’s been sent to a hospital for some kind of psychiatric thing. Mr. Tsugaroo says he may never come out.

Anyway, this year, I’m really going to miss having Charles to go to the pool with. I’ll probably hang out with Joe Albemarle. Joe said Mr. Tsugaroo got him to take the Nylgarr home with him for the summer. He didn’t really want to, but he gets some kind of extra credit for taking care of it. I hope he doesn’t bring it to the pool and drop it in or anything, ha ha! Knowing Joe, that’s the kind of thing he’d do.

 

Thursday, July 16, 1970

It’s been a year since Apollo 11 went to the moon and vanished without a trace. There were lots of memorial services today, and President Nixon gave a speech about restarting the space program. Mom and I watched a little of it on TV, but they didn’t show any of the pictures of those UFOs or whatever they were. Went to the pool with Joe, and he wants me to bring the Nylgarr to my house because he’s tired of taking care of it. He says it’s boring, but he acts kind of like he’s afraid of it. Like that really makes me want to take it. Maybe I will, though, just because it’d be something different.

 

Saturday, July 18, 1970

I brought the Nylgarr home and I call it Admiral Nelson. Since Joe didn’t keep it for the entire summer, I hope I’ll get some extra science credit too. It’s got these big black eyes that stare, kind of the same way my teachers did, ha ha. It’s funny, though, they’re not like fish eyes that just look out at anything, it’s like they follow me around whenever I’m in the room. That’s probably why Joe didn’t like it. Mom doesn’t like it either, but Dad said if I get extra credit, he’s all for it.

I have to feed it raw meat. It won’t eat anything else, I guess.

 

Saturday, July 25, 1970

Since I brought Admiral Nelson home, I have been having these dreams every single night, and they’re almost like being awake. It feels like I somehow switch places with it, and I think about things I never do when I’m awake. Last night I dreamed I was swimming around in pitch darkness, but there was this little blue light in the water with me, and it was very pretty. It was a little scary but I didn’t want to get out of the water. A voice that sounded almost like a woman singing said that, since we went to the moon, they know the time is right. I don’t know who “they” were or what time it was, but it made me feel nervous and excited at the same time, kind of like when I start the first day of school.

 

Sunday, August 16, 1970

I keep having dreams about working number puzzles, which are very difficult, but somehow I do the math in my head, and the puzzles become these colorful, moving shapes that end up fitting together. It doesn’t sound exciting or interesting when I write it down, but in the middle of the night, it’s like when the puzzle starts out, I’m nervous and uncomfortable, but every part that comes together makes me feel calm and peaceful. And I always feel like Admiral Nelson is watching me, but not in a bad way. Whenever I solve a puzzle, he shoots out that trumpet thing, and it makes a noise like that woman singing I’ve heard in my dreams.

 

Monday, September 7, 1970

I started 7th grade today. I’m now at Albert Hartmann Middle School, which is across town instead of in the neighborhood. But all the teachers are the same ones I had last year, plus a couple of new ones. I got my extra credit for keeping Admiral Nelson, at least! Joe got sent to the office for passing it off on me. He said he didn’t get in trouble, though, they just said he might need some kind of counseling.

I got put in advanced science and advanced math because of my “aptitude.” Mr. Tsugaroo told us this year the advanced class will be studying mostly physics and astronomy. And in math, it’s algebra and trigonometry, which has to do with angles. I don’t think school is going to be as much fun as it used to be, but from what they tell me, this is exactly the kind of stuff I’ll need to learn if I want to become an astronaut.

So, yay for me.

All in all, it was a pretty good day.

 

1972

 

Wednesday, February 16, 1972

Things are heating up in Vietnam. We’ve been “carpet bombing” the enemy, and President Nixon is threatening a major offensive that he says will alter all the maps. My folks are afraid something really terrible is going to happen, something that could affect us even over here. I don’t know if they’re talking about some kind of nuclear war or what, but even at school the teachers are telling us we need to be prepared for “something different.”

School has been hard, hard, HARD. Especially the math. I swear, the kind of work we’re doing is like those dreams I used to have, except there’s no “magic” solution to them. I have to work them out, like figuring out angles in three dimensions, projecting curvilinear coordinates, all kinds of complicated stuff. Mr. Wicker used to say it’s enough to make the Pope cuss.

 

Monday, February 21, 1972

It was no joke! We set off some kind of weapon today and North Vietnam is gone. Completely gone. It’s top-secret, so they wouldn’t say exactly what it was, but it came from outer space, and they say it was a “surgical strike,” it just vaporized every living thing inside the country but didn’t blow up everything else. Miss Glarkyn put on the classroom TVs at school so we could watch the news, but some kids’ parents came to pick them up because they were afraid we’re about to get into a big war. But President Nixon came on and said the governments of Russia and China are staying out of it. Dad says it’s because we can do the same thing anywhere, to anyone. He makes it sound like a bad thing.

For the first time in a few years, I heard the word “Yuggoth” again. Mr. Tsugaroo said it when he was speaking his language to another teacher. I know that’s what he said. For sure, Mr. Wicker knew what he was talking about, that Yuggoth is something weird and something important.

Mom and Dad don’t talk a lot anymore, but before I went to bed, Dad said there’s going to be a lot riding on my generation. I don’t even know what that means.

 

1974

 

Tuesday, July 16, 1974

Hey, it’s my 16th birthday, and I got my driver’s license today. Mom and Dad took us to dinner at the Bonsoir Steak House for my birthday dinner, and I got to drive the station wagon. I asked Marybeth Hensley if she’d go out on Friday, maybe to the movies, and she said she would. I’ve got enough money from working at Globman’s General to take us out for a nice dinner too. First time ever taking a girl out with a car of my own to use. Hell, yeah.

Saw a shooting star tonight right after we got home from dinner. Biggest, brightest thing I’ve ever seen. I was coming up the back stairs, saw a flash, and there it was, sailing across the sky, leaving a big black trail of smoke. Looked kind of like it was heading toward Lake Lure, over behind Tuckahoe Road. Mom and Dad didn’t see it, but afterward Mom said she felt something, like the ground shaking. Wonder if it actually landed somewhere nearby? That would be damn cool.

Thursday, July 18, 1974

Nothing to report on that meteor I saw. Probably didn’t even come down around here.

 

Wednesday, July 24, 1974

Well, this is news. Looks like there are Nylgarrs living in Lake Lure. Tom Lewis was down there fishing this morning and found a bunch of them. He didn’t catch them with his rod and reel, as they don’t even eat worms (just raw meat), he just saw them near the banks. He came by here to tell me about them, so I drove the station wagon down to the lake to check them out. There were about a dozen of them in the cove near Browning’s Creek. It’s so strange how they’ll watch you, and sometimes shoot out those trumpets they have. Tom seems to be scared of them too, but since I took care of Admiral Nelson, they don’t really bother me.

 

Friday, August 9, 1974

President Nixon resigned today, and Vice-President Marsh is now the president.

I went over to Joe’s for a while tonight. We watched the news with his parents, which was boring, except that President Marsh promised to make the space program his number one priority. He said we will be going back to the moon very soon, and then on to Mars and beyond. Since Russia and China are now on the same side as us, all the scientists are getting together to share data, which means we’ll go into outer space farther and sooner than we could have before. Dr. Albemarle said it sounded like a crock of shit. He used to be in the Air Force, so I don’t know, maybe he knows what he’s talking about, but more and more, I feel like I want to go to outer space. It’s a calling, I guess you’d say. And to me, all these plans sound like a good thing.

 

Thursday, October 31, 1974

I’ve been having really weird dreams again, like when I kept Admiral Nelson. Just before the sun came up this morning, I heard some weird scuttling noises outside my window, and something that sounded like a woman singing. I believe the Nylgarr are coming out of the lake. I didn’t think they could live outside the water, but maybe they can. “Accelerated evolution,” like Mr. Tsugaroo used to say?

It was Halloween, and of course I’m too old for trick-or-treating, but I do kind of miss it. I did watch “Frankenstein,” “Dracula,” and “The Mummy” on the Fright Night movie special. Those were fun, at least.

 

1975

 

Monday, May 12, 1975

We had representatives from different colleges and the military come talk to the advanced classes this morning. It looks like I might get to graduate early, and maybe even get into the Air Force. When I asked them how I could join the space program, they had me work a few word, number, and spatial puzzles, and they were just like the ones I’ve dreamed about! I solved them pretty quickly, and the Air Force lieutenant said I showed lots of potential. I felt good about that.

But wouldn’t you know it, afterward, Mr. Waite had a bunch of us who did well on the puzzle tests start on some new advanced calculus problems. DAMN, they’re hard and confusing, and I don’t know if I’m going to be able to get through all this. I get the feeling that if I’m going to make it into the space program, I need to understand this crap. I just wonder if it’s going to be worth it.

 

Wednesday, August, 6, 1975

Wow. President Marsh activated the space weapon system today and wiped out North Korea. Even without China behind them, like in the old days, they had become a threat to the Global Government. According to the news, this was a “pre-emptive strike,” to make sure they wouldn’t be able to develop countermeasures against our systems. There’s been a lot of unrest on the other side of the world, and Dad says there may be more strikes like this coming up. I’m starting to understand why he and Mom have been so afraid of a large-scale war. It is kind of scary to think about. The Space Array can target small areas, big areas, whole countries, all with pinpoint accuracy. Yep, scary. But impressive. When we get out of school, Joe Albemarle wants to go to work on those systems. I guess that’d be pretty cool too.

 

Monday, September 15, 1975

It’s official. I’ve got enough credits to graduate in December instead of having to wait till June. I aced the aptitude tests for getting into the Air Force.

Come January, I’m in. And I’m going for the space program.

 

1976

 

Sunday, January 4, 1976

This may be the last time I write for a while. At dawn, I’m off to Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio for eight weeks of basic training, and they made it very clear I’m not allowed to keep a written record of what goes on there. Lots of classified stuff, I guess, particularly if you’ve already got a job code for when you graduate BMT like I do. I hear the physical training can damn near kill you. Fortunately, I’m in pretty good shape, since I’ve always done a lot of trail hiking and bike riding.

The Raiders lost to the Steelers today. I hope that’s not a bad sign, ha ha.

I’ll stow my diary with the others in the lockbox under my bed. Hopefully, back soon.

Saturday, March 5, 1976

I made it. Hell of a time, but I made it. I’ve got 24 hours before I ship out to Edwards AFB in California. I’m assigned to the 6514th Test Squadron, where I’ll be trained to work on a bunch of new guidance and propulsion systems. Apparently, all that puzzle work I did in school is exactly the kind of background I need for this job. I don’t know whether it’ll be exciting or anything, but some of it is top secret. I can’t write any more than that because the intelligence office finds out about everything, and I don’t want to screw up advancing to the space program. I think things are actually looking good for that. I’ve been recording everything in my life almost since I learned to write, and these past few weeks have been an adjustment, in all kinds of ways. I guess everything is a trade-off, as they say. At some point, I hope to get back to it, and by then, who knows what kind of stories I’ll have to tell?

Till then.

 

1980

 

Thursday, September 13, 1980

Well, I’m back home for a brief time, and no matter what, I’ve got to record this.

Since I last wrote, I’ve worked at designing and operating new guidance systems for aircraft—and spacecraft—and have racked up lots of hours in F-15s and F-16s. After a few more rounds of training, I’m scheduled to begin test flying a new variant of the XR-29, which is designed to go beyond our atmosphere. It’s called the XR-33, and if it’s successful, it’ll be able to fly into space under its own power, rendezvous with Space Array or other satellites, return to Earth, and land like a regular aircraft. My flights—at least at first—will be suborbital, but I’m hoping that I might yet actually fly into outer space.

There’s a larger version in the works that will more than double the 33’s transport capacity. That one’s still a couple of years off, I expect, but I know where all this is leading—at least in part.

It’s finally come out: I know what “Yuggoth” is. I know where the Nylgarr came from. I can’t write about it all now; in fact, I should never, ever write it, but I have to. I’ve got to preserve my experiences, what I’ve learned, the things that are happening. But not yet. If even this much were to be discovered, I’d be court-martialed and lord knows what all. Someday, though. Someday soon, I hope.

 

1985

 

Thursday, May 2, 1985

Dad died yesterday—heart attack. He was only 57. I’ve gotten leave to come to his funeral and take care of as many affairs as I can in five days’ time. Glad to find my old lock box still here, and everything inside untouched. I should probably take the thing to a safe deposit box and lock it away, since I don’t know whether Mom’s going to stay here. It feels strange going back and reading some of the entries in these old books. So many good times here. So many weird times, even scary times. But this was a good home. My dad was the best anyone could ever have. I hope his last days were happy.

As for me, I’ve done it. I’ve flown into outer space. Only once so far, in the XR-33, now the ST-51A, but I am assigned to pilot one of the next generation transports that will be carrying construction materials up for the new space station. The idea is that, once the station is completed, we’ll build an entirely new vessel (parts of which I helped design) in space, with the station as the CP. That ship will be powered by HWD cells so it can make a trip of 3 billion miles in just about nine months.

In four years, Yuggoth will reach its perihelion of 3 billion miles.

We came up with HWD—or HyperWave Drive—cells in the past decade thanks to our association with the Nylgarr. Yes, although the Nylgarr evolved here on Earth, their roots go back to Yuggoth, which we know as Pluto. The originals arrived eons ago, as seed pods on meteorites, but only in recent years have they come in greater numbers and made intimate contact with certain “sensitive” individuals.

People like me.

Physically, the Nylgarr are almost all brain. They have ways of transferring thoughts and feelings to those of us who are susceptible to their influence, even though their thought processes and sensibilities are alien to us. Certain of the Nylgarr’s ancestors and our ancestors interacted in ways I don’t even understand, but they produced mutations among both species. Those mutations have become relatively common on Earth. Like Mr. Tsugaroo and many of the teachers and trainers I’ve had over the years.

I have too much to do to spend any more time writing, but I needed to get these thoughts on paper while I still have the will to do it. I just hope I can keep these diaries safe, at least for the next four years. After that, I doubt it will matter much.

Because I will be navigating the first spaceship ever to travel to Yuggoth.

It is the Nylgarr’s desire that our races come together, and that is why they began forcing interactions over the past couple of decades. I don’t know the reasons for this. I’m sure there are those in the government hierarchy that do. I can’t say that I completely trust either the Nylgarr or the government.

But I do what I do for me, not for them. I feel it is my destiny to undertake this venture. And undertake it I will, even if the purpose behind it is not my own.

Needless to say, time is of the essence, if we are to reach Yuggoth at its perihelion, September 5, 1989.

 

1986

 

Tuesday, January 28, 1986

I’m adding this entry because we have suffered a setback I’m not sure we can recover from. The ST-57B exploded before it reached orbit this morning. No one knows the cause yet, but the mission was to begin construction of the space station, so this is definitely going to push back all our plans for Yuggoth. We can’t change its timeline, though, so I’m sure we’ll press on the best we can. The Nylgarr are appearing in greater numbers than ever before, and they’re affecting more people, much as they affected me. They have a way of enhancing the intelligence of people who have natural proclivities for mathematics and science, all for reasons of their own. It makes us better and stronger, but I still don’t know why they do it. The ST-57B disaster seems to have upset them terribly. It’s almost as if the ship and crew belonged to them.

I’ll keep trying to write as much as I can, whenever I can. I have to do this as much as I have to be on the mission. Something tells me that, someday, all these events I’ve recorded may be important. If not to me, then to someone.

Friday, July 4, 1986

I flew the ST-57C into orbit today. The space station construction has finally begun.

 

1987

 

Friday, December 25, 1987

What a Christmas present! As of today, Space Station Constellation I is operational. Construction of the first spaceship to Yuggoth is underway. It will be called the SY-3 Unity, with a projected launch date of December 21, 1988. We’re currently engaged in testing the new cryo systems, which don’t appear to be as reliable as we had hoped. If they don’t function as planned, we may need to modify the crew compartments, and considerably more supplies will be needed. We’re coming up on the deadline for making the decision one way or the other. Whichever way things work out, the mission is on.

 

1988

 

Tuesday, December 20, 1988

Tomorrow is the day.

There’s no cryo. The entire crew will be awake for the entire journey. We’ve trained and trained for this, but I know it’s going to be a challenge.

I admit I am afraid. But I am ready.

 

Saturday, December 24, 1988

Here I am. Three days into outer space, well past the moon’s orbit, on course for Yuggoth with my hundred-plus companions. I’m no longer sure of what I am doing or why. But it is too late. I am here, and there is no turning back.

I’ve learned more than I ever expected—or wanted to know, really. It wasn’t expected. I was in a testing session with one of the Nylgarr—measuring my reactions to extended periods of solitude—but there was something odd about this one. I could feel the thing’s influence, as is typical, but with this one, there was something more, something different. It revealed to me the purpose of our mission, of the partnership that has been established between its race and mine. They deemed it time to inform the crew, or at least some of us, I suppose, about the true objective of our mission. However, in retrospect, I’m certain the thing did this because of some capricious nature or base instinct. As if it wanted me to know, when it was all too late, that everything I have worked for in my life was never actually for me, or even for my home. It was all for them. The hell of it is that the thing knew me well enough to know I could never betray the mission or my devotion to this calling that led me here, beginning so many years ago.

There are numerous races on Yuggoth, though only a relative few members of any individual species. The Nylgarr are the most populous. It was one of those races that intercepted Apollo 11, and took the astronauts back with them, so they could study human beings. Since the inhabitants of Yuggoth have massive intellects but limited physical capabilities, they began to exert their influence on us. Not to better us, as at least some of us have thought for so long, but to use us for their own purposes.

Specifically, for their defense.

Thousands of years ago, another race from somewhere in space—I don’t think even the Nylgarr know where it came from—attacked Yuggoth and devastated it. The Nylgarr believe these invaders will return again soon. We were vain enough to believe that our advanced science was at least partially our own, but it was only because of alien influence that we built space ships that can travel incredible distances, and constructed weapons, like the Space Array, which have more destructive power than anything ever devised by humans—or that could be devised by humans.

Because of their physical limitations, the Nylgarr and other races couldn’t create this weaponry themselves, so they used us, manipulated us. And now, we’re taking all these systems, these components, everything the Nylgarr and those others need to defend against another attack, straight to Yuggoth. When our mission is complete, we will have created an impenetrable bulwark against an unknown enemy. An enemy perhaps even more alien than the inhabitants of Yuggoth.

I know that some in the government are aware of this reality and consider our partnership with the Nylgarr a reasonable, even desirable thing. When it comes down to it, that enemy, whatever it is, is as likely to attack Earth as Yuggoth, which means that, without the Nylgarr, we would be just another doomed race. Indeed, we are partners in an interplanetary venture, but far from equal partners. As I discovered even back in middle school, the Nylgarr’s mental influence is subtle but strong, and I know that if we were to attempt to turn our weaponry on Yuggoth itself, our brains would burn up. They didn’t expand our minds without leaving themselves a failsafe. I remember Jack Curry, back in Aiken Mill, who tried to resist them, without ever really knowing what he was fighting. He ended up a vegetable.

I’m entering this into my personal onboard log, and I’m debating whether to save it or just delete it. I’m sure it would be used against me, should the Nylgarr or the Air and Space Force desire it. I suppose I should simply accept the situation for what it is and carry on with the mission as planned. Is anything really different? I’m fulfilling my lifelong dream, achieving what I considered my destiny. I have accomplished far more than I could have imagined all those years ago when I thought it would be “neat” to become an astronaut. And yet, the sense of betrayal is profound. This was my dream, my personal challenge, and now it feels as if I am no more than a pawn, a cog in some vast machine, one in which my personal drive and ambition mean nothing. But I guess on some level it’s always been that way, even before the Nylgarr.

The one thing I do have in my power is the thing I suppose I most dread. I helped design some of this ship’s most critical navigation systems. It would not be a difficult procedure to override the system safeguards and send this ship, not to Yuggoth, but into infinity. It wouldn’t take us long to reach the point of no return. Still, I know if I did this, I would be taking not just my life but the lives of the men and women who came willingly on this voyage.

I don’t know whether the Nylgarr revealed to the crew those secrets that they revealed to me. None of them act any differently, or show any indication they consider themselves betrayed, as I do. For all I know, to them, this is a grand and glorious mission for the defense of an ally, who have aided in our advancement not just for their defense but for ours as well.

Maybe the Nylgarr don’t know me as well as they think they do.

Good God. I can feel something in my head. They know now. They must know.

Their failsafe.

Apparently, I have very little time to make a decision. I guess it no longer matters whether I delete this log entry. They know, and now my life is basically forfeit. Still, if I act, to seal the fate of Yuggoth, I’ll be murdering over a hundred human beings. And what if there is some kind of retribution against the people of Earth? How many brains might simply burn up without any discernible cause?

It feels almost like a migraine coming on, but it’s hot. A very hot pressure.

My dad once said my generation had a lot riding on it. He didn’t know the half of it. The fate of at least one whole world rests on my decision. And I only have a few moments to make it.

Do I take them with me, or do I die in vain? Whichever way it goes, this will be the last entry in my life’s story.

So goodbye.




Plague Doctor


Tim Waggoner

 

THEY’RE INSIDE ME. MULTIPLYING, GROWING, FILLING ME…MILLIONS upon millions of tiny voices joined in dark song, sharp and discordant, and all the more beautiful for it. Their song is more than sound, though. It’s the heat blazing at the core of my being, roasting me from within. It’s the throbbing ache deep in my muscles, that’s settled in my bones like corrupted marrow. It’s the thick rattle in my throat whenever I try to draw in air, the heaviness in my lungs, the bubbling of infection…

And it is glorious.

 

Bellwether, Ohio. October, 1918

“How are you feeling, sweetheart?”

I try to keep my tone light, a smile on my face, but my voice sounds strained to my own ears. Sarah doesn’t seem to notice, though. As sick as she is, she’s fortunate to be conscious at all.

She tries to open her eyes but can only manage a pair of thin slits. When she speaks, only her lips move. The rest of her body remains motionless.

“Throat…hurts.”

These words are more breathed than spoken, and they are accompanied by a phlegmy rattling in her lungs. She’s six years old, but lying there in her bed beneath several layers of thick blankets, she looks more like a swaddled infant, just as she did after I delivered her and placed her in her mother’s arms. Except her face was red then, and she cried loudly, as if determined to let the world know it had a new soul in it. Now her face is pale as chalk, her voice so soft as to be barely audible.

“I’ll get you a drink.”

I pour her a glass of water from the small pitcher on her night stand, but when I bring it to her lips, she’s too weak to swallow it. Water trickles from the corners of her mouth to dampen her sheets, and then she sputters and chokes. This sets off a series of deep, racking coughs. I help her sit up and then I pound on her back with the flat of my hand. She expels nothing, but eventually the fit subsides, and I help her lie down once more and I draw the blankets up to her chin. She closes her eyes.

Despite the window being wide open, the room smells of illness. I’ve stood at the bedside of sick people more times than I can remember, and I’m well familiar with the various odors a human body suffering from poor health can produce. But this smell is unlike anything I’ve experienced before, not even in the first days of the pandemic. It’s a rank, animalistic smell, vaguely reptilian, but with an undercurrent of wet mold and rot. It seems to be worse—thicker, more oppressive—each time I step into Sarah’s room.

Her bedroom is on the second floor, next to her mother’s and mine. Our house is a small two-story out in the country: white paint, black roof, black shutters. We own several acres, not much compared to the amount of farmland surrounding us. I have an office in town, but I spend most of my time making house calls. Or I did. Before. Now the only house I call on is my own.

Sarah’s room is very much that of a girl. Frilly lace curtains on the window, wallpaper depicting kittens wearing tiny human clothes and engaging in children’s activities—jumping rope, playing tag, climbing trees—wooden shelves for displaying her collection of dolls and stuffed animals, a small bookcase containing slender volumes with colorful pictures …Her single bed usually has feminine coverings, but at my insistence it was now covered with thick woolen blankets and old quilts. They hardly fit the room’s décor, but that is the least of my concerns.

“There are too many,” she says. Her voice is raspy but louder now, and I wonder if the coughing did her some good after all. “They’re heavy—and hot.”

When the pandemic first started I wore a gauze face mask while seeing patients. I suppose I should do so now, but I can’t bring myself to cover my face while tending to my own daughter. She needs to see me smile. To a sick person, a doctor’s smile is reassurance, and reassurance is hope. False hope all too often, but better than none at all. Or so I tell myself.

I reach a hand toward her forehead, and I can feel the heat radiating from the flesh before my fingers come in contact with her skin. I don’t let my hand linger long. There is no point. I know how sick she is. I don’t bother with a thermometer. Knowing the precise measurement of her fever’s severity won’t help me reduce it, and knowledge of the number will only increase the despair which already threatens to overwhelm me. And I must remain strong—for her sake. And that of her mother.

“I know the blankets are uncomfortable, dear, but they are supposed to help you sweat out your illness.” I pause, considering. “I haven’t cupped you since this afternoon.”

Her eyes fly open, the first sign of energy she’s displayed since I entered her room. The whites of her eyes are shot through with swollen capillaries, making them seem almost pink.

“No, Papa! I don’t like it!”

“It’s necessary,” I say. I’m lying to her, but I retrieve the needed equipment from my medical bag and I perform the procedure anyway, on the merest chance that it might do some good.

Modern medicine has made great strides in the last half century. Doctors no longer subscribe to outmoded disease models such as miasma or unbalanced humors. Bacteria…viruses…hereditary predispositions…These are the true origins of humanity’s physical ills. But when you have no vaccine, when no treatment proves effective, you’ll grasp at whatever straws are available. So Sarah’s bedroom window is left open to keep foul air from building up in the room. She sleeps under many blankets so that the poison inside her might be drawn out through her pores. And I bleed her to decrease the amount of “bad” blood in her system and encourage her body to replace it with fresh “good” blood. Rationally, I know none of these techniques work, that they can actually do harm to patients if taken to extremes. But what else can I do as a doctor—as a father—when no other options remain to me? I fall back on the old medical beliefs the same way another man might fall back on prayer. In the end, what’s the difference between the two?

By the time I’ve finished taking her blood and cleaned up, Sarah’s eyes are closed and she’s breathing shallowly. Her skin is paler than before, and I fear that I have taken too much.

One drop is too much, you leech.

The voice that berates me is mine, and I hear it only in my head, but the words sting nevertheless.

I assume Sarah is asleep, and I grip my medical bag, turn away from her bed, and head for the door. The instant my hand touches the knob, she says, “Do you hear it, Papa?”

A measure of strength has returned to her voice and that, more than the words themselves, prompts me to turn back around, one hand on the knob, the door still closed.

“Hear what?” I ask.

“The singing,” she says, almost dreamily. Her bloodshot eyes are wide open once more, and she’s looking at something only she can see. Her formerly slack features are fixed in an expression I cannot identify, a strange combination of joy and horror, as if those two emotions are struggling for dominance within her, but neither is able to dispatch the other.

I assume she’s delusional from fever, but I play along.

“What sort of music?”

She frowns, as if she’s having trouble finding the words, but then a smile breaks out on her face as they come to her.

“The screaming kind, Papa.”

 

The pandemic began in the spring of 1918, when soldiers started returning home from the war. Word was that the disease originated with Spanish soldiers, hence the name Spanish
Flu. Of course, we didn’t realize then how bad it would get. The flu was unseasonal and highly contagious, yes, but those of us in the medical profession thought we could deal with it. After all, hadn’t we seen patients through flu epidemics before? And the symptoms were familiar to us: fever, sore throat, exhaustion, headache, aching limbs, bloodshot eyes, cough, vomiting, diarrhea…But that was only the First Wave. In August, the disease grew stronger, and as a result became far deadlier. The normal mortality rate for a flu epidemic is 0.1 percent of those infected, but during the early days of the Second Wave, the Spanish Flu killed up to 20 percent of those infected, and the rate of infection was high, over 50 percent of the population. In addition to the previous symptoms, the infected now experienced hemorrhaging from the mucous membranes—especially the nose, stomach, and intestines; along with bleeding from the ears and petechial hemorrhages in the skin. The majority of deaths were from bacterial pneumonia—a secondary infection—but massive hemorrhaging and edema in the lungs from the flu killed many people as well. Millions died across the world.

But as bad as that was, it was nothing compared to the Third Wave. In mid-September, the infection rate soared to a staggering 90 percent, and the mortality rate was close to 100 percent for those infected. Businesses, churches, and schools the world over closed their doors, and healthcare workers were overwhelmed. Mass graves were dug with steam shovels and bodies buried without coffins. There had been talk of burning the dead, but fears that the smoke might spread the disease further ended that discussion.

The most disturbing symptoms of the Third Wave are the effects on one’s mind: nightmares and hallucinations of the most hideous nature. These distorted visions and imaginings come to the infected when the disease moves into its final phase, and at that point, death is not far off. And now, it seems such delusions have come to my poor daughter.

 

It’s late, and I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept much recently, not since sickness entered my home. I fear I may have brought it with me, despite all my precautions, but I try not to think of that. It’s one of the risks a physician must take, a risk that is unfortunately shared by his family.

I enter my bedroom, trying to make as little noise as possible so as not to wake Claire. She’s had a rough time of it these last few days, just as rough as I have, if not more so, and she needs her rest. I place my medical bag on my night stand and slip off my shoes. I don’t bother removing the rest of my clothes, though. I don’t intend to sleep long. Thirty minutes, an hour, no more, then I shall rise to check on Sarah again. Perhaps there is nothing I can do to save her, but I can at least go through the motions until her fate is settled, just as I did for my other patients—all of whom I failed, just as fear I will fail Sarah in the end.

There’s a strangely sweet odor in the air, like flowers on the verge of spoiling, and I find the acrid tang oddly soothing. The window is open in our room, and there’s a slight chill in the air. I’m grateful to slide beneath the covers and move my body up against Claire’s for warmth. The poor thing is cold, though, and I fear I’ve removed too many of our blankets and given them to Sarah. I lean close to my wife, and in a soft voice, ask, “Would you like me to prepare a hot water bottle for you?”

No answer. She might be cold, but the temperature in the room doesn’t seem to be affecting her sleep. I wouldn’t mind some warmth in the bed, but I don’t want to risk waking Claire by leaving the room. Besides, tired as I am—both physically and mentally—I doubt the cold will keep me from sleep. I reach over and take Claire’s hand, careful not to squeeze too hard and disturb her. Her flesh is like ice and the feel of it sends a shiver through me. The flu has become so deadly now, far more so than anyone could ever have imagined, and I fear only a handful of survivors remain in the world. Sometimes I wonder if Claire, Sarah, and I are the last people left alive, and I wonder how much longer we will last. I keep holding onto my wife’s cold hand, and several moments later I drift off into darkness.

 

I’m walking down a narrow unpaved path that runs between two rows of stone buildings with thatched roofs. The buildings are old and sorely in need of repair, and the path that separates them is barely wide enough to be called a street. The ground here is a sloppy, muddy mess, a foul wet mixture of dirt, feces, and urine, some of it animal, most of it human. My boots are covered with it, but I’m not concerned. Filth is common in this time and place, and no one gives it a second thought. I’m wearing the clothes of my office—a huge black overcoat, black gloves, black pants, broad-brimmed hat (black, of course), and black shit-covered boots. I’m carrying a cane in my left hand, but since I don’t need it for walking, I hold it high enough to keep it out of the street-sludge. But the mask that covers my face is the most distinct feature of my office. Like the rest of my clothing, it’s made of wax-coated leather, and it has a cone-shaped protrusion that resembles a bird’s beak. This “beak” is filled with straw and various aromatic substances—rose petals, mint leaves, camphor, lemon balm, and more—to protect against the miasmatic bad air. Some believe that the mask was designed to resemble the head of a gore crow, a creature that picks at the bodies of the dead. Others say the design is utilitarian and any resemblance to a bird is strictly in the mind of the observer. I cannot say which point of view is the truth, but I know how people look at me when I wear the garments of my profession, and I know what they think. Word of my arrival always precedes me, and despite the fact that I am hired to do my work by the village or town, I find the streets empty and silent. Some view me as a bad omen, a harbinger of death who actually causes the disease he takes coin to treat. Others—usually children—are frightened by my appearance. I cannot say that I blame them. But as I slog through the street-muck, gazing upon the town’s buildings through the glass-covered eyes of my mask, I find myself surrounded by a heavy stillness unlike anything I have ever experienced before. I’m used to quiet, used to being alone, but this is different. The stillness is so pervasive, so absolute, that I cannot help but wonder if I am the only living soul in the entire town.

The Great Plague—it won’t be referred to as the Black Death until the 18th century—will kill between 30 to 40 percent of Europe’s population before it runs its course, and the world’s total population will be down by 150 million. The human race won’t return to pre-Plague numbers until the 17th century. This disease, spread by something as small and common as a flea, will be considered the worst biological catastrophe in history…until 1918, that is. How I know these things, I cannot say, but know them I do. This knowledge, horrifying as it is, does not concern me overmuch. I am here, in this place, at this time, and I have work to do.

Since no one has come forth from their homes to beckon me to tend to their loved ones, I choose a building at random, step up to the door, and knock, the waxed leather of my glove muffling the sound. I pause for a time, and when no one opens for me, I knock again. Still no response. I stand there for a moment, debating whether to enter without invitation or continue on to the next home. I am paid by the town to treat rich and poor alike, although some in my profession demand extra payment for their services from the patients themselves. I do not believe in taking advantage of the ill and desperate, however, nor do I believe in neglecting them. I try the door, find it unlocked, so I push it open and enter.

The shutters are closed, and it is dim inside. This is, to vastly understate the case, a modest part of town, and the home isn’t large. One main room with a fireplace, wooden table and chairs, and three straw-filled pallets that serve as beds. The dirt floor is covered with rushes that can be swept out and replaced with fresh ones as needed. The smell hits me first, the odor penetrating despite my mask, and the aromatic substances stuffed into its beak do nothing to cut the stench: a gut-churning combination of gangrenous flesh, blood-infused shit, and curdled pus. This is far from the first plague-ridden home that I have entered, but I cannot recall my senses ever being assaulted by so vile an odor before. It is more than merely the stink of sickness. It is the smell of Death itself. Death—and something far worse.

There are three bodies in the room. A man lies on the floor next to an overturned chair at the table, and the woman lies on one of the pallets, cradling a young girl. The man has black hair, the woman and daughter brown. All three are lean of body—the poor do not grow fat—and they are garbed in simple homespun garments of white and brown. There is no way to tell the man’s trade from his home. He could be a cobbler or candle maker or any of a dozen things. But whatever his skills, it’s clear that they provide his family a meager living at best.

I can tell simply by looking that all three have succumbed to the plague, and that there is nothing I can do for them. But my profession requires that I make certain. I am closest to the man—husband and father, I presume—so I step over to him first and begin my examination. His eyes are closed, which is a mercy. I am not superstitious. You cannot be a man who believes there are evil spirits, ill-fortune, and malice behind every unpleasantness life confronts us with and still do this job. And yet, whenever I encounter a corpse with open, staring eyes, I cannot shake the impression that some dark remnant remains within and is peering out at me.

Using my cane so I can avoid coming too close to the body, I poke and prod the man, lifting his arms, turning his head this way and that. Swollen black buboes the size of apples protrude from the man’s neck, weeping thick discolored pus. He’s clothed, so I cannot see if he also has buboes beneath his arms or on his genital area, but the cloth in these places is dark and damp, indicating the presence of weeping tumorous masses beneath. I crouch down to examine the artery in his neck. I won’t risk touching his flesh, even with my gloves on, so I look closely at the artery, holding my breath as I do so. After several moments pass without any visual sign of a pulse, I stand. If the man still lived, I would place leeches on his buboes to drain them, and I would bleed him to rebalance his humors. But there is nothing I can do for him now. I stand and turn away from the dead man, intending to go examine his wife and daughter, though I know I shall find them similarly beyond hope.

But before I can take a step toward the pallet they share, I hear—muffled through my mask—a rustling behind me, as if something is moving among the rushes on the floor. I am not prone to imaginings, but as I began to turn toward the sound, I pray that what I hear is nothing but a misperception born of a weary mind that has beheld too much disease and death in its time.

“If only it were that simple.”

The man has rolled over onto his stomach and now crouches on his hands and knees. He looks up at me, black blood dribbling from his mouth, pus flowing in thick streams from the buboes around his neck. But as bad as all this is, his eyes are worse. They are wide open now, but they no longer possess any semblance of humanity. Nor do they resemble the eyes of animals, birds, fish, or insects. They look like nothing I’ve seen before, nothing I’ve imagined, that I could imagine. The word that best describes them is unnatural in its truest, purest sense. Those eyes do not belong to any creature that has ever existed on the face of the world. They belong to something from elsewhere.

“They tried to return during the 14th Century,” the man says, grinning as he speaks, his inhuman eyes shining with dark light, “and they nearly succeeded.”

His voice possesses an echoing, sepulchral quality, and despite my mask, I can hear it as clearly as if he speaks directly into my ear. I notice that the movements of his lips do not match his words, as if his mouth speaks one language and I hear it in another.

“There simply weren’t enough of us back then. Humans, I mean.” A woman’s voice, coming from behind me.

I spin around to see the mother is sitting up on her pallet. Her daughter hangs limp and lifeless in her arms, but the child’s eyes are open, too, and they possess the same unspeakable wrongness as those of her parents’. The child remains motionless as she speaks.

“They failed to reach the Threshold, the point at which it is possible to cross over.”

Moving awkwardly, as if he’s little more than a bag filled with broken sticks, the man stands up, as does his wife, who continues holding their unmoving child.

“Not enough lives to draw on,” the man says.

“Not enough fuel for the fire,” the wife adds.

“Not enough meat for the stew,” the girl finishes.

The man and woman come toward me as they speak these words, their movements spastic and halting, feet sliding across the dirt floor, disturbing the rushes, causing soft shssk-shssk-shssk sounds as they advance.

I do not waste time telling myself this cannot be happening. Gripping my cane as if it is a sturdy weapon instead of a simple length of wood, I run toward the door, throw it open, and dart into the street. My feet slip in the muck, and for an instant I fear I will fall, but I manage to remain standing. I pick a direction and start running, uncertain whether I’m heading toward the town’s outskirts or deeper toward its center, and I don’t care. I just want to get away from those three monstrosities. I have trouble trying to catch my breath inside my mask, but I don’t dare pull it off, not unless I wish to end up like the wretched creatures from which I’ve fled.

As I run, I become aware of doors opening in the stone buildings I pass. With my peripheral vision I see figures come forth: men, women, children, all moving with the same broken-stick motions as the family of living corpses I’m running from. I scream then—the sound muted by my mask’s beak—and I try to run faster, but I cannot breathe, my vision grays around the edges, and this time when I slip, I go down. The ground is surprisingly solid beneath the layer of muck, and the impact when I hit drives out what little breath remains in my lungs. I roll around in the filth like a mindless beast as I struggle to draw in air. I cast aside my cane and now claw at my mask with both hands, intending to yank it from my face, forgetting about the risk of infection, caring only about being able to take a breath. But my gloved fingers are slick with mud, shit, and piss, and I’m unable to get a grip on my mask. The mask’s glass eyes are covered with filth, and I cannot see the town’s dead draw near, but I feel the weight of their bodies as they fall upon me, one after the other. My bones snap like kindling, but I cannot draw in enough air to give voice to my agony. Merciful oblivion rushes in to claim me, but as I begin the final slide into non-existence, I hear a voice inside my mind. It might belong to the dead man I examined, or to his wife or daughter. Perhaps it belongs to all three.

“Next time,” the voice says, “the Threshold shall be reached. Next… time…”

And then the voice falls silent, and I am gone.

 

I come awake instantly. I’m sitting up in bed, blanket thrown off. I have the impression that I might have cried out in my terror, but only silence fills the room now. I inhale deeply to assure myself my lungs still work, but when I try to exhale, the air comes out in a series of barking coughs. As I struggle to get my breathing back under control, I realize the atmosphere in our bedroom is much warmer than it was when I went to sleep. Has there been an unseasonable shift in the weather?

No, of course not. I am feverish.

The implications of this strike me like a hammer blow, and I find myself recalling scattered fragments of the nightmare I just endured. Dream, vision, past-life memory, or some combination, it does not matter. What matters is the awful knowledge the nightmare imparted to me.

I turn toward Claire, and with a trembling hand I pull the blanket from her body. I look at her still form for several moments, then I place two fingers against the side of her cold neck. A moment later, I pull the blanket back over her, covering her head this time. How long has she been gone? Hours? Days? I must be mad—or near to it—to not have noticed her condition before now. Now I understand the origin of the sickly sweet smell in the room. It is the stink of new rot.

My poor, sweet wife…

I swing my stockinged feet over the side of the bed and stand. My head swims with vertigo, and I almost fall back, but I manage to remain upright until the worst of it passes. I put on my shoes, take hold of my medical kit, and I leave our bedroom for the last time. I go into Sarah’s room, and as I expect, I find her in the same condition as her mother. I gently kiss her forehead before pulling the covers over her, then I stand by her bedside for a moment, gazing down at her. Then I hear it—the music, coming from inside me. And with the hearing comes understanding, accompanied by overwhelming, indescribable joy.

“I hear it now, too,” I tell my dead daughter. “The voices singing—and they’re magnificent.”

I allow my medical bag—which is no longer needed—to slip from my fingers and thump to the floor. I then turn and leave the room. My fever intensifies as I begin to descend the stairs, my breath wheezing and rattling. My lungs feel heavy, as if filled with molten iron, and there is wet warmth on my lips. My nose has begun to bleed. As my symptoms rapidly worsen, the singing in my head becomes louder and clear, and my mouth stretches into a beatific smile.

They had tried to enter the world in the 1600’s—ancient beings, alien and powerful beyond comprehension, creatures to whom human concepts mean nothing, and human scales of measurement are meaningless. Gargantuan, microscopic…it’s all the same to them. Power such as theirs has no shape, no size, and they have bent that power to a single goal: finding a way back, and at last they have. Their gateway is disease, each corrupted cell—billions of them inside millions of dead and dying hosts—a portal between this world and theirs. And they’re almost ready to come through. They are massed at the Threshold, wild and ravening. But there are still those uninfected out there—not many, but some—and all of them, every single one, must fall in order for the gates to burst open and swing wide. This is where I come in, and others like me across the world. Fellow physicians, nurses, medical workers of every kind…The irony is delicious to the Ancient Ones. We shall go forth into the world, seek out those who still suffer the blight of good health, and we shall deliver them into the febrile embrace of Sickness. And when the last of our patients is gone, we shall follow, and then this world will be theirs forevermore, as it was always meant to be.

As I continue descending the stairs, the song within me swells, and my hands transform into sharp talons, my eyes become glossy black and beady, my nose and mouth fuse, grow hard, and lengthen into a sharp, obsidian beak. As I reach the ground floor of my house, I open the front door, let out a raucous caw of triumph, and set out to do my Lords’ work.




Amidst the Blighted Swathes of Gray Desolation
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1.

“I SEEN THINGS I SHOULDN’TA SEEN OVER T’THE BARRIER,” BENITA Mullen said, her voice sounding uncharacteristically small and feeble. “I just had to follow ’em, see what kind ’a trouble they got themselves in.”

“Stop your wrigglin’, Mama.” Benita’s daughter used a damp cloth to cool her forehead. “The medic will come soon.”

“Soon,” Benita said, managing a reassuring smile for her two grown children. She knew no treatment would stop the inevitable. Her killer’s blade had gone too deep. She had lost too much blood trying to get back to her loved ones in the small, rustic farming village. “Don’t fret now,” she said, wiping a tear from her son’s cheek. “Been a good life.”

At 48, Benita was the oldest member of her clan. Like all the others, she had spent her life toiling in the fields. She and her extended family had worked just about every kind of crop imaginable in Florida: citrus, sugarcane, tomatoes, peppers, cotton, watermelons, peanuts, snap beans and potatoes. For Benita and her kin, recompense for the drudgery came in daily allotments of food and water, tolerable living conditions and suitable shelter, basic healthcare and—most importantly—the opportunity for select newborns to be “elevated.”

Neither Benita’s son Napoleon nor her daughter Zoe had been chosen by the administrators. They had, however, picked her sister’s little baby girl back in 1997; and, before that, one of her cousins. Her own mother told her that her grandmother’s twin sister had gone to the great, shining city in the north—a near-mythical metropolis known as Jacksonville.

“Listen good, you two,” Benita said. She struggled to remain composed as waves of pain radiated from the gash in her belly. “Don’t you go gettin’ no ideas about revenge, you hear? Don’t go lookin’ for trouble—ain’t no reason. This is my doin’—I shoulda kept clear of ’em. Whatever that bunch over t’district twelve got into, you keep away from it. Administrators’ll catch ’em. You stay away from them folk and that church they built back in the shadows of that old orange grove. No tellin’ what kinda of thing they worship out there…no tellin’ what kinda wicked ceremonies they get up to.”

When the district medical officer arrived, the sun had already descended below the horizon, leaving only a shrinking reddish band as purple twilight overtook the skies. Benita had been dead for hours.

2.

“This has to be one of the most undemanding posts at Earthwatch.” Adeline Shepard sat in a comfortable chair, her eyes scanning a dozen rectangular screens affixed to the wall directly in front of her. Each screen displayed a color image detailing a specific setting along the barrier wall isolating the Polk Exclusion Zone. “It’s eight straight hours of watching dull moving pictures on monitors. It’s monotonous and it’s mind-numbing. Who would subject themselves to this kind of daily torture?”

“Third-year students at university,” Peter Sparks said. He sat behind Adeline, watching his own set of screens. “It may be dull, but it is necessary. You do understand that.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Tonight, Adeline had been assigned to observe District 12, 3rd Quadrant, Sections 5 through 16. “‘The objective of Border Security is twofold: Counteract unauthorized incursion and prevent contamination,’” Adeline said, quoting the handbook she had been given. “Nothing gets in and nothing gets out.”

“Pretty simple,” Peter said. “We’re here because we’ve earned the privilege. They trust us to remain focused.”

“I’ve been here six months, Peter. I haven’t even seen a mouse dart across the ground. Not a bird or a bug or a pack of opossums.” Border Security required its on-duty watchers to report any sign of activity, from traces of organic life to unexplained movement. Like most novices, Adeline had expected to catch something on her very first day. She quickly learned that in the zone, nothing moves—not even the wind. “If it wasn’t for the flashing red lights along the border wall, I’d swear I was watching old black-and-white photographs. It’s all lifeless and drab and horrible.”

Adeline’s succinct description of the bleak landscape beyond the border wall captured its starkness but not its scope. The countless monitor screens at the Earthwatch Border Security facility failed to suitably depict the extent of the devastation and barrenness.

“And if you don’t want those horrible things creeping into your world, you should do your job, Adeline.” His vehemence conveyed enough urgency and earnestness to make Adeline regret her offhand complaints. “I know you want to pursue other interests, find something that challenges you. For now, though, you have a job to do—and it’s a damned important one, even if it doesn’t seem like it.”

Adeline sat in silence for some time, staring intently at the lifeless, ash-colored scenery and feeling more than a little ashamed. The world had not always been this way: The sizable tracks of blasted wasteland had started as a minor aberration more than a century earlier on an insignificant plot of land outside a minor college town in what had once been known as Essex County, Massachusetts. What Adeline—and all those fortunate enough to be selected for a comprehensive education at one of the few remaining formal school systems—had learned about what shaped the course of history throughout the last century could be best defined as a slow-moving global catastrophe.

The first glimpse of the impending calamity happened in 1880, when an enigmatic meteor fell out of the sky and lodged itself into the ground on the property of a farmer named Nahum Gardner. While the impact itself caused little damage, over the next twelve months Nahum’s land became poisoned, his wife and children went mad and the whole family eventually died. The string of incidents that ensued might have been lost to history had Gardner not been wise enough to seek the counsel of a small group of academicians from nearby Miskatonic University. Their investigation generated more questions than conclusions, but their detailed records proved invaluable to subsequent generations of scientists when events resurrected interest in the old case.

As it turned out, the strange rock from space that befouled poor Nahum’s farm and brought madness and death to his family was not as rare as those Miskatonic scientists had hoped.

Between 1880 and 1916, eighteen more Gardner meteorites impacted agricultural lands at sites scattered across the world. The phenomenon went unnoticed until 1917, when, in the midst of the Great War, an unprecedented three hundred and twenty-two Gardner meteorites fell to Earth over a six-month period, each resulting in contamination of soil and ground water and rendering adjacent lands uncultivatable.

The urgency of the situation resulted in a cessation of hostilities in Europe and the formation of the League of Nations, an international organization tasked both with maintaining world peace and managing the unfolding disaster. Between 1920 and 1940, more than two thousand Gardner meteorites scarred the Earth’s surface, reducing food production significantly in most countries. The resulting famine killed hundreds of millions, reducing the world’s population to levels not seen since before the American Revolution. Cities emptied and fell to ruin. Governments collapsed. Borders ceased to exist as throngs of migrants roved the terrain, scavenging whatever they could find.

In response, surviving governments poured resources into developing agricultural biotechnology. At the same time—and because evidence showed the blighted areas were expanding—the industrial complex improved its containment and monitoring efforts, leading to new technologies. In North America, some semblance of civilization reemerged with the introduction of the exclusion zones and the accompanying barrier walls.

Adeline seldom wondered what the world might be like had the meteors not rained down out of the sky bringing their horrid blight. As she glared at the images transmitted by the twelve rectangular screens set before her, she found herself marveling at the inescapable emptiness and the hollowness of lost possibilities. No one could say with any certainty how long that ground would lay fallow. No one could guess when a glimmer of life might arise within that broad expanse haunted by endless mounds of dead vegetation blanketed by a fine gray dust.

Adeline wondered how many families had once lived within the lands now designated the Polk Exclusion Zone. She wondered how many towns had been abandoned, how many roads had once connected them and what had become of all the businesses and churches and homes and schools. Looking at the fractured trunks of long-dead trees that skirted the periphery, she wondered if anyone had ever spread out a blanket beneath their once sprawling boughs, taking refuge in the shade to enjoy a midday picnic.

All those magnificent live oaks now lay rotting along the rim, their uppermost limbs severed and scattered over the ashen ground.

There.

Adeline’s eyes caught something nearly imperceptible. Before words could form her hand reflexively reached out and pressed the appropriate button, marking the timestamp and alerting her supervisor. She heard an alarm sound in some distant office, heard raised voices chattering and chairs groaning as their occupants shifted nervously.

There.

She had not imagined it.

It moved right to left, an invisible shimmer of strange, uncanny colors. It glided like a disembodied shadow, wholly translucent and yet ominously unchanging. It proceeded slowly, deliberately, its progress seemingly measured in the increasing profundity of dread it kindled within the mind of the only person witnessing it. It muddied the background as it advanced. It disturbed the omnipresent gray dust, kicking up miniature clouds punctuated by swirling eddies.

What could it be, Adeline asked herself. A trick of light in the wasteland? A weather anomaly? A ghost?

During that brief interim of remote observation, she could not help but ascribe to it the inexpressible quality and poise of a living, breathing thing. More alarmingly, Adeline came to believe that whatever it was, it knew it was being watched—and the moment that thought occurred to her, the entity stopped in its tracks, changed its deportment and appeared to turn toward the camera.

A few seconds later, her supervisor arrived and the two women watched as something that should not be continued its stealthy trek before disappearing out of view.

“Oh my God,” Virginia Sandoval muttered, scribbling notes on a pad of paper. “It’s here.” She hesitated, summoning up the courage she had kept in reserve for this very purpose. As she collected her thoughts and analyzed the data, one aspect made perfect sense to her: Whatever was happening was taking place in District 12. “Assemble a team of perimeter patrol guards. I will lead the expedition personally.”

3.

The day after Benita Mullen died, her 18-year-old son Napoleon did something to which he was not at all accustomed: He disobeyed his mother’s instructions.

Napoleon spoke to his area inventory clerk and offered to take a small load of surplus vegetables to the clan elders in the 12th district to see if he could swap them for citrus. Administrators from the Department of Agriculture frowned on the practice, preferring to distribute allotments directly; still, they overlooked marginal trade between the farming settlements as long as it helped perpetuate some degree of autonomy. The clerk, eager to keep Napoleon from dwelling on his mother’s death, agreed to the plan.

Still grieving, the young man hiked the four miles of dirt road that connected the two settlements, hauling a cart overflowing with produce. As he approached, the adjacent barrier wall became the dominant feature on the western horizon—it seemed more dark and towering and imposing than ever. District 12’s small township had been built in its shadow, a poorly placed village resting just outside the exclusion zone. Many regional field laborers whispered that those who dwelled in that village suffered from their proximity to the blighted lands beyond the boundary. Some said those in District 12 could not go a single night without suffering from eerie dreams and nightmares—though none could guess what kinds of nightly terrors plagued them.

Napoleon arrived just after midday and dutifully completed the exchange following a brief meeting with two of the clan’s senior council members.

“It’s kindly of you to welcome me on a work day,” Napoleon said. He spoke thoughtfully and benignly, showing his gratitude for their generosity. “This here will do fine. Make more than a few families happy to see this fruit. We have so many young mouths to feed we can’t keep oranges and tangerines on the shelf these days.”

“Best you’d be gittin’ back on that road, son,” one of the elders said. His voice sounded hollow and metallic. His gaze wandered purposelessly, and his eyes shone with a hoary radiance. “Long haul ahead a’ye. Best not be on your own come eventide.”

“Yes, sir.” Napoleon could not decide whether vanity or fear fueled their standoffishness. Neither council member attempted an exchange of pleasantries, preferring brevity over civility. Sensing an underlying animosity, Napoleon chose not to speak about his mother’s death. He elected to keep his accusations and condemnations undeclared—at least until he had time to find what had caused Benita Mullen so much angst. “I’ll be on my way.”

Though his mother had forbidden him from searching for it, Napoleon found the church precisely where he expected it to be: It stood a stone’s throw from the barrier wall beneath a tangle of twisted boughs—amidst perversely gargantuan orange trees with blackish-green foliage and hideously hued blossoms. In the middle of the afternoon, unnatural shadows congregated in that modest wooden chapel. Its walls had been shoddily daubed with clay and propped up with supporting lumber to keep it from collapsing.

It seemed to Napoleon far too dank and foul to serve as any respectable house of worship.

He approached the building cautiously, minding each footfall. Although every able-bodied villager should be working the fields at this hour, he felt as though someone—no, some thing—had become aware of his presence. As he passed through the door, plunging into icy shadows that clustered in that single-room sanctuary, he shuddered with irrepressible dread.

To his surprise, Napoleon found the church completely empty—no altar, no pulpit, no pews and no embellishments of any sort. Aside from a single trail of grayish dust that bisected the chamber, the place revealed no evidence that anyone had crossed the threshold in recent memory. Whatever “wicked ceremonies” his mother had imagined, it seemed unlikely to him that anyone visited this remote church—and even less likely that worshippers flocked here to participate in some improper rite.

Only when Napoleon stepped back outside did he notice the curious patch of gray, brittle vegetation skirting the front of the building. As he knelt to inspect it, he heard a sudden clamor of shrill voices and a burst of movement from within the church. Before he could react, something solid struck the back of his head and he tumbled forward into the sickly saw palmetto and thorny catbrier vines, causing them to crumble into a grayish powder.

For Napoleon, an abyss of blackness followed.

4.

When Grady Hatfield and Javier Salas entered the office of Professor Douglas Wendell Olivier, the two biotechnology field researchers found their superior hunched over a table cluttered with papers, photographs and maps. Olivier, chair of Miskatonic University’s Department of Plant Sciences and head of the school’s agroecosystems lab, tugged at his bushy mustache and cleared his throat.

“Sorry I had to call you two in on such short notice.” Professor Olivier afforded them only a hurried glance. The pallor of his face revealed a preoccupation with some unspoken predicament. His eyes reflected a mix of urgency and fear. “I have been briefed by your faculty advisor on your progress in the Dunwich Exclusion Zone. The work you have been doing is groundbreaking, revolutionary. It is an honor to know that Miskatonic University can still bring cutting-edge innovations to the table.”

“We’re pleased with our findings to date, Professor Olivier,” Grady said, his nervousness evident. “But we aren’t quite there yet. It’s still too early in the trial phase to celebrate. If you were led to believe that we’re farther along—”

“My apologies, gentlemen, but it doesn’t matter how far along you are,” Professor Olivier said. “The luxury of time is no longer with us.”

The meeting settled into an uncomfortable silence as the two field researchers tried to fathom the professor’s impatience.

“With all due respect, Professor Olivier, using our research to launch a large-scale effort might make things worse,” Javier said. “The exclusion areas in North America are stable. There haven’t been any reports of Gardner meteorites since the late 1940s. I know we are on the right track with this study, but racing to get it into mass production before we can examine the results of our first legitimate field trial is irresponsible—and I don’t want to be connected to what might be a catastrophic failure.”

Professor Olivier sighed disconsolately, folding his arms and leaning back in his chair as he glanced toward the ceiling. For a few moments he sat silently, his expression one of deep reflection. He seemed to be struggling with some unwritten rule, some obstacle which, should he choose to eliminate it, would make his argument more comprehensible to the young scientists.

“What I am about to tell you must not leave this room, gentlemen.” With an abrupt effort, he steadied himself in both mind and bearing. “In the world in which we find ourselves, information is often compartmentalized for the good of society. As you are keenly aware, the field laborers know very little about our situation. They have all heard tales, handed down for generations, that recount the years when meteors fell from the skies. They know the story of the building of great barrier walls to enclose the wastelands and halt the spread of the blight. They all acknowledge the existence of large, glorious cities, though none of them have ever visited one. They all maintain the hope that one of their children might be fortunate enough to escape a life of exhausting labor by being chosen to be educated—just as you two were selected.”

Professor Olivier explained that just as knowledge had been withheld from the field laborers, the government had decided to keep some information from the educated masses as well. He felt ashamed that he willingly participated in the deception, though he understood the necessity.

“What does this have to do with our research?” Javier did his best to restrain his growing resentment. He had long disapproved of the treatment of the field laborers. Discovering that he, too, had been fed misinformation throughout his life left him with wondering who he could trust. “What is it that we haven’t been told?”

“The reason the Gardner meteorites stopped falling in the late 1940s is that the League of Nations managed to create a network of tracking satellites and defensive weapons to shield the Earth from further harm,” Professor Olivier said. “This phenomenon is neither a natural disaster nor some cosmic coincidence—it is the first stage of an invasion.”

Professor Olivier explained how, in the early 1940s, a team made up of mainly American, Russian and German scientists theorized that the Gardner meteorites might be more than a naturally occurring phenomenon. They believed that an alien intelligence was utilizing the barrage to eradicate or weaken dominant species on Earth in preparation for an assault. This led to the rapid development of aerospace technologies that included weapon systems for tracking and destroying incoming meteorites and preparing for a potential planetary attack.

“It is a disgrace that the scientists who worked on those projects are known to so few,” Professor Olivier said. “Those physicists and aerospace engineers salvaged our chances at survival, yet their names—Oppenheimer, Fermi, Bogolyubov, Tomonaga, von Braun, Goddard, Goeppert—are not mentioned in our schools.”

“What about our names,” Grady said. “I suppose they’ll be forgotten, too—like the builders of the barrier wall, the armies of custodians that marched to their deaths in the wasteland testing containment and neutralization concepts, the field laborers who maintain the flow of food into the cities. No matter how important their contribution to civilization, they are all insignificant.”

“You’ve come this far, Professor Olivier,” Javier said. “What other secrets would you like to reveal? Why have we been summoned?”

“Over the last six months, we have been accumulating reports of anomalies from exclusion zones in North America and Europe.” The chair of Miskatonic University’s Department of Plant Sciences shuffled through his papers until he found the one he wanted. He reviewed the document attentively, searching its contents as if hoping to find something he might have overlooked that would diminish its significance. With a grunt and a lurch, he slid the report across the table toward Grady and Javier. “After decades of dormancy, something is stirring in the gray desolation. Evidence has come from Alaska, the United Provinces of Central America, France, Finland and Bulgaria. Germany has reported that documents smuggled out of the Russian Empire suggest that a major city located near the Kherson Exclusion Zone—possibly Odessa—has been destroyed.”

“Destroyed by what,” Grady asked. “We have spent hours inside the Dunwich Exclusion Zone. Other than the blight itself, there is no life.”

“No life we can recognize, at any rate,” Professor Olivier said. “Our predecessors here at Miskatonic examined the very first meteorite more than a hundred and thirty years ago. In their notes, they offered more than quantitative data. One observation always comes to mind when I contemplate the origin of our unwelcome visitors: The lead investigator wrote ‘that cryptic vestige that descended from the fathomless gulfs beyond our reckoning was in my estimation the bearer of some inconceivable message from unimagined realms of matter, force and being—and while we may aspire to find confirmation that we are not alone in the universe, I shrink from the possibility that our fertile world might stand forth as a beacon to cosmic nomads such as this.’”

The reference, made with the deepest solemnity, ushered in another moment of nervous silence. All three men wrestled with the decisions that had to be made. With so many unknown variables, so many unfathomable factors and so many inconceivable liabilities, pure logic would not be enough to solve this equation.

“Containment, neutralization and reclamation,” Grady muttered, looking out the window. In the distance, he could see the western edge of the barrier wall that bordered the Dunwich Exclusion Zone. “All these years, we’ve been delaying the inevitable. We’ve slowed its progress with embankments, surface impoundments, dikes and round-the-clock monitoring. We’ve had encouraging results with limited chemical treatment and oxidation, sorbents and incineration. All the while, though, it’s been hibernating beneath the surface, waiting.”

“Where do we begin,” Javier asked. “How much time do we have?”

“I need you to conduct a full-scale test as soon as possible,” Professor Olivier said. “You’ll need enough material to cover an area of a hundred and ten thousand acres. I have already activated a team to meet you at the target area. They have been instructed to wait off-site until you arrive.” Olivier paused, choking on a piece of information as he contemplated the repercussions of withholding it. Deciding that there had been too much censorship already, he laid his cards on the table. “Earthwatch reported this morning that they have lost a team of perimeter patrol guards. They disappeared while investigating an anomaly.”

The solemnity of the news tormented the academician. He and his colleagues had been lulled into a false sense of security due to advancements in technologies that kept the blight in check for decades. Their decades-long respite had come to an end.

“We can be ready within twenty-four hours,” Grady said. “We have enough in inventory already. We’ll just redistribute what we’d intended to test in the Dunwich Exclusion Zone.”

“This is a matter of our survival,” Olivier reminded them. “You need to act quickly and decisively. As soon as you have assembled your gear, I’ll authorize emergency transport to the Polk Exclusion Zone in Florida.”

5.

It took Napoleon several minutes to gather enough strength to move after he regained consciousness.

He found himself in the atrium of some old building, abandoned upon a linoleum floor and surrounded by overturned chairs and small piles of rubble. The stench nearly choked him when his senses returned. A ghastly, pungent odor of universal decomposition pervaded the place. Though night had clearly fallen, in place of velvet darkness Napoleon discerned an enigmatic glow that could not be associated with starlight or fitful moonbeams.

“It’s just the two of us here, for the moment.” The woman’s voice startled Napoleon and he struggled to sit upright. The pain in his head made him wince. “Easy, now—take it slowly or you might black out again.” She sat down on the floor next to him and offered a melancholy smile that left little doubt as to the hopelessness of their situation. “My name is Virginia Sandoval. I’m with Earthwatch.”

“They call me Napoleon, son of Lyndon and Benita Mullin.” At the thought of home, he felt an upwelling of shame. He should have heeded his mother’s warning. He had responsibilities, a sister to protect. His desire to avenge his mother’s death had superseded his reasoning. “I come from the village in District Eight. Come looking for the people who killed Mama.”

“Do you know where you are?”

“I think so,” Napoleon answered, though the thought of it made him queasy. “We’re t’the other side of the barrier, ma’am.”

“That’s right,” Virginia said. “And that means we’ve been contaminated—poisoned by the blight.” Virginia still wore her protective biohazard suit, though the headpiece and breathing apparatus had been forcibly removed by her captors. Why they had not executed her she could not guess. Her team had been slaughtered in an ambush just inside the barrier wall. “We weren’t expecting people inside the zone. Do you know who they are?”

“Folks from the village, I reckon,” Napoleon said. “Folks what built that church where they worship false idols. Mama said they been foolin’ with things that ought not be summoned—things what they saw in their dreams, she said.”

“What kind of things?”

“Can’t rightly say, ma’am, seein’ as I ain’t never had such dreams. But everyone ’round these parts knows about the folk that live in District Twelve up alongside the barrier wall—how they hear things calling from the wasteland and have horrible visions when they fall to sleep. ‘Revelations,’ Mama called ’em.”

Virginia had read recent reports that included theories about “telepathic transmissions” emanating from some of the exclusion zones, influencing the behavior of field laborers unfortunate enough to live in dwellings not far from the barrier walls. Little evidence could be found to support the conjecture, but it had still led to a ban on new construction in certain areas—and, in one instance, the evacuation of a fifty-year-old village officially deemed “entangled in genetic depravities and wicked worship.”

“It’s been here all along,” Virginia whispered, the realization breaking upon her like a thunderclap. “It’s not a prelude to invasion. It is the invasion—an invasive species, its seeds sown from outer space over decades. Now, the first sprouts have appeared—psychic tendrils reaching out through dreams to manipulate a small army of converts.”

At that moment, the so-called converts returned: A mob of cultists filed into the building, armed with ancient rifles and pistols they must have salvaged from abandoned communities inside the Polk Exclusion Zone. Despite the age of the weapons, Virginia knew they still functioned. Her team had been outfitted with scientific devices used to take measure—

ments and record data. No one anticipated the need for a heavily armed contingent.

Neither Virginia nor Napoleon offered any resistance when the cultists hauled them to their feet and marched them out into the night.

Outside, the dim luminosity Napoleon had noticed earlier glistened even more keenly, radiating from every dilapidated building, every heap of rotted vegetation, every upturned stump and fencepost and brick wall. That insurgence of uncanny incandescence possessed a certain variability that hinted at a hidden intelligence.

“Whatever you are planning to do with us, you must realize that Earthwatch will be sending recovery teams into the zone,” Virginia said, knowing the threat would not sway them. “Your village will be razed, your families taken into custody and you—and anyone else who has been contaminated—will be incinerated.”

“One by one, they will awaken,” said one of the cultists in an authoritative voice and in a style so imposing that he provoked an immediate response among his followers.

“One by one, they will awaken,” the cultists chanted, continuing to march deep into the exclusion zone—farther than any security drones had probed, farther than any team of research scientists had ventured in decades.

“You are betraying your own kind—sacrificing humanity’s only chance at survival.”

“One by one, they will awaken.”

“You’ve all been corrupted,” Virginia said. “It’s been festering here all these years, putrefying the land. Earthwatch didn’t realize what it was doing to you—all of you. We would have found a way to help you.”

“One by one, they will awaken.”

The procession finally came to a halt atop a small hill. At its summit, there appeared to be the remnants of a diminutive crater—the kind of depression indicative of a Gardner meteor impact.

“One by one, they will awaken.” The cultists continued their chanting as they secured their prisoners to a thick wooden post with chains. “One by one, they will awaken.”

Not even Virginia Sandoval could conceal her fear when the thing revealed itself.

“Mama was right,” Napoleon said, shaking his head in terror as it lifted its shimmery, translucent bulk into the night sky. “Things that ought not be summoned—things not of this world.”

A nauseating riot of unnatural light and impossible colors, the incorporeal mass gradually unfolded itself, exposing a vague configuration appropriating characteristics of both plant and animal life, complete with ill-defined blossoms, unformulated limbs and members and myriad tenuous orbs that might serve as eyes. Like the image she had seen on the monitor back at Earthwatch, Virginia saw how the entity muddied the background and interacted with the environment. It displaced the omnipresent gray dust and pressed into the ground as it oscillated atop the hill.

But it was more than just shadow and light and vapor.

The abomination worshiped by these deluded field laborers manufactured itself from its surroundings. Virginia guessed its ghastly secret upon their arrival. Surrounding that hill, she saw mounds of animal bones and human carcasses. That thing—that colour out of space as well-meaning Miskatonic scientists once called it—had spent decades cultivating itself out of reconstituted organic matter from a variety of sources. Whatever living things it devoured over the years to sustain itself—be they animal or vegetable—had been reanimated into a blasphemous muddle of living horrors.

Still, Virginia had not yet grasped its most frightening aspect.

One by one, the cultists approached the squirming mass atop the hill. One by one, it welcomed them back into the nebulous matter which had spawned them. Its followers weren’t disciples—they were detachable appendages.

Soon, Virginia knew, she and Napoleon would join the others—devoured and resurrected as willing pawns, sent out into the world to spread the blight.

6.

“I can’t tell you how pleased we are to see you two fellows.” Lyndon Chaney, head of operations at the Earthwatch facility monitoring the Polk Exclusion Zone in Florida, welcomed Grady Hatfield and Javier Salas. “Professor Olivier tells me that you’ve been working on something very promising.”

“Yes,” Grady said, trying to stifle any doubt. “Tests have shown this method to be quite effective. This will be the first full-scale implementation.”

Lyndon introduced the two biotechnology field researchers from Miskatonic University’s Department of Plant Sciences to a number of his key staff members in his conference room. Although the team had been briefed on the situation, the strategy for resolving it remained a mystery.

“As you know, we have had an eventful week here,” Lyndon said. “We’re hoping to get this operation underway as soon as possible. How does your treatment work, exactly?”

“We’ve developed a series of redevelopment strategies that begins with the introduction of several oxidants, including sodium permanganate, potassium permanganate and a solution of hydrogen peroxide with ferrous iron as a catalyst that is used to oxidize contaminants or waste waters,” Javier Salas said. “The second phase involves bioremediation and utilizes fungal mycelia.”

“It sounds like a lengthy process.” Lyndon looked to his staff for comments but found only dull eyes and blank stares. “We’ve begun relocating communities situated within one mile of the barrier wall as a precautionary measure. That process will be complete by this afternoon. The crops—well, the crops will be abandoned, I suppose. It’ll mean a deficit in production for the next few years, but…”

“If all goes as planned, you’ll have more fertile land than you’ll know what to do with in a few years,” Grady said, managing a nervous smile. “We can start as soon as tonight. The first phase takes a week or so; the second phase lasts about six months.”

“Excellent,” Lyndon said. “I believe we have the coordinates of the actual impact point—something Professor Olivier said you would need…” He sorted through his notes but could not find the document. “Can someone give me that data?”

“It’s right here, sir. I also put together some maps detailing the zone’s geography, in case that might be helpful.”

“Thank you, Virginia,” Lyndon said, passing the dossier onto Grady and Javier. “Gentlemen, you may want to work closely with Ms. Sandoval—she led a team into the zone just this week. Thought we’d lost them for about 48 hours—but an extraction team located them. Tired and out of supplies, but otherwise in good shape.”

“No contamination?” Javier asked.

“No sir,” Virginia said. Her voice sounded oddly tinny in the cramped space of the conference room. “We made it in and out without incident, thankfully.”

“You were one of the ones who saw the entity on the monitor originally, weren’t you?” Grady gazed at the woman for a moment. Her vivacity and statuesque beauty nearly charmed away his senses and made him momentarily forget the seriousness of his mission. Something peculiar about her eyes brought him back to reality. “What did you see inside the zone?”

“For the most part, nothing one would not expect,” Virginia said, her eyes shimmering with a hoary radiance as she spoke. “But out there, at night, amidst the blighted swathes of gray desolation and among the crumbling old homesteads and abandoned townships, there is something there—something not of this world. I hope I am wrong, but somehow I don’t think it can be stopped now. It’s been waiting there, atop the swollen boughs that sway though no breeze stirs, below the black roots that have supped malevolent poisons from the soil for ages. Can you eradicate something that has become ensconced in the environment, Mr. Hatfield?”

“Let’s hope so, Ms. Sandoval.”

After a few more minutes of planning, Lyndon Chaney escorted Grady Hatfield and Javier Salas to the transportation center where they would assemble their team and travel to the Polk Exclusion Zone to implement their strategy.

Virginia Sandoval declined an invitation to join them. She had her own mission, her own objectives—an undertaking shared with more than a few colleagues. More would soon join their ranks.

“One by one, they will awaken.”

7.

It had taken him two days to find his way home—except, he knew it was no longer his home.

He knew he was no longer Napoleon Mullin, too—although he had most of his memories. He still carried his grief over his mother’s death. He still felt remorse for not heeding her final wishes. He still loved his sister, Zoe.

He watched her from a distance, hidden in the fields where he once worked. He stood in a vast field of tomatoes baking in the Florida sun. He had discovered his mere touch could render a single leaf brittle and gray—and that if he grasped a plant at its base and held onto it, it would slowly wither and die before his eyes.

He had become the blight personified—a bringer of death and disease.

Like others who had been converted, he felt a compulsion to carry out the mission—to spread the borders of the wasteland, to assimilate more organic matter and to transfigure more humans. Whatever feeble obstacle the indigenous population would next devise would be dealt with accordingly by other members of the collective. For now, his role was simple, primal even: Reproduction. Ensure the preservation of the species. Colonize.

His township in District 8 often ended the work week with a celebration and a bonfire. That his fellow laborers had constructed such a bonfire on this night seemed fortuitous to him as he gauged his willingness to fulfill his obligation. He kept watching Zoe, wishing he could speak to her one last time. She swept the porch and fed the animals. She went inside their modest cabin and closed the door. In a few minutes, the lamplight faded.

“Sweet dreams, sis,” he whispered.

In the morning, none of the townsfolk noticed the curious patch of strangely colored embers amidst the cinders in the fire circle.
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GHYSLAINE BURNED THE INSIDE OF HER LEFT ARM AS SHE REMOVED a tray of rolls from the oven. The seared flesh went cold, then hot as she almost swooned, rolls skittering across the parchment paper with the sound of autumn leaves over pavement. Then the nausea hit her. No matter how often she burned herself—and she did so often—she never got used to the sensation. The way the back of her neck prickled as she broke out in the inevitable icy sweat. The way her limbs went weak. She turned, looking for a place to set the rolls, and gasped as Maxim’s maître d’ leapt out of her way.

He did not look to be in an understanding mood.

“Watch out, you daft slut,” he hissed, his words blending with the tap as she ran her arm under water. “Ones preserve me! They’re arriving, and—” He gestured expansively at the busy kitchen. “Just look at it down here! Chaos!”

Ghyslaine was not in charge of the kitchen, but that did not concern Mr. Sarkozy. Nor for that matter did it concern him that neither was he—it was not his job to scold anyone in the back of the house, even a humble boulangère like herself.

“There is no bread out on the tables,” continued Mr. Sarkozy, as Ghyslaine applied a smear of butter to her arm. “Where are the rolls, Ghyslaine? The rolls!”

“Here, Mr. Sarkozy,” said Ghyslaine, singeing her fingertips as she distributed the hot little rolls among several baskets. Philippe, the tournant, earned himself a grateful look as he brought out the dishes of beurre maître d’hôtel from the icebox. She would thank him later, when things had quieted down.

“And what are these, exactly?” Mr. Sarkozy, who ought to have been instructing the waiters to bear the bread out to the tables, if he was so concerned about it, picked up a roll and inspected it. “So plain. So small! Perhaps you think you are baking for prisoners, instead of the international literati?”

Ghyslaine desperately needed to get away; her brioche was at a tricky point and she still had more displeasing rolls to bake. “The chef sets the menu, Mr. Sar—”

“The chef!” spat Mr. Sarkozy, as if this was the most absurd protest she could come up with. “I don’t care what the chef says, I am telling you—hmm?”

It was one of the waiters, hovering anxiously. “Mr. Sarkozy, the gentleman who arrived early, he says he’s here in advance of the guest of honor, and he wants, er, or rather he needs…help with…” the waiter looked to Ghyslaine, clearly unwilling to say whatever it was in front of her.

“Help him, then!” exclaimed Mr. Sarkozy, throwing his hands into the air. “Are you confused about what a waiter does? He waits on the guests!”

“Please, Mr. Sarkozy,” urged the waiter. “I—we—need your expertise for this one.”

This was the correct thing to say. The maître d’ nodded, lips pursed; after shooting Ghyslaine a nasty look, he departed.

Willie, you can afford the party, Maugham told himself. When he thought of himself as “Willie,” he knew he was feeling anxious. Well, why shouldn’t he? Even if he had been certain his plan would work, he was never any good at parties.

Maugham took a sip from his hip flask. Somerset, calm down. Everything will work out.

His stomach growled as the liquor hit it, souring his guts rather than soothing them. Where was the bread? Bloody hell, where were the guests?

Maugham wasn’t even in the restaurant yet. He was standing out on the street, peering in through a corner of the window. He had wanted to make an entrance, swan through the front of the house, and then stuff his face with bread and with so many of the new “pommes frites” made popular by Maxim’s that he wouldn’t have to make much conversation.

Wuh-wuh-wuh wouldn’t ha-ha-have to make much cuh-cuh-cuh-cuh-cuh…

When Willie mocked himself for his own stammer, he was in deep.

Everything was wrong. He should never have agreed to all of this. Alone with the sick and the dying, that was a fine life for W. Somerset Maugham, medic. At the very least he shouldn’t have chosen Maxim’s for his party—the new electric lights were garish, though they performed their duty of cutting through the greenish miasma that had permanently settled over Europe back in ’48. Still, Somerset was fairly sure that his scheme was a bust—not one of the invited guests was inside, much less the two most important ones. At least, he thought so. There had been a swirl, or perhaps a tendril, of fog that drifted past him, but it could have been a passer-by, or a member of the staff, or a juvenile blanc-manger that had oozed out of the sewer grates in order to hunt. Or perhaps Willie had managed to get himself a case of syphilitic meningoencephalitis thanks to his particular tastes and had just now decided to go mad. Another worry!

Though if someone had spotted him, outside Maxim’s, nose pressed up against the window to see if anybody liked him, that would have been even worse, shu-shu-shu-surely so.

Yes, thank the Ones for small favors: he was alone in his misery. And perhaps in his cleverness. He had chosen Maxim’s after hearing of the pommes frites from Gerald Kelly. “I swear, Willie. They look like cocks. Tens of cocks served up in a cone.” Kelly had been repulsed, but Maugham…? Wouldn’t it be grand to have everyone at his party engaging in unwitting irrumatio? Yes, Maugham had thought. Yes. There was the side benefit of imagining Ulyanov in particular stuffing his Russian face with phallus after phallus.

Crowley, of course, would enjoy the spectacle, and Somerset needed to be on his good side, too. Keep the magus happy, and out of England, and away from Davidson and the Archbishop of Canterbury’s seat. Oh, it was too much responsibility! More cognac, Maugham said, and Willie added please and Somerset complied.

Willie and Maugham. The boy from Whitstable, and the man of the world. The nephew of the last true vicar of the Anglican Church, and the adult buggerer. The newly wealthy playwright and novelist who threw himself a great party, and the shy youth too awkward to enter. It was difficult being two men at once, to say the least, but the man had three names. So who was Somerset?

Somerset was the spy.

It was a plot his novelist’s heart had adored. Get close to the exiled revolutionary Ulyanov, who called himself Lenin in his missives back to Russia. Write a novel about the upstart Crowley who had so handily risen through the ranks of the New Church of England, the Church of the Ones, as a lure. Host a party in Paris to get them in the same room. And then, for King and Country and Humanity and Sanity…

Unfortunately, only now was his spy’s mind raising objections to the scheme. So many things could go wrong! Were going wrong…

Just as Maugham straightened his shoulders and resolved to enter the restaurant he had hired to host and cater his party for the release of The Vicar, the aforementioned lure, and let his so-called friends be damned to the ink-dark sea if they wished to spend the night elsewhere, a mob of well-wishers turned the corner and shouted “Hip-hip hurray!” and “Willie, the chap!” “It’s the dude himself!” As they ushered him inside, he felt ever so relieved.

W. Somerset Maugham was not alone, and there was bread on all the tables. It was going to be an excellent party.

The brioche had over proofed.

Everywhere was warm these days, ever since the return of the Ones, but the kitchen at Maxim’s especially so, apparently. The chef had needed all the room in the icebox for some sort of ghastly mini-terrines, so she’d set the dough in a cool corner, but between the temperature and hustling to meet Mr. Sarkozy’s demand that she bake a second batch of “special” rolls to bring out with the dinner, it was ruined.

And likely, so was she.

Tipping the puffy ruined mass into the bin, Ghyslaine sighed. She had been so glad to get this job; had needed it so very badly. After her brother had been hanged as a traitor—quite rightly, no one could say otherwise; he had, after all, been discovered beneath the city with a group of unrepentant Catholics—she’d had to close up the bakery or risk waking up some night choking on smoke from a cleansing fire set by pious arsonists. Her cousin Marc, the plongeur, had suggested her, and while women weren’t usually hired at Maxim’s, as a cost-cutting measure it was very effective as they could pay her scarcely a third of what a man of her experience would demand.

If they let her go without a reference, she was done for. She’d never get bakery work again, most likely, unless it really was for a prison, as Mr. Sarkozy had early suggested was her true calling…

“Idle hands are the devil’s workshop,” said Philippe.

“Eh?”

“I just mean, if Sarkozy, or Ones forbid, the chef sees you not working…” he glanced into the bin. “Is that the brioche?”

“It…was?”

“What happened?”

“It doesn’t matter.” She shrugged. “Nothing to do now.”

“Yes there is. You’re needed.”

“Oh?” For some reason, her stomach turned over. “Who needs me? Where?”

Now Philippe shrugged. “A waiter told me you’re to report upstairs. Now.”

She stared at him. Had a guest complained about the rolls? Was she to be called out and humiliated before all and sundry to save Maxim’s precious reputation?

“They want to see you in the manager’s office.”

Ah; upstairs meaning the third floor. Ghyslaine frowned. She really was going to be sacked. She wiped her hands nervously on her floury apron.

“Oh,” was all she could think of to say.

“Best get going,” Philippe advised. “Maybe it’s not so bad?”

As she climbed the stairs, she began rehearsing a desperate appeal—please, monsieur, I was just doing as the cook ordered…as for the brioche, I take full responsibility but these things happen, take it out of my pay, just give me another chance. It sounded stupid even to herself. She began to concoct a sob story about keeping a roof over her dying grandmother’s head, even going so far as to practice her “angel face” as her mother used to call it.

She knocked, and after hearing, “Come in,” she entered, her eyes slightly wider than normal, mouth closed, lips just gently pressed into an innocent blank line, chin high. She lost this composure, however, when someone she did not know cried,

“Perfect! She’s perfect, monsieur.”

“Good, for she’s the only woman we have on staff,” answered Mr. Sarkozy. “Ghyslaine!” He snapped at her, as if she were a dog. “Say hello to the gentleman.”

“Hello,” she said, promptly, if not warmly.

The man was running to fat but not unhandsome, and looked at her appraisingly, like a man might look at a horse before a race. While there was nothing comforting in his gaze, neither could she see any cruelty. Just amusement.

 

Maugham was speechless, as was his coterie of fans and well-wishers. The wave of cheerful rumbling had crashed against the rock of Aleister Crowley. He was standing in the middle of Maxim’s, somehow having entered without Maugham noticing. Some rarified observer of human nature you are, Maugham thought to himself, but “human nature” and Crowley had little in common.

He stood in his vicar’s alb—black with a vomitous green band—as if waiting to be nonchalantly discovered for a round of hand-kissing and genuflection. And at his knee, on all fours, was a woman, collared, on a lead that terminated in Crowley’s fleshly left hand. She wore the sort of delicate undergarments British people always imagined the French wearing—a black balconette ringed with white lace, and a pair of stockings held to her thighs with frilly garter belts. She was sans panty, which Maugham also felt was very French.

“Maugham!” Crowley bellowed. “What a lovely party you threw me!”

Maugham recovered quickly. “Well if it isn’t the tit-tit-titular character!” he said, his joy obviously forced. And then he said, “And good evening to you too, Mr. Crowley.”

“I brought you a present,” said Crowley, ignoring him. “Her name is Ghyslaine. She works here.”

Maugham had another line ready, Catching mice? Crowley would enjoy the ribaldry, and the cosmopolitan hangers-on gathered behind him loved that sort of humor as well, but he made the mistake of meeting Ghyslaine’s gaze. There were flames behind her eyes, like a pair of brick ovens.

“Perhaps she should get back to work then,” Maugham said, finally.

“Why?” Crowley demanded. “Don’t you like her? Should we shove this beauty back into the hot kitchens while we all gorge ourselves like pigs on the sweat of her breast?”

“Brow,” someone from the crowd called out. Ghyslaine’s limbs quivered, but she didn’t leap up; didn’t slap Crowley or scratch at his eyes.

“Guh-guh-gorge, Vicar?” Maugham asked. “Is gluh-gluh-gluttony a sin again? Aren’t cognac, cuh-cuh-cunt, and co-co-cocaine the new Gifts of the Ones?” He glanced down at Ghyslaine as he said, or tried to say, the word “cunt”, only to see that she barely reacted to that, too. Had Crowley done something to her, or given her something? At the very least, he was ruining the party if not this poor girl’s mind and virtue. Maugham had no idea what to do.

Thus, the scream and the chaos outside came almost as a relief. When the choice is between sex and murder, hoi polloi always choose the gore. Even Crowley ran his little waddly run to the windows of Maxim’s to see what the ruckus was all about.

A small blanc-manger, one perhaps the size and roughly the shape of three standard poodles lashed together with ropes and chains, had emerged from the sewers. In its clutches, as there was no word for its appendages, was a bicycle, and hanging on to the handlebars as if engaged in a tug-of-war was Ulyanov, his thinning hair flapping like the tendrils of a jellyfish in the miasmic air. Worse, one of the windows was stained with blood from the outside, and Maugham retched to see that his other lover Violet Hunt was crumbled up against the exterior, a painful-looking gash on her head and her brown curls plastered against her skull.

Willie hugged himself, both horrified and perversely overjoyed. After all, Ulyanov and Violet certainly hadn’t any time to get acquainted and compare notes…and really, this was the perfect set-up for what he’d intended.

“You’re the vicar, Crowley, do something!” he snapped at the man. He, Somerset, did, and practically pushed the occultist out the door. His party would be saved, too!

Somerset had another thought—the girl.

He turned around to see if she was still in place, on her hands and knees, like a bitch being presented to a dog. She was, but now she was smiling widely, unnaturally so, as though she had just sprouted another half-dozen teeth.

“You can stand up,” he said, moving toward her, offering her his hand—cautiously. He realized he was half-expecting her to sniff or bite it, so it came as quite a relief when she instead declined to touch him at all, but got to her feet under her own steam.

“Some party,” she said, jutting her rather prominent chin at where all the guests huddled by the window. “Does your book have anything this exciting in it?”

Usually, speaking French helped Maugham’s stutter, but it wasn’t a surefire thing, not at all. Especially when he found himself at a loss for words, as he did now.

“N-n-no,” he admitted. “Made a bit of a hash of the ending, honestly.”

“What happens?”

Maugham opened his mouth, and froze. Like any writer, he knew the danger in being asked what happens? in regards to a novel. People had no idea how difficult it was, the balancing act of answering such a query. Say too little, and it all sounds like a garbled mess; say too much, and you risk boring someone who might actually buy a copy. Not that he assumed this baker-cum-whatever was going to rush out and buy a copy of The Vicar after she was done for the night, but…

“Well,” he began, “a vicar whom I based rather broadly on the, ah, f-f-fellow whom you ac-cuh-cuh-companied,” his voice went up on this word, making it a question, in the hopes that she would somehow acknowledge that she was being compensated for this display. When she did not, he continued, “this evening, is socially humiliated by a young doctor…and he, ah, s-s-seduces the doctor’s f-f-fiancée and takes her away to a secret rite in the name of the Ones, but it, it changes her, and she becomes a c-corrupt thing, and misery follows her and…well, you know.” Did she?

The girl looked unimpressed. “Sounds a bit blasphemous,” was her sole remark, as her eyes darted to where Maugham’s guests still jockeyed for space at the window.

She was right—The Vicar was at that. The point had been to show what an asshole Crowley surely was, but in doing so the book promoted many an old-fashioned notion, such as the value of innocence and the impropriety of using black magic to steal a woman from a rival. He had been given special dispensation, of course; it was all part of the plan. The British government needed him to attract Crowley’s attention as much as it needed him to spy on…

On Ulyanov! Maugham turned round, realizing he likely ought to be paying more attention to his lover—lovers—than this flour-dusted stranger with no pants on. Studiously keeping his eyes from the dark triangle beneath her garter belt, he offered the girl his arm in what he hoped was an avuncular, gentlemanlike fashion.

“Shall we see what’s so interesting?” he said.

She shrugged, threading her arm through his. “As you like. I’m yours for the night.”

Maugham wondered what Ulyanov—or for that matter, Violet, would think of such a pronouncement, made so casually.

“Ah, w-well then, yes…let’s just go and see…”

In The Vicar, Crowley’s counterpart, the obnoxious grotesque ‘Father Oliver Haddo’ was able to bewitch women with just a look, transform into a bat-winged thing upon which his stolen bride could ride, and summon green lightning from the sky to fight off those who opposed him. Crowley in the flesh was less impressive, but only just. He had taken Maugham’s charge seriously, and was doing…something. He stood before the great gelatinous beast, ramrod straight, even as pseudopods shaped like whips and bludgeons swung right before his eyes. He genuflected in a peculiar way, making vaguely Masonic signs and tokens, but it looked to Maugham like he was entreating the monster amorously. The blanc-manger, or elements of it anyway, seemed to be taking Crowley quite seriously. A communication of sorts was developing between one part of the mass and the vicar of its church.

Meanwhile, Ulyanov had disappeared from view for a moment, surrendering his bicycle to the creature. Then he marched into the street, his right arm holding a pistol. He fired, rather expertly, Maugham judged, into the far flank of the creature. A pair of the red globule “eyes” littering the gelatinous hide of the monster burst like overripe fruit, and that portion of it lurched menacingly at the revolutionary, though Lenin held his ground and emptied the revolver into it.

Finally, with a massive shudder and twist, the blanc-manger tore itself in two like a self-loathing jellyfish and splattered against the pavement, still alive, still twitching and flailing its rudimentary limbs, but the fight had gone out of it.

“What are you doing, fool!” Crowley roared loudly enough that Maugham could hear him from inside the restaurant. Ulyanov responded with surprising calmness, at least from what Maugham could see in his posture and mien. He gestured with the gun, then pointed to the still-writhing blasphemy at his feet.

Speaking of writhing and blasphemy, Ghyslaine had wrapped her leg around Maugham’s, and slid both her arms around his waist, clasping her hands together in the manner of a Greco-Roman wrestler. He had been so taken with the scene outside he hadn’t noticed until she had him as thoroughly as the blanc-manger had had Ulyanov’s bicycle.

“You’re erect,” Ghyslaine whispered in his ear.

Maugham realized with the suddenness of a thunderclap that he would never ever understand the French.

“Young miss, unhand me!” he said, his annoyance smothering his stammer. He shook himself free and trudged outside, as it appeared that Crowley and Ulyanov were about to come to blows. Ultimately, such a situation might be exactly what needed to happen, but for now Maugham needed the Russian alive and Crowley safely in his vicarage. He gingerly stepped over the slick patches of blanc-manger flesh, which the belligerents had decided not to notice, so intent they were on their philosophical debate.

And that is what it was. Crowley guffawed at Ulyanov. “After all that has happened since 1848, after your man Marx himself was torn to shreds by beings from another dimension, you still hold to materialism?”

“ ‘Dimension’ is a mathematical term,” Ulyanov countered. “What can be expressed mathematically can be understood scientifica— ”

“Science and materialism are not synonymous,” Crowley said. He pointed a finger into the air, and then stopped when he saw Maugham, and smiled.

Violet finally raised her head and looked up at Maugham as well, but her eyes slid past her lover to Ghyslaine, who had silently followed behind Maugham. She blinked hard, blood in her eyes, and choked out a single word: “Willie…”

“Why has no one helped her?!” Maugham shrugged off Ghyslaine’s touch and darted to his darling Violet’s side. He might be sleeping with Ulyanov, but he did truly care for her well-being. But the moment he was at her side, Ulyanov recaptured his attention, as usual.

“Mr. Maugham,” he started, brushing past Crowley. “I need ten francs. My bicycle has been destroyed.”

Crowley called out, “Oh, is this a welfare line then? I’ll take twenty pounds, Willie!”

Ulyanov removed his cravat, stepped forward and knelt next to Maugham and Violet. He pulled a flask from his pocket, poured what smelled to Maugham to be homemade vodka of uncertain age but extreme potency onto the cloth and then, after a few swipes to clear the blood, expertly wrapped it around Violet’s wound. Only then did Maugham remember he was a physician, and he had a handkerchief not to mention a flask of his own with which he could have daubed clean the face of his lover.

“Another franc for the ascot, eh Willie?” Crowley said, looming over them. Violet looked at him, shuddered, but whispered, “It’s a cravat.” Maugham and Ulyanov helped her to her feet and Maugham felt a certain electricity go through him, as if Violet were a conduit between the Russian and himself. It was the Russian he wanted to comfort, the Russian whose forehead needed careful tending…though he’d be buggered to give him ten francs for a new bicycle.

Violet gasped and clutched Maugham’s arm as she finally took in Ghyslaine, who was standing with her fists to her hips, legs apart, still all but nude. Behind her the other partygoers milled about under the awning of Maxim’s, but nobody approached to lend the baker a coat.

“Are you a pruh…” Violet began.

“I’m a producer of baked goods, yes,” Ghyslaine explained, her acid apprehendable over her accent.

“You have a more important role than that this evening,” Crowley said, striding forward and taking her arm. He bowed, raised her wrist to his mouth, and instead of kissing it sunk two sharp teeth into it. She winced, but otherwise suffered silently.

Violet sniffed as she was led past her. “You have a nasty burn blister on that arm, dear, and another injury besides now. I’d have both looked at if I were you.”

The wait staff was on hand with replacement galoshes and towels for everyone, while a phalanx of busboys attacked the ruins of the shoggoth with shovels and brooms. Soon enough, the party was in full swing, thanks to the healing powers of Hiedsieck 1902 Diamant Bleu cuvée. Violet was a real soldier, Maugham was pleased to find, sitting next to him and making small talk with a clearly agitated Ulyanov as best she could, considering her injury.

Crowley’s mood had soured, and even the arrival of the starters and pommes frites could not cheer him as he sulked at the end of the main table. And then there was Ghyslaine, who had placed herself at Maugham’s left, displacing the author’s French translator, and who hung about the back of her chair like a jacket that had been tossed upon it.

“So, this is the front of the house, eh? How the other half lives,” said Ghyslaine. She selected a dinner roll and plucked a small piece from it to suck from her fingers.

“Non, girl,” Ulyanov said. “How the other, ah, one percent lives!” His finger went up. “While women like you slave in the back—”

“Or in the front,” Crowley said, suddenly animated and gesturing as if he had an enormous bosom.

“Oh dear…” Violet began, but the men drowned her out.

“Even the middle class cannot afford such luxury!” Ulyanov said, brandishing a pomme frite. “And what value is added to this potato by slicing it and frying it, and serving it in a paper cone? What makes this different than the frozen tubers half-starved waifs, whose very souls are owned by the czar, claw from the earth with their own hands?”

“If you’re dissatisfied with the appetizer, comrade,” Crowley said. “Pass it this way. Try the bread—it reminds me of Sunday night dinner in the gaol, or worse, my auntie’s! Haw haw!”

Violet snorted despite herself, but then cast Maugham a look and whispered, “Willie, say something!” But too late, for Ghyslaine had shot to her feet and cursed a bit of French one needed to be a native Parisian, a woman, and a street rat to understand, and raised a palm to smack Crowley across the cheek. He made a move as if to respond, but his mouth was full of Ulyanov’s frites, and they did look like a mass of little cocks plunging past his lips. Whatever abrahadabra he was going to utter was incomplete and the baker’s blow landed hard. Bits of potato flew everywhere. Willie cringed, Maugham’s tongue swelled in his mouth, but somewhere in the depths of his being, Somerset smiled.

The evening’s task was set before him. Diminish Crowley. Build up Ulyanov by linking him to the French proletarian movement. Perhaps the whorish baker could help! Let them fight it out and when both the Church and the Communist International were weakened, then perhaps the loyalist rump Royal Navy could reassert itself in the roiling, tentacular Mediterranean, and secure the future for the Empire, one cleansed of the blasphemous filth the Ones represented.

A sharp elbow from Violet brought Maugham back to his senses, but also caused him to blurt out exactly what he was thinking that moment, which unfortunately came out of his mouth as “Blasphemous rump!”

For a long moment, nobody said anything. Then Crowley smiled, and Ulyanov, and even Ghyslaine snickered. Finally, the Russian said, “On that, we can all agree, yes?” and the party laughed.

“W-wuh-wuh,” said Maugham. “wuh-wuh-maybe I ought to r-ruh-read a passage from the b-book before the n-nuh—”

“Read? Will there be cots laid out for the interim so we can catch naps between sy-sy-syllables?” said Crowley with a sneer. He rubbed his cheek. “Let me do it. My sermons are renowned.”

“Or me,” said Violet, more kindly. “I could do it justice, William.”

“I’ve given a speech or two as well,” Ulyanov said. “I’ll do it for you, friend. And I think we all have learned that it is best when Mr. Crowley has his mouth full of something other than words.” He reclaimed a frite and chomped it in half.

“Or me,” said Ghyslaine, picking up the book at Maugham’s elbow. “This is the French edition, is it not?”

“Yes, let the baker read it!” cried Crowley. “Perfect, perfect. Give her something juicy, Willie, something that makes me look good.”

There was something in the charlatan’s tone that gave Maugham courage. Crowley had read The Vicar—had been annoyed by it! Somerset knew that the vicar was a narcissist; he would have stayed up the night reading through a thousand-page novel about wool-gathering in East Anglia had he caught wind that one of the animals was modeled after him. Bah-bah, black goat, have you all the gall? There was no mistaking the glint in his eye. He was annoyed, and planning something…

But what?

With luck, something that would make Ulyanov draw his pistol and put a bullet in the magician’s head.

“All right, m-my dear,” said Maugham, thumbing through The Vicar, the pages darkening under his thumb and finger-marks—grease marks, he realized, from the damned pommes frites—“how about this bit?”

“Whatever you like,” she said, and stomped to the front of the room, her naked rear end wobbling with every footstrike; leash now looped over her own arm.

 

Ghyslaine had never been an avid reader, had never had the time. Thankfully, this wasn’t school and she wouldn’t be called upon after to explain or interpret what she read aloud. She could just read the words, almost letting her mind go blank as they flowed out of her.

“Margaret leaned forward, peering into the bowl, and at the bottom of it was green fire, green as the band of Father Haddo’s collar. But it was not fire, it was solid, solid yet flickering, like writhing tentacles.

“‘Breathe the fumes,’ said Father Haddo.

“She did as he bid her, and began to tremble. All went dark before her eyes, and she tried to scream but no words came. Her mind reeled as she realized she was in motion, but as she tried to struggle against the great rushing all around her she heard Father Haddo’s voice in her ear.

“’Do not move, my child, or you will be lost!’

“Then, just as soon as it began, it was over. They were still, and Father Haddo was holding her elbow.

“‘Be not afraid,’ he said. ‘Look—look and see the majesty of the Ones for yourself!’

“They were standing on an obsidian precipice, and it was night—though not the sort of night that falls on Earth. There were no stars in the luridly black sky, the stars were all beneath her, in some sort of chasm where they appeared to dance like spirits of the dead. Between the stars was something that she could not look at, or at least understand, something not black but darker than that somehow. Something alive. It reached out with an arm that was not an arm and grabbed a star in something that was not a hand. A great screaming filled Margaret’s ears then, and she raised her hands to cover them but Father Haddo tore them away.

“‘Listen!’ he screamed, ‘Listen and see!’

“The screaming continued until the star disappeared into something that was a mouth but was not a mouth, and was swallowed. Only then did the screaming cease.

“‘Do you see?’ asked Father Haddo, in triumphal tones. ‘Do you understand now?’

Whether Margaret did or not, Ghyslaine never found out—but she saw, in that moment. She understood. Her mind folded and rearranged itself in that moment, and suddenly, it all became clear. Even the blancs-mangers in the sewers, considered little more than a nuisance even by the devout, were part of a greater plan—though to call it a plan was to spuriously attribute reason to what was simply will. The Ones knew what they were doing, knew what they desired—knew so completely that every single man, woman, and child was playing their part perfectly, no matter what they did, whether they resisted or obeyed.

With such vast consciousnesses open to her, the contents of the infinitely smaller minds of men were no longer shut. The partygoers, the wait staff—she could read them all as easily as she had read The Vicar. More so, really, for the written word—and language itself, she realized—was really just a barrier to understanding.

They had fallen silent, all of them, as she read, and remained so as she looked upon them, absorbed them into herself as the blanc-manger had earlier tried to absorb Lenin’s bicycle. Their struggles, their intrigues, their desires and dreams—it was all part of the insane cosmos, so she realized as she looked upon them, and did not judge.

But she did laugh. How could she not? She could see everything in proportion, and thus saw that none of it mattered at all. Like the writer, who was so convinced his little scheme of bringing together the Russian and the vicar would effect some sort of change in the world. It wouldn’t. Impregnating his lady-love would do more, really, if he could bring himself to spend in the proper place for such a thing to occur; it didn’t matter to the Ones, however, if he did, or if he kept spilling his seed down her throat—or the Russian’s, for that matter.

As for the Russian himself, his dreams of a proletarian dictatorship were comical, albeit comedy of the blackest sort. For all his investment in the theory of materialism—that the universe itself was naught but matter in motion—he was depending on pure willpower, an Idea, to wish away the Ones. Were he a wizard like Crowley, that might have worked; as it was, he had no chance at ruling the world.

Violet…she was bored, so bored with Maugham. He was a dear, but she was a busy lady with an active interest in the literary and carnal arts. Maugham wasn’t worth keeping around if he was just going to obsess over himself, literally wringing his hands all the time, as she wasn’t getting more than a taste—literally—of his cock. She couldn’t understand it; Oscar Wilde had also enjoyed boys and had still given her what she needed, with gusto, till she chucked him out. She had planned to break things off with Maugham tonight, after the party, but it was going so poorly she couldn’t add insult to injury. She did have hopes of offering him comfort, though—head injury and all—but only if he was willing to put his cock somewhere other than her mouth. Hell, she’d offer to have a ménage à trois with the Russian if only it meant she could just get fucked for once.

As for Crowley…as Ghyslaine turned her attention to the vicar, she realized this was all a part of his scheme. He had planned all along to open her mind to the Ones, make her perform like a trained dog in the hopes that he would show himself to be as grand and powerful as he wanted everyone to believe him to be. As grand and powerful as Haddo in The Vicar before the third act, thus discrediting Maugham’s conclusion, where he was destroyed by means of an enemy lacing his nightly wine and opium aperitif with holy water and virgin’s tears.

Crowley believed he had overpowered her, and was influencing her right now. She saw yellowish-green wisps emerging from his mouth where he muttered to himself, coiling their way to her, but they broke upon her like waves upon the beach. Her silence, however—her awe—he believed himself to have produced. But in the end, he was nothing. He’d squandered his will for a glimpse of wisdom he couldn’t comprehend, and consoled himself with bluster and opium.

Time to teach them all a lesson.

Ghyslaine closed her eyes and inhaled, connecting with the cosmos. Energy flowed through her, crackled along her arteries and up and around her bones; through her lungs and other organs. All she had to do was exhale—she would blow him a kiss!—and then he would truly know the power of the Ones. Transformed into the beast from the writer’s stupid book, something neither bat nor dragon nor hound, but not by his power and will, but by hers.

She raised her fingers to her lips, puckered up, began to blow as her eyes popped open, only to see as she expelled all the wind in her lungs that Mr. Sarkozy, hair wild, eyes glazed, had staggered in front of Crowley at exactly the wrong instant.

“Monsieur,” he mumbled, “do you have any more of that cocaine? I have never had such a potent—bllllrraaaaggh!”

The sound he made as Ghyslaine’s breath hit him in the back was unusual, but not half so unusual as seeing the man’s skin split open to reveal not his insides, but rather, someone else’s. Something else’s, for two massive wings peeled out of his back, a long neck unfurled like a fern frond from his own, still wearing the mask of Mr. Sarkozy’s horrified face until its nose grew and lengthened and it shook the old skin off like a dog shaking water from its ears. Mr. Sarkozy’s arms fell off, flopping obscenely onto the floor at the terrified Crowley’s feet, and the beast reared up on new hind legs both more muscular and differently jointed than Mr. Sarkozy’s had been. At least, Ghyslaine assumed. She’d never seen him without pants.

“Do something!” cried Maugham, as the room erupted into screams, and guests began to clamber over one another in their haste to get to the exit.

“I don’t—I can’t—” stammered Crowley, to Ghyslaine’s delight. If the fat fool went white and began trembling before a mere steed of the Ones, he had no business pretending to speak their word from the pulpit.

Ah, but if she didn’t do something, and quickly, Mr. Sarkozy would destroy all of Maxim’s, and while there was glee to be found in that, she had affection for the place. After all, it was the site of her awakening. Perhaps one day, if they willed it, she would return here and shepherd her own flock…

“Sarkozy,” she said, unfastening her collar. The great beast turned to her, and lowered its head in a bow. “Good, good. Now come here.”

Sarkozy’s new neck was almost too thick for the strap, but she managed to hook it round the thinnest part. His hide was thick, possessing both qualities of scale and leather; she knew she would not choke him. Indeed, the tightness only seemed to help him obey—one gentle tug, and he followed her obediently to the door.

Mr. Sarkozy had often suggested Ghyslaine might enjoy riding him—and indeed, as she settled herself more or less comfortably just in front of his wingjoints, she found she did. A blanket, saddle, or pair of panties would have been nice; the feeling of his hide against her cunt was just a bit too personal. Likely she was quite an extraordinary sight without all that, though…

“My child!” Crowley had rallied and followed her into the street, probably hoping to save face, the Russian on his heels. “You have been blessed, I see that now! But you cannot really know their will without an intercessor; this is doctrine! Take me with you! Without me, you shall surely perish!”

Ulyanov waved him away. “She is doing fine! It seems like our whore has overcome her boss; she rides him!” Then to her he said, “Surely, you’ll be a slave of the Ones! You cannot act alone! Dismount and organize alongside me!”

The fools! One was calling her out; the other, calling her names! Should she command Mr. Sarkozy to stamp out either—or both—like a cigarette beneath a boot-heel? No—the thought of letting them live in impotence and fear was too delicious. Time for a sermon, or a political speech, or her own!

“The Ones are not for you alone to know,” she bellowed at Crowley, pointing at him. “Nor are they anything like men or matter,” she said, finger swinging to the Russian. “But, they can and do speak to those who will listen to their will. Have you heard them, vicar? Have you, revolutionary?”

The pair were speechless, agog. Somerset, who watched from under the awning, wondered if his plans were ruined or fulfilled by this unexpected turn of events. Ah, well, it had been one hell of a party, anyway. He strolled out from the awning, flask in hand, a limping Violet on his arm, and stopped, one stride behind his illustrious guests. Extending an arm between the shoulders of Crowley and Ulyanov, he offered the flask to them. The magician snatched it and gulped what he could. Somerset frowned, stole the liquor back from the vicar and raised a toast to the girl without a hint of a stammer. “It’s no use crying over spilt milk, because all of the forces of the universe were bent on spilling it! Am I right?”

Ghyslaine laughed and kicked her ankles against Mr. Sarkozy’s chest. He began to pump his wings. Crowley and the Russian and Maugham and Violet threw up their arms as dust and trash blew about them, which made her laugh harder, and then she and Mr. Sarkozy were in flight, rising even faster than her poor forgotten brioche in the humid, warm night air.




Kai Monstrai Ateik (When the Monsters Come)


Damien Angelica Walters

 

DAINA MIELKUTĖ STOOD HER POST ON THE CURONIAN SPIT, KNIVES at her belt and the butt of her spear in the sand, watching the placid waters of the Baltic Sea. Her skin tingled with a sensation of flame without heat and ice without cold—a sign the monsters were waking. Nothing new, this sensation—Daina had lived on the spit for twenty-three years, ever since her sixteenth birthday—but something about it felt different in a way she couldn’t explain, something undefinable underneath the sensation.

All across Lithuania, people would be preparing the midsummer bonfires for the Saint Jonas’ Festival and with good reason: this was the first summer since the end of the Great War, the second since Lithuania once again came under her own rule.

Here on the spit, though, the bonfires held a different purpose. There would be no singing and dancing while the sun set, no making flower wreaths, and no stories. There were only the globėjai, the men and women who volunteered to stand guard, to fight, to kill. Some summers brought luck and there were no monsters at all; this would not be one such summer.

The gentle waves of the sea kissed the shore, withdrew, kissed again, but Daina’s gaze was trained further out. No shadowy movements in the water, no strange ripples, and in truth, her skin would tell her of the arrival before her eyes.

Behind her, footsteps thumped on the sand. She didn’t turn, merely nodded when Lukas stopped beside her.

“Drink?” he said.

She nodded and he pressed a bottle of krupnikas into her hand. She took a long swallow of the honey liqueur, watching the water as she did. After he took a pull from the bottle and tucked it in a pocket, he sighed and rocked back on his heels.

“My head has been pounding all day. I wish they’d come and be done with it.”

“They’ll be here soon enough. I think it will not be an easy summer this year.”

He shrugged. “It will be the same as always, easy or not. The monsters will come, we will kill them, and next summer, we will do the same.”

“Meška girioje, o skūrą jau rėžia.”

“Don’t sell the skin until you’ve caught the bear? Now you sound like my mother.”

“The saying is a true one. Until the monsters come, we cannot say how it will be.” The strange sensation flitted across her arms again, and she grimaced.

“Something wrong?”

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Does the pain in your head feel different?”

“It hurts like it always does before they come.” He spat into the sand. “Easy or hard, soon enough we’ll know.”

She yanked her spear free and rested it on one shoulder, looking from the sea to his heavily lined face—and he older than her by only three years. She remembered sharing a bottle of krupnikas with him in her small bed ten years ago; a short-lived affair with only sorrow at the end, for love had no place here and they knew it. “Yes, we will.”

She made her way across the beach, to the center of the spit and the village nestled in the trees there. The spit, a curved piece of land ninety-eight kilometers long, ran from Klaipėda down to Kaliningrad in Russia and separated the Curonian Lagoon from the Baltic Sea. Nearly a hundred years of monsters, of globėjai, and the reason the monsters chose a segment of the spit roughly one kilometer in length for their attempted incursions was still a mystery.

Some stories said a ragana tried to use magic—for what purpose, it was never said—and opened a door that should never have been opened. Some said the turmoil of man created an abscess and the monsters were akin to pus from a wound that would not heal. And still others blamed the Russians, yet with half the cursed land falling on their side of the spit, it was unlikely. But you didn’t need to know how or why a terrible thing was happening to know it must be stopped.

Their village had no official name, but the forty-three men and women who made it their home called it Pabaigos—The End. The cluster of small cottages and larger common buildings had been built in a natural clearing, and the birch, the spruce, and the pine muffled the sound of the sea. Although Pabaigos had neither mayor nor general, in the last few years, everyone had come to view Daina as the leader. Not a role she asked for, but not one she would refuse.

Her cottage, one of the smallest, was built on the edge of the village proper, and her windows faced the woods, giving her a level of privacy she treasured. As she opened her door, a voice came from behind.

“Miss Daina?”

With a wave of her hand, Daina ushered the girl in; Ieva smiled, though her eyes didn’t wear the same.

“Is something wrong?” Daina asked.

“I…”

The girl’s gaze flitted here and there, settling on the dried exoskeleton of Daina’s first kill hanging on one wall. While she’d killed too many to count since then, keeping the first was a tradition. The body of the beast resembled an oversized, yet misshapen lobster—too many limbs, extending down the length of the body, with too many razor-sharp claws, those in front larger than the rest; a plated, segmented body in shades of blue and black, and a whip-thin tail. Its face was similar to a shark, black eyes and a wide mouth filled with rows of dagger-sharp teeth. A hideous, seemingly mindless creature.

The first kill, her second year on the spit. She had been seventeen—a year younger than the girl standing before her now—full of righteous fury, nary a wrinkle on her face. She remembered the sound her spear made when it pierced the beast, the feeling of triumph. Later, she would understand it was a small monster, an easy kill, but later was not then.

“I doubt you came here to stare at that ugly thing,” Daina said. “So what’s wrong?”

Ieva looked down at her feet, color flooding her cheeks. “I’m sorry for disturbing you, but I feel strange, and I know everyone said I would, but it doesn’t feel right. It doesn’t feel the way anyone, the way you, described.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” Daina said, fighting the urge to rub her own arms again. “Have you asked anyone else?”

Ieva kept her eyes down. “I said something to Miss Ruta, and she said I was too new to know.”

Daina wasn’t surprised. Ruta, ten years older than Daina, had been irritable for months, and even though she snapped at anyone who asked, everyone assumed her woman’s blood had ceased to flow. But if Ieva truly was feeling something strange—and given that this was her first summer, Daina would allow it could be a misinterpretation on the girl’s part—perhaps Daina’s own suspicion was not wrong.

“I will talk to the others, and Ieva?” She waited for the girl to meet her gaze. “Keep your knives and spear close at hand.”

 

Under the cover of full dark, Daina moved along the lagoon side of the spit, heading south, her spear resting on one shoulder. The sensation on her skin wasn’t as strong, but it persisted, like a bump on the tongue.

Before she crossed over to the Russian side, she checked over both shoulders. On the spit, they were bound not by country loyalty, but by the enemies beneath the water; still, war brought its own tensions and people were only human. When she drew near a small cluster of cottages, she crouched behind a sand dune and waited, watching, until she was sure no one else would see her passage.

She’d spent the day asking everyone except Ruta if they felt anything different. All the women, but none of the men, said yes. Daina didn’t like it. She didn’t like it at all.

Brushing her hair back from her forehead, she crossed the sand with quick, quiet steps, and knocked softly on one of the doors. “Госпожа Avilova?” She kept her voice as respectful as the address.

“Who’s there?”

“It’s Daina Mielkutė. I’ve come to ask you a few questions if I may.” She’d not spoken Russian in a long time, and the words felt clumsy on her tongue. “I promise it will only take a few minutes.”

“Come in, then.”

Ekaterina Avilova was seated on a large cushion, her clouded eyes fixed in Daina’s direction. In spite of her frail limbs, her back was straight, and white wisps of hair peeked from beneath her scarf. She was the oldest living person on the spit, and the rumors said she always knew the monsters were coming weeks before anyone else.

“What brings you here, Daina Mielkutė?”

“I wanted to ask if you feel anything different this summer.”

Ekaterina folded her hands in her lap. “Different how?”

“I can’t explain it, but my skin feels different,” Daina said. “Because you’ve been here so long, I thought you might feel it, too, or might remember feeling this way once, and might know what it means.”

“Child, feeling the monsters is always strange. Some years it’s stronger, some years not so much. Hot and cold, both and neither, but you know this. Maybe you’re not reading what you feel the right way.”

“If it were only me, I would not be here, but all the women of Pabaigos feel it.”

“All of them? How many is that?”

“Eighteen.”

An odd expression flitted across Ekaterina’s face, vanishing before Daina could discern its meaning. “No one here, not man or woman, has said a thing to me. Perhaps you’re all in cycle?”

Daina crossed her arms. “No, it isn’t that. Have you been to the beach lately? I know on this side it’s hard to tell—”

“I walk to the beach every morning, Daina Mielkutė. I may be blind and old but I’m not lazy, and I’m afraid I can’t help you. When I lost my sight, I lost my ability to feel the monsters. Gone and good riddance, I say. I’m too old for such things. Go now, back to your side where you belong, back to your people.”

Daina swallowed her irritation and the rest of her words and left with what she hoped was a polite farewell, a farewell the old woman acknowledged with only a slight nod of her head.

 

Two days later, while keeping watch, the rolling sensation on Daina’s arms intensified. It was a feeling of movement in her skin, as if water flowed over the muscle and back again. Then the sea rippled; she pulled her spear from the sand, and held it in striking position.

The monster crawled from the surf slowly, digging into the sand with webbed appendages, and Daina hissed in a breath. This was a new beast, not the expected shape of anything she’d seen before. Its body was near in shape to a human’s, though smaller, but its head was reptilian, with a frill on the crown. Talons curled from its fingers instead of nails, and its skin—skin, not a hard shell—was a pearly gray-green.

The monster lifted its head and from a gaping wet-lipped mouth, let loose a sound that bore an eerie and unpleasant similarity to a newborn’s wail. The cry echoed in Daina’s ears, and the movement beneath her skin quickened. In the monster’s face, she saw something terrible and child-like and intelligent; for a brief moment, her grip loosened on her spear. The beast pulled itself from the water completely, still crawling, and Daina shook away her shock and raised her spear. Fear flashed across its inhuman features, but Daina’s arm was already in motion. One hard thrust, one quick turn. Through the back, pinning beast to sand. There was no crunch, only a meaty thud and a too-human squeal; black, ichorous blood darkened the sand beneath its body. It twitched once, twice, then stilled. The air filled with the stink of offal and rotting seaweed.

Backing away, Daina gave the call—a short whistle that would be carried along the spit—then bent, hands to thighs, breathing hard. Bile burned in the back of her throat. The face, dear God, its face. It saw her. It knew what she was going to do.

And it was afraid.

She shoved her spear deep into the sand to wipe it clean and waved her free arm in the sign for assistance. The man standing post nearest to her came running, his feet kicking up whirls of sand. Algis, another youngster, this only his third year on the spit. Strong, but not so bright, and Daina wondered if his family convinced him to volunteer. It was not unheard of. He came to a halt, opened his mouth, closing it with an audible click when he saw the beast. His face contorted; his throat worked.

“What is it?” he finally managed.

Daina shook her head. “Like nothing before. Go get everyone not standing watch. They need to see this.”

He cast a sidelong glance at the creature before he took off at a run.

When he returned, Daina was staring at the sea once more, the water calm, no sign of anything that should not be. There were no whistles. One monster then, as usual, in spite of its strange appearance. Tomorrow would bring more, and the following day more. A month with an ebb and flow of monsters and then it would be done. It was always the same. Always.

But Daina knew what she saw in this monster’s eyes was not the same. What if it could plan and think? What if the sensation on her skin meant everything would be different, not just the monsters? She tightened her grip on her spear, pushing it deeper in the sand. Intelligent didn’t mean human. The thing was still a beast, and their job remained the same: to kill them. No matter what. They swore as such when they came to the spit. Their duty came before allegiance to country, before friend and family, before anything.

Lukas touched her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “I’m fine.”

From the rest of the globėjai, there were exclamations, hushed whispers, sounds of gagging, as they looked upon the monster. She let them look and talk, finally turning when Ieva stepped close and said, “Do you think this has something to do with how we feel?”

“I don’t know,” Daina said.

Lukas frowned, but said nothing.

Everyone fell silent as Daina approached the crowd, and she kept her voice firm. “We need to send word to everyone on watch, Lithuanian and Russian both. We should set extra bonfires tonight as well. Perhaps this thing is unikalus, perhaps the rest will be those we know, but better to prepare than not.”

Lukas stood over the motionless body. “Maybe they’re different, but they die the same.”

“Yes,” she said, suppressing a shudder. “They die the same.”

His face twisted, and he nudged the creature with a foot. It flopped over onto its back, revealing all-too human male genitalia, oversized and grotesque. Gasps ran through the crowd. There was a splitting, popping sound and the monster dissolved into a puddle of lumpy, grayish slime. The stink became a noxious reek Daina could taste on her tongue. Lukas leapt back, knocking into Ruta, knocking her over; more than one person staggered back, swayed on their feet, or fell to their knees.

Only a solid grip on her spear kept Daina from doing the same.

 

Daina woke to shouting. She was out of her cottage and halfway to the beach before she was even fully awake; even so, her hands had remembered to grab both spear and knife.

At first, she thought nothing amiss. Lukas was standing his post as expected, spear in the sand, hand on his belt.

Had someone been bitten? It happened now and again, and although no one had lost their lives to one in over fifteen years, the bites were venomous and rendered the bitten deathly ill for a time. But if that were the case, she’d expect to see a body sprawled on the sand.

And Lukas was still, so still, while all else was chaos—moving bodies, men and women both, and distraught voices.

“I came out for my shift.”

“Why won’t he talk?”

“Is he asleep?”

“Why won’t he say something?”

“What’s wrong with him?” Daina asked.

Ieva spun around, eyes wide, skin pale. “I don’t know. I found him like this.”

“Lukas?” His eyes were closed, his jaw slack. She tugged his arm, lightly slapped his cheek. Not even a flinch. Pressing a hand to his chest gave her his heartbeat, but nothing more. She tried to push him over but he wouldn’t budge, and when several others, including Algis, joined to help, the result was the same, as if he were a statue built into the sand.

In the distance, there was another shout and three figures ran down the beach toward them. Daina’s fingers tensed on the hilt of her knife until three women stepped into the bonfire’s light, revealing their faces. They were all wide-eyed and breathing hard, and not one had their spears with them. That, more than anything, made Daina’s belly tighten in unease.

One woman stepped forward. “All along the beach, they are standing like this, like him, all of them, and I tried to—”

Daina took her arm, gave it a small shake. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. My skin was crawling, and I was looking for the monsters, then I thought I saw something out in the water, but it was fast and then it was gone. I called out to Giedrius but he didn’t answer. Neither did Karolis, so I ran to see what was wrong and he was like this. Everyone I passed on the way here was the same. They’re all the same. All the men on the beach are the same.”

She looked over Daina’s shoulder. Algis and the other men who were not standing watch, not on the beach when whatever happened had occurred, were fine. Something to worry about later, not now.

The group broke out into a frenzy of questions. Daina raised one hand. “Calm down. We will figure out what’s wrong.” She yanked Lukas’ spear from the sand and gave it to one of the empty-handed women. “All of you, come with me,” and started off down the beach.

At the next post, they found another man—Matas—standing statue-still, and Algis touched her arm, his face twisted in worry. “If they’re all like this, who’s watching for the monsters?”

The rolling sensation in Daina’s skin amplified—it felt as if a small army was advancing beneath her flesh—and her mouth flooded with the bitter taste of panic.

Matas’ head tipped back, his face to the sky. His eyelids were open, but his eyes were swirling motes of dark and light. She and Algis had time to exchange a quick glance, then Matas’ mouth opened and the same motes poured out in a silent column toward the sky. As it reached upward, it widened, the unformed edges spreading like ink spilled on a hard surface. Ink dotted with sparks.

All down the beach, Daina saw more columns stretching up; in moments, the edges collided and the real sky was no more. The night was painted with strange constellations, all moving, as if a new universe was unfolding. The sand turned to rocks, the placid sea to a roiling expanse of black. The air smelled of sulfur and ash and copper. A low hum filled Daina’s ears, as if she’d pressed them against curved shells; the other women frowned or pressed fingertips to ears or temples.

“Look,” someone shouted.

On the horizon, an indistinct form was taking shape from the shadows. Daina had an impression of wings, of talons, but staring filled her with the sensation of falling into a great hole and she pulled her gaze away.

Beside her, Algis went still.

He let out a scream and dropped to his knees. A flood of gibberish poured from his mouth, yet it had a rhythm as if it were a language Daina wasn’t meant to understand. She dropped her spear and reached for his shoulder, but his body began to convulse, throwing off her touch. She grabbed again, this time for his hands. He wrenched them away, hooked clawed fingers into his eyes, and tore. Eyes first, throat second.

A torrent of blood fountained into the air, spattering against her in a wash of warmth, and she clamped both hands over her mouth to hold in a shout. Algis’ hands pattered against the rocks, then went still.

“Algis?” Her voice was a tiny thread in the night’s fabric, and she bent down beside him. So young, he was. Too young to die such a death—

Someone screamed her name, and Daina grabbed her spear as she scrambled to her feet, scrubbing the blood from her face with a forearm. No time for tears. No time for sorrow.

Eighteen women stood on the rocks. The men with their faces to the sky remained in place, mouths still open, darkness still pouring forth. To the last, the rest of the men were bleeding out onto the stone, eyes gouged and throats torn.

“All of them?” Daina asked, hating the weakness in her voice.

Several women nodded.

“What in Dievo’s name is happening?” Ieva sobbed.

Daina took a deep breath. Straightened her spine. “Dievo has nothing to do with this.” Of that, she was sure.

Ieva said, “What are we going to—”

“Wait,” Daina said, holding up one hand.

Behind the group, the old Russian woman was slowly making her way across the rocks, using a spear as a walking stick, a trail of red behind her from the blood on her skin and clothing. Ruta was closest and reached her first. Ekaterina collapsed into her arms.

But something wasn’t right. There was too much blood on the woman’s clothing. Daina started forward and a choked cry shattered the quiet. Ruta pushed away from Ekaterina and staggered back, revealing a slash across her throat. The knife was still in Ekaterina’s hand, blade dripping with blood. Ieva screamed; the others let out strangled shouts.

“What have you done?” Daina said, her voice quiet and measured even as her fingers tightened around her spear.

Ekaterina held up the knife. Her eyes were no longer clouded, but had a strange, silvery sheen. “She was too old and of no use to us. Seventeen will have to do.”

“Will have to do for what?”

“For my sons, of course.” She held out an arm, hand palm-up toward the water.

From the black water, a legion of gray-skinned monsters began to emerge. As tall as human men, these were, but identical in every other way to the one she killed on the beach.

“To spears,” Daina shouted.

Ekaterina chuckled. “They are not here to hurt you. You will be the first to bear their children.”

“I, we, will do no such thing.”

“Of course you will,” Ekaterina said. “This world belongs to their father now. This is his wish, so it will be done. We’ve been waiting a long time for this moment, a very long time, and now my sons are ready. When I lost my only child and was told I could birth no more, he came to me. He took me into his bed, gave me sons, then he made me his queen, child. He made me his queen.”

She laughed again, a sound with madness within the mirth. What in Dievo’s name could cause such a thing? Daina glanced to the horizon. Nothing but shadows there, yet she felt a presence. Watching. Waiting.

So be it. Let it watch.

Daina hefted her spear. “He lied to you, Госпожа Avilova. He didn’t make you a queen. He didn’t make you anything. He unmade you.” With a clenched jaw, she met the silver blankness of Ekaterina’s eyes and drove the spear through her throat. Flesh tore, bone crunched. With a shout, she wrenched the spear free, and Ekaterina’s body tumbled to the rocks. Daina averted her eyes, not wanting to see her fall.

No, she fell a long time ago. This was mercy. Mercy.

Maybe so, but mercy tasted like murder.

An inhuman cry pierced the air, and Daina shoved her thoughts away. More monsters crept from the surf. At least a hundred. Two dozen headed toward Daina and the other women, the rest branching right and left, heading away. Toward the rest of the spit, however changed it was, and the women there, no doubt

She, they, would not allow it. No matter what these beasts wanted, no matter their numbers, the job of the globėjai remained the same: to kill.

She thrust her spear into the chest of the closest beast. It thrashed and wailed, gushing black blood as it died. Another came close enough to touch her, its mouth open. Its skin was slime and ice against hers; its cock brushed against her belly. Using her knife, she opened him from sternum to groin, shrieking all the while.

Ieva and a few of the others raced to her side, forming a loose circle with their backs facing each other, spears and knives held high. As one, they moved along the rocks. The other women did the same.

Time blurred into the rush of breath, the slice of blades, the thrust of spears, the stink of ichor and sweat, the sound of grunts and shrieks and the mewling cries the monsters made as they fell.

One woman stepped onto the chest of a dying beast and slipped, her skull splitting open on the stone. Two grunting beasts mounted her corpse; Daina slayed them both with her spear. The rest of the women drew tighter together, closing the gap.

Daina’s shoulders ached; blisters formed on her palms and fingers and broke open; ichor splashed into her eyes, turned the world to a blur. Still, she fought. They all fought.

And then it was done. All around them, carcasses and the stink of rotting fish. Daina raised her spear; the others did the same. Together, they screamed their triumph to the sky. Never had there been something like this. Would that there would never be such a thing again.

The monsters began to break open, spilling black fluid and gelatinous organs across the rocks. A roar of rage made the ground shake beneath their feet, and against the horizon, great wings opened, a body unfolded, a head rose. This monster had powerful limbs with sickle-shaped claws, a scaled body, and eyes the color of a gathering storm. Daina’s fingers trembled as the creature heaved its bulk—a hundred times the size of a man or more—into the sky.

She knew not how such a thing could be, or why it had set its sight on their world, but knowledge belonged to scholars, monsters and duty to globėjai. With careful steps, she scrambled across the rocks to the nearest man standing with his mouth pouring sky, and hit the side of his head with the butt of her spear. His head moved not a bit. Before she could change her mind, she dropped her spear and drew the blade of her knife across his throat, closing her eyes against the splash of blood.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered as his body fell.

“What are you doing?” someone cried.

Part of the sky sputtered and went out, revealing a slice of blue. Morning already, then? The distant creature faltered but began to approach.

She faced the others. “We have to stop that thing, whatever it is. We have no choice but to kill them all.”

“But they’re our friends,” Ieva said, her voice catching.

Another woman nodded. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “They’re gone and they would do the same.” She took off at a run to the next post, knife at the ready, with several others at her heels.

They did not hesitate, they did not falter, and with each death, the false sky broke apart a little more and the false stars fell. The monster in the sky cried rage but continued to advance in the slices of darkness left.

Daina ran to Lukas. Touched his cheek, his hands, hands that once caressed her body, that once held her close.

“Please wake,” she whispered, knowing he would not, and the beast was so close now. She felt it in her mind, promising her a place at his side if she’d only stop, and she wanted to stop; she didn’t want to do this thing.

But she lifted her knife. “I’m sorry, Lukas.” Something brushed against the back of her neck; dropping to a crouch, she plunged the blade into Lukas’ belly, drawing it across. As his intestines spilled out purple-red and—


mercy murder mercy murder

—reeking of waste, there was a rushing wind, but rushing back, rushing away, and a faint and distant shriek.

She put her face in her hands, blinking away the sting of tears. When she finally took her hands away, the beast was gone. So, too, the stones, the stink of sulfur, the black water, the strange sensation in her skin. Remnants of the wrong sky drifted down onto the sea like torn scraps of paper, dissolving on the surface.

She watched until the last piece fell, then lifted her face to the sun with eyes closed, breathing slow and deep, until the others approached.

“What do you want us to do now?” Ieva asked in a quiet voice.

Daina jammed her spear into the sand, tucked her knife through her belt, and turned her gaze to the sea. Tears burned in her eyes again; this time, she let them fall, finding strength within the sorrow. “We bury our friends. We grieve. We stand together. And if, when, the monsters return, whether familiar or not, we kill them. As always.”
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