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prologue

Thiz is the first of what | hope will be a long =series of anthologies produced by
Lindisfarne Press under the Cairnsford Tome imprint. Caimsford is the name of the
Cthulhu Mythos venue in which | set my own stories. Before the end of the year | plan
to release four more. One will be a collection of stories about Lovecraft's ghouls,
entitled Chame! Feast. Anocther will be a collection of western-style Cthulhu Mythos
stories, entitled Tales of the Oufré West. The third will be a collection of Mythos-based
detective stories, entitled Elementary, My Dear Cfhulhu. The fourth will be a collection
of adventure-style Mythos stories, entitled Penious Ventures. Another anthology slated
for Christmas will be a collection of stories that deserve to be published, but for some
reazon have not, either because of bad luck, or their content is not acceptable, or other
reasons. Then | will begin three more. One will be a collection of scifi, fantasy, and
horror stories involving cats, entitled The Lindisfarne Book of impractical Cats. Another
will be a collection of stories describing events before, during, or after the return of the
Great Old Ones, entitled Apocalypse Redux. The third will be a collection of Mythos
tales about women, entitled Cthuthu's Angels.

These anthologies were inspired by the Chaosium Cthulhu Cycle Books, but with
a difference. They are not examinations of the way in which a cycle of stories has
evolved over time, but rather explorations of ways in which the Mythos could evolve in
the future. As such, while they might have a couple of older stories to establish a
foundation or prowvide an historical perspective, their contents will consist of newly
written or recently published stories. And while each anthology will have a theme, how
each writer handles that theme is left up to him or her. The result will be stories that
present the theme from different poinis of view, thus demonstrating the wariety and
innovation that is still largely untapped within the Mythos.

The theme of this anthology is love and sex in the Cthulhu Mythos. Specifically,
these stories examine the relationship between the Mythos and love & sex: how it
affects them and how they in tumm affect it. Since | couldn't be more specific, | was a bit
concerned over whether the contributors would grasp what | was looking for. | wasn't
looking for love stories that simply had a Mythos twist, nor was | looking for stories that
simply had sexual content in them. | wanted to see stories that tied the love andfor sex
back into the Mythos in some fashion; stories that explored the interaction between the
Mythos elements and the romantic/zsexual elements. | was forced to turn down a couple
of submissions and ask for rewrites on a couple more because that connection was
migsing, or too subtle to recognize. But for the most part the contributors understood
what was | driving at. Perhaps a few of the stories in this collection might have dealt
with the connection in a more effective manner, but | am eminently satisfied with them
all. More importantly they demonsirate that a Mythos story can use love & sex
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effectively as a compliment to the Mythos, rather than simply as an unrelated plot
device or a bit of juvenile titillation.

| think | should say something about the title. Originally | intended to call it
“Surrogates of Cthulhu®, after the title of my own story, “The Surrogate”. But it just didn't
sing, if you know what | mean (which you should if you ever saw The Green Berets,
starring John Wayne). It seemed too clumsy, and it also suggested sex, as if the stories
would all be Mythos pormography or something like that. | struggled for the longest
time, trying to come up with a better title, only to decide finally to let it drop. Then one
day, as | was thinking up titles for my other anthologies, it suddenly popped info my
head: Eldritch Blue. It tock me a moment to make the conneclion, but then | realized
that it was based on “Electric Blue”, a program that had aired on The Playboy Channel
back when it was a cable premium channel. Each episode would have mini-
documentaries about love and sex in the modern world and from around the world,
interspersed with vignettes depicting liaisons between sexy people. It seemed an ideal
match: it would imply an outré setting and atmosphere, and romantic and sexual
overtones without automatically implying sex itself. It may not be as innovative as
Prova Privy, but | think it does the job quite nicely.

Deszpite the fact that Lindisfarne Press is, for now, a one-man operation, this
work — indeed, this entire series of anthologies — would not have been possible
without the help of many dedicated and talented people. | would therefore like fo
acknowledge some of them.

First of all | would like to thank the authors of the stories. That might seem
superfluous, considering that | am paying them for their efforts. What | need to explain,
though, s that when | first came up with the idea for this work | assumed that | would
have trouble getting enough qualified writers to submit stories. | thouwght | would have to
take whatever | was given from any source, and | expected that most if not all the
confributors would be unpublished. Still, | saw no harm in at least asking some of the
published authors | knew, so | sent a reguest to about a dozen, describing the theme
and the compensation | was offering. Since | am a skinflint tightwad and was offering a
very poor advance and royalty payment, | expected that most if not all would tum me
down. And a few did; Brian Lumley's response was particularly salty. But surprisingly
most agreed! | must admit that the biggest surprise was when Ramsey Campbell
offered to let me reprint one of his stories. And as the word spread about the anthology,
professional writers seemed to pop right out of the woodwork. | soon had all the stories
| needed (and more!) in far less time than | expected it to take, and they were of a
higher quality than | expected to get. So | wish to express my most profound gratitude
to all those who contributed to this work.

| should add, so there is no misunderstanding, that | undersiand and sympathize
with those professionals who declined my invitation. If | could afford to pay professional
rates | would do so, and | would defend the right of any auther to get as much for his or
her stories as he or she can against any critic. Besides, wriling iz a business, and like
anmy other it is not worlh a writer's time to work on projects for which he or she will not be
adeqguately compensated. Ewven so, it seems to me thatl for most authors writing is a
passion rather than simply their job. They write primarily to tell a good story, and they
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want people to read it. Publishing is just a means to that end. If they can be paid for
their work, and paid well, so0 much the better, but most writers of my acquaintance
would much rather see their stories in print than let them languish in a file drawer, or on
a hard drive, even if it means taking less for them than they would prefer to receive.
Since even hard-nosed business-oriented writers feel this way to some degree, | tend 1o
believe that those who declined my invitation did so mosily because they were either
uninterested in the theme of this anthology or couldnt come up with a story idea, and
used the poor compensation as an excuse.

About half of my contributors were people unknown to me before they contacted
me, and nearly all were professionals in their own right. As such, had they never heard
about my project, this work would have been the poorer for it. | have one person o
thank for getting the word out, and that is Robert M. Price. | had expected him to be
one of those who would turn me down; instead, not only did he agree to confribute
something, he also forwarded my letter on to other writers he had worked with in the
pasi. He also suggested stories | should wse, which led me to new writers (one of
whom — Ann K. Schwader — agreed to let me publish a collection of her stories), and
he provided me with email addresses when | needed them. Finally, he generously, and
patiently, answered my many questions and generally helped me to get this anthology
series off the ground. ©n top of that, | was partally inspired to get into publishing
because of his example. So to Bob | want to express my heartfelt thanks for all that he
has done on my behalf.

| would like o thank my family for their encouragement and occasional financial
support. | would also like to show my appreciation for my cats, especially my huge,
mengrel calico named Princess, who thinks she's a sabertooth tiger. Her constant
attempts to eat my mother's Shetland sheepdog kept me entertained, making the
tedious job of editing and formatling this work endurable.

Finally | would like to acknowledge the arlist for this work, Susan McAdam. As |
explained above, | had expecied to have problems with writers, not with artists, but for
some reason it turmed out that this anthology was cursed as far as arists were
concerned. Three turned me down cold; one accepted, but then missed three deadlines
with no word of explanation or any artwork to show for it; and another accepted, only to
drop it when a more lucrative, high-profile commission was offered. In desperation |
appealed io my confributors for help. One of them, Peter A. Worthy, who is himself a
small press publisher (Al-Azif, Mythos Online, and The Biack Book) suggested a
number of artists, one of whom was Susan McAdam. When | contacted her, she
responded with samples of her work. | wasn't particularly excited about her style at first;
it was rather different from the styles of the other artists | had worked with, and looked
too much like reworked photographs. On top of that, the mechanics of the printing
process my distributor uses required that all interior art by in what is called 1-bit 2-color;
that is, abselute black and abseclute white, with no grayscale. However, she offered to
have me test her, so | sent her two of the stories, “The Thing on the Doorstep” (with the
instructions that she porray Asenath Waite Derby) and my own story, “The Surrogate”.

She sent me the results within 48 hours, which is the fastest turnaround time |'ve
ever had. And | was extremely impressed with the results, especially with her porirait of
Asenath. |t seemed to me that she captured, in the figure's facial expression, the
essence of the evil and madness thal was Ephraim Waite. Unfortunately there were
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some lechnical problems that need to be overcome, particularly the color issue. Yet she
worked her butt off (if you'll pardon the expression) to fix them, and | think you'll agree
that she succeeded handedly. She also produced all the artwork in this anthology,
including the cover, in record time, which was a big help since its publication had already
been delayed six times in as many months. After so many disappointments, it is a joy to
work with someone who is not only talented, but a dedicated, conscientious professional
as well. So | wish to express my heartfelt thanks to Susan for all her hard work. You will
definitely be seeing more of her work in future books.

Two last notes. For this anthology, and the cthers, | have decided to do
something different from other editors, and place the notes at the end of the stories, that
way the spoilers will not ruin the surprise. And a word of warning. The stories in this
work deal frankly with sex and sexual situations, and the interior arwork depicts full
frontal female nudity. They are meant for mature readers. Parental discretion is
advised.

Kevin L. O'Brien
January 08, 2004
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The Thing in the Underwear

What on earth could be, you ask, more counterintuitive than a collection of tales
about love & sex united by their focus on the mythology of H. P. Lovecraft? Actually, a
very great deal. The link between Lovecrafi's homors and the mystery and
(sometimes) terror of romance and sexuality are implicit and cccasionally even explicit
in Lowvecraft's fiction.

First we must keep in mind the autobiographical roots of much of HPL's fiction.
He was in some ways, confessionally, an owvergrown adolescent, reared in the
oppressive hothouse atmosphere of hig elderly aunts as if he were a tender plant. He
had never slept away from home until an advanced, adult age. Given the fact that, even
in adulthood, he confessed himself vifdually asexual (despite his wife's mild assertion
that he was an adequate lover, a tepid commendation reminiscent of Priscilla Pressly's
professed satisfaction with her years of unspeakable betrothal to Michael Jackson), it
should come as no surprise that the wveiny protuberances of a gargoyle like Wilbur
Whateley should reflect the disgust with which the hyper-cerebral Lovecrafi must have
held even the genitalia of hiz own gender. He was constitutionally an outsider to his own
age of maturity, something like one of the Great Race of Yith ill at ease in a suit of flesh
never designed for him. And 20 sex in his stories is a horror narrowly escaped if at all
(zee “The Thing on the Doorstep” inthis collection and “The Horror at Red Hook™).

And the love/sex-horror link is hardly a matter of Freudian allegorizing, since
Lovecraft himself makes it explicit in “The Mound” when Zamacona tells us how the
decadent philosophers of the underground realm carry on an oh-so-sophisticated
worship of ¥ig and Cthulhu as the symbols of life and the regenerative forces. I'd say
that's worlhy of Glark Ashiton Smith.

‘We look in wain for typical subplots of male-female love interest in Lovecraft. He
had no wse for that, though there are occasional undercurrents of deviant sexuality,
depending on how we choose to read his collaborations with Henry S, Whitehead ("The
Trap™ and C. M. Eddy (*The Loved Dead”).

| say Lovecraft was fundamentally alienated from sexuality. it seems to me that
he felt such swealy, greasy wrestlings were appropriate only to the revels of Mulatio
half-castes and Polynesian sailors in the Louisiana bayou, or among cormupted Mew
Englanders committing miscegenation with horrific alien beings. Real men had evolved
beyond that, much as radical feminists look forward to a Utopian day when they can
bypass sex and men alike, reproducing only by means of test tubes and syringes. So
Lovecraft viewed sex along with the Pterodactyl and the Trilobite as destined victims of
evolution, already superannuated, albeit not quite vanished from the earth. This means
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that for him, human romance and sexualily were essentially atavistic, and their
encroachments in his tales a case of the return of the Chaos of the past, threatening to
wipe away reason altogether if fools dare yield to perverse temptation and open the
gates to their tidal wave.

And this means you can do a lot with sex in a Lovecraft story and still hawve it ring
true! You must be the judge as to whether these coniributors have mastered the trick.
But at least, please, le’s agree 1o have none of this “Sex? Lovecraft would never have
written about sexual horrer!” Face it, he may have been writing about it all the time.

Robert M. Price
January 16, 2004
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Where Walks Istasha

James Ambuehil

In ancient circles, old as time itself, her very name was dread.

She walked the Earth when it was newly-made, and held sway even then,
Ower creatures, long since extinct, that came before the race of men.
For she is ancient, aeons-old, and often was her name sung
By her Children in the Halls of Ulthar — Praise to this Ancient One!

S he walks with purpose, a darkly purpose, and many fear her tread;

Her beauty is not wholesome, like that of Lythallia, her sister,

Hers is a seductive beauty, a feline grace, and few can resist her.

Her love is a dark lowve, an unwholesome thing, this Mistress of Darkness,

“et she knows her power, and plays upon this, to draw men fo this seduciress.
She promises the love of a goddess, power, wealth, immortality —

Who could resist such a deadly lure? Mot |, | tell you, net even thee!

But tell me: can a man love a goddess, even one such as she?
For | do love her, adore her, or 20 does my heart tell me.

And though once a good man, a man of God, | would not hesitate,
To do by her whatever she demands, no matter consecrate.

For murder, even that most terrible sin, | would not falter

To worship there in her fires of lust; my seed upon her altar.

But | warn you now, her power spreads, again she will hold sway
Ower beast and man alike, swift approaches the Great Old Ones’ day.
If you are of the fortunate few, who know her not, avoid her lure —
For me it is too late, to her | belong, and it is sure,

By stream or brook, in field or cave, on hill or vale or hollow;
Wherever the road may lie, where walks |stazha, |, too, shall follow.






the cale oF Toad loop

Stanley C. Sargent

Dedicated 1o the memory of Robert Bloch.

out at Toad Loop, do you? ‘Though forty years is a mighty long time, |

remember it clear as a bell. Mind you, there's none can give a more
accurate account ‘cos | eye-witnessed the better part of the whole shebang. There
were those that differed with me on a couple of the finer points of events, but | was
there and ain't spinnin’ no fool's yam. | got proof positive of my words if you still
harbor any doubts after, and I'll show you. Let me give you some background, then
we can get to the meat of the matter.

When Mazrah Mulltree first showed up here in Madland County, | was sixteen
years old. You wouldnt have recognized me; | was a strappin’ lad livin' down on my
daddy’'s farm. It's hard to believe now, but back then, the girls were crazy for me.

Mazrah seemed an okay feller at first. He right away bought up a good-sized
piece of land which for years had laid idle. Word was he plunked down full payment in
ingots of solid gold, though | didn't see it myself.

| asked him once why he'd left back East. He said he'd had a fallin® ocut with a
relative, Captain Marsh, who more or less ran his hometown of Innsmouth. Mazrah up
and lefi when he and this Marsh feller didn't see eye-to-eye.

The property he bought was mostly good pasture land, not wantin' for water.
One part was wooded-over, though, down where the Mad River curved all the way
around. The river wasn't much more than a trickle at that point, yet by looping around, it
made an island we called Toad Loop. MNobody knew it then, but the Loop was the
reason Mazrah chose that particular piece of land in the first place.

Well, sir, there was a lot of clearin’ needed doin' before plantin® season, so

Su you want this old codger to tell you about Pritchy Fwik and the goin's-ons
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Mazrah hired himself a bunch of us locals to help out with the clearin', cuttin', and
stump-guttin’. We built him a one-story catslide house, two-story barn, hog pen, and
chicken coop, so he'd be in shape for Spring. Hiram Kline, Martin's daddy, dug the hole
for the outhouse.

“Though the house wasn't far from it at all, of' Mazrah never allowed us near the
Loop itself. It wasn't like the waters was any danger or nothin’, ‘cos like | said, the
river'd dwindled to a creek by then.

So evenything went along just fine for a couple years, though folks felt Mazrah
kept to himself too much. He up and courted Asaph Kwik's youngest girl, Pritchy, who
was considered a good catch by most. She wasn't the prettiest girl around, though her
curly white-blond hair was much admired. Mazrah was a good lookin', though stern-
faced, man and Prilchy fell for him right off. Mext thing we heard was they was gettin’
married. Ewven though Mazrah didn't attend church meetin's, old Asaph favored the
wedding. If you ask me, he hoped some of them gold ingots were still tucked away
somewheres. It wasnt long, though, before Asaph learned he wasn't so welcome at his
son-in-law’s, though it gnawed his gut somethin® awful.

The couple kept to themselves exclusive 'cepl for Mazrah's menthly supply
trips to town. On rare occasion, Pritchy'd call on her folks, but Asaph said she
looked kind of peaked and down in the mouth, like she'd lost her spark, rather than
like a blushin® bride. He had to admit, however, that never once did a bad word pass
her lips either about Mazrah or his treatment of her. “Yentually though, Asaph and
Mazrah got in a big blow up and Mazrah forbid Pritchy's folks to visit. Pritchy was
stuck in the middle and when she chose to stand by her man's wishes, Asaph up and
disowned her, sorry 1o say.

The first sign of other trouble came about three years afier the weddin'. Folks
reported weird glowin's up in the night sky directly above Teoad Loop, glowin's
brighter than a harvest moon. And at April's end, Quent Swiggart swore he seen a
big circle of brightness, round as a dinner plate, floatin' over the island about level
with the tops of the trees. Mow, mind you, this was decades before anybody claimed
to see flying saucers.

Most didn't take it all that much to hearl. |t was only logic that Mazrah would
clean up the Loop sooner or later, and the lights was thought to be stump-bumin’ fires
reflecied on the night fog or clouds. Still, there were some who whispered about the
dangers of tinkerin" with the Circle.

The Circle wasn't nothin' but six rough pillars of limestone, each a foot thick and
nearly tall and wide as a man. Though the better part of the island was flaiter than a
pancake, it raised up right in the middle to a hump ‘round which the stones roosted like
fenceposts. Mone ever knew their purpose or who put them there in the first place. The
Injuns claimed the Circle was built for some kind of unearthly critter that come down
from the sky on occasion. Toadaggwa, they called it, sayin' it put the stones to
guestionable uses at certain times of the year. Truth is, they were scared shitless of the
place without really knowing why. They gave the Loop the widest possible berih,
swearin' the stones were the works of demons here long before any of the tribes. Mone
of the whites confessed io belief in such savage superstitions, yet we all steered clear of
the Loop just like the redsking did.
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The crap first hit the fan when some school boys claimed they heard weird
singin’ and chantin® comin' from the Loop. Their curiosity got the better of them il
they went and got themselves an eyeful — of Mazrah and Pritchy blatherin® a raft of
gobbledygook while cavertin' naked as jay birds betwixt the Circle stones. Word of
such camyin's-ons spread and set tongues a-waggin'. It soured most folks on
Mazrah, so's they steered clear of him when he came to town after, though he paid
‘em no never mind. The younguns was warned o stop cuttin® didoes anywhere near
the Mazrah's land.

Things quieted down after a time, mostly ‘cos there was little to be done
octherwise. Hell's fire, nobody was getfin' hurt by such carryin'-on, and Madland County
done away with witch laws decades ago.

It was that durn Simmons kid, Steve was his name, that kept things buzzin® by
rattlin’ on about how the Circle was all fixked up with the fallen stones raised and tited
ones straightened. He camied on about holes the size of a man's fist havin' been bored
through the stones about a foot from the top for ropes to be tied off and strung to the
Circle's middle. Such things worried them that listened.

It all might've just all blown owver if it weren't for that Simmens kid, who was a
smart aleck bully of a redhead as | remember him. He went and dared three of his
cronies to hike out to the Loop with him, promisin® ‘em a gander at Priichy in her
altogether. Least that's what he spouted later, though if you ask me, he was hopin’ to
caltch sight of Pritchy and her man doin’ things a lot more vulgar than naked dancin'.
Whatever the call, however, them boys sure as hell got more than they bargained for
when they accepled that dare!

They waited ‘il after dark on Halloween as most likely for festivities. Once they
waded the creek and were on the island proper, they swore it was rainin’ real hard,
which struck the Sheriff as mighty peculiar when he heard it later, 'cos he recalled it
being clear as a bell that whole night.

The way they told it, the four of them howve up through the mud to hide behind a
crop of cat tails about ten yards from the stones. They kept just back from the light of
the bonfires Mazrah had lit at the foot of each stone in spite of the rain. What little they
could make out didn't make much sense to the gawkers, but it sure as hell stopped
them dead in their tracks.

Pritchy was nowhere in sight, though Mazrah stood out clear in the drizzle,
standin' clingin’ onto a rope for dear life. The oglers couldn't determine right off just
what he was sirainin' io keep ahold of, just that it was bound up in the ropes running
from holes in the stones. Their ears told them that whatever he'd snagged was madder
than a homet; though it screeched and bellered loud enough to make a body deaf, they
couldn't get a gander at it il Mazrah finally stepped aside, allowin’ the light to shine on
his catch direct.

Well, them boys was like to die of fright upon seein’ what Mazrah'd snared! One
fainted right off. The others claimed they saw a giant toad, ten fool long and taller than
a man, sloshin' in the mud, tryin' to free itself of the ropes. That's hard to swallow, but
they swore to the truth of it on the Bible. They said it had a mane of long black hair
trailin' down its back and didn't croak like a toad, but let fly with screams and roars the
likes of which nothin’ could compare.
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Up in the sky above all the commotion, they claimed a big. glowin' hole was
floatin'. They said it loocked like an upside down twister or a cyclone with a light inside
its spinnin’ innards, only there wasn't no wind like accompanies a regular twister.

All of a sudden the great toad reared up on its hindquarters, like to jump, but the
ropes held it fast to earth. It cut loose with a stream of what Steve swore were words in
some nasty-soundin’ foreign language. Whatewver it was, it had an effect.

Frogs by the hundreds poured down from the whirin' hole, peltin’ Mazrah like a
plague straight from the Bible. They slammed into him or plopped down on the ground
only to bust wide open like gut balloons! I'll hazard it was a hell of a mess!

Old Mazrah, well, he slipped in the muck il he lost his footin' and fell flat on his
back. He lost hold of the rope in fallin’, givin® the toad an opening. That rope must have
been the key, ‘cos the toad snapped the other ropes once Mazrah lost his grip.

The toad turned and reared up right quick on Mazrah, pinnin® him down in the
mud. They said a look of pure evil joy came over its bloated face, it's eyes shinin' all
red, cuttin' through the rain and dark like fire brands.

The damn thing bent down and wrapped its big ol black tongue around Mazrah,
then sucked him up like a bug! Half his body dangled out the side of its mouth for a bif,
thrashin® and floppin’ up and down like a raggedy doll in agony, while the toad just
squatied there, lookin' for all the world like it was fast asleep. Then, with cne quick jerk
of its head, it snapped up the rest of Mazrah and gobbled him whole! Must have been
awful sickenin’!

Well, them boys took off at a clip, “‘cept for Steve, who was so scared he couldn't
budge. The way he told it later, the toad let out another stream of them weird word-
noizes to bring the lip of the cyclone down low encugh for it to jump inside. The hole
raised up, closed in on itself, and disappeared, just like it hadn't never been there at all.

\With that, Simmons found his legs and skedaddled at such a pace that he nearly
trampled his buddies in passing them up. He made a bee line straight for home.

Mow, keep in mind that | can't wouch for any of that par ‘'cos | wasn't there in person.
‘Though it defies belief, wait 1il you hear the rest before making your mind up final.

Anyways, Steve's daddy was waitin' up for him, and as you can imaging, he was
madder than a stick! But when the kid came in socaked to the skin and scared half to
death, the old man backed off. He listened to the boy's tale, then marched right over to
thie Sheriffs. The Sheriff wasn't all the way convinced it wasn't a case of high jinks, but
he fetched old Doc Jefferys nonetheless, and together they high-tailed it out in the Doc's
cutier to take a look.

They run into heavy mud as soom as they crossed to the island and saw the
ground ‘round the Circle was rife with frog guis, broke rope, and the ashes of several
fires. There wasnt much in the way of tracks left in the drying mud, but they could
make out where somethin' had been dragged from the Circle up towards the Mulltree
farm. The trail led “em right up and into the house.

Turned out it was Pritchy's pitiful path they was followin®, where she'd crawled
and dragged herself through the mud. She was in real bad shape, but Doc fixed her up.
Problem was she couldn't seem to talk — she was in shock as Doc put it — 30 she
couldn't say what happened. Mazrah was nowhere to be seen, which added more
credence (o Steve's story. The Sheriff eventually went home, leavin' Doc there for the
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night in case Mazrah didn't show. He never did.

The Sheriff had talks with the other boys and their families after that, and
asked them to keep to themselves 'fil he got Pritchy’s side of the story, but that didn't
last long.

Doc took supplies out to Pritchy on a regular basis after and even got one of the
neighbors, Oly — that's short for Olivia — Johnson, to look in on her daily. But despite
all, Pritchy's mind didn't heal wp in tune with her body. Whatever'd happened must've
been more than she could bear, causing her mind to just close up shop permanent.
When she finally started talking, she didnt make much more sense than a child, and
she never did get any memory back.

A month or so later, Doc realized Pritchy was in a motherly way, which didn't
bode well what with her no longer havin' a man around. | think old Dec felt sort of
fatherly toward poor Pritchy, he kept a careful watch over her for the rest of her
pregnancy like one'd only do for a daughter of his own. He paid Cly to help care for
Pritchy the whole time while providin® food supplies himself. Pritchy'd set her mind on
hawvin' herself a litthe girl, so0 Doc bought her a pretty little doll that was all dressed up
fancy like a princess for when the baby arrived.

When Pritchy's time finally come, Oly fetched Doc herself, but as she told later,
she refused to stay and help with the birthin'. She claimed Pritchy'd been heavin' up
seaweed and foam, which scared Oly =illy. So Doc sent her home, knowin' she
wouldn't be any help while in such a state.

MNobody ever saw Doc alive again after that. It appears sometime near dawn, he
slipped an envelope under the door of the Sheriff's office, then went home direct and
shot himzelf dead. He put a 12-gauge to his head and, well, that's all she wrote! Ain't
that a fine howdy-do?

Unbeknownst to Doc, the Sheriff was out of town, though, and the deputy didn't
feel he should read the letter since it was marked “personal” for the Sheriff. So he just
cleaned up the mess over at Doc's and waited for the Sheriff to get back.

A week later, | come into town and heard a bit of what had happened. I'd known
Pritchy all through grammar school, though we was never close, so | couldn't allow for
her being all alone out there with a brand new youngun. | loaded some food goods in
my wagon and headed out to see how she was copin'.

| 8'pose you could say the situation hit home with me. When | was just five, my
own mother died givin' birth to my sister Marcella. When we lost Marcella too, a few
days later, it hit me so hard that | wasn't right for months. “Though there was nothin'
could've been done, | felt | should've done more to save little Marcella at least, like I'd
let her down. So when | heard about Pritchy and her new baby, it struck a close chord.

| knew somethin® was wrong as soon as | passed the barn and saw livestock
strewn out on the ground like they'd been slaughtered, the dead bones picked clean as
a whistle. The Simmonges were my neighbors, and Angus had told me some of what
his son said about a monster toad. | got to admit to sweatin' a mite more than usual
recalling that stery while standing there in the yard lookin' at them bones.

When nobody answered my knock, it was plain somethin® was wrong. The door
was part way open, so | let myself in, callin' cut so Pritchy'd know who it was. The baby
was whimpering somewhere in the back part of the house, which took some of the edge
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off my nerves, at least at first.

The minute | pushed the door wide, the most sickenin’' smell I've ever known hit
me right in the face. |t was encugh to gag a magget! | right quick stuffed a hanky over
my nose, hoping | could keep my lunch. | swear it was gawdawful!

The curtains were all drawn tight in the sittin® room, so | found myself stumblin’
through in only half-light. The furniture was all smashed and tossed everwhich ways,
which gave another real sickenin’ pull to the pit of my gut.

| came upon what was left of Pritchy in the bedroom. Lord, what a hellish sight!
It was obvious she'd been dead for days, with half of her layin' draped off the side of the
bed. The way her arms and legs was splayed-out all a-kilter, it looked like she'd
exploded from the inside out. Before | could cover her up with one of the bloody sheets
— and | ain't proud of this — the sight and the smell got me so bad that | barely made it
outside before getfin' sicker than a dog. It must have been fifteen minutes before |
could drag myself back in there, and only then ‘cos | heard the baby squallin’
somewhere towards the back of the house.

| still felt mighty queasy, but | just had to find that child. So | went ‘round to the
back of the house, feelin' a mite too unsteady to go inside again.

When I opened the back door, somethin' about my own size shot out of nowhere
and busted ass ‘round the comer of the house towards the bamn. It must have been
hiding in the spring room off the kitchen. Damn thing was =0 quick | hardly got a decent
look at it, but | did note it was trailing a blue blanket from somethin’ it was totin®, | tried
to fool myself into believin® t'd been a young bear or great big ol dog, but | knew it was
somethin' a lot worse. And | knew too that it had the baby ‘cos the cryin' sounds was
now comin’ from out by the barn.

I'm ashamed to admit | took my time chasin' after it. | wasn't about to stroll right
into whatever might be lurkin' ‘round that bend, so | strode clear of the house to get a
good look before goin® any further.

There wasn't nothin' waiting there, so | figured it must've gone on into the bam
to hide. | wasn't too all-fired inclined to traipse in after it, but | kept hearin’ cryin’, this
time from the barn. | knew I'd have to bite the bullet sooner or later, and | feared
later'd be too late.

All | could figure was that the Simmons boy’'s toad must've come back. Seein’
somethin' like that could well cause a body to suicide, though Doc had never been the
type to leave a helpless mother and child alone. | guessed the toad had ate the
livestock in the yard, then went for what was in the house. After tearin' poor Pritchy up,
it must have been full, or maybe it had other plans for the little one. Regardless, | was
bound and determined nethin' bad was goin' to happen to that child.

The barn stood quiet as a stone ingide. | should note the stink didnt trail from
the house into the barn. And all | could hear was the squeakin® of the plank boards as |
stepped, and believe you me, | was scared plumb shitless.

Being that time of year, the barn was chock full of hay, and that meant scores of
hidin' places. The best places to hide were in the lofi, where it'd be dark and hot as hell
what with all that fresh-cut and packed hay generatin® a shitioad of heat up there.

So | hove up my courage and climbed the wood ladder I'd nailed to a support
beam while workin® on the barn just three years before. The sun was settin’ and, what
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with failing light and hay dust, it wasn't an easy search. By the fime | got to the back of
the loft, all | had to go by was a few pencil lines of light comin® in between the boards of
the walls. Lucky for me, | managed to find a workin' lantern, otherwise | might have
fallen through the trap door down twenty feet or more from the loft to the cattle stalls
below; probably wouldve broke my damn neck in the process.

Mazrah'd known enough to allow tunnels through the bailed hay for ventilation,
s0 | ended up pokin® my head down a bunch of dark holes while listening for any kind of
noize anywhere around me. Considerin' the bails were stacked twenty high, there were
lots of tunnels. When my ears caught some whimperin' noises, | crawled through a dark
square of tunnel right to the heart of the hay pile to look for its source. Breathin' wasn't
any too easy in there and, on top of that, | had to keep movin® for fear of calching the
hay afire with my lantern.

After crawling straight towards the back of the barn for a while, | came o an
empty space that by all rights shouldnt have been there. | held the lantern up high and
saw a scene | could hardly accept!

| can see it in my head just as clear as glass even now. Lord Almighty, | never
seen the likes of such a thing! It must have been ten, twelve feet from top to bottom
and at least fifteen feet deep and long. It brought to mind a mud dauber's nest, hanging
there from the back wall of the barn like that.

The more | looked at that conglomeration of mud and hay, the more it ‘minded
me of a mud dauber nest; a wasp nest hangs free, but this thing didn't. From where |
was standin’, | counted three rows of cells, six to a row, tunnelin’ up and inside at an
angle. The entrance hole to each cell looked big encugh for a man to crawl through, but
| wasn't about to find out! Like | said, | aint never seen nothin® to compare.

| parked my lamp on the end of a pitchfork I'd found propped up against the wall
and shoved it up into the holes one at a time, figurin' I'd find out what was inside without
puttin® my=elf at risk. All ‘cept the last hole held a chicken that looked dead, though they
was still breathing. Mext to “em lay a group of what appeared o be frog eggs like one'd
see in a pond; the difference bein’, these were bigger than basket balls. They were all
wrapped in some sort of gut sacks, and things was movin' around inside 'em. In the
final cell | recognized Old Champ, a good ol neighbor dog, layin' there in place of a
chicken. It was terrible troublin’ to me.

| soon realized | hadn't been far off comparin’ the nest to a mud dauber's.
You see, daubers look just like regular wasps, but they sting bugs instead of people,
even when they're pissed off. The sting knocks the bugs senseless so the daubers
can stuff ‘em in the cellz of their nest with new-laid eggs. The parilyzed bugs get
eaten by the newborn daubers, and | had an idea that was to be the fate of the
chickens and Old Champ alike. It gave me a nightmare vision to think of such
vicious critters scatterin’ all over creation!

| looked real hard for a place where the nest builder might be hidin®, and before
too long | located two big holes in the hay, one on either side, about ten feet from the
nesi. The bails'd been broke apar arcund each hole, then patted down to hide the
openings. |'ve seen toads doin' that very thing in order to have two or three escape
routes from their burrows. | piled a couple hay bails cver each of those holes to block
them up, then crawled back out to the main floor of the loft. Then | plugged the hole I'd
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come out of and climbed back downstairs again.

Sure enough, the bails on the main floor had been stacked up from floor to
ceiling in order to hide a tunnel of mud stretchin' down the wall from above. | guessed
the critter's lair must be secreted in the hay 'neath the nest somewheres.

After scoutin' around outside a bit, | found where a hole come out under the bamn.
With the inside escape routes blocked up, the only way oul had to be down the side of
the barn and out that hole.

| figured I'd scare the bastard out by tossin' rocks up against the barn wall. |
might have come up with a better plan in time, but the sun was settin' and pretty soon
I'd hawve only the light of my lantern betwixt me and that hole. | threw a bunch of rocks
and waited with the fork in hand to see what commenced.

\When | heard the baby cryin' like the dickens, | breathed easier, knowin' the little
feller or gal hadn't been stung as yet. Some loud thumps followed, along with a sound like
somethin’ scurryin' full chisel down the inner wall of the barn. The baby's squalls changed
to more of a whimpering, and it struck me all of a sudden that there could be more than one
of them monsters lurkin' in there. But it was a bit late for womying about that.

After a time, somethin' poked its head up the hole and crawled cut real slow,
clutchin’ a blanketed bundle to its breast. When it sniffed at the lantern, | got my first
good look at it

It appeared to be a great bloated toad, but the size of a grown man and now here
near 3o big as the Simmons boy reported. Its kisser was plug ugly and put me in mind
of a bat. The skin was all warly like a toad, and | was surprised 1o see the bumps made
some kind of weird design on its back. For a bonus, it had a light coat of curly, white-
blond fur streamin’ from s head down over the design. Rearin® up on all-fours, it
stumbled towards me on its hind legs like a drunken sailor! Itz waddle blowed up ever’
now and then like a bullfrog’s, but | couldn't make out if it made any sound ‘cos the baby
seemed to gurgle and coo whenever the wattle deflated.

My skin was crawlin’, but none of the rest of me could've moved. When the toad
was about zeven, eight feet from me, | raised my fork up ready to strike, but
Toadaggwa, or whatever it was, was too fast for me.

A pitch black snake of a tongue shot out its mouth and, before | knew it, the
fork was snatched from my grip and | was knocked face down in the dirt. The toad
slammed down on top of me. | rolled over quick to grab it by the neck, but the loose
leathery waddle under its chin wouldn't allow for no real choke hold. We wrestled
and thrashed back and forth for quite a spell, with me staring into its half-closed
scarlet eyes most of the time.

| must've been bleedin' like a stuck pig from gettin' bit all cver a whole raft of
times — it had a mean set of teeth for a toad! It held me down fast with its stubby
foretoes, and | felt its ice cold breath on my face when it finally stung me with the tip of
its tongue. | was later told it had a sack of poison growing on each side of it where
shoulders should have been. When the feeling starled drainin’ from my body, | was
convinced | was a goner for sure.

Then the whole world exploded in deafening thunder! | thought I'd come to Final
Judgment! But the thing I'd been strugglin' with fell off me and somehow | ocvercome
the poigon in me enough to run at top speed to grab the baby. Ewver part of me was
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screaming from pain, but | smaiched the bundle up and kept going as best | could go in
my feeble condition.

| ran like a madman 'fil the world turned black and caved in on me. Despite it all,
though, | somehow made sure my little charge was safe. When the Sheriff caught up
with me, he said | was singin' a lullaby fo what | cradled in my arms. As it tumed out,
what I'd read as thunder was actually the blast of the Sheriff's sholgun as he blowed
that monster back to Hell!

For a time after, | wasn't right in the head at all, and 'm willin' to admit to it. | was
half dead from shock and toad poison, yet they still had to knock me out before they
could take the baby away from me.

| spent close to six months in the hospital, then | was brought here. | owe my life
te the Sheriff, | don't deny, but he's long dead now and, damn his soul, it's his lying
that's kept me locked up here ever since.

Even the Shernfl had trouble acceptin’ the contents of Doc’s note, least ways at
first. He'd just got back to town and read the mote when he heard | was on my way out
to see about Pritchy. In the note, Doc declared Toadaggwa was the real sire of
Pritchy's child, Mazrah hawvin' planned it that way without her knowing. It was the
awfulness of the coupling, Doc claimed, that blanked out her mind.

The note contended Pritchy'd been beyond help when Doc left as the half-human
baby'd not been bom 30 much as it'd eaten its way out of her. Doc didn't have it in him
to kill the child even then, so he charged the Shenff to do it for him. Doc wrote that it
was more than he was capable of handlin’, 3o he decided to end it all.

Hopin' to head off any panic among the locals, the official tale the Sheriff gave
out afterward was that Pritchy had caught some terrible, fatal disease from Mazrah, and
Doc had kept it secret from ever'body including Oly, even afier Mazrah died of it
Pritchy died from the disease afier a stillbirth, then when the Doc realized he was
infected too, he shot himself. It was a hundred percent bullshit, but it was easier to
swallow than the truth, so folks accepted it without guestion.

The only other person who knew the truth was the Sheriffs deputy ‘cos he
helped burm the house, the barn, and all their contents “to prevent the spread of
infection”. You can't tell me the neighbors didn't suspect somethin’ more though, since a
week later they hammered the Circle's stones to powder and dammed the river up so it
didnt loop around no more.

kept in this nut house for the rest of my life. Nor can | see these head shrinkers
_believin' monsters could beget offspring with a human woman. Ewen if such were
possible, how could they give credence to any tale of a baby that growed to six feet in
under a week? It dont make no sense unless they're the ones who's crazy!
| sure as hell ain't idiot enough to get myself all but ruined for no doll, but that's
what the Sherff claimed | did! Hell, that thing butchered my locks so bad my face is
only fit to scare snakes now! Would | allow that to happen over a dell? A man'd have fo
be insane to do such a thing!
| can see from your face there's need for that proof | promised, solid proof that
cant be ignored. | got it, or rather her, right here. Mow, can you look at this prefty litthe

1 never did figure what possessed the Shenff to get me labeled insane so0's I'd be
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baby here and still tell me Pritchy birthed some half-breed monster? I've been takin'
care of her since that very day, and there ain't nobody can convince me she ain't a real
live, flesh and blood baby!

Ain't she just an angel all dressed up in her pretty little princess outfit? And she's
never once been a bit of bother or noise in all these years. Bless her tiny soul, litthe
Marcella here's been the best sister a boy like me could ever hope for!
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This story was included in Ancient Exhumations, Mr. Sargent's first collection of
stories published by Mythos Books (1993).

As discussed in the afterword, this sfory deals with the gquestion of what the
offspring of the Outré Beings are expected fo do once they are bom. Howewer, this
story also ralses another question that goes unanswered, nol anly here but also in every
other story where it comes up: why are the Oufré Beings s0 eager fo mafe with
humans? There are two possible answers. The first is that they are not, rather, it is the
wizards and cultists that force them fo do it against their will.  Unfortunately this simply
rephrases the original question fo why the wizards or cultists are so eager fo do it. I
also raises additional gquestions, such as how mere humans could farce an Ouiré Being
to do what if doesn't wanf fo do, or is incapable of doing.

The second answer admittedly borrows from the Bible, but | think it provides the
maost reasonable explanation, and it fits regardless of how one views the nature of the
Outré Beings. In Genesis 6.1-4, we leam that the “sons of God" found the “daughters of
men” beautiful and decided to marry some of them in deflance of God's commands.
The result was a race of giants called the Nephilim. This has classically been
interpreted fo mean that heavenly beings such as angels crealed a semi-divine race of
wicked men skilled in magic and technology, that in tum corrupted the rest of the human
race. Many scholars, modern as well as ancient, belleved that the creation of the
Nephilim led, directly or indirectly, fo the Great Flood.

The basic Mythos form of this answer is that the Ouiré Beings seek fo creale a
Nephilim-iike race, fo dominate the earth and subjugate mankind, but the precise details
of how and why wouwld depend upan the nature of the Quiré Beings. There is the
classical Lovecraft orthodoxy, in which the Outré Beings were mere mortals like us, until
they meddied in areas of knowledge better left unknown, and were imevocably changed
by it. Then there is the modified Lovecraft orthodoxy, in which the Outré Beings are
inexplicable alien beings from “outside” ouwr reality, who once ruled the Earth but were
forced fo abandon i because of certain cosmic cycles. Finally there is the Deriethian
heresy, in which the Ouiré Beings are satanic creatures seduced by dark powers info
rebelliing against their masters, and were exiled and imprisoned in punishment for their
hubris.

The classical Lovecraftian arthodoxy would suggest that the Quiré Beings wish o
have Humanity make the same Faustian bargain they did and so become like them,
though probably under their control. Hence, the Nephilim are meant fo be feachers and
prophets. The modified Lovecraffian orfhodoxy suggests that the Outré Beings want fo
reciaim the Earth. Hence, the Nephilim are suppose fo clear the Earth of humans and
then open the gates that will aliow the Qufré Beings fo refurn. The Derlethian heresy
suggests that the Quiré Beings wish fo be released from their captivity. Hence the
Nephilim are expected fo collect human followers and lead them in the rituals needed fo
free the Outré Beings from their prisons.

It is unclear from the story which of these the Toad-Thing is suppose o do,
though ifs actions suggest the second. Or its frue purpose could have been disrupted
by the death of the sorcerer. Regardless, | believe we can be fairly certain that it would
not have existed at all without the cooperation of the Ouiré Being that was its father.

Mr. Sargent will also be appearing in the next four Caimsford Tame anthologies.






Pierre Comtois

arlene, honey . . ."
“b “Bill, dear,” replied Darlene Cobb with growing exasperation, “can't you
get it through that thick male skull of yours? We're just fiends.”

“But, Darene, | was sure after what we've meant 0 each over the past few
months . . "

Darlene sighed loud enough so that Bill could hear her at the other end of the
telephone line. “l won't deny that it was fun, Bill, but that's all it was. You're a wonderful
guy to be with and | appreciated the time we spent together, but | won't be tied down the
way you want me. Now if you can't live with that . . ."

“So0 | don’t mean anything to you, then?"

Darlene sighed again. “¥You mean something to me as a good friend and that's
all. If that's not enough for you, then there's nothing | can do.”

“Well, then . . . this is goodbye.”

“If that's the way you want i."

“Itis."

Darlene heard a distinct click in the earphone as Bill hung up.

Finally, she thought, replacing the receiver onto its cradle. Men were so
prediciable. Just because a woman sleeps with them, they think they own her. Here it
was the 21st century and it was as if the feminist revolution never happened. Well,
wake up and smell the coffee boys, women don't need you that way any more!

Putting Eill out of her mind, Darlene refraced her steps back into the kitchen where
she had been dicing celery before being interrupted by the telephone. On the way, she
passed the front door and noticed there were envelopes on the floor beneath the mail
siot.  Changing direction in mid-stride, she crouched and gathered them up.
Straightening, she began sorting through them: more bills, ancther offer for a Sears credit
card, Greenpeace wanted a donation . . . and a letter postmarked Dean’s Comers.
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Tossing the rest of the mail onto the kitchen table, Darlene reached for the knife
she'd been dicing the celery with and slit the envelope open. Looking at the retumn
address, she noticed it was from her Uncle Silas Cobb. Humph, she hadn't heard from
him in a while.

Mot that she'd made any effort to keep in touch. Generally, she preferred to
forget her old home town. Dean's Corners had just been so boring! A typical back
country, small Massachusetts town where nothing ever happened and everybody knew
everybody else’s business. She'd hated living there and as soon as she had the
opportunity to leave, she took it. City life, with all its lights, and color and people, was
for her. Her Uncle Silas, who actually lived a few miles away in Dunwich, understood
her yearnings and promised her that if her grades in high school were good, he'd pay
her way through the college of her choice. She didnt have to think twice about the
offer. She came in the top of her class and Uncle Silas came through as he promised,
paying for all four years she'd spent at Brown University eaming her degree. Upon
graduation, she'd thanked her uncle for his support, moved to Mew York City, and
hadn't seen either him or Dean’s Corners since.

Fingering the envelope in her hand, Darlene was templed to simply throw it in the
trash unread, but an ember of gratefulness for her uncle's generosity still flickered
somewhere inside her and she relented. Moving closer to the window, she remowved the
letter from the envelope. The message was shorl, but contained what she feared most:
a request by her uncle to visit him at his house in Dunwich. Again, she felt the urge lo
ignore the request and throw the message ocut, and again her conscience prevented
her. She did owe him big time for covering her college tuition and providing the means
for her to get out of Dean's Corners after all. And how long had it been since she'd
gone back? It was for her mother's funeral, at least eight years ago. Her uncle had
been there; confined to a wheelchair and looking old. Scanning the remainder of the
letter, Darlene could find no explanation for why he wanted her to come up, only some
vague language that Darlene interpreted as a reminder of the favor he'd done for her.
Well, all right! Jusf this once, she told herself. She did owe it to him, but he'd better not
take advantage of her grateful nature.

Mew York, Darene couldn't help a little shiver when she spotted the first of the

stone circles.

She'd passed through Dean's Corners a few miles back and had just tumed off
the old fork for Durwich when she saw them. Mothing had changed much.

Darlene had left earlier that morning and driven up to Massachuseiis from Mew
“York and arrived in Dean's Cornerg about noon time. Mot really wanting to waste much
time in her old home town, she'd restricted herself to brief visits with some cousins (the
only relatives she could ever get along with), and lunch at a local café. The afternoon
was wearing on when she started out again for the last stretch to her uncle’s house.
She knew she'd reached Dunwich not from the old town marker past the fork, but at the
sight of the stone circle atop Warlock’s Hill. There had always been talk about the stone
circles around Dunwich, especially among she and her friends who ofien speculated,
with frisson's of fearful delight, that they were the sites of witches' Sabbaths in olden

4(\) espite a sophistication bred from years of living in cities like Providence and
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days. Darlene smiled to herself remembering the time she and Jeb Taylor had gone up
to one of the smaller circles near Dean’s Corners one night on a dare and made love
among the old, moss covered stones. I had been her first time. Wonder whai
happened fo Jeb, she wondered idly, then cursed under her breath as the car dipped
suddenly into a pothole.

She'd heard that the road had been even worse before it was paved but that was
hard to believe seeing the condition it was in now: all crumbling at the shoulders with
rough patches of asphalt scattered about its length. Dunwich had always been
lackadaisical about living up to its public responsibilities. So far as she knew, the town
didnt even have a Board of Selectman, let alone a mayor. To be expected, she
supposed, of a town that seemed to have been caught in a time warp since the 1930s.
She'd been within the town limits for a few miles already and had only spotied a few
lonely looking farmhouses, all ramshackle and weather beaten, looking as if no one had
lived in them for decades. Butl she knew that was untrue. People lived in Dunwich, it
was just that there were so few of them, and all inbred hicks.

Well, that was the talk in Dean's Comers and Darlene saw no reason disagree.
The countryside was mostly empty except for abandoned farms, fields gone over fo
second growth, roadways threatened with being choked off by the encroaching forest,
the town center a pitiful collection of storefronts and a tiny, disused Town Hall.
Residents had failed to raise the necessary funds for paving the highway that came
through the center of town 30 the state had to do the work. That was nearly 30 years
before and with lack of maintenance, the potholes now threatened to ruin the
suspension on Darlene's three-year-old Saturn. Maost public facilities in Dunwich, like
police and ambulance services, were covered by nearby towns, which meant mostly
Dean's Comers.

Coming inte the center of town, Darlene slowed, trying to recall the way to her
uncle's house. It hadn't been one of those big, Victorian places that one would expect a
well to do small town resident would live in, but it was a respectfully sized former 158th
century farmhouse. In any other town in Massachusetts, it would long since have been
designated for historic preservation and a sign with its construction date fixed outside
the front door. But thiz being Dunwich, nobody ever gave such things serious thought.
About a half mile past the center, she recognized a big cak tree and then saw the
unpaved road almost hidden by undergrowth just along side it. Turning, she entered a
tunnel formed by arching tree branches overhead that threw the late afternoon light into
gloomy shadow. She crawled along the road for a few minutes until she came across a
big mailbox secured in the crook of an cak tree: 124 Old Arkham Road it read. The
driveway to her uncle's house opened just alongside it and in seconds she was
rounding the curve of the driveway that led up to the front of the house and pulled up
behind a Celica that was already parked there.

The hot sunshine of a late summer day beat down on her as she stepped out of
the car and looked up at the old house. Freshly painted in an off yellow color, the old
building had twe floors with the back side of the roof sloping steeply toward the ground.
Later additions to the 300-year-old house were obvious with oulcroppings in the rear
that expanded the size of the kitchen, dining, and living rooms on the first floor, and
added a bedroom on the second. Indoor plumbing had been a feature of the house for
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guite a while with a good, deep well located in the side yard a few hundred feet away.
Darlene could still see the old, disused outhouse standing in the forest, all covered in
creepers and cbscured with saplings and bunches of big-leafed poison ivy. The old
path leading through the woods to Sabbat Hill that loomed behind the house was still
there too. A garage extended from the kitchen addition with stalls for three vehicles, no
doubt still holding her uncle's pickup truck and little used Buick. Her reverie was broken
when someone from inside the house came out, holding the storm door open for her.

“Mizs Cobb?" said the man, obviously not her uncle.

“That's right,” replied Darlene, shading her eyes.

“Zan | help you with your bags?" the man said, leiting the storm door go and
stepping outside.

“Sure.”

“I'm Oscar Whitney.”

Darlene shook his hand.

“Your uncle hired me to look after the house and things about a year ago,”
Whitney explained. °“That's my car, there. | don't stay at the property.”

“What happened to his cther man?*

“The groundskeeper you mean?” Whitney shrugged. “l don't know, but . _ "

Impatient with the man's hesitation, which she regarded as a bit theatrical,
Darlene pressed, “What?”

“Well, | don't think your uncle menticned it in his letter to you, but he has been ill.
More so than he's been over the last few years,” Whitney began. “Unforunately, things
took a serious turm yesterday and he died last night. I'm somry.”

“What!" Darlene was genuinely shocked. She had called to tell her uncle that
she was coming up only a few days before. “How did it happen?”

“The doctor said it was a hearl aitack, that your uncle died in his sleep.” said
Whitney. “You can ask him more about it at the wake tomorrow.”

Oh, crap, thought Darlene. She'd forgotten about that. There would have to be
a wake . . . and a funeral. She was rapidly beginning to regret not throwing her
uncle's letter in the trash as she'd first intended. Just the thought of going to a wake
and having to mingle with her relatives was enough to make her want to get in the car
and head right back to Mew York. But she was here now and it was too late to tum
back in any case.

“Oh, and there's something else too,” said Whitney. “Your uncle was expecting
an important guest to arrive any day. He was coming from really far away as |
understand, maybe Asia or something.”

“Great. |s there any way to contact him? Does he have a cell phone?”

“I'm afraid not, or at least none that | know of. Your uncle seemed quite anxious
about his coming. | think he had i in mind that part of the reason for his inviting you
was to add a touch of domesticity to the visit and to help him keep his guest company.
“our uncle was confined to a wheelchair as you'll recall.”

Rolling her eyes, Darlene had to admit that it made sense.

“When is this person supposed to get here?”

“Any time now." said Whitney. “Your uncle received a notice of his impending
departure from London only a few days ago.”
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Sighing deeply, Darlene began lifting her things from the trunk. She'd think what
to do about the situation after she settled in.

sipping at a cup of coffee. She'd forgotten how cozy the old place was with its

darkened rooms, old knickknacks, bookshelves, and big, paned windows. A
fireplace dominated the living room, now cold for the summer. Mowhere was there a
“woman's touch”, there not having been a Mrs. Cobb in years, but if Whitney's guess
was comect, it had been her uncle’s intention that she fill the role of woman of the
house. She smiled to herself. Well, so what? ‘What was an old widower to do?

Getting up, she went to the kilchen and set her cup in the sink. Deciding on a
breath of air before bedtime, Darlene stepped out the back door. Ouiside, the heaven's
were filled with stars (she'd forgotten how crowded the sky was with them since moving
to the city) and on the air her nose picked up the scenis of the surrounding woodland,
now heavy and very noticeable as the atmosphere cooled from the day's heat.
Something fluttered across the stretch of open sky between the close crowding trees: a
bat! She hadn't seen one of these in a long time either.

Stepping off the big, flat stone set beneath the threshold of the door, she let the
storm door spring shut and wandered into the rutted driveway that came up before the
garage. Wary of mosquitoes, she decided to stroll down to the road as far ag the
mailbox. She'd almost reached it when she noticed something peculiar in the hills
behind the house. Was it her imagination, or was there a glow at the top of one them?
She couldn't be sure. It might have been light pollution cast from the more populated
eastern porion of the state. Just then, a firefly caught her eye and she followed it as it
made its erratic path across the vard, it's light winking on, then off, then on again. By
the time it disappeared from wview. the mosguitoes were really geiting to be a pain,
forcing her back inside the house at a pace thal was a good deal faster than the one
she used upon first coming out

‘Chal night, after Whitney had left for the evening, Darlene sat in the living room,

the night to decide what she was going to do next. Her better nature had

tfriumphed and she'd decided to stay long enough to at least greet her uncle's
expected guest. Hopefully with his host out of the picture, the wvisitor might be
convinced to turm around and leave.

In the meantime, she had some time to kill in the morming and decided io fake a
closer look around the property, which had been a working farm at one time judging by
the stone fences that zigzagged through the surrounding woods. But ouiside, her plans
melted away when her eyes fell on Sabbat Hill and she remembered the strange glow
she'd seen from its summit the night before. | wonder if the old path still leads up the
hill? she wondered, heading to the rear of the house.

Ducking her head, she entered the path and began walking. Surprisingly, the
trail had remained clear over the years with cnly the occasional overhanging branch
needing to be swept aside. She passed by the old swamp and through a glade of birch
trees that she remembered being impressed with years before. Shortly, the ground
began to rise as she reached the base of the hill, growing steeper as she continued

‘Che next moming, Whitney prepared breakfast and Darlene had had time during
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along the path. Presently, the surrounding forest began to thin out, the trees grew
shorter with rough scrub beginning to dominate. The soil became more rocky and more
sun made things hotter.

Ag she neared the crest, the old standing stones peeked over the brow of the hill
and in another moment she was standing ameng them. Looking back, she could plainly
see the roof of her uncle's house amid the trees below and the clearing a few miles
away where the town center ocught to have been. Nothing else was in sight. Some
pasturage could be seen farther in the distance and fields of ripening corn lapped up the
sides of other, nearby hills, giving evidence that the hand of man had, after all, been at
work in the area.

Turning, she walked amid the old stones, once again remembering all the stories
she'd heard about them when she was growing up in Dean's Comers: that they'd been
there even before the time of the Indians, that they'd been erecled by castaway Vikings
in hionor of their cruel Norse gods, that covens of witches used them for unholy rites
during the time of the Salem troubles. Darene's favorite was the story about the
Whateleys, a family of inbreds who worshipped the devil . . _ no, what was it? . . .
Something from “ouiside”. For some reason, from the way people arcund town said if,
she'd always imagined the word having guotation marks around if. She'd always been
inclined to dismiss such stories but with evidence of a freshly doused fire amid the
stones seeming to suggest otherwise — or maybe it was just some local kids sneaking
a few beers away from their elders. She kicked at the blackened spot where the fire
had been and locked around for the expected shards of shattered glass or crushed
cans. She didn't find any, but did notice a peculiar smell. Then, looking at her watch,
she realized she needed to be heading back. The wake was scheduled for early
afternocon and she needed to freshen up.

A few hours later, Darlene found herself standing in the gloom of the funeral
parlor in Dean’s Comers. Al one end of the room stood her uncle’s coffin. The lid was
ocpen and when she'd looked inside she decided that her uncle didn't look much
different in death than he had in life. Folding chairs had been armanged around the
periphery of the room and a thick, maroon rug helped to deaden the buzz of
conversation. Not that there was much talk, there were few family members in town
and those that were around refused fo have anything to do with Silas Cobb. Partly
because he was Silas Cobb, but mostly because he lived in Dunwich. Most residents
in Dean's Comers didn't have much to do with Dunwich folk, resenting the fact that
they were forced io spend their taxes offering services to a town that refused to
provide them for itself.

\With the afterncon sun getting low on the herizon, Dardene was about to quit her
vigil when someone actually walked into the room. \Was there a mistake?

“Miss Cobb?" said the man whose graying hair indicated that he was nearing
fiftyish, an age that Darlene still conzsidered attractive in a man.

“Yes,” she said, turning to face him more fully.

“I'm Dr. Sayers,” said the man, extending a hand. *| treated your uncle.”

“Oh, right. How are you? It was good of you to come.”

“Well, actually, | came to see you more than to pay my respects,”" Sayers said
with some embarrassment.
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“Dion't worry about it," scothed Dardene. “So, Mr. Whitney said that my uncle died
peacefully?”

“That's a relative term,” Sayers hedged. “There was no pain or discomfort at the
end . . . it was a hear attack suffered in his sleep . . . but your uncle was not without a
share of agitation and anxiety over the years which | think reached acute levels in the
last few weeks of his convalescence. | dare say they were a major factor in weakening
his hearn.”

“Anxiety over what? He had no money problems, I'm sure . . . and he wasn't
married,” Darlene added with a short laugh.

Sayers chuckled at her little joke.

“Mo, you're right, nevertheless something bothered him.”

“He was expeciing a guest from overseas _ . . in fact, he's supposed to amrive any
time now,” offered Darlene.

“That could have something to do with it,” mused Sayers. “People who lead
reclusive lives ofien exaggerate the imponance of anything that threatens to upset their
guiet routing. Youwr uncle could very well have worried about this visit more than it
deserved.”

“In any case, he doesn't have to worry about it any more,” Darlene said, looking
over at the coffin.

“You're staying out at the house?”

“For now; | figure | should stay at least until my uncle's guest arrives, i's the
polite thing to do.”

Sayers nodded. “Funmy thing about the night your uncle died. Whippoorwills
had been gathering around the house all that day and it seemed the moment your unche
passed away — Whoosh! — they all took flight at the same time, all screeching like the
dickens. Whitney mention anything about that?"

“MNo."

“Well, | guess for Dunwich folk, those things are normal,” Sayers laughed.

After the doctor left, Dardene decided that she'd fulfilled whatever duty she had
to her uncle and said goodbye to the funeral director who reminded her that there
would be no service for the deceased and that the interment would take place the next
day in Dunwich.

Leaving the funeral home, Darene drove over 1o Main Street for her appointment
with her uncle's attorney, a Mr. Roland Humberton.

“It seems that your uncle was quite fond of you, Miss Cobb,” Humberton said

after reading her the will. “Leaving you his house and all its possessions.
Unforiunately, there is very little in his bank account.”
Darlene was a little stunned about the revelation (money or no money) . . . she

hadn't come to see Humberton about any will, just to find cut what would happen to the
house. But as she considered it, who else was there that her uncle could have left it to?
Which presented her with another problem: what to do with it. She had no intention of
meoving back to the area, let alone Dunwich! So selling was her only option.
Unforiunately, however, that would have to wait until she could get rid of her uncle's
expected guest.

“Mr. Humberton,” she said, “ want to put the house up for zale ag =00n as possible.”
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“That can be arranged.”

“The only thing is, | have to stick around long enough to welcome a guest my
uncle was expecting from overseas. Can a sale be delayed until afier he leaves?"

“Mot a problem, it'll take some time to transfer ownership of your uncle's property
to you and arrange paperwork for the sale,” said Humberon. “And besides, it being
Dunwich, well . . . don't expect a quick sale, that's all.”

“I didn't,” laughed Darlene. “But will it be necessary for me to stay in Dunwich
until the paperwork is taken care of?”

“Mo, it can be done without your presence.”

That was a relief!

Humberton cleared his throat.

“Yes?" she said.

“You'll excuse me for asking, Miss Cobb, but in all the time |'ve known your
uncle, he has been a sclitary and reclusive fellow. When he offered o underwrite your
college expenses years ago, many people in town were taken aback. And now, after
many more years, comes his sudden invitation for you to visit. Doesn't all that strike
you as strange?”

“How so?"

“That he might have had some reason for what he did."

“He was a good man, anxious to help a niece he could zee wanted
desperately to make something of her life,” explained Darlene, herself, suddenly, not
guite convinced.

“Hmmm, maybe.”

“What other reason could there be?"

“Well, you must be aware of the talk around town about your uncle. . . "

“Oh sure, heard it from my own family . . . but he's just eccentric; that's no
crime is it?"

“Of course not, but, well, he's from Dunwich you know; moved there deliberately
before he was married. Mo one moves fo Dunwich, only out of it."

“S0 now you're going to remind me of the strange doings up there?”

“I'm sure | don't need to do that . . . but . . . well, he's dead now, 30 | guess it
doesnt matter.”

Deszpite her challenge to the attorney's hints, Darlene left Humberton's office with
new doubts about her uncle’s reasons for inviting her to visit. Helping to enteraining his
guest suddenly seemed like an inadequate excuse . . . and what about paying for her
college tuition? Even that seemed a bit implausible in hindsight. Maybe some clue
could be found among her uncle's papers at the farmhouse.

But whatever idea Darlene had of going through her uncle's desk drawers was
dismissed when she arrived back at the house and was informed by Whitney that her
uncle's guest had arrived.

“He's waiting in the living room,” said VWhitney, inclining his chin.

“Okay, I'll go in and see him,” said Darlene. "Does he know about Uncle Silas?

“Yes, I'm afraid | had to tell him when he inquired about him.”

“Sood,” Darlene was glad she didn't have 1o be the one to explain the bad news.
“‘By the way, I've decided not to keep the house, but selling it might take some time and
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| can't afford to remain in town as long as it might take. Are you available to stay until it
can be sold?”

“l can do that.”

“Thanks.” That was another concerm off her mind. Then she thought of
something else.

“Whitney, do you have any idea what my uncle had been spending his money
on? Altomney Humberton told me his bank account was almost empty.”

Whitney shrugged. “He liked to collect things,” he gestured around the room,
indicating the warious knickknacks that filled up corners and furniture surfaces. °l
gathered some were expensive and he'd sometimes trade what he had for things he
didnt. At least it seemed to me that tems around here were constantly disappearing
and being replaced by others. Most of his transactions were conducted by mail.”

“That's why he needed such a big mail box outside,” concluded Darlene . . .
she'd always wondered about that.

“ltz size did come in handy for the bulkier iterns,” confirmed Whitney. “It was
before my time of course, and it wasn't as if he confided in me, you understand, but it
was my impression that it was Dunwich's reputation that first drew him here from Dean's
Comers. I'm told before he became infirm he often went up into the hills to look over
the stone circles and was seen sometimes over at what's left of the old Whateley place.
But all that was a long fime ago, before his wife died . . . hmm, now that | think of it, |
think | heard tell that he was distantly related to the Whateleys. Anyway, he hadn't been
out of the house much in recent years, that's why he spent o much of his time deing
business through the mail.”

“Well, | was planning on going through Uncle Silas's papers, but | guess that’ll
have 1o be put off for a while,” Darlene said. “Right now, | have a guest to entertain.”

Darlene crossed the foyer into the living room and as she did so, her guest rose
from where he was sitting in an old wingback chair before the empty fireplace. She
wasn't sure what she had expected, but she was surprised to find that the man before
her barely came to her waist in height. At the moment, he was swathed in a cloak of
some kind with a hood fallen behind his head. His features seemed vaguely Asian but
because his skin was slightly disfigured from what Darlene guessed was burn damage,
she couldnt be sure.

“I'm Darlene Cobb, Silas's niece,” said Darlene, extending a hand.

The little man nodded his head slightly but didn't offer his own hand in return.

“l am pleased to meets you," he said in heavily accenied English . . . or was there
something wrong with hig voice? “My name is Shun.”

“Welcome to my uncle's home, Mr. Shur,” replied Darlene, motioning for her
guest to retake his chair. “You have already been informed of my uncle's death?”

Shuri nodded. “Yes, very tragic. Very untimely. | have traveled a very long way
to do business with your uncles.”

“Where do you come from, if | may ask?"

“Wery far,” Shuri said again. “Far to the Easi, near the land you knows as Burma.”

“That is far away. But, if | may ask, what is the nature of the business you were
to have with my uncle? Perhaps it's something that can yet be completed ?*

“Perhaps. You are his niece? The daughter of his brother, Joshua?”
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It was an odd way of putting it and certainly strange to hear this stranger from the
other side of the world speak of her in such familiar tones. What exactly had her uncle
teld Shuri about her and why the need for such detail? *Yes, | am she. Does that
make any difference?”

Shuri visibly relaxed and leaned back in his chair.

“Very much 80," gaid Shuri. “Your uncles spoke very highly of you and was
eager that | should meet you.”

“Why was that?”

Shuri didn't answer, instead. he leaned over and took a suitcase that had stood
behind his chair out of Darlene’s line of sight. Placing it on his lap, he clicked open the
lid and reached inside. A moment later, the suilcase was back on the floor and in his
hands he held a plain loose-leaf binder filled to its capacity with sheaves of paper.

“This binder contains the full history of my peoples, called the Techo-Tcho.”

Darlene had never heard of them.

“We are a very old peoples and growing fewer with each year that passes”
continued Shuri. “Your uncles, as you no doubt know, was a seeker of knowledge.
Objects, whether books, idels, or even stones and plants, that furthered that knowledge
werne precious to him. He was very eager to acquire them.” Shuri looked around the
room. “And | can see that he had much success at it. There, for instance, is a carving
of Chaugnar Faugn, very rare. And there, a porcelain figurine of Tsathoggua. Most
delightful to behold howewer is this she-goat, a fetish hand-woven by the Teho-Tehe.”

Here, Shuri took down the goat from the mantelpiece.

“It is a figure very holy to my people, the fleshly appearance of Shub-Niggurath,
she who has guarded our fields and blessed us with many offspring for countless
centuries.” Suddenly, Shuri became more somber. “Unfortunately, due o
transgressions we do not understands, the goat of a thousand young has abandoned
us. The Black Lotus lies withered in our fields and the sounds of young ones do not ring
amid the barren hills of my homelands.”

“That's . . . too bad,” was all Darlene could say, not really able to identify with
what was clearly some uncivilized tribe in the back country of . . . Burma, was i?
Where exactly was that, anmyway?

Shuri replaced the stuffed goat and extended the binder to Darlene.

“Take this, as your uncle's heir, it is yours now.”

“Oh . . . well, okay. But what was it that my uncle was to give to you in return?
One of these statues or a boock - . . | can tell you he left very litile money in his
accounts.”

Shuri smiled. “All in good times.”

Mow Darlene was worried. It didn't sound as if Shuri intended to leave any time
soon and the last thing she wanted was to have to entertain him indefinitely.

“Well, az much as | understand the unexpected circumstances of your arrival and
the problems they might make to your travel plans, Mr. Shuri, | feel it is my obligation to
tell you that | have no plan to remain in Dunwich. As a matter of fact, | had intended o
leave for New York as soon as possible.”

“And | have no desire to hinder your departure,” Shuri scothed. “As a matter of
fact, it is my intention to leave soon alzo. Tomomow, | hope. Will that be suitables?



Goat-Mother 41

“That would be fine,” said Darlene, relieved.
“Well, then, if | may be shown to my room?” Shuri said, getting up.

the back of the house that had once been what folks used to call a mud room.

Windows all around allowed in plenty of sunlight during the day and cool breezes
on hot nights. She had already gone through the desk and found little to explain
where her uncle’s money had gone to or why he'd decided to pay her way through
college when it seemed he may have had so little. There were, howewver, lots of odds
and ends: comespondence to anfiguarians and scientisis around the country, bills of
sale for books and arl objects, even a notebook that her uncle obviously used to
record what he learned about Dunwich history. But nothing about her, or the family
they both had shared.

Suddenly, the telephone resting on the desk buzzed and she picked it up.

“Cobb residence.”

“Darleng?"”

“Bin

“You don’t sound happy to hear from me.”

“I'm neither happy nor unhappy. How'd you get this number?

“That doesn't matter, I'm calling to find out if you've had a change of hean.”

Darlene sighed. “l...no, | haven't had time to even think about i.”

“Well, I've decided not give up on you yel. | can be a pretly persistent guy
when | want to."

“That's fine, Bill, but if you're going to be cbnoxious about it, then forget iL."

“I'll take that response as a positive one, then.”

“Take it any way you want to but right now | have to say good night.”

Darlene returned the receiver to its cradle. The nerve of Bill calling me here . . .
then she noticed that the message indicator light on the telephone was blinking.
Pressing the replay button, she waited a few seconds before the first message came
on. There were a number of them, most incenseguential, one even featured the voice
of her uncle talking to a travel agent. Listening, she learned that her uncle had made all
the arrangements for Shuri's visit as well as paying for his trip. Mo wonder he had no
mioney left in his accounts!

But the real surprize followed with the final recording. It happened when her
uncle apparenily wailed too long to answer the telephone and the following
conversation was automatically recorded by the answering machine.

“ . . are much eager to make transaction,” said a voice whose accent was
similar to Shuri's.

“Mo less than | am,” replied her uncle. “Is the book complete?”

“Yes" said the person on the other end of the line. “Many of my peoples work on
different parts of book according to different knowledges. Then a translation must be
made from Elder Tongue to Inglaise . . . English . . _ but be warned . . . much
knowledges secret, untold, until puts in book. Must be kept secrets lest the High Lama
of Leng learm of it. Many years has my pecples kept work secrets. Must not be
careless now."

Laler in the evening, Darlene found herself in her uncle's study, a small room at
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“l realize that and agree with you completely regarding the need for secrecy,”
replied her uncle. °| have been preparing for this trade for almost ten years and now
that the time draws close, | have no intention of letting anything ruin it.”

“Many wyears, yes, many years have the Tcho-Tcho endured without the
blessings of our mother, Shub-Niggurath. There are no more younglings to continue
our traditions and those of us who yet live, grow older. A new Goat-Mother we needs 1o
restore the blessings of fertility that flow from the goat of a thousand young. . . ."

“Yes, yes: you will soom have yourselves a new goat-mother. All has been
prepared. As | promised, the candidate will be here when the time comes. Just make
sure your man brings the essence of the Black Lotus with him . . . and the book as well."

“He will have both.”

“Sood, then I'll look forward to your emissary's arrival.”

Darlene stood transfixed, lost in thought as her mind tried to make senze of what
she'd heard. It was only with the click of the answering machine as it completed its
rewind cycle that she was jolted back to an awareness of her present surroundings.

What had her uncle been up to? A ftrade of some kind for sure, obviously
involving the packed ring binder presented to her by Shuri earlier in the evening. But
the trade her uncle had had in mind, it sounded as if it had to do with a person rather
than a thing like one of the statueiies stored around the house. But who? By the way
he had spoken, it sounded as if whoever it was that he had in mind would be here in
time for Shuri's arrival. Whitney? He hardly fit a female-oriented role evoked by such
phrases as “goat-mother”, fertility, and the restoration of “younglings®”. Then, a cold
realization swept over her as she stood in the room where perhaps her uncle had first
devised and then executed what occurred to her as a cold-blooded and calculated plot
that could only have been aimed at herself.

But that was impossible, ridicuious! she thought. Her common sense, asserting
itself, refused 1o accept the conclusion the facts as she knew them seemed to indicate.
Her uncle, sensilive to her desperation to escape the stullifying, small town world of
Dean's Corners, and perhaps sympathetic to her desires to widen her knowledge, had
genergusly paid for a full four years of college. He had left her his house and all his
possessions upon his death. He'd invited her to visit thig time because he knew he was
ill and wanted to see her once more before he died. That was all there was to it

But then, there was the telephone conversation she'd just heard. It was her
uncle's voice, cleary involved with an arrangement with someone that had to do with
trading a “candidate” for “goat-mother” for some secret knowledge contained in a book
especially compiled for him. He had assured the speaker on the other end of the line
that the “candidaie” would be at the house when the delivery of the book was made.
Since Shuri’s arrival, that included only ‘Whitney and herself. What did it all mean?
Reluctantly, her mind began offering an alternate explanation for her uncle's past
generosity: what if he'd planned on putting her imto his debt? Mot asking for anything in
refum but expecting to some day play on her sense of obligation to lure her to his home
when the time came to make the transaction?

It was crazy, but it was the only explanation that made sense. But with her uncle
dead, the deal would be off, ight? There was no way Shuri and his people could collect
on the deal. Yes, that was it. In the morning, she'd give Shuri's book back to him and
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tell him that whatever arrangement there was with her uncle was canceled.

Determined to go through with her plan first thing in the morning, Darlene was
headed to her bedroom when she remembered she'd left the binder in the living room.
For safe keeping, she decided to take it with her for the night.

only the familiar sounds an old house makes at night, and outside the lonely

calls of solitary birds, unable to sleep. Leaving her bed, she went to the open
window and pressed her face close to the screen. Outside, all was guiet except for the
soft sursurrance of the evening breeze among the forest trees. A few clouds, shining in
the moonlight, scudded across a sky filled with stars, and atop Sabbat Hill there was
once again the glow of light. Was it sounds from the kids partying on the hill that she
heard? Glancing at the alarm clock, she saw that was almost 3 a.m., pretty late for
teenagers to be out in the woods guzzling beer.

Turning back to the bed, her eyes fell on the binder she had left on her
bedroom dresser. Suddenly curious, she picked it up and began thumbing through the
pages. She was a little surprised to find that it was all handwritien, not printed from a
machine, and each “chapter” had obviously been written by different hands. Unwilling
te go so far as to tum on her bedroom lamp, she brought the book to the window to
read by moonlight but soon realized the subject was incomprehensible: filled with such
wild tales and conflicting facts as to be expected from primitive folklore. VWho was this
Myarlathotep for instance? In some places it seemed to be a place and others a living
being, and in one place it was actually identified as some kind of traveling showman!
Then, like the better known Atlantis, there were places of a frankly fabulous nature
such as “the Plateaus of Leng and Sung’, “Sarkomand”, *Yuggoth”, and “Kadath”. Why
her uncle thought such a cellection of fairy tales important emough to go to the lengths
he did to get them, she couldn't understand. If, of course, her suspicions had any
validity. ‘\Well, it wouldn't do any harm to cancel her uncle's deal with Shuri's people
just in case. Cerlainly, she had no use for the book. Crawling back under the covers,
she was soon asleep again. The glow in the hills subsided, soon to be replaced by
the glow of moming.

a noise woke her up. Raising herself onto an elbow, Darlene listened but heard

latching the night before, and headed for the bathroom located on the ground

floor of the house. She noticed Shuri's room was empty, the bed neatly made,
almost as if he hadn't slept in it. A half hour later, after retuming to her room fo
complete her toilet, she descended the narrow stairwell at the back of the house to the
kitchen. Shuri was there ahead of her, sipping tea at the table.

“Good mornings, Miss,” he said, his face seeming pufiier than it did the day before.

“Good morning, Mr. Shuri,” Darlene replied, stepping off the final stair.
“You're up early.”

“Was up before suns. Hawve taken walks in hills. Very beautiful countryside
heres,” he gestured with his cup. “The tea Mr. Whitney lefi on stove is very good, will
you joins me?”

“Oh, Mr. Whitney iz here already?" asked Darlene, taking a cup down from the

batlene unlocked her bedroom door, which she had taken the precaution of
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cupboard.

“0Oh, yes. Was here early. Fix tea for Shuri. Said he had to go to markets to buy
things fer lunch.”

Darlene poured the still steaming tea into her cup and =at at the table across
from her guest.

“Mr. Shur, there’s something | want to talk to you about.” she began, sipping at
her tea. It had a peculiar aroma that smelled familiar and she wondered idly what kind
of blend it was?

“Mo needs for more talk,” said Shuri, looking all the more diminutive in slacks and
shirl. His feet, unable to reach the floor frem the chair he was sitting on, were shod
incongruously in a pair of Adidas running shoes. “l brings book as promised, now
receive what uncles traded for.”

“Well, that's just it.,” said Darlene, with a sudden flash of what she could only
describe as displacement; as if for a moment, time had stopped for her as the rest of the
world continued to rush by, “My uncle has died and left me with all he owned, including
the responsibility for whatever debts and obligations he made while living. Although |
may be legally bound to pay some of them from his estate. I'm not liable for cther, less
formal agreements.”

“Ah, buts you see, Miss Cobb," said Shuri, setting down his tea and slipping from
hig chair, “I am similarly bounds by the law of my owns people, the Tcho-Tcho People.”

“That may be true . . . but . . ." said Darlene, setting her own cup down with a
feeling of increasing lethargy. Again, it seemed to her as if everything around her was
hurtling into the future even as she stood like a rock in a rushing stream, forcing water
around her but never yielding. Outside, she thought she could see the sun climbing

toward noontime and the clouds racing past the summit of Sabbat Hill . . . then it came
to her as if from long ago . . . the familiar smell of the tea . . . it was on Sabbat Hill that
she'd encountered it before _ . . the fire that had been put out . . . the blackened

remains. . . . “The laws in Burma don't necessarily . . . apply inthe . . . United . . "

“That is quite all right, Miss,” said Shuri, helping her to get up. “The law of Leng
iz much older. Much, much clder and for those who transgress, the punishments is not
a thing pleasant to contemplate. Much more frightfulz than the laws of humans. And
50, you sees, to avoid punishments, the law of Leng must be observed and the
agreements your uncles made with the Teho-Teho must be fulfilled. You will come with
me and you will see. You will be glorifieds and be a mother to our peoples. You will
give birth to new younglings who will continue to serve our masters Myarlathotep, may
his name be praised.”

Darlene allowed herself to be led from the kilchen.

“Mow, you will packs yourself a bag for travel,” continued Shuri. “We have long
journeys ahead of us.”

From that point, Darlene could remember little but the occasional impression or
snatch of conversation. To all outward appearances, she seemed normal and in
possession of all her facullies, perfecily cognizant of what she was doing when she
called \Whitney to verify his commitment to oversee the property until the house could be
sold, when she told Humbertion to send all mail to her residence in New York and fo
transfer the proceeds from the sale of the house to her personal account, when she
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called the fravel agent to arrange a flight schedule for Shuri and herself to Burma.

“ . . will be of great service to my peoples who have had many other Goat-
Meothers wheo served us well in the past,” Shur was saying as she drove the Saturn up
Interstate 93 to Boston's Logan Airpor.

“. .. life of Tcho-Tchos good and devoted to service of Myarlathoteps in return for
sharing his rule when Elder Gods return some day, but price to be paid for our
faithfulness in our inability to procreates,” she heard Shuri saying while the flight
attendant cleared away the remaing of their meal.

“ .. Tcho-Tcho folk not mens nor womens, not builts for reproduction, 5o we
have our Goat-Mother, she who is consecrated to Shub-Miggurath, the goat of a
thousand young, she who is Great-Goat-Mother to all . . . Tcho-Tcho . . . Deep Ones . . .
Dholes . . . Shantak . . .

“ .. of great service to Tcho-Teho People and whose bodies have provens to be
oh so well suited to Shub-Miggurath's purposes are those of humans women, . . ." Shuri
said as they made their way through the crowded streets of Rangoon.

“ .. have served Tcho-Tcho People in past but more humans about Sung in
these latter days and was determined by peoples to be too dangerous fo confinue fo
consecrate local candidates as Goat-Mother and so was decided to look in lands that
not know of us, - . " Shuri said, tugging vigorously on the reins of his donkey as they
picked their way up slope from the jungle that was left behind some days before.

“. . .when name of Silas Cobb came to us, we send cousins to see him, . . ." said
Shuri, holding a great, covered tray before him.

“. .. cousing in Innsmouth know of humans ways and speaks to Cobb of trade, . . °
Darlene heard Shuri say as she lay sweating and naked upon a stone couch whose cold
could still be fell even throuwgh the roughly woven blankets that covered it.

“. .. Cobb told cousins that he could get a Goat-Mother for Tcho-Teho in return
for story of Elder Gods. . . ." Shuri lifted the lid of the tray and when Darene saw what
was there, all shiny and squirming, her terror and horror was so acute that for an instant
the power of the Black Lotus was not enough to restrain the screams that filled her
throne room.

“ .. Cobb said plan would take much times but that was well, as it would be long
before Tcho-Techo could complete book about Elder Gods. . . " But Darlene was long
past hearing Shuri's story as she felt the squirmings begin inside her.

“ .. but finally book finished and soon Shuri leave Sung to come to Cobb with
book and find Cobb keep promise. . . " There were people, things, gathered around
her, robed and grotesque, holding wooden bowls. Then one approached and held its
bowl between Darlene's legs and gathered the millions of ferilized eggs that spewed
from ingide her. One by one, each figure came to her and did the same until, hours
later, the nightmare ended.

“Mow Miss is Tcho-Teho Goat-Mother, will spawn new younglings and Tcho-Teho
able to continue duties and worship of Elder Gods. . . " Darlene lay suping on her
throne, exhausted and sickened, wanting only to die.

“ .. only few younglings will live to adulthood but new Goat-Mother not to worry
that not all her children will live, . . " Shuri said, replacing the handmaidens in Darlene's
distoried wvision and approaching her with the covered tray again. How long had she
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been in this place? her mind screamed. Was this Hell? As the fog of the Black Lotus
gradually lifted from her brain, she wasn't sure of anything except that her most fervent
wish was to die. . . .

“ . . not all wil dive, but in thousand years time, Goal-Mother will have
gratification of seeing those of her children who do, grow and glorify her. . . ."
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This iz a new story writfen for this anthology.

It may seem strange thal the Tcho-Tchos are described as human in
appearance, but depicted as being wnable fo procreale as humans. However, one
version of their origin is that they are the offspring of matings between the Mir Nign and
humans. The Miri Nign are a servitor race created by Chaugnar Faugn from pimifive
amphibians hundreds of millions of years ago. Amphibians reproduce by releasing
Bggs into a waltery emviranment, where they hatch info larval forms called fadpoles.
These in furn develop info adults. If is concelvable that the Tcho-Tchos inherited a
similar reproductive system fram their amphibian parents.

The use of the womb of a human woman as an incubator is not all that unusual
For ane thing, the womb would be moist and warm, the perfect environment for delicate
amphibian eggs. For another, the semi-human nature of the Tcho-Tchos may require &
human womb for proper development. Perhaps the eggs need a hormone or enzyme
produced by the tissue in the wall of the womb. There is also precedent for this in the
animal world. There are several species of frogs and toads that have special pouches
in their skin where the eggs can be placed. The eggs haftch ouwt and the fadpoles
dewvelop in the pouches until they became adulls, when they break oul. Something
similar may be going on here.

However, while the story does not go info detail, it is nonetheless obwvious thal
samething more is going on. For one things, its not eggs that are placed inside the
Goat-Mather, but shiny, squirming things. Only later are eggs then collected. What are
these things? Al this paint we can only speculafe (maybe Mr. Comtois will wite a
sequel one day), but complex life cycles are fairly comman in nature, thaugh they tend
to be limited to lower animals. N is conceivable thal the Tcho-Toho life cycle has
several stages, two of which are seen here. The sguirming things would be one sfage;
the eggs they produce would be another.

But where do they come from, what happens fo them, and what do the Tcho-
Tchos do with the eggs? These are guestions for another sfory, but one possibilify may
be that that the Tcho-Tchas mate like humans, but give birth fo a larva. (Granted in the
story Shuri states that the Tcho-Tchos cannot procreate, bul he may have simply meant
that they cannot on thelr own praduce children. They may stil be able to mate fo
produce offspring that form a stage in a life cycle.) This larva would then be the
sguirming thing that is placed inside the womb. It then produces milions of eggs
asexually in @ process that desfroys if. The eggs are collected, and perhaps then they
are placed in pools fo develop and hatch info tadpoles. In fime the fadpoles develop
inta Tcho-Toho “younglings”, who then grow info adults. Buf why would only a few
adults be produced from each million-eggs batch? Maybe the tadpoles are camivorous,
there is precedent for that foo in nature.

Mr. Comitois will also be appearing in three of the next fouwr Caimsford Tome
anthologies, and a collection of his best works enfifed Autumnal Tales, will be
published later this year.







The spatuN of the Ylach

Randall D. Larson

y acquaintanceship with Abner Corey began several years before the
(T) event at Davenport, California, which not only destroyed our friendship,

and, | fear, his life — or whatever human semblance of life he had — but
which also sent me fleeing madly from that homer-spawning lighthouse, never to set
foot near the sea again.

Three years before, | had been wvisiting relatives in Westport, Massachusetts.
On my way up to Boston, where | would catch the flight to my heme in San Jose, |
took some time to tour the small villages and towns along the Atlantic coast. In a
small town called Newburypoert | wandered into a small tavern and happened fo sit at a
table next to a man who locked at least twenty years my elder. The man turned out to
be Abner Corey, as | found out when he introduced himself. He said he'd noticed the
books | was carrying — fraveling alone, | usually bring in a book or two to read
through while eating — and indicated that he shared a similar interest in strange
legends and locales. | learned that he, too, was from California. a former professor of
ancient history and mythology. A kindred spirit immediately bonded our fellowship for
the evening and we talked for hours.

Abner told me that, since departing his professorship, he'd operated a lighthouse
near a small forested town called Davenport, some miles above Santa Cruz on the
Califonia coast. He was now on his way to nearby Arkham to vigit the library of the
famed Miskatonic University. |'d always thought Miskatonic and its legendary collection
of blasphemous occult books was a fictional creation of pulp horror writers, but Abner
assured me that it did actually exist, and indeed contained an esoteric collection of
obscure, legend-shrouded books containing the mythic beliefs of ancient civilizations.
Unable to resist actually seeing the place, | immediately accepted Abner's offer that |
accompany him to the University that afterncon.

| wasn't sure whether Abner was truly seeking companicnship or simply a ride to
Arkham — | had a rental car, he'd been traveling by rail and bus — but in the leng run it
probably didnt matter. We became friends during the drive into Arkham. Passing
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majestic rows of Eucalypius trees and beautiful, gabled houses with lovely yards and
white gazebos, we spoke of our interest in the literature available at Miskatonic. The
library is most famous — perhaps infamous is a belter term — for having one of a very
few existing copies of Abdul Alhazred's shunned Necronomicon. As an occasional
student of mythology, | mentioned how interested | would be in actually seeing this
ancient volume. But while | considered such things as the curious beliefs of primitive
cultures, Abner himself admitted to being a firm believer in the factual basis of the
legends transcribed within the Mecronamicon and other books.

QOur excursion through the library was a lengthy one. Abner pored over the
ancient tome (which he was allowed to inspect only after passing a suspicious clerk
a considerable amount of money), translating the Latin text as best he could, while |
gazed at English transzlations and notebooks on such works as the Sixth Volume of
The T'sman Manuscripf, Prinn's De Vermis Mysteriis, Phillips's Study af the Riyeh
Text, and others. Abner joited down notes, muttering excitedly to himself, while |
read with increasing fascination the legends about the ©ld Ones and their once
preeminent control of the Earth.

Owr differences in belief and attitude were kept mostly to ourselves, although
Abner did attempt to persuade me of the possible reality of such things as we later
drowve through the small towns along the Massachusetts coast. He pointed out
several landmarks and relayed a number of incidents that he claimed backed up
what he was saying. Strange incidents which had never really been explained, some
of which | remembered seeing emblazoned upon the covers of the tabloids | tried not
to gaze at while waiting in supermarket lines, but which relentlessly drew my
unwilling aitention all the same.

Abner described whispered-of accounts in that crumbling Massachuselts seaport
named Innsmouth, of the strange, fish-like appearance of s people, and of the
governmental bombing of Devi Reef just off s coast and the subsequently
disappearance of its inhabitants. Abner mentiocned the disappearance of a woman
scientist at the California Zoological Institute near California’s Big Sur State Park and the
abrupt abandonment of their dolphin research. Abner hinted of other disappearances —
ships at sea and such — and strange islets that rose to the surface of the ocean and then
submerged, leaving horrified men in their wake. Abner told me that all of these events
tied in with the arcane divulgences he read of in the Mecronomicon. Government agents
took control of Innsmouwth for a time to suppress the existence of other beings, Abner
claimed. The scientist disappeared at the Institute because she was not completely
human, he said, but was kin to the Deep Ones, submarine minions who serve the
sleeping Old Ones who rest beneath the ocean depths.

Well, naturally, | scoffed at all of this, like anyone who hadn't experienced what |
was to ultimately encounter. Fool that | was. Had | only known. But of course, | had
lived my forty years in quiet suburbia, unaware of my own ignorance of things beyond
my understanding — living my life oblivious to the fact that there may be other entities
beyond my awareness, beyond my kmown cosmos; things that | was accountable to.
How could | have accepted what Abner said?

Mo, there were other explanations, | told him. The Innsmouth incidents were
reported to have been connected with a plague, an cutbreak of pestilence which Health
Depariment agents successfully contained before it could infect surrounding regions. |
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teld Abner that people disappear all the fime with seemingly mysterious circumstances,
leaving their friends behind to imagine whatever they chose to. That scientist was
probably living in South America with a rich boyfriend. ©r else she fell into the ccean
and no one found her.

Abner merely shrugged. | got the impression he'd expected my reaction and was
used to it. He mentioned that the books we'd just examined at the Miskatonic explained
= in often obscure revelation — what could have occurred at Innsmouth, would could
have happened at the dolphin research Institute, what cowld have happened when that
izlet rose to the surface of the sea off England and two sailors encountered something
that ruined their sanity for the rest of their lives.

“Yeah, well . . " was about all | could respond with. The strangeness of the
conversation was decidedly uncomfortable, like talking religion or politics with an
opinionated opponent when you're a rather passive conversationalist to begin with. “No
one really knows.” Thal caused a chuckle from Abner, and he suggested | come up 1o
his lighthouse some time and see for myself. | wasn't sure what he meant by that, but |
gave it a “we’ll see” and let it go at that.

\When my allotted vacation was finally spent and | had to return 1o Boston fo
catch a flight west, Abner reminded me of his offer to visit Davenporn. | said I'd consider
it, and that was the last | saw of Abner Corey lill that ghastly week a year ago.

Upon my return to California and its accompanying surging flow of writing {much,
admittedly, was influenced by what I'd read at Miskatonic and by Abner's curious
notions about it all}, the idea of a wvisit to the Dawvenport Lighthouse was gquickly
forgotten. Finally, some two years after my trip to Mew England, there was an arlicle in
a San Francisco paper that caught my eye. It told of an odd shipwreck — and who
hears of shipwrecks in this day and age? — north of Monterey Bay off the coast of
Santa Cruz. It was only a small fishing boat, but all hands were lost, and no bodies
found, as the boat hit a reef a mile or s0 out. What made the item interesting to me was
the fact that the cause was claimed to be a malfunction of the lighthouse at Davenpor,
which was still in use to supplement sonar and other more modern devices, to allow
vessels to navigate away from the small, but potentially hazardous, reef.

\When | recalled that this was the lighthouse that Abner was operating, | felt a bit of
sympathy as he was undoubtedly being besieged with all kinds of accusations. My interest
in visiting him was rekindled, so | drove across the Sania Cruz Mountains to the coast.

sea, hidden beneath towering seacliff walls that bound it on either side. The

highway lay on top of those cliffs, between the sea and the inland hills, and the
road down to Abner's lighthouse wound ominously and precariously to the cliff's edge —
the waves crashing below in an angry roar.

The Abner Corey who greeted me was quite different from the Abner | had
known in Massachusetts. He was heavily bundled in large trousers and a tightly-
buttoned overshirt, as he moved with a slow, very restrained gait. Physically he had
aged considerably. His face had elongated with wrinkles. His hair was receding and
his hands seemed to be vaguely misshapen. But his voice seemed friendly enough,
and he invited me in with a welcome smile.

| entered a small living room with an old, worn sofa, a couple of armchairs, and

a bners lighthouse was situated on a flat promontory that jutted out toward the
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a few curic cabinets. It made a quaint sitting room; all that was missing was a stone
fireplace. A door to one side was open, revealing a tiny library, and a kitchen stood off
to the other side. In the far comer of the room, just before the doorway to what
appeared to be a small bedroom, was the foot of a spiral staircase that wound up and
out of site. The way to the light tower, and | gazed upward imagining the tall tower
that loomed overhead.

Abner offered me a drink, reaching for one of several liquor bottles on the top
shelf of one of the curio cabinets and pouring a guaniity inio a small glass. | accepted
the glass with thanks, but my gaze was drawn to the objects on the second shelf of
the cabinet: gruesome statuettes of misshapen but vaguely humanoid figures, metal
fish-shapen arifacts, and the faded spines of what appeared to be very old books. A
similar collection occupied the lower shelf. | glanced at the other curio cabinet and
found a similar assortment.

Abner thanked me for the visit and suggested | stay a few days, if | didn't mind
sleeping on the couch. He mentioned that the weather sometimes could be
unpredictable, although it was currently sunny. But the thought of a few days rest on
the seashcre, staying at an old lighthouse was tempting. | said | might very well take
him up on his offer.

As | spent the day chatling with Abner and accompanying him about his
occasional duties in the lighthouse, | began to realize that not only had his physical
appearance changed in the two years since our first meeting, there was a distinct
change in his attitude as well. Despite the warmth of his reception, | noticed a constant
preoccupation when we were talking. He would rarely make eye-contact, and would
confinucusly glance out the windows and the doors as if anticipating the arrival of
someone or something at any moment. His eyes no longer sparkled as they did during
his eager inspection of the Miskatonic's wares, but seemed dull, even foggy by
comparigon. | thought he must be having problems with his sight, although he showed
ne evidence of seeing difficulties. His speech was stumbling, halting, and he would
guite often stop in the middle of speaking to stare, blankly, out to the sea, as if he could
hear something | couldn resounding from its depths. He was even more determined in
his beliefs of ancient deities and their spawn than before, and he scolded my
stubbornness in refusing to credit the reality of what he said.

| casually mentioned the shipwreck I'd read about, and was surprised 1o learn that
Abner showed little grief for the incident. In fact, he seemed almost bitter about it and the
ensuing investigation by federal authorities. He muttered something about “food for the
Deep Ones” which seemed an odd, even cruel, attempt at humor, but | shrugged,
assuming that might have been his way of dealing with the situation. He was, afier all,
the subject of some suspicion, as the lighthouse keeper in proximity to the shipwreck, and
some degree of bitterness at being unjustly accused was certainly understandable. Later
on, though, | reflected on his utierance with a chill that made those accusaftions seem
perhaps less unjust, and the truth quite horrifying in itg implications.

But as we talked, | felt Abner had something on his mind, something which he
wanted to reveal but, for some reason or another, wouldnt. Or couldn't. | asked him if
he was truly all right.

“Funny you should ask,” he chuckled at me, tugging at the tight collar of his firmby
buttoned shirt. A weariness seemed to pass over his face, and he locked straight at
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me. “You know my interest in those books at Miskatonic?" | nodded. “Well, since then,
I've accumulated a rather nice collection of them myself, including Doctor Dee's
priceless but unfortunately imperfect English translation of the Necroanomicon. | haven't
been merely collecting those for posterily's sake. |'ve been on the track of finding out
something . . . something about myself.”

“What?" | asked clumsily.

“Something so incredible that no one could ever believe it!” He spat this [ast par,
turning to the window that overlooked the sea. Wawves rolled in, punctuating his strange
statement. “How can | tell you when | can barely accept it myself” he said to the
window. Or to the sea beyond. “And yet | know it's true, so damnably true. . . ." His
arms stiffened, fists clenched on either side. He seemed about to say more, but ag he
gazed out the window in profile to me | could see his eyes widen. He gquickly turmed
away and walked passed me, grabbing my glass out of my hand. “Let me get you
ancther drink, . . ." he said brusquely and walked to the cabinet across the room. |
looked out the window, wondering if there was something he saw that caused his abrupt
change in candor, but | could see nothing except sand, waves, and whitecaps.

That night Abner and | sat in the light tower, walching the sea mowve in dark
shadows far below as the powerful beam revolved around the tower just above our
heads. It cast a weird glow on Abner's lined face, seeming to accentuate an oddity in its
appearance that | was not then able to put my finger on, and then left him in darkness
until it repeated its revolution. It was here that Abner began to open up a bit, as if he felt
less wulnerable here atop his tower, looking out over the churning ccean and its hidden
depths. He rambled on for a while, teling about beings that dwelled in the sea —
creatures that were neither fish nor mammal, but had dwelt in the depths for innumerable
millennia, and never died. | listened with fascination as he related the descriptions of
these creatures and the things they do, swept up in the fantasy of it all. Abner had indeed
learned much from the books he'd obtained, and, although | did not — or perhaps
conventionally cowd not — believe that such things were true, his evidence was intriguing
nonetheless, especially for a lover of weird fiction such as myself.

Abner spoke of Great Cthulhu, who lies beneath the sea waiting for the age when
he can rise again, ruler of Oceana; of Dagon and his servants the Deep Ones; and of
other species of unholy shape and character that dwell in the unknown depths of the
seas: monsirous shoggoths and obscene-looking %'lagh who come in hordes to prepare
the murky rising of Great Cthulhu, It that rests awaiting the moment of resurrection to
once again replenish the earth with his kind.

Of the last, Abner grew parlicularly eloguent.

He told me more, much more, about the Y'lagh who flock in the water about his
lighthouse in vast multitudes, infesting the sea with their jelly-like bodies and the air with
their stink. The Y'lagh, he told me in restrained, hushed tones, mate with humans fo
create half-human, half-aquatic beings who serve on earih to make ready the return of
their lord and master, Cthulhu.

Abner paused for a moment, studying my face in the aliernating light. | sat still,
gazing out the window. Finally, he shrugged, and continued his narrative.

“Why cant you believe? The Y'lagh exist!f Theyre as real as —" he quickly
glanced about “— as these stone walls, or this blazing light. As real as the dolphing and
seals and sea lions who mingle with them in the etermal sea!” He chuckled for a
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mement. “Maybe if you'd read the bocks that | had, studied the shunned passages from
the Necronomican and understood the truth of the legends written in it You haven't
seen the diagrams and the descriptions in those books. You haven't experienced the
horror of seeing flocks of jelly-like things clustering in the water below, and suddenly
realizing that they resemble exactly the drawings in those books. And then
remembering what else the books said about them and their monstrous activities . . "
He gazed down at his feet, soberly.

“Y'ou haven't seen the sea lions barking from the rocks and carrying on in such a
damnable fashion, or seen the dolphins goaring out of the water, carrying on their backs
shapes with characteristics that seemed a hybrid of the aguatic and the human and
something elze, something ghastly.” He turned to me in the revolving, intermittent light.

“When | first read those books | didnt believe. either. | couldnt believe in
something a3 insane as that. Didn't make any sense. But when they came here, to the
lighthouse, drawn somehow, and | saw them and conversed with them, and they told
me things — told me without speaking — things about themselves that even the dark
books wouldn't dare set down, well how could | not believe what I'd seen? How could |
scoff when | knew that they —"

Abner broke off and tumed away. He shook hig head and sounded like he
muffled a sob. | wanted to say something, something to calm him or tell him that | cared
in gome small way, but | couldn't think of anything. But | couldn't =it silent.

“Can | help?” | offered.

Finally Abner turned back to me and said, in a halling, cracked woice, *Someday
you will see for yourself. And you will believe too.”

he next day | saw for myself.
| was on the beach while Abner was working up in the light tower, oiling

the turntable for the big light. | was walking along a promontory at the water's
edge, walching sea lions basking in the sun on the rocks that jutted out a hundred feet
or 30 off shore. An overcast gloominess had paled the sand below my feet. The cliffs
rose up like huge monoliths, topped with the fur of low, bushy trees. | was thinking
about what Abner had said. | had always been one to maintain that nothing was
actually impossible. Improbable yes, but not impossible. But that noble sentiment
frequently failed when confronted with something beyond my realm of experience, like
the possibility of alien abductions or religious miracles. My conventional logic somehow
blocked my attitudes regarding the possibility of things unknown.

Ag | walked along, thoughtfully, a feeling abruptly came over me, a disturbing
senzation of discomfort as though | had suddenly entered the lair of some predatory
beast. | looked back toward the lighthouse, it sat in soliiude a mere fity feet away,
gloomy in the shadow of the cliffs. | could see Abner tinkering with the tower light high
above. | heard a splashing sound and turned to the water.

It slithered quickly out of sight. | barely caught the movement but | detected a
glimpse of something shadowy submerging beneath a whitecap and moving quickly
away in the water. s guick movement startled me, but then a sudden, unexplainable
panic began to ooze over me, as if | had unaccountably convinced myself that it was no
cavorling sea lion or sand shark. Maybe it was the silence, the gloom invoked by the
cloudy sky, or the remembrance of Abner's stories.




The Spawn of the %'lagh 55

Or maybe it was the dawning realization that | had caught more of a glimpse than
my conscious mind recollected, for as the dark shape disappeared beneath the waves
in my memory | could suddenly remember what it looked like, as though an instant's
memory not initially comprehended returned unbidden with crystal clarity. A glistening,
guivering, jelly-like form with thin tentacles similar to that of a jellyfish, but without the
smooth dome of the medusecid, and moving incredibly fast. s torso was rough, like
wadded-up wax paper, from which tentacles sprouted on all sides. Large fins propelled
it swiftly through the liguid, and the semblance of a face — reptilian? mammalian? —
was distinctly visible as it blurred into the murky foam.

At that | became definitely uneasy and | made my way rapidly inte the house. |
managed, after a few moments, to compose myself encugh to join Abner nonchalanthy
in the tower as he finished cleaning the huge lens.

That night, as we sat in the light tower drinking hot mocha, my attitude toward
Abner's talk of the Y'lagh was one of considered attentiveness. | became more and
mere certain that the thing | saw may have been one of the Y'lagh. lis form and
movement was registered in my memory s0 precisely that even a momentary glimpse
was enough to make me consider what I'd hithero rejected. | knew what | had seen,
and it was something yvou'd find encyclopedized in no other section of the Miskatonic
library than where Abner had browsed.

“If these Y'lagh actually exist, * | asked him, “why do they spend so much time
around your lighthouse?”

“I think it's kind of a beacon for them,” Abner said, looking out fo sea. “They
respond to the light, and | believe — from random clues I've picked up in my reading —
that the land on which the lighthouse stands once held a special gecgraphic
significance to their race. But that izn't all,” he tumed toward me, and his face seemed
to take on a frightened contour. “I think they're also attracted here because of me.”

| stared at him for a moment, speechless. Then took a sip of mocha and replied
sofily, “Why you?”

It came out in a rapid cadence of words. “They want me — they want 1o take me
into their depths to mate with those cbscene creatures and create more of those hellish
half-breeds!”

| was once again speechless, but for a different reason. “Mate with you? Oh
come now, Abner. I'll admit that | may have seen cne of these creatures, so they may
exist. But aren't you taking this a little far? Are they not just some weird form of sea life
we havent discovered before? And if they have an intelligence, why would they want
hybrid “slaves’ amyway?”

“The Y’lagh dwell in the water. They can venture onto land for only a shon time.
A half-breed would be able to live both on land and in the sea. A hall-breed could
infiltrate our communities. A half-breed could be helpful to the Y'lagh and their
blasphemous pursuit of the ultimate resurrection of Cthulhw.”

| didn't know what to say about that. “But why are they after you?"

At this Abner stared at me for a long moment with that almost abnormal face. The
shadows in the room seemed to make his face melt into a strange droop. Then he hung
his head, sitting in his chair clutching the mocha cup tightly. It was only after quite a while
that | realized he was weeping. | called his name gently but he did not acknowledge me. |
waited quietly and after a while became aware that he had fallen asleep.
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The next moming Abner and | were in his library, and he was showing me some
of the books he had been able to cbtain; rare, quite old volumes that spoke in cryptic
terms of the Y'lagh and other ancient beings from other words that still haunted the
universe in anticipation of their tiumphal return to power. | had heard of a number of
the books, and was surprised he had been able to secure them, although | did not
inguire of his means. In addition to that English text of the Necronomicon, he showed
me a stapled Xerox of De Vermis Mysferiis, a crumbling copy of the Rilyeh Text, as well
as a new-looking book by Thomas Harrison called The Sea and Sacrifice. There was
also an unmarked book in a smooth-textured, tan-colored binding, which Abner handed
me in silence. The cover bore no name butl merely some kind of drawing resembling a
flaming eye within a five-pointed star. The book had a strange feeling to it, the kind of
feeling you might have if you accidentally rubbed against someone else’'s arm while
passing in the supermarket. The interior page gave its title as The Taman Manuscrhpt,
but the text was not in English so | returned the book to Abner with a shudder, relieved
to have it out of my grasp.

He handed me the paperbound Sea and Sacrifice, and we both began o go
through it. Abner described it as an annotated compilation of passages frem the other
dark books, those which had to do with Cthulhoid legends of the sea. As he guided
me through it, he pointed out particular passages which he claimed backed up what
he told me about the Innsmouth activity, the dolphin research laboratory as Big Sur,
and other episodes.

Abner furned to a chapter which he said dealt exclusively with the ¥lagh. It
began with a quote from the Necronomicon — Fhn'ghh Ylagh lg'estn mnght R'yeh
wdrlfr das'ngl'frg Cthulhu — which the book translated as “from the sisters of R'lyeh
come legions of writhing Y'lagh to reshape the world for the coming of Great Cthulhu®.
Abner said it clearly explained the Ylagh's purpose as minions of the being known as
Cthulhu, and went on to point out how the half-breed offepring of the Y'lagh are bom in
the sea, vague progenies of their diverse parenthood with half-human limbs and head.
Asg they get older and adapt to a more aquatic environment, Abner spoke guietly, their
limbs recede into fins and tentacles, the neck receded into the torso, until they more
closely resemble their otherworldly ancestry.

To my great surprise, | was nodding in agreement, caplivated by Abner's
explanation of things hitherte unknown_ 1'd unwittingly become a convert.

And Abmer had become . . . what? He became increasingly more frightened
and convinced that the ¥'lagh would be coming soon to take him with them inte the
sea, but | sensed that there was another reason o his fear, a hidden reason he
wouldn't, or couldn't, reveal.

We didn't stay long in the tower, as Abner wearily begged for an early retirement.
While he dozed in his room, | sat in the library and pored through Harrison's The Sea
and Sacrifice, certainly the most ominous compendium of terrible truths about the ocean
and itz outré denizens, things that “lay eternally in itz undulating bosom, waiting for
resurrection”. | leamed of horrible activities and blasphemous rituals conducted by
creatures like the Y'lagh and other damnable minions of elder creatures. There are
miere things to fear in the sea than predatory sharks and stinging jellyfish and giant eels,
and | pray some day | may forget what | read in those pages.

| finally closed the book with a grimace, my formerly comfortable world view
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merphing into some discomforling alien landscape. | moved over to the couch to retire,
and | could hear Abner mumbling in his sleep, evidently in the midst of a nightmare
induced by his fears of the Y'lagh. All | could understand from his soft muttering were
phrases like “must be anotherway . .. not me . . . find another . _ "

| had no idea what it might mean to him. Eventually his mumbled moaning put
me to sleep.

Some time during the night, | awoke at the loud slamming of a door. Unable to
return to sleep, | tossed and turned for a while before getting up with a frustrated sigh. |
decided to return to the library 10 read some more and see if that might restore my
sleepiness. On my way | couldnt help noticing that Abner was gone. His bed, which
was plainly visible through the open door of his room, was ruffled but empty, the sheets
pulled back haphazardly. The lights were on in the library and | assumed I'd find him
thiere, but there was no gign of him. But | was surprised to see his copy of The Sea and
Sacrifice lying open on the desk, for | was certain | had replaced it on its shelf before |
refired. Abmer must have been looking at it. | was about to pick it up and return it to the
shelf when | noticed the passage it had been left opened to. An adjective-laden
description of the %'lagh mating practice, when the Deep Ones cluster about the ocean
shore as the chosen one is taken by the Y'lagh out to the sea to be had by them. . . .

Why Abner had been studying this | couldnt understand, since he was so deathly
afraid of such a fate. Then, with a shudder, | recalled the phrases he had been
muttering in his sleep.

“ .. another way . . _ find another . . .*

The ghastly realization hit me like a hammer. Supposing the Y'lagh were coming
for Abner. If so, would he not try to avoid the fate by substituting another in his place?

“ .. find another . . ."

| was the only other one here. . . .

toward me, jelly-like tentacled beings pressing along behind him. But there
was no sign of him.

Where had Abner gone? Maybe they had taken him already. Maybe they had
silently sloshed into the lighthouse, smothered his mouth with their jelly-like
appendages and dragged him off inic the night. Perhaps even now they were gliding
with his wriggling form into the descending depths. But why had he been up reading
this book in the library?

The =ea lions were barking noisily from their rock, strangely active for this time of
night, but | could hear another sound coming from cutside the lighthouse.

Abner.

It sounded like he was velling at something. | couldn't make out the words, but
his tone was frantic. What he was talking to | could only pray wasn't what it must be, for
| heard a subtle croaking, sucking, and sloshing sound interspersed with his cries.

Like a conversafion.

The sounds ceased and in a moment | heard the front door close and Abner
walked in. He entered the library and stood there walching me as the room lighting
made an ominous shadow fall across his face, which now seemed even more abnormal
that | had fancied earlier. He glared at me — as if reading my mind and realizing that |

Sl..u::h::hﬁ:nl'_.r | looked up, locked around, half expecting to see Abner lunging
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kmew what he was up to. He reached info his pocket for semething.

| bolted, suddenly, shoving him aside and darting out of the room and out of the
house. In my dash from the fromt door | tripped over something big and fell sprawling on
my face in the sand. | could hear Abner cursing as | looked back to see what | had
fallen over, and in the moonlit darkness | could barely make it out as a sea lion.

liz eyes faintly glimmered as it stared at me. I growled like a dog and began to
shuffle closer. All at once | heard the sound of a hundred dogs growling in unison, from
all arcund me. There was also audible a sickening croaking and sloshing. | whirled
about: the promontory and the area between myself and the gravel road which led o
the highway above was covered in sea lions, like a black, undulating carpet of soggy
black pinnipeds that nodded and snored and padded thickly on lumbering fins, closer.
A thousand eyes glimmered wetly as the dark shapes moved closer. | could make out
shadows of other forms, equally dark but glistening so that | could plainly make out their
round, quivering, jelly-like shape, and from these came the croaking, sloshing sound.

The large pinniped near the door plodded toward me and bared its teeth, as a
dog would do. | glanced suddenly past it and saw Abner standing in the doorway, his
elongated face staring at me blankly, as did the gun he held in his hand. Barely
thinking, | jerked to one side and kicked at the sea lion. This shook it up enough for me
to lunge across it at Abner and wrestle the gun from him. | showved him away — ignoring
thie unexpected plumpness | felt az my hand touched his chest — and fired at the sea
lion as it roared toward me. Its roars turmed into cries of pain and it plopped heavily
across Abner's doorway and became sileni. Then came a profusion of barks, growls,
and those horribly obscene sloshing sounds — which sounded disgustingly like
somebody was trying to burp up a thick glop of semi-liquid matter they had stuck deep
in their throat — as the dark figures on the beach advanced closer.

| needed to get out of here. | glanced arcund and noticed with a fright that
numbers of the sloshing pinnipeds were blocking the path to my car, parked off the
roadway a few yards away. More were moving in to accompany them. | turned toward
the cliffzide and tried to make out a path or a clefi that might be scalable. There was one.

| fired several times at the creatures before turning and running toward the cliff,
reaching up to grab a handheld and starting to climb unsteadily upward, made more
awlkward by the pistol | still carried. As | climbed cautiously, trying to ignore my fear of
heights, | glanced downward and saw the hordes of sea lions and slug-like seals, and
those other things which could only be the Y'lagh, converging about the base of the cliff.
One of the Y'lagh attempted to slither up the cliff but | was able to reach arcund with the
gun and shoot it — | don't know if | hurt it but the force of the bullet at least sent it
spilling down the steep slope to plop among its brethren below.

Ancther look down revealed a second Ylagh attempting the climb, squirming up
with its quivering, black body, and clinging to the rock by some sort of noisy suction
audible even over the din of the barking sea lions. | shot this one as well and it fell,
sliding jerkily down the rocks like a glob of jam sliding down the outside of a jelly jar.

| climbed wupward a bit more, gripping juiting rocks and tree roots, my feet
clambering for a foothold in the soft, steeply sloping earth. Glancing down, | saw Abner
scrambling up the cliffside after me. | hurried my own ascent, now reaching the boftom
edge of the cliff. As | scaled it diagonally to take advantage of a thin ridge, | noticed
Abner making quick progress below me. He must have had some practice climbing
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these cliffs in the past, and | took the chance of trying to get a shot out. The pistol
cracked, sending a bullet slamming into Abner's leg and causing him to fall headfirst
onto the beach below him. But the retor loosened my grip on the rocks and, in an
atternpt to regain it, | lost the gun. It bounced and banged onto the rocks below. After
struggling for what seemed like far too long a time, | finally felt stable rock beneath my
shoes. | regained my footheld and staried again on my way up the cliff. In a scuffling
scramble of dirt and rocks and weeds | finally made the top. | crawled onto moist grass
and collapsed exhausted against a tree a few feet from the edge. Whether it was my
own failing consciousness, or whether the horrid howling group below was actually
guieting, | remember the clamering sounds of the sea lions and water beings ceasing —
about the same time my consciousness did.

When it returmed, and whenever it was my eyes fluttered open, memory
returned to me with a shudder. | lurched up and looked about, a fear of anticipation
gripping me. Darkness surrounded me until an intermittent shadowy light flashed from
below. | could tell | was alone.

| slowly crawled toward the cliffs edge and peered down. The flashing light
came from the lighthouse tower, but it wasn't the steady beam it should have been.
Recurrent shadows blocked the light at random intervals, sending out jagged flashes
of light into the night. | gaped at the lighthouse and, once my eyes could penetrate
the brightness of the tower, made out dozens of shadows, bulky and tentacled,
dancing around the light tower, their awkward bodies blocking the light and sending
it out in irregular shards in all directions, dappling the landscape in irregular splashes
of light and shadow.

Through the arrhythmic glow of the light, | could see objects bobbing in the
water. | could see moving shadows on the beach. | could hear the sound of flippers
padding against wet sand, the slosh of heavy bodies sliding against the surf, the
smack of leather and jelly-like skin slapping into each other. But the croaking, barking
noises that had made such a din earier were strangely silent. As if the beings below
were waiting for something.

Az | looked down at the flat promontory beside the lighthouse, bathed in the uneven
light filtering through the creatures in the light tower, | saw what they were waiting for.

Abner Corey lay on his back in the sand, alive, but obviously in considerable
pain, and in considerable panic, judging from the way he tossed his head from side to
side, yelling hoarsely and squirming in protest. | realized for a moment that, had | not
escaped up the cliff, mine would have been the supine form sgquirming on the
lighthouse promontory.

The pinnipeds and the Y'lagh that surrounded him paid little heed to his dim
cries. They picked him up in tentacular flippers and carried him roughly toward the
water, brutalty twisting him in diverse appendages as he struggled. His struggles
increased as one of the ¥'lagh clambered on top of him, its gelatinous form smothering
him into semi-unconsciousness. As the creature glithered off of him, causing Abner's
shirt to tear open, it took held of his hand and dragged his tranguilized body into the
beckoning waves. And then, in the splaying flares of the tower light, | saw what | should
have guessed long ago — that ghastly answer which sent me reeling away from the
cliff, running madly out onte the highway to be found in the dim dawn by a Highway
Patrolman, and eventually returned to my home.
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For that sight, that horrible and obvious revelation that caused me to avoid ever
sefling foot near an ocean again, certain Abner himself would come crawling up out of
the surf to finish what he tried to do during my ill-met visit to the Davenport Lighthouse,
was the sight | saw when the Y'lagh squirmed off of Abner and his =hirt fell open,
revealing the newly-forming, stingy tenfacles and soft, bubbly skin.

But that was not as bad as the single word | distinctly saw him mouth as the thing
held his hand and dragged him info the surf. . . .

Mother. . . .
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Why do some of the races of the Cthuthu Mythas fry fo infilirate human society?
Agide from the fact that it helps fo creafe the confict necessary for a good story, there
are perhaps three reasons for it. The first is that, as servitors of an Qufré Being, they
seek to bring about that entity's reemergence info our world.  As such, they would
probably infitrate society in order fo obtain allies and creale culfs dedicated fo the
worship of the entity. The Deep Ones are perhaps the best example of this.

The second is that they seek to displace humans as the rulers of the Earth, either
because they covef mankind's position or because they once ruled where mankind does
now and they wish to reclaim their former position. As such, they would probably
infiltrate society in order to sabotage it and bring it down from within, or control humanity
behind the scenes. The Serpent Peaple are perhaps the best example of this.

The third iz that they seek fo use mankingd for some purpase that they naturally
do not want us fo find owt about. The nature of this purpose could vary from using
humans for food fo using them as sexual swrogates. But regardless of the exact nature
of the purpose, they would probably infiltrate society in order to husband if {as we would
hushand a herd of caftie) as well as monitor the sfate of our knowledge. Almost
certainly they would act fo eliminate any threaf fo their hegemony, whether i be a
scientist, a scholar, or any kind of investigator info hidden knowledge. The ghouls are
probably the best example of this (especially as portrayed by C. J. Henderson in “The
Slaying of Beauty”, which will be included in fhe forthcoming Charnel Feast from
Lindisfarne Press).

From the story the Y'lagh are clearly working for the day when Cthulhu will be
released, but they do it in an unusual way. They don't seem to try fo establish culls or
place moles within society, but simply fo gather intelligence. But perhaps there's more
to it? The passage from the Mecronomicon says that the ulfimate goal of the YTagh is
“to reshape the world”. We know from ouwr analysis of Deep One staries that Deep One
genes are probably generally present in greater human society. The spawn of the
Ylagh do nof retum to the sea untl their human phase is quife mafure, so we can
imagine that same spawn al least would fake the chance to sow some wild oals among
humans while they stil had the chance. Hence their genes are probably also present in
greater human society, possibly to a greater extent than Deep One genes. s this how
they are reshaping the world, by contaminating humanity with Ylagh genes? Do they
have some way of activating these genes so that humans will be fransformed info
Ylagh when the time is right? Only time — and future stories — will fell.

Mr. Larson will also be appearing in the next four Caimsford Tome anthologies.
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Ann K. Schwader

Lupe in her wom pink suil, still picking carnation petals from her tightly curled

hair, was as good a wife as he was probably ever going to get. Pulling his own
camation from his lapel, he let the girl put it in water while he checked over their JOP
wedding papers. They looked simple emnough, unlike the bull that attorney from the
Island Love Introduction Agency had fed him these past two months. If he'd known in
advance what it took to bring one Filipina to Ashton, California —

George froze. Lupe was staring at him again, her moss-green eyes just a little
too bulging and wide. They were the first thing he'd noticed about her when she
arrived. Her black and white agency photo hadn't looked =0 bad, but now he wondered
what he'd been stuck with. Last thing he needed was a wife going blind on him.

“You got a problem?”

Lupe shook her head without blinking. “No problem. Just wanted to know what
you'd like for dinner tonight.”

“Depends. What'd you get at the store today?”

When he'd left for a half-day’s work at the garage this morning, the fridge in his
battered mobile home had held the basics: stale bread, half a pizza, and a six-pack.
He'd left Lupe a few bucks, but hadn't checked what she'd bought yet. The gir had
served fish four out of the five nights she'd been here.

He was getting sick of fish.

“They had specials on steak and shrimp, so | got both,” Lupe said. “With rice
and salad.”

Getting better. "Steak's OK for tonight. Anything but beer to go with it?"

Bruzhing her small dark hands on her skirt, Lupe frowned. “| didn't know you
wanted something else. Is tequila all right? | could get some.”

“Fine_"

S he wasn't much to look at, but George had leamed not to expect much from life.
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Digging into his pocket, George found two fives and the car keys and handed
them to his new wife. She was out the door before he could wonder how she'd bought
all that food with the money he'd left her.

He didn't wonder past one beer, though. Two of his bowling buddies had already
married Island Love girls this spring — and they both said their wives were completely
different from American women. Remembering his ex, Maureen, George sure hoped
s0. He didn't need her kind of mouth again.

He just wanted marriage the way it used to be.

was cold . . . and if the rest of being married wasn't so great, George did his best

to ignore it. At least Lupe wasn't fat, the way Maureen had gotten. She just felt a
little different. A little cold, no matter how stuffy their bedroom was with the swamp
cooler busted again.

Then they had their first fight about that stupid figurine.

It wasn't actually the figurine he'd noticed first, but the flowers Lupe had placed
around it. He found the whole set-up one night after work: a TV tray by his wife's side
of the bed, with wildflowers in two juice glasses and a little heap of sea shells in front
of . . . well, whatever it was.

Carved from dull black stone, the figure wasn't more than six inches high. It felt
oddly heavy in his hand, greasy-slick, and the design itself was worse. A few details —
flared gills, needle teeth, veined webbing fanned between clawed fingers — stood out,
but the rest was nothing he wanted to dwell on. Most disturbing of all, the thing had fits.
Big centerfold ones like a mermaid's.

“George?”

Lupe stood in the bedroom docrway, looking even more popeyed than usual.

“Yeah?" He gripped the figurine more tightly. “What is this, anyway? You into
voodoo or something? The agency didn't say nothing about voodoo.”

Hurrying toward him, Lupe tried to pull the little statue from his hand. “Please
put that down!”

It was the first time she'd crossed him. George held the thing high out of reach,
feeling disgusted. Suddenly, he didnt even want to be touching it. any more than he
wanted to be fighting with his new wife.

“What is this?" he repeated, more gently. “Something from home?"

Lupe nodded and reached for it again. This time, he released his grasp. The gird
polished the statue on one knee of her faded jeans before replacing it between the flowers.

George scowled at the homemade shrine. “Takes up an awful lot of room - . .
and it's ugly. Put the damn thing outside.”

“Won't work there,” said Lupe quietly. “You leave it alone, OK?”

He couldnt, of course; not after that. The first night, he tossed it in the outside
garbage. Mo way in hell the girl could've heard him — she never even turned over in
her sleep — bui next moming the statue was back. He ate the eggs and bacon she
fixed him in silence, satisfying himself with the worry in her weird green eyes.

On his way home after work, he bought a ball peen hammer and hid it in the
shed. When he changed out of his coveralls, he noticed Lupe's shrine had fresh

]:ur the first couple of weeks, things went fine. His clothes got washed, his beer



Mail Order Bride 65

flowers, and a higher pile of shells. She must have been goofing off down on the
beach again.

“Hawven't you got better things to do?” he asked during dinner.

Lupe just stared at him as though she didnt understand English, and refilled his
plate with deep-fried shrimp.

He waited until after midnight this time to take the statue outside. It felt
pricklier, somehow;. all edges and spines against his skin. Clambering down the
weedy hill behind his trailer, he nearly twisted an ankle getting to the beach and
finding a convenient rock.

George smacked the statue a good half-dozen times with his new hammer.
When he didn't hear anything cracking, he fumbled for the flashlight on his belt — then
wished he hadn't. The sea thing's eyes weren't black stone after all.

More like moss-green, and far too large.

Cursing, he grabbed it and ran for the shoreline, heaving it far out into the waves.
A distant splash reassured him, but his first glance across the bed next moming didn't.
The statue's needle grin looked even creepier in broad daylight.

George didn’t bother waking Lupe to make him breakfast. Toast and three shots
of tequila sounded like a better idea.

— the first two to marry — George struggled for the right words. He didn't want
to sound like a paranoid idiot. He just needed to know whether anybody else's
wife had a statue like Lupe’s, and what they'd managed to do about it.

“Sure is weird,” he said, “the stuff Filipinas keep around. My wife's got this
ugly little —"

Phil's hand twitched, nearly spilling his beer.

“Statue? About so high, and fishy-looking?”

George glanced at Ray, but he was busy pouring another glass. Tony and Ar,
the other two guys on their team, were busy looking anywhere else. Phil was a damn
good mechanic, but everybody knew he had problems. Having his first wife walk out on
him last year hadn't helped.

“Yeah,” George finally said. “Something like that."

Phil seemed to relax a little, but Ray didnt. Running a hand through his sparse,
graying hair, he reached for his bowling bag.

“Goita make this an early cne.” he murmured, to no one in paricular. “Just
remembered | promised Inez . . "

Mone of them expected him to finish the sentence. George finally got another
pitcher from the bar and watched Tony drink most of it. Mobody blamed him, even
though Phil wound up having to drive him home.

Tony was getting married tomorrow.

‘C hursday was bowling night, thank God. Glancing over his beer at Ray and Phil

while changing for bowling: he wasnt getting that creepy feeling the statue's
popeyed gaze always gave him. Ewven its TV tray was gone, though he could
still see indentations in the worn carpet.

a few weeks later, Lupe's makeshift shrine disappeared. George first noticed
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Shrugging into his shirt, he searched the room's crowded closet and sticking
drawers, even under the bed where he'd showved his ten-year collection of Sports
IWustrated. Mothing. The ugly thing had apparently vanished — accompanied, he
hoped, by all his bad dreams.

Unable to believe his good luck, he asked Lupe about her missing figurine at
dinner. To his surprise, the girl blushed.

“It's gone because | don't need it any more. It's already done its work.”

George frowned.

“What work? You didn't say that . . . whatever it was . . . was supposed to do
anything.” He forked mashed potatoes into his mouth to keep from admitting that he'd
never asked, either. “So what does it do, anyway?"

Lupe smiled and laid one hand over her flat stomach.

“Mo way,” he said, over and around the potatoes. “You can't be. | haven't even
got health insurance at work, damnit!”

The girl's pug-dog eyes widened. °| thought you'd be happy. | thought all
husbands wanted —"

“Well, | don't.”

Pushing back from the table, he headed for the fridge and the last two cold
beers. Kids weren't something he'd counted on yet. He just didn't have the money —
hell, he'd never had it — and pregnant women got demanding. They expected you o
hang arcund all the time, work steady, and stay scober.

“Look at this place!” He gestured with his free hand at the cramped kitchen. “Do
you see any room for a kid arcund here?”

Lupe followed his gestures with her usual unblinking stare.

“Plenty of room.” She finished her fish and laid itz bones aside. “Babies are
small, very small. You'll like her.”

George downed his first beer in four swallows, though it didn't help much. Late
June plus a bum swamp cooler made cne hell of a combination — and now this.

“You're wrong about the room,” he said, ignoring the rest of her statement. “You're
wrong about everything. | didnt want a kid, that’s all. Was that too much io ask?”

When he didnt get an answer, George drained his second beer and toszed both
cans into a corner. Heading for the door, he yanked it open hard enough to make the
whole house rattle. His car didn't want to start — as usual — but he gunned the Ford's
balky engine until it got him the hell away from his problems.

This wasn't what he'd expected from marriage at all, even after Maureen.
Maureen had at least yelled back at him.

Lupe just sat there waiching his life go down the tubes.

He was ten minutes late getting to the lanes, but Tony's black Camero still wasn't
in its usual parking space. Taking the next space over, George grabbed his bowling
bag and headed inside quickly. Even summer league people bitched about late staris.

Art, their team caplain, already locked steamed. Ray and Phil seemed equally
gloomy, but Tony was nowhere to be seen.

“So where's the hot shot tonight?” George forced a smile. Tony'd been their
best scorer all season, though they had no chance at a league championship.

At finished lacing his shoes and stood up, frowning.
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“In jail, that's where." His pudgy face creased with disgust. “Got hauled in last
night for beating up his wife. God alone knows why that girl's not pressing charges.”

George's pale eyes widened. Tony was the youngest member of their team —
with the shonest fuse — but he wasn't one to hit women.

“What the hell happened?”

If anything, Art looked more disgusted. “Didn't want to pay the piper for his
honeymoon. When Tia told him about the baby, he just went nuts.”

y August, they'd all paid that piper . . . even Ar, to George's secret vindictive joy.

Art's |sland Lowe bride turned out to be a cousin of Lupe's, who was somehow

related to Tia. Tia was either related to Phil's wife or Ray's wife Inez or both, but
by now none of their husbands really cared.

It was weird encugh watching them get ready for the babies.

At first, George hadn't minded — much — when Lupe started inviting the others
over 1o make baby clothes. Lupe didn't ask for more than a few dollars, and she never
mentioned prenatal care. MNone of the women were seeing doctors, though A and Ray
tried to insist on .

George just figured it was one more Filipina custom. If Lupe wanted this baby,
taking care of herself beforehand was her business. She never threw up in the
miornings, though she did seem to be getting bigger awfully fast.

What was stanling to irk him was the way their wives just took over a place.
Sometimes he'd have no warning, and there they'd be when he got home: five popeyed
pregnant women, all sewing and chattering away incomprehensibly. He'd thought it
was Spanish at first, but Phil 2aid no. Too many consonants in the wrong places . . .
and it sounded like a tonal language, which Spanish wasn't. George didn't know any of
this from jack, but he did know Phil had lived down in Mexico for a few years.

He knew Phil was losing it, too. They all did.

Come fall, their bowling nights turned into beer nights; and more of them. They
told each other Tony needed company down at the StarLiter — he was tending bar
almaost every night now, with the baby coming — but George knew better. He knew it in
the headache he always arrived with, the heanbum he couldn bet rid of.

Truth was, they were all getting afraid to go home. Even Tony seemed reluctant
to call for last rounds some nights, though George couldn't remember him raising any
hell since that night he'd hit Tia.

hil tried to kill himself in October. He picked Halloween, though George had

been hali-expecting something long before. Phil was the top mechanic in

Ashton's only garage, but he'd been slipping for months — losing tools,
screwing up estimates. Mothing George himself hadnt done far more often, but at
least George knew why.

Phil didn't even come in with hangowvers, for chrissakes.

Tony had invited them to spend Hallbween at the StarLiter — dollar draws all
night — but Phil never showed. As it got later, George found himself starting to worry.
Tony brought more beers, tried to joke about Phil and his wife making their own party,
but both beer and joke tasted flat.
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They were arguing halfheartedly about the Raiders when the Starliter's front
door banged open. All dozen or 30 customers stared. 'Washed in the bar's dim lighting,
Phil looked so damn appropriate for a Halloween midnight —

“Somebody call an ambulance.” Tony said in the sudden silence. “Mo cops, OK?

Art ran for the pay phone. George helped Tony get Phil into the back room,
gritting his own teeth the whole time so he wouldn't puke. Phil still clutched the hunting
knife he'd used on himself. Maneuvering the bleeding man through the doorway,
George tried to forget how many suicides took somebody along.

“C'mon, man,” Tony coaxed as the door finally swung shut. “Hand us the
knife, will you?"

Phil dropped it and collapsed. Both wrists kept dripping on the stained tile floor:
he'd done a panicked, messy job. Grabbing a stack of bar towels, Tony did his best to
wrap up the damage.

“Why'd you do it?" Geonge blurted before he could stop himself. “Jesus H., why?

The gquestion seemed to relight something in Phil's blank eyes.

“Down a" the beach tonight . . . saw ‘em there, alla them. Alla women. Talking t'
somethin' . . "

“Someone, you mean.” Tony didn't sound at all certain.

Phil shook his head frantically.

“Sowmethin’. Wasn' human. Came oufta th’ waves . . . parl way oul . . . an’ ol

n

em. ..

Despite the cold in the back room, sweat beaded on George's forehead.
Sure, Phil was crazy — he'd have to be, right? — but the panic in his eyes looked
too convincing.

“Teold them what?” he asked, ignoring Tony's high-sign for quiet.

Phil's mouth werked silently for a moment. Tears welled in his eyes. “God, our
kids . . . their kids . . . what they're all gonna be . . "

One bloody hand gripped George's wrist. Gritting his teeth again, he fought the
urge to shake it off and run. He was no good around blood, and there was too damn
much blood here — blood and craziness and whatever Phil had seen.

Or thought he'd seen. He was nuig, right?

Tony was holding Phil's shoulders, trying to prop him up against the wall
somehow. Phil didn't look good. His face was dead white now, clammy white;, and
Tony's wasn't much better.

“Almost sounded like some kinda waming."” the younger man muttered. “Go find
out where the hell that ambulance ig, will you?"

George couldn't get out fast enough. Catching a gasping breath in the now-
deserted bar, he hit the door just in time to hear sirens. Art and Ray were waiting on the
sidewalk. George wondered if he ought to mention Phil's warning — or whatever it was
— then decided not to. Ray and Art were both solid guys, not the nervous kind.

Mot the kind to understand.

The ambulance crew rushed info the bar a few moments later, then out again
with Phil on a stretcher. The sheet wasnt over his face. Tony came out shortly after
that and teld them all he was closing before the cops arrived. Mobody said anything
walking out to the cars, but George noticed they all took off like bats out of hell.
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The trailer was dark and guiet when he got home. A lingering smell of fried fish
nearly turned his stomach. He moved carefully, flipping on lights as he headed toward
the bedroom. Phil's crazy story had left enough shadows in his mind.

Lupe lay curled small on her side of the bed. George resisted the urge fo wake
her, but she woke anyway, green eyes staring huge and unreadable in the hallway light.

“How was your evening?” she asked. “"Have a good time?”

Phil's face in the dim bar Nights, his blood spattering the foor as they walched.
Phil's hoarse, broken voice muttering about something coming out of the sea. . . .

George shut off the light quickly.

“Mot too bad, | guess. Preity guiel.” He hesitated. “How was yours?”

Only quiet, even breathing came from Lupe's side of the bed. George decided it
wasn't really worth asking again. Mot with morning still hours away, and that faint fishy
stink everywhere.

he babies staned arriving in January. Mone of the [sland Love women went (o
Ashton's hospital, or even called their husbands at work., They just dealt with
birth on their own, the way they'd handled their pregnancies.

Lupe's child came firsi. After a cold, heclic day at the garage (Phil hadn't been
much help since October), George arrived home to find the place practically overrun.

Ray's wife Inez met him at the door, but did little more than let him in.

“What's the problem?” George stared at the four women gathered in his kitchen.
“Did Lupe get sick today or something?”

Inez shook her head. “Lupe is fine. Your daughter is fine. They are resting
now, | think.”

Daughter?

George didn’t know much about babies, but he knew his wife shouldn't have had
one yet. Mot for two months. Edging past Inez — who was making no effort to get out
of his way — he tossed his jean jacket onto a chair and headed for the bedroom.

Inez and the others stared after him with their bulging evyes.

The room held none of the home birth mess he'd expected. no bloody sheets,
no pans of water. Lupe just lay in the center of their bed, propped up with pillows
and holding something red and wrinkled against one breast. She was humming
tunelessly to the baby.

When she noticed him in the doorway, she pulled the sheet over herself.

George smiled a [dtle at her unexpected medesty. “Why didn't you call me?" he
asked, trying to catch a glimpse of his daughter under the sheet. “| know what | said
about money, but | sure didn't expect you to have it at home like this."

Lupe stared up at him and shrugged, the fatigue in her narrow face emphasizing
her eyes. George wondered how badly the baby's were loused up.

“Inez says it's a girl,” he persisted. "Let’s see her, OK?"

Lupe hesitated, then lifted their daughter into sight. George reached out to
hold her, but his wife's thin fingers wrapped tightly arcund the wriggling body,
keeping it from him.

George frowned. All newborns were ugly, but he'd still expect this one to look
more . . _ well, human. Wide eyes even greener than Lupe’s blinked at him flathy.
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Her mouth was wide as well, with knife-thin lips; her tiny neck marred with creases
like vertical wrinkles.

George's hands dropped 1o his sides. He knew he ought to feel something for
thiz new life, but it didn't seem to want him to. There was nothing of him here at all.

“What's her name?" he forced himself to ask.

“I thought you might want to name her. We never talked about it, so | didn't . . "

Guilt pinched at him. Whatever this baby looked like, it was still his daughter;
the only child he'd ever admitted to fathering. “How does Cynthia Elaine sound?
Cindy for shor?"

Lupe nodded and pulled the child to her. Walching her wriggle under the sheet,
George tried to think of this newborn as Cynthia Elaine Myers — and failed. The normal,
pretty name seemed to slide off and vanish, leaving a cold [itle stranger in his bed.

Murmuring apologies, he backed out of the room. His wife didn't seem to notice.
She was watching Cindy as though nothing else existed in the world; certainly not him.
Closing the door behind them both, George regretted giving thiz child hiz mother's
name. Safe in her nursing home in Portland, of course, she'd never know.

But it still didn't seem quite right_

ancther breakdown. He wound up threatening his own newborn daughter with

the same knife he'd used last time. Fortunately, his wife was smar enough o
call his doctor instead of the cops. He ended up in the state hospital, which might or
might not have been belter than jail.

Art told them all about it one night at the Starliter. Almost all of them had had
miore than enough, and George waited for the older man's usual disgust at the situation.

Instead, Art bought the next pitcher himself and proceeded to drink half of it.

“Hell of a shame,” he said, to no one in paricular. “Leavin' that girl all alone
with a new baby. . . "

Tony glanced at George, but neither of them said anything. Bar nights weren't
much for conversation. They'd tried bringing baby pictures once, but five infant girs all
looking alike put a chill down Geocrge’s spine. He must not have been the only one:
after that, there'd been no more pictures on the bar. Mone in anyone's wallet.

But they stayed around anyhow in the back of his mind.

Looking at his buddies, George started noticing what the past year had done.
Ray's scalp showed clearly through his hair now. Art's face flushed with high blood
pressure and stress. Phil was . . . getting help, they all hoped. Somehow.

Ewen Tony was thinking of selling that Camero of his, getting something safer
for Tia and the kid.

Wiping one hand over the lines on his forehead (had those been there a year
ago?), George wondered why people said motherhood aged women. Their wives still
looked like last spring's young brides. It was they who'd aged, trying to provide for
women they couldn't understand and kids they hadn’t asked for.

Maybe it was time to find out why.

Aflerwards, George wasn't sure if beer or anger had made him leave early,
heading home with confrontation on hig mind. Az he pulled into the gravel in front of

By the end of February, all the |sland Love brides had their babies — and Phil had
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their trailer, he was glad to see only a single light in the living room window. Walking in
on one of Lupe’s little get-togethers was the last thing he needed.

From the kitchen, he could see her curled in his big recliner, nursing Cindy
and humming softly as usual. Light from behind the chair fell over her shoulder. Her
thin cotton blouse gapped open, showing brown skin flecked with red on one small
breast —

George froze. White, his mind insisted. Milk is white.

When he looked again, the flecks were still scarlet.

Tossing his car keys on the kitchen table, he ran into the living room just in time
to see his wife pull Cindy from her breast. The baby’s mouth was smeared with red.

Lupe covered herself quickly, but the blood soaked through her blouse. Cindy
staried howling. Setting his teeth against the noise, George grabbed the front of his wife's
shirt and ripped. What locked like a nasty cat bite still cozed above one dark nipple.

With no sign of milk anywhere.

God, our kids . . . their kids . . . what they're all gonna be. . . .

He couldn't make himself lcok at the baby again. Lupe had sgueezed both
herself and Cindy into one corner of the recliner, as far from him as possible. She
wasn't yelling, or crying, or even trying to cover herself again. She just stared — as
though he were the cne with a problem.

“What the hell were you doing?” he demanded. “Feeding her blood?

Lupe fixed him with her moss-colored eyes and nodded.

George's stomach lurched. He zure as hell hadn't expected her to admit it!
Cindy kept screaming, wriggling against her mother as though trying to get away
from him.

“It iz . .. a custom of my people,” Lupe finally said. “To make the baby strong,
you know?”

She tightened one arm around their daughter and began to clean the twisted little
face with a tissue. George clenched his fists. “That's plain bullshit. | read every damn
word in that booklet the agency sent, all about the Philippines. Nothing in it about
blood, let alone feedin’ it to babies!”

Part of him wanted to hit her. Instead, he turned back to the kitchen; to the
tequila in the fridge. Still watching Lupe over his shoulder, he took a swallow
straight from the bottle.

His wife didn't move. She just kept staring with those bulgy eyes, her flat narrow
face uglier than ever.

Hers and Cynthia Elaine’s.

“She makes you sick, doesn't she? She's not what you wanted. I'm not, either”

George took another slug of tequila, hoping it might help things star making
sense. It didn't.

“I could take her away, George. We could both leave tonight — go back home.
Ismt that what you want?”

Somewhere behind the beer and tequila, he knew it was. Mothing would make
him happier than to wake up alone; no cold, strange woman beside him and no weird
baby staring up frem her thrift shop crib. He'd already checked the lawyer's name and
address on that Island Love contract — a Gilbert Ome in Ipswich, Massachusetts. [f Mr.
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Orme got him into this mess, he could sure as hell get him out.

The way Maureen had gotten out four years ago.

The way a couple of girlfriends since then had, making him the butt of his
buddies' jokes for weeks after.

“Mo way,” he said, wishing for better motives. “After the trouble | went to getting
you here? You didn't have sguat when | married you, gif. One lousy pink suit.” He
tock another swig from his bottle. “l busted my ass to make you happy, an' now you
wanna leave like all those other ingrates?”

He'd never mentioned his past to Lupe, but she didnt question this last
statement. She just gave him a chilly little smile — sad and hard and distant all at once.

“| am grateful, George. Really | am. That's why I'm offering to go away, back
home where you wouldn't have to —"

“Shut up,” he said. “You're not going anywhere.”

Lupe stared at him a moment longer, then took Cindy into the bedroom. When
she was gone, George found some orange juice in the fridge, then mixed it with more
tequila in a juice glass. Straight booze was doing his head no good tonight. WWhat he
needed now was his recliner and a soothing drink.

Half-asleep within minutes, he never noticed his wife peering down the halway.
Her smile was sadder now, buf just as cold.

of the hardware store he managed.

The funeral was fast and quiet — his widow wanted it that way — but the
reading of his will turned out even shorter. George rememberad Art mentioning a couple
of sisters, plus a father still living back east somewhere. None of them inherited a cent,
though one sister had flown clear out from Montana for the service.

Instead, Art's wife and baby daughter got everything . . . which amounted to
considerably mere than anybody had suspected.

After the sister and her family left in a huff, George went up and had a look at
Art's will himself. Most of it didn't make sense, of course; but a signature at the boltom
stood out. The attorney who'd drawn up the document was one Mr. Gilbert Orne.

Of Ipswich, Massachusetts.

‘Cwo weeks later, Art keeled over with a massive hear attack, right in the middle

any booth they sat in felt empty. Phil still hadn't come home from the state

hogpital. Maybe his wife knew when he'd be gefling back, but George didn't
feel like asking Lupe about it. She was spending most of her time with the other |sland
Lowve brides again.

He hoped to God that didn't mean another baby.

When George came home and found the trailer full of women, he generally went
to the liquor store 1o forget about it. Sometimes Tony or Ray happened by, and they
wound up forgetting together on the beach or in somebody's car. Sometimes George
forgot alone on his own back steps. Either one beat hanging arcund Lupe and her
friends — not to mention the kids. Those five little girls were all growing so fast, and
they looked so damn much like their mothers.

‘Che'_-,r quit getting together at the bar after that. Ewven when Tony had time off,
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At the end of April, Lupe mentioned that it was time o start Cindy on solid food.
George looked up from his fish sticks in disbelief. Most kids Cindy's age — normal
ones — didn't even have teeth, but who knew in this case? Pushing back from the
table, he walked over to the baby’s high chair to check.

Protruding from pinkish-black gums was a tiny but full set of teeth. Meedle sharp,
glass-white kitten teath.

He yanked his finger out of Cindy's mouth and backed away. “What d'vou need
for baby food? Five dollars, maybe?”

Lupe didn't answer. Pulling out his wallet, he sorted through its sparse contents
and laid a five on the counter. She watched him the whole time, eyes wide with a
strange chilly sadness.

“Goita get back,” he finally said, dumping the rest of his fish sticks in the garbage
and heading for the door. “Promised the boss I'd take a look at his Chewy's V-8
tonight.”

Overtime had never held much attraction, but that was before he'd married Lupe.
By the time he got the classic “57 running properly, it was nearly eleven o'clock. Putting
tools away and cleaning up killed another half-hour. Afier that, there was nothing left to
do but go home.

And hope his wife and daughter were already asleep.

When he pulled up in front of their trailer, it looked that way. Unlocking the front
door quietly, he reached for the kitchen light — and found himself facing an unexpected
sinkful of dirty dishes. For all her weirdness, Lupe kept house well. It was one reason
he hadn't written that damn lawyer weeks ago. . . .

The five he'd left her still lay on the counter. George frowned as he shoved it
back into his pocket. Lupe never asked for much, but she generally spent it as fast as
she could pry it out of him. Maybe she'd goiten sick or something?

Helping himself to a beer, he decided he'd better check on her and the baby.
Just by turning on the hall light, he could see that their bed hadn’t been slept in — and
Cindy's crib in the comer was silent. He reached for the bedroom switch. Mo baby. Mo
baby blankets, no ratty baby toys.

Mothing on Lupe's side of the closet.

Taking a long swig of beer, George stared at the tangle of hangers wondering
what the hell to do next. Maureen had called him at work the day she moved out. His
girlfriends had at least left notes. Lupe'd just taken the kid and her clothes and
disappeared, without even a car to get anywhere.

Had she gotten help from one of the other women?

Another man?

He was drowning that last thought with the rest of his beer when the phone rang
in the kitchen. The voice on the other end was Ray's, either half crocked or hysterical.

“George, is my wife over there tonight? | went to the store after dinner —
couldn't have taken more'n an hour. Came back an' all her stuff was gone, baby gone,
no note, no nothing. .~ "

Shor hairs prickled the back of George's neck.

“She’s not over here, Ray. Lupe's gone, too _ . . with Cindy." He wondered if he
sounded hysterical. “Didja check at Tony's?"
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Ray hesilated, but George could hear him chugging something.

“Tony's the one who called me,” he finally said. “Tia must'a lefi while he was at
work. Didn't take the car. Couldn't have, Tony had it." He took amother audible
swallow. “George . . . d'you suppose the other wives are missing, too?”

George wasn'l listening. The window beside the phone was open and
uncurtained, giving a good view of the beach below. Somewhere on that beach, a small
fire had been kindled, and slim shapes danced in front of the flames. He peered into
thie darkness, but couldn't identify any of them.

Then the shapes moved faster, and he thought he heard singing: high-pitched
female singing, against a rising wind from the ocean.

“George? .. ."

The receiver dropped from his hand, hitting the floor hard enough to crack.
Digging his flashlight from the junk drawer, he dashed through the living room, out the
back door. Sea wind hit him in the face. It smelled more strongly than usual tenight, its
tang fizhier and ranker.

Cowering his nose and mouth to keep from gagging, he started picking his way
downhill toward the beach.

Lush spring weeds and vines caught at his ankles the whole way down. George
swore and kicked himself free, hardly noticing that the growth seemed to worsen as he
went on. His flashlight's jitery glow wasn't giving him much help — and neither was the
weather. The sky had been clear when he'd left the garage, but now thick clouds
congealed rapidly, building to thunderheads as he watched.

The reeking wind tore at his shirt and trousers. Whitecaps frothed and leaped
and menaced the shoreline, higher than he'd ever seen them in the spring.

A few yards inland, the flames he'd spotted from the Kitchen threw twisted
shadows on the sand. George's grip tightened on his flashlight. Five women — shor,
slight women — circled the fire in a ritual dance, chanting sofily. He couldn't make out
individual words, but he recegnized the language . . . the one Phil knew wasn't Spanish.
It had sounded creepy enough in their living room. Out here, set against wind and
ocean, each guttural syllable chilled his spine.

14-Rlyeh! Cthulhu fhtagn! 14" 14! Hydra fitagn!

Lupe's worn pink suit glowed in the firelight, then passed into darkness as the
dance spun faster. Peering between the dancers, George saw an inner circle: five
babies sguirming in the sand, staring up at the flames. Small piles of belongings lay
scattered around.

14! Hydra! Hydra-mgThaima! Hydra fhtagn!

The fire was licking much too close to the children, nearly touching their waving
hands. Whatever Lupe and Tia and the others thought they were deoing out here — no
matter how damn unsettling it looked — they had no right dragging kids into it
Conveniently forgetting that he hadn't wanted hiz kid to stanl with, George walked
straight up to his wife and grabbed her arm.

The dancing and chanting stopped abruptly.

“I don't know what's going on.” he yelled over the wind, “but you'd better get
yourself home." His grip tightened. “You an’ Cindy, right now. Understand?"

Lupe stared at him coldly. Her bulging moss-colored eyes held nothing at all
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he recognized.

“l can't,” she said. “I'm leaving. We're all leaving, very soon.”

George looked around. There were no cars on the beach, and none waiting
anywhere else he'd seen.

“You're crazy, Lupe; you know that? A genuine psycho —"

Some shift in her expression made him stop short.

“I am not ‘Lupe'. | am called Rl'hya-thi, priestess to Hydra Mother. From Below
we came to bear these daughters; to Below we are returning.” She fixed him with a
gaze that twisted his gut. "MNow leave us to our jourmey.”

Firelight flickering across her face turned it masklike, horribly other than human.
Pale needle teeth like Cindy's flashed in her open mouth. George dropped Lupe’s arm
and backed off, but all the women and babies kept watching him, like a squashable
ingect crawling away.

Like a horse’'s ass, more likely!

Sudden anger stung him. Lupe could call herself all the bizarro names she
wanted, but she wasn't any damn priestess. Just the same dirt-poor Filipina he'd
married, treated a lot better than she'd ever deserved. Maybe that was the whole
problem —

Dashing forward again, he grabbed Cindy from the circle of babies and held her
away from her mother.

“I dgn't care who you think you are. This is my kid, my daughter, and I'm taking
her home now.”

Sudden, astonishing pain shot through his forearm. Looking down, he saw the
baby had bitten through cloth into flesh, hanging on with her tiny mouthful of white
needles. Cindy didn't look much like a baby now. More like a big rat . . . a ral-frog
with those teeth. . . .

He raised hiz flashlight and whacked her with it hard. Lupe screamed
somewhere behind him, but Cindy didnt even blink. She just kept on chewing —
and swallowing, good God! — as blood streamed from his arm and bone started
showing through. George shrieked and tried to shake her off, beating on Cindy
again and again.

‘While Lupe . . . and Tia . . . and Inez . . . grabbed his shoulders to pull him down.

1&! Hydra! Hydra-mgThalma!

He squirmed and yelled and tried to scramble up, but babies were crawling all
owver him now. Girl babies with impossibly sharp teeth. Oh God, his sickened mind
screamed, solid food. _ . .

The women weren't even paying attention. They'd turned their back on his
struggle to watch the waves leaping, reaching higher and higher with something inside
towering above everything, threatening the storm clouds and bright crescent moon.

la! [&! Hydra-mg'thaima! Hydra Mother!

Late recognition hit him like a new agony, but mone of the women noticed.
They were all running toward the waves now. Toward Lupe's ugly figurine turned
huge . . . flared gills and dagger teeth and clawed fingers webbed together, reaching
to gather in her daughters and their daughters . . . toward slimed, heaving breasts
draped with seaweed. . . .
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Shrieking, he tore his one remaining eye away from the sight and rolled onto his
flayed stomach, away from the thing in the wawves. Lights flickered on the hillside
above. Twin lighis like stars, wishing stars he'd never reach. He gulped air for a last
warning scream.

Then his daughter's teeth flashed; the last light in the world.
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This story can also be found in Strange Stars & Alien Shadows: The Dark Fiction
of Ann K. Schwader (Lindisfame FPress 2003).

The Shadow Ower Innsmouth is one of the two stories Lovecraff wrote that
makes the most blatant use of sex, the other being The Dunwich Horror. If is in fact his
sturm und drang against miscegenation, which is the sexual mixing of the races. As
reprehensible as if would be today, Lovecraft's racism is understandable for his time,
place, and circumstances. While he bore other races no ill will as long as they behaved
properly and kept to themselves, he was homified af the prospect that members of
different races would willingly infermarry or worse engage in promiscuous sex for no
purpose. Shadow is his expression of that horrar, with its theme of hybrids faking over
decent saciety. He simply chose to disguise it, in a typically genteel fashion, as a piece
of weird fiction imvolving malings between humans and alien monsters.

in this story, the theme of miscegenation is more obwious. Unable fo marry
decent women (or even redneck women like themselves), the men in the story order
women from the Philippines. Of cowrse, this is no longer as scandalous as it was in
Lovecralt’s day; in fact, people are mare likely fo object to the women being mail arder
brides than being Filipinos. The sowrce of horror in this story is instead the juxtaposition
between the men's desire for subservient women who will serve them as cooks, maids,
and whaores, and the women's exploitafion of the men to produce more hybrids. The
story wovks as well as it does partly because of this, which is a unique fake on Deep
One machinations, and partly because Ms. Schwader successfully creales a
sympathetic character with whom we can identify (despife his rather unsympathetic
aftitudes), 50 that his fate seems fragic rather than ironic or even humorows. But the
mizscegenation is still present, since the women are Deep Ones as well as Filipings.
And the underlying message is shill very much the same, updafed as it is for the lalte
nineties and modified by the feminist tone of the story: race mixing, especially befween
different species, generally leads fo disaster, pain, and ruin. | hasten fo add that | am
not saying thal Ms. Schwader believes this or that it was the main point of her sfory, as
with Lovecraft. However, it is difficulf to write thizs kind of stary withowt having this
Mmessage creep in.

Ms. Schwader wil also be appearing in the next four Caimsford Tome
antholagies.
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Charles Garofalo

ou Colonna would've had a lot more faith in the witch if she hadn't looked =0 much
Lmre a witch. A cute or ordinary lady who said she was a practitioner of the Wiccan

religion, or a scholarly female college professor type who explained she found the
formula while researching old mysteries, those he might've been more inclined to give the
benefit of the doubt. But *Ms. Julia Waite” looked so much like a stereotype wilch, albeit
a slightly overweight one, that Lou couldnt help suspecting that he might be dealing with
a con woman taking advantage of her unfortunate looks to pull a witch scam.

She was got up in a long black dress with a kerchief around her head like the old
gypsy broad from The Wolf Man. She wore a necklace of hammered silver disks with
what Lou recognized as the zodiac signs on them. Her gray hair was long and stringy.
She had the face of somebody you'd believe considered the local children snack food:
almost no chin, big "the better to see you with® pop eyes, and a wide “the better to eat
you with® mouth to go with it. The only thing that kept her from looking like a big, elderly
frog was the long hooked nose and wrinkled neck no self-respecting storybook witch
would be without.

Everything practical in Lou told him Julia Waite was trying oo hard to look like a
witch, that she had to be a phony, and that the only thing he was going to get out of
dealing with her was fifty dollars poorer. But as he'd used up all the sensible and
reasocnable solutions to his problem some months back, he felt compelled to try a few of
the unreasonable ones before giving up.

“Well " asked Ms. Waite, with what sounded like a slight New England accent.
“What can | do you for?”

Lou found it harder to speak his problem aloud then he'd thought it would be. For
all the times he'd rehearsed it in his mind, he still was embarragssed to say it.

“A neighbor of mine,” he managed to force out, “Sam Delora; he says he bought
a fertility drug from you . . . and it worked.”

“Potion, please,” zaid Ms. Waite, shaking a finger at him. “Call it a potion. It's
safer these days than calling it a drug. Toeo many Federal watchdegs. Yes, | did hear
the DelLoras had been blessed with a baby a couple months ago. A large, healthy girl,
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| seem to recall.”

Since by now the lady must've guessed what he was here for, anyhow, Lou
decided to forge ahead.

“And I'd like to buy a dose of the same potion,” he finished.

The witch looked thoughtful.

“Ancther childless couple,” she mused aloud. “There must be something the
matter with this neighborhood, something in the drinking water, perhaps? Or maybe some
pellution in the air? | don't know why that should bother me, it's bringing me business.

“Anyway, have you and your wife been to a doctor? | have to ask, it's important if
I'm going to be able 1o help youw.”

“Yeah. Several doctors, in fact,” sighed Lou.

“And did the doctors determine whose problem it was? It's imporant | know. |
hawve two different potions, one if the man's infertile, one if it's the woman's problem.”

“They said it was my wife,” said Lou, hoping he wasn't blushing. Mever mind the
fifty dollars, this visit was costing him pride.

“Well, that's easy enough to remedy,” =aid Ms. Waite. “lI've already got the
potion made up, Il go get it. Or do you want to make sure it works first? | can give you
thie names of other families besides the DelLoras who've used it and gotten babies soon
afterwards. The Orlegas on Lake Street, the Williams on Morth President's Way, the —"

“Thanks, no, |'ve asked around already. |I'm ready fo buy,” said Lou, reaching
for his wallet.

“Good. | like a man who makes up his mind . . _ especially when he decides fo
give me money. Il go get it. Look around while you're waiting, | put most of these
knickknacks out here to give the customers something to look at.”

Lou had been vaguely aware that the room had plenty of occult-looking junk —
it was probably just window dressing — but had been concentrating too much on the
witch and his problem to pay much attention. Now, with Ms. Waite heading into the
back room, he decided to look around and get an eyeful. After all, if the potion didn't
work, he wanied to get at least some entertainment for his meney. Mo, he shouldn't
think like that! This potion could well be his last hope. Besides, hadn't it worked for the
Deloras and the Ansens?

He looked around to take his mind off that train of thought. What he saw was
mizstly the sort of stuff he'd seen in the windows of other local cccull stores and gift
shops. A tapestry featuring the signs of the zodiac cccupied one wall. Beside it was a
shelf with several tripod stands supporting billiard ball-sized semiprecious stones.
From one corner a large, bronze Egyptian cat smiled back at him enigmatically. Some
Tibetan and Japanese masks hung on the wall behind him, looking like they were
trying to out-ugly each other.

However, the ugly prize had to belong to a statue on a pedestal by itself. It was
made of some greasy looking green stone and featured a figure Lou had never seen
before and definitely did not want make the acquaintance of at amy future date. It
appeared to be the image of a tremendously fat man, with an octopus for a head, huge
claws on his hands, and small wings on his back. He was covered with scales, only the
scales were irregularly placed, as if he had some sorn of skin disease rather than natural
scales like those of a fish or lizard. The weird thing was, whoever made the statue had
managed to have it show personality despite it being so strange and grotesque.
Unforiunately, the personality was the sor Lou imagined a serial killer might have: at
least as ugly as the body it occupied.
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“Admiring him?” asked Ms. Waite, returming with the bottle. “That’s Cuthulu. My
severaltimes removed great-grandfather brought that statue back from the south seas.
People actually believed in him back then. He wasn'l quite a god so much as a sea
mensier, at least to most of the south sea islanders. They used to make offerings to him
so he'd leave them alone. |'m pretty sure my ancestor — he was a captain on a
merchant ship — enly brought the staiue back because it was jade, though.”

Lou believed her. He couldn't think of any other reason why somebody would
bring a thing like that home, except that it was valuable.

Ms. Waite placed a tiny bottle on the table, the sort minute amounts of perfume
usually was sold in. The potion was slightly brown and translucent, the way the water
out of the tap looked whenever they did something with the local fire hydrants.

“These formulas hawve been in my familty for years,” said the witch. “They're not
only supposed help the woman conceive, but also insure that she'll have an easy
pregnancy and that the child will be bom healthy. We've used this stuff in our own family
encugh times to know it works. It's literally a family recipe — a recipe for people who
want to have families. |I'm afraid we haven't figured out yet how to insure which sex the
baby will be when it comes. That'd be a big selling point if we could do it, for families
that want a boy. However, from what we've leamed, the witches who claim they can
brew such a potion have always been phonies selling herb teas.”

“Il be happy for a girl,” lied Low.

“You have to keep the bottle sealed until you use it,” Ms. Waite explained as Lou
pulled cut his wallet. “Otherwise the potion will lose its potency in a few hours.
Otherwise, it'll stay good for about two months. One good thing about this stuff, you
don't have to refrigerate it. That's one of the advantages of working with old formulas
that were invented before refrigeration became an easy thing to do.

“There’s one thing DelLora may not have fold you.” she continued. “After your
wife takes the potion — or for that matter, if you were the one with the problemn and
taking the potion. For it to work you and your wife should have sex the night she takes
it, or at least within a day or two afterwards. That shouldn't be too hard to manage,
especially considering a side effect this potion will have on her.”

Lou couldn't think of anything he might say that wouldn't either get him in frouble,
make him look like a complete imbecile, or both, so he said nothing. Instead, he
counted out two twenties and a ten and passed them over to Ms. Waite. As she took the
money and handed the little bottle over, he noticed for the first time her hands were
deformed. There was definitely webbing between her fingers, up to the first joint at least.

No wonder she ended up & witch, he thought as he took the botile. With all the
deformities and odd looks she has, that was probably the only job open for her.

exasperated and disbelieving.

“Said | would, didnt 17" asked Lou. “Once | checked around and found
it hadnt hunt the other women who'd taken it. Come on, what harm can it do? & bitter
taste maybe. And | couldn't see any other way we might get a kid . _ . except maybe go
into church and pray for it.”

Adopting had been considered once Sarah’s condition had been discovered,
but both their families had vehemently opposed it: Sarah's because an uncle and
aunt of hers had adopted a kid who had grown into a creep as ugly personality-wise
as Julia Waite had been physically, Lou's because of the horror stories they'd heard

“Sn- you really did go and buy it,” said Sarah, managing to sound both
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from Sarah's family.

“But fifty dollars for what's probably a bottle of cold herb tea!” protested Sarah.

“Well, you know where that money came from,” said Lou. “If I'm willing to
spend that dough I've been saving on this, it's my problem. ¥ou weren't all that excited
about the TV anyhow_"

Sarah had to agree with that. She'd been frankly lukewarm about the idea of
them getting one of those huge, wide screen TWs. Lou had been putting money aside
for one for several months now, fifteen, twenty dollars a week. If Lou was willing to take
a chunk of that money he'd saved up and invest it in that doubtful potion, it must mean
he wanted a baby as much as she did.

And she had checked around herself, despite what Lou had claimed. Mobody
had suffered any ill effects from this Julia Waite's potions or spells. Oh, sometimes they
didn't work, but nobody had gotien ill after iaking one. So unless there was a problem
that would only crop up months afterwards, there’'d be no harm in taking the potion, if
only to humor Low.

And she was aware that Lou at least had never blamed her for being sterile,
neither blatantly with angry words nor subtly with looks and hints. All right, Sarah knew
why her husband was so understanding: he was 30 relieved he wasn't the one who was
sterile, like a couple men he knew were, that he didn't dare blame her for it. It was still a
major relief for her not to have to deal with that particular problem. She supposed she
owed it to Lou to try this crackpot idea. And at least it did seem less hypocritical than
praying for a baby in church, when they missed services every other week.

“Well." she said, still doubtful about the whole thing. “Youw bought it. I'll try it. But if
it turns me into a frog, you're gonna hear about it."

“Don't worry about that,” said Lou, wishing he didnt remember just how froggy
Julia Waite had looked. “It won't turm you into a frog. It won't kill you. It might give you
thie runs for a week, but it won't Kill you."

“LLI hat did it taste like?" Lou asked as Sarah climbed into bed with him. It
might be a stupid question, but he was curious.

“‘Didm't taste like much of anything,” answered Sarah. ‘A litile
salty, that was all. Could've been worse. Might've tasted like cod liver oil, | suppose.
That's supposed to be get you hot, or is that oysters I'm thinking about?”

“Ahh, fish dont get you hot,” muttered Lou. “It's like tomatoes or carrols. The
vitamins in them help you in bed, but they don't really get you going.”

Lou reached owver to turn cut the light as Sarah seilled down. He thought he
noticed something . . different . . _ about his wife, just out of the corner of his eye.
Something in her posture, or expression, that wasn't what he normally expected to see.

As he turned for a better look, she got too close for him to see clearly. In fact,
she pulled the blankets off and threw herself on top of him.

The lights stayed on for a good part of the night. Lou and Sarah both had other
things to occupy their attention besides turming them off.

breakfast. Yes, they were married; yes, they'd been prefty aclive up to now,
Sarah wasn't prone to “headaches” and Lou considered himself a red-blooded
man, but last night had been like nothing that had happened before. Both of them were
sore and tired, and both of them were embarrassed at the way they had carried on. Lou

‘Chere was a strained silence in the Ceolonna household the next morning at
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was now frankly ashamed he had gotten Sarah to take the potion and pretty sure he'd
done wrong by responding to her advances last night. After all, Sarah at least had an
aphrodisiac stirring up her hormones when they tumed last night's bediime into a
prolenged exercise class. What was his excuse?

Sarah was finally the one who broke the strained silence.

“That Waite lady,” she finally asked. *She’s supposed to brew aphrodisiacs,
too, doesn't she?”

“Sarah,” said Lou, “you gotta believe me. She sold that stuff to me as a ferility drug?”

“Well, I'l =ay one thing,” muttered his wife, “if a dose of that stuff doesnt help
you get pregnant, nothing will!””

The tension between Lou and his wife lasted a little more than a month. She
forgave him, totally and unconditionally, after she came home from the doctor's with the
happy news that certain tests that had always come back negalive before were positive
thig time. A new Colonna was on the way.

LL 0,” asked Lou. “What did the doctor say?"
“Maostly good things,” said his wife. “The baby’s developing normally, it

looks like it's going to be a nice, healthy boy from all the tests |'ve taken so far”

“Great,” said Lou, trying hard to conceal his relief. When Sarah had become
pregnant several months back he'd naturally been delighted, more so when later tests
showed it was going to be a boy. It was only then he started worrying. That baby had
been conceived with the help of a very strange drug, and there's no telling what sort of
effects such a drug might have on the developing fetus, despite the wilch's insistence it
was safe. Or what long-term effecis it might hawve on his wife, for that matter.

“How about yourself?” he added.

“Doctor Bardlino says I'm doing unusually well. Mo bouts of sickness, yel, no
weight gain above what | should be taking on to have a child, no sign of any illnesses or
problems resulting from the pregnancy. There's only one thing. .. ."

“What's that?" Lou asked.

“The doctor wants to know if either of us has gone to see Julia Waite,” said
Sarah. ‘| think he wanis to investigate that woman, her ferility drug is mystifying him.”

3. Waite sighed to herself as she counted up the day's profits. it was a
(D shame that she'd have to leave this town soon, now that she'd established

her business. She made a big profit each time she sold her infertility cure.
The main ingredient was merely a drop of her own blood, and she didn't mind parting
with that. She gave more of her blood each night of the full moon, when she'd cut her
arm and make an offering to Father Dagon. A pinprick's worth of blood was all it toock o
make a good dose of the potion.

And it was amazing how profitable being a witch could be when some of your
potions worked. The infertility drug worked, the aphrodisiacs she sold worked, so
naturally the suckers thought everything she sold worked. Hexes, good luck charms,
lowve potions, charms against evil, she'd unloaded all sors of useless mumbo jumbo
on the locals. When she'd leave, she'd have to build up her reputation in a new place
all over again.

Well, the money was only a secondary purpose to her business, and there were
plenty of other places she could set up shop. She'd researched at the library and on the
Internet, she knew plenty of factory towns and parig of big cities where pollution or other
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man-made problems had made more than the average number of people infertile. The
trick was to find one where the people were superstitious enough to give her cure a try,
but mot so superstitious as to have an established occcult community which might
recognize her for what she was and take steps to stop her. Any of them could be a
danger to her: true Wiccans, the more supersiitious Christians and Jews, devotees of
voodoo or Santeria, even occult dabblers could be a real danger if they got wise to her.
Hell, hadn't one of her sisterhood been taken out by a Satanist? You'd think at least he
would've had some sympathy for their cause!

Well, she could check ahead for other occultists in prospective new towns. If she
stayed around here much longer it'd be normal people she'd have to worry about. In
fact, she wanted to be out of this town at least a year or so before the oldest children
who'd been helped info this world by her magical cure turned three. That way the trail
would be cold and harder to follow. After all, that Mr. Colonna had come owver and
warmed her that a local doctor could be looking into what she was doing. She really
didnt want that. A doctor with his connections and prestige in the community could be a
far more long-term threat to her than any occultist or religious fanatic.

Though it did make her feel good that one of her customers was grateful enough
for what she'd done to actually come and warn her. It was almost a shame that in & few
years Lou Colonna would be numbered among the large group of people who wanted
her either lynched or locked up forever.

All the children she'd helped along would start normally enough, it was true —
ugly little buggers the first couple of days, then firming up into cule litile dolls until they
were around three or so.

It was only after three that all the kids she'd helped along would start (o lock like her.
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This is a new story written for this anthology.

This story raises & guestion that aften comes up in discussions among fans of
the Cthuihu Mythos, specificaly what is it abowt Deep One genetics that make i
possible for them fo miscegenafe with humans? From a scientific point of view, &
mating between a Deep One and a human should be impossible. For one thing, being
“fish-frogs", Deep Ones should not have penises or wombs. Ewven if we allow for the
possibility that they evolved them, there is still the guestion of genetic compatibiity.
Amaong animals, compalibility is problematic af best. A mating between a lion and a
tiger, who are different species of the same genera, can produce offspring (ligers and
tigons, depending wpan which species was the father) that are both viable and fertile,
but donkeys and horses, who are also different species of the same genera, produce
offspring (mules) that are viable but infertile, and zebras and horses (again fwo species
of the same genera) are nol known fo produce any wviable offspring af all. So how can a
Deep One and human do it?

Some people might question the worth of even discussing this issue. Affer all,
it's just fiction; what difference does it make? There is of cowse some truth fo this
sentiment, but | also believe it is a copout. Lovecraff and his colleagues deliberately
wrate their stories so that people would believe they were frue.  As such, they
incorporated as much science as they knew that would .. And even their use of magic
was predicated on the idea thal it was really some form of hyperadvanced alien
supertechnology. So it is a legitimate point wovth discussing. | think the most
reasonable explanation is that the Deep Cnes have developed a recombinant DNA
technology that allows them to overcome the incompatibility.

But how do we deal with stories like this one, or “Innsmouth Clay”, where no
direct infercourse with a Deep One is necessary fo produce a hybrid? | believe the
same explanation applies, but with two modifications. One is that Deep One genes fend
to disperse themselves through the local human population; the other is that Deep One
technology uses genefically engineered viruses and endemic hormones and cell
signaling profeins fo initiate the change in less then full-blooded individuals. “Innsmouth
Clay™ is @ Pygmalion story, in which an artist sculpls a female Deep One hybrid out of a
bluish clay he finds around the town. He falls in love with it and af the end of the story,
having been transformed into a hybrid himself, he swims off fa join the other Deep Ones
in Y'ha-Nthlei. Being an Innsmouth native, | believe it is reasonable fo assume that he
had some Deep One genes in him ta begin with. His contact with the clay then exposed
him fo the virus and the endemic proteins and started his fransformation. (I have no
explanation for how the statue came fo life )

In this sfory, we can assume that, in the sevenly plus years since the events in
“The Shadow Over Innsmouth" took place, Deep One genes would have spread further
into the general population, however diffuse they might be. As such, we can also
imagine that a cocktail of profeins containing a modified version of the virus, plus an
extract of Deep One blood as a source of additional genes, as well as ingredients fo
stimwlate pregnancy, could transform the baby into a hybrid.  But why does it not
transform the adults as well? Wel, # just might, but it is far easier fo modify a
developing fetus than a fully developed adulf, 50 any transformation of the parents is
likkely to be slight and fo take a greal deal of ime. And it is entirely possible that the
“family recipe” is designed to affect fetuses oniy.

Mr. Garofale will also be appearing in three of the next four Caimsford Tome

antholagies.







CAT'S—PALU

E. P. Berglund

y name is Josephine Marie Smallwood, Josie for short. I've never really
(T) liked my first name, but Momma wanted a boy and was going to name it

after Joseph C. JC, who lived gquite awhile ago in Providence, Rhode
Island. | once ran across a letler from Joseph in which he addressed Momma as
Carmelita. This surprised me, because | knew her name was Lilith. ‘When | asked
her about it, she said that she had been known under many names during her
lifetime. | guess Momma used to get around a lot, although we've lived in Tennile,
Oregon, for as long as | can remember. Just me and Momma. | never had a Daddy,
as far as | remember.

After | graduated from high school, | entered the University of Myingtove in
O"Khymer. Yeah, it's about ten times the size of the high scheol. | don't know where all
of these people come from. They can't all be from here. There's too many of them.

| received a partial scholarship to UN, but | had to get a part-time job to make up
the difference. Especially since | live on campus. It's a lot easier living in the dorm than
commuting back and forth to Tennile. Especially since | don't have a car. | had o ask
Mr. Glenn, who owned the grocery in Tennile, to brimg me in to O Khymer.

| realize that there are people who haven't even heard of Tennile, let alone know
where it is. It is kind of a small town, you know. The townsfolk aren't particularly
friendly, willing to keep to themselves. Outsiders, even from nearby Rose City or
O"Khymer, aren’t welcome. Especially since that newspaper reporier from Rose City
had his car break down right outside of town. One of the locals offered to put him up for
the night and was murdered for his efforts. Or so Momma has told me. This happened
around twenty years ago and since we live somewhat outside of town — what there iz of
it — | was never around when folks talked about it. | heard, later when | was in high
school, that the murder would never have happened if that reporter hadn't seen the
“eves”. | didn't know what they meant, but | never questioned it, either.

Anyway. Afier grammar school | went to Lewis and Clark High School in
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O"Khymer. Talk about the *big city”. | had never seen so many people in one place.
And this was only the high school, which sits about three miles west of O'Khymer. |f the
studenis decided to live at the high school and declare it a town, it would be ten times
the size of Tennile. But I'm told there are even bigger high schools in the state capital
and elsewhere in the state.

Az my English Prof says, | tend to digress.

Anyway. | got a night job at the Splendid Fur Club as a topless dancer.
Splendid Fur. That's a play on words, if you havent noticed. Minety percent of the
trees in the county are Douglas fir. 'Oh! You probably meant the play on the word
referring to a certain part of the female anatomy that's kind of hairy. I'll have to
remember that one, huh?

| started working there right afier | graduated from high school. Since | had a
scholarship, they let me stay in the domn over the summer. | worked full-time over the
summer until school started at UN. And | did real good on the tips. They say that I'm
over-endowed, If you know what | mean. And then Johnmy, the manager, decided
around the first week in August, that we would start going bottomless, as well as
topless. He said it would bring in more customers. To my way of thinking all it would do
would bring in the deadbeats that would buy a beer and nurse it all night. But | wasn't in
charge — | was just one of the dancers. And | also figured that Johnny just wanted to
be able to check ug out from all angles. He had hit on some of the other girls, but he
hadn't hit on me. | guess he didn't like his girls top heavy.

By the end of the summer | could get out there and dance for the customers with
a smile on my face while | took my clothes off. It wasn't like no boys had never seen me
naked before. Seems like if you want to get any, you got to let a guy know about it.
And all the time my mind was miles away, thinking about just any ole thing, nothin’ in
particular. By the time school started | had a preity good nest egg socked away.

After school started, | had so many classes that | started rough drafting my
papers while | danced. I'd write them up before classes the next day. Anyway. Same
old music night after night. And it seemed like the same old customers sitting in the
same old places . . . at least the ones we could see from the runway.

It was arcund mid-October, in my junior year, when | noticed we had a new
bouncer. He stood about six feet, with muscles bulging all over. And he was kind of
cute, so | introduced myself to him and he told me his name was Roger Duncan.
Besides exchanging names, he didnt seem to be too interested. Maybe he just wanted
to look, thinking the dancers weren't the kind of girls he wanted to get close to, so there
was no point in trying to get his interest up.

“Yeah, he's the same Roger Duncan you're asking me about.

Anyway. Two and a half years dancing at the Splendid Fur and | finally noticed
how dreary the club looked. With the lights on the dancers and reflecting off the mirrors,
it wasn't too noticeable. But when the place was closed — after the customers left for
the night — the dancers had to help clean the place up. At one time the place probably
looked preity good. But after all of the spilled booze, cigarettes put out on the floor or
tables, blood-spatters on the walls from the uncooperative customers being escoried out
of the place . . _ you can only clean so much of the grime off, you know? And after two
and a half years, maybe the dancers were feeling kind of grimy as well, what with all the
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sweaty fingers stuffing bills in our g-sfrings or bras, getting pinched and groped . . .

Where was I? Oh, yeah. Actually, the dancers didn't have to help clean up the
place. Al we had to do was put the chairs up on the tables, after they were wiped
down. We did help out with taking glasses, bottles, and ashtrays up to the bar so they
could be cleaned. But we weren't allowed to leave until everyone was finished and
ready to go. Johnny said that if we all left at the same fime, there was less chance of
anyone geiting mugged or raped. One of the gifls asked why didn't they make the
customers all leave at the same time, because cccasionally one of them would get
mugged in the parking lot. Johnny said if they wanted to come out to the Splendid Fur,
they took their chances when they lefi. Anybody ouiside the club knew that they had
been drinking and the only thing they were thinking about was the feminine pulchritude
they had just witnessed.

the club. He took their five dollars each as cover charge, stamped the back of
their hands with the Splendid Fur logo, and let them into the interior.

He ran the fingers of his large right hand through his long, dark hair, letting his
eyes swing from right to left, walching the customers and watching for Arnie's return.
Arnie may enjoy collecting the cover charges, but to Roger it was absolulely boring. On
a good night, you never got a chance to check out the dancers, not that the club had
any that he hadnl already seen stripped down. Some of them were built 1o go the
digtance . . . at whatever they wanted to do.

“Hey, Rog, I'm back. Any trouble?”

“Mah. It's too early for trouble, Arnie. If there is any it will start in about half an
hour, when the girls start doing their second rotation of the night. That's when the
customers seem to come out of their shells and want to give the young ladies a dollar or
two for entertaining them.”

“Yeah, | could think of lots of better things to do with my time and meney than
come here and watch some of these skanks take their clothes off.”

“Well, they're not all skanks. Mow you take that Josie. She is one fine woman. |
wouldn't mind getling a little of that.”

Arnie laughed and turmed back to the door, taking care of some new customers.

Roger strolled over and leaned back against the bar. Only one or two guys were
sitting at the bar. Actually, they had swung their stools around 30 they could see the
action, the end of the runway being only about six feet away.

His mind drifted off into other areas of concern, like what would his old man do
when he found out he was working as a bouncer in the Splendid Fur Club. It was here
that hig twin brother Robert had been working as a boumcer . . . before he
disappeared. His Daddy was the local sheriff and he had torn the county apar looking
for any information abouwt his brother. Mothing ever surfaced, neither the information
or his brother.

And now here he was, doing the same job. But he thought that he was a litile
smarter than his brother, 30 maybe he could find out if anybody at the club knew what
happened to him. If it ever got back to his Daddy where he worked, his Daddy'd
probably raise holy hell, especially this being an election year. He'd say that his working

R oger Duncan leaned against the doorjamb as he admitted new customers into
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there could cost him the election in Movember. \Well, tough, he didn't ask to be the son
of the local sheriff. His Daddy had taught him and his brother how to take care of
themselves, but he didn't want them roaming arcund town picking fights. And now,
being a bouncer sorl of legitimized any fights he might get into, since he was the
uncfficial peacekeeper, at least in this club.

Roger was brought back to his more immediate surroundings by the new music,
which indicated a new dancer on stage. And this music was a rock instrumental, one
with a heavy base beat that Josie liked to use for her stint on stage. He glanced around
the place to make sure the customers were behaving themselves — those that had
seen Josie before were ready fo see what she would do tonight — and then returned his
attention to the stage.

Josie walked out on the stage all demure, as if she wasn't aware of where she
was and somewhat shy with all of the dirty old men looking at her. She was wearing a
schoolgir uniform tonight, an unbuttoned marcon blazer, a white blouse, a full dark blue
skirt that came down to her knees, white socks that came up mid-calf, and patent-
leather shoes. She had done up her long blonde hair in two braided ponytails. Her
mede of dress even excited Roger tonight, although he wouldn't think twice about trying
something with any underage girl. She had them in the palm of her hand tonight —
those dirty old men — and by the time the skit and blouse were tossed into the
audience, the customers were on the edge of their seats, some of them already
massaging their crotches.

Roger knew that ag far as Josie was concerned, she was in her own little world.
He had gone up on the stage one time when the lights were on. The lights were so0
strong that he had started sweating, but he noticed that he couldn't see beyond the first
row of tables around the runway. In fact, it was even hard to see the tables the lights
were so strong, plus the lights reflecting in the mirrers on the walls.

He brought his attention back to Josie, admiring how her body moved with the
music, and knowing that body was made for something more intimate than dancing.
She had unfastened her bra, holding it to her breasts, and when she whipped it off and
let her breasts bounce up and down, there were a few audible groans in the audience.
Mow was when he had to pay particular attention, because when the dancers got down
to their g-string, that's when the customers began urging them to come to their side of
thie runway so that they could stuff some bills in their g-strings. Usually the customers
behaved themselves fairly well, except for the cheap feel they received stuffing the bills
in the girls’ g-strings. But tonight was not going to be one of those nights.

Roger noticed the middie-aged, unshaven man in the wrinkled gray suit. He
was urging Josie over to him with a handful of bills. She strufted owver to him — with
the beat of the music, making her breasis jiggle and bounce — and stopped in front of
him with her legs spread.

bills. She rotated her hips as she bent her knees to give him access for stuffing the
bills in her g-string. He caught her off guard when he grabbed the top of her g-
siring with his left hand and stuffed the hands with the bills down the front of her g-
siring. She noticed he had rotated his hand as it went into her g-siring, releasing the

]nsie stood there on the runway, looking down at the man with his right hand full of
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bills, and cupping her croich. She opened her mouth fo let out a scream, when he
grabbed her right breast with his left hand and squeezed hard. The pain forced the air
out of her lungs and by the time she refiled them, the man was gone. She locked
around herself, but couldn’t see anything behind the first row of tables. She could see
that the man’s table was empty.

She put her arm across her breasts and ran off the runway and back to the
dancers’ dressing room. She sobbed a couple of times as she stood before her
dressing table. One of the other girls came over as she started pulling the bills out of
her g-string and throwing them on the table.

“You all right, honey?" asked Shannon.

“Yeah, | think so."

“You should have seen Roger when that guy grabbed you. He walked up,
wrapped his arms around the guy's legs, just above the knees, picked him up, and
carried him ower to the door. He set him down and suggested that he leave. The guy
nodded his head once and lefi.”

“I guess Roger is stronger than he looks, huh?”

“Josie?" Shannon asked as she dropped her eyes below the level of Josie's face.

“What? What is it?"

“He bruised your boob "

Josie looked at herself in the mirror and could almost see the man's fingermarks
darkening as she watched. It felt like hiz hand was still squeezing her breast.

“Are you all right, Josie?" a masculine voice behind her agked.

She turned around to see Roger standing there.

“Yeah, I'm all right.”

“Well, anyway, | told Johnny that you were taking the rest of the night off.”

“Thanks. | don't think | could go back out for my third number after what happened.”

“It's about an hour to cloging and if you're up to it I'd like to buy vou a cup of coffee.”

“I'd like that. Il be ready in an hour and waiting back here,” she said as she
peeled off her g-string, and pulled on a pair of white panties. She liked the way that
Roger locked at her body, especially when she dropped the g-string.

Roger was really good looking. And | could tell he was hot for my body. | mean,
-when | dropped my g-string, he may have been looking at my crofch, but | was
looking at that bulge in his pants.

Anyway. Roger took me to this all-night cafe where we talked the rest of the
night away, talking about this and that. ‘When we noticed that dawn was
approaching, he offered me a ride back to the dorm. He walked me up to the door
and tried to kiss me on the cheek. | wasn't having any of that. | turned my head so
my lips met his and | gave him some tongue. It kind of caught him off guard and he
stuttered his good night and left.

Roger and | became an item over the next two weeks. We went cut on my nights
off and the nights | worked we went to the cafe. | don't have to tell you that my
schoolwork suffered somewhat, but | managed to get by. | knew | could bring my
grades back up by the end of the semester, especially since the final examinations were

1 don't know why, but that hour seemed like the longest hour of my life. | mean,
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the biggest part of our grades.

Roger was the perfect gentleman, although | tried to change that. When he took
me back to the dorm afier a date or geing to the cafe, we'd sit awhile in his car, necking
and petting. | knew he wanted to get me into bed, but | also knew that he wanted it to
be my idea and not try and force me to do something | didn't want to do.

So on Halloween, | asked him to make love to me.

and petting and he could tell she was really hot tonight, even though the
femperature was down in the mid-thiies. Anybody who might have walked by
would known what was going on with the windows all steamed up.

She nuzzled his ear and whispered, “Do you want to make love to me, Roger?”

“Oh, baby, more than anything,” he replied as he caressed one of her breasts,
gently pinching the nipple.

“Mot here, honey,"” she teased.

“Whera? In your dorm room?”

“Well, | was thinking we could do it in my bed . . . at home.”

“At home?”

“Yeah, in Tennile.”

“Won't your mother be there?”

“Of course, Roger. My mother doesn't mind me having sex. She just wanis to
meet the guys that | have sex with. She wants to make sure they are clean.”

Roger seemed a little puzzled at what she had said, but his raging hormones had
taken over. God, he had to get her in bed. Josie was the hottest woman he had ever
met. And he didn't think he could go one more day with self-satisfaction.

They got their clothes rearranged, rolled down the windows to unsieam the
other windows, and left for Tennile. |t was only ten miles, but it toock them twenty
minutes. The entire route they traveled through a dense fog. When they finally
arrived in Tennile, Josie gave him directions to her home. When they drove up the dirt
drive to the darkened, ramshackle house, the fog seemed 1o quickly dissipate, leaving
the night dark and ominous.

The only thing ominous about fonight, Roger thought, was meeting Josie's
mather, Lilith.

“You sure your mother will be awake at this hour.”

“Yeah, she's a light sleeper, so she'll wake up when we open the door. But
even if she's awake already, she doesn't like the light. In fact, she doesn't even have
a light in her bedroom_”

Josie opened the door and Roger followed her into the house. The oufzide of the
house was absolutely no indication of the interior. He'd been in some mighty fine
homes with his Daddy, but none that could match the opulence of this one. Josie's
mother must hawve been loaded or she had inherited the furniture and other
accouterments that he could see from the entryway.

Josie led him down a short hallway, opened a door on the lefi, and turmed the
owverhead light on.

“My bedroom.”

R oger and Josie were in his car, parked in front of the dorm. They were necking
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She pointed o the door at the end of the halfway.

“The bathroom.”

She pointed io the door across from hers.

“My mother's bedroom.”

She crossed to the door and gently rapped on it

“Momma, are you awake?"

They could hear sfirring within the room behind the door. Josie opened it wntil
thie bed within could be seen from the light in her bedroom. There were no blankets on
the bed, just a bottom, form-fitted sheet.

Upon the sheet Roger could make out the form of a naked, immensely obese
woman. He tried to turn his eyes away, but =omething made him continue to look at
the woman — Josie's mother. |t was if a voice within his mind was telling him to look
at this woman, this woman that was the one he fantasized about possessing, taking,
viclating. . . . He couldn't understand what was happening. It was like watching
someone else take over his body, his mind, his emaotions . . . and feeling his manhood
becoming instantly, painfully erect. He had always detested fat women. They moved
slowly and, when they did, the flesh on their bodies made cbscene movements. And
they always seemed to be sweating. So why was he turned on by this woman? He
didn't even know what her face looked like. All he could make in the dimly lit room
was her laying on her back with her huge breasts hanging to each side, the large,
erect nipples poking inte the air. Her legs were splayed so that he could see her dark,
wet, sex, heavily covered with black hair. This couldn't be happening? He had never
been so turned on in his life, not even with Josie.

“Momma, this is Roger Duncan. He wants to make love to me.”

Roger blushed slightly at Josie's statement, as if talking about sex was an
everyday subject of conversation.

The woman on the bed mumbled something that to Roger sounded like she was
gargling a mouthful of saliva.

“Momma says she wanis 1o make sure you're clean before we have sex together.”

“How is she going to decide if | am clean or not?”

“You have to have sex with her.”

“Josie! | can't have sex with your mother!”

“It's your only opticn, Roger. That's the only way she can be sure that your
clean. Only the clean ones can have sex with me. If you don't have sex with her, you
can't have sex with me." She gawve his hard manhood a squeeze. “And the idea of
having sex with my Momma hasnt diminished the hardness of this.” She giggled.

“If | have to —"

“You do.”

“— | will, because | really want to make love to you, Josie.”

“I know you do, Roger. And | want you to. Go now.”

Roger entered Lilith's bedroom and Josie shut the door. She went over to her
cwn bedroom, leaving the door open. She turned on the bedside lamp and turned off
the overnead light. She went over to the window, raised the shade, and looked out into
the darkness. The night was so dark she could barely make out the outline of the tree
tops against the sky. She went over to her bed, turned the covers down, and stripped
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her clothes off. She lay down on her bed, dreamy in the subdued light, and waited for
Roger to finish with Momma.

moming with the sun shining through my bedroom window. | got dressed in the

- game clothes | had worn the night before. | left my bedroom and knocked on

Momma's door. When | heard her stirring, | opened her bedroom door and asked her
what happened to Roger.

Thizs wasn the first time that a man had had sex with my Momma and left without
giving me some. The firsi five or six times, Memma said that they left because they
weren't able to get it up.

\Well, this left me kind of homy, if you know what | mean. After all, | am a healthy
young woman that has needs . _ . that weren't being satisfied. But then it got 2o | would
have to get some on campus or I'd go insane. Somehow Momma knew when | had sex
on campus. And she'd rant and rave that | didn't know how to tell which ones were the
clean ones. So I'd make up with Momma and promise to bring the next one back to the
house. | guess she had her needs as well and always being in that bedroom made it
kind of hard for her to get any on her own.

Then she started telling me that the ones | was bringing home were unclean and
that she had made them her “young”. | didn't understand what she meant, but | didn't
want to make her mad by asking.

1 fell asleep some time after Roger went into Momma's bedroom. | awoke the next

‘Ms. Smallwood, the Sheriffs Department as been looking into the
disappearance of Roger Duncan and his brother, Robert. You knew Robert, of
course, since he was also a bouncer at the club where you work.”

“Yes, | knew Robert.”

“Was Robert one of the unclean ones?"

Josie looked puzzled. “What are you getting at, Deputy?”

“Did you know a Paul Renson?”

She nodded her head.

“Gary Waters? Donald Jensen? Eugene Markson? Jonathan Walker? Michael
Sorenson? James Borzi? Timothy Wentworth? Richard Clark? Edward Leonard?
And Floyd Carson?”

Josie sat there were her lips parled. She sguirmed slightly in her chair, licked her
lips. and =aid in a small voice, “Yes, | knew them.”

“Do you know what happened to them, Ms. Smallwood?"

“Mo. | don't. .. . Am | a suspect or something?

Fuentes mouth turned up at the comers as he said, “Do you wish to have an
attorney present during your questioning?"

“Mo .. .no, I dont. | haven't done anything wrong.”

The Deputy leaned across the table toward her. “Ms. Smallwood, you knew all
thiteen of these men, you were the last person to see them, but you don't know what
happened to them?"

“Mo, | don't.” She swallowed and licked her lips. “But | wasn't the last one to

‘(\) eputy John Fuentes loocked across the table at Josie.
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see them "

“Who was?

“My Momma.”

“And all we have ig your word about that. We went out to your house and your
mother wasn't there. In fact, it didnt look like anyone had been in your mother's
bedroom for some time. There was a large hole in the matiress and the floorboards
beneath the matiress and the ground below the mattress.”

Josie raised her eyes to the Deputy's. °| dom't know anything about that," she
said and looked back down at her hands.

“Why do some pecple in Tennile refer to your mother as the Black Goat?”

“That's ridiculous,” Josie snofed. “She doesn't look anything like a goat and she
certainly is mot black.”

The Deputy leaned back in his chair. “When was the last time you saw Lilith
Smallwood?

“The morming after the night | took Roger out there. . . °

hadn't told the entire truth about that night. She had drifted off, but awoke when she

heard the huffing and puffing and grunting from the next room. They must be
getting close she thought, real close. And then she heard Roger screaming. That
wasnt the same as when a man gets a really good climax, but something else. The
others hadn't been thiz noisy. Maybe Momma was right for checking to see if they
were clean. Maybe Roger was really unclean and would have given her some dizease
that was incurable.

The light from the bedroom window caught her eye. It wasn't like a car's lights
crossing her window, as it was a flashing light that seem o come from all directions.
The tree branches were silhouetted against the flashing light, and the tree tops, and
what looked like tentacles waving and thrashing above the trees. And then the light was
gone and the sounds from her mother's bedroom were alzo gone.

L 8. Smalwood? Are you all right?”
Josie looked at the Deputy. She nodded her head once, as a tear

slipped down her face.

“Would you like some water?”

She nodded again.

The Deputy left the room and came back a few moments later with a glass of
water. She took it from his hand and drained it. He handed her a tissue and she
dabbed at her eyes.

“Mow, Ms. Smallwood. Was there anything else that your mother said to you the
last time you saw her that yvou haven't told me?”

Josie nodded. The Deputy waited.

“Momma said that Reger was unclean, but that neither | nor any other gir would
have to worry about thal. She said that the unclean ones always became her young'.”

“Anything else?"

Josie opened her mouth to speak, thought for a second and closed her mouth.

]nsie's eyes went blank as her memories sifted through her consciousness. She
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She looked down at her hands, the fingers intertwined.

“She said . . . she said that she now had thiteen ‘young' and that she could start
again somewhere else. And that . . . that | was now on my own. All she needed was
thiteen to start again to . . . start what? But that | would know where she was when the
time came.”

Deputy Fuentes didn't say anything.

“Shewas .. _shewas .. _.ifl_..ifldont know what she was, then what was
I ta her?”
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This is a new O 'Khymer fale written for this anthology. O'Khymer, Oregon, is Mr.
Berglund's Mythos venue, and has been fealtured in such sftories as “The Feaster From
the Siars", “Vision of Madness", “Wings in the Night', “The Eyes of Darkness", and “The
Inner Gateway” — all of which can be found in his story collection Shards of Darkness
{Mythos Books, 2000).

One of the enduring mysteries of the Cthuthu Mythos is just who or what are the
Thousand Young of Shub-Niggurath? The canon of sfories has suggested a number of
salutions, though none has gained precedence. One idea is that it iz metaphorical, an
expression of the fertility the entily personifies. Another is that it represents “her”
fecundity. The canon has “her” mating with various Oufré Beings and producing a
whole host of lesser enfities and races. “She” can even mate with “herselfl”, since “she”
is considered fo possess both male and female characteristics; as such, the myriad dark
young are considered by some to be part of the thousand young. A somewhat different
view iz that the title “Black Goal of the Woods with @ Thousand Young™ is actually a
carruption of ‘the Ram with & Thousand Ewes”, meaning that the “yvoung" are actually
“her” mates. A final view is that the thousand young are a fufure phenomenon, the
resulf of a prophesized mating beftween Shub-Miggurath and Hastur.

Mr. Berglund offers a new solufion. In this story the “young” are creafed from
men who make love to the Black Goat. What they become and why is nol revealed,
thus perpefuating the mystery, but this solution hints at the possibility that the Thousand
Young are part of some pwpose rather than just the byproduct of random malings.
Whether this purpose is the fulfilment of some prophecy or the crealion of a servitor
race or the production of Nephilim, no one can say at this point. Buf there is no
disputing the Black Goal's dedication to the task.

Mr. Bergiund will also be appearing in the next four Caimsford Tome anthalogies.







BEASC OF love

Tracy Ambuehl and James Ambuehl

It's a small sea town that keeps to iiself, the only thing that keeps it from

dizappearing entirely iz the Federal interstate that passes close by, so that
travelers often stop for food and gas, or to spend the night. Yet it cozes suggestions of
an unseen evil. No God of our world reigns over Black Bay, for it's said that the people
of the town worship the dark, forgotten gods, the Great Old Ones that ruled the Earh
before man ever crawled up from the primeval slime. Black Bay has the dubious ability
to attract to its unholy fold many an unscrupulous, diabolic, even criminal lot. The crime
rate is indeed high, the town rife with robbers, cutthroats, wvandals, and, strangely, a
particularly large amount of prostitution. Why the working girls would choose to flock
here, none can say for cerain, for surely there are more prosperous avenues than
rolting, decrepit Black Bay. et flock here they do, to roost in the dark and gnarled nest
that is the underword of Black Bay.

Nestled on a rocky cove, like a fat spider in the center of a web, lies Black Bay.

come o Black Bay, Massachusetts, in search of a story. To investigate and
hopefully find the truth in any one of the many strange rumors surrounding the
town would surely aid his flagging career. And the rumeors were guite prevalent, such as
the many disappearances, especially concentrated in the locale of the Red-Light
District, which covered about thirty percent of the town, disappearances which were
attributed to the sex trade in some fashion — white slavery maybe? Then there were
the sightings of things which could not be explained, glimpses of large lumbering
abominations of hell itself, seen in the numerous coves and desolate hills surrounding
the town. Ross was cerain these rumors were just the tip of the iceberg, an iceberg
which he hoped to fully uncover.
Ross had been a freelance writer for the tabloids ever since graduating from

R 0ss was sure this had to be the strangest town he had ever been in. He had
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Miskatonic University in '92. He had hoped to join up with the Arkham Advertiser, but
found no openings there. And having a particular bent for writing fiction, the tabloids
had seemed the next besi thing. The money wasn't great, but at least he got to travel a
bit; true, most of the stories came out of his own head, but hig editor still preferred that
he go on location now and again, and at least try to establish a little of the local coler in
hig various aricles — a bit of truth here and there could always help.

But of course Black Bay wasn't the Caribbean. From what he had uncovered in
his background research, it reminded Ross a lot of Arkham, with itz assonment of
degenerate backwoods rustics and mousy, scholarly types, the former group always
guiet and uninterested in anyone else's business, the latter group always wary, perhaps
even fearful in manner, and the cold air they both exhibited towards strangers was
surely typical of both towns as well.

Upon his arrival in Black Bay it was early evening, 3o Rosgs felt that his best
plan of attack would be to freguent a few of the local bars in order to absorb any of the
local gossip which might be spread about when the drinks were flowing freely. As he
drowve around looking for a likely place, he noliced that the sidewalks were crowded
with ladies of the evening plying their trade. They gestured and beckoned to him as
he drove by; if he slowed down they started to collect around the car, calling out to
him, effering io “show you a good time, honey”, or to *help keep you warm tonight”, or
even just “fuck you shitless". Oddly enough, howewver, they stayed away from the
bars, 50 when he finally found one that looked worthwhile to try, they didnt molest him
as he got out and went in.

He quickly surveyed the place, noting that the patrons all seemed to be blue-
collar types. He nodded to himself; from past experence he knew such people tended
to be quite talkative once they had a few beers in them, especially if he bought. But in
this respect he was soon disappeinted. The patrons were silent in their consumption,
sitting mostly by themsehles, and they truly seemed to resent his presence, constantly
looking over their shoulders as they regarded him with hostile stares. \When they did
talk amongst themselves, they spoke in hushed whispers, which only served to put him
on edge. And they absolutely refused o drink with him.

By ten o'clock his nerves had become so frayed that he finally left. He drove
around until he found a fleabag of a motel. After checking in, he asked where the
nearast liquor store was. The manager turned and looked behind himself at a sign that
said ABSOLUTELY NO ALCOHOL IN THE ROOMS, then turmed back and sullenly
directed him to a store just a block away. Ross had to run a gauntlet of hookers on the
street, most of whom were quite persistent and few of whom were very insistent, but he
fimally made it unscathed. He bought a bottle of whiskey from a rather less than friendly
proprietor and retumed to hig room, fully intending to drink himself asleep. Funny thing,
though; the street was now totally desered. |t was as if someone had called a curfew.

He undressed down 1o his shors and got into bed. There was no TV or radio in
the room, 5o all he could do was drink and brood. Yet as he sal in bed, nursing — no,
assaulting — the bottle in growing frustration, he became bored rather than sleepy.
What he needed was a book, bul he hadnm't brought one with him. Then he
remembered that the Gidecn Scciety often left Bibles in hotel reoms for pecple to find.
While he wasnt a particularly religious man, even a Bible would do in a pinch for
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something to read. His room had both a bureau and a side table, so he checked the
latter first. Sure encugh, there it was, lying inside the drawer.

\When he removed it howewver, he realized he was misiaken: it wasn't a Bible at
all. Bibles were not bound between thin sheets of cardboard. Then there was the fitle,
printed on the face by a black feli-tip marker. “The Testament of Yhuzompha®. MNow
what the hell did that mean? Curious, he opened it to take a look. It had no title page
or table of contents. It simply began immediately with the text. He went straight to the
end; no index either. Well, no wonder. The pages were typewritten rather than printed,
and rather badly at thal. The pages were roughly cut and crudely glued between the
covers, with a couple of staples to hold it all in place. It was obvicusly made by a
primitive private publisher, probably out of his home.

It wasn't exactly what he was looking for, but he had no choice. He jusi hoped
the writing was better than the printing.

There too, however, he was disappointed. The wrting was atrocious. It's only
saving grace was that it appeared to be the journal of a prostitute. Mot that it contained
racy descriptions of sex with her clients; in fact, it was so boring he had trouble staying
awake. But then that was what he wanted, something to put him to sleep_ Siill, some of
what he read was interesting.

He skimmed through it mestly, but he did read pars of it more carefully.
Apparently the hooker, who did not identify herself, had started her “career” at
Arkham, while attending his alma mater. It was her way of eamning fuition and
spending money. When she graduated (with a degree in metaphysical folklore no
less) she had decided she could earn a great deal more money by selling sex than by
studying rmusty old grimoires (though she confinued it as a hobby). She eventually
moved to Boston and had considered relocating to Mew York when she read about
Black Bay in a book called Thaumaturgical Prodigies in the New England Canaan.
She went there for a visit and decided to stay.

\What pigued his interest was why. According to the journal, Black Bay was the
center of a sex-cult based on something called Vhuzompha, he speculated idly that it
was a philosophy like Kama Sutra. In any eveni, she became involved with the cull,
though she didn't say how. Supposedly this “Vhuzompha® produced sensual pleasure
beyond anything crdinary people could feel. There was also some mention of sacrifices
being needed, both of carmal energy and of flesh and blood, but how it was connected
he couldn't see. In any event, it could provide a good explanation in his story for the
disappearances: they were sacrificed by a coven of sex-crazed witches. He might even
be able to work in some sado-sexual torture and necrophilia.

\What she wrote after that did not make much sense o him; it was mosily about
the philosophy of Vhuzompha, cultic ritualg, and the like. The woman was rather
inceherent in the last half of the book. Probably a raving lunatic, he thought; either that
or he was gelting too drunk to read it. Stil, he would have to remember to take the
book with him when he left. |t would certainly be a good source of risqué material for
his story. He almost wished there was a sex culi; it would be a great way for a guy fo
get laid without having to make a commitment to any one woman.

As he read and drank, he became aware of frenzied moaning and thumping
noizes emanating from next door. Apparently, one of the assored hookers in residence
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had acquired a john. Ewven if the socunds were being faked, though, they turned him on,
and he became aware of his aching hard-on that cried for release. He wished he could
afford one of the gils himself just then. Indeed, he could maybe charge it to his
expense account, and make up some story about his car breaking down or gomething
on that order. But even thouwgh the girls he had seen about town that evening were
quite beautiful, something made him hesitate to avail himself of their services. They
didnt seem quite . . . right . . . somehow. They had seemed too eager, almost
desperate. He smirked drunkenly. Maybe they were all members of this cult. Maybe
that's why there were so many sluts in this town. Maybe this “Vhuzompha® they
practiced demanded that they sacrifice their clients, or else they would be sacrificed
themselves. Maybe that would make a good angle for his story.

Musing thus, he let the rhythm of the sounds lull him to sleep like a lullaby. He
finally passed out, almost oblivious to the moment that the means of pleasure changed
to pain-wracked screams.

back home in the midst of his familiar dumpy apariment, with his hot water botile

and endless supply of aspirin. The empty whiskey boitle was still clutched in his
right hand; the book still lay open upside down on his stomach. He opened his eyes
slowly and blinked blearily. That's when he saw he was nose-to-nose, whisker-to-
whisker, with a rat the size of a tomcal sitting on his chest. Its teeth were bared, slick
with yellow-green slime from which emanated a fetid breath, a breath likely curdied with
the blood of a long-dead family pet lost in a dirty alley somewhere.

Ross screamed and threw himself forward; the rat went flying and landed
between his legs just below his crolch. He shrieked again and rolled to his left off the
bed. He landed on his face, banging his nose on the hardwood floor. He hesitated a
moment, then got quickly up on his kneesg, the bottle raised ready to strike. The rat was
still there on the bed; what was worse, it seemed to be grinning at him, as if it was
enjoying the spectacle. He brought the botlle down as hard as he could manage, but
the rat was too quick for him. It bounded off the bed and scampered into the bathroom,
itz nails clicking and tapping all the way.

After calming down a bit he regained his feet, gingerly walked around to the
bathroom door, and peered in. At first he saw nothing, so he stepped inside. He looked
around the floorboards and soon found a large rat hole between the toilet and the sink.
He took one of the exira towels and swiftly stuffed it into the hole. He then stood for a
moment scratching his head. He would have to complain to the manager, but he
figured in a dump like this, it would be a surprise if there wasn't a rat. Finally he sighed
and stripped off hig shors, togsing them back into the bedroom. Grumbling about what
a day it was going to be, he stepped into the shower stall.

Once out of the shower and dressed, he went to a vending maching in the motel
lobby to get a package of Twinkies and a Pepsi for breakfast. When he returned he
nervoushy checked on the rat hole. To his profound relief it was still plugged. He then
refrieved the book from where it had fallen with him onto the floor. Except now it was
gone. He searched the floor around and under the bed, but he couldn't find it. He
shook his head in disbelief. It had to be here; things don't just disappear. Then he

l e awoke in the moming with a throbbing headache that made him wish he was
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remembered he had been drinking heavily last night. He laughed nervously. He
probably dreamed finding it, what with all the commaotion going on next door.

Soon afterward Ross heard a siren keening in the distance, approaching steadily,
and soon it screamed to a halt just outside. He heard voices then, a growing babble.
Opening the door to his room, he saw a crowd of people milling arcund the door of the
room next to his own. Their faces were blank, expressionless, which seemed unusual
for the scene of an accident of some sort, especially in a town as small as this, where
everybody likely knew everyone else. He went back into his room and grabbed his tape
recorder. When he returned to attempt to get the story, the crowd seemed to move as a
whaole against him, blocking him, their flabby, dirty, somewhat fishy bodies pressing him
back forcefully, despite his pleas: “I'm a reporter! | must get through! Please . . . let me
through. . . .° He felt nauseocus at their touch, but he pressed on.

When he had finally succeeded in forcing his way through the crowd, he was
crestfallen to see that he was too late. The ambulance was just pulling away, and the
crowd quickly dispersed, forcing Ross to chase after the few stragglers. But they
proved to be as uninformative and unfriendly as last night's bar patrons had been.
When they had all deparied — not a one assenting to an interview — he went to the
door that they had been surrounding and turning the knob. The door was unlocked,
so he looked around himself to make sure no one was watching, then he stepped
through. The floor of the room was wet, as if it had just been mopped, and the bed
was freshly stripped as well. But one clue to what had occurred here had been left
behind: a mop bucket, and it was filled with . . _ bloody water. And in the wall beside
the bed he saw a large rat hole.

If there had been viclence, thought Ross, why hadnt the police been called and
the room sealed off? And why hadn't any of the onlookers been surprised, ewven
excifed, by the proceedings? Was if just business as wsual in Black Bay? And the
room positively reeked with the smell of sex! Just what had gone on in there last
night? Puzzled, he went back to his room. Realizing that the odor, the deep-down
sex smell of the place, would probably make him sick in his now-gueasy condition, he
decided to drive through the town, to see if he could find out anything about what had
happened. As he drove around, he vaguely wondered what was so different today.
Then it dawned on him: the working girls were gone, vanished, he didn't see a single
one. They had been prominent last night and now they all seemed to have
disappeared with the daylight hours. For a moment he was confused as to where they
would hole up during the day. Then he decided that they must have apartments and
houses of their own, just like mormal people. But just what “normal” consisted of in this
town, he couldn't guite be sure.

After several hours he had approached probably fifty people about what had
happened that merning and if, in fact, there was any truth at all, no matter how small, 1o
thie rumors of disappearances, to the sex cult, and whether they were linked, and to the
inexplicable sightings of something incredibly wvast lumbering throughout the hills
surrounding the tiny hamlet, something that made even the “Dunwich Horror® of 1928
seem tame in comparison. But, of course, they all laughed it off, and no one would help
him in the least, especially the local police, who threatened to lock him wup or run him out
of town if he persisted in bothering the good folk of Black Bay with these crazy notions
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of his. He had also caught occasional glimpses of a large, brown, furry animal
dizappearing from sight. Frobably just a cat or small dog, he told himself.

Then he struck upon an idea. Why hadn't | thought of it before, he wondered?
He would ask at the local newspaper.

But in this venture he was frustrated as well, for Elack Bay didn't seem to have a
newspaper! Oh, it had had one once, briefly, the reluctant motel clerk explained, when
a man named Kurt Bryant had fried to establish one in town. He did so proudly, and
spared no expense in the deed. But the sad fact of the matter was that no one would
buy it, no one wanted to read it, and Bryant soon became a penniless wreck of a man,
rumored to haunt the docks these days, looking for any handouts that might come his
way from the local fishermen.

Figuring that a derelici would be as tempted by food and drink as by money,
Ross stopped first at a small café to buy a sandwich and another Pepsi. “enturing
down to the docks, he walked around for a while, and scon found what could only have
been Bryant, sleeping at the end of the pier. The ex-newspaperman had grown shaggy
and unkempt, with a wild look in his eye, and though Ross despaired of getting anything
concreie from the man, he handed the sandwich over to him. Bryant took it eagerly;
indeed, snatched it from Ross's hand. He then wolfed it down before the outsider could
even think to offer him the Pepsi. He thanked Ross and peered up at him.

“I dom't know you, do 17" he asked, eyes daring back and forth distrustfully.

Ross explained who he was and asked him about the newspaper mishap.

“lt's cause they're damned ignorant fools, that's why!” he railed. Then he
seemed to calm down again. “You've noticed how secretive the townsfolk are? Well,
Black Bay cerainly has its secreis to hide, no doubt about that, and they don't take
them lightly, | assure you." He accepted the offered Pepsi and took a grateful swig
before continuing. “The town's almest like shadowed Innsmouth, | suppose, and it
would be better if both hamlets simply sunk into the sea. Well, that wouldn't put an end
te Innsmouth, of course, and probably not Black Bay either, but I'd sure pay money o
see it happen anyway . . _er, if | had any, that is."

Ross could take a hint. Digging into his wallet for his cash, he handed it over
promptly. He could always wire hig editor for more should he need it. He was tempted
to ask about Innamouth — his editor had told him earlier that week that that was likely to
be his next big assignment, but Ross liked to do the groundwork personally, 2o instead
he hesitantly brought up the subject of the prostitutes and the sex cult.

“They're all members of the cult; in fact they are the cult. Mo one else belongs to
it, at least not any more. Used o be the whole town was involved, but then this fancy
call girl from Boston comes up. The folk here kidnapped her and planned to sacrifice
her, but it tumed out ‘vuesomfa’ found her orgasms to be more satisfying than her blood
and flesh. She became the high priestess, then began luring other prostitutes here.
Soon they forced out the townspeople and took over the cult. There was nothing
anyone could do, as long as ‘vuesomfa’ preferred her and the streetwalkers to the rest.
But they have to keep guiet about it, or the ladies will take them and sacrifice them.”

Ross asked what kind of philosophy based on sex would condone ritual murder.
When Bryant gave him a puzzled look, he mention Yhuzempha. Bryant got visibly
angry. “You damned fool, “vuesomfa' ign't a philogophy, it's a god. At least the cult
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treats it as one. | don't know what it is, but it's real. It feeds off the sexual energy of the
cult, but it also craves blood and living flesh. |If they cannot get a wvictim for it for one of
the special rituals, then it will take one of them instead. From what |'ve overheard the
townsfolk saying, it isn't preity to see, though the victim is supposed to literally die of
intense pleasure. Tonight will be one of those special rites. But the cult believes that
anmy sex act can serve as a kind of sacrifice most of the time, though they try to have at
least one regular blood sacrifice each month.” Ross couldn't help thinking about what
happened at the motel last night.

Bryant's claim that Vhuzompha was real reminded Ross to ask about the
mensiers supposedly seen in the coves and hills around the town.

“Aye, they do exist,” he said, “but you'd do well to remember that not all monsters
are what you expect. Mot all monsters look like monsters!” He then glanced past Ross.
A look of extreme terror appeared on his face and he suddenly pushed past Ross and
started half running, half stumbling up the pier towards shore. Ross chased afler him
and caught him when he reached the street, but he refused to say anything more on
any subject, no matter what amount of begging and pleading the reporer would do.
Ross finally let him go and he scuttled away. As he turned back to his car, however, he
caught a glimpze of a large, brown animal as it disappeared into a pile of rubbish.

beachfront. He dejectedly grabbed up his tape recorder and climbed out of

the car with a sigh. He walked down to the shore to sit on a piece of mottled
driftwood. Beginning to write his “story”, making up details from his own rich
imagination of a cult of sex-mad devil-worshippers holding the townspeople —
indeed the very town's leaders — in a sinister stranglehold, he suddenly stopped and
looked up and down the beach. Mo swimmers anywhere in sight, no people throwing
sticks for their dogs to fetch. Though it was a weekday, he had expected to see
tourists, or at least kids who were off for summer vacation, playing in the surf or
running along the beach.

“This place is really odd,” he mused aloud. Hitting the Record button, he
expressed the idea he had just them, of the extreme paranocia on the part of the
townspeople, their reticence, their fear of something; he laughed. It was a beautiful,
sunny day. What could there possibly be to be afraid of?

He noticed movement from the corner of his eye. He quickly turned, and far
down the beach he saw an incongrucus sight: an elderly man trying to flee from two
scantily-clad women, their bleached blonde hair flying in the warm summer wind.
They finally caught him, and seemed to be attempting to drag him back, kicking and
fighting. Back fo where? Ros: wondered. Concerned, he jogged toward the
commation, but paused in mid-run when he saw the old man laughing, if perhaps a
touch hysterically. But the women were quite beautiful and shapely; who wouldn't be
laughing hysterically in their very desirable arms? Still, he sensed a tinge of fear in
the old man's laugh. And as he reluctantly turned to go his own way, he heard the old
man screaming, pleading to be let go. Turning towards them again, he was just in
time to see the women drag the old man behind a dune. Thinking he might be saving
the man from a mugging or a physical assault for some kind of ballbusters' revenge,

briuing aimlessly now and ultimately defeated, Ross found himself at the
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he dashed forward once more. But when he reached the spot beyond the dune, they
were gone, leaving no trace of their passage aside from the scuffed sand. It was
almost like they had disappeared into thin air.

“What the hell?” he exclaimed. For the first time in his life he felt fear clutch
coldly at his heart, real fear, a fear of the unknown and unexplained. Suddenly his wild
fantasies of a sadistic, Satanic sex cult no longer seemed =so fantastic. No, that's crazy,
he thought. But hell, this whole town was crazy!

Suddenly feeling the ground begin to shake beneath him, Ross stared to run, but
instead he sank to his knees in the churning earth. He frantically screamed and
attempted to pull himself free, but only succeeded in mirng himself deeper. He
continued to sink. The sand quickly closed over his head. He fell into darkness, the
sand filling his mouth and eyes.

He landed with a thump. Sputtering furiously, he coughed the choking sand from
his throat as best he could. Breathing clearly again at long last, he checked to make
sure nothing was broken. Satisfied he was all right, at least bodily, he got 1o his knees
and brushed the clinging sand from his body, then slowly surveyed his surroundings.

He had fallen into a crude cave. |t was pilch dark, and he had to stoop because
of its low rock-carven roof. He tried to get back out the way he had fallen in, but was
unable to do so because his exploring hands revealed that the ceiling had closed above
his head once more in an unresisting wall of hard-packed sand. 5o having little choice,
he felt along the walls for an opening. Moving to his right the wall simply curved back
on itself, forming a cul-de-zac, but as he moved to hig left he found a rough-hewn
tunnel, 3o he pressed on.

As he moved down the passageway he could hear chanting in a low, menacing
tone, made by a chorus of mellifluous voices. It came from somewhere far off and
being as his other options were severely limited he continued to mowve towards it, a
hand running over the rough wall to guide his way. He couldm't distinguish the words
yet, but they scunded tongue-twistingly strange at any rate. Eventually the path took an
abrupt slant downwards, and he could see, but dimly, light up anead. Soon he realized
he could hear and smell the sea just ahead of him as well.

After what seemed an eternity of crouching and shambling forward, he at last
came out of the tunnel into an underground cove. He nearly stumbled over the body of
thie old man, his face and body twisted in agony and terror.

As Ross stepped over it he saw that the light he had seen radiated from the
numercus torches dotted upon an outré statue which loomed menstrously in the
middle of the deep cove. And what a statue it was! |t vaguely resembled a giant,
scabrous crab, and yet again it looked like a great, gelatinous octopus, or even a
cyclopean jellyfish, and yet again it was like neither. It seemed to suggest a great
mound of pulsating translucent flesh, with long tentacular arms radiating out from its
central bulk, its tendrils ending in monstrous pincher-like claws. He then nearly
vomited in homor when he saw that draped over the top of the stature was the nude
body of Bryant. He had been gutied like a fish and blood slowly ran down the sides of
the sculpture to drip steadily into the water.

But standing atop the statue and floundering about in the water was something
even more mind-shattering in this place of nightmare: scores and scores of lissome
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young girls, made up in truly provocative ways, clad in leather and lace corsets and
push-up bras and slit skirts and satin teddies and spandex tights and . . . many were
au naturel! Those that stood around Bryant's body were also covered in blood from
head to toe. These were the ladies of the night of Black Bay, all ecstatic in manner
and exuding palpable waves of hungry, demanding sex — and they were all looking
directly at him!

Then, before his startled staring eyes, something surfaced in the cove
between him and the awful eidolon with its grisly decoration and incongruosus bewvy of
beauties perched atop it. Twice again in size, it was the same as the idol, but it was
the living model!

Ag one the flock of beauties made a mass exodus from their stone perch or the
water to scamper up the slimy slope of the thing's leprous hide, only to alight atop the
pulzating bulk. Ross was revolted to see the abomination suddenly sprout a multitude
of fully-formed pseudopodia resembling male genitalia for each girl’s convenience.
Mouths also appeared, from which stretched long, thin tongues that eagerly licked the
blood off the women who had filleted Bryant. Thrusting themselves hard upon their
phallus-mounts, their voices rang out as one in orgiastic ecstasy.

“ld! Great Vhuzompha! Progenitor; both Mother and Father of all Earthly life! We
offer you ourselves and our devoction! Taste of our body, take of our desire, and be
sated! We bring to you your living sacrifice! Taste of his blood and flesh, take of his
soul, and be sated!”

They rode their mounts for all they were worth then, thrusting and moaning and
shrieking wildly, as the gelatinous mass beneath them gquivered, the tendrils writhed,
and the claws ecstatically snapped open and closed in 8 rapid staccato.

Bryant's words suddenly back to Ross: [t feeds off the sexual energy of the
cult. . . . It seemed to him that indeed this was true; that the . . . thing was actually
feeding off their ecstasy and wvitality, that it felt their excitement and somehow derived
nourishment from their crgasms. And to his horror he saw that in the midst of them
lay a cat-sized, furry, brown creature that spasmed in carmnal delight. It was the rat
from his motel room!

Then in mid-climax all eyes fell rapturously upon Ross.

.. . but it also craves blood and living flesh.
Not all monsters are what you expect. Not all monsters look like monsters!

He wanted o run, but numbing terror rooted him to the spot as surely ag though
he were nailed to the cavern floor. The meonsirous, shambling abomination drew closer,
and Ross was yet more hormified to see its body rife with fully-formed female genitalia as
well. He dreaded what the monster's true purpose was for him just then. And he was
almost relieved when it descended upon him, the bulk covered with thousands of
oozing, gaping sores, thousands of genital appendages and moist caverns, thousands
of tiny screaming mouth-like orifices giving birth fo a sound like a thousand cut-of-tune
pipe-organs; a sound more horrifying than all the choruses of the damned in hell itself.

liz claws deftly shredded and discarded his clothing, then forced him onto his
back. The great bulk settled owver him, an opening taking his sex into itself as the
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myriad of orifices clamping onte his body. Ross then felt both pleasure and pain as he
had never experienced them before, and in time swooned in pure ecstasy.

“huzompha ate. |t was sated. For the moment. As were its tiny servants. One
by one the girls, and the rat, slid off its bulk and languidly departed the cove by any one
of a dozen tunnels leading back to Black Bay.

Vhuzompha also left. |t leisurely swam back through the pool into the deep, dark
ocean, that cradled its now silent immensity in a million soothing arms.
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This story has been modified from ifs original version, first published in Cthulhu
Cultus #3 in 1995, Some scenes have been modified, lengthened, even added, fo
make the story it better with the anthology theme.

Why do cults exist? I'm not referring fo the religious beliefs that spawn culls, but
to the mentality that causes people fo form culls. Humans are social animals, as such,
they have a need fo form social groups. If they are unable o salisfy this need through
normal methods such as family, work, and fmends, they will do so by other methods,
such as cults. The need to join a group can be very strong, strang enough in fact that i
can breakdown a person's will and make him ar her capable of doing things that he or
she would nof normally do. The need to join can in fact be used as a way fo brainwash
a person and make him or her pliable fo control. We can see this operaling in high
school cligues, sfreet gangs, and of course culls.

Like any social group, cults are a microcosm of society as a whole, but if is a
perverted microcosm.  Hence, the same social forces thal keep a sociely united and
functional are present in a cult, but in a twisted form. One of these forces is brotherdy
love (see the afterword for more details). In a culf, however, it gets changed fo do unfo
others as the leader tells you to do. This is because part of the programming involved
in cult inifiation is fotal dedication to the culf leader. In essence the leader seduces an
initiate into swrendering his or her will entirely fo the leader's, fo the point thai
everything in the cult sociely is dedicated and subservient to the leader and his or her
philosophy, including moralify. Hence a cultist will do anything, even acts thal normal
society would consider heinous, because the anly “good” is fo obey the leader's every
command, and the only "happiness” comes from devoting oneself to the leader totally.

And if & powerful human drive can be enlisted in the indactrination, so much the
better. Nearly all cults use a twisted form of parental and familial love, in that they fry to
carmvince the initiate that only the cult and its leader truly love them. Many culls will also
use some version of romantic love, such as convincing the initiate that the leader and
somefimes the other cult members as well are the initiafe’s spouse(s). Some cults will
even use erofic love, such as having the initiate engage in a “sacred” sexual union with
the leader or group sex with ather cult members. The cult in this story, however, uses
not just erofic love but the power of sex ifself particularly the intense pleasure that
mating with Vhuzompha or one its worshipers can bring abowt.  Studies with animals
hawve shown fthat direct stimulation of the pleasure center in the brain can become 50
addictive that the animal faregoes everything else, including food and water, fo ensure
continual stimulation. We are not cerfain what form this pleasure takes, but people who
have experienced it describe it as being like a sexual orgasm. As such, If infercourse
with Vhuzompha somehow stimulates the pleasure cenfer o a particulary sfrong
degree, it explainsg why the cultists are so devoled fo i and If through the power of
Vhuzompha the cultists can stimulate the pleasure centers of the fownspeople, it helps
to explain why the town of Black Bay supports and protects the cult.

James Ambuehl (sans Tracy) will also be appearing in the next four Cairnsford
Tome anthologies, and the first volume of his omnibus collection, Forever Ambuehl: The
Tales of Braving, will be published later this year.







The FACEs AT PINE OUNES

Ramsey Campbell

hen his parents began arguing Michael went outside. He could still hear
(thhem through the thin wall of the trailer. “We neednt stop yel,” his
mather was pleading.

“We're stopping,” his father said. “It's time to stop wandering.”

But why should she want to leave here? Michael gazed about the trailer park —
the Pine Dunes Caravanseral. The metal village of trailers surrounded him, cold and
bright in the Movember afterncon. Beyond the dunes ahead he heard the dozing of the
sea. On the three remaining sides a forest stood: remnants of autumn, ghosts of colour,
were scattered over the trees, distant branches displayed a last golden mist of leaves.
He inhaled the calm. Already he felt at home.

His mother was persisting. “You're still young,” she told his father.

She's kidding! Michael thought. Perhaps she was trying flattery. “There are
places we haven't seen,” she said wistfully.

“We don't need to. We need to be here.”

The slowness of the argument, the voices muffied by the metal wall, frustrated
Michael; he wanied to be sure that he was staying here. He hurried into the trailer. “l
want to stay here. Why do we have to keep moving all the time?"

“Don't come in here talking to your mother like that,” his father shouted.

He should have stayed out. The argument seemed to cramp the already
crowded space within the trailer; it made his father's presence yet more overwhelming.
The man's encrmous wheezing body sat plumped on the couch, which sagged
beneath his weight, his small frail wife was perched on what little of the couch was
unoccupied, as though she'd been sgueezed tiny to fit. Gazing at them, Michael felt
suffocated. “I'm going out.” he said.

“Don't go out,” his mother said anxiously; he couldn't see why. “We won't argue
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amy more. You stay in and do something. Study "

“Let him be. The sooner he meets people here, the better.”

Michael resented the implication that by going out he was obeying his father. “I'm
just going out for & walk,” he said. The reassurance might help her, he knew how it felt
to be overborne by the man.

At the door he glanced back. His mother had cpened her mouth, but his father
said “We're staying. I've made my decision.” And he'd lie in it, Michael thought, still
resentful. All the man could do was lie there, he thought spitefully; that was all he
was fat for. He went out, sniggering. The way his father had gained weight during the
past year, his coming to rest in this trailer park reminded Michael of an elephant’s
arrival at its graveyard.

It was colder now. Michael turmed up the hood of his anorak. Curtains were
closing and glowing. Trees stood, infricately precise, against a sky like translucent
papery jade. He began to climb the dunes towards the sea. But over there the sky was
blackened; a sea dark as mud tossed nervously and flopped across the bleak beach.
He turned towards the forest. Behind him =and hissed through grass.

The forest shifted in the wind. Shoals of leaves swam in the air, at the tips of webs
of twigs. He followed a path which led from the Caravanserai's approach roead. Shorly the
diversity of rees gave way to thousands of pines. Pine cones lay like watlled eggs on
beds of fallen needles. The spread of needles glowed deep orange in the early evening,
an orange tapestry displaying rank upon rank of slender pines, dwindling into twilight.

The path led him on. The pines were shouldered out by stouter trees, which
reached overhead, tangling. Beyond the tangle the blue of the sky grew deeper, a
crescent moon slid from branch to branch. Bushes massed among the trunks, they
grew higher and closer as he pushed through. The curve of the path would take him
back towards the road.

The ground was tuming softer underfoot. It sucked his feet in the dark. The
shrubs had closed over him now; he could hardly see. He struggled between them,
pursuing the curve. Leaves rubbed together rustling at his ear, like desiccated lips; their
dry dead tongues rattled. All at once the roof of the wooden tunnel dropped sharply. To
go further he would have to crawl.

He wned with difficulty. On both sides thorns caught his sleeves; his dark was
hemmed in by two ranks of dim captors. It was as though midnight had already fallen
here, beneath the tangled arches; but the dark was =solid and clawed. Overhead, nelted
fragments of night sky illuminated the tunnel hardly at all.

He managed to extricate himself, and hurried back. But he had taken only a few
steps when his way was blocked by hulking spiky darkness. He dodged to the left of the
shirub, then to the right, trying irritably to calm his heart. But there was no path. He had
lost his way in the dark. Around him dimness rustled, chattering.

He began to curse himself. What had possessed him to come in here? Why on earth
had he chosen 1o explore so late in the day? How could the woods be 20 interminable? He
greped for openings between masses of thoms. Sometimes he found them, though often
they would not admit his body. The darkness was a maze of false paths.

Eventually he had to return to the mouth of the tunnel and crawl. Unseen
micisture welled up from the ground, between his fingers. Shrubs leaned closer as he
advanced, poking him with thoms. His skin fell fragile, and nervously unstable; he
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burned, but his heat often seemed to break, flooding him with the chill of the night.

There was something even less pleasant. As he crawled, the leaning darkness
— or pan of it — seemed to move beside him. it was as though someone were pacing
him, perhaps on all fours, outside the tunnel. When he halted, so did the pacing. It
would reach the end of the tunnel just as he did.

Mothing but imagination, helped by the closely looming treetrunks beyond the
shrubs. Apart from the creaking of wood and the rattling sway of leaves, there was no
sound beyend the tunnel — certainly none of pacing. He crawled. The cumbersome
moist sounds that accompanied the pacing were those of his own progress. But he
crawled more slowly, and the darkness imitated him. Wasn't the therny tunnel dwindling
ahead? it would trap him. Suddenly panicking, he began to scrabble backwards.

The thoms hardly hindered his retreat. He must have broken them down. He
emerged gasping, glad of the tiny gain in light. Around him shrubs pressed close as
ever. He stamped his way back along what he'd thought was his original path. When he
reached the hindrance he smashed his way between the shrubs, struggling and
snarling, savage with panic, determined not to yield. His hands were torn; he heard
cloth rip. Well, the thorns could have that.

When at last he reached an open space his panic sighed loudly out of him. He
began to walk as rapidly as seemed safe, towards where he remembered the road o
be. Overhead black nets of branches turned, momentarily catching stars. Once, amid
the enormous threshing of the woods, he thought he heard a heavy body shoving
through the nearby bushes. Good luck to whoever it was. Ahead, in the barred dark,
hung little lighted windows. He had found the trailer park, but only by losing his way.

He was home. He hurried into the light, smiling. In the metal alleys pegged shirts
hung neck down, dripping; they flapped desperately on the wind. The trailer was dark. In
the main room, lying on the couch like someone's abandoned reading, was a nole:
OUT, BACK LATER. His mother had added DON'T GO TO BED TOO LATE.

He'd been looking forward to companionship. Mow the trailer seemed too
brightly lit, and false: a furnished tin can. He made himself coffes, leafed desultorily
through his floppy paperbacks, opened and closed a pocket chess set. He poked
through his box of souvenirs: shells, smooth stones; a minute Bible; a globe of
synthetic snow within which a huge vague figure, presumably meant to be a snowman,
loomed outside a house; a dead flashlight fitted with a set of clip-on Halloween faces;
a dull grey ring whose metal swelled into a bulge over which colours crawled slowly,
changing. The cardboard box was full of memories: the Severn valley, the Welsh hills,
the garishly glittering mile of Blackpool: he couldnt remember where the ring had
come from. But the memories were dim tonight, uninvalving.

He wandered into his parents’ room. It looked to him like a second-hand store for
clothes and toiletries. He found his father's large metal box, but it was locked as usual.
Well, Michael didn't want to read his cld books anyway. He searched for contraceptives,
but as he'd expected, there were none. If he wasn't mistaken, his parents had no need
for them. Poor buggers. He'd never been able io imagine how, oul of propertion as they
seemed to be, they had begot him.

Eventually he went oul. The incessant rocking of the trailer, its hollow booming in
thie wind, had begun to infuriate him. He hurried along the road between the pines; wind
sifted through needles. On the main road buses ran to Liverpool. But he'd already been
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there several times. He caught a bus to the opposite terminus.

The bug was almost empty. A few passengers rattled in their lighted pod over the
bumpy couniry roads. Darkness streamed by, sometimes becoming dim hedges. The
scoop of the headlamps set light to moths, and once to a sguirrel. Ahead the sky
glowed, as if with a localised dawn. Lights began to emerge from behind silhoustted
houses; sireets opened, brightening.

The bus halted in a square, beside a village cross. The passengers hurried
away, snuggling into their collars. Almost at cnce the sireet was deserted, the bus
extinguished. Folded awnings clattered, tugged by the wind. Perhaps after all he
should have gone into the city. He was stranded here for — he read the timetable:
God, two hours until the last bus.

He wandered among the grey stone houses. Streetlamps glared silver; the light
coated shop windows, behind whose flowerimg of frost he could see faint ghosts of
merchandise. Curtaing shone warmly, chimneys smoked. His heels clanked
mechanically on the cobbles. Streets, streets, empty streets. Then the streets became
crowded, with gleaming parked cars. Ahead, on the wall of a building, was a plagque of
coleured light. FOUR IN THE MORMING. A club.

He hesitated, then he descended the steps. Maybe he wouldn't fit in with the
brand-new sports car set, but anything was better than wandering the icy streets. At the
bottomn of the stone flight, a desk stood beside a door to coloured dimness. A broken-
nosed man wearing evening dress sat behind the desk. “Are you a member, sir?” he
said in an accent that was almost as convincing as his suit

Inside was worse than Michael had feared. On a dance-floor couples turned
lethargically, glittering and changing colour like toy dancers. Clumps of people stood
shouting at each other in counly accents, swaying and laughing; some stared at him as
they laughed. He heard their talk: motor-boats, bloody bolshies, someone's third
abortion. He didnt mind meeting new people — he'd had to learn not to mind — but he
could tell these people preferred, now they'd stared, to ignore him.

His three pounds' membership fee included a free drink. | should think so too, he
thought. He ordered a beer, to the barman's faint contempt. As he carried the tankard to
cne of the low bare tables he was conscious of his boots, tramping the floorboards.
There was nothing wrong with them, he'd wiped them. He sipped, making the drink last,
and gazed into the beer's dim glow.

When someone else sat at the table he didn't look at her. He had to glance up at
last, because she was staring. VWhat was the matter with her, was he on show? Often in
groups he felt alien, but he'd never felt more of a freak than here. Hig large-boned arms
huddled protectively around him, his gawky legs drew up.

But she was smiling. Her stare was wide-eyed, innocent, if somehow odd. °
haven't seen you before,” she said. “What's your name?"

“Michael.” It sounded like phlegm; he cleared his throat. “Michael. \What's yours?”

“June.” She made a face as though it tasted like medicing.

“Mothing wrzng with that " Her hint of dissatisfaction with herself had emboldened him.

“You haven't moved here, have you? Are you visiting?”

There was something strange about her. about her eyes, about the way she
seemed to search for guestions. "My parenis have a caravan,” he said. “We're in the
Pine Dunes Caravanserai. We docked just last week.”
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“Yeah.” She drew the word out like a sigh. “Like a ship. That must be fantastic. |
wigh | had that. Just to be able to see new things all the time, new places. The only way
you can see new things here is taking acid. I'm tripping now.”

His eyebrows lifted slightly; his faint smile shrugged.

“That's what | mean,” she said, smiling. “These people here would be really
shocked. They're so provincial. You aren't.”

In fact he hadn't been sure how 1o react. The pupils of her eyes were expanding
and contracting rapidly, independently of each cther. But her small face was aliractive,
her small body had large firm breasts.

“| saw the moon dancing before,” she said. “I'm beginning to come down now. |
thought I'd like to look at people. You wouldn't know | was tripping, would you? | can
control it when | want to.”

She wasnt really talking to him, he thought, she just wanted an audience to trip to.
He'd heard things about LSD. “Aren't you afraid of starting to trip when you don't mean 1o%"

“Flashbacks, you mean. | never have them. | shouldn't like that." She gazed at
his skepticism. “There’s no need to be afraid of drugs,” she said. “All sors of people
used to trip. Witches used to. Look, it tells you about it in here.”

She fumbled a book out of her handbag; she seemed to have difficulty in wielding
her fingers. Witchcraff in England. “You can have that,” she said. "Have you got a job?”

It took him a moment to realise that she'd changed the subject. "Mo,” he said. *|
haven't left school long. | had to have extra school because of all the moving. I'm
twenty. | expect I'll get a job soen. | think we're staying here "

“That could be a good job.” she said, pointing at a notice behind the bar: TRAINEE
BARMAMN REQUIRED. *| think they want to get rid of that guy there. People don't like him.
| know a lot of people would come here if they got someone friendly like you_

Was it just her trip talking? Two girls said goodbye to a group, and came over.
“WWe're going now, June. See ywou shortly.”

“Right. Hey, this is Michael.”

“Mice to meet you, Michael."

“Hope we'll see you again.”

Perhaps they might. These people didn't seem so bad afier all. He drank his beer
and bought another, wincing at the price and gazing at the job notice. June refused a
drink: “It's a downer." They talked about his travels, her dissatisfactions and her lack of
cagh o pay for moving. When he had to leave she said “I'm glad | met you. | like you.”
And she called after him “If you got that job I'd come here.”

darkness: it was flesh. Beneath him and arcund him and abowve him, somnolent

bedies crawled blindly. They were huge; so was he. As they shifted incessantly
he heard sounds of mud or flesh.

He was shifting too. It was more than restlessness. His whole body felt
unstable; he couldn't make out his own form — whenever he seemed to perceive it, it
changed. And his mind; it felt too full, of alien chunks that ground harshly together.

"(\)arkness blinded him. It was heavy on him, and moved. It was more than
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Memories or fantasies floated wvaguely through him. Sione circles. Honeycombed
mountains; glimmering faces like a cluster of bubbles in a cave mouth. Enormous
dreaming eyes beneath stone and sea. A labyrinth of thorns. His own face. But why
was his own face only a memaory?

He woke. Dawn suffocated him like grey gas, he lay panting. It was all right. It
hadn't been his own face that he'd seemed to remember in the dream. His body hadn't
grown huge. His large bones were still lanky. But there was a huge figure, nonetheless.
It loomed above him at the window, its spread of face staring down at him._

He woke, and had to grab the dark before he could find the light-switch. He
twisted himself to sit on the edge of the couch, legs tangled in the blankets, so as not 1o
fall asleep again. Around him the trailer was flat and bright, and empty. Beyond the ajar
door of his parents’ room he could see that their bed was smooth and deserled.

He was sure he'd had that dream before — the figure at the window. Somehow
he associated it with a windmill, a childhood memory he couldnt locate. Had he been
staying with his grandparents? The dream was fading in the light. He glanced at his
clock: two in the morning. He didn't want to sleep again until the dream had gone.

He stood ouiside the trailer. A wind was rising; a loud whisper passed through
the forest, unlit trailers rocked and creaked a little at their moorings; behind
evenything, vast and constant, the sea rushed vaguely. Scraps of cloud slid over the
filling moon; light caught at them, but they slipped away. His parents hadn't taken the
car. Where had they gone? Irrationally, he felt he knew, if only he could remember.
Why did they go out at night 30 much?

A sound interrupted his musing. The wind carried it to him only to snatch it away.
It seemed distant, and therefore must be loud. Did it contain words? Was someone
being violently ill, and trying to shout? The moon's light flapped between a procession of
dark clowuds. A drunk, no doubt, shouting incoherently. Michael gazed at the edge of the
forest and wondered about his parents. Light and wind shifted the foliage. Then he
shrugged. He ought to be used to his parents’ nocturnal behaviour by now.

He slammed the door. His dream was still clinging to him. There had been
something odd about the head at the window, besides its size. Something about it had
reminded him wunpleasantly of a bubble. Hadn't that happened the first time he'd had the
dream? But he was grinning at himself: never mind dreams, or his parents. Think of June.

She had been in the club almost every evening since he'd taken the job, a month
ago. He had dithered for a week, then he'd returned and asked about the notice.
Frowning, the barman had called the manager — to throw Michael out? But June had
told them her parents knew Michael well. “All right. We'll give you six weeks and see
how you do.” The barman had trained him, always faintly snooty and quick to criticise.
But the customers had begun to prefer Michael to serve them. They accepted him, and
he found he could be friendly. He'd never fell less like an outsider.

So long as the manager didn't question June’s parents. June had invited Michael
to the cottage a couple of times. Her parents had been polite, cold, fascinated,
contempiuous. He'd tried o fit his lanky legs beneath his chair, so that the flares of his
trousers would cover up his boots — and all the while he'd felt superior o these people
in some way, if only he could think of it. “They aren't my kind of people either,” June had
told him, walking to the club. “When can we go to your caravan?”

He didn't know. He hadn't yet told his parents about her; the reaction to the news
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of his job hadn't been what he'd hoped. His mother had gazed at him sadly, and he'd
felt she was holding more of her feelings hidden, as they all had to im the cramped
trailer. “Why don't you go to the city? They'll have better jobs there.”

“But | feel at home here.”

“That's right,” his father had said. “That's right.” He'd stared at Michael strangely,
with a kind of uneasy joy. Michael had felt oppressed, engulfed by the stare. Of course
there was nothing wrong, his father had become uneasy on hearing of his son’s first job,
his first step in the world, that was all.

“Can | borrow the car to get to the club?”

His father had become dogmatic at once; his shell had snapped tight. “Mot yet.
You'll get the key socon enough.”

It hadn't seemed worth arguing. Though his parents rarely used the car at night,
Michael was never given the key. Where did they go at night? “When you're older” had
never seemed much of an explanation. But surely their nocturnal excursions were
mere frequent now they'd docked at Pine Dunes? And why was his mother so anxious
to persuade him to leave?

It didn’t matter. Sometimes he was glad that they went out; it gave him a chance
to be alone, the trailer seemed less cramped, he could breathe freely. He could relax,
safe from the threat of his fathers cverwhelming presence. And if they hadn't gone out
that night he would never have met June.

Because of the wanderings of the ftrailer he had never had time for close
friendships. He had felt more attached to this latest berth than to any person — until
he'd met June. She was the first girl to arouse him. Her small slim body, her bright quick
eyes, her handfuls of breast — he felt his body stirring as he thought of her.

For years he'd feared he was impotent. Once, in a village school, a boy had
shown him an erctic novel. He'd read about the gasps of pleasure, the creaking of the
bed. Gradually he'd realized why that troubled him. The walls of the trailer were thin; he
could always hear his father snoring or wheezing, like a huge fish stranded on the shore
of a dream. But he had never heard his parents copulating.

Their sexual impulse must have faded guickly, soon after he was bom — as
soon, he thought, as it had served its purpose. Would his own be as feeble? Would it
work at all? Yes, he'd gasped over June, the first night her parents were out. “I think it'd
be good to make love on acid,” she'd said as they lay embraced. “That way you really
become one, united together.” But he thought he would be terrified to take LSD, even
though what she'd said appealed deeply to him.

He wished she were here now. The trailer rocked; hiz parents’ door swung
creaking, imitated by the bathroom door, which often sprang open. He slammed them
irritably. The dream of the bubbling head at the window — if that had been what was
wrong with it — was drifting away. Soon he'd sleep. He picked up Witchoraft in England.
It looked dull encugh to help him sleep. And it was June's.

Maked witches danced about on the cover, and on many of the pages. They
danced ocbscenely. They danced lewdly. They chanted obscenely. And so on. They
uged poisonous drugs, such as belladonna. Mo doubt that had interested June. He
leafed idly onward; his gaze flickered impatienthy.

Suddenly he halted, at a name: Severnford. Mow that was interesting. 'We can
imagineg, the book insisted, the witches rowing out to the island in the middle of the dark
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river, and committing unspeakable acts before the pallid stone in the moonlight; but
Michael couldn't imagine anything of the kind, nor did he intend to try. Witches are still
reputed to visit the island, the book told him before he interrupted it and riffled on. But a
few pages later his gaze was caught again.

He stared at this new name. Then reluctantly he turned to the index. At once
words stood cut from the columns, eager io be seen. They slipped into his mind as if
their slots had been ready for years. Exham. Whitminster. The Old Horns. Holihaven.
Dilham. Sevemnford. His father had halied the trailer at all of them, and his parents
had gone out at night.

He was still staring numbly at the list when the door snapped open. His father
glanced sharply at him, then went into the bedroom. “Come on,” he told Michael's
mcther, and sat heavily on the bed, which squealed. To Michael's bewildered mind his
father's body seemed to spread as he zat down, like a dropped jelly. His mother sat
obediently; her gaze dodged timidly, she looked pale and shrunken — by fear, Michael
kmew at once. “Go to bed.” his father teld him, raising one foot effortfully to kick the door
shut. Almost until dawn Michael lay in the creaking unstable dark, thinking.

1m

“We've seen a few," said Michael's mother. Her eyes moved uneasily.

She seemed nervously resentful, perhaps at being reminded of something she
wanted desperately to forget. At last, as if she'd struggled and found courage, she
managed to say “We may see a few more.”

“Oh no we won't," her husband said. He sat slumped on the couch, as though
hig body were a burden he'd had to drop there. Now that there were four people in the
trailer he seemed to take up even more room; his presence overwhelmed all the
spaces between them.

Michael refused to be overwhelmed. He stared at his father. “What made you
choose the places we've lived?” he demanded.

“I had my reasons.”

“What reasons?"

“I'll tell you sometime. Mot now, son. You don't want us arguing in front of
your girlfriend, do you?"

Into the embarrassed silence June said “| really envy you, being able to go
evenywhere."

“You'd like to, would you?" Michaels mother said.

“Oh yes. I'd love to see the world.”

His mother turned from the stove. “You ought to. You're the right age for it. It
wouldn't do Michael any harm, either.”

For a moment her eyes were less dull. Michael was glad: he'd thought she would
approve of June's wanderlust — that was one reason why he'd given in to June's pleas
to meet his parents. Then his father was speaking, and his mother dulled again.

“Best to stay where you're bom,” his father told June. “You won't find a better
place than here. | know what I'm talking about.”

"Y"hu miust have seen all sors of places,” June said.
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“You should iry living where | de. It'd kill your head in no time.”

“Mike feels at home here. That's right, isn't it, son? You tell her.”

“I like it here,” Michael said. Words blocked his throat. “| mean, | met you,” he
hawked at June.

His mother chopped vegetables: chop, chop, chop — the sound was harsh,
trapped within the metal walls. “Can | do anything?" June said.

“Mo thank youw. It's all right,” she said indifferently. She hadn't accepted June
yet, after all.

“If you're so keen on seeing the world." his father demanded, “what's stopping you?”

“I can't afford it, not yet. | work in a boutigue, I'm saving the money I'd have spent
on clothes. And then | can’t drive. I'd need to go with someone who can.”

“Good luck to you. But | don't see Mikey going with you.”

Well, ask me! Michael shouted at her, gagged (by his unsureness: she
mightn't have had him in mind at all). But she only said “When | travel I'm going to
have things from everywhere "

“I've got some.” he said. “I've kept some things.” He carried the cardboard box to
her, and displayed his souvenirs. “You can have them if you like,” he said impulsively; if
she accepted he would be more sure of her. “The flashlight only needs batteries.”

But she pushed the plastic faces aside, and picked up the ring. °l like that,” she
said, turning it so that its colours spilled slowly over one another, merging and
separating. She whispered “It's like tripping.”

“There you are. I'm giving it to you.”

His father stared at the ring, then a smile spread his mouth. “Yes, you give her
that. It's as good as an engagement, that ring."

Michael slid the ring onto her finger before she could change her mind; she had
begun to look embarrassed. “It's lovely,” she said. "Have we time for Mike to take me for
awalk before dinner?”

“You can stay out for an hour if you like,” his mother said, then anxiously. “Go
down to the beach. You might get lost in the woods, in the fog."

The fog was ambiguous: perhaps thinning, perhaps gathering again. Inside a
caravan a radioc sang Chrisimas carols. A sharp-edged bronze sun hung close to the
sea. Sea and fog had merged, and might be advancing over the beach. June took
Michael's hand as they climbed the slithering dunes. “l just wanied to come out fo
talk.” she explained.

5o had he. He wanted to tell her what he'd discovered. That was his main reason
for inviting her: he needed her suppor in confronting his parents, he would be too
disturbed to confront them alone — he'd needed it earlier when he'd tried to interrogate
hig father. But what could he tell her? I've found out my parents are witches? You know
that book you lent me —

“Mo, | didn't really want to talk,” she said. “There were just too many bad vibes in
there. I'll be all right, we’ll go back soon. But they're strange, your parents, aren't they? |
didn't realise your father was so heawy.”

“He used to be like me. He's been getting fatter for the last few months.” After a
pause he voiced his worst secret fear: *| hope | never get like him."

“You'll have to get lots of exercise. Let's walk as far as the point.”

Ahead along the beach, the grey that lay stretched on the sea was land, not fog.



120 Eldritch Blue

They trudged towards it. Sand splashed from his boots; June slid, and gripped his hand.
He strained to tell her what he'd found out, but each phrase he prepared sounded more
absurd: his voice echoed hollowly, closed inte his mind. He'd tell her — but not today.
He relaxed, and felt enormously relieved; he enjoyed her hand small in his. “I like fog,”
she said. “There are always surprises in i."

The bronze sun paced them, sinking. The sea shified restlessly, muffled. To their
left, above the dunes, trees were a flat mass of prickly fog. They were nearly at the point
now. It pulled free of the grey, darkening and sharpening. It looked safe enough for
them to climb the path.

But when they reached the top it seemed hardly worh the effort. A drab patch of
beach and dunes, an indistinct fragment of sea scattered with glitterings of dull brass,
surrounded them in a soft unstable frame of fog. Otherwise the view was featureless,
except for a tree growing beside the far dunes. Was it a tree? Its branches seemed too
straight, its trunk too thick. Suddenly troubled, Michael picked his way over the point as
far as he dared. The fog withdrew a little_ It wasn't a tree. It was a windmill.

A windmill by the sea! "My grandparents lived here,” he blurted.

“Oh, did they?”

“You don't understand. They lived near that windmill. It's the same one, | know it is.”

He still wasn't sure whether she felt his confusion. Memories rushed him, as if all
at once afloat: he'd been lying on the couch in his grandparents’ decrepit trailer, the huge
head had loomed at the window, vague with dawn. It must have been a dream then too.

He followed June down the path. Chill fog trailed them, lapping the point. His
thoughts drifted, swirimg. What did his discovery mean? He couldnt remember his
grandparents at all, not even what they'd looked like. They had been his father’s parents
— why had the man never mentioned them? Why hadn't he remarked that they'd lived
here? The sun slid along the rim of the sea, swollen as though with glowing blood. Had
his grandparents also been witches?

“Did Mike's grandparents live here, then?” June said.

Hiz mother stared at her. The spoon and saucepan she was holding chattered like
nenvous teeth. He was sure she was going to scream and throw everything away — the
utensils, her self-control, the mask behind which she'd hidden to protect him: for how
long? For the whole of his childhood? But she stammered “How did you know that?”

“Mike told me. The windmill just reminded him."

“Iz dinner ready?’ Michael interrupted. He wanted to think everything out before
guestioning his father. But June was opening her mouth to continue. The frailer was
crowded, suffocating. Shut up! he screamed at her. Get out! “Were they born here,
then?" June said.

“Mo, | don't think so." His mother had turned away and was washing vegetables.
June went to hold the dishes. “So why did they come here?” she said.

His mother frowned, tuming her back; within her frown she was searching. “To
retire,” she said abruptly.

His father nodded and smiled to himself, squeezing forward his ruff of chins.

“You could refire from the human race here,” June said sourly, and he wheezed
like a punctured balloon.

As the four ate dinner, their constraint grew. Michael and June made most of the
conversation; his parents replied shorly when at all, and watched. His mother cbserved
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June uneasily; he read dislike in her eyes, or pity. He feft iritably resentful, her
uneasiness made his skin nervous. Might edged clozer to the windows, blank-faced.

His father leaned back as if his weight had toppled the chair, which creaked
loudly. He patted his quaking stomach. “Just storing it up for the winter,” he said,
winking at June.

His arms flopped around her shoulders and Michael's. *You two go well together.
Don't they, eh?"

But his wife said only “I'm going to bed now. I'm very tired. Perhaps we'll see you
again,” which sounded like dutiful polieness.

“I hope s0,” June said.

“I know we will,” Michael's father said expansively.

Michael walked June to the bus stop. “I'll see you at the club,” she said through a
kiss. Smouldering cones of yvellow light led the bus away, and were engulfed. As he
walked back, twisted shapes of fog bulked between the trees. Mearby in the dark,
something shifted moistly.

He halted. What had it been? Blurred trees creaked with a deadened sound, thin
trails of fog reached out for him from branches. He'd heard a shifling, deep in the dark.
A vague memory plucked at him. He shivered as if to shake it free, into the chill clinging
night. A restless moist shifting. He felt as though the depths of the forest were reaching
for his mind with ambiguous tatters of grey. He strode rapidly towards the invisible light.
Again he heard the slow moist shifting. Only the sea, he told himself. Only the sea.

"

enormous shape in the open space glistened with moonlight. The unstable
head turned its crawling face towards him.

The dream trailed him to Liverpool, to the central library, although the space and
the head had faded before he could make them oul — if indeed he had wanted to. A
rugh of rain, and the bright lights of the library, washed the dream away. He hurried up
the wide green stairs to the Religion and Philosophy section.

He pulled books from the shelwes. Lancashire Witches. North-lWest Hauntings.
Ghostly Lancashire. The banality of their covers was reassuring; it seemed absurd that
his parenis could be mixed wp in such things. Yet he couldn't quite laugh. Even if they
were, what could he do? He slammed the books angrily on a table, startling echoes.

Az he read he began to feel safer. Pine Dunes wasn't indexed in North-West
Hauntings. His attention strayed fascinated into irrelevances. The hanged man's ghost
in Everton Library. The poltergeist of the Palace Hotel, Birkdale. Jokey ghost stories in
Lancashire dialect, ee lad. Rain and wind shook the windows, fluorescent light lay flat
on the tables. Beyond a glass partition people sat studying, library staff clattered up and
down open staircases, carrying scraps of paper. Reassured, he turmed to Lancashire
Witches. Pine Dunes. It was there, on three pages.

When he made himself search the pages they didnt say much. Ower the
centurieg, witches had been rumoured to gather in the Pine Dunes forest. Was that
surprising? Wouldn they naturally have done so, for concealment? Besides, these

a 5 he emerged into the open, the clouds parted and the moon relled free. The
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were only rumours; few people would have bothered struggling through the
undergrowth. He opened Ghostly Lancashire, expecting irelevances. But the index
showed that Pine Dunes covered several pages.

The author had interviewed a group the other books ignored: the travellers. Their
stories were unreliable, he wamed, but fascinating. Few travellers would walk the Pine
Dunes rocad after dark; they kept their children out of the weoods even by day. A
supersiitious people, the author pointed out. The book had been written thirty years ago,
Michael reminded himself. And the travellers gave no reason for their nervousness
except vague tales of something unpleasantly large glimpsed moving beyond the most
distant trees. Surely distance must have formed the trees into a solid wall; how could
anyone have seen beyond?

One traveller, senile and often incoherent, told a story. A long time ago he, or
someone else — the author couldn't tell — had wandered back to the travellers' camp,
very drunk. The author didn't believe the story, but included it because it was vivid and
unusual. Straying from the read, the man had become lost in the forest. Blinded by angry
panic, he'd fought his way towards an open space. But it wasn't the camp, as he'd
thought. He had lest his footing on the slippery earth and had gone skidding into a pit.

Had it been a pit, or the mouth of a tunnel? As he'd scrabbled, bruized but
otherwise unhur, for a foothold on the mud at the bottom, he'd seen an cpening that led
deeper into darkness. The darkness had begun moving slowly and enormously towards
him, with a sound like that of a huge shifting beneath mud — darkness which had
paried loudly, resclving itself into several sluggish forms thai glistened dimly as they
advanced to surround him. Terror had hurled him in a leap halfway up the pit; his hands
had clamped on rock, and he'd wrenched himself up the rest of the way. He'd run
blindly. In the morning he'd found himself full of thoms on a sprung bed of undergrowth.

So what did all that prove? Michael argued with himself on the bus to Pine
Dunes. The man had been drunk. All right, so there were other tales about Pine Dunes,
but nothing very evil. Why shouldn't his parents go out at night? Maybe they were
ghost-hunters, witch-hunters. Maybe they were going to write a book about their
observations. How else could such books be written? His mind was becoming
desperate as he kept remembering his mother's masked fear.

Hiz parents were asleep. His father lay beached on the bed, smoring flabbily;
beyond his stomach his wife could hardly be seen. Michael was glad, for he hadn't known
what fo say to them. He wheeled out the bicycle he'd bought from his first month's wages.

He cycled to the Four im the Morning. His knees protruded on either side of him,
jerking up and down. Hedges sailed by slowly; their colours faded and dimmed into
twilight. The whirr of his dynamo caught among the leaves. He struggled uphill, standing
on the pedals. Dim countryside opened below him, the sea glinted dully. As he poised
on the edge of the downhill rush he knew how he could unburden himself, or begin to.
Tonight he would tell June everything.

But =he didn't come to the club. People crowded in; the lights painted them
carelessly monochrome. Discotheque records snarled and thumped, swirls of tobacco
smoke glared red, pink, purple. Michael hurried about, serving. Dim wet discoloured faces
jostled to reach him, shouting “Mike! Mike!” Faces rose obsessively to the surface of the
jostling: June’s, who wasn't there; his mother's, her eyes trying to dodge fear. He was
suffocating. His frustration gathered within him; he felt swollen, encumbered. He stared at
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luridly pink smoke while voices called. “I've got to go home,” he told the barman.

“Had enough, have you?”

“My parents aren't well. I'm worried.”

“Strange you didnt say so when you came in. Well, I've managed by myself
before.” He tumned away, dismissing Michael. “You'll have to make do with me tonight,”
he teld the shouting.

The last of the Iit sireets faded behind Michael. The moon was full, but blurred by
unkempt fields of cloud; it showed him only a faint windy swaying that surrounded him
for miles. When he confronted his father, what would his mother do? Would she break
down? If she admitted to witchcraft and said it was time Michael knew, the scene would
be easier — if she did. The moon struggled among plump clouds, and was engulfed.

He cycled fast up the Pine Dunes road. Get there, don't delay to reconsider.
Gravel ground together squeaking beneath his wheels; his yellow light wobbled,
plucking at trees. The depths of the forest creaked; distant tree-trunks were pushed
apart to let a huge unsiable face peer through. He was overtired — of course there was
nothing among the far trees but dark. He sped into the Caravanserai; random patches
of unlit trailers bobbed up and faded by. His frailer was unlit too.

Perhaps his parents weren't there. He realised furiously that he felt relieved.
They were in there all right, they'd be asleep. He would wake his father, the man might
betray himself while still half-asleep. He'd dazzle his father awake, like an interrogator.
But his parents” bed was emptly.

He punched the wall, which rang flaily. His father had outwitted him again. He
stared around the room, enraged. His father's huge suits dangled emptily, like sloughed
skin; his mother's clothes hid in drawers. His father's metal box of books sat on top of
the wardrobe. Michael glanced resentfully at it, then stared. It was unlocked.

He lifted it down and made to sit on his parents’ bed. That made him feel
uneasy; he carried the box into the main room. Let his father come in and find him
reading. Michael hoped he would. He tugged at the lid, which resisted then sprang
open with a loud clang.

He remembered that sound. He'd heard it when he was quite young, and his
mother's voice, pleading: “Let him at least have a normal childhood.” After a moment he'd
heard the box closed again. “All right. He'll find out when it's time,” he'd heard his father say.

The box coniained no printed books, but several notebooks. They had been
wrilten in by numerous people; the inks in the oldest notebook, whose spine had given
way, were brown as old bloodstains. Some of the writing in the latest book was his
mcther's. Odd pages showed rough maps: The Old Horng, Exham, Whitminster, though
nene of Pine Dunes. These he recognised; but he couldn't understand a word of the text.

Mozt of it was in English, but might as well not have been. It consisted largely of
guotations copied from books, sometimes the source was indicated — Necro,
Revelations Glaaki, Garimiaz, Vermis, Theobald, whatever they were. The whole thing
reminded him of pamphlets issued by cranky cults — like the people who gave all their
worldly goods to a man in America, or the others who'd once lured Michael into a seedy
hotel for a personality profile, which they'd lied would be fun. He read, baffled.

After a while he gave up. Even the entries his mother had written made no
sense. Some of the words he couldn't even pronounce. Kuthullhoo? Kuthoolhew? And
what was supposed to be so0 Great about it, whatever it was?
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He shrugged, sniggering a little. He didn't feel so worried now. If this was all his
parents were involved in, it seemed silly but harmless. The fact that they'd concealed it
from him so successfully for 30 long seemed to prove as much. They were so
convincingly mormal, it couldn't be anything wvery bad. After all, many businessmen
belonged to secret societies with jargon nobody else could understand. Maybe his father
had been initiated into this society as part of cne of the jobs he'd taken in his wanderings!

One thing still troubled Michael: his mother's fear. He couldnt see what there
was to fear in the blurred language of the notebooks. He made a last effort, and let the
books fall open where they would — at the pages that had been read most frequently.

What a waste of time! He strained his mind, but the pages became more
bewildering still; he began to laugh. What on earth was “the millennial gestation™?
Something to do with “the fosterling of the Great Old Ones"? “The hereditary rebirth™?
*Each of Itz rebirths comes closer to incarnation™? “When the mind opens to all the
dimensions will come the incamation. Upon the incamation all minds will become one.”
Ah, that explains it! Michael sniggered wildly. But there was more: “the ingestion”, ‘the
mating beyond marriage”, “the melting and merging” —

He threw the book angrily into the box. The skin of his eyes crawled hotly; he
could hardly keep them opem, yet he was wasting his time reading this. The frailer
rocked as something huge tugged at it: the wind. The oldest, spineless, notebook began
to disintegrate. As he knocked it square, an envelope slipped out.

It was addressed in his father's large handwriting, the last word had had to be
cramped. TO MICHAEL: NOT TO BE OPENED UNTIL AFTER | AM GOMNE. He turned it
over and began to tear, but his hand faltered. He'd been unreasonable enough to his
father for one day. After a moment he put the envelope unopened in his pocket, feeling
sly and ashamed. He replaced the box, then he prepared to sleep. In the dark he tried to
arrange his limbs on the sagging couch. Rocking, the trailer sounded like a rusty cradie.

He slept. He wasn't sure whether he was asleep when he heard his mother's
low woice. He must be awake, for he could feel her breath on his face. “Don’t stay
here.”" Her wvoice trembled. “Your girlfriend's got the right idea. Go away with her if
that's what you want. Just get away from here.”

His father's woice reached for her out of the dark. “That's enough. He's asleep.
ou come o bed.”

Silence and darkness setiled down for the night. But in the night, or in Michael's
dream, there were noises: the stealthy departure of a car from the park; heavy
footsteps trying not to disturb the trailer, the gingerly closing of his parents’ door.
Sleep seemed more important.

His father's voice woke him, shouting into the bedroom. “Wake up. The car's
gone. It's been stolen.”

Daylight blazed through Michael's eyelids. He was sure at once what had
happened. His father had hidden the car, so that nobody could get away. Michael lay
paralysed, waiting for his mother's cry of panic. Her silence held time immaobile. He
squeezed his eyelids tighter, filling his eyes with red.

“0Oh,” his mother said at last, dully. “Oh dear.”

There was more in her voice than resignation; she sounded lethargic, indifferent.
Suddenly Michael remembered what he'd read in June's book. Witches used drugs. His
eyes sprang wide. He was sure that his father was drugging his mother.
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windmill. “Kids, probably,” one of the policemen said. “We may be in touch with
_ you again.” Michael's father shook his head sadly, and they lefi.

“I must have dropped the car keys while we were out.” Michael thought his
father hardly bothered to sound convincing. Why couldn’t he tell the man 3o, confront
him? Because he wasn't sure; he might have dreamed the scunds last night — He
raged at his own cowardice, staring at his mother. If only he could be certain of her
support! She wandered desultorily, determinedly cleaning the trailer, as though she
were il but expecting company.

When his gagged rage found words at last it weakened immediately. “Are you
all right?” he demanded of her, but then could only stammer “Do you think you'd better
see a doctor?”

Meither of his parents responded. His unsureness grew, and fed his frusiration.
He felt lethargic, unable to act, engulfed by his father's presence. Surely June would be
at the club tonight. He had to talk to someone, to hear another interpretation; perhaps
she would prove that he'd imagined everything.

He washed and shaved. He was glad to retreat, even inlo the cramped
bathroom; he and his parents had been edging uneasily around one another all day —
the trailer made him think unpleasantly of a tin can full of squirming. As he shaved, the
bathroom deoor sprang open, as it ofien did. His father appeared behind him in the
mirror, staring at him.

Steam coated the mirror again. Beneath the steam, his father's face seemed fo
writhe like a plastic masgk on fire. Michael reached to clear the minror, but already his
father and the man's emotions were upon him. Before Michael could turn his father was
hugging him viclenthy, hiz flesh guivering as though it would burst. Michael held himself
stiff, refusing to be engulfed. What are you doing? Gel away! In a moment his father
turned clumsily and plodded out. The trailer rumbled, shaking.

Michael sighed loudly. God, he was glad that was over. He finizhed shaving and
hurried out. Meither of his parents looked at him; his father pretended to read a book,
and whistled tunelessly; his mother turned vaguely as he passed. He cycled to the club.

“Parents all right?” the barman said indifferently.

“I'm not sure.”

“Good of you to come.” Perhaps that was sarcasm. “There's some things for
you to wash.”

Michael could still feel his father's clinging embrace; he kept trying to wriggle it
away. He welcomed the press of bodies at the bar, shouting “Mike!" — even though
June wasn't among them. He welcomed the companionship of ordinary people. He
sirode experly about, serving, as the crowd grew, as smoke gathered. He could still
feel swollen flesh pressed hotly against his back. He won't do that to me again, he
thought furiously. He'll never — A tankard dropped from his hand, beneath a beer-tap.
“Oh my God,” he said.

“What's up with you now?" the barman demanded.

1 t didn't take the police long to find the car, abandoned and burnt out, near the
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\When his father had embraced him, Michael had thought of nothing but escape.
Mow at last he realised how final his fathers gesture had been. "My parenis,” he said.
“They're, they're worse.”

“Just sent you a message, did they? Off home again now, | suppose? You'd
better see the manager, or | will — Will you watch that bloody beer you're spilling!”

Michael slammed shut the tap and struggled through the crowd. People grimaced
sympathetically at him, or stared. It didn't matter, his job didn't matter. He must hurry
back to head off whatever was going to happen. Someone bumped into him in the
doorway, and hindered him when he tried to push them aside. “What's the matter with
you?” he shouted. “Get out of the way!” It was June.

“I'm really sorry | didn't come last night,” she said. "My parents dragged me
out to dinner.”

“All right. Okay. Don't worry.”

“You're angry. | really am sorry, | wanted to see you — You're not going, are you'?”

“Yes, I've got to. Look, my parents aren't well."

“I'll come back with you. We can talk on the way. I'll help you look after them.” She
caught at his shoulder as he tried to run upstairs. “Please, Mike. |'ll feel bad if you just leave
me. We can catch the last bus in five minutes if we run_ Itll be quicker than your bike.”

God! She was worse than his father! “Listen,” he snarled, having clambered to
street level “It isntill, they aren't ill,” he zaid, letting words tumble wildly as he tried to
flee. “I've found out what they do at night. They're witches.”

“2h no!" She sounded shocked but delighted.

“My mother's terrified. My father's been drugging her.” Mow that he was able to
say so, his urgency diminished a little; he wanted to release all he knew. “Something's
going to happen tonight,” he said.

“Are you going to try and stop it? Let me come too. | know about #. | showed you
my book.” When he looked doubtful she zaid “They'll have to stop when they see me.”

Perhaps she could look after his mother while he confronted his father. They ran
to the bus, which sat unlit in the square for minutes, then dawdled along the country
roads, hoping for passengers who never appeared. Michael's frustration coiled tighter
again. He explained o June what he'd discovered: “Yeah,” she kept saying, excited and
fascinated. Once she began giggling uncontrollably. “Wouldn't it be weird if we saw your
father dancing naked?' He stared at her until she said “Somry.”" Her pupils were
expanding and contracting slightly, randommby.

Ag they ran along the Pine Dunes road the trees leaned closer, creaking and
nodding. Suppose his parents hadn't lefl the trailer yet? What could he say? He'd be
tongue-tied again by his unsureness, and June would probably make things worse. He
gasped with relief when he saw that the windows were dark, but went inside to make
sure. “| know where they've gone,” he told June.

Moonlight and unbroken cloud spread the sky with dim milk; dark smoky
breaths drifted across the glow. He heard the incessant restlessness of the sea. Bare
black silhouettes crowded beside the road, thinly intricate against the sky. He hurried
June towards the path.

Why should his parenis have gone that way? Something told him they had —
pernaps the maze he remembered, the tunnel of undergrowth: that was a secret place.
The path wound deeper into the woods, glinting faintly, trees rapidly shuttered the glow
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of the moon. “lsn't this fantastic,” June said, hurrying behind him.

The pines gave out, but other trees meshed thickly overhead. The glimpses of
flat whitish sky, smouldering with darker cloud, dwindled. In the forest everything was
black or blanched, and looked chill, although the night was unseasonably mild.

Webs of shadow lay on the path, tangling Michael's feet; tough grass seized him.
Bushes massed around him, towering, choking the gaps between trees. The glimpses
of sky were fewer and smaller. “What's that?” June said uneasily.

For a moment he thought it was the sound of someone's foot, unplugging itself
from the soft ground: it sounded like a loud =low gulp of mud. But no, it wasnt that.
Someone coughing? It didn't sound much like a human cough. Moreover, it sounded as
though it were straining to produce a sound, a single sound; and he felt inexplicably that
he ocught to know what that was.

The bushes stirred, rattling. The muddy sound faded, somewhere ahead. There
was no point in telling June his vague thoughts. “It’ll be an animal,” he said. “Probably
something's caught it.”

Soon they reached the tunnel. He knelt at once and began to crawl. Twigs
scraped beside his ears, a clawed dry chorus. He found the experience less
disturbing now, less oppressive; the tunnel seemed wider, as though someone stout
had recently pushed his way through. But behind him June was breathing heavily,
and her voice fluttered in the dark. “There's something following us outside the
tunnel,” she said tightly, nervously.

He crawled quickly to the end and stood up. “There's nothing here now. it must
hawe been an animal.”

He felt cdd: calm, safe, yet slyly and elusively excited. Hiz eyes had grown equal
to the dark. The trees were stouter, and even closer, they squeezed out masses of shrub
between them. Overhead, a few pale scraps of sky were caught in branches. The ground
sguelched underfoot, and he heard another sound ahead: similar, but not the same.

June emerged panting. “I thought I'd finished tripping. Where are we going?" she
said unevenly. "l can't see.”

“This way.” He headed at once for a low opening in the tangled growth. As he'd
somehow expected, the passage twisted several times, closing almost impenetrably, then
widened. Perhaps he'd noticed that someone before him had thrust the bushes apart.

“Don't go so fast,” June said in the dark, almost weeping. “Wait for me_"

Her slowness annoyed him. His indefinable excitement seemed to affect his skin,
which crawled with nervousness like interference on the surface of a bubble. Yet he fell
strangely powerful, ready for anything. Wait wntil he saw hig father! He stood
impatiently, stamping the mushy ground, while June caught up with him. She gripped
hig arm. “There it is again,” she gasped.

“What?" The sound? It was only his feet, sguelching. But there was ancther
sound, ahead in the tangled creaking dark. It was the gurgling of mud, perhaps of a
muddy stream gargling ceaselessly into the earth. No: it was growing louder, more
violent, as though the mud were straining to spew out an obstruction. The sound was
repeated, again and again, becoming gradually clearer: a single syllable. All at once he
knew what it was. Somewhere ahead in the close dark maze, a thick muddy voice was
struggling to shout his name.

June had recognised the sound too, and was tugging at his arm. “Let's go back,”
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she pleaded. * don't like it. Please.”

“God,” he scoffed. °l thought you were going to help me.” The muddy sounds
blurred into a mumble, and were gone. Twigs shook in the cppressive dark, squeaking
hollowly together. Suddenly, ahead of him, he heard his father's voice; then, after a long
silence, his mother's. Both were oddly strained and muffled. As though this were a
game of hide and seek, each had called his name.

“There,” he said to June. “lI haven't got time to take wou back now.” His
excitement was mounting, his nervous skin felt light as a dream. “Don't you want to look
after my mother?" he blurted.

He shouldered onward. After a while he heard June following him timidly. A wind
blundered through the forest, dragging at the bushes. Therns struggled overhead,
clawing at the air, the ground gulped his feet, sounding to his strained ears almost like
words. Twice the walls of the passage tried to close, but someone had broken them
apart. Ahead the passage broadened. He was approaching an open space.

He began to run. Bushes applauded like joyful bones. The thick smoky sky
rughed on, fighting the moonlight. The vociferous ground was slippery; he stumbled as
he ran, and almost tripped over a dark huddle. It was his parents' clothes. Some of
them, as he glanced back impatiently, looked torn. He heard June fall glithering against
bushes. “Dont!” she cried. But he had reached the space.

It was enclosed by trees. lvy thickened the trunks, and had climbed to mat the
tangle owverhead; bushes crowded the cramped gaps belween the trees. In the
interstices of the tangle, dark sky smouldered.

Slowly his eyves found the meagre light; cutlines gathered in the clearing, dimmer
than mist. Bared wooden limbs groped into the space, creaking. The dimness sketched
them. He could see now that the clearing was about thiny feet wide, and roughly
circular. Dimness crawled on it, as though it were an infested pond. At the far side, a
dark bulk stood between him and the rees.

He sguinted painfully, but its shape persisted in eluding him. Was it very large, or
was the dark ling? Across the clearing mud coughed and gurgled thickly, or something
did. Dimness massed on the glistening shape. Suddenly he saw that the shape was
meving lethargically, and alive.

June had hung back, now she ran forward, only to slip at the edge of the
clearing. She cluiched his arm to steady herself, then she gazed beyond him,
trembling. “What iz 17" she cried.

“Shut up,” he said savagely.

Apart from her interruption, he felt more calm than he had ever felt before. He
knew he was gazing at the source of his dreams. The dreams returned peacefully to his
mind and waited to be understood. For a moment he wondered whether this was like
June’s LSD. Something had been added to his mind, which seemed o be expanding
awesomely. Memories floated free, as though they had been coded deep in him: wombs
of stone and submarine depths; hovering in a medium that wasnt space, somehow
linked to a stone circle on a hill; being drawn closer to the circle, towards terrified faces
that stared up through the night; a pregnant woman held writhing at the centre of the
circle, screaming as he hovered closer and reached for her. He felt primed with
centuries of memories. Inherited memories, or shared, but whose?

He waited. All was about to be clanfied. The huge bulk shifted, glistening. s
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voice, uncentrollably loud and uneven, struggled muddily to speak. The trees creaked
pondergusly, the squashed bushes writhed, the sky fled incessantly. Suddenly, touched
by an instinct he couldn't define, Michael realised how he and June must lock from the
far side of the clearing. He tock her arm, though she struggled briefly, and they stood
waiting: bride and bridegroom of the dark.

After a leng muddy convulsion in the dimness, words coughed free. The voice
seemed unable to speak more than a phrase at a time; then it would blur, gurgling.
Sometimes his father's voice, and occasionally his mother's — high-pitched, trembling
— zeemed to help. Yet the effect was disturbing, for it sounded as though the muddy
voice were attempting muffled imitations of his parents. He held himself calm, trusting
that this too would be clarified in due course.

The Great Old Ones still lived, the halting voice gurgled loudly. Their dreams
could reach out. When the human race was young and strayed near the Old
Ones the dreams could reach into the womb and make the unbom in their image.
Something like his mother's woice spoke the last words, wavering fearfully. June
struggled, but he gripped her arm.

Though the words were veiled and allusive, he understood instinctively what was
being said. His new memories were ready to explain. When he read the notebooks
again he would understand consciously. He listened and gazed, fascinated. He was in
awe of the size of the speaking bulk. And what was strange about the head? Something
moved there, rapid as the whir of colours on a bubble. In the dark the face seemed lo
strain epiliptically, perhaps to form words.

The Old Ones could wait, the voice or voices told him. The stars would come
right. The people the Old Ones touched before birth did not take on their image

all at once but gradually, down the centuries. Instead of dying, they took on the
form that the Old Ones had placed in the womb of an ancestor. Each generation
came closer to the perfect image.

The bulk glistened as though flayed; in the dimness it loocked pale pink, and cddly
unstable. Michael stared uneasily at the head. Swift clouds dragged darknesses over
the clearing and snatched them away. The face looked so huge, and seemed to spread.
Wasn't it like his father's face? Bul the eyes were swimming apar, the features slid
uncontrollably across the head. All this was nothing but the antics of shadows. A tear in
the clouds crept towards the dimmed moon. June was trying to pull away. "Keep still,”
he snarled, tightening his grip.

They would serve the Old Ones, the voice shouted thickly, faltering. That was why
they had been made: to be ready when the time came. They shared the memaories
of the Old Ones and at the change their bodies were transformed into the stuff
of the Old Ones. They mated with ordinary people iri the human way, and later in
the way the Old Ones had decreed. That way was

June screamed. The tear in the clouds had unveiled the moon. Her cry seemed
harsh enough to tear her throat. He turned furiously to silence her, but she dragged
herself free, eyes gaping, and fled down the path. The shadow of a cloud rushed towards
the clearing. About to pursue June, he tumed to see what the moon had revealed.

The shadow reached the clearing as he turned. For a moment he saw the huge
head, a swollen bulb which, though blanched by moonlight, reminded him of a mass
dug from within a body. The glistening lumpy forehead was almost bare, except for a
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few strands that groped restlessly over it — strands of hair, surely, though they locked
like strings of livid flash.

On the head, seeming even smaller amid the width of flesh, he saw his mother's
face. It was appallingly dwarfed, and terrified. The strands flickered over it, faster, faster.
Her mouth strained wordlessly, gurgling.

Before he could see the rest of the figure, a vague gigantic squatting sack, the
shadow flooded the clearing. As it did so, he thought he saw his mother's face sucked
into the head, as though by a whirlpool of flesh. Did her features float up again, newly
arranged? Were there other, plumper, features jostling among them? He could be sure
of nothing in the dark.

June cried out. She'd stumbled; he heard her fall, and the thud of her head
against something: then silence. The figure was lumbering towards him, its bulk
guaking. For a moment he was sure that it intended to embrace him. But it had reached
a pit, almost concealed by undergrowth. It slid into the earth, like slow jelly. The
undergrowth sprang back rustling.

He stood gazing at June, who was still uncongcious. He knew what he would tell
her: she had had a bad LSD experience, that had been what she'd seen. LSD reminded
him of something. Slowly he began to smile.

He went to the pit and peered down. Faint sluggish muddy sounds retreated
deep into the earth. He knew he wouldnt see hiz parents for a long time. He touched
his pocket, where the envelope waited. That would contain his father's explanation of
their disappearance, which he could show to people, to June.

Moonlight and shadows raced nervously over the pit. As he stared at the dark
meouth he felt full of awe, yet calm. Mow he must wait until it was time to come back
here, to go into the earth and join the others. He remembered that now; he had always
known, deep in himself, that this was home. One day he and June would return. He
gazed at her unconscious body, smiling. Perhaps she had been right; they might take
LSD together, when it was time. It might help them to become one.
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What can be said about Ramsey Campbell that hasn't been said by hundreds of
people thousands of times before? He is a grand master of weird fiction, curently one
of the best writers in the world, and will probably be remembered as one of the best
writers of the 20th and 215t centunies. He is also a great guy. And for my purpases his
most important aspect is that he is the greafest iving writer af Cthulhu Mythos tales.

When | first conceived of the idea for this anthology, | naturally thoughi of
including him. | am about fo commit a grave heresy, for which | beg everyone’s pardon,
but | do not particularly care for the bulk of Mr. Campbel's work. Don't get me wrong,
it's great stuff — his lafest novel, The Darkest Part of the Woods, is 8 masterpiece —
but most of it has too much symbolism for my tastes and much of it seems fo have no
clear storyline. | freely agmit that the problem most likely lies with my comprehension of
his work rather than with his ability as a wnter, since | find it hard to understand his non-
Mythos stories, but that does not change the situation. The works that | do enjoy are his
Lovecraftian staries (which is probably why | ike Woods, #'s not Mythos, but it has
Lovecraftian elemenis). Even the later ones that have the symbolism and allegory his
non-Lovecraftian works have tell some kind of definite stary. As such, | really wanted fo
have the opporfunity fo include a new Mythos siory by him.

Of cowrse, | figured that a snowball had a betfer chance of lasting five minutes in
hell than | had of including a Campbell story in my anthology, since my payment rate is
abysmal and he iz s0 busy nowsadays he praobably wouldnt have time. His reply
surprized me in three ways. The first was that | even got one (though [ have since
learned that most professional writers do take the time fo answer requests of stones,
even if it is just fo say na). The secand was his reason for saying no: he believed that
he had nothing new to say with regard to the Myfthos. You can understand how | was
deeply disappointed by thal. However, his third surprise fook the sting out of that
dizappointment. he offered to let me reprint one of his previously published stories, and
he was willing to accept my slave wages as campeansation!

After | recavered fram my near-death experience — brought on by the shock — |
immediately got out my copy of Cold Print and revead the story he had suggested, the
title story. Unfortunately it didn’t fit the theme of this anthology, and while | was fempted
to shoehorn it in, | really wanted fo use something that was more appropriate. So |
started scanning the other staries in the collection, and that’s when | found “The Faces
at Pine Dunes". | remembered it from the first fime | read it and | thought i was perfect.
| asked Mr. Campbell if | cowld use it and he agreed.

And the rest, as they say, is history.

Mr. Campbell will also be appearing in the ffth Caimsford Tome anthalogy,
Perilous Ventures: Adventure Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos.
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Meil Riebe

y editor, Ed Garvey, was reasonably easy to please. However, while | sat
before his desk | was tense about whether or not | could sell him on an
idea | had for an article for the paper.

| was a young man of twenty-six, recently graduated out of college, and
working for The Boston Globe the past year. Ed was a porily man of 52 who had put
in twenty-eight years. With that much experience to his name, | had plenty of room
for self-doubt.

What made Mr. Garvey’s OK critical was that | was on an assignment from
someone else whom Ed was not aware of. These “other people” to put it delicately did
not accept no for an answer. If blood had not connected me to them, escaping would be
easy. As this was not the case, being related was sufficient for them to find me and
apply encugh muscle to make following orders a healthier altermiative.

The assignment itself would take me away from work (0o long to escape notice. |
had to combine the two. At least | could say that | hid my anxiety well enough for Mr.
Garvey to converse with me in his usual jovial manner.

“I'm impressed, George. You're the only one who considered dusting off the old
Giant Ape story. I'm assuming this piece is for Halloween?"

October was around the cormer.

“Sure is,” | lied.

He nodded his approval, beaming.

“Tell me, how are you going to make the story fresh?”

“| found discrepancies in the original newspaper articles about the incident in 1933.
For instance, the Air Force is credited in The New York Times for gunning the Giant Ape
down from the Empire State Building. But, if you look here on page two of the story,” |
produced from my manila folder a copy of the article | made from microfiche, “this photo
shows several Mew Yorkers pointing towards the Hudson for the photographer. Motice the
rings in the river? I'd say something big jumped into the water.”

“In other words, you think the ape got away?"
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“Exactly. Here's more,” | drew his attention to queotes from a series of articles with
my finger, “when the creature was rampaging through the streels, witnesses
complained of a ‘fishy-odor’. One witness described the beast as being barrel-chested,
with long arms and scales. Scales! That doesn't sound like a monkey to me.”

Ed was piqued. “Where are you going with this?”

“My idea is to say that the official record get it wrong. The ape was a sea creature.”

“What?"

This was where my pitch walked on thin ice. | reminded him of the 1228 cover-up
of the government raid on the ftown of Innsmouth on the Massachusetts coasti
Prohibition law enforcement officials stated they were busting bootleggers. The rumaors
countered with cryptic tales of men being mated to fizsh-like beings.

| added a copy of bona fide papers written by a man who was shipwrecked in the
Pacific during the First World \War who claimed to have seen an enormous beast that
rose out of the sea and clutched a monolith inscribed with carvings of fish men. The
carvings maiched the descriplions of the fish beings that hushed-up witnesses said they
saw in Innsmouth in 1928 and the enormous beast bore resemblances to the “Giant
Ape" that terrorized the streeis of New York in 1833, The Giant Ape came from the
Pacific. The beast clutching the monolith was from the Pacific. Fish figure into each of
these stories. What more can be said?

“George, George!” Ed repeated emphatically. “We're not The Enguirer.”

“All I'm saying is this will be fun stuff 1o make people's hair prickle. That's all.”

George rolled his pencil in his fingers. “All right. ¥ou haven't disappointed me yef.
A3 long as you domt make this a tabloid piece, you have my blessing.”

“Mot a problem.”

“Good.” Ed relaxed. “Now where are you going from here?”

“I'm going to interview the woman in the 1933 Times' headline piece.”

“THE woman? The one the ape seemed to have the hots for? That was over
seventy years ago. Is she alive?”

“Yep. She's changed her name to Penelope Miles, and is currently living in
Arizona. If anyone knows what happened in Mew York in ‘33, she'd be the one.”

“Damn, George! Nice job.”

“Thank you, Sir. Mow that | have your enthusiasm, would it be OK to ask the
paper to cover my airfare?”

certain | was ready to camry out my orders.

He looked awful. Last week his complexion was pasty white and maoist —
almost feverish looking. Mow it had discolored into a gangrencus hue. The fishy-stink
reeking from his body had become stronger than the cologne he was using to hide it.

“I feel sticky.” His words were barely audible. The timbre of his vocal cords had
thinned to a painful rasp. “Taking a shower does no good anymaone.”

Fear welled in his eyes.

Hiz grandmother was of the same kelp-colored, brine-chewing, web-toed race of
mensiers as the bosses. My blood ties went back to my great grandparents. So my
transformation had progressed nowhere near the pace of Kurt's. A few scales were
beginning to take root on my right forearm. | was lucky, if one could call it luck.

1 urt, my contact with the bosses, checked up on me at my apartment, making
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“Maybe afier | get this Miles woman the bosses might cure you, let you be human
again,” | said and gripped Kurt's shoulder to try to get him to held himself together.
“They might cure us both as a reward.”

A chill rippled through me as he tumed his head and gazed at me with a piercing
stare. |'ve heard it said that the eyes were the windows to the soul. What | saw in his
gaze | did not recognize as the friend | knew since junior high. “You don't understand,”
he said. “The way the bosses see it, becoming like them is our reward.”

took a cab to Penelope's house. Her home was a one-bedroom, adobe affair
surrounded by arid hills and cactus scrub. Wrought iron bars braced the windows.
- An uninviting touch, if | might add.

As so00n as | stepped out of the car and the comfor of its air conditioning | put
on my sunglasses. The Arizona sun was oppressive. Looking back to Prescott, the city
was a thin line of tiny buildings on the horizon. A person could die of sunstroke trying
to walk back from here.

| tipped the driver generousty for his trouble and headed up the front step of the
house. Expecting to be met at the door by a lady in her late nineties | was ready to wait.

Instead | heard the unclicking of several locks nearly an instant afier | knocked. A
young woman, who resembled Penelope Miles when she was twenty, poked her head
into view. She was lightly tanned, wearing a short-sleeved top and khaki shorts.

At first her expression was severe. WWhen she saw me she brightened. Her
cheeks blushed.

“0h,” she said, sounding pleasantly surprised. “Hi."

| was equally surprised. Ms. Miles was aftractive for her day; and the pictures |
found of her did not move me one way or ancther beyond the idea that she probably
made some man’s hearl skip ages ago.

Thiz gil, with Penelope’'s face sans the thiies ‘de and undiuted by the
menochrome imageny of black and white photography, left the words | was about to
speak choked in my throat.

“Um, haa _ . _ hi”

The young woman unconsciously fluffed her blond tresses. A gesture | had never
seen a woman do except in old, old movies.

Since | was the one bothering her | collected myself and made my introduction.

“I'm George Cuvier of The Boston Globe.” | handed her my card. Penelope Miles
had no record of being married or of having children. Mot that a blank record had the
final say. | presumed this young lady was a relative. “Is your grandmother home?"

“My grandmother?” she repeated, bemused. “My grandmaother passed away.”

“I'm sorry. This is the Penelope Miles's residence?”

“Who wanis to know?"

“You have my card.”

“Anything can be printed on a card.” She made a throw away motion with my [D.
*Mind if | call this number to verify with The Globe who you are?"

“Be my guesL.”

“Hm," she intoned, pursing her mouth. She gave me an up and down appraisal.
“Sorry for being rude. You cant be too careful about people. What can | do for you, Mr.
George Cuvier of The Bostan Globe?"
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“I'm not too sure. See, | need to speak to Penelope Miles —"

Asg | spoke the girl's lips coiled into a mirthiful smirk.

“Excuse me,” | said, “but are you in any way related to Ms. Miles?"

“Me? I'm very much related to Ms. Miles." She didn't add “sonny boy”, but her
tone cerainly did. Her attitude was patronizing, as if she was years senior to me,
although it was obvious to my eyes which of us was clder. *| am Penelope Miles,” she
said at last.

“Come on!" | laughed.

“Fine. If you don't want to believe me, goodbye!”

“Wait!" | shot my hand out to intercept the closing door. “I believe you! | believe!” |
didnt give her resemblance to the photos | had seen much attention, until she gave her
name. Taking a second look, her features matched to such exact detail that my flesh
guivered, as if | saw a ghost.

“You sure?” Penelope pured. “A moment ago you thought | was my own
grandmother.”

“Yes, well,” | chuckled uncomfortably. *| imagine you have quite a story to tell. I'm
doing a piece about the Giant Ape headline back in ‘33, and since you are the only
surviving witness my article wont have any legs without a few words from you.”

“That's it?"

“That's it."

“0OK." Penelope became abruptly compliant.

“You sure?" | asked.

“So long as there are no pictures.”

| didn't understand the reason behind the sudden change of aititude. My gut
feeling told me she had something inside to back up her confidence. A loyal
significant other waiting behind the door with a baseball bat was one thought that
came to mind. Yet | had to proceed.

But before | could, Penelope insisted | surrender everything in my pockets and
miy bag. | did so.

She took my things, asking me to close the door when | followed in after her. |
did that, too.

Checking the layout of the place, her home appeared innocent. The furnishings
were simple. & half a dozen DVD rentals were stacked by the TV remote on the coffee
table in front of the sofa. Underneath the table were piles of magazines, Newsweek,
Cosmoaopaolitan, and National Geographic to name a few. Videos, going from Beta to WVHS
to laser disks, crammed the shelves of the television stand, and paperbacks with broken
spines stuffed boockshelves that crowded the hall.

“Forgive me," she laughed self-deprecatingly about the owerdoze of home
entertainment stuff. *| live a reclusive life. At least my house ain't full of cats, eh?"

“Mo friends®”

“Back in New York. All gone now I'm sure.”

Penelope set the contents of my pockets and my bag beside a chair with an end
table on its lefl side. A sketchpad on the carpet at the foot of the chair showed what she
had been doing the moment | came to the door. With a well-practiced hand the view out
her living room window was rendered in pencil. A stream of people had alzo been
sketched near the bottom of the page. The figures were drawn wearing the kind of
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clothes | would see crowding the sidewalks back on the east coast: suits, business
cazual wear, anything other than the lighter outfits | saw in Prescolt.

“Like my drawing?" Penelope noliced where my eye wandered. | spoke an
encouraging comment, bringing a pleased smile. She indicated to me to take a seatina
chair that was opposite from the one where she had set my belongings.

“A drink?" Penelope became a little more pleasant now. *You look like you're
sweltering.”

“I am. \Water please," | added as she siepped into the kilchen. “I'm not used fo
thig dry heat.”

“Like a fish out of water?”

That line had a barb to it.

Penelope gave me a glass of ice water. For herself she had iced tea with a slice
of lemon. Assuming the seat across from me she crossed her legs, waiting for me 1o
make the next move.

| didn't have one. Well, | did, but any notion of trying to complete my mission,
abduct her for the bosses, had gone to hell. Her pleasing figure was making mush of
my brain.

She laughed. “| have a feeling you have a crush on me.”

“Um," | said. And | said it again, “um .. ."

“Let's be honest, Mr. Cuvier. You are frorn Massachuseits, but Boston isn't your
hometown, is it?"

“Charleston,” | stated firmly.

“How about your family?”

“hy farmily #°

“Innsmouth,” she rolled from her tongue so sanguinely. “Say it. Your family
comes from Innsmouth.”

| lowered my gaze to my emptied glass. The melling pile of ice cubes collapsed
into a flat heap at the bottom.

“I thought as much.” Penelope opened the drawer to the end table and pulled out
a hefly-looking .45 semi-automatic pistol. “Mo doubt you are developing what's called
the 'Innsmouth-look'. That's why your sleeves are rolled down with the cuffs buttoned, fo
hide the scales.”

| zaid nothing.

She then set the gun in her lap and began rummaging through my bag,
confiscating the battery out of my laptop, my cash and bankcard out of my wallet. She
put my cell phone in a pile with the battery and money at her foot. Digging deeper into
the bag she pulled out my IC-recorder, checking that, and finding it blank. Then she
discovered my snub-nosed revolver. She inspected it, its silver-finish looking impotent to
the piece of anillery resting on her legs. Flicking open the cylinders, she frowned when
she found blanks.

“I abhor violence,” | explained sheepishly. “| figured making it look convincing
would be enough.”

“You'd be in a world of hurt if worse had come to worse.”

Finished, she stuffed my things back into the bag, except the confiscated items
and my gun. Those she got up 1o put into an empty plastic sack with a pull-tight string
and dumped them down a laundry chute while keeping me at gunpoint. When she was
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done she stood back by her chair.

“Listen, George. | understand who your people, the Deep Ones are, and who their
ged, Dagon, is. | also have a good notion my youth is being preserved somehow 3o he
can have me. I've been in his big, stinking paw once. I's not going to happen again!”

“It won't,” | said. "Mot if | can help it.”

“Huh?" She dropped back into her seat, shaking her head. "You got it bad for me,
kid! Don't you realize they'll kill you if you help me?"

| kept my silence.

“You're going to hate me for this, George. I'm going to have to strand you here.
Any attempt to follow and you'll leave me no choice. Bottom line.” She referred to her
45, “It's nothing against you. It's the blood that runs through your weing. It's that other
part of you. There's no telling when it'll rear its ugly head. So please,” her lone was
equally serious and heartfelt. “When | go, stay away."

“All right. On one condition,” | said.

“What's that?" She narrowed her gaze.

“Let me help you pack.”

“Get serious!”

“Penelope, my instructions were to extract you from the house. Failing that, |
call my backup. If | intended to do that | would've rushed you long before you got
your gun.

“I know what | risk. What you don't understand is that as a man, a human
being. I'm finished either way. When | change, and become like the Deep Ones, it's
going to be more than physical. It's spintual as well. | have no idea what that’s going
to be like, cther than it'll probably be like having another person take over, and who |
am now will be gone.

“It's a cold piece of reality to have hanging over a person's head, Penelope. Al
least let me have a chance to go with my self-respect. Let me help you.”

Penelope thought long and hard. | could easily be lying.

“Maybe it'll be humane if | shot you now,"” she said.

“I'm not anxious to die.”

“Who is?"

“Ok. Fine. Do it."

Penelope considered what she had the power to do. Her eye went from the cold
steel in her hands to me. The determined grip she had on the butt of her gun slackened.
Finally she lowered the semi-automatic to her lap, looking away.

“I can't shoot you, George.”

“Mow you know how | feel.”

e stuffed her Pinto with clothing and other necessities, and a few
(-leementus where space permitted. WWhen | passed her things to her our
hands brushed frequently, winnowing the barrier between us. Yel she
kept her .45 tucked into the thin leather belt about her waist, and maintained a sharp
eye on my position 2o | couldn't grab it.
‘We had worked up a good sweat by the time she was packed and set to go.
“When's the latest before your buddies come here to check up on your
progress?” she asked as the sun began to wane.
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“Dawn tomorrow "

“That long?”

“I'm not lying.”

“I didn't say you were. I'm just surprised.”

“That's what | was told.” | shrugged. “Maybe it has something to do with the
alignment of the stars. Who knows?"

We stood beside her car. Penelope grasped my arms and drew me a step closer.
Her left hand found where the skin was hardening under my shirt. She pushed back the
sleeve and inspected the scales on my forearm in the ailing light.

There were seven nickel-sized scales grouped together. The color was the
same ag the rest of my skin with a faint, translucent shine. Penelope rubbed her
thumb across them, feeling the rough texture. She turned her eyes back up to mine.
‘Doesn't seem fair, does it?°

| leaned forward and kissed her.

Penelope wrapped her arms around my neck. She sgueezed and leaned into me.
The gun she had kept stuffed in her belt protruded between us.

“Iit's not fair,” she pressed her cheek against mine, “not fair at all! They must
know how lomely it is out here. This is a cruel joke sending someone young like you.
They want to torture me.”

She pulled away and ran her finger under her eye to catch a tear before it
could fall.

“Sorry, George. Didn't mean to fall apart.”

| toock her back into my arms and kissed her once more. When everything's
against you, you might as well take what you can.

Penelope wrapped me up in a deliciousky tight embrace in return. Voraciously we
kissed, lips, cheeks, and neck. We fell against the side of the car, making a thump with
our bodies. \When we let go it was like coming out of the water for air. Her face was
flushed. My cheeks were wel and | could still feel her warmth on my chest.

Our eyes met again. Affection was beginning to flourish.

| was about to say something when suddenly Penelope lost her footing. | took
held of her.

“I'm feeling woozy,” she said. “All that packing must've caught up with me.”

Oddly | was drowsy too, but not to the extent that she was. | had to hold her up.

Penelope made an abrupt change of plans.

“I'm going to have to sleep this off. | won't make a mile feeling like this!”

It became apparent something worse was involved. We stumbled back into the
house with me struggling to hold her up. We crashed into one of her bookcases,
toppling the pictures and liftle vases she had atop it, tinkling them into disarray. |
kicked the door shut.

Summoening her strength, Penelope separated herself from me, forcing
herzelf to her feet. She held her hand out, letting it be known she would manage
under own strength. But through the haze of my fatigue | saw her cellapse. | moved
to help her only to have my eyes fall shut again, this time enveloping me in
blackness. A swooning sensation coursed through me till it was checked by a thud
against a solid, flat object.

| didn't become aware that the object | fell on was the floor till | heard an oily
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squeak from the front door. | remembered that while | was in my stupor getting
Penelope back ingide | failed to lock the entrance. A creak from the floorboards under
the carpet snapped my eyes awake.

It seemed like seconds ago when | blacked out. However, the sun had set and
the moon was shining in its place. The living room became permeated with a sharp,
fishy stench that curdled the juices in my stomach.

Standing over me was a figure in a trench coat with the collar turned up about the
neck and a fedora pulled low ower the brow. The moenlight was sufficient to recognize
the outline of the face as Kurt's. The round, unblinking golden eyes, the shallow hump
of a nose, and droopy, thick lips had distorted him beyond his former self. His skin had
completely crystallized in blackish-green scales, shimmering wet in the pale ambiance.

He leveled the business end of a shotgun at me. Behind him a loathsome
collection of figures bobbed on unsteady legs at the doorstep, seeming anxious for a
signal to rush into the house. Croaks and hoarse syllables murmured from them.

The gun was what | was worried about.

Glancing to my left where Penelope had collapsed | saw that she was gone.
Fearing that they had her, | reminded myself the carpet would be sticky with the
secretions of the Deep Ones crowding the door. They would have to come in to get
her. She'd never go out.

| uged the thought to put the reigns on my racing heart.

“Kurt?" | ventured, speaking to the man-like figure aiming the shotgun.

It grinned, and replied with words that grated my ears. A part of me
understood what was said. But that part was yet deep in remission. Just as well. |
didn't want to be as far lost as my former friend just to know what he said. It probably
wasn't anything nice.

Stiffening my resolve, | slowly got to my feet with my hands out where he
could see them.

“Easy there, Kurl,” | said. “The bosses jumped the gun. Knocked me oul with
thieir magic right aleng with the woman before | could do anything.”

The Kur-thing was far from convinced. His grin widened, exposing yellowed
teeth. There were a number of gaps where new, sharper dentition was iaking its place.

The croaking outside turned more agitaled as the bobbing took on the
mannerisms of excited simians. Kurl's focus snapped to the hall and the grin faded to
a gnarled leer.

| looked too and there was Penelope emerging part way into the living room with
one arm pressed to her side, her hand hidden behind her thigh.

A silent colloguy of stares commenced between Penelope and Kurl. Kurt became
predatory. The sights of his weapon swayed from me to her. Penelope’s gaze turned
minxish, knowing what they wanted her for, using her sensuality as a defiant tease.

He was as unimpressed with her as he was with me. Taking hiz gun in both
hands, he barked an order that obviously meant for her to come forward and surrender.

In one swift move her hand swung out from behind her leg with her semi-
automatic in her grip. The first shot went off like an M-80 firecracker, making me jump.
The bullet ripped a hole into the fabric of his coat, pinpointing the location of his hear,
and blew out an exit wound with a gush of blood. Kurl jerked back. A second shot rang
out immediately after the first, sending him crashing to the floor, dead.
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| sprung across his body and flipped on the porch light to repel the slippery mob
outside, slamming the door gshut as they scattered.

The patio door in the kitchen erupted in a splintering cascade of smashed glass.
Penelope spun on her heels firing away while | fastened the locks on the front door.
Angry screams cried out and bodies fell amongst the table and chairs. | bolted from the
door to the switch at the end of the hall, turning on the lights in the kitchen before they
could overwhelm us.

\What | didn't notice, mainly because | didn't expect it and so didn't look for it, was
a solid-core door jury-rigged to the entryway connecting the kitchen to the living room.
Penelope swung it shut and pulled down a four-by-six board, bracing the door. In short
order the house was made secure from siege.

The Deep Ones outside hurled stones at the house, eventually getting a few
of their missiles between the bars on the windows, knocking out the glass. The
door blocking the kitchen from the living room was being hammered by some
battering ram.

| checked Kurt's body to see what kind of an arsenal he had on him.

Penelope aimed her gun at me.

“Stay away from him,” she ordered.

“Listen,” | ordered back. “Either trust me or shoot me.”

She stood firm. But the beating the house was taking convinced her that taking
precautions against me was becoming ridiculous. Regretting her forcefulness, she
lowered her aim. “OK.," she said. “Then trade.” She handed me her 45 and fook Kurt's
blunderbuss. “Does he have anything else? Ammo?" she asked quickly.

| checked. Mothing.

Penelope yanked back a corner of the living room carpet, revealing a trap door to
the basement. We dropped into the cellar.

A new problem arcse. We smelled smoke coming from upstairs. They had set
fire to the house.

Penelope felt around in the dark for her flasghlight. Finding it amongst some
odds and ends on a wooden shelf, she turned it on and went to another jury-rigged
door. Opening that revealed a tunnel crudely bored into the ground. Leading me to the
far end Penelope scaled a set of steps and crouched under another trap door. With
the barrel of the shotgun aimed forward, she turned the lock and gingerly raised the
door. Sand poured in.

Crouching low, we crawled out onto the desert. The house was some distance
away, flaming in the night like an immense bonfire. Oddly the number of fish men did
not seem as great as it did earlier. A few hunched over figures looped about, silhoustted
by the fire. A destructive fire was about the only light they could bare. Some made
worshipful gesticulations with their webbed hands in the raging luminance. Such was
the inconsistent nature of creatures that had sireng ties to the supematural.

There was no doubt that before the Deep Ones attacked the house and the
grounds had been scouted and their plans laid well in advance. Meaning, afier we
cleared the trap door a hoard of them sprung on us from the flickering shadows.

Penelope got off two shots into the frenzy of movement. | heard one creature let
out a wail, and | saw it clutch at the raw meat where the side of its head once was.

The rest of them grabbed our arms and legs. A blow to the head put me back into
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that black abyss of unconsciousness.

hen | came to | gingerty felt the back of my head, expecting it to be pulpy.
(-L—IThere was only a hard knot. Touching it sent spears of pain shooting
through my cranium.

A wet, mildew-smelling stink hung in the air. | was face down on a stone floor
in a room with no windows or light. Pulling up to a sitting position | could feel
carvings in the stone under my palms. | fraced them with my fingers, but could not
decipher their meaning.

| gathered right then that | had been brought back fto Innsmouth,
Massachusetls. The Deep Ones had established a city out in the harbor, beneath the
sea floor by Devil's Reel.

A rusty-sounding bolt scraped against metal and wood a few feet away, and a
shaft of pale light shown in making the opening door visible. The light was so faint my
vision adjusted immediately.

A figure hobbled in reeking of the familiar odor of the Deep Ones. Half of its
visage was visible in the shafi of light coming in from the coridor. The head was that of
a fizh, while the body was anthropoid with long arms and bent legs.

Something leapt inside me, knowing this creature was my great-grandfather.
Despite myself, that other part of me was filled with joy.

Even though the face could not show emaotion the body language spoke volumes.
Great-grandfather seemed pleased. He came forward and stroked my head, getting my
hair sticky with his webbed paw.

| winced and let out a yelp. | cursed him.

He didnt get angry. Profanity meant nothing to him. However, Great-grandfather
stopped touching my head.

He leaned down close and croaked a word into my ear.

“Gtha-leh,” he said.

| understood. The word meant “Elder”. The developing Deep One soul inside
me gave me a ielepathic link with my monstrous ancestor. | could see what was
foremost in his mind.

Great-grandfather broke into a harsh chuckle once his great-grandson figured out
what he was saying. He was proud.

“Gtha-lef! Gtha-leh!" he repeated excitedly.

He saw in me the potential to become an elder in the ranks of Deep One society.
My attempt to help Penelope escape showed initiative and independent thinking.

“Penelope,” | said hoarsely. My throat was parched. “Where?"

“Gthaeh” was all Great-grandfather would say. He was too full of ambition for
his progeny to give any thought of her.

Turning arcund he hobbled back inte the corridor. Before closing the door he
made a playful salute. And then he pulled the door shut and turned the bolt, leaving me
alone with the sound of dripping water for company.

to perish. He fed me bowls of bland-tasting kelp and wrigaling little fish that made

( ;r&at—gran-:lr'ather kept me prisoner in this room, patiently waiting for my humanity
me think of worms when | had them in my mouth. Eat or starve were the oplions.
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It was disgusting how hunger pains forced one to aveid the latter.

The hours crawled at a mind-numbing pace. | clawed the walls in the dark.
Resting my ferehead against one, | thought how the human skull is little more than an
eggshell protecting the brain. If | could dash my head against the stone surface my
incarceration would be over.

| tried to do it. Smash my own skull. But afier | mustered the courage, my head
back and ready, my nerve would fail. And | would break down into sobs, ashamed of
my cowardliness.

The will to live was too strong.

| began to look forward to Great-grandfather's visits.

“How am | doing?” | asked bitterly. Aches had been festering in my body. My shirt
was becoming too tight for my shoulders, and my arms were exiending out of my
sleeves. Before my cuffs hid my wrists. Now | could see them clearly. These changes
wene what Great-grandfather was waiting for.

He bobbed his head, and replied, “Gtha-leh.”

“Yeah, me Gtha-eh. He Tarzan,” | pointed towards an empty corner of the room.
“*You Jane," and | pointed at him.

He made an amused snon.

“Get me something to pass the time. You understand? Something to read, maybe?”

He returned later with a parchment and several buzzing, glowing insect-like
things in an enclosed vial for a reading light.

To my shock the parchment was covered with handwriting, human handwriting!
At the bottom was Penelope's signature. | had no way of knowing if this was legitimate. |
believed it was from her because | needed to.

The letter said, “George, | have no idea if you are alive. Yet one of them wanted
me 1o write something to you. This had better not be a sick joke. In case it isn't, | hope
you are safe and well. | can't imagine what they might be doing to you. | know you can't
be running arcund free. Mot after you helped me. Thank you. We made a pretty good
team while it lasted. Penelope Miles.”

Great-grandfather gave me a roll of blank parchment, a quill, and inkwell to pen a
reply. | knew what | wanted to write, but | couldn't decide how to get around fo
expressing it. To hell with it, | thought, and wrote exactly how | felt. “Penelope, | love
you. George.”

| tore off that part of the parchment and gave it to Great-grandfather.

Mo reply came. Had | overstepped my bounds? Trying again, | wrote a second
note and tore that porion from the remaining parchment, giving the note to Great-
grandfather. | asked in the letter, “Where are they keeping you? Do you know how long
we've been prisoners?”

Great-grandfather returned later with a bit of folded parchment. Eagerly | opened
it and found only two lines written. The first read. “That's kind of you, George." That's
kind of you, George? After saying | love you, that was all she had to say to me? There
were ink marks below it ending in a long, incomplete loop as if she was in the process of
writing something further.

Below those marks was the second line. Here she answered my other question,
how long we had been prisoners. She wrote, “14 days.”

Fourteen days! All this eternity being locked in this cell, freezing in the dark,
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mutating, eating mushy water planis and live minnows amounted to fourteen days?
Fourteen days?
| broke into hysterical laughter.

tasting water, he held a mirror under his arm. The miror was a sheet of glass
cut at odd angles. He propped it up in one comer of the room.

| shuddered. There was cnly one reasocn he brought that in for.

He took my arm, drawing me towards it. | resisted. But like it or not, | was forced
to view what had become of me. | knew my reflection would be abhorrent. | had already
digscarded my shift and shoes because my torso was too broad and my feet were ugly,
fleshy flippers. My hair had fallen off in clumps. Involuntarily | drew in my breath at my
reflection and screamed, and then wailed, pulling away, covering my eyes.

My face had contorted into the “fish-frog” features of the Deep Ones. The nose
melded into the head as a hump where the eyes stared in round, unblinking disks on
gither side. My mouth had stretched into a wide, blubbery set of lips. | was loathsome,
unlovable, and unable ever to go home or walk the streeis of human civilization.

The Deep One half of my soul disdained my emotional break down. As far as it
was concerned it deserved as much right to live, and to be amongst its own kind.

| didn't care. | wanted to be me, damn it! Me!

| want to eat pizzas, drink beer, and watch TV. | wanted to touch a woman again.
Ewven having fo earn a paycheck and paying bills, or having the car break down during
rush hour would be blessings from heaven.

Mewveriheless, | was beyond any possibility of committing suicide. The other parl
of my soul was becoming stronger. It wouldn't let me die.

‘C he room reeked with the fish odor coming from my flesh.

‘C he next mealtime when Great-grandfather came in with bowls of food and iron-

Often my other half stood our body before the mirror, admiring the
progress. The scales were in place. Only the color needed to set in, and
that would be it.

Great-grandfather had gutiural conversations with my other self, and |, what | still
called the real me, seemed to sit deep inside this body as someone listening in.

| had heard that some had gone insane during the transformation, babbling
litanies to the greater gods.

Perhaps it was because my will was too strong, explaining why | retained a dual
perzonality. Possibly no two transformations were alike.

My control over my actions was waning. The kelp and fish were becoming tasty. |
was becoming eager to leave this room. Mot to escape o much as there were feelings
of anticipation to see the new world | was being bom into. When | suddenly realized that
| was having these feelings | became frightened. The real me would not want this.

| struggled to remember the people of my former life. They seemed so far away. |
seemed so far away. When | fried to recall what | had looked like, a hazy oval-shaped
face with smooth skin and dark hair came to mind.

Only a monster would have trouble remembering what was important to a man.
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hatever it was that was troubling me didn't seem to matter. Faces,
U-lplaces from the world up on the surface, why they ewver mattered |
would never know.

The day Great-grandfather brought me from my room was like graduation day
and being bom at the same time. | was ready to join my people.

\We swam into the abyss below Devil's Reef to the underwater city of Y"ha-nthlei.
Great-grandfather showed me vistas | could never imagine. Columns stretching to
vaulted ceilings, ceilings high encugh to contain palaces. An emerald phosphorescent
light glowed abowve us illuminating the bustling plazas below. We descended to the
crowds and alighted upon the marble flagstones that formed the streets. All around the
granite and marble structures sparkled from the phosphorescent glow above, making it
seem as if beads of blug-green starlight were nestling in the crannies.

Great-grandfather assured me this was nothing compared to the splendors of the
land of R'lyveh, where the Great Old Ones slept.

He took me to the foot of the sieps leading up to the entrance of one of the
temples where an elder was conducting service.

“Take a long look,” he said, referring to the elder. *Gne day you will wear his
vestment and hold his staff. His diamond encrusted tiara ghall be upon your head.”

My station in the city was that of an archivist in one of the lower levels of a
library. | had two companions who shared my work sorting through the scrolls. Our main
duty was to be well versed in the knowledge of our people.

Five years came and weni before Great-grandfather's promise came to pass.
The days of an archivist gave me an edge in arcane knowledge. Great-grandfather
boasted that my powers over the magical arts would make me worthy lo preside over
worship in R'lyeh. Oh, Great-grandfather! Your faith in me knew no bounds.

was to preside over his union with the human female.
| had a degree of trepidation. It was difficult ridding the desires of the old
life, so | was not eager to be exposed to her.

The ceremony was to be held on the surface where it would be possible for
the female to breath.

Our seed was spreading. \We were able to establish modest setllements along
the coasts, hidden in forests and small, uninhabited islands.

The acclytes at my disposal made the amphitheater ready for the ceremony. The
sun had set and the minor magi had manipulated the ectoplasm of wandering spirits to
create the emerald glow in the open courtyard. The marble columns that bordered the
court sparkled just as bright as the ones in the underwater city.

Great-grandfather met me as | was preparing for the ceremony. Taking my free
hand in his, he patted it. His faith in me was validated beyond his dreams.

Behind me was a set of steps hewn from stone, arising high enough, that if |
were to jump from the platform at the top | would do myself severe injury. An acolyle
wrapped a fresh set of robes about my shoulders. | leaned forward to receive the golden
tiara upon my head, and with the staff already in my hand | ascended to the fop.

The courtyard was filled with my fellow people.

Such a shout they gave in their worship during the service that my spirits were

E agon was to claim his bride. From the cceans of the East he would be coming. |
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lifted. Gone were the reservations to see the girl. | raised the staff and signaled for her
to be brought forth. From the far end of the courlyard Dagon's soon to be betrothed was
escored, dressed in a flowing red gown. Her hair flowed over her shoulders in long
curlz. The throngs parted down the center to allow two acolytes to bring her before me.
They each grasped her by one of her arms.

Dagon was near.

Confidently | gazed upon the woman's face. She was homrendously fatigued and
dispirited despite the efforis to make her appear radiani. Mevertheless her youth had
been benevolently preserved by Dagon's power.

| raised her chin and she spat on me and blasphemed Dagon.

Gazing upon her face pained me in a way | did not understand. The ache was
not mine, yet it was inside me. Starling as a spark of emotion, it grew guickly.

| resolved to contain it. But like any compulzsion, it had a will of its own.

| staggered back into the side of one of the basins of water. Concerned, Great-
grandfather toock a step forward from the crowd. Acting as if | intended to tum to the
basin, | dipped the comer of my robe into the water and wiped the girl's cheeks, and
uttered a blessing owver her.

But | found myself tenderly wiping her skin. | wanted to wipe away her grief. |
wanted to erase the years wasted in the cell. | wanied to do things that were not
my will to do.

And as | touched her, the compulsion became unstoppable, forcing me to give
utterance fo a name that had fallen into the recesses of my memaory.

“Penelope,” | said.

The girl ceased struggling. She loocked upon me in horror, and then realization.

“George?”

enelope gasped my name.
My name — George Cuvier! | repeated it in my mind, hammering it as if

my name was a set of nails, and | was pounding them into that other self.

It fought back, waming me that we would be in defiance of Dagon.

Dagon!

| had no use for fish-gods. They never gave me the warmth of companionship.
Saving Penelope became my strength as the dread of my other self became its
undoing. Like a match to gasoline, the Deep One half of my soul consumed itself in a
conflagration of fear, amounting to no more than a murmur in a heartbeat.

Mow in control, | gathered what was going on. The hordes of Deep Ones were
swaying and croaking in worship, while Great-grandfather stood in front of the maob,
staring up at me in confusion.

| could also sense the presence of their giant god, Dagon, rapidly approaching in
the cold Atlantic walers along the coast.

Falling back on the knowledge that my other self had accumulated, | lead the
meb in a new set of chants. Their minds were unguestioning when it came to their
religion. They gave no thought that their praises were now calling upon the darkest,
mizst ill tempered of the Great Old Ones who slept in the sunken city of R'lyeh.

“I4-Riyeh! Cthuthu fhitagn! & 1a" they cried.

The minor magi realized what | was doing. So did Great-grandfather. | couldn't




Dagon's Mistress 147

help having pity for the old fish-frog as he stamped his feet and shook his fists in rage. |
guess | made a poor great-grandson.

But | had no intention of letting down Penelope.

“Duck!” | croaked hoarsely in English.

Penelope dropped as low as she could as | swung the staff. It made a metallic
ring off the head of one of the acclytes hanging on to her. It reeled and tumbled down
the steps, falling underfoot of its comrades rushing up to apprehend me.

Penelope sprung on the other acolyte, sinking her teeth into s wrisis and
stamping her bare heels on its webbed toes. | jabbed the end of the staff into one of its
bulging, unblinking eyes, causing a fine squish of crushed comea and blood.

Once Penelope shoved the second acolyte down the steps | threw her my staff
and grabbed anocther. We used them to pry over the heavy marble water basins upon
thie magi trying to come up after us, crushing a number of them. The rank and file
worshipers were getting the drift that all was not well at Dagon's wedding altar.

Penelope and | turned around. The precipice we stood at was a shear drop to a
terrace made of granite. About twenty feet away was the sea. Could we make the jump?

‘e had to.

Taking her hand in mine, | locked at her and nodded to let her know | was ready.
She nodded back, ready as well. This could have been the last action we took together,
but it never happened.

The chants of the Deep Ones had taken its effect. | sensed that Dagon had
veered away. Mot that | could blame him. The sea flashed from a source of lights
vioclently flickering under the surface. And then the water off the coast erupted in a
rearing toment, washing us from the platform. Confusion and tumbling reigned. |
focused on one thought, “*Don't let go of Penelope's hand!” | repeated it as | clung to
her grip.

When the tidal wave settled we found ocurselves outside of the amphitheater.
The Deep One's setllement was drenched. The streets ran ankle-deep in water.
Bodies splashed passed us in the dark in a panic. The ground shook from & massive
weight stomping about. Towards inland | could see the stars. But when | turned to the
coast the stars were blotied from view by the mass of a corpulent beast crushing
everything as it went.

Getting to our feet, Penelope and | ran till we reached the poorly lit streets of a
small town. Short of breath and aching from the tumble in the tidal wave, | looked
around making certain no one was about.

We made our way further inland to more woods, seltling down to rest as the sun
came up. It was difficult to speak. The structure of the Deep One mouth and vocal cords
didnt accommodate human speech well. | wrote in the dint with a stick.

“Go back to the deser,” | wrote.

Shivering in her wet ceremonial clothes, she shook her head.

“Promise me you will find a way to cure yourself firs,.”

“Impossible,” | wrote.

“George, Dagon is big as a house. If that thing thought it could mate with me, this
flesh,” she gripped my arm, “must be malleable. Try. You know their magic.”

| nodded so she would not argue and go.

Penelope devised a sign that she could mark into the landscape so | could find




148 Eldritch Blue

her after | had cured my body.

“We make a good team,” she said, “and we always will."

Penelope squeezed my arm encouragingly, but when she locked at me | could
tell she was considering kissing me goodbye. My slimy, fish-frog face convinced her it
was best not to. She palted my arm instead and disappeared amongst the trees.

She might have thought | had conguered that bestial part of my soul on my own,
and therefore had reason to believe | could go the next stop and conguer the physical
transformation. What she didn't understand was that had | done nothing. It was Beauty
that killed the Beast.
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Neil Reibe is one of four new writers being feafured in this antholegy. Though he
has had a few stories published on the Internet, this sfory — which was written for this
antholagy — constitutes his first professional sale. | expect we will be seeing more of
his work in the years to come.

This story is based an King Kong, which is ifself based on the legend of Beauly
and the Beast. The last line of the story is of cowse the last line of the movie, spoken
by the impresario who had gone fo Skull Island and captured the great ape as he stood
beside Kong's body at the foot of the Empire State Building.

The theme of Beauty and the Beast is that love can conquer all. With all due
respect to Walt Disney, my favorite version of the legend was the 1976 made for TV
movie starring George C. Scoff and his wife, Trish Van Devere. In that version, the
lesson is modified to love sees with the heart rather than the eyes. Beauty leams fo love
the Beast, despite his appearance and manner, and by expressing her love frees him
from the curse. In King Kong, howewver, though the fundamental lesson is still the same,
it has been modified fo lowve can tame the savage beast: Kong's love for Beauty
ultimately proves to be his undaing.

We see elements of both lessons in this story. As a human, the namrator cannol
help but fall in love with Beauty, and while at first that love seems to be submerged with
the rest of his humanity when he converts info a Deep One, it allows him to finally
conguer the beast within himsealf, and thus restore his humanity. And, despite Beauly's
obvious repugnance of his new appearance, her affection for him is genuine and her
expression of it allowed him fo break free of his curse at a critical moment.

The result is that we can see that love, parficularly romantic love, can act a5 a
guard against the power of the Cthulhu Mythos. Not only thai, but it can also serve as a
weapon fo help defeat it. (We will see this again in a later sfory.) As in all dealings with
the Mythos, such a victory is often Pyrrhic, seldom has more than minar conseguences,
and is af best temporary, but i's stil a victory, and it gives us a chance fo regroup and
prepare for the next encaunter.

Mr. Rigbe will also be appearing in the next Caimsford Tome antholagy, Charnel
Feast: Tales of Lovecrafi's Ghouls.







The ThiNg oN The doopstep

H. P. Lovecraft

hope to show by this statement that | am not his murderer. At first | shall be called

- a madman — madder than the man | shot in his cell at the Arkham Sanitarium.

Later some of my readers will weigh each statement, comrelate it with the known facts,

and ask themselves how | could have believed otherwise than | did after facing the
evidence of that horor — that thing on the doorstep.

Until then | also saw nothing but madness in the wild tales | have acted on. Even
now | agk myselfl whether | was misled — or whether | am not mad after all. | do not know
— but others have strange things to tell of Edward and Asenath Derby, and even the
stolid police are at their wits' ends to account for that last terrible visit. They have tried
weakly to concoct a theory of a ghastly jest or waming by discharged servanis, yet they
kniow in their hearts that the truth is something infinitely more terrible and incredible.

S0 | say that | have not murdered Edward Derby. Rather have | avenged him,
and in so doing purged the earth of a horror whose survival might have loosed untold
terrors on all mankind. There are black zones of shadow close to our daily paths, and
now and then some evil soul breaks a passage through. WWhen that happens, the man
who knows must strike before reckoning the consequences.

| have known Edward Pickman Derby all his life. Eight years my junior, he was so
precocious that we had much in common from the time he was eight and | was sixteen.
He was the most phenomenal child scholar | have ever known, and at seven was writing
verse of a somber, fantastic, almost morbid cast which asionished the tutors
surrounding him. Perhaps his privale education and coddled seclusion had something
te do with his premature flowering. An only child, he had erganic weaknesses which
startled his doting parents and caused them to keep him closely chained to their side.
He was never allowed out without his nurse, and seldom had a chance to play

1 t iz true that | have sent six bullets through the head of my best friend, and yet |
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unconstrainedly with other children. All this doubtless fostered a strange secretive life in
the boy, with imagination as hiz one avenue of freedom.

At any rate, his juvenile leaming was prodigious and bizarre; and his facile
writings such as to captivate me despite my greater age. About that time | had leanings
toward art of a somewhat grotesgue cast, and | found in this younger child a rare
kindred spirit. What lay behind our joint love of shadows and marvels was, no doubt, the
ancient, moldering, and subtly fearsome town in which we live — witch-cursed, legend-
haunted Arkham, whose huddled, sagging gambrel roofs and crumbling Georgian
balustrades brood out the centuries beside the darkly muttering Miskatonic.

Ags time went by | turned to architecture and gave up my design of illustrating a
book of Edward’s demoniac poems, yet our comradeship suffered no lessening. Young
Derby's odd genius developed remarkably, and in his eighteenth year his collected
nightmare-lyrics made a real sensation when issued under the title Azathoth and Other
Horrors. He was a close correspondent of the notoricus Baudelairean poet Justin
Geoffrey, who wrote The People of the Monolith and died screaming in a madhouse in
1926 after a visit to a sinister, ill-regarded village in Hungary.

In self-reliance and practical affairs, howewver, Derby was greatly retarded
because of hiz coddled existence. His health had improved, but hiz habits of childish
dependence were fostered by over-careful parenis, so that he never traveled alone,
made independent decisions, or assumed responsibilities. It was early seen that he
would not be equal to a struggle in the business or professional arena, but the family
foriune was so ample that this formed no fragedy. As he grew to years of manhood he
refained a deceptive aspect of boyishness. Blond and blue-eyed, he had the fresh
complexion of a child;, and his attempt to raise a moustache were discernible only with
difficulty. His woice was soft and light, and his unexercised life gave him a juvenile
chubbiness rather than the paunchiness of premature middle age. He was of good
height, and his handsome face would have made him a notable gallant had not his
shyness held him to seclusion and bookishness.

Derby’s parents took him abroad every summer, and he was quick to seize on
the surface aspects of European thought and expression. His Poe-like talents turned
mere and more toward the decadent, and other aristic sensitiveness and yearnings
werne half-aroused in him. We had great discussions in those days. | had been through
Harvard, had studied in a Boston architect’s office, had married, and had finally returned
to Arkham to practice my profession — seflling in the family homestead in Saltonstall
Street since my father had moved to Florida for his health. Edwand used to call almost
every evening, till | came to regard him as one of the household. He had a characteristic
way of ringing the doorbell or scunding the knocker that grew o be a veritable code
signal, so that after dinner | always listened for the familiar three brisk strokes followed
by two more after a pause. Less frequently | would visit at his house and note with envy
the cbscure volumes in his constantly growing library.

Derby went through Miskatonic University in Arkham since his parents would
not let him board away from them. He entered at sixteen and completed his course in
three years, majoring in English and French literature and receiving high marks in
everything but mathematics and the sciences. He mingled wery little with the other
students, though looking enviously at the “daring” or "“Bohemian” set — whose
superficially “smart” language and meaningless ironic pose he aped, and whose
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dubious conduct he wished he dared adopt.

\What he did do was to become an almost fanatical devotee of subterranean
magical lore, for which Miskatonic’s library was and is famous. Always a dweller on the
surface of fantasy and strangeness, he now delved deep into the actual runes and
riddles left by a fabulous past for the guidance or puzzlement of posterity. He read
things like the frightful Book of Eibon, the Unaussprechlichen Kulten of von Junzi, and
the forbidden Necronomicon of the mad Arab Abdul Alhazred, though he did not tell his
parents he had seen them. Edward was twenty when my son and only child was bomn,
and seemed pleased when | named the newcomer Edward Derby Upton after him.

By the time he was twenty-five Edward Derby was a prodigiously learned man
and a fairly well known poet and fanfaisiste though his lack of contacts and
responsibilities had slowed down his literary growth by making his products derivative
and over-bookish. | was perhaps his closest friend — finding him an inexhaustible mine
of vital theoretical topics, while he relied on me for advice in whatever matters he did not
wish to refer to his parents. He remained single — maore through shyness, inertia, and
parental protectiveness than through inclination — and mowved in society only fo the
slightest and most perfunctory extent. When the war came both health and ingrained
timidity kept him at home. | went to Plattsburg for a commission but never got overseas.

S0 the years wore on. Edward's mother died when he was thity-four and for
months he was incapacitated by some odd psychological malady. His father took him to
Eurgpe, however, and he managed to pull out of his trouble without visible effects.
Afterward he seemed to feel a sort of grotesque exhilaration, as if of partial escape from
some unseen bondage. He began to mingle in the more “advanced” college set despite
his middle age, and was present at some exiremely wild doings — on one occasion
paying heawy blackmail {which he borrowed of me) to keep his presence at a certain
affair from his father's notice. Some of the whispered rumors about the wild Miskatonic
sel were extremely singular. There was even talk of black magic and of happenings
utterly beyond credibility.

twenty-three at the time; and was taking a special course in mediaeval
metaphysics at Miskatonic. The daughter of a friend of mine had met her
before — in the Hall School at Kingsport — and had been inclined to shun her
because of her odd reputation. She was dark, smallish, and very good-looking except
for overprotuberant eyes; but something in her expression alienated extremely sensitive
people. [t was, however, largely her origin and conversation which caused average folk
to avoid her. She was one of the Innsmouth Waites, and dark legends have clustered
for generations about crumbling, half-desered Inmsmouth and its people. There are
tales of horrible bargains about the year 1850, and of a strange element “not guile
human” in the ancient families of the run-down fishing port — tales such as only old-
time Yankees can devise and repeal with proper awesomeness.
Azenath's case was aggravated by the fact that she was Ephraim Waite's
daughter — the child of his old age by an unknown wife who always went veiled.

( Edward was thirty-eight when he met Asenath Waite. She was, | judge, about
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Ephraim lived in a half-decayed mansion in Washington Sireet, Innsmouth, and those
who had seen the place (Arkham folk avoid going to Innsmouth whenever they can)
declared that the attic windows were always boarded, and that strange sounds
sometimes floated from within as evening drew on. The old man was known to have
been a prodigious magical student in his day, and legend avered that he could raise or
guell storms at sea according to his whim. | had seen him once or twice in my youth as
he came to Arkham to consult forbidden tomes at the college library, and had hated his
wolfish, satumine face with its tangle of iron-gray beard. He had died insane — under
rather queer circumstances — just before his daughter (by hig will made a nominal ward
of the principal) entered the Hall School, but she had been his morbidly avid pupil and
looked fiendishly like him at times.

The friend whose daughter had gone to school with Asenath Waite repeated
many curicus things when the news of Edward's acquaintance with her began to spread
about. Asenath, it seemed, had posed as a kind of magician at school; and had really
seemed able to accomplish some highly baffling marvels. She professed to be able fo
raise thunderstorms, though her seeming success was generally laid to some uncanny
kmack at prediction. All animals markedly disliked her, and she could make any dog
howl by certain motions of her right hand. There were times when she displayed
snatches of knowledge and language very singular — and very shocking — for a young
girl; when she would frighten her schoolmates with leers and winks of an inexplicable
kind, and would seem to exiract an cbscene zestful irony from her present situation.

Most unusual, though, were the well-atiested cases of her influence ocver other
persons. She was, beyond guestion, a genuine hypnotist. By gazing peculiarly at a
fellow student she would often give the latter a distinct feeling of exchanged
personality — as if the subject were placed momentarily in the magician's body and
able to stare half across the room at her real body, whose eyes blazed and protruded
with an alien expression. Asenath oftem made wild claims about the nature of
consciousness and about its independence of the physical frame — or at least from
the life-processes of the physical frame. Her crowning rage, however, was that she
was not a man; since she believed a male brain had certain unigue and far-reaching
cosmic powers. Siven a man's brain, she declared, she could not only equal but
surpass her father in mastery of unknown forces.

Edward met Asenath at a gathering of “intelligentsia® held in one of the
students’ rooms, and could talk of nothing else when he came to see me the next day.
He had found her full of the interests and erudition which engrossed him most, and
was in addition wildly taken with her appearance. | had never seen the young woman,
and recalled casual references only faintly, but | knew who she was. It seemed rather
regrettable that Derby should become o upheaved about her; but | 2aid nothing to
discourage him, since infatuation thrives on opposition. He was not, he said,
mentioning her to his father.

In the next few weeks | heard of very little but Asenath from young Derby. Others
now remarked Edward's autumnal gallantry, though they agreed that he did not look
even nearly his actual age, or seem at all inappropriate as an escort for his bizarre
divinity. He was only a frifle paunchy despite his indolence and self-indulgence, and his
face was absolutely without lines. Asenath, on the other hand, had the premature crow's
feet which come from the exercises of an intense will.
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About this time Edward brought the girl to call on me, and | at cnce saw that his
interest was by no means one-sided. She eyed him continually with an almost predatory
air, and | perceived that their intimacy was beyond untangling. Soon afterward | had a
visit from old Mr. Derby, whom | had always admired and respected. He had heard the
tales of his son's new friendship, and had wormed the whole truth out of “the boy".
Edward meant to marry Asenath, and had even been looking at houses in the suburbs.
Knowing my usually great influence with his son, the father wondered if | could help to
break the ill-advised affair off, but | regretfully expressed my doubts. This time it was not
a guestion of Edward’s weak will but of the woman's strong will. The perennial child had
transferred his dependence from the parental image to a new and stronger image, and
nothing could be dene about it

The wedding was performed a month later — by a justice of the peace, according
to the bride’s request. Mr. Derby, at my advice, offered no opposition, and he, my wife,
my son, and | attended the brief ceremony — the other guests being wild young people
from the college. Asenath had bought the cld Crowninshield place in the country at the
end of High Street, and they proposed to seltle there after a short trip to Innsmouth,
whence three servanis and some books and household goods were to be browght. It
was probably not so0 much consideration for Edward and his father as a personal wish 1o
be near the college, its library, and its crowd of “sophisticates”, that made Asenath settle
in Arkham instead of returming permanently home.

When Edward called on me after the honeymoon | thought he looked slighthy
changed. Asenath had made him get rid of the undeveloped moustache, but there was
more than that. He looked soberer and more thoughtful, his habitual pout of childish
rebelliousness being exchanged for a lock almost of genuine sadness. | was puzzled
to decide whether | liked or disliked the change. Cerlainly he seemed for the moment
more normally adult than ever before. Perhaps the marriage was a good thing —
might not the change of dependence form a start toward actual neutralization, leading
ultimately to responsible independence? He came alone, for Asenath was very busy.
She had brought a vast store of books and apparatus from Innsmouth (Derby
shuddered as he spoke the name), and was finishing the restoration of the
Crowninshield house and grounds.

Her home — in that town — was a rather disgusting place, but certain objects in
it had taught him some surprising things. He was progressing fast in escteric lore now
that he had Asenath’'s guidance. Some of the experimenis she proposed were very
daring and radical — he did not feel at libery to describe them — but he had confidence
in her powers and intentions. The three servanis were very gueer — an incredibly aged
couple who had been with old Ephraim and referred occasionally to him and to
Asgenath's dead mother in a cryplic way, and a swarthy young wench who had marked
anomalies of feature and seemed to exude a perpetual odor of fish.

1m

sometimes slip by without the familiar three-and-two strokes at the front door;

For the next two years | saw less and less of Derby. A fortnight would
and when he did call — or when, as happened with increasing infrequency, |
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called on him — he was very litile disposed to converse on vilal topics. He had
become secretive about those occult studies which he used to describe and discuss
50 minutely, and preferred not to talk of his wife. She had aged tremendously since
her marriage, till now — oddly enough — she seemed the elder of the two. Her face
held the most concentratedly determined expression | had ever seen, and her whaole
aspect seemed fo gain a vague, unplaceable repulsiveness. My wife and son noticed
it as much as |, and we all ceased gradually to call on her — for which, Edward
admitted in ocne of his boyishly tactless moments, she was unmitigatedly grateful.
Occasionally the Derbys would go on long tripg — ostensibly to Europe, though
Edward sometimes hinted at cbscurer destinations.

It was after the first year that people began talking about the change in Edward
Derby. It was very casual talk, for the change was purely psychological, but it brought
up some interesting points. Mow and then, it seemed Edward was cbserved to wear an
expression and to do things wholly incompatible with his wsual flabby nature. For
example — although in the old days he could not drive a car, he was now seen
occasionally to dash imto or out of the old Crowninshield driveway with Asenath's
powerful Packard, handling it like a master, and meeting traffic entanglemenis with a
skill and determination utterly alien to hig accustomed nature. In such cases he seemed
always to be just back from some trip or just starting on one — what sort of trip, no one
could guess, although he mostly favored the Innsmouth road.

COddly, the metamorphosis did not seem allogether pleasing. People said he
looked too much like his wife, or like old Ephraim Waite himself, in these moments —
or perhaps these moments seemed unnatural because they were 30 rare. Sometimes,
hours after starting out in this way, he would return listlessly sprawled on the rear seat
of the car while an obviously hired chauffeur or mechanic drove. Also, his
preponderant aspect on the streets during his decreasing round of social contacts
{including, | may say, his calls on me) was the old-time indecisive one — is
irresponsible childishness even more marked than in the past. While Asenath's face
aged, Edward — aside from those exceptional occasions — actually relaxed into a
kind of exaggerated immaturty, save when a ftrace of the new sadness or
understanding would flash across it. It was really very puzzling. Meanwhile the Derbys
almost dropped out of the gay college circle — not through their own disgust, we
heard, but because something about their present studies shocked even the most
callous of the other decadents.

It was in the third year of the marriage that Edward began to hint openly to me of
a certain fear and dissatisfaction. He would let fall remarks about things “going too far”,
and would talk darkly about the need of “gaining his identity". At first | ignored such
references, but in time | began to question him guardedly, remembering what my
friend's daughter had said about Asenath's hypnotic influence owver the other girls at
school — the cases where students had thought they were in her body looking across
the room at themselves. This guestioning seemed to make him at once alarmed and
grateful, and once he mumbled something about having a sericus talk with me later.
About this time old Mr. Derby died, for which | was afterward very thankful. Edward was
badly upset, though by no means disorganized. He had seen astonishingly litle of his
parent since his marriage, for Asenath had concentrated in herself all his vital sense of
family linkage. Some called him callous in his loss — especially since those jaunty and
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confident moods in the car began to increase. He now wished to move back into the old
family mansion, but Asenath insisted on staying in the Crowninshield house to which
she had become well adjusted.

Mot long afterward my wife heard a curious thing from a friend — one of the few
who had not dropped the Derbys. She had been out to the end of High Street to call on
the couple, and had seen a car shoot briskly out of the drive with Edward's oddly
confident and almost sneering face above the wheel. Ringing the bell, she had been
teld by the repulsive wench that Asenath was also out; but had chanced to look at the
house in leaving. There, at one of Edward’s library windows, she had glimpsed a hastily
withdrawn face — a face whose expression of pain, defeat, and wistful hopelessness
was poignant beyond description. It was — incredibly enocugh in view of its usual
domineering cast — Asenath's, yet the caller had vowed that in that instant the sad,
muddled eyes of poor Edward were gazing out from it

Edward's calls now grew a trifle more frequent, and his hints occasionally
became concrete. What he said was not to be believed, even in centuried and legend-
haunted Arkham; but he threw out his dark lore with a sincerty and convincingness
which made one fear for his sanity. He talked about terrible meetings in lonely places,
of cyclopean ruing in the hean of the Maine woods beneath which vast staircases led
down to abysses of nighted secrets, of complex angles that led through invisible walls
to other regions of space and time, and of hideous exchanges of personality that
permitted explorations in remote and forbidden places, on other worlds, and in
different space-time continua.

He would now and then back up cerain crazy hints by exhibiting objects which
utterly nonplussed me — elusively colored and bafflingly textured objects like nothing
ever heard of on earth, whose insane curves and surfaces answered no conceivable
purpose, and followed no conceivable geometry. These things, he said, came “from
outside”; and his wife knew how to get them. Sometimes — but always in frightened and
ambiguous whisper — he would suggest things about old Ephraim Waite, whom he had
seen occasionally at the college library in the old days. These adumbrations were never
specific, but seemed to revolve around some especially horrible doubt as to whether the
old wizard were really dead — in a spintual as well as corporeal sense.

At times Derby would halt abruptly in his revelations, and | wondered whether
Asenath could possibly have divined his speech at a distance and cut him off through
some unknown sort of telepathic mesmerism — some power of the kind she had
displayed at school. Cerainly, she suspected that he told me things, for as the weeks
passed she tried to stop his visits with words and glances of a most inexplicable
potency. Only with difficulty could he get to see me, for although he would pretend to be
going somewhere else, some invizible force would generally clog his motions or make
him forget his destination for the time being. His visits usually came when Asenath was
away — “away in her own body”, as he cnce oddly put it. She always found out later —
the servanis watched his goings and comings — but evidently she thought it
inexpedient to do anything drastic.
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telegram from Maine. | had not seen him for two months, but had heard he was

away ‘on business”. Asenath was supposed to be with him, though watchful
gossip declared there was somecone upsiairs in the house behind the doubly curtained
windows. They had walched the purchases made by the servanis. And now the town
marshal of Chesuncook had wired of the draggled madman who stumbled out of the
woods with delirious ravings and screamed to me for protection. It was Edward — and
he had been just able to recall his own name and address.

Chesuncook is close to the wildest, deepest, and least explored forest belt in
Maine, and it took a whole day of feverish jolting through fantastic and forbidding
sceneny o get there in a car. | found Derby in a cell at the town farm, vacillating
between frenzy and apathy. He knew me al once, and began pouring out a
meaningless, half-incoherent torrent of words in my direction.

“Dan, for God's sake! The pit of the =shoggoths! Down the six thousand steps . - .
the abomination of abominations . . . | newver would let her take me, and then | found
miyzelf there — &/ Shub-Miggurath! — The shape rose up from the altar, and there were
five hundred that howled — The Hooded Thing bleated ‘Kamog! Kamog!' — that was
old Ephraim's secret name in the coven — | was there, where she promiszed she
wouldn't take me — A minute before | was locked in the library, and then | was there
where she had gone with my body — in the place of utter blasphemy, the unholy pit
where the black realm begins and the watcher guards the gate — | saw a shoggoth — it
changed shape — | can't stand it — I'll kill her if she ever sends me there again — 'l kill
that entity = her, him, it = 'l kill ! I'll kill it with my own hands!”

It took me an hour to quiet him, but he subsided at last. The next day | got him
decent clothes in the village, and =et out with him for Arkham. His fury of hysteria was
spent, and he was inclined to be silent, though he began muttering darkly to himself
when the car passed through Augusta — as if the sight of a city aroused unpleasant
memories. |t was clear that he did not wish to go home; and considering the fantastic
delusions he seemed o have about his wife — delusions undoubtedly springing from
some actual hypnotic ordeal to which he had been subjected — | thought it would be
better if he did not. | would, | resclved, put him up myself for a time; no matter what
unpleasantness it would make with Asenath. Later | would help him get a divorce, for
mest assuredly there were mental factors which made this marriage suicidal for him.
When we struck open country again Derby's muttering faded away, and | let him nod
and drowse on the seat beside me as | drove.

Duwring our sunset dash through Portland the muttering commenced again,
more distinctly than before, and as | listened | caught a stream of utterly insane drivel
about Asenath. The extent to which she had preyed on Edward's nerves was plain, for
he had woven a whole set of hallucinations around her. His present predicament, he
mumbled furively, was only one of a long seres. She was getting hold of him, and he
knew that some day she would never let go. Even now she probably let him go only
when she had to, because she couldn't hold on long at a time. She constantly took his

E erby had been married more than three years on that August day when | got that
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body and went to nameless places for nameless rites, leaving him in her body and
locking him upstairs — but sometimes she couldn't hold on, and he would find himself
suddenly in his own body again in some far-off, hormrible, and perhaps unknown place.
Sometimes she'd get hold of him again and sometimes she couldnt. Often he was left
stranded somewhere as | had found him — time and again he had to find his way
home from frightful distances, geiting somebody to drive the car after he found it.

The worst thing was that she was holding on to him longer and longer at a time.
She wanted to be a man — to be fully human — that was why she got hold of him. She
had sensed the mixture of fine-wrought brain and weak will in him. Some day she would
crowd him out and disappear with his body — disappear to become a great magician
like her father and leave him marooned in that female shell that wasn't even quite
human. Yes, he knew about the Innsmouth blocd now. There had been traffic with
things from the sea — it was horrible. . . . And old Ephraim — he had known the secret,
and when he grew old did a hideows thing to keep alive — he wanted to live forever —
Asenath would succeed — one successful demonstration had taken place already.

Ag Derby multered on | turned to look at him closely, verifying the impression of
change which an earlier scrutiny had given me. Paradoxically, he seemed in better
shape than usual — harder, more normally developed, and without the trace of sickly
flabbiness caused by his indolent habits. It was as if he had been really active and
propery exercized for the first time in his coddled life, and | judged that Asenath's force
must have pushed him into unwonted channels of motion and alertness. But just now
his mind was in a pitiable state; for he was mumbling wild exiravagances about his wife,
about black magic, about old Ephraim, and about some revelation which would
convince even me. He repeated names which | recognized from bygone browsings in
forbidden volumes, and at times made me shudder with a certain thread of mythological
consistency — or convincing coherence — which ran through his maundering. Again
and again he would pause, as if to gather courage for some final and terrible disclosure.

“Dan, Dan, dont you remember him — wild eyes and the unkempt beard that
never turned white? He glared at me once, and | never forgot it. Now she glares that
way._ And | know why' He found it in the Necromomicon — the formula. | don't dare tell
you the page yet, but when | do you can read and understand. Then you will know what
has engulfed me. On, on, on, on — body to body to body — he means never to die. The
life-glow — he knows how to break the link . . _ it can flicker on a while even when the
body is dead. Il give you hints and maybe you'll guess. Listen, Dan — do you know
why my wife always takes such pains with that silly backhand writing? Have you ever
seen a manuscript of old Ephraim's? Do you want to know why | shivered when | saw
some hasty notes Asenath had jolted down?

“Azenath — is there such a person? Why did they half-think there was poison in
old Ephraim's stomach? Why do the Gilmans whisper about the way he shrieked — like
a frightened child — when he went mad and Asenath locked him up in the padded attic
room where — the other — had been? Was it old Ephraim’s soul that was locked in?
Who locked in whom? Why had he been looking for months for someone with a fine
mind and a weak will? — Why did he curse that his daughter wasn't a son? Tell me,
Caniel Upton — what devilizh exchange was perpetrated in the house of homror where
that blasphemous monster had his trusting, weak-willed half-human child at his mercy?
Didm't he make it permanent — as she'll do in the end with me? Tell me why that thing
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that calls itself Asenath writes differently off guard, so that you can'f tell its script from —"

Then the thing happened. Derby’s voice was rising to a thin treble scream as he
raved, when suddenly it was shut off with an almost mechanical click. | thought of those
other occasions at my home when his confidences had abruptly ceased — when | had
half-fancied that some obscure telepathic wave of Asenath's mental force was
intervening to keep him silent. This, though, was something altogether different — and, |
felt, infinitely more horrible. The face beside me was twisted almost unrecognizably for a
mement, while through the wheole body there passed a shivering motion — as if all the
bones, organs, muscles, nerves, and glands were adjusting themselves to a radically
different posture, set of stresses, and general perscnality.

Just where the supreme hormrer lay, | could not for my life tell; yet there swept
over me such a swamping wave of sickness and repulsion — such a freezing, petrifying
senze of utter alienage and abnormalily — that my grasp of the wheel grew feeble and
uncertain. The figure beside me seemed less like a lifelong friend than like some
mensirous infrusion from outer space — some damnable, utterly accursed focus of
unknown and malign cosmic forces.

| had faltered only a moment, but before ancther moment was over my
companion had seized the wheel and forced me to change places with him. The dusk
was now very thick, and the lights of Portland far behind, so | could not see much of his
face. The blaze of his eyes, though, was phenomenal; and | knew that he must now be
in that queerly energized state — so unlike his usual self — which so0 many people had
noticed. It seemed odd and incredible that listless Edward Derby — he who could never
asszer himself, and who had never leamed o drive — should be ordering me about and
taking the wheel of my own car, yet that was precisely what had happened. He did not
speak for some time, and in my inexplicable homror | was glad he did not.

In the lights of Biddeford and Saco | saw his firmly set mouth, and shivered at
the blaze of his eyes. The people were right — he did look damnably like his wife and
like old Ephraim when in these moods. | did not wonder that the moods were disliked
— there was certainly something unnatural in them, and | felt the sinister element all
the more because of the wild ravings | had been hearing. This man, for all my lifelong
knowledge of Edward Pickman Derby, was a siranger — an intrusion of some sorl
from the black abyss.

He did not speak until we were on a dark siretch of road, and when he did his
voice seemed utterly unfamiliar. It was deeper, firmer, and more decisive than | had
ever known it to be; while its accent and pronunciation were altogether changed —
though vaguely, remotely, and rather disturbingly recalling something | could not quite
place. There was, | thought, a trace of very profound and wvery genuine ireny in the
timbre — not the flashy, meaninglessly jauntly pseudo-irony of the callow
“sophisticate”, which Derby had habitually affected, but something grim, basic,
pervasive, and potentially evil. | marveled at the self-possession so scon following the
spell of panic-struck muttering.

“I hope you'll forget my attack back there, Upton,” he was saying. “You know
what my nerves are, and | guess you can excuse such things. I'm enomously grateful,
of course, for this lift home.

“And you must forget, too, any crazy things | may have been saying about my
wife — and about things in general. That's what comes from overstudy in a field like
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mine. My philosophy is full of bizarre concepts, and when the mind geis worn out it
cooks up all sors of imaginary concrete applications. | ghall take a rest from now on —
you probably won't see me for some time, and you needn't blame Asenath for it.

“This trip was a bit queer, but it's really very simple. There are cerain Indian
relics in the north wood — standing stones, and all that — which mean a good deal in
folklore, and Asenath and | are following that stuff up. It was a hard search, so | seem fo
have gone off my head. | must send somebody for the car when | get home. A month's
relaxation will put me on my feet.”

| do not recall just what my own part of the conversation was, for the baffling
alienage of my seatmate filled all my consciousness. With every moment my feeling of
elusgive cosmic horror increased, till at length | was in a virtual delirium of longing for the
end of the drive. Derby did not offer to relinquish the wheel, and | was glad of the speed
with which Portsmouth and Mewburyport flashed by,

At the junclion where the main highway runs inland and avoids Innsmouth, | was
half-afraid my driver would take the bleak shore road that goes through that damnable
place. He did not, however, butl dared rapidly past Rowley and Ipswich toward our
destination. We reached Arkham before midnight, and found the lights still on at the old
Crowninshield house. Derby left the car with a hasty repetition of his thanks, and | drove
home alone with a curious feeling of relief. It had been a terrible drive — all the more
terrible because | could not guite tell why — and | did not regret Derby's forecast of a
long absence from my company.

The next two months were full of rumors. People spoke of seeing Derby more
and more in his new energized state, and Asenath was scarcely ever in to her callers. |
had only one visit from Edward, when he called briefly in Asenath’'s car — duly
reclaimed from wherever he had left it in Maine — to get some books he had lent me.
He was in his new state, and paused only long encugh for some evasively polile
remarks. It was plain that he had nothing to discuss with me when in this condition —
and | noticed that he did not even trouble to give the old three-and-two signal when
ringing the doorbell. As on that evening in the car, | felt a faint, infinitely deep horror
which | could not explain; 30 that his swift depariure was a prodigious relief.

In mid-Sepiember Derby was away for a week, and some of the decadent college
set talked knowingly of the matter — hinting at a meeting with a notorious cull-leader,
lately expelled from England, who had established headguarters in Mew York. For my
part | could not get that strange ride from Maine out of my head. The transformation | had
witnessed had affected me profoundly, and | caught myself again and again trying o
account for the thing — and for the extreme horror it had inspired in me.

But the oddest rumors were those about the sobbing in the old Crowninshield
house. The voice seemed to be a woman's, and some of the younger people thought it
sounded like Asenath's. It was heard only at rare intervals, and would sometimes be
choked off as if by force. There was falk of an investigation, but this was dispelled cne
day when Asenath appeared in the streets and chatted in a sprightly way with a large
number of acquaintances — apologizing for her recent absence and speaking incidentally
about the nervous breakdown and hysteria of a guest from Boston. The guest was never
seen, but Asenath's appearance left nothing to be said. And then somecne complicated
matters by whispering that the sobs had once or twice been in a man's voice.

One evening in mid-October, | heard the familiar three-and-two ring at the front
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door. Answering it myself, | found Edward on the steps, and saw in a moment that his
perzonality was the old one which | had not encountered since the day of his ravings on
that terrible ride from Chesuncook. His face was twitching with a mixture of odd
emotions in which fear and triumph seemed to share dominion, and he looked furtively
owver his shoulder as | closed the door behind him.

Following me clumsily to the study, he asked for some whiskey to steady his
nerves. | forbore to question him, but waited till he felt like beginning whatever he
wanted to say. At length he ventured some information in a choking voice.

“Agenath has gone, Dan. We had a long talk last night while the servants were
out, and | made her promise to stop preying on me. Of course | had certain — certain
occult defenses | never told you about. She had 1o give in, but got frightfully angry. Just
packed up and started for New York — walked right out to catch the eight-twenty in to
Boston. | suppose people will talk, but | can't help that. You needn't mention that there
was any trouble — just say she's gone on a long research trip.

“She’s probably going to stay with one of her homible groups of devotees. | hope
she’ll go west and get a divorce — anyhow, |'ve made her promise (o keep away and let
me alone. it was horrible, Dan — she was siealing my body — crowding me out —
making a prisoner of me. | lay low and pretended to let her do it, but | had to be on the
walch. | could plan if | was careful, for she can't read my mind literally, or in detail. All
she could read of my planning was a sort of general mood of rebellion — and she
always thought | was helpless. Never thought | could get the bestof her . . . but | had a
spell or two that worked.”

Derby locked over his shoulder and took some more whiskey.

“l paid off those damned servants this morning when they got back. They were
ugly about if, and asked questions, but they went. They're her kin — Innsmouth people
— and were hand and glove with her. | hope they'll let me alone — | didn't like the way
they laughed when they walked away. | must get as many of Dad's old servanis again
as | can. I'll move back home now.

‘| suppose you think I'm crazy, Dan — but Arkham history ought to hint at things
that back up what I've told you — and what I'm going to tell you. You've seen one of the
changes, too — in your car after | told you about Asenath that day coming home from
Maine. That was when she got me — drove me out of my body. The last thing |
remember was when | was all worked up trying to tell you what that she-devil is. Then
she got me, and in a flagh | was back at the house — in the library where those damned
servanis had me locked up — and in that cursed fiend's body . . . that isn't even human.
... You know it was she you must have ridden home with — that preying wolf in my
body — You ought to have known the difference!”

| shuddered as Derby paused. Surely, | had known the difference — yet could |
accept an explanation as insane as this? But my distracted caller was growing even wilder.

“I had to sawve myself — | had to, Dan! She'd have got me for good at
Hallowmass — they hold a sabbat up there beyond Chesuncook, and the sacrifice
would have clinched things. She'd have got me for good — she'd have been |, and I'd
have been she — forever — too lale — My body'd have been hers for good — She'd
have been a man, and fully human, just as she wanted to be — | suppose she'd have
put me out of the way — killed her own ex-body with me in it, damn her, just as she did
before — just as she did, or it did before —" Edward's face was now atrociously
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distoried, and he bent it uncomfortably close to mine as his voice fell to a whisper.

“You must know what | hinted in the car — that she isn't Asenath at aV, but reaily
old Ephraim himself. | suspected it a year and a half ago, and | know it now. Her
handwriting shows it when she goes off guard — sometimes she jots down a note in
writing that's just like her father's manuscripts, stroke for stroke — and sometimes she
says things that nobody but an old man like Ephraim could say. He changed forms with
her when he felt death coming — she was the only one he could find with the right kind
of brain and a weak enough will — he got her body permanently, just as she almost got
mine, and then poisoned the old body he'd put her into. Haven't you seen old Ephraim's
soul glaring out of that she-devil's eyes dozens of times — and out of mine when she
has control of my body?"

The whisperer was panting, and paused for breath. | said nothing; and when he
resumead his voice was nearer normal. This, | reflected, was a case for the asylum, but |
would not be the one to send him there. Perhaps time and freedom from Asenath would
do itz work. | could see that he would never wish to dabble in morbid occultism again.

“I'll tell you more [ater — | must have a long rest now. I'll tell you something of
the forbidden horrors she led me into — something of the age-old homors that even
now are festering in out-of-the-way cormers with a few monstrous priests to keep them
alive. Some people know things about the universe that nobody ought to know, and
can do things that nobody ought to be able to do. I've been in it up to my neck, but
that's the end. Today I'd bumn that damned Necronomicon and all the rest if | were
librarian at Miskatonic.

“But she can't get me now. | must get out of that accursed house as soon as |
can, and settle down at home. You'll help me, | know, if | need help. Those devilish
servanis, you know — and if people should get too inquisitive about Asenath. You see, |
cant give them her address. . . . Then there are certain groups of searchers — certain
cults, you know — that might misunderstand our breaking up . . . some of them have
damnably cunious ideas and methods. | know you’ll stand by me if anything happens —
even if | have to tell you a lot that will shock you. .. .°

| had Edward stay and sleep in onge of the guest-chambers that night, and in the
merning he seemed calmer. WWe discussed cerain possible arrangements for his
mowing back into the Derby mansion, and | hoped he would lose no time in making the
change. He did not call the next evening, but | saw him freqguently during the ensuing
weeks. We talked as little as possible about strange and unpleasant things, but
discussed the removation of the old Derby house, and the trawels which Edward
promised (o take with my son and me the following summer.

Of Asenath we said almost nothing, for | saw that the subject was a peculiarly
disturbing one. Gossip, of course, was rife; but that was no novelly in connection with
the strange menage at the old Crowninshield house. One thing | did not like was what
Derby's banker let fall in an over-expansive mood at the Miskatonic Club — about the
checks Edward was sending regulary to a Moses and Abigail Sargent and a Eunice
Babson in Innsmouth. That looked as if those evil-faced servants were extorling some
kind of tribute from him — yet he had not mentioned the matter to me.

| wished that the summer — and my son's Harvard vacation — would come, so
that we could get Edward to Europe. He was not, | soon saw, mending as rapidly as |
had hoped he would, for there was something a bit hysterical in his occasional




164 Eldritch Blue

exhilaration, while his moods of fright and depression were altogether too frequent.
The old Derby house was ready by December, yet Edward constanily put off moving.
Though he hated and seemed to fear the Crowninshield place, he was at the same
time queerly enslaved by it. He could not seem to begin dismantling things, and
invented every kind of excuse to posipone action. When | pointed this out to him he
appeared unaccouniably frightened. His father's old butler — who was there with other
reacquired servants — told me one day that Edward's occasional prowlings about the
house, and especially down the cellar, looked odd and unwholesome to him. |
wondered if Asenath had been writing disturbing letters, but the butler said there was
ne mail which could have come from her.

It was about Christmas that Derby broke down one evening while calling on me. |
was steering the conversation toward next summer's travels when he suddenly shrieked
and leaped up from his chair with a look of shocking, uncontrollable fright — a cosmic panic
and loathing such as only the nether guifs of nightmare could bring to amy sane mind.

“My brain! My brain! God, Dan — it's tugging — from beyond — knocking —
clawing — that she-devil — even now — Ephraim — Kamog! Kamog! — The pit of the
shoggoths — /a! Shub-MNiggurath! The Goat with a Thousand Young! . . .

“The flame — the flame — beyond body, beyond life — in the earth — oh, God!”

| pulled him back to his chair and poured some wine down his throat as his frenzy
sank 1o a dull apathy. He did not resist, but kept his lips moving as if talking to himself.
Presently | realized that he was trying to talk to me, and bent my ear to his mouth 1o
caich the feeble words.

“Again, again — she’s trying — | might have kmown — nothing can stop that
force; not distance nor magic, ner death — it comes and comes, mostly in the night — |
cant leave — it's homible — oh, God, Dan, if you oy knew as | do just how hamible is. .. "

When he had slumped down into a stupor | propped him with pillows and let
normal sleep overtake him. | did not call a doctor, for | knew what would be said of his
sanity, and wished to give nature a chance if | possibly could. He waked at midnight,
and | put him to bed upstairs, but he was gone by mormning. He had let himself quiethy
out of the house — and his butler, when called on the wire, said he was at home
pacing about the library.

Edward went to pieces rapidly after that. He did not call again, but | went daily
to see him. He would always be sitling in his library, staring at nothing and having an
air of abnormal listening. Sometimes he talked rationally, but always on trivial topics.
Any mention of his trouble, of future plans, or of Asenath would send him into a
frenzy. His butler said he had frightful seizures at might, during which he might
eventually do himself harm.

| had a long talk with his doctor, banker, and lawyer, and finally took the
phiysician with two specialist colleagues to visit him. The spasms that resulled from the
first questions were violent and pitiable — and that evening a closed car took his poor
struggling body to the Arkham Sanitarium. | was made his guardian and called on him
twice weekly — almost weeping to hear his wild shrieks, awesome whispers, and
dreadful, droning repetitions of such phrases as “| had to do it — | had to do it — it'll
get me — it'll get me — down there — down there in the dark — Mother! Mother! Dan!
Save me — save me —"

How much hope of recovery there was, no one could say, but | tnied my best to
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be optimistic. Edward must have a home if he emerged, so | transferred his servants to
the Derby mansion, which would surely be his zane choice. What to do about the
Crowninshield place with its complex arrangements and collections of utterly
inexplicable objects | could not decide, so left it momentarily untouched — telling the
Derby household to go over and dust the chief rooms once a week, and ordering the
furnace man to have a fire on those days.

The final nightmare came before Candlemas — heralded, in cruel irony, by a
false gleam of hope. One morning late in January the sanitarium telephoned to report
that Edward's reason had suddenly come back. His continuous memory, they said, was
badly impaired; but sanity itself was cerain. Of course he must remain some time for
observation, but there could be little doubt of the outcome. All going well, he would
surely be free in a week.

| hastened over in a flood of delight, but stood bewildered when a nurse took me
to Edward's room. The patient rose to greet me, extending his hand with a polite smile;
but | saw im an instant that he bore the strangely energized personality which had
seemed so foreign to his own nature — the competent personality | had found so
vaguely horrible, and which Edward himself had once vowed was the infruding soul of
hig wife. There was the same blazing vigion — so like Asenath’s and old Ephraim's —
and the same firm mouth; and when he spoke | could sense the same grim, pervasive
irony in his voice — the deep irony s0 redolent of potential evil. This was the person
who had driven my car through the night five months before — the person | had not
seen since that brief call when he had forgoiten the old-time doorbell signal and stirred
such nebulous fears in me — and now he filled me with the same dim feeling of
blasphemous alienage and ineffable cosmic hideousness.

He spoke affably of arrangements for release — and there was nothing for me
to do but assent, despite some remarkable gaps in his recent memories. Yet | fell that
something was terribly, inexplicably wrong and abnormal. There were horrors in this
thing that | could not reach. This was a sane person — but was it indeed the Edward
Derby | had known? If not, who or what was it — and where was Edward? Qught it to
be free or confined — or ought it to be extirpated from the face of the earth? There
was a hint of the abysmally sardonic in everything the creature said — the Asenath-
like eyes lent a special and baffling mockery to certain words about the early liberty
earned by an especially close confinement! | must have behaved very awkwardly, and
was glad to beat a retreat.

All that day and the next | racked my brain over the problem. What had
happened? What sort of mind looked out through those alien eyes in Edward's face? |
could think of nothing but this dimly terrible enigma, and gave up all efforis to perform
miy usual work. The second moming the hospital called up to say that the recoverad
patient was unchanged, and by evening | was close to a nervous collapse — a state |
admit, though others will vow it colored my subseqguent vision. | have nothing to say on
thiz point except that no madness of mine could account for all the evidence.
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me and weighted my spirt with a black, clutching panic from which it can never
_ shake free. It began with a telephone call just before midnight. | was the only one
up, and sleepily took down the receiver in the library. No ocne seemed to be on the wire,
and | was about to hang up and go to bed when my ear caught a very faint suspicion of
sound at the other end. Was someone trying under great difficulties to talk? As | listened
| thought | heard a sort of half-liquid bubbling noise — “glub . . . glub . . . glub” — which
had an odd suggestion of inarticulate, unintelligible word and syllable divisions. | called
“Who is it?" But the only answer was “glub . . . glub . . _ glub-glub.” | could only assume
that the noise was mechanical, but fancying that it might be a case of a broken
instrument able to receive but not to send, | added, I can't hear you. Better hang up
and try Information.” Immediately | heard the receiver go on the hook at the other end.

This, | say, was just about midnight. When the call was traced afterward it was
found to come from the old Crowninshield house, though it was fully half a week from
the housemaid's day to be there. | shall only hint what was found at that house — the
upheaval in a remote cellar storeroom, the tracks, the dirt, the hastily rifled wardrobe,
the baffling marks on the telephone, the clumsily used stationery, and the detestable
stench lingering over everything. The police, poor fools, have their smug little theories,
and are still searching for those sinister discharged servanis — who have dropped out
of sight amidst the present furore. They speak of a ghoulish revenge for things that were
done, and say | was included because | was Edward’s best friend and adviser.

Idiots! Do they fancy these brutish clowns could have forged that handwriting?
Do they fancy they could have brought what later came? Are they blind to the changes
in that body that was Edward's? As for me, | now belleve all that Edward Derby ever
told me. There are horrors beyond life’'s edge that we do not suspect, and once in a
while man's evil prying calls them just within our range. Ephraim — Asenath — that
devil called them in, and they engulfed Edward as they are engulfing me.

Can | be sure that | am safe? Those powers survive the life of the physical form.
The next day — in the afterncon, when | pulled out of my prostration and was able fo
walk and talk coherently — | went to the madhouse and ghot him dead for Edward’s and
the world's sake, but can | be sure till he is cremated? They are keeping the body for
some silly autopsies by different doctors — but | say he must be cremated. He must be
cremated — he who was not Edward Derby when | shot him. | shall go mad if he is not,
for | may be the next. But my will is not weak — and | shall not let it be undermined by
the terrors | know are seething arcund it. One life — Ephraim, Asenath, and Edward —
who now? | will not be driven cut of my body . . . | will nof change souls with that bullet-
ridden lich in the madhouse!

But let me try to tell coherently of that final horror. | will not speak of what the
police persistently ignored — the tales of that dwarfed, grotesque, malodorous thing
met by at least three wayfarers in High Street just before two o'clock, and the nature of
the single footprints in certain places. | will say only that just about two the doorbell
and knocker waked me — doorbell and knocker both, applied altermately and

1 t was in the night — after that second evening — that stark, utter homror burst over



The Thing on the Doorstep 167

unceriainly in a kind of weak desperation, and each trying fo keep Edward's old signal
of three-and-fwo strokes.

Roused from sound sleep, my mind leaped into a turmoil. Derby at the door —
and remembering the old code! That new personality had not remembered it . . . was
Edward suddenly back in his rightful state? Why was he here in such evident stress and
hasie? Had he been released ahead of time, or had he escaped? Perhaps, | thought as
| flung on a robe and bounded downstairs, his return to his own self had brought raving
and violence, revoking his discharge and driving him to a desperate dash for freedom.
Whatever had happened, he was good old Edward again, and | would help him!

When | opened the door into the elm-arched blackness a gust of insufferably fetid
wind almost flung me prostrate. | choked in nausea, and for a second scarcely saw the
dwarfed, humped figure on the steps. The summons had been Edward's, but who was
thiz foul, stunted parody? Where had Edward had time to go? His ring had sounded
only a second before the door opened.

The caller had on one of Edward's overcoats — its bottom almeost touching the
ground, and its sleeves rolled back yet still covering the hands. On the head was a
slouch hat pulled low, while a black sik muffler concealed the face. As | siepped
unsteadily forward, the figure made a semi-liquid sound like that | had heard over the
telephone — “glub . . . glub . . ." — and thrust at me a large, closely written paper
impaled on the end of a long pencil. Still reeling from the morbid and unaccountable
fetor, | seized the paper and tried to read it in the light from the doorway.

Beyond guestion, it was in Edward’s seript. Bui why had he written when he was
close engugh to ring — and why was the script s0 awkward, coarse and shaky? | could
make out nothing in the dim half light, so edged back into the hall, the dwarf figure
clumping mechanically after but pausing on the inner door's threshold. The odor of this
singular messenger was really appalling, and | hoped (not in vain, thank God!) that my
wife would not wake and confront it.

Then, as | read the paper, | felt my knees give under me and my vision go black.
| was lying on the floor when | came to, that accursed sheet still clutched in my fear-rigid
hand. This is what it said.

Dan — go to the sanitarium and kill it. Exterminate it. it isn't Edward Derby
any more. She got me — it's Asenath — and she has been dead three months
and a half. | lied when | said she had gone away. | killed her. | had fo. It was
sudden, but we were alone and | was in my right body. | saw a candlestick and
smashed her head in. She would have got me for good at Hallowmass.

| buried her in the farther cellar storercom under some old boxes and cleaned
up all the traces. The servants suspected next morning, but they have such
secrets that they dare not tell the police. | sent them off, but God knows what
they — and others of the cult — will do.

| thought for a while | was all right, and then | felt the tugging at my brain. |
knew what it was — | ought to have remembered. A soul like hers — or
Ephraim's — is half detached, and keeps right on after death as long as the body
lasts. She was gelting me — making me change bodies with her — seizing my
body and putting me in that corpse of hers buried in the cellar.

| knew what was coming — that's why | snapped and had to go to the
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asylum. Then it came — | found myself choked in the dark — in Asenath's
rotting carcass down there in the cellar under the boxes where | put it. And |
knew she must be in my body at the sanitarium — permanently, for it was afler
Hallowmass, and the sacrifice would work even without her being there —
sane, and ready for release as a menace to the world. | was desperate, and in
spite of everything | clawed my way out.

I'm too far gone o falk — | couldnt manage o telephone — but | can still write.
I'll get fixed up somehow and bring this last word and warning. Kill that fiend if you
value the peace and comforl of the world. See that it is cremated. If you dom't, it
will live on and on, body to body forever, and | can't tell you what it will do. Keep
clear of black magic, Dan, it's the devil's business. Goodbye — you've been a
great friend. Tell the police whatever they'll believe — and I'm damnably sorry to
drag all this on you_ I'll be at peace before long — this thing won't hold together
much more. Hope you can read this. And kil that thing — kil if.

Yours — Ed.

It was only afterward that | read the last half of this paper, for | had fainted at the
end of the third paragraph. | fainted again when | saw and smelled what cluttered up the
threshold where the warm air had struck it. The messenger would not move or have
CONSCIOUSNESS ANy MOre.

The butler, tougher-fibered than |, did not faint at what met him in the hall in the
merning. Instead, he telephoned the peolice. When they came | had been faken upstairs
to bed, but the _ . . other mass . . . lay where it had collapsed in the night. The men put
handkerchiefs to their noses.

What they finally found inside Edward's oddly-assorted clothes was mostly
liguescent horror, There were bones, too — and a crushed-in skull. Some dental work
positively identified the skull as Asenath's.
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Despite Lovecraft's reputation for being asexual and unromantic, there are al
least three of his Cthuthu Mythos sfories that deal with foave & sex. One is “The
Dunwich Horrar”, another is “The Shadow Owver Innsmouth”, and the third is “The Thing
on the Doorstep”. The first two deal with sex: “Dunwich” is of course about a mating
between a human and an Quiré Being, whereas “Shadow” iz abou! miscegenalion
between humans and an alien species.

“Thing™ deals with love, though from a Lovecraffian point of view. As we have
discovered, the wizard Ephraim Waife, fo avoid death, transferred his mind info the body
of his daughter Asenath, but because of her unspecified mix-parentage (the implication is
that she was a Deep One hybrid) and her female brain she was unsuitable, so he began
searching for a more appropriate vessel He needed fo find a8 man who had a giffed
intellect but a weak wil, and he found his fargef in Edward Pickman Derby. Yet he
couldn't just transfer his infellect immediately. He first had fo create a link of intimacy with
Derby, s0 he married him. We are given no details of just how intimafe the couple was,
though we can at least assume that Derby felt some affection for Asenath, but howewver
much there was was apparently enough for Ephraim to begin staking his claim on Derby's
body. The point is that some kind of loving relationship had fo exist between Derby and
Asenath, even If it was ane-way, for Ephraim to accomplish his mental transfer. This
concep is preserved by Pefer Cannon in his two sequels, “Azathoth in Aricham” and “The
Revenge of Azathath”  In the former, Ephvaim used the love Daniel Uptfon had for
Edward Derby fo steal Upton’s body, then used the loyally of Uptan's butler for his master
and the friendship that Uplon’s son had for the butler to leapfrog into Edward Upton's
body. In the latter, Ephraim-as-Upton marries and impregnates a woman, then makes
the jump info the fetus's body fo avoid being draffed in World War Il. This last is perhaps
a bit of a strain on credulity, but Ephraim may have used the love the woman had for both
Upton and her child fo make the exchange.

It is ftempting fo see this stary as being a seif-partrait of Lovecralt's own marrage.
Certainly there are parallels. Like Derby, Lovecraft was introverted, sensiftive,
intellectual, and patrician; ke Asenath, Sonia Greene (later Sonia Davis) was
extroverted, scholarly (she was herself an amafew journalist), pleblan (she was a
tradeswoman who supporfed herself), and an alien (she was a Russian Jew). Their
initial relationship was congenial and by all reports from their friends they were happy
and mutually affectionafe. Yet there were personal {and financial) problems that caused
them to separate and eventually divarce.

However, it would be a mistake fo read foo much into the story. There is no
evidence that Sonia was domineering or emotionally abusive, as Asenath was. Also
while Lovecraft moved fo New York and lived in her apartment, there is no evidence that
Sonia was fnying to “steal” Lovecraft's life. And while the marriage between Asenath
and Derby is porfrayed as being sexless, we know that the marriage befween Lovecraft
and Somia was nof; in “Memones of Lovecralt” published in The Arkham Collector
fnumber 4, Winfer 1969, Sonia wrote tha! Lovecraft was an ‘“adequately exquisite
lover”. Many authors use auwtobiographical details in their sfories, and there is little
doubt that Lovecraft used his marnage as the basis for this story, but there is Ao reasan
to suppose that it goes any deeper than that.

Lovecralt will also appear in the next Caimsford Tome anthology, Charnel Feast:
Tales of Lovecraft's Ghouls.
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whal else he would have done, he had to die. | shot him and his servant with a
pisiol. | would have killed Asenath Waite, too, and burned Sutton Road Church
to the ground, had not my work been interrupted and | forced to flee for my life.

Dismiss me as a madman or fanatic. | have my reasons for killing Monkfield
Cabot, and they are good reasons, though | do not expect anyone to believe or accept
them. The man — renowned spirtualist and medium, speaker to the dead, or, as he
liked 1o boast, “The man who baffled Houdini and frightened Crowley” — was, simply
put, a fiend and a monster. Asenath is no better. | am certain that there are others who
will agree with me, even if they find what | did reprehensible.

And so | will tell you my story. Though at times it may seem fantastic, and
ewven grotesque, it is all | have in my defense. ‘Were Jon still among us, | am sure he
would attest in my favor.

( Edward Monkfield Cabot is no more. For what he did to Jonathan Dimsdale, and

time of All-Hallows Eve, when leaves rattle like dry bones above the gabled roofs
- of ancient, rotling houses and the wind moans cver the haunted landscape.
There are those who find solace in the harvest season, rejoicing in its wild scarlet and
geld beauty, and joyously await the bacchanalia of All-Hallows Eve. | am afraid | am
not one of them. Arkham is too old, oo steeped in witchcraft and rumor and bygone
blogod-sacrifice for such gaiety. As the days diminish, | grow anxicus. Black branches
clutch at the colorless sky, and | begin to fear the approach of night. Leaves fall and
fly by their hundreds and then their thousands, choking the gutters and culvers, and
s0 many are red, like blood.
Monkfield Cabot came alone but for a driver, riding in a great black carriage

1 t was autumn, 1927, when Monkfield Cabot arrived in Arkham. It was near the
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drawn by a single white horse possessed of a slow, irregular walk. A& milky cataract
clouded one eye of the animal, giving it a dewilish look, and a curious rune was painted
upon its graying muzzle in black.

The driver wore a shabby cap and a longshoreman's thick woolen sweater, both
faded and of indeterminate color. He was dusky-skinned, possibly of Levantine or
Mediterranean origin, sporling whiskers and a great handlebar mustache. He smoked
foul-smelling cigarettes of Balkan tobacco. His age was, like his clothing, doubtful; he
might have been anywhere between thidy and fifty. Litike could be made of his heavily
accented speech, and he did not speak often, or offer his name.

Arkhamites were even more disturbed by Monkfield himself.

The man was rumored to be of the Innsmouth Cabots, and in his flabby, slack,
pockmarked features there was a cerain resemblance between him and others of
Innsmouth blood. To describe him as being homely was kind. Monkfield was strikingly
ugly. Crouched like a toad upon his antigue carmriage, it was evident even then that he
was tall, though some thought he might be hiding a humped back under an immense
beaver coat and long scarf. Upon his head perched a stovepipe hat of the kind that has
been out of fashion for over forty years. Amusing and a figure of fun at first, as he drew
closer he became more and more disturbing. It was his face that was worst — the
bulging watery eyes that seemed never to shut, the smallish caulifiower ears, the broad
mouth framed by a thin straggling goatee, the rudiment of a nose mounted by pince-
nez. But for his European beard and slashing eyebrows, he was guite bald. MNor was
his skin entirely right — there was an unhealthy cast to it, and it was peeling, especially
50 upon his thick, clumsy hands.

Arkhamites were not entirely unfamiliar with the doings and reputation of Edward
Monkfield Cabot. His name had surfaced in furtive conwversation more than once.
Unlike cthers of Innsmouth blood, who preferred to linger in their crumbling, legend-
haunted town, Monkfield was well traveled. He had been to the great cities of Europe
before and after the War of 1914-18 — Paris, Berlin, and Vienna — as a traveling
spiritualist and occultist of formidable reputation. | remark upon his reputation because
na crtic, crank, rational thinker, or otherwise has been able to expose him as a
charlatan, as are so many mediums. 'Ghosts' are proven to be no more than mirrors
and double exposures of film. ‘Ectoplasm’ is too often revealed to be no more than fine
cloth, sometimes treated with phosphorescent substances. Rapping and tapping,
meanwhile, mysteriously subside when the medium is physically restrained.

This was not the case of Monkfield Cabol. The Society for Psychical Research
(S.P.R.) in London, as well as its American branch in Boston, subjected him to a series
to tests. They blindfolded him, tied his hands, and placed him in various cubicles and
cells, all to no effect. Small objects rattled and slid about of their own velition, without
outside influence. Footsteps were heard to advance, or recede, and then fall into
ominous skin-prickling silence. Most sinister were the various taps. knocks, and
occasional thunderous blows upon walls Monkfield could seemingly produce on
command, and whose effect upon critics he savored with sardonic pleasure. Indeed,
Scientific American offered a substantial reward to any who could disprove the man,
and the challenge was accepted by none other than the greal escape artist and psychic
debunker himself, Harry Houdini. Maonkfield received Houdini with ill-concealed distaste
and was barely civil. To his own frustration, Houdini exposed no frickery on Monkfield's
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part. The greatest escape arist and foremost medium of the time later parted with
sharp words between them. The former claimed the latter to still be a fraud, while
Menkfield declared Houdini a “refugee from a poorer grade of sideshow entertainment,
a lockpick uninitiated in the wider mysteries of the universe.” Scientific American was
forced to rescind its reward.

Among darker social circles in Eurcpe, particularly post-war France and
Germany, Monkfield Cabot enjoyed great popularity. Indeed, he moved with ease
among jaded cccultisis and effele eccentrics, equally comfortable in the company of
bohemian or nobleman. They, in twrn, whispered of his singular powers, and of his
foreknowledge. Did he not foretell the sinking of the Tifanic? Had he not known that
the greatest of all wars would be born of an assassin's bullet and that revolution and
anarchy would follow in the wake of slaughter? And had he not once predicted the
ascension of a great city, long buried beneath the waves, a city seen in the dreams
of arlists and primitives?

“Do you speak of Atlantis?" the pale women and nervous men of Paris and
Berlin had asked.

“I speak of a city a thousand times older and infinitely more terible,” was the
smirking medium's only reply.

He was said to extrude a particularly wispy and fine variety of ectoplasm during
seances, from hig mouth and under his fingernails. These spidery tendrils were
descriped as being ‘semi-zclid' and soon dissclving into the air. Often they moved of
their own will, slithering across tables or reaching to the ceiling. so that Monkfield came
to resemble a grotesque puppet, or a man caught in a gigantic web. Those of weaker
natures had fainted at such displays.

When once asked of the nature of his powers, Monkfield claimed the assistance
of three ghosts, whom he named Hepzikbah, Eurynome, and last and most terrible of the
three, Orobas. His great-grandfather, Elijah Cabot of the Innsmouth Cabots, had
begueathed them to him — old Elijah, who himself had been a reputed sorcerer and
master of the black arts. There was some wild talk of “white, shapeless silent things®
seen in the ancient European graveyards Monkfield loved to frequent, and a young,
impressionable Frenchwoman claimed to have been badly scratched on the leg by one
of these “things" when she drew too close. Pericdicals such as La Monde and lfalia
were skeplical, of course, and mentioned pointedly the ameount and potency of narcotics
usually consumed by such so-called sophisticates.

Aficionados of Monkfield went so far as to make wax phonograph recordings of
some of the many seances he held in Europe afier the war. They were made in secret
and distributed among the more sinister of Europe's occult circles, as far abroad as
Morway and Russia. A few managed to reach American shores. My late companion
and fellow student, Jon Dimsdale, possessed such a recording. He did not elaborate
on just how he came upon such a rare and controversial item, cther than to say that it
was a “gift” from Asenath Waite. Knowing Jon's boyish passion for the strange, the
outré, | grudgingly decided one night to set aside my Latin studies and listen with him
to the recording.

It was quite poor, to be honest, and initially consisted of random and very
prosaic noises — a stifled cough, a woman's nervous laugh, muted conversation, and
a wvoice calling for quiet, please. This was followed by a seemingly interminable
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silence punciuated only by faint crackling, which bored me, but left Jon in a state of
wide-eyed anlicipation. He chewed on hig upper lip and nearly non-existent blond
mustache throughout the session — the same mustache that had eamed him his
hated nickname: Caterpillar.

| was nearly ready to return to the dry mysteries of ubi est Gallia — when |
heard what seemed to be a pattern of knocks. They were faint and slow, and | had fo
strain to hear them. Jon leaned forward, a look of wonder upon his lean, freckled
face, his ear close to the phenograph's speaker. Then, there came a voice, peculiarty
resonant and mellow. The tinny sound of the recording made it seem as if it were
filtering down from another planet.

“Three knocks and three knocks, and then one. And =0 ig the sign of the seventh
sun. Whao is this who comes here?”

“That's him!" Jon Dimsdale said, brimming with excitement. “That's Monkfield Cabot!”

After a pause, there came another pattern of knocks: three of nine each, for a
total of twenty-seven. Toward the end | was growing restless, and wondered at the
audience's ufter silence and complete patience. My thoughis were interrupled,
howewver, by that weird voice again.

“Three knocks times three . . . and three again. Thus is the number of the
Crawling Chaos . . "

“What? Twenty-seven or twelve?”" | asked, honestly puzzled.

“Mo, Rodgers,” Jon said, “three of nine. Mine hundred and ninety-nine, the
number of forms taken by the Crawling Chacs! God's sake, man, don't you read
anything besides Latin grammar texts?"

‘\With that he lit his favorite pipe, an enormous meerschaum monstrosity that made
him seem silly rather than refined, a child playing at worldliness. He was quite young,
only nineteen or so, but exceptionalty well educated in his own rather odd fashion.

| gay this — and with no little apprehension, now that | know the truth — in light
of his frequent studies involving a number of temrible old boocks and grimeoires. Sewveral
of these titles can still be found on the shelves of the Miskatonic Library; the
Unaussprechiichen Kulten of von Junzt; the Book of Eibon; Thaumaturgical Prodigies in
the Mew England Canaan; Frazer's The Golden Bough; and last of all, the lord and
grandfather of all nightmares, the Necronomican.

{Sod only knows how many afierncons he spent in the drafty marble halls of the
library’s third floor, poring over crumbling books smelling faintly of dust and mildew. Did
he not think it strange that somecone o young should be cbsessed with things so grim
and terribly old, and wonder if he shouldn't be courting gifs and cheering on the football
team instead? | can still see him, sitting there, lips moving slightly as he pores over the
crabbed script of madmen, and all is silence, but for the tick of the clock on the wall and
the rush of wind in the eaves.)

The phonograph record, ultimately, did little to persuade me of the powers of
Edward Monkfield Cabot. He was a charlatan preying upon Europe's desperate and
dispossessed. But Jonathan was convinced of the man's fabulous and fearsome
reputation, and when Monkfield returned to Arkham that terrible autumn, Jonathan
ingisted we go and see him.
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]nnalhan Dimsdale was the result of a strict rules-bound childhood and rather miserable

adolescence. His parents were from Ipswich. | had met them once, during the

Christmas break. Mrs. Dimsdale was quiet, spinsterish, and near-sighted, while Mr.
Dimsdale had a booming voice and iron gray apostle's beard, and was seemingly never
out of his embroidered waisicoal, or without his gold watch fob. He owned several
factories, had held the rank of majer in the Spanish-American War at a rather advanced
age, and evidently never lost his taste for conflic. He had made a small fortune during
the Great ‘War, selling munitions to the Allies — in secret and ilegally at first, it was
rumored. He read the Bible, Business World and National Geographic, and little else. He
wrote long-winded letters to the Bosfon Globe, exorciating the present generation's
permissiveness, faithlessness, and lack of morals. Jon thought him terribly bourgeois.

\What the elder Dimsdale made of his son, | do not know. He and Mrs. Dimsdale
had had John late in life, 2o that they were more his grandparents than mother and father.
Of his childhood | know little, but that he was always very smartly turmed out in rather
dated outfits, and consequentially became the victim of older, bigger boys. Adolescence
proved an even greater frial. His peers took measure of his odd ideas and bookish habits
and decided him a “iwilch” — much too interested in the strange and perverse.

By the age of eighteen, Jon was something of a budding cccultist. He was
versed in the works of Eliphas Levi and Cotton Mather. On a familial journey to
Eurcpe he had visited the Bibliotheque de’L Arsenal in Paris and the Koninklijke
Bibliotek at the Hague in search of rare writings he could not find in Amerca. He
developed a passion for the more morbid of Goya's paintings. A modern Faust, he
awaited the arrival of his Mephistopheles.

The decision that he atlend Miskatonic University was as much his parents' as
his own. There was a growing rift between them, the self-styled dabbler in the arcane
and the proper, starched Methodist couple. Mr. Dimsdale thought it would do the boy
good to be among his peers — they would talk sense into him, and steer him toward the
world of degrees and work and marriage. Miskatonic University was prestigious,
distinguished, staid, and respected, qualities appealing to Jon's father. To the old
man's surprise, his son heartily endorsed the idea of attending the school, but for rather
different reasons. Miskatonic University's collection of occult Iterature and writings was
without rival in the northeastern states — perhaps in all of America — and Jon longed 1o
look upen it and learn iis secreis. There, in the small college beside the dark river, were
the abandoned mysteries of the universe.

said he had been driven out of Eurcpe for some breach of etiquette or

" unspeakable crime. There were those who said he and his servant had been

seen stealing corpses from a graveyard in Vienna. There were some that spoke of

human sacrifices made in the mauscleums of Paris. And there were cthers who hinted
of a séance gone horribly awry, of participants bitten and slashed by a frenzied thing.

Last and most plausible of these tales place evenis in Germany, where Monkfield

had a nasty encounter in Munich with the S_A., the Brownshirts, that band of Great \War

ex-soldiers, ex-officers, mercenaries, and street trash posing as the defenders of all

things Teutonic. Mo doubt they suspected him of being a Bolshevist. The storm

troopers were drunk and looking for trouble. In Monkfield they found it — two of the

R umors and hearsay had long shadowed the arrival of Monkfield Cabot. It was
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men were said fo have been driven insane by some thing or things they could not
descripe. Monkfield was on trial for the better part of two years, imprisoned, and later
released, though some alluded that he escaped through the use of his own powers.

He arrived in Boston not long after. From there, it is said, he journeyed to his
ancestral home of Innsmouth, where he remained in solitude for a time. Mevertheless,
whispers of his refurn rippled across the countryside, reaching as far away as
Philadelphia and Mew York City. Mo one, howewver, would dare the rutted roads and
pathless salt marshes of Innsmouth to seek Monkfield out. Mor did they ever gquestion
the few slouched, suspicious natives who occasionally arrived from there. Brash out-of-
towners accosting such Inmsmouth folk and asking after Monkfield's doings were
invariably met with stony, staring silence.

That summer there was news — Monkfield Cabot was abroad again. One hot
shadowless September day, an ancient 1915 Ford truck came rattling and clattering up
Dwer Street. It was the color of corrosion. It must have worked the docks, for from even
where we sat, in the grass of the Town Sguare, the slight breeze brought the faint
watery stink of fish. Jonathon, who had been wonrying me with talk of nothing but
Asenath \Waite in beiween bites of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, stopped in mid-
sentence to stare. | did as well, as | am sure many other Arkhamiltes did, in their own
unobtrusive fashion. Anything from Innsmouth bears watching.

The truck came o a stop with a terrific grinding crunch, like a coffee can full of
washers and nuis vigorously shaken. The driver was the swarthy servant | have
mentioned, slouched behind the wheel, face hali-hidden by his cap. A cigareiie
protruded from his mouth. From the other side of the truck emerged a hugely fat man
bearing a hammer and several rolls of paper under a ham hock arm. He, like Monkfield,
bore the Innsmouth look — splayed feet and hands, the wide staring colorless eyes, the
flabby wattled face, and the curious shuffling walk. He wore stained overalls of tent-like
proporicns, blocky work boots, and a bowler. From door to door he waddled, Dyer 1o
East Curwen Street. Ewvidently he was seeking permission to post bills. Judging by the
curt and firm reactions of various shopkeepers, he would not receive any.

“Come on,” Jonathan said, “let's go see what he's got!”

Before | could protest, Jon had daried across the street. In the process, he was
nearly struck by a delivery truck from Krogers. The driver had a few choice words for
him — words | am sure that would have shocked his staid parents — but Jon hardly
heard the man. Peterson, a local campus sports hero who fancied himself the vy
League Greek God of Track and Field, shouted; “Don't squash the Caterpillar, old
man!~ The two pretty girls with him laughed, dainty hands over their mouths, in the
proper way of their blueblood mothers.

“Piss off, Peterson,” | said, under my breath, and jogged across the street afler Jon.
Peterson was, after all, a senior. | was only a sophomore and Dimsdale a freshman.

Jon was already talking to the fat man, whose expression was so dull and
unblinking | wondered if he understood what was being gaid to him. Jon asked him why
no one was allowing him to post his bills. The fat man shrugged. Jon asked him if he
might see what he was posting. The fat man shrugged again, set his hammer down
and handed Jon a rolled piece of paper. With an air of expectation both joyous and
fearful, Jon unrolled the bill.

It read, in circus-style block lettering:
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BEHOLED THE PROIMGIES ©F E. HOXKFIELID CAR®T!

THE EIGHTH WoXDER OF THE WOIRLIDI

His Name I8 Legemd Throughent Enrepe, Amverica, amild the
Oricm! EDWARLRD HMOXKFIELDF CAIBGT = medinm withesur
peer, piychic withowt rival, meuathpicece of the spirims

“Oh, for God's sake . . " | sighed, my hear sagging. The cld charlatan, rather
than fade into obscurity, had come forth again o amaze the impressionable, stun the
naive, and relieve the wallet. “Jon, please, this is bullshit ="

“It is not bullshit, Redgers,” Jon insisted, glaring at me with something close to
fanaticism, or hate. The fat man watched us with that fishy wariness all Innsmouthers
possess.  Jon read more of the hyperbolic text. “Boston, lpswich, Kingsport and
Arkham shall TREMBLE AMEW! Three ghosts shall speak and the dead will walk!
How much do you want for this? How much?”

A third ghrug from the fat man. “Take it,” he zaid, and his frog-like voice sent a
chill down my spine. |t scunded as if he were chewing on suet. Jon thanked him, and
the man gave an awkward tip of his dusty bowler, revealing a head largely bald. He
returned to the Ford truck and spoke to the driver. One or twice they glanced at Jon
and | — the former was too busy gloating over his prize to notice — and | found that |
disliked the driver even maore than his assistant. His eyes were small and very dark,
enfolded in their creased, brown sockets like poisonous pearls. The cigarette worked
from one side of his mouth to the other. The fat man got into the truck. The driver
then waved us over.

Reluctantly, | followed Jon over to the truck. The smell of old fish and exhaust and
foreign lobacco made my stomach flutter. The swarhy man's smile was utterly insincere.

“You go see Mister Cabot?” His east European accent was coarse and thick.
His cigarette bobbed on his lips.

“I will, at least” Jonathan said. ‘| dont know if he intends to go or not. Where's
he going to be? Manley Theatre? It doesn't say on the bill."

“Theatre _ . ." the man said, with a contemptuous wave of his pungent cigaretie.
Teee-a-turr . _ . “Master Cabot is not sideshow. He know much. He know tings. He is
not stupid cardsharp.”

The swarthy man then motioned Jon to come closer, and whispered into his ear.
| glanced about nervously, hoping that none too many were watching this strange
exchange. Speaking to anyone from Innsmouth is highly suspect. Actually, few of the
townspeople paid any mind, except for a harried local merchant who emerged from his
shop to complain of the smell of fish and demand that the truck be moved. The swarthy
man did this, with a crunching of gears and a loud backfire that startled passersby. Up
Curwen Sireet they went, leaving Jon and | behind.

“What did he say to you?" | asked.

“What do you care? You're the doubting Thomas, aren't you?” he asked in retumn
with a clever smile. In the golden light of that cloudless autumn afterncon, he looked
suddenly mystericus and wise, and not at all boyish. Disturbed by this wision, |
suggested we return to Hell East — the East Dormitory — before Peterson or some
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cther antagonist decided to stari frouble, or take away his prize. Caterpillar Dimsdale
was not well iked on campus. In a buoyant mood, bill rolled under his arm, he agreed.
“Wait until | tell Asenath and the others!" he exclaimed.

Innsmouth. She was a student of Medieval Metaphysics at the university,

perhaps twenty-one or twenty-two years of age. | had met her once, at some of
the more disreputable cafes in town, often in the company of Jon's friends, the
university intelligentzsia — a small Bohemian set consisting of poets, aesthetes, anists,
writers, and the occcasional self-proclaimed Bolshevik or anarchist. A few of them made
the pretense of being magicians or occultists, but, as Jon told me, most of them were in
reality quite harmless. They were content to haunt cafes, recite poetry of varying ability,
and discuss post-war German Expressionist film.

Asenath was an enfirely different creature. She was a small thing, fine-boned
and slim-hipped, with amazingly long graceful fingers that stalked and caressed and
were rarely still. Her skin was flawless but curiously dusky, while her hair was very
nearly charcoal in shade. The soft, low contralto of her voice spoke of a measured if
somewhat coarse sensuality far deeper than the experience of most young women,
though | thought it edged with an inner irony. Her eyes, while overlarge, were just as
captivating — a summer's shade of green, deeply hooded and utterly knowing.

It was easy to see why poor old Jonathon Dimsdale was taken with her. Many
of the intelligentsia was just as smitten, the shocking reputation of her and her inner
circle notwithstanding.

She was reputed to possess ceriain powers, taught o her by her father, old
Ephriam Waite. In our room, Jon would occasionally whisper of her abilities, which
rivaled and frequently exceeded those of Monkfield Cabot. She, too, had read the
Necronomicon, and many such dreadful books besides — De Vermis Mysleriis,
Cultes des Goules, the Prnakotic Manuscripls . . . books of shadowed legend. Only a
few of her inner circle knew what she could accomplish with a spoken word and
gesture traced in empty air.

Jonathan knew, well enough, though he told me very little most of the time. From
fragmented accounts | gathered that he both feared and lusted afler Asenath, and that
she knew this and reveled in it. And there had been much other revelry besides:
debauched parties and blackmail, and moonlit rites upon the swampy deserted island
that lay in the middle of the Miskatonic River.

Once, prompted by a flask, Jon waxed positively loguacicus on the subject — he
never had held his liquor well — and insisted we find a way up to the rooftop of Hell
East. It was early spring of 1927 and bitterly cold outside, and | could not imagine why
anyone would want to be outdoors. But Jon would brook no arguments, and S0 we
went. It was easy enough. Hell East is drafty and the furnace in the basement is a relic
from the last century, as likely to breakdown as work. Thus, most of the students were
in their rooms, occupied with trying to keep warm or geiling their windows fo shut
propery. No one saw us climbing flight after flight of stairs. The lock to the rooflop,
meanwhile, has been broken for years.

We stepped outside into a biting wind, from off the far-away Atlantic. The sky
was dark and lowering. Dirly piles of snow lay in heaps upon the dead grass below,

B senath Waite, like Monkfield Cabot, was from the decaying seapont of
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and | could scarcely imagine that spring would ever come. From where we stood, |
could see the silent eight-story pinnacle of the Bell Tower, the statue of Dean Halsey on
its marble pedestal, the columnar Gothic bulk of the Miskatonic library. Beyond lay
clustered gambrel and gable roofs, stretching out to the river. In the gray half-light they
now seemed ominous, dark with portent and untold secrets. The great clock of the
tower stariled me when it announced the hour — seven.

When the sclemn iron clangor had ceased, | locked about for Jon. He was
leaning against the brick wall, flask in hand, staring out over the largely desered
campug. | stood beside him, and we passed the flask between us.

He told me that Asenath could raise storms, and guell them too. He had seen
her in the act, atop this very roof. She had drawn a circle, and angles, and less
descripable symbols in chalk upon the stone. She had then moved about, within and
withiout these markings, infinitely careful, barefoot. A hushed, eerie ululation came from
her all the while, and it changed in rhythm to the wind and darkening sky. It was a thin
whine, a soft moan, and then what might be words. Lighining flickered, and then
flazhed brilliantly. Thunder rolled, great crackling that sent baffled Arkhamites running
for sheliter. Rain had come in a wet, blinding sheet, rain beating down Asenath's dark
hair so that it became like folded wings, soaking her dress through so that her form was
almaost shockingly evident.

They had made love not long after, alone in our room. Or what passed for love,
as Jon said. Asenath was greedy, her kisses so hard and driving it seemed to Jon as if
she were unconsciously trying to force her way into him. She had no desire for
tenderness or poetry, she was little different than the storm outside. She pushed her
face into his chest, his belly, his throat, and to feel her teeth and nails gently working
against the skin was at once intensely erotic and very unnerving. And then, her flesh
against his mouth, her fingers inside, and she whispered nastily into hiz ear: | could get
in there, little Caterpillar. There are many ways in. But then there would be no room for
you. Jon had asked, What in God's name are you falking about, Asenath? And
Asgenath had laughed and replied, If | told you, you would scream.

They kissed again and again, and then she mounted him, nearly frantic with
excitemnent or frustration. The narrow bed creaked in protest. Before long she began fo
gasp and moan. Jon was anxious someone might hear her, hoped the storm might
conceal them. Then Asenath began to buck, her back arched and her wide eyes
sgueezed shut, as if she were in pain. Jon, near climax himszelf, had touched her face,
and her eyes had flown open like shades —

He became zilent. The wind shrilled in my ears, and | wished to be back inside
the dormitory. He drank the last of the whiskey, and slipped the flask back into his coat.
As | have said, he never held his liguor well, despite his attempts to the contrary. He
stifled a belch, and seemed oddly disturbed, considering what had happened. God only
kmew how many young men would have died for such a moment! Of course Asenath
Wwas going to say strange things — after all, she did have a reputation to maintain. Jon
simply had had even less experience with women than with alcohol, and had probably
been somewhat shocked by real unbridled unapologetic lust.

This is what | said, anyway. Old Caterpillar simply shook his head. Mo, | didn't
understand. Her eyes had flown open, and they had rolled so far back into her head
there was only whiteness, wet and blind. And yet she had seen him in that moment.
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This Jonathan Dimsdale knew, because Asenath had seized his wrisis and pinned his
arms over his head, even as her body convulzed in mindless release. Her wide eyes
showing only dead blankness, she had seized his wrists and snarled through her small,
clenched teeth in a voice very unlike her own, God damn you, be still!

t was no ordinary traveling show Monkfield Cabot had planned for the people of

Arkham that autumn. His reputation had precluded appearances at the Manley

- and elsewhere. Film, too, had come into its own, replacing the vaudeville acts

and theatre troupes of Monkfield's era, and | can imagine his confusion and dismay to

lgarn that the masses preferred the company of the Little Tramp to that of the reputed
“gighth wonder of the world".

He was not to be outdone, however. He had his allies in Arkham. Despite near
universal rejection of his posting campaign, word crept through the winding brick streets,
from the stately neighborhoods of the more genteel districts to the squalid, noisy
tenements of French Hill. Menkfield Cabot was coming. Monkfield Cabot would soon be
here. Several of the more respectable institutions — among them the Rotary and the
Daughters of the American Revolution — petitioned the city council to have him bamred
from city limils, albeit unsuccessfully. An editorial likewise appeared in the Arkcham
Advertizer, calling into question Monkfield's “reputed powers and psychic abilities”.

And yet no one knew when or where in Arkham the man intended to put on his
traveling show. That is, except for a few “favored” individuals: Jonathan Dimsdale,
Asenath Waite, and her court.

Jon was anxious. Mow he knew he would be witness to the greal marvels and
shadowy wonders of the occult; he knew what was believed to be reality would be cast
aside to reveal the grand truth of all things. | laughed and told him that he was really
expecting too much of a seedy medium and his accomplices, alive or dead. Irritated, he
challenged me to come with him. “Where?" | asked. “The Great Monkfield Cabot seems
to be a little reticent on the subject. VWhere will we be going? And will Asenath be thera?”

Jon shrugged, stung by what he believed to be a joke. Lately he had been highly
irritable, subject to dramatic shifts in attitude and mood. | knew the reason, though |
kept to myself. Asenath \Waite had become disinterested in him. Jon refused to say
much of her reasons, other than that she had once made a cryplic reference in regard
te his will and mind, both of which were unsatisfactory to her. | was pleased with this
development, though | kept things to myself. Let Asenath find another man.

For nearly two weeks he sulked and barely spoke to me. He ignored the
customary teasing of his peers, and the pranks of the upper classmen. His attendance
in class became erratic and his professors threatened him with failure. | knew what was
afoot: he was back in hiz familiar haunts, among the numerous dusty shelves of the
library, poring over antique riddles never meant for the eyes of men.

That is where | found him cne late rainy October afternoon, alene at one of the
tables, leafing carefully through an old book. With the other hand he copied the arcane
formulae and bizarme woodcut diagrams into a notebook. It was guiet but for the patter
of rain upon the windowpanes and the scraich of his pencil. He chewed on the pencil's
eraser, reading the words silently, his lips moving slightly. | saw among his equipment a
compass and ruler. Paper sheets and crumpled wads of paper lay nearby.

He starlled when | tapped his shoulder.
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“Zhrist, Rodgers!” he hissed, dropping the pencil. “Don't sneak up on me like
that! See? Mow | have to start over again!

He crumpled up the obscure diagram, and, protractor in hand, began anew.

| cleared my throat and said, “Jon . . . don't you think you should put this aside for
awhile? Your grades are suffering. You haven't written to your parents in two weeks.
What's the point of all this nonsense, anyway?”

“The 'point’ of all this ‘nonsense’, Rodgers . . . is to prove to Asenath that she
isn't the only game in town. That goes for Monkfield, too.”

He traced a smaller circle within a larger sphere.

“What are you talking about, Jon?"

“What | am =aying iz . . . is that | don't appreciate her behavior toward me, lately.
The art gum eraser, please.”

| handed him the eraser. “Jon . . . what do you expect? She's an Innsmouth
Waite!”

“And your ‘point’ i8? . _ .

“My point is that she's from Innsmouth, like Cabot, you idiot! You hear what they
say about the people from there, don't you? Do you honesily think that just because her
family is prominent and wealthy that she's any better than the rest of them?"

“Pencil, please.”

“So are you still going to this thing?”

“I dom't know. Pencil, please.”

\With a sigh, | handed him his pencil. He began to copy signs and stilied sigils
into the diagram he had created. | tried to read some of the nonsense he was printing
in large block letters: VRDULA, . . . AFORGOMOM _ .. KTULU FTHAGHN. . ..

“If you don't believe in any of this, why are you trying to read it?" Jon asked.

“Yes . ..why indeed?"

Meither of us had heard her approach. Yet there she was behind us, in black,
wearing gloves and a broad-brimmed black hat from which hung a fine veil of sheer
cheesecloth — daughter of the wizard Ephriam, Asenath Waite. For a bizamre moment |
wondered if she had come from a funeral, and then recalled her morbid tastes in dress
and manner. She clutched several books against her breasts.

“I thought I'd find you here, Jon. You're terribly predictable. And you must be
Rodgers, yes? Jon's told me much about you.”

“He has?" | asked uncertainly. | liked neither her calculating eyes nor her shy
half-smile.

“Yes. Much,” and that was the extent of her interest in me. She stood close o
Jon, who feigned absorption in his work.

“I'd like you to be there, Jonathan," she said. There was a faint note of
authority in her invitation.

“Would you?" Jon asked. Though his voice was firm, his hands trembled slighthy
as the protractor described another angle. Asenath placed her hand firmly on Jon's hand.

“Don't ignore me, Jonathan.”

With a finger upon his chin, she genily tumed his head about and upward until
hig face was only inches from her own veiled features.

“Mister Cabot and | will be very disappointed if you don't come. 've told him about
you and he wants to meet you. He's very impressed. He considers you quite the scholar.”
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“He does?"
Azenath offered her most delicious smile. “Oh, yes. \ery much s0." She
glanced from side to side — | saw the sweet smile disappear and suddenly beheld

Asenath’s true face: coolly appraising, slyly cumning, great green eyes peering out
from under their heavy lashes in @ manner serpenting. Then it was gone, and she
bent over Jon, until their faces were very close. She lifted the long black veil and
pulled it owver both their heads, so that when she kissed him | saw little but shadow_ It
was a small kiss, quickly broken. Asenath rose and the veil slipped from Jen's head,
flowing like black water.

“Perhaps you would like to come as well,” she said to me.

“Hmm . . . will Monkfield's ‘ghosts’ be there? | hear they're a bit shy around
the skeptical.”

“Oh, yes. I'm sure they will be present.”

“Good. Should | bring my deck of cards and perform a few parlor tricks for you
and Mister Cabot? Gut a chicken and read the entrails?"

Asenath simply offered her deceptive smile again.

“So . . . it's parlor tricks you like, then?" she asked. She set her books down
upon the table. She calmly pulled one of her long gloves off.

“This iz a parler trick my father Ephriam taught me years ago. Watch closely.
Jonathan, the compass, please "

Reluctantly, Jon handed Asenath the compass. With a slight, superior smile,
slender arm out, she turned her hand this way and that. Without a cry, or even a
whimper, she took the sharp point of the compass and neatly drove it into the palm of
her hand. Blood ran down the instrument and fell in pattering droplets upon Jon's
collected notes and papers. Jon hissed through clenched teeth and | uttered a shocked
“Jesus!” in sympathy. Asenath, unperurbed, removed the compass point and let her
blood fall serenely in what seemed a careful pattern. When she was done, she pulled
her glove back on with neat, economical motions and gathered up her books. She
began to walk away, but then turned and said to me:

“Please come, the both of you, to the church on Sutton Road. Especially you,
Rodgers. Perhaps we might read some enfrails, if you like. . . "

She offered me a wink, scarcely visible through the veil, and went to the stairs. |
watched her leave, and was still staring long afier she was gone. It was then that |
noticed something else: a sharp, bitter acidic taint to the air, as if of carbolic. Utterly
baffled, | tried 1o discover ils source, and realized that it came from Jon's papers.
Where Asenath's blood had dripped, they were gently smoking, turning first to yellow
and then to black. His crabbed, penciled script and painful diagrams disappeared into
widening holes. | feared a fire, but there were no flames, only a hateful hissing. When
the bizarre chemical reaction ceased — if one could call it that — | saw with a star that
the burning and discoloration very closely followed the signs and angles and sigils so
carefully copied by Jonathan Dimsdale.

ordered and prosperous farms give way to forest and hill. Indeed, most of the
countryside around the church is desered, given over to biriar and bramble
and witchgrass. One might stumble — literally — over the mossy foundations of a

Sut‘tnn Road Congregational Church stands alone to the west of Arkham, where
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long-gone farmhouse, or a collapsing ivy-buried bam, or an anonymous stone marker
among the weeds.

It can be dimly spied from the Aylesbury Pike, among a stand of old, largely bare
fir trees somewhat worse for the wind. Mo one has passed through its doors since the
end of the Civil War. Faded gray in color with the passage of time and seasons, and half
losi within the vy endemic to the region, it is nonetheless remarkably well preserved. The
smudged windows, but for a few panes, are unbroken. The roof is shorn of many of its
shingles, but the steeple and its silent iron bell still stand. Mearby in an overgrown
cemetery are thaw-cracked, barely legible, marble headstones bearing ancient Arkham
names: Keezar, Orne, Bishop, Curwen. Mone is dated any later than 1863, and many are
much older. Opposite Sutton Road Church, across Aylesbury Pike, are the thick dark
confines of Billingtoen's Woods, where no one has lived for over a century.

A local farmer claims the church grounds as his properly, but he iz an old man
now who has little to do with this edge of his land. Of the church itself, he knows
almost nothing. The congregation, like many Arkhamites, moved further west in later
years. There was something about the country here that they had grown to dislike,
something they felt had been there long before them, their farms and churches, and
perhaps even Arkham itself. Crops did not fare as well here as elsewhere. Wells
sunk into the stony soil went dry too soon. Animals were all too frequently stricken by
various ailments, so that the sight of a cattle or sheep skull upon a stone fence or
wooden post became a commonplace warning. The sense of desolation was hardly
relieved by the ceaseless burr of field crickets and cicadas in the long grass. Toward
evening, the whippoorwills and marsh frogs would begin to pipe and cry, and unease
soon gave way to dread, especially when the thick, somehow overgrown trees
creaked and clicked in the wind like restless bones.

onathan later received a letter from Asenath. We were told 1o wait at the corner of

Boundary and Church Street for Monkfield's carriage. | knew why Asenath had

chosen this place. It i= a very old part of Arkham. Streetlights are few and far
between, and much of Boundary Street stands in darkness when the sun sets. Beyond
Boundary rises an ancient wooded graveyard of the Colonial period.

\We were 10 be there at 2:00 AM.

Jon was somewhere between exhilaration and fear. Asenath’s display had left us
both shaken. We were afraid to go, and yet dreaded even more dizsobeying her letter.
Jon was full of bravado. He collected his labonious notes, put on his cap (pulling it down
low on his face so “nobody would give us trouble™ and a heavy winter coal. Into a pocket
he thrust his flask. Inio his mouth went the absurd pipe, and when | remarked that he
looked like Sherlock Holmes's poor cousin, a slightly hysterical laugh escaped him.

He did not laugh, howewver, when he saw what | intended to bring — a .32 revolver
| had purchased jusi yesterday, with the betler parl of my savings. We had a brief,
hushed argument over its necessity, but | refused to leave it behind. In the end | won the
debate, and Jon lapsed imto sullen silence. And so each lay on his bed, Jon in the top
bunk, | in the bottom. We kept a tiny candle |it on the dresser, and it threw a yellowish,
uncertain light over the room. ©On the nightstand an alarm clock ticked away the endless
minutes. The wind was fitful and gusting, and the old maple ocutside our window cast a
sinuous danse macabre of shadows on the wall. Eventually Jon asked me to close the
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curtain, which | did. A cold white sickle of October moon was out. Somewhere | heard
the faint barking of a dog. | returned to my bed, unbuttoning my coatl.

Jon, in his nervousness, took pull after pull from his flask. | wamed him not to
become drunk. This sparked another tense, half-whispered argument, during which |
threatened to let him go alone to Sutton Road Church.

“I just might go there myself, then," he replied.

“Good. Fine. Then maybe you and Asenath can compare notes before you
meet the great Monkfield Cabot.”

“Oh, fuck Asenath,” he said disdainfully.

“You already did. Remember?”

He became quiet again. Restless, | glanced at the alarm clock on the
nightstand. 1:2& AM, it read. Mot long, now. Mo, the terrible moment would never
arrive. Perhaps that was the worst moment of all, that stupefied waiting, when every
sense seemed heightened to an unbearable degree while time crawled past with the
infinite slowness of drugged nightmare.

“Rodgers?” Jon asked.

“Yes?

He chuckled uneasgily. “| don't know about you, but I'm as scared as hell.”

“I know, Jon. Soaml.”

fugitives. Patchy damp fog, come in from the river, had crept into the streeis, aiding

our efforts. WWe dared from building to tree like soldiers in No-Man's Land. But for
the wind and the scrape of dead leaves, the silence was profound, disturbing. ‘We
avoided the cold glow of the streetlights. In one of the dormitories | saw a yellow square
of light — an insomniac, whiling away the dead hours of the world.

On Church Street we started west, passing darkened homes and closed shops.
The day having been wet, dirty black water ran down street gutters and into the
steaming sewer grates with a subterranean chuckle. The clustered buildings, with their
narrow dark alleys, grew older and more decayed the further west we walked, 19th
cenfury brick and brownstone structures giving way o peaked roofs and bulls-eye
windows. Passing the old abandoned West Church, the street turmed to cobblestones
setl well over a hundred years ago.

The fog began to unnerve me. It grew so thick that more than once we seemed
to walk through a dimly lit tunnel, our footsteps curiously muffled. Then it would tatter
and clear, revealing the horm of the moon bright against ghostly clouds. Ahead |
discerned the rising ground of the old graveyard, and a chill skated down my spine at
thie thought of waiting beneath that slope.

At the corner of Boundary and Church, we were in near-total darkness. Jon
surprised me by striking up his lighter, which threw his face into haunting, acidic relief.
| made him put it away.

“Do you wani somebody to see us? | asked angrily.

“For Christ's sake, Rodgers, nobody's awake. IW's nearly two in the morning. |
just wanted a look around.”

“S0? What if someone does see us? You know what that means, don't you?
Suspension. Possibly even expulsion, Jon.”

]nn's fear had abated somewhat by the time we sel forth from the university like
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“Rodgers . _ . let me get this straight . . . we're off io an abandoned church in
the dead of night, by official invitation of a wizard's daughter . . . and you're worried
about suspension?”

We glared at each other, and then suppressed laughter escaped us like steam
from a teapot. There was very little humor in it, understand, and a good deal of
nervousness and fear. Gradually we gathered our wits, and passed the flask between
us. The whiskey burned down my throat, but at least | was little less afraid. | heard the
click of the lighter and suddenly smelled the sharp tang of tobacco; Jon had it his
ridiculous pipe, and puffed vigorously upon it.

“Jom ..

“Rodgers, please . . . what's wrong with —"

“8hhnh! Hear that?"

“Hear what?

From out of the mist it came: the slow, unsteady clip of horse hooves, and the
creak of wooden wheels. Then | saw the source of the sounds: Monkfield's black
cammage, drawn by its single white half-blind horse. His swarthy, vaguely sinister
servani perched like a raven in the driver's seat, a cigarette winking in the silhouette of
hig face. Beszide him, however, was a bulky hunched figure | did not recognize, nor had
any means of doing so — a hooded monkish robe the color of old blood covered it from
head to foot, and it 2at so, leaning upon its knees, that | could not peer within the cowl.
Mor did | wish to see within, for what little | saw of its flesh seemed abnormally pale, like
that of a mushroom. | wondered, was this wretch cne of the more extreme members of
Asenath's circle? An accomplice of Monkfield?

The cariage came to a siop.

“Come on,” the driver said, “get in. Mister Monkfield not like vaiting.”

Jon stepped into the carriage, and | followed. We were not alone. On cne side
sat Asenath and Monkfield Cabot. We sat across from them.

“Well.,” Monkfield said in his peculiar voice. His crude, bluish hands rested upon
thie sculpted head of a cane. “This is indeed a pleasure, Mister Dimsdale. | am very
glad to meet you. And you must be Winston Rodgers. Shall | call you Winston?”

“Rodgers, if you please "

“Rodgers it is, then.”

Monkfield struck his cane twice on the floor. The carriage started forward,
turning in a half-circle, back the way it had come. Asenath sat with her hands in her lap.
She wore a fur coat. Her face was parially obscured by the veiled hat she favored, s0
that it was like a reflection in deep water. A fine silk choker was about her throat, and it
was set with a small round red blood-drop of a stone. Remembering what had
happened at the library, | found myself staring at it. She leaned toward Jonathan and
placed her gloved hand on his knee. The cool green eyes flickered, full of nasty
playfulness, and | thought again of water and moss and darkness.

“I'm so0 glad you came, Jon. It will be more wonderful than you ever expected.”

Jon nodded mutely. ‘Words had likewise desered me. Monkfield and
Agenath, absurdly familial, an urbane and grotesgue uncle abroad with his sweetly
wicked niece — | wondered if they were related.

“Azenath has told me much of you.” Monkfield said to Jon, tugging gently on his
tangle of goatee. “And what | have heard has impressed me, which is why | requested
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your presence at our gathering. True, there are others | have met of great talent, or of
vast erudition — of potential, if you will. Yet they always lacked something. Discipline,
fortitude, imagination — they were ignorant of anything beyond their own limited world.
“ou, Jonathan, to your credit, were different.”

Jon smiled and murmured, “Thank you, Mister Cabot.”

“Pardon me, Mister Monkfield," | asked, and his walery eyes fixated on me with
unpleasant attention. “But . . . who is that man riding alongside your driver? He's
dressed . . . well . . . rather suspicioushy.”

Monkfield surprised me with staccato laughter. He leveled his heavy wood cane
at me. “An excellent question, Rodgers. The man you speak of has asked that he
remain anonymous. | gave him my word. Originally he was to remain at the church
with the others, but he insisted on accompanying me. He is an old friend of mine, and
guite protective of me, given some of the difficulties | have encountered in my travels.
He is somewhat oddly dressed, but then realize you are in the company of eccentrics.”

He laughed again. There was something of the consummate showman in his
speech and gestures, and for an Innsmouther he was positively loguacious. Yet |
trusted him nct in the least. His rubbery smile put me ill at ease. How could Jon have
ever fallen in with such people? | fiiched a sidelong glance out the small carriage
window. The dark silent buildings of Arkham were long past. Outside lay still farm
coltages and dead fields and the black bulk of woods: the landscape of October. |
thought of the rumors | had heard of these parts, of poisoned ground and ghost-lights
and goblins — what my cld Uncle Moyes guaintly referred to as “ha'anis”.

“Asenath?" | asked.

“Mmm?"

“What do you want with Jon?"

“Rodgers!”

Azenath held up her hand — the same hand she had pierced with the compass, |
uneasily noted.

“This has nothing to do with what | want, Winston,” she replied evenly. “This is
what Jon wants. This is what they want. | am here merely to see that needs are met.”

| swallowed — it was too close in that creaking carmriage, stale and airless as a
crawlspace, a faint fishiness underlying all — and asked, “And just who are they,
might | ask?"

Monkfield Cabot gave my shoe a conspiratorial tap with his cane. “That is what
we will soon discover, my good man!”

Congregational Church — many candles had been lit. It gave the church a

baleful, almost feral countenance. The dying trees stood in muted yellowish

relief, as did the ancient crumbling headstones and rank weeds. The grounds were

deserted. Monkfield's carriage clattered to a halt, and in hiz morbid eagemess the
medium hurried all cutside into the cold night air.

| kept close to Jom, and we took comfort in each other. Monkfield's assistant

stepped clumsily from the carriage and It another pungent cigareite. There were

other scents and smells in the air as well: the slight muskiness of Asenath's perfume;

the faint odor of mold and wood rot that the church exhaled. | fingered the pistol in

‘Chere was a soft, flickering glow in the dusty windows of Sutton Road
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my coat pocket.

“Well . . . here we are,” Asenath said. She took Jon by the hand and began to
lead him away from me. She stared into the all-encompassing darkness. “It's lonely
out here, isn't it?"

“Yes, it is.” Jon replied vaguely.

“And why are you hanging back?" Asenath asked me, with a slight mocking
smile. “You aren't afraid, are you?"

“Mo," | replied, a liitle harshly, so that her smile grew, and she whispered
something into Jon's ear.

“You can join us later,” she said. “Bring your cards, if you like.”

“What do you mean by later?”

There was the flick of a horsewhip. The lumpish robed figure had taken the
reins, and was leading the carriage behind Sutton Road Church. | caught a glimpse of
deathly pale hands — nothing more.

“A splendid night,” Monkfield said with an air of satisfaction. “Come along, then.”

Asenath led Jon through the great double doors of the abandoned church, from
which poured an eerie radiance. Monkfield remained behind. | started forward, too,
when | felt a strong hand take me by the shoulder.

It was Monkfield's servant. There was a flat, dead look in his eyes, a
smoldering viclence kept barely in check. The glowing tip of hiz cigarette winked
orange. | pulled and he dug his fingers in harder. He smiled his insincere, stained
grin, his teeth like those of a horse.

“What are you doing?”’ | said, suddenly angry and afraid. | could not break his
bear-trap grip-

Monkfield seemed hardly concerned. “He is merely digcharging his appointed
task, Winston. Emile is very good at what he does. Should he believe someone poses
a potential threat to me — or my work — he acts to circumvent it. In your case, this is
probably true. You are a threat. A minor nuisance, actually, but to let you go your way
would jecpardize what | have planned for the evening.”

He took a ponderous step forward, leaning on his cane. | was suddenly aware of
his size and bulk. Alarmed, | tried desperately to tear away from my captor, who
instead grasped my arm and twisted it behind my back. There was a white lightning-
flare of agony and | cried out in pain. For a moment | thought my arm was dislocated,
or broken. Sickly black spots bloomed before my eyes.

“See? Just as | expected. | would not have allowed you fo come along, my
young Winston, but Asenath insisted. She has grown fond of you, despite your lack of
breeding — almost as fond as she is of Jon."

“What's going to happen to Jon?"

He leaned in close to me. “That is for my familiars Hepzibah, Eurynome, and
Orobas to decide.

“Take him to the cellar.” Monkfield said to his servant, “and lock him in. Better
yet, lock him in with Orobas. 1'm sure the old bastiard will enjoy the diversion.

“He plays quite roughly, Winston. Bites and claws. Thoroughly nasty.

“Gentlemen _ . ."

He tipped his antique hat and limped away.

Monkfield's servant spun me roughly about, as if | was no more than a rag doll,
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wrenching my arm again. | groaned through gritted teeth and he snarled at me, "Be
quiet!” He pushed me roughly through the tangled undergrowth and brambles, past the
tombstones protruding from the black sail like the fingernails of a corpse. Our shadows
descriped a weird tableau in the wan hellish glow of the church windows — like
gargoyles they were, or capering demons.

“You tink you smart, ya?" The man said with savage glee. He was very close,
and the stink of his tobacco and sweat was overpowering. “You smart boy, right?
Ha. You shit. You not-ting. Mister Monkfield, he snap his fingers, turn you inside
out. He vistle, vite tings come, tear out your t'roal. Mo one make trouble for Mister
Monkfield. No one.”

\We rounded the comer of the church. Here there were no windows, and it was
very dark. A decrepit, mossy bulkhead led to the cellar. From a back pocket Emile
produced a large flashlight, and clicked its button. A shaft of wan light stabbed
through the darkness.

“Go on,” Monkfield's servant said, giving me a rough push. “Getin dere.”

Trembling, | pulled on the rusting handles. They clattered open, releasing a
furious cloud of bats. | cried out and the man laughed loudly. “Company, ya? Mo like
bats, right? Smart boy. Mow get down t'ose stairs! Move!”

He pushed me toward the wet, crumbling steps. | stumbled down two of the
stone risers and balked. He cursed me and grasped for my shoulder, but succeeded
only in gripping a handful of my jacketl. |twisted and threw an elbow into his belly. The
air left him with a stunned grunt. | grappled with him, clumsily, and we both lost our
balance on the narmow steps and fell, tumbling, to land in a heap upon the cellar fioor.
The flashlight struck the ground and rolled away.

With a terrific growl, Emile struggled to his feet and threw me off of him. His
strength astounded me: | was little more than a rag doll. | crashed into a stack of
cobwebbed, dusty wooden crates, bringing them down upon me in an avalanche of
mizldering invoices, papers, and ledgers.

“I teach you, you little son-of-bitch!” he said.

Heavy footsteps, coming toward me. In the dim radiance of the flashlight | saw
that he had pushed the sleeves of his heavy sweater up on his knotty arms, his hands
doubled into fists. He would beat me senseless, probably kill me if he could. | stumbled
to my feet. He rushed toward me, and | threw an old chair inte his path. He grasped for
me and | tore away, pulling down a shelf laden with rusty cang with a tremendous
smash of old nails and screws. | was desperate not to let him close with me.
Mevertheless, he did — | threw a punch, connected only with empty air, and he sent his
fist crashing into my ear. The pain was the exquisite touch of a white-hot wire, bursting
through my skull. For a moment | was certain my eardrum was ruptured. | fell into a
wreckage of rotting lumber, shelves, and stacked moldy newspapers, which tumbled
heavily upon me. |n my mind | heard my meother's gentle, chiding voice: You wafch oul
for rusty nails, young man!

“¥a, | teach you goot! How you like dat? You like, smari boy? YOU LIKE?"

Emile was completely berserk. He grasped me by the lapels of my coat, shaking
me the way a terrier shakes a rat. Then he threw me again, into the stone wall of the
cellar. He doubled me over with a blow to the gut, his fist hard as a stone. | collapsed
into a ball on the damp, slick fioor, coughing and dry-heaving helplessly. | was horribly
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close to blacking out. The left side of my face was numb. My eardrum rang faintly and
made any number of odd, atonal shor-wave radio-like noises. | waited for the Ekilling
blow. Oddly, inexplicably, | heard the rasp of a match. Emile's sweaty face was briefly
framed in crude woodcut relief, and then it was gone, and the end of a cigarette winked
at me like a cycloptic eye.

He squatted beside me. and blew stinking smoke into my face.

“Mot 30 goot now, eh, smart boy?" he asked, now guiet and reasonable. “Ha.
“ou no give me trouble. | break your balls, you do. | bile man's lip off, once, in
Germany. Brownshirt.

“Mow, vat Emile do¥?' you vunder. Emile do nui-ting. Mow is Oro-boss turn. He
much nastier than me. He maybe pull your arms off like fly. He maybe put your eyes
out. Nasty Oro-boss! He vill like you, | tink. He like liveliness.”

He patted me roughly on the head and chuckled. Absurdly, he began to hum a
popular tune to himself as he walked away. Ain't She Sweet. He retrieved his flashlight,
tossed it into the air, caught it, and was every bit the man satisfied with a job well done.

| shot him, once, in the back, as he was ascending the stairs. He made hardly a
sound, a startled huh! Then he toppled backward, landing heavily on the floor. Both
flaghlight and cigaretie went out, stranding me in near-total darkness.

| sat there, shaking with such viclence that the gun nearly dropped from my
fingers. My hands tingled and burned, as if they had fallen asleep. | swallowed
repeatedly, tasting acid in the back of my throat, my pulse throbbing in my head
like the toll of a gigantic bell. | had killed a man. A police officer would later
remark on the accuracy of my shot, which had struck Emile in the back of the neck,
severing his spine.

| staggered toward the cellar stairs, careful to avoid Emile's body. | took the
flashlight, gawve it a shake. To my relief, it still worked. A sudden creature of instinct
and nerve endings, my surroundings became almost painfully lucid: the mingled
bittersweet stink of cordite and blood, the miasma of mold and earth, the cold grain of
stone beneath my fingertips as | painfully climbed up the stairs. Thin idiot ringing filled
my head. And there were other sounds, which hovered at the threshold of audibility:
discordant monotonous piping from somewhere, muted unintelligible voices speaking in
parts, the solemn incantations of ritual.

Cold October wind struck my face when | reached the top of the stairs. |
breathed deeply of it, clearing my mind, wincing at the pain in my belly. The mist
had slipped away into the hollows and gullies. The moon, though thin, was bright.
The night sky glittered with pitiless alien beauty. | cautiously aimed the flashlight
about the overgrown yard.

That was when | saw him — the robed one, beneath one of the dying trees, a
rusty-colored shapeless lump. Was he asleep? Had he seen me? The shape provided
no clue, that is, wntil | started forward. ‘Without shout or waming, he came at me,
charging through the dead weeds.

| would have shot him, then and there, but for one thing: profound shock. It is
difficult to describe, but the manner of its movement was at once absurd, grotesque,
and dimly familiar. | had seen such a gait before on a visit to the Boston zoo: the four-
limbed, shambling run of an agitated ape, the awkward yet swift gallop of & creature
bearing longer arms than legs. Yet the ape had snored and snarled, whereas this _ . .
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this thing came on with the unnerving silence of a ghost ship, but for the whicker and
flap of its ruddy robe. | caught once more the gleam of sickly whitish flesh, of what |
thought were claws or talons, and decided | had seen enough. | stumbled back down
the steps, slammed shut the bulkhead doors and barred them from the inside.
Whatever was outside — Orobas — struck the doors with a terrific crash, rattling them
in their frames. They buckled, yet held. An utter cacophony of banging, shaking, and
scratching came from the opposite side. Yet not once did | hear words, or even animal
growls of frusiration. There were only savage blows and the sense of inhuman, insane
fury on the opposite side.

Panicked, | searched framtically for ancther way out of the cellar. The flashlight
failed time and time again, which honed my terror to a fine edge, while the assault
outside was now a steady succession of heavy blows, like that of a battering ram. So
whatever was after me was not entirely stupid. Wood began to crack and splinter. |
stumbled through the dusty, cobweb-shrouded wreckage of the cellar.

There, by a woodpile nearly turned to stone with age, was a staircase thick with
ancient webs. Ams out, | plunged into the fibrous mass, and was soon a frightened
phantom shrouded in trailing tatters. The risers groaned beneath my weight, and |
dreaded one of them should give way.

The door at top was wnlocked. | found myself in a desered slorage room.
Scattered across the floor were articles of furniture beneath mildewed sheets and rotting
wooden crates stamped: SUTTON ROAD CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH, 1848. In the
far corner, beside the single solidly boarded window, were a chair and an ancient rolliop
desk, frosted with dust. The chair | wedged firmly beneath the knob of the door | had
entered, though | doubted it would hold for long. \Webs hung from the ceiling like rotted
lace. The hardwood floor protested every step | took, while the wind moaned and
whistled in the eaves. | went to the door — which was missing its knob — on the
opposite wall, and, heart pounding, pressed my good ear against it.

| heard only the whine of the wind initially, the sly creaks, complaints, and
weird groans of the old church settling as night grew old. Yet | heard something
else, too. There was a peculiar solemn voice, and it was answered pericdically by
another of almest unearthly equanimity: Monkfield Cabot and Asenath Waite. Pistol
in hand, swallowing the enormous knot in my throat, | opened the door. The
flashlight's beam revealed a cobweb-festooned hall of peeling wallpaper, worm-
eaten wood, and the gleam of many small red eyes. The rats fled my light, and the
sight of their pinkish hairless tails nauseated me. Voices, however, came forth from
the shadows, rather than retreat into them.

“ . .and 50 it is thus,” Monkfield Cabot intoned, “that from out of the Void comes
the Messenger, the Crawling Chaos; the One who iz the Voice of Azathoth, who
bubbles and blasphemes at the center of the Universe . . "

“And so it is thus,” Asenath replied in a chiling monotone.

“An offering shall be made to them, the Outer Gods, and the Faithful rewarded . . °

“Verily, | come forth .. °

“Does the Sorceress bring the gift They desire?”

“ .. wise is the Sorceress who brings the gift of Flesh in her left hand, and
wige iz the sacrifice of Blood in her right,” Asenath said, “for the Messenger of the
Cuter Gods would take offense at neglect of either, and turm her over to his
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Servanis, who delight in exquisite Toriures of the Mind and Body . . . 14" All hail the
Black Goat of the Woods . . °

Gun in hand, | crept forward. Diffuse light came from beneath a closed door.
Monkfield spoke again, his tone sepulchral.

“ . . And whoever should dare call forth the Outer Gods, who should dare
awaken Cthulhu in his Tomb, or Glaaki beyond his Wall, er Yog-Scthoth beyond all
Space and Time . . . let them know then the terror of the universe. Let him behold
Kadath in the Cold \Waste and the Plateau of Leng, eater of corpses .. "

| tried the doorknob, very slowly. It was unlocked. Asenath spoke again, her
voice dead and droning. My skin crawled to hear it

“ .. So will it be. | will go to Them, who live beyond the ken of Man. Wizard-
daughter, firstborn, child of the Third Cath of Dagon, | will bring both Flesh and Elood.
From throat to foot | will walk in Crimson .. "

“And soitis thus . . .°

It is guite difficuli for me to recollect what occurred next. Perhaps that is the only
solace left to me now, alone in this prison cell, alone in this haunted universe.

Almost simulianeously, there came three noises, which nearly paralyzed me with
fear. The first came from behind me, from the cluttered storage room — the sound of a
raitling doorknob, and then the fearsome blows again. My second barrier halted my
purzsuer, who had broken into the cellar, but the chair would quickly give way.

Then came a startled, muffled yvell, followed by a horrible choked-off scream.

“Be still, damn you!" Asenath said.

“Jon!” | cried, and threw my shoulder against the door.

It burst open and | nearly crashed headlong into a row of dusty pews. Yet how
can | describe what | saw next? A how can such things be allowed to be?

The nave of Sutton Road Congregational Church burned with strangely scented
candles of black, lavender, and burgundy. They sat upon the pews, beneath the
cobwebbed windows, and along the walls in all their shadowy darkling beauty. Afler
the darkness of the cellar and hallway, | was almost blinded by their soft radiance. |
blinked like an owl.

“Well," said a languid voice, “Menkfield was right. You de lack breeding, Rodgers.”

It was Asenath. She stood in the aisle, alone. Something was very wrong with
her, she was slick, glistening wetly, and with a painful, winded gasp | realized what it
was — blood, gore up to her elbows, up to her throat, the front of her dress saturated
with it. The red horror of blood.

| aimed the revolver at her.

“Jon! Where is he? What have you done with him?"

The pistol did ittle to disturb her trance-like state.

Another voice, from the pulpit. It was Monkfield. “It is not a matter of what we
have done, my young man, but what must be done.”

| rounded a pew, coming toward him.

“Il show you what must be done!”

And | stopped cold, unable to scream, unable to breathe. All thought fled me,
all sanity, my mind left shriveled and naked at the sight before me. Jonathan
Dimsdale, as | had dreaded, was dead, and he had died far more horribly than | could
ever imagined. A shallow pool of spreading blood lay about the pulpit. Monkfield was
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standing within it, seemingly oblivious. ‘et this was not the worst | saw. Jon's
mangled, blood-dripping body was held above the gore-slick floor by what | first
thought to be two very large, crouching men in whitish-gray robes. They were not
men. What | had taken to their robes were, in reality, their flesh — lumpish,
gelatinous, slippery, and slug-like. “WWhat | thought must be hoods were in fact, their
heads — vague and misshapen, devoid of all sensory organs but for a mass of small
pinkish tentacles at the end might be a toad-like snout. They sal like toads. They had
wide toad mouths full of teeth, by which they held Jon's corpse in balance . . . one by
hig feet . . _ and the other by his frightfully mauled head.

He had been st open like a hog.

“Go on, Rodgers” Asenath said. “Look within. Read the entrails, as you said you
would. Then | will read yours.”

Monkfield came toward me, limping. His expression was ong of patient yet
profound disapproval.

“Winston Rodgers,” he said. “From nuisance to major hindrance in one
evening . . . you little bastard. Congratulations. How you managed to escape both
Emile and Crobas is beyond me. | will be greatly annoyed if either is harmed. But
no matter. Mow give me your gun, or | will turn Hepzibah and Eurynome on you.
Moonbeasts are guite unharmed by such weapons — as far as they are concerned,
your bullets are mere insect bites.”

“Perhaps,” | said in a amall, strangely calm voice. “But | doubl the same applies 1o you_"

| shot Monkfield Cabot twice in the chest. He fell backward, bringing the pulpit
down upon himself with a terrific crash.

There was a heavy, wet thud. The moonbeasis had dropped Jon's poor,
mutilated body. The small tentacles upon their smouts writhed as if in agitation, and
they bared their bloody teeth at me. They seemed to swell, gathering mass. | backed
away from them, and one rushed forward and swiped savagely at my leg, and | fired
again. The bullet did no more than create a small bloodless puckered hole in its
rudimentary head. | groaned in terror.

Asenath laughed. “A bit out of your depth, Rodgers?”

| skifed the rows of candlelii pews, away from the horrible things. Asenath
walched my plight with avid interest. | pointed the revolver at her.

“We'll see who's out of their depth, you miserable bitch!”

Monkfield Cabot had been a gifted medium and psychic, but Asenath Waite was
a sorceress, and much more powerful. She smiled sweeltly, and raised her bloody arms
with the grand sweeping gesture of a maestro. On either zide of the nave, one after the
other, the windows burst inward in great coughs of shattered glass. The wind howled
in, the multitude of candles swifily died out. | yelled in fear and, covering my face as
well as | could, | staggered out of that cursed place, down the hall, stumbling and
gibbering. Cut the double doors and down the stone steps | fell. | staggered to my feet
and began to run. | plunged through the midnight landscape, across empty fields and
culverts and past abandoned farmhouses that stared like skulls. | dimly recollect
laughing madk to myself at some points, and at others running in silent, blind animal
panic. Brambles tore at my face and hands.

Only once did | look back upon Sutton Road Church, when | crossed the
Aylesbury Pike. That was a mistake worthy of Lot's wife. Three bulging, lumpish things
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were bounding after me, noiselessly, like ghosts and yet unlike ghosis — Hepzibah,
Eurynome, and last of all, Orobas, come to tear me to quivering pieces.
It was then | began to scream.

torn and scraiched by thorns, wild-eyed, gibbering silently to myself in a
hushed voice lest something hear me. | had lost the revolver at some point.
What good was it anyway?

The man who discovered me was Thomas H. Morgan, of 254 Hill Street,
Arkham. Driving an antiqgue Model-T, he had been on his way to wvisit his half-
brother, who lives in Dean’s Corners. | vaguely recognized him as being the
assistant physician to the university doctor. Doubtless my wild appearance shocked
him, but he herded me into his vehicle, and threw his heavy coatl about my
shoulders. It was a cold, cruelly bright day.

He was gruff, stuffy, and semewhat pompous, but well meaning. He prodded
me gently with guestions on our way to St. Mary's Hospital, but | only =at in
shivering silence. Coming down Boundary Sireet, we passed the old colonial
graveyard to our right, and | looked away. | was treated at the hospital for
exhaustion, exposure, cuts and contusions. Further alttempts were made to
guestion me, but | had lapsed into a catatonic state.

Concern over Jon's disappearance grew. | tried to explain to the police what
happened, but when they took matters into investigation, they returmed to declare me,
Winston Rodgers, one of the more notable mass-murderers in Arkham's history. The
way in which | disposed of my laie friend Jonathan Dimsdale was described as being
“especially depraved, a killer in the style of Jack-the-Ripper,” by the New York Times.
The Boston Globe referred to me as a “monster . . . less than human.” If they only knew
what monsters did dwell among them, they might not be so smug.

And so now | sit in a padded cell at Arkham Sanitarium, which is on Derby
Street. Hardly a block down runs Curwen, and there is the Town Square, where Jon
and | once sat ealing sandwiches and discussing the mysteries of the universe ages
ago. Isn't that wonderfully ironic?

The good men who run the institution consider themselves enlightened, and
prefer treatment cver restraint . . _ but | am judged to be terribly dangerous, and am
kept in a straitjacket most of the time. | have been prescribed various drugs and
medicines. They have experimented with hydrotherapy. | have been subjected to
terrible shock treatments using insulin and other drugs. All of which is to no avail.
They hope to cure me, but | fear time is running out.

There is a little window of thick glass in the door of my cell. It is rather like
looking through the bottom of a bottle: faces bleed and distort, yet remain
recognizable. Beneath that is a slot, through which come my bland, safe meals
on their trays.

One night | was awakened by a stealthy, suspicious sound. The hinged slot is
rusting, and it squeaks when opened. | awakened — | sleep very lightly these days —
and stared in abject, numb horror. A mass of short pinkish tentacles, like a hideous
writhing bouquet, had pulled themselves through the slot. Mor was that all. Boneless
as an octopus or slug, a swelling bulge of gray-white slippery flesh began to squeeze

‘Che next moming | was discovered wandering near Billington's Woods, alone,
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and sguelch through the narrow ocpening. |t withdrew with shocking speed when |
began to shriek, and was gone long before the nurses arrived. The psychiatrists later
puzzled over my cries: lt's here! It's Orobas! IU's here!

MNow | cannot sleep. | must stay awake. But they have drugs. . . .

But not all is death and darkness. | have received word of Asenath Waite. As |
had ocnce wished, she has found ancther man. His name is Edward Derby.

| hope she does well by him.
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“The Thing on the Doorstep” has been a powerful influence on many Mythos
writers. At least two direct sequels — “Azathoth in Arkhham”™ and “The Revenge of
Azathoth®, both by Peter Cannon — and af least three stories using elements from the
tale — “The Pit of Shoggoths” by Stephen Mark Rainey, “A Mate for the Mutilator” by
Robert M. Price, and “The Dark Stairway” by R. E. Weinberg and E. P. Berglund —
have so far been written, and the idea of one person using his or her mind to displace
the mind of another 50 as to take over the other’s body has become & staple of
Mythos lore, especially in role playing games. But nothing has been wrilfen aboul
what might have happened before the evenis in “Thing™ fook place. Lovecraft
provided a few details, namely that Asenath weni fo a girl's boarding school and then
enrolfed in Miskatonic University where “she” studied Medieval metaphysics, but little
more has been revealed. This story is an attempt to fill thal gap.

Michael Minnis is a relatively unknown writer, but he is nof new. He has
published on the Infernet and in & number of small press journals; this story was itself
previously published on Mythos Online and in Al-Azif. However, a selection of a
dozen of his stores will be appearing in the forthcoming Knuckerhole and Other
Poisoned Dreams from Verlag-Baerenklau, and Lindisfarme Press will be publishing a
two-volume set of his complete Cthulhu Mythos tales fo date entitled Apocalypse
Rhythm sometime lafer this year. Mr. Minnis is also an artist and will be doing the
artwork for this omnibus collection.







SEOUCED

Ron Shiflet

ichael Simmons was forty years of age and feeling directionless. He had
(T) lest his job, his wife, and children, and was not quite sure how to begin

anew. Michael had made the journey to Glenview, West Virginia, to visit
his widowed aunt and perhaps rekindle a small spark of the magic he had experienced
as a small boy when vacationing in this place with his parenig. John Denver had been
close to the mark when describing the Appalachian state as “almost heaven” and
Michael thought that it would be a welcome change from the hell that his life had
recently become.

Six months earlier, Michael lost his job of eighieen years with the state of Texas
and was still in a partial state of bewilderment. He of course realized there was no such
thing as “job security” but was siill stunned when it was on his neck that the proverbial
ax had fallen. Three months later, Beth, his wife of almost twenty years, informed him
that she no lenger loved him and filed for diverce. At that peint, he waited to awaken
from the nightmare but eventually decided it was, im fact, reality that had turned to shit.
After a month of acrimenious and bitter legal wrangling, Michael “threw in the towel",
and agreed to the best settlement his attorney could achieve.

At his parent's encouragement, he eventually agreed that a change of scenery
might be for the best. It would remove him from the ever-present reminders of his
recent misfortunes and would perhaps allow him to see things in a different light. His
Aunt Marie had been afier him and his family to visit for sewveral years now with no
success. Though it was not under the desired circumstances, she again reiterated her
heartfelt wish that Michael visit and stay for as long as he liked.

Michael had greatly enjoyed the long and solitary drive from his home in
Crandall, Texas. It brought back happy childhood memories of riding in the backseat of
his parent's '65 Feord Custom 500 and gazing in wonder at the new places he was
seeing. Every town, large or small, was a new experience to savor. Michael smiled,
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remembering how the family would pull the car into a rest stop in order fo use the
restroom and allow everyone to stretch their legs. The old Coleman ice-chest was
opened for cokes (the small sized ones that used to cost a nickel), while cans of Wienna
sausages and pork and beans were opened to eal. It might not seem like much by
today’s lifestyle standards but to the young boy it was a grand adventure.

ichael stocd on the side of a large wooded hill and looked down on his
(D aunt's two-story home. It was located at the end of what folks in that part

of West Virginia referred to as a “holler”. He spent his first couple of days
visiting with aunts, uncles, and cousins, recounting experiences and stories from
past vacations and generally beginning to feel much happier than he had been for
some time.

After settling in, Michael decided to go for a walk in the wooded hills that
surrounded his aunt's house. He enjoyed the scenery and the solitude that such an
excursion offered. He felt vibrant and alive as he had not felt in months. Trekking west
across the birch covered terrain, he decided to pay respecis at his grandfather's grave
in the regrettably ill-kept country cemetery. After reliving a few pleasant memories,
Michael hiked deeper into the surrounding woods that appeared to be wilder and much
thicker with old large trees. Michael almost felt as if he had entered into another more
primal world where the forces of nature prevailed and which shielded him from the
troubles he had left behind in Texas.

The exertion of his walk in the deep woods caused him to perspire profusely, so
he stopped in a small clearing and removed his long-sleeved shirt. He was somewhat
shocked to realize that the thought of completely undressing had entered his head.
Feeling strangely excited by this unbidden thought, he began to seriously consider the
cdd idea. He had gone so far as to unbuckle his wide western belt when he was
startled and embarrassed by the voice of a young girl.

“You getting nekkid, mister?” she asked, with no sign of embarrassment
or unease.

Michael blushed, tuming a deep scarlet and stammered an almost incoherent
reply. “Muh . __no! | was just loosening my belt . . . ate too much breakfast.”

“Don't get flustered mister,” she said with a mischievous grin. “These here
woods belong to Shub . . _ lots of folks come out here and shuck their clothes. They do
other stuff too.”

Michael felt terribly uneasy as this last statement hung in the silence. He vaguely
remembered hearing the name Shub-Miggurath in some hellishly boning mythology
course he had taken in college. He seemed to recall the deity being connected with
some pretly nasty ferility res. Must be coincidence, he thought. No way could this girl
mean the same Shub.

Michael took a long look at the girl and a strange feeling came over him. She
had com colored hair and blue eyes that seemed more knowing than was right for
such a young girl. Her clothes were old and rather faded and did nothing to disguise
her mature form. Yet, Michael knew in his hean that she could be no older than
fourteen or fifteen.

“How old are you girl? What's your name?”
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Michael attempted to scund gruff and mature in an unsuccessful effort to cover
his embarrassment and discomfor. He instead sounded more like a schoolboy caught
in the act of some sinful misdeed.

The blonde-haired girl smiled slyly and responded, “Dora McCain . . . and |
reckon I'm ald enough to do just about anything you might like me fo do. | bet there's a
whaole pack of things you'd like me to do, ain't there?

Michael turned a deeper shade of red and tried to banish the unclean thoughts
that had come unbidden and which were entirely unwelcome. Good Lord! he
thought. She can't be older than fiffeen, you damn fool. Don't even think if! He
lowered his eyes from the girl's and began o clumsily button his shirt. He finished
what should have been a =simple task and attempted to steer the conversation
towards safer ground.

“Are you related to Enos McCain?” he asked, knowing full well that it was almost
a cerainty given the geographic area and the clannishness of the hill folk that
comprised much of the local population.

“Sure,” she replied. “He's my granddaddy. You know him?”

The guestion brought back more childhood memories of earlier vacations his
family had spent with his aunt and uncle. Enos McCain's family had lived about a mile
and a half down the road from Michael's aunt and uncle. They were what many pecple
of the politically incormect world would refer to as “hillbillies” or “poor white trash”
Michael had met Enos McCain at a hog butchering one Christmas vacation in the year
of 1966. Michael, in his boyizsh way was struck by McCain's primitive and rustic charm.
He had also met the man's children, a dinty and unkempt lot, on a bus ride to his Cousin
Glenda's school, where “beimg from Texas" he was, in a manner of speaking, his
cousin's “show and tell” subject.

Michael still smiled when he thought of the West \irginia schoolchildren asking
him if “everyone had oil wells” and “was there still Indian trouble? On the afternoon
ride home, he was amazed ai seeing the McCain's ramshackle house with the barely
hanging front screen, through which chickens came and went as they pleased. It was
hard to believe, but true!

Lost in memory, Michael was jotted back to the present by Dora McCain's voice
and actions. The girl had unbuttoned her blouse, revealing young, full breasts. She
hefted them in both hands, az if in offering, and lascivicusly asked, "Hey mister, you
wanna kiss on my titties?”

Horrified and disgusted by his first thought, Michael Simmons stared at the girl,
seemingly entranced, and then quickly turned away and began to run wildly through the
woods toward the normaley of his aunt’s home. He imagined hearing the girl's laughter
ringing in his ears long after he had traveled some distance.

Dora McCain had referred to as Shub's Woods. He chose instead to remain in
the general proximity of his aunt's house. They talked and reminisced of earlier
days, which Michael welcomed as it kept his mind from dwelling on his bizarre
encounter with Dora McCain. He was still sickened with guili, recalling how easily he

Fnr three days, Michael refrained from again hiking on the part of the mountain
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had nearly succumbed to the unsophisticated seduction attempt of an under-aged,
backwoods girl.

For three nights, he awcke from strange dreams invelving himself and the odd
and unaccountably desirable gil. They walked in the woods, holding hands. Each
dream would find them approaching a large, table-like stone, etched with strange runes
and symbols. The dreams would invariably conclude early in the act of frenzied
copulation, leaving the awakened dreamer aroused and unsatisfied. During the first few
disgriented moments of wakefulness, Michael could feel the pull of the woods and Dora
McCain's enticing but mocking laugh.

Each awakening would fill him with self-loathing and condemnation at his state of
arousal, which was stronger and far more lasting than that which he had experienced
after a typical wet dream. Michael could not help but recall his dreams, and yet, such
recollection sent him into a tailspin of depression. He had little appetite for food and
began to waorry his Aunt Marie with his haggard appearance and unaccustomed silence.
On the fourth moring since the encounter in Shub's Woods, his aunt strongly
suggested that he get some fresh air and leave the house for a while.

“You're not gonna do yourself any good moping arcund here your entire stay "

“Of course, you're right” he replied to his aunt's statement. “Perhaps I'll go for a
long walk this morning.”

A lang walk inta hell and damnation, he thought to himself. Mo, the only thing for
it was to return 1o the woods. If confronted by the hillbilly tart he would try to act like a
senzible adult rather than some stammering teen. Yetl, deep within himself, he knew
that this line of reasoning was pure self-deception, carried out only to convince his
conscience that his walk in the woods was a walk only, and not some frek towards an
unholy prize which he felt urgently compelled to win.

He left his aunt's house afier only a few bites of breakfast, causing her to fuss
and scold him. Michael gave her a peck on the cheek, promising her that he would
mere than make up for it at supper. Socon he was in the woods with an odd mixture of
feelings. He experienced a combination of dread and excitement as he passed the
cemetery where his grandfather rested. Before long, he was deeper into what he now
thought of as Shub's Woods. A part of him desperately hoped that he did not chance
upon Dora McCain, while anocther darker aspect of himself began to insidiously take
hald, filling him with a dangerous sense of expectation.

Michael began to feel more aware and focused as he went further into the
thick woods. |t was as though his senses were heightened and that a more honest
and primal wverzion of himself was becoming manifest. He heard sounds and
smelled odors that previously had been unsensed, though surely present among
the tall, light obscuring trees. His clothes began to feel constrictive and the first
tangible stirrings of lust became evident by the pressure against the inside of his
denims. There was no longer any doubt as to the reason why Michael Simmons
had ventured into the forest. He was indeed a different man from the earlier one
that had been startled and embarrassed by a backwoods girl. This was a man who
would unashamedly take what he desired and damn society, or anyone else, that
chose io dictate otherwise.
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Michael was almoest panting as he loped through a part of the woods he had not
previously seen. Still, it seemed familiar and somehow felt “right”. Suddenly he burst
forth inte a clearing, ripping the butions from his shirt and flinging the garment onto the
leaf-strewn ground. He noticed a large, flat stone in the center of the clearing and heard
Dora McCain's seductive laughter.

Dora emerged from the woods and walked towards Michael, who now gazed at
her with no trace of embarrassment but only undisguised animal lust. The female
before Michael seemed somehow older and no longer the teasing backwoods
seductress that had been the focal point of his erotic dreams. She began to transform
rapidly info a collage of every woman he had desired since adolescence. Then she
was again Dora, completely nude and strolling towards him with a look and power that
would not be denied.

In moments, they were feverishly embracing as the sky filled with a dark,
ominous cloud of which Michael paid no heed. He began to kiss her face and neck as
her hands loosened his belt and the buttons of his Levis. Dora guided him to the
stone table as he groped and kissed her young, full body. In his lust, he was oblivious
to the eerie, piping flute music that now pervaded the immediaie area. He sensed
strange, hybnd figures dancing in the periphery of the woods but was too consumed
with lust to care. They were amalgamations of numerous forest creatures melded with
the human form. Dora pulled him down to the stone table and thrust her tongue into
his eager mouth. It felt as if it had gone into his insides but caused no real discomforl.
Michael felt only an intense but exguisite heat inside. Dora wasg below him on the
table urging him on, as the moment of consummation arrived. Michael tensed, thrust,
and entered a vorex.

ichael Simmons screamed, enveloped by a whirlwind and lifted into the
(D air. He insanely thought himself in the swirling winds of a tornado.

Within the churning chaos, Michael felt as if someone was inseriing
needles into his brain. He could not hear his screams, for the hellish cacophony of
flutes, raging against the howling winds. The agony in his head almost, but not
guite, succeeded in masking the intense pain that emanated from a myriad number
of deep bites, incurred from darting, striking tentacles, appearing from nowhere and
possessed of razor sharp teeth. He knew, in fact hoped, that he would soon bleed
to death, as he gagged from the corpse-like stench that filled the boiling cloud in
which he was imprisoned.

Michael realized he was indeed, truly insane as he looked down from the
tumuliuously seething cloud. Upon the flat stone below, he wilnessed himself
copulating with a vaguely humanoid-shaped mass of gelatinous, black sludge. The
surface of the monstrosity oozed and bubbled, sending off vapors that reeked of
unearthed mass graves. It held Michael's body tightly with a score of ropy tendrils, and
obscenely quivered. He glimpsed the chaos becoming momentarily less frenzied as his
body withered and collapsed into itself as the thing on the stone drained his life-force
and bodily fluids. From a long, jagged gash in the hormor's writhing mass was emitted a
thunderocus and gaseous belch, causing the hybrid creatures which danced and
cavoried to cease their sexual gyrations.
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Suddenly the shape on the stone transformed into the familiar features of Dora McCain.

“Excuse me!" she said with a malicious grin.

Sighing contentedly, she looked up to where Michael struggled in the unnatural
cloud. Dora smiled with satisfaction and lasciviously winked at Micheal, who screamed

in agony and despair as the cloven hoofs of a thousand young began to unmercifully
pound his soul.
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Shub-Niggurath is the personification of love & sex in the Cthuthu Mythos, yel
oddly enough she only appears in one other story in this collection (“Cat’s-Paw”, by E.
E. Bergiund). | would think that more stories would have been writfen about her. [s
this perhiaps a form of male chauvinism? After all, female Outré Beings are fairly rare
in the Mythos.

More than likely not. Shub-Niggurath has always been a nebulous being, offen
mentioned but rarely if ever making an appearance. In fact, Yog-Sothoth, another of
the so-called Oufer Gods, is not mentioned as offen, but makes significantly maore
appearances. Perhaps this should not be surprising, considering the nature of bath
beings. Yet it is, because Yog-Sothoth is not actively worshiped and fends to be
called upon moastly by wizards, whereas Shub-Niggurath is aclively worshipped, in
many guises, by many races and cultures. And Mythos lore hints that many of those
ceremonies involve summoning either her or her male counterpart. Sao ideally she
shouwld be appearing in stories as often as Nyarlatholtep, perhaps even more so. Yel
because of her nebulous nature there seems almast no point in doing so.

There may, however, be solution. In the posfscript to “Cat's-Paw” | speculated
about what the Thousand Young might be. In addition fo the possibilities mentioned,
there is one maore | would like to suggest: the Thousand Young are avatars, like the
thousand forms of Nyarlathofep. Only in Shub-Niggurath's case they are not simply
different forms she fakes on buwt actual offspring that embody some aspect of her
being. Most of these different forms may reffect the ideals envisioned by different
groups of her worshippers, such as Dora MoCain in this story. However, a fair number
may be forms created fo fulfill special tasks, such as Lilith Smallwood in “Cal’s-Paw”
Regardiess, this opens up a8 whole new avenue for new Mythos stories, slfories that
deal with the different Young/avatars of Shub-Niggurath.

Mr. Shiflet will also be appearing in the next four Caimsford Tome anthologies,
and a collection of his best works will be published later this year.
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firear usage; (Il Torao of subect s proffersted with symbols carved into
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beyond us st present. Ths does not affect hie imvestigatcory skils.

Comments: [(528H/5) It = interesong to note that dunng the Second
Warld War, subject's grandfather, Albert M. AWilmarth, 8 noted foklarist
(mee WWILMNOHATH, Abert M, 0 xon w2 x A0WAN] alen worked for
Group One Threes, et that tme the parsnormal counter-imceligence
saction of the Specal Operatons Executwa. Possessed of no paranormal
shirces, Albert was a ressarcher and ARCHIMNT specalist. He mmigrated
o GBR in 1838 sfoer havimg beaen inm ome of the Internaoonal Brigedes
durrmg the Spanish T War [(18936-13239). it was through Albert thet,
from 13842 onwards, Group One Threse became gware of and then
colaborated with the US4 P Onwision of the Office of Strategic Services
(zee DELTA GSHEEMN), m which mary of hies frends and universioy
coleaguses had been inducted s speciEists:
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Thoughts: (GEA/5) Subect has been an iMvestigator of mote withirn
Group Ome Three, many of his pgpers and articles used n standard agent
oraining, but with the recent death of his wife (see case ref:
wawn xS w ] it seeme Fe s determined to retre from the IKTEL
commiunity; he wil of course still be bound by the Official Secrete Act N
relation to certan Nformaton regardimg the GBR IFNTEL commurity and
Group Ome Three specifically. Subect has been an esset to the unicand
= with grest regret that we see hm leave, but his sutabilty 28 an
mwestigatory agent = without douot.

Armand Thels,
Chrector, 513.
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“But | don't want to go among mad peocple,” Alice remarked.

“0Oh, you can't help that,” said the Cat. “We're all mad here. I'm mad, you're mad.”
“How do you know I'm mad?® said Alice,

“You must be,” said the Cat, “or you wouldn't have come here.”

— Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wanderland

once again, DOr. Xavier Wilmarth was awake to witness the transition from inky

blackness to slate gray. He sat on a stool that seemed to be a reject of the glory
days of Sixties chic; it had seen better days, of that he was cerain. The stool was on a
baleony that opened off the flat that the peychologist was staying in for the duration of his
“visi” to Londen. His pale arms leaned on the wrought iron surround of the balcony and,
despite the sights and sounds of the city awakening, he seemed totally cut off from it all.

Xaviers wife had been kiled a few months earlier and he was still unable to
come to terms with her loss. His dreams were haunted by memories of her face, her
laughter, and, mostly cruel of all, her touch. Their bed now felt empty without her and as
he couldn't bare that he no lenger slept in it. He just seemed to go through the motions
miost days, his stamina constantly depleted due to uncomforiable nights on the sofa and
the nightmares that had plaguwed him through his life. It did not help that everything he
touched brought to him recollections of Bek. Her presence was simply everywhere in
the house they had shared. Xavier had considered selling up the place and moving on,
but then he would feel azhamed of himself as it was the home where he had shared his
life with the only person who'd made him feel whole, who did not want him for anything
other than himself, who loved him.

S0, until he could adjust to life as a widower, Xavier reasoned that he would just
have to put up with the aching hellowness inside him. Each new day was a case of
putting one foot in front of the other and slowly passing the time as night approached,
bringing with it the dreadful loneliness in the still hours of the darkness.

A shirill electronic beeping broke the silence and roused Xavier from his moumful
introspection. He looked across to a small side table and noticed that it was his pager going
off. With a deep sigh, knowing that he would probably regret doing so, the psychologist
picked it up. He cursed himself for not having turned it off along with his cell phone. Xawvier
had only just finished weorking a case and was supposed to be due an eight hour rest
perod. The LCD doggedly flashed. Looking at the display, he could see three characters.

G13 blink G13 Blink G13 blink.

Picking up the handset of the phone in the flat, Xavier wasted no time in dialing in
a series of numbers and then waited as the call was connected through secure routers

‘C he night was coming to a close, gradually changing into an overcast morning and
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and trace dampers. Afier a few seconds an automated, female voice came on the line,
‘Please state name and personnel number.”

“Wilmarth, Xavier.” Hiz shinsleeves were rolled up and his eyes darled to the
characters clearly tattooed on his right wrist. “E23-1706711.°

A slight hissing sound could be heard on the line as his voice print, in conjuncticn
with his personnel code, was analyzed by the military intelligence server. The siatic
disappeared in a sudden burst to be replaced by the woice of a live woman. “Good morming,
Dr. Wilmarih. | have been asked to transfer you straight to the duty agent. Please wait.”

The psychologist said nothing.

A male voice came through. “Hello Xavier,” it had a gravelly quality to it.

“What gives, Huw? I'm off duty.”

“Man, I'm sorry, but Alison asked me to call you in. She's doing on a routine
postrortem, but something seems to have come up. Whatever it is, she says she
needs you here.” Huw was clearly sympathetic, but there was an uneven edge in his
voice. Panicky. It didnt matter a damn how Xavier felt about all this, he would still be
required to go in and die again. Even go, Alison never asked for him unless she was
certain there was no other way.

“Gimme half an hour to get in gear, Huw,” said the peychelogist. “Okay?"

The relief on the other end was palpable. “Sure thing, Xavier. Don't forget to send ina
report as soon as you're done though. Thele would love the chance to roast your balls, man.”

Xaviers laughter was genuine. “vYeah, well what else can he hope for since his
wife cut his off, right?"

Huw chuckled and then signed off.

True to his estimate, Xavier was dressed and out within half an hour. It was
unusual that he would go to the agency office before the crime scene, butl he knew he
could always go owver it once the forensic team had done with their evidence gathering.
It was not far to the mortuary and Xavier mused that he could do with the walk. The chill
mizrning air would help clear the tiredness from his mind.

The agency flat he'd been in was just around the corner from the building that senved
as the headquarters of G13. To a casual passerby, the offices just appeared to be the usual
renovated dockland warehouse currenily in vogue. Blue mirmor-glass was in each window,
nothing out of the nomal for companies in London, but each one was treated specially to
dampen noise and the walls were also insulated, thereby protecting the building from sound
scanners. People in cars were directed around the back of the offices and down into an
undergrourd car park, access to which was sfricty monitored, The guards might not seem
anything other than ordinary, but all of them were ex-Royal Marine commandos armed with
Heckler & Koch MPS A4 submachine guns and Glock-21 handguns.

In conjunction with hidden cameras and heat sensors, the guards maintained a
24-hour onsite presence. Weapons in the agency arsenal were sufficient enough to set
up a Third World warlord, including handguns, riot shields, submachine guns, machine
guns, and even grenade launchers and varying types of grenades. The electronic
surveillance was military state of the art, but in case of a national grid failure, there was
a generator housed in the basement that would kick in and keep the place going
indefinitely. And in the unlikely case that the generator failed, well the guards were still
there with attack dogs to discourage any would-be intruder.

Xavier passed through the security compound at the gate and walked over to the
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mirror-glass doors. He punched in his code and walked into what would have been a
reception area. Mo desk, no secretary, just two combat-dressed guards standing stone
still by a metal blast door and a palm reader. The psychologist pressed his hand to the
surface of the reader and walched as the blast door opened painfully slow. Neither
guard acknowledged his presence.

Once through the security, Xavier was finally in the facility proper. It was called
Ghoul HQ by most of the staff involved with G13 as no one there was likely to be
dealing with a case that did not involve a dead body somewhere along the line. G13
remained a military intelligence agency, a status inherited from the days when it was
only a seclion of the Special Operations Executive, and its existence was not public
knowledge, unlike its colleagues in the INTEL community, MI-5 and MI-6. The SOE had
been founded in 1940 to “set Eurcpe ablaze” through sabotage, assassination, and
support of local resistance groups. That much was now public record. What wasn't was
the fact that Churchill believed the S0E was too useful a tool to dispose of, however,
Clement Atlee became Prime Minister in 1845 and the matter rested in his hands. It was
fortunate then that he concurred with Churchill. Howewver, Atlee publicly disbanded much
of the wartime agency in 1945, delegating former duties to the new MI-5 and MI-&. From
personal experiences he would never divulge, Atlee masterminded the foundation of G13
into a full agency instead of merely a section.

Group ©One Three went into deep cover from that day forward; its
communications, its operations, and in the modern day its computer network, everything
was piggy-backed on the miltary inteligence equipment and setups of the other UK
government agencies and armed forces. Through a front company, G13 was actually
responsible for the maintenance of the whole govermment network; it was an advaniage
they uzed when their compatricts were proving jealously stubborn with information.

If only those pompous assholes knew, thought Xavier as he walked through the
building and then down the spiral stairs into the moruary. Group One Three wag not
accountable to the Cabinet Intelligence Commitiees; indeed, it was soclely under the
overview of the Joint Inteligence Committes (JIC), a group that was composed of the Chief
of the Secret Intelligence Service (MI-8), the Director General of the Security Service (M-
5). the Director of the Government Communications Headguarters (GCHQ), the Director
General of Inteligence at the Ministry of Defense, the Deputy Chief of the Defense
Intelligence Staff, the coordinator of Inteligence & Security, various Foreign Office officials
responsible for various “fiendly” countries, and of course the Director of G13.

On the miltary level, G13 maintained links with the 14th Intelligence Company,
21 Army Intelligence Corps, the Defense Intelligence Staff (DIS), a clearing house for
intelligence generated by all miltary intelligence departments, the RAF Intelligence
Service (AlS), and the RN Inteligence Department (MID), as well ag having “liger
teams” in the Special Air Service (SAS) Regiment and the Special Boat Services (SBS).
Mest of these relationships, especially those with “22 SAS", had been forged during the
dark days of the Second World War. Within the Army, Royal Mavy, and Royal Air Force
were individuals tagged for “Special Duties”, a term that denoied these people who
could be tapped by G13 to help them in their missions.

In reality, a lot of G13's efforis were directed through MNCIS. The MNational
Criminal Intelligence Service was created to combat the international and national
facets of organized crime, the UK bureau of Interpol was based in the international
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section of NCIS. The agency was allowed to gather inteligence on any UK citizen at
home or abroad, and as such the cultists and crazies that G13 frequently combated
were usually in the NCIS offender database. Usually, an “unusual” case would come in
from one of the UK constabularies or colonial police forces and NCIS forwarded the
information to G13. Even after three years with G13, the interrelationships with other
IMTEL groups in the UK never ceased to amaze Xavier.

Pushing open the morteary doors, Xavier absentmindedly took a pair of latex
glowves from a dispenser mounted by the door. Professor Alison Engels was in her lab
coat and typing hurriedly into a PC terminal.

“Alice,” he greeted her. “What's up?”

Hiz amile instantly disappeared from his face when he saw how she was looking.
Mormally, the forensic pathologist was a calm and sprightly person, unflappable even in
thie face of some of the weird corpses that Group One Three dragged in. Yet here she
was, looking haggard and guite nervous. If Xavier had thought this was going to be
simple, he reconsidered that view now.

“I kmow you were off duty Xav,” Alison coughed. “I'm sormy, but | really need you
to take a loock at the dead body on slab three and give me your preliminary findings. I'll
let you know mine after you're done. The DB was called in from the Metropolitan Police;
why they called us in | dont know, but | think we're going to be glad they did.”

The psychologist brushed off her apologies. “Alice, you have never called me in
unless you had to, so please don't feel you need to say somry, especially not to me.
“ou know that.”

Xavier removed his raincoat, revealing a creased shirl with the arms rolled up to
the elbow, a ruffled tie that looked as if its best days were gone, and a crumpled
waistcoat. He tried to avoid the sad look in Alison's eyes as he moved to slab three and
snapped on the gloves, also producing a small voice recorder.

“Male. Caucasian. About six foot two inches in height. Appears to be in excellent
physical condition. Body shows numerous tears in the skin going through to the
musculature and there is extensive bruising,” said Xavier. "He appears to be in his late
twenties, early thirties at the cutside. Some of the most intricate tattooing 've ever seen
from his lower legs, up his forse, and along his arms.

“Massive injury to the head.” Xavier could feel his breathing get heavier as he
looked at the wound. “Ragged tears as if something erupted from inside his skull.
Traces of brain matter remain in the head, but mostly turned to mush. A look at the rear
of the cranium shows no entry wound, 30 nothing entered from the rear and blew out
the front. No signs of surgery to the head either, which indicates nothing was planted
inside.”

Xavier fell hiz stomach tightening. | have a nasty suspicion,” he said more to
himzelf than to his colleague. Alison locked her gaze onto his.

“The Shan," said Xavier almost inaudibly and he slumped against the empty slab
behind him. If it was at all possible for the moruary (o become any quieter, it did then.

Group One Three had been embroiled in a covert war for three years against a
secret UK intelligence group known as the Paranormal Intelligence Section for
Counterintelligence, Espionage, and Sabotage, or PISCES, which it turned oul was
infested by an alien intelligence that referred to itself as the Shan. Mone of the usual
INTEL committees, including the Defense Intelligence Staff, seemed to know about
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PISCES. The hostilities stared afier Group One Three sent Xavier and Alison to
investigate an incident that occured outside a US Embassy in July 1999, The “Embassy
Row Massacre” as it had been dubbed in the press claimed the lives of three SAS
servicemen, a UK security service operative, a US marine, and two US federal agents.

The shitstorm provoked by the incident was blamed on the IRA, 22 SAS
claiming it mistock the three US agents and the UK security operative for terrorists
making a suicide-bomb attack on the Embassy. Initially dubious of this, Xavier tried to
work out exactly how a crack military unit could possibly have come fo the conclusion
that the four people, in a car stolen only moments before, added up to the description
of a quanet of terrorists.

Later on the car was discovered to have a bomb in the trunk, and four corpses of
known IRA operatives were produced. Rather than explaining anything, this just made
Xavier, Alison, and Group One Three more suspicious, as all it proved was that the
pany responsible for the whole mess had access (o the UK intelligence network. In fact,
PISCES's infesiation had gone very deep and successfully, up to that point. What the
Shan did not figure into their plans was Dr. Xavier Wilmarth.

Ostensibly a forensic psychologist, that was only a part of his function within
G13. Xavier Wilmarnh was possessed of certain unusual talents, most prominent among
them the ability to receive sense impressions and emaotional histories from objects and
people. In short, he was what the Society for Paychical Research and College of
Psychic Studies termed a psychometrist. What he had not known at the time, and
neither had the Shan, was that for an inexplicable reason Xavier was acutely sensitive
to the presence of the aliens. Once this became apparent, G13 used the advantage and
the psychologist became instrumental in the detection and eradication of the Shan; their
tainted zlaves were also rooted out and removed from whatever government or armed
forces post they occupied.

In terms of the human cost, Group One Three lost quite a few agents, a few
“special duties” soldiers, and a lot of unwitting friendlies.

Professor Engels was inducted into G13 in the last months of the PISCES war,
but knew enocugh about the Shan and their methods to spot handiwork following their
style. Her joining the military inteligence unit was prompted not just by the deaths of
=13 operatives but also by the fallout of some of the agents who survived the
calamitous close to the conflict. A lot of them held the new Director, Armand Thele,
regponsible for the losses.

Xavier had lost a lot of friends to that conflict, including his partner at the time,
Lawrence Talbot, and not long thereafter he'd lost his wife; his sole reason o live.

“The lack of surgery means this isn't the Army of the Third Eye.”

Alizon knew The Army of the Third Eye had been a small, vigilante group
dedicated to hunting out and capturing people infested by the Shan before G13 even
kmew of them. All members had at some peint or other been carrying an alien inside
them. The Army would trepan a subject and expose the alien parasite to the daylight,
which seemed to kill them off. Their leader had been a charismatic yet unbalanced
young man named Lee Coleman and he'd fought a guerilla war against the aliens.
PISCES began a campaign to bring down the Army of the Third Eye, planting evidence
that the group were actually a paramilitary organization. The Army was eventually
caught and, as a threat, was erased by PISCES's tactical teams.
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Publicly, it was made to seem that MI-5 had apprehended the Army and most of
the members interned in mental hospitals for the criminally insane. Relatives were
denied access o their relations under the excuse of national security and being a
danger to themselves and anyone else. The row between the government and the
families became wery acrimonious, but mothing moved forward. What had surprised
Xavier was the talk going round that a cell of the Army of the Third Eye was still
operating. So far, if true, then G13 had not encountered if.

The thought that the Shan might still be out there was devastating.

“| suppose,.” he said, “that | had better confirm this.”

Alizon put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Why not get a hot drink first? Sit
down for a few minutes and collect your thoughts. You know you look like shit.”

“Thanks,” he replied tiredly.

Professor Engels was a close friend, indeed, had been Bek's best friend in those
days before G13. She liked to think that she did what she could for the husband of her
closest friend, but she also saw that he was gradually slipping into himself. When Bek
had been killed, the psychologist just seemed to lose all interest in the world. It was a
downward spiral she was fighting against, yet she knew deep inside that she was geing
to lose. Xavier Wilmarth would someday succeed where countless criminals, cultists,
alien intelligences, and crazies had failed: kiling himself when the torture of his being
alone became too much for him to bear.

The forensic pathologist was also watching him closely for another reason. Shortly
before her murder, Bek had indicated to her friend that the gifts that Xavier possessed
appeared to drain his vital energies more and more. She had noted that his recovery
perods were getling longer and he was unable to shake off the after effects as easily as he
used fo. In essence, these abilities were beginning o permanently consume something
inside him the more he used them. His wife feared that there was a point where he could
well die from exhauwstion; his job was killing him. Alison had been as worried as her friend,
but then Bek had been killed and anything else suddenly got pushed aside.

However, Alison came out of her mourning unlike Xavier. Sure, she still
missed Bek at times, but life went on. Her friend would surely want that and, if so,
why not the same for Xavier?

Xavier did not see it like that.

He did not want to live anymore and it seemed that his gifis were going to help
him achiewve his wish.

“Mo,” said Xavier, suddenly bringing Alison out of her thoughts. “I'll get it out of
the way and then I'll have that drink.” He peeled off the latex gloves, standing upright,
and put a bare hand on the cold flesh of the corpse. . _ .

An initial impression of confusion was followed by a lingenng
sensation of pain, but of pleasure foo. ¥ seemed he was walking through
darkened streels with bright, lurid nean signs. He was familiar with the place
and was heading toward a parficular building. Drips and drabs of crowds
hazily wandered past streef lamps that illuminated the drizzle of rain coming
down, casting amber haloes of light. Faces came and wentl, some seemed
menacing while others appeared alluring in the neon-soaked night.

A woman came up fo him. At first, he ignored her, but over a few
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beers they got talking and then she intimated tha! she was open fo
sugpestions for passing away the rest of the twilight hours. A surge of heat
and energy registered in his mind. Lust? Yes! The man wanled this
woman. Violet-black hair tied into childish tails either side of her head,
crystal biue eyes that silently teased him fo prove his manhood. Her hips
were wide and she sfuck the small round, mound of her bare midnff at
him, inviting lim to fouch her, fo come and possess her. Full lips made a
small mowe and the thought of them around the shaft of his penis served
only fo arouse him mare.

To his surprise, the woman put her hand down his pants and began
fo coax his manhood encouwragingly a few times. Excitement coursed
thraugh his veins and he felt his cock sfraining against the material of his
clothes. She ware a white blouse that was knotted just the under the curve
of her breasts; all the buttons were undone and her nipples were standing
erect beneath the clothing.

She smiled at him.

The man felt her take his hand in hers and guide it under the
fable, info the darkness of her skirt. He could feel that she was
wearing stockings, his fingertips brushed against the softness of her
thighs, then . . . she was wearing no panties. His hand rested against
the intensely warm, hairless skin of the mound of her sex. All the
while, the throb of desire confinued fo pulse within him. In the end,
she took his hand away and winked at him.

He felt uncomforiable, some inner sense telling him that something
was wrong here; Xawvier suddenly realized it was his own thoughts infruding
into the scene. The man's desire had been easiy persuaded. Taking his
hand again, the woman sfood up and led him gently out of the club. He
figured that she lived close by as she was walking and made no efforts to
hail a cab. She fook him down a couple of side streefs and then info an
alley he didnt recognize, but he really didn care. It became apparent that
the woman wanfed fo couple with him out in the night ak. Finally, she
seemed fo find the perfect spot and gently pushed him against a wall.

She leaned into him and kissed him a couple of fimes, lightly
feething his battom lips while his left hand fumbiled with her blouse.

Out of nowhere came a white hot surge of agony and all his
strength fed from his legs as he collapsed to against the wall. With a
single glance into her eyes he comprehended that she had kneed him in
the groin. The pain fared from his cratch to an exploding Rash in his brain.
The woman laughed at him, at his confusion. Barely seeming capable, her
arms drag him upright and then she smashes her elbows into his kidneys,
ignoring the breath rushing from his body. He reached out fo grab her,
anything fo make her stop, to make the pain stop but she merely shrugs
his arms off as if he were no maove than a child.

Sharp lances of stinging hurt make him think some of his ribs are
broken, but she continues relentlessly. He fallz to the ground this Hme and
his tormentor sits astride his torso; his breathing is coming faster now, he
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winces with each inward gasp as bone grales against bone and his
muscles ache making him feel nauseous. She simply smiles. Words
comes from her lips but they are uninteligible to him, but he nofes that
something moves in the darkness of the alley. It seems about the size of a
pigeon, but birds do not make the noise he is hearing. . . .

The thing comes info full view and he screams despite the knitling
needies of pain that erupt inside him. Nothing like that should live surely,
yet here it is — he believes his abuser has summoned it. It fies straight at
him, he desperately fries fo raise his arms fo cover his face, buf the
waman has them securely pinned fo his side. Nothing happens. Nothing,
that is, the he can physically feel anyway.

The nightmare creafure s gone, but the woman remains sitfing
across his prone body. Her face comes down to his and kisses him
passionately. He is startied but can't move. She is laughing lasciviously
and panic floods his system. What the fuck is going on. As she continues
fo tease his beaften body he discems & presence in his head An
uncomifortable thought comes to him. The thing is inside him. Instantly an
eruption of hurt rockets through his nerves.

And hell opened up before him. . . .

espite spinning around as guick as he could, Xavier barely made it to the sink

before he threw up. As it was, he had not eaten properly for a couple of days so

there was nothing to come up. However, a thin liquid laced with blood spatiered
the metal of the basin. The reiching spasms lasted for a couple of minutes and all that
time Alison watched helplessly. Finally, the heaving stopped and the psychologist sagged
against the sink, grasping the metal to help him stay upright. His senses were reeling.

Alizon came over and looked questioningly into his eyes. “Xavier?”

“Shan,” he managed as he cleanad himself up. “Two of them."

His body eventually settted down, but he was very pale and walking with
difficulty; his vitality once again drained by his "talents”. Alison remowved her lab coat and
walked him out of the mortuary, heading for the unit common room.

In a few minutes, Alison had made Xavier a hot cup of tea and herself a steaming
mug of black coffee. The psychologist drank his down in gulps. She studied him as he
did so. His hands were shaking slightly and his scars — deep vertical slashes in his
wrists — were visible. They were uncomfortable reminders of his first case. In the
closing days of Hong Kong being a British colony, the Colonial Police had reguested
help fromm MCIS in connection with a spate of rtualistic murders plaguing them. NCIS
had passed the details to G13 and Xavier had been sent. Unfortunately, the murderer, a
woman called Cerilia Ducival, had stalked and captured Xavier. She tortured him,
coming to realize that Xavier wasn't a normal investigator, this determined her to put
hirm out of circulation for good.

To his credit, Xavier had escaped. However, his fingers never set properly and
the inexpert, vertical gashes in his wrists that were meant to kill him were closed, but
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only with difficulty. Fibrous tissue had formed and the psychologist suffered from
Reynard's Disease due to bad blogd circulation in his hands. They always trembled a
bit. Cerilia escaped the Colonial Police, but as Xavier had lived through the encounter
she appeared to think he now mented her personal attention. She had resurfaced in a
subsequent case focused on a cult known as the Lords of Pain.

A raid on the cult base of operations went awry, the tactical team being vastly
outnumbered and quickly taken prisoner. Cerilia had lived up to the inglorous cult title,
delicately carving sigils into his torso and arms with her beloved sacrificial knife while he
was fully conscious. A recovery team was scrambled and the prisoners rescued, but not
before Xavier emerged with new scars and his hair turned white.

Alizon knew it was why Xavier shaved his head now. It was another unwanted
“trophy” from his job, and one he certainly did not care to see. He could just about live
with hiz goatee white, but he felt more comfortable without his hair. Bek used to shave
his head for him, it helped calm him down after particularly bad cases. These days, he
did it himself, garnering small nicks and cuts every so ofien when his hands shook.

“What did you see, Xav?" she asked him.

“Too much thinking with this,” he peinted to his crotch, “and not enough with this,”
he said gesturing dismissively at his head.

“Well, you know,” she replied trying to lighten his mood, “that men only have
enough blood for one or the other.”

He didn't laugh.

“Typical tactics of some gamgs. Lure a target intc an area that guarantees no
interruption and either rob, assault, or rob and assault the target. Only, in this instance,
it wasn't his valuables they were after.”

“Human traffic,” Alison said.

“The drug of choice for the Shan, it seems,” he answered.

Alizon touched his arm and it seemed to bring him back to himself.

“It's like joy-riding or roof-surfing, but it isnt a car that's used. t's human bodies.
One gulls the victim and the other waits. When the victim arrives, they beat seven
shades of shit out of them, mainly to incapacitate them — but the one | saw actually
enjoys it — and then the secend Shan enters the victim . . °

Xavier went pale.

“And?" prompted his colleague.

“Let's just say that events turn into a sadomasochistic roller coaster for the victim
as their body is used and abused in all soris of ways while they can't do a damn thing
about . It can last for days, the victim's body eventually gives up the ghost and dies
from the experience.”

“But why? | dom't get it. | was there when we took PISCES down. They infested
people for a reason. | don't see that here”

“I do.” he said solemnly. “They've developed an almost sexual need for pain.
They're doing it because they can . . . because they like it.”

There really didn't seem to be anything more to say.
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1m

he actual scene of the crime furned out to be an old back alley enfrance to a

disused slaughterhouse. Alison chose not to point out the irony in that to her

colleague, Xavier was getling his stamina back and had, more than likely,
already come to the same realization on his own. Of the whole area, mest of it was
littered with junk and the rain hadn't made it anymore nicer to be in. It stank of rofting
meat and years of congealing blood. The wery ground they stocd on turning a rich
crimson as the wet weather continued. Alison wondered if the color would ever go away.

“Who found cur DB?” asked Xavier casually.

“Some would-be Marilyn Manson | hear,” answered Alison. “He wandered out of
a nightclub to take a leak here rather than use the club's own shithole of a toilet and
found the body.” she began to smirk. “l wonder if he managed to take that leak or
crapped his pants? It sure smells like it, doesn't it?"

The gallows humor lightened their frame of mind.

“| think we're going to have to chalk this one up as mental rape and physical torture.”

Alison voiced a thought that had been bothering her. “Are these two refugees
from the PISCES war?”

“Honestly?" said the psychologist resignedly. “| won't be able to tell unless | find
one or both of them. This whole area iz making me sick 30 | can't think straight. It
radiates death and all its attendant ‘glories’. I'm getting other impressions from stuff
that's happened here in the past. Thankfully, the most recent is the easiest to tune into,
and that was our John Doe.”

“Well, I'm glad to see you've kept your lunch down so far.”

Xavier took the joke as it was meant. ‘| think I'll pass today.”

After a futie guarter of an hour poking around, they decided that there was
nothing more to learn at the crime scene and headed back to Ghoul HQ. Alizon finished
making her postmortem report, including Xavier's prelim, and he went to the common
room to write up his notes in longhand. He felt soiled. It was always the same when he'd
‘read” a dead body, he felt like a voyeur piggy-backing on the victim's mind. It made him
feel like he was robbing the victims of their dignity. Xavier reasoned that the experience
was probably the same for the Shan, only they had no moral scruples about it and
seemed to get an intense gratification from it.

As much as Bek haunted his life, at low points all Xavier needed to do was reach
out and touch something of hers to bring back memaories of her which helped ease his
mind. He wished he was back home there and then. Trying to figure out how to catch
the two creatures was bothering him intensely. If he screwed up on this somebody else
was going to die just to give the pair their jollies.

The psychologist's understanding of the Shan was that much deeper than
anyone else's in G13. To an extent, he could do what the aliens could, but what he
could not do — and what seemed to be a major part of their way of life — was to feed
images, thoughts, and feelings into a host. The Shan could force their own memaories
and horrors into a being and draw a sexual satisfaction out of the reactions of their host,
both physical and mental. They could be described as the ultimate sadomasochist
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voyeurs. Human suffering was the most intoxicating drug to the Shan and they were
experience-junkies of the highest order.

Colleagues in Group One Three would sit and try 1o visualize how it felt to be
trapped in your body, watching, feeling, and doing things against your own volition while
being mentally force-fed images. Xavier knew. He had gained the knowledge from the
dead man and from many others in his own encounters during the PISCES war. In the
end, it had really been a small victory. There were a lot of things out there that G13
didn't know about, the Shan were not the only threat the military intelligence group was
aware of and hunting down.

Although formerty overseen by the JIC, Group One Three was independent of
the other tiers in the UK intelligence community. Their operations, unlike peer groups in
the US, were all black, meaning their actions were not tied to government policies and
thie fads of politicians. Where most of their contemporaries would see chances for new
technology and new sciences to be exploited, G13 saw steps on the road to hell. Their
*special duties” teams from within the military gave G13 the ideal tools to obliterate all
traces and people it deemed necessary; individuals from these special duties teams
were called “adjusters” within G13 and their main functions were either protection or
containment. These vague terms gave the adjusters the remit to do anything to
accomplish their mission, up to and including assassination.

It was a facet of G13 that Xavier was extremely uncomfortable with. He could see
there were cases where executive force was necessary, but it did not necessarily mean
he had to like it. They were men serving their country, granted, but some of them took
too much pride in their craft. Xavier had worked with the best of the adjusters, an SBS
commando named Mungell. Sometimes the man could seem as alien as the Shan. He
displayed no compunctions about killing and was skilled in destroying evidence, either
on a crime scene or by breaking and entering to gain access fo . Mungell kept
everything tight to his chest, compartmentalized. In person, he was a guiet and
introspective individual who generated an aura that demanded respect. Xavier debated
whether he would consider himself lucky or not should the SBS serviceman be called in.

Feeling that he had gotten nowhere fast, Xavier filed his report and, conscious of
the idea’s weakness, recommending that teams stakecut all clubs in the area of the
attack in the hope they might spot the woman. It had a very thin chance to succeed, but
there seemed nothing else to suggest. Xawvier went back over the hours of torture and
suffering the victim had been through fo try and find something, no matter how minute,
which might point the investigation in a new direction. Rushed blurs of neon color,
interspersed with brief flashes of black, raced dizzily in his head.

A spark of orange. A small cloud of gray smoke.

A cigarette. The man had Iit up a cigarette. He remembered the man picking up
the book of matches from the club as he talked to his soon-to-be murderer. It was as
thin a hope as the siakecuts, but he had io find cut. The Shan could be freguenting a
single club, perhaps changing bodies when the need arose. Their ability to hop from
body to body and store identities in their tri-lobed brains had led the adjustors from 22
SAS to nickname them “stacked actors®, beings who could take on a new role as quickly
as someone could pull an address from a rolodex. Xavier ran down a corrider, where
Alizon was startled to see him go flailing past and into the evidence storercom next 1o
the mortuary. Instinctively, she got up and followed him.
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“Xav?

He was going through the evidence list, tracing a finger down the effects of the
dead man, scarce though they were.

“Can | help? ghe asked her oblivious friend, trying to get his attention.

Xavier seemed to find what he wanted and took out an evidence bag. He held it
up to Alison. It contained a small, cardboard matchbook. The name of a nightclub was
garnishly displayed on the cover.

“I should have checked this first,” said Xavier excitedly. “Who booked it in?"

“Smant,” zaid Alison coolly, knowing what was coming. “Smar” was the nickname
for Abel Wilson, the old evidence storeroom keeper and he had not earned the
sobriquet by being quick-witted. However, Armand Thele felt that such a slow, plodding
man was just what was needed to look after evidence precisely because he was a
dullard. The Director was of the opinion that it meant Abel was dependable and immune
to corruption. The rest of G13 were of a different standpaoint.

“I should have bloody known,” grumbled Xavier.

“I take it that matchbook came from the club our John Doe met his killer?”
asked Alison.

“You got it, Alice,” confirmed the psychologist. “Perhaps we can get Thele to put
a couple of plainclothes in there to keep an eye out for her. | know it isn't the best lead
we've ever had, but at least it's easier than staking out all the nightclubs in London. I'm
going to talk to Thele about i."

"

rmand Thele censidered the idea good enough to implement and Xavier got what
he wanted, two people in the club. What the psychologist had not foreseen was
that the old man chose Alison and him to be those people. The Director
reasoned that, with Xavier's sensitivity to the Shan, if the woman did turn up, he would
instantly be aware of her presence and be able to call in the adjusters to handle the
situation. It wasnt guite what Xavier had planned on, but that the shadow men would be
on scene did make him feel better. The Shan could be totally unpredictable and he
certainly didn't want to end up on the wrong end of an enraged alien disturbed from its
mental equivalent of sex; it could well be a case of terminal xenocs coifus inferruplus.
¥avier prepared himself for the night ahead. Opening a drawer in his cubbyhole, he
first picked up his knife, a plain, black-handled S0G-536 “Autoclip” which he tucked into the
ankle of his left Or. Maren bool. He'd leamed in the business that a good knife was always
worth its weight in gold. Xavier's hands might not be steady anymaore, but he'd spent a long
time learning to compensate for the tremors and could now use it as efficiently as he did
before his injuries. Mext, staring distastefully at them, he focused on his handguns, two
Glock-21 pistols. The favored weapon of choice for law enforcement groups worldwide,
howewver, the psychologist hated having to carry them. In all the tighi-spois he'd been
through the guns had been neither use nor ormament as far as he was concemed.
Xavier sighed and changed into less haggard clothes. He met Alison in the
corridor and they entered the briefing room together. Inside, a commando sergeant
detailed the nighiclub, its layout, and the points where adjusters would be waiting. Call



220 Eldritch Blue

signs were memorized and ammunition checked out of the arsenal. If it all went “tits
up”, then regular police Rapid Firearm Response Units would be called in via NCIS,
but that was to be a last resorl. It was preferable that a siege should be avoided.
Xavier and Alison were asked to give a quick rundown on the Shan for those who had
not been with G13 during the hostilities with PISCES, detailing what was known of the
creatures, insofar as their personal experiences. The team headed out to unmarked
transports after that.

Before getting out the door, the sergeant called Xavier back.

“Sir,” he =zaid, “Thele asked me to tell you there will be two snipers on roofs
opposite and level to the club. Their call sign is Jehovah, sir”

“What's the reason for their presence, Sergeant Spiers?"

“In case the Shan attempts o infest a human being. the snipers, two of my best
men, will take measures to try and prevent that occurrence.”

“In other words,” replied Xavier, “they'll shoot on sight?”

“Yessir"

“Thanks for letting me know," said Xavier, musing at what point Thele's brains
transmuted to cotton wool.

W

London. It was loud, laser and strobe lighting coloring the atmosphere, and the

smell of alcehel going hand in hand with that of acrid smoke. The music was
blaring and shouted chatter went back and forih through the crowd. Xavier, rapidly
developed a splitting headache, wondering how in hell they were to pinpoint the Shan-
infested woman, if she was here at all. The psychologist felt like a sore thumb among all
the clubbers, but work was work, and the road fo hell is paved with good infentions, he
thought to himself sarcastically. | hope my application for that job with the Bureau for
Faranormal Research and Defense getls accepled.

Time passed slowly and Xavier's headache grew with each passing minute. The
whole scenanio seemed to be a waste of time. It was now one in the moming, the club
was emplying and Xavier had failed to see anycne resembling his target; that is, until he
turned to pick up his raincoat. His headache seemed to expand and then vanish only to
be replaced with a pressure on his temples. He knew the warning sensation of old. He
tried to act nomnal and turned round.

“Hiya darling,” said the woman. “| haven't seen you before.”

Xavier forced a shrug of his shoulders. | was supposed to meet a friend,” he
shouted over the thumping bass line. “A no show, I'm afraid. | was about to call it a night.”

She smirked and casually pointed her hips forward. Xavier recognized the
body language and did not doubt that the infested woman had a repertoire that ran
the gamut. “You certainly look different than the normal crowd. | did wonder. Guess
you caught my eye.”

The fact that the woman had approached him could well mean it was a Shan not
invalved in the PISCES war. Mot impossible, but then again it could well be a PISCES
survivor who saw a chance to even up the score for the Shan. “Well, | guess its back 1o

‘Che Terquemada was no different to many of the nightclubs in and around
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my place and an emply bed,” he improvised.

“An emply bed, darling? Mo one waiting for you?"

“Me,” he lied. “Single and no family ties,” af least that was the fruth, he reflected.

He could almost see the calculating gleam behind the sky-blue eyes. Her hair
and dress were rough approximations of what she was wearing when John Doe
unfortunately made her acquaintance. Xavier had figured the siyle was purposely
geared to work up the male libido.

“Well " she said invitingly, “feel like a little company ¥

Oh, Chrst. Now what do | do? Xavier thought. He and Bek had married young
and managed to have 10 years before her death. The psychologist didn't really know
what to say, he didn't want to put her off, but then he didn't want to seem too easy. That
might tip her off. Eventually, he went with nature and acted dense.

“You sure?” he hoped he hadn't overdone the grateful tones in his voice.

“Sure, darling. We all need a little fun, don't we?"

His blood immediately went ice cold. He knew exactly what she meant by “fun®. It
was no laughing matter. “Let me just get my coat and we'll be off then.”

¥avier tumed round and surreptitiously pressed his radio button three times. The
static bursts at the other end would let the team know to go active and that he couldn't
talk. He picked up the rain coat and put it on.

“Well, don't you look smart,” said the woman. “It'll be a nice change to be with
a gentleman.”

She looped her arm in his and they lefi the club. Xavier made no atternpt to lock about
him. He wouldn't see the adjusters and it could wam the woman. Alison would be nearby too,
with medical eguipment ready in case. Xavier hoped she would not need to use it.

“Actually, darling,” said the woman, “my place is near here. Let's walk. IUll save
on the cab fair, as well. | love the night sky.”

1 bet, thought Xavier, probably looking for your friends.

“Okay,” he replied levelly.

The psychologist distinctly noticed how many of the neon lights were going out,
leaving only the blinking street lights. It was not an encouraging scenario.

“So, what's your name?”

The woman gave a coy grin. “Call me Star.”

“Star,” he repeated, cringing at the idiccy of it. “Exactly where is it you live?"

“Mot far,” was the reply he got and no more.

The pressure on Xavier's temples continued without let up. He did his best not to
touch her skin with his. The last thing he needed was an accidental touch that could
send his senses reeling and give the game away. Psychometry might well be a gift, but
it was a two-edged sword in actuality. He continued facing ahead, desperately willing
himself mot to look back over his shoulder.

“Just down here, darling.”

An old brick archway opened up into an alley. Xavier tried to keep calm. "You live
down there?

“Well, ng, but | can't wait ‘til we get back to my place. Who says we can't have a
little action here and have some more at my place later too?"

Xavier tried to keep calm and look as if he was considering it. “Why not?" he said
finally, with a feigned cavalier attitude. “You only live once.”
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There was little ilumination in the seemingly endless alleyway. It was as if the
early morming blackness had filled the passage.

Perfect ambush territory.

Star turned round and grabbed the front of his coat, beckoning him forward with
her free hand. Xavier wondered how people could fall for this old crap. Did the Shan
learn this technigue from some old 70s porno film? He continued to play along and
fervently hoping he'd been seen taking the alley.

Against his anticipation, he did make it out of the passage; coming out into a
small mews courlyard, or so it seemed. Shadows encroached on the wunfamiliar
surroundings and Xavier knew the second Shan was hiding nearby, getting ready o
phase shift into his head. Only in Xavier's case, it would get a shock and for him
probably ancther beating after the first. G123 had made it clear they wanted both
creatures dead. Mo capture for study. Mo escapes. Dead and gone.

The psychologist hadn't been paying attention, too nervous over the details,
when he realized that Star was twisting her body around his. Her lips touched his and
abruptly his body rocked as if hit with a bolt of lightning.

Images of a distant sky over a planet older than Earth came ta the
frant of his mind. He was staring through three lidiess eyes, the focus
unzetting his senses. Xavier could feel fen legs and also three mouths.
Back in the aleyway, his natural body was revolling against the alien
impulses. Through his touch of the “woman’s" skin he could pick up the
evident plans fo use him and then kil him for the sheer pleasure of it, but
now something akin fo alarm was coming fo the surface. It was a feeling
emanating from the human body the Shan inhabited. The real person
inside the body was nothing more than a phanfom now, but the
physiognomy was frying fo follow old stimull. Scenes merged in his mind,
then separated and scaltered. Xawvier couldn't stand the pressure on his
head. He wanted it to stop. He had to break the contact.

\With a wrenching scream Xavier fore himself away from Star, his being trying to
reaffirm its humanness as the memory of the physiognomy of the insect from Shaggai faded.

He was too stunned to move, it felt as if he'd been hit by a truck.

“You saw,” said Star with a voice not at all like the one she'd used before.

He knew what was coming, but his sluggish body was still suffering an identity
crigis and his hands couldnt rizse quick enough to block the swift succession of kicks to
the stomach, and he crumpled under the rain of blows. However, Xavier went with the
fallimg motion, slipped his hand into his boot, and pulled out his combat knife. There was
no sign of his backup and he was damned if he wasn't going to try and defend himself
from the Shan as it tried to overpower him. A desperaie slash of the knife in an arc
caught Star across the thigh. It was a lucky strike and Xavier knew it

The second Shan abruptly flew out of the velvet black of the night and aimed
straight for him. These could not be creatures from the PISCES war, those Shan that
had infested the government agency all knew that Xavier was immune to their phase
shifting. They didn't know why he wasn't susceptible, but the message had been clear
encugh. He was to be killed. The Shan had decided to deny his gifts to their enemy,
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they had tried to maintain their foothold, but it had not worked.

The ingsect Shan hit him with a force he wouldnt have believed possible. From
the memories of the infested government people, Xavier had learned that to a victim,
thie infestation was confusing. A creature the size of a pigeon flying at your head and
then disappearing. No impact. It beggared belief, but the Shan would then take over the
body and slowly torment the human info submission er brainwash them, or in extreme
cases drive the person insane. And while it was at it, the creature would take pleasure
in forcing its mew host into sexual deviancies and vices, simply because it couwld,
because it wanted to get high on the experience of pain and humiliation. Humans were
puppets, which the Shan could drop and pick up at will. To them it was no different than
an actor assuming a new role, and they had thousands to choose from as G13 had
learned to its cost.

Xavier crashed back into a wall with the force of the collision. He didn't see what
had happened to the insect Shan, but could see the shock of Star that the phase shift
had not worked. The human face became feral, twisted in hate, and the woman jumped
at him with a devastating attack. Xavier dropped and rolled away. He didn't even think
of his team members, they weren't here and so it was him alone against the Shan.

Jumping up into a crouch, Xavier blocked a kick and stabbed forward. He
caught the infested woman in the midriff, drawing a stinging line into the flesh. A blow
to his arm sent the knife flying and the shock reverberated along his bones. It was
amazing that the strike hadnt broken his arm, but it was still hurl pretty badly. Xavier
brought his elbow up, caught Star on one cheek and then brought the arm back,
hitting her again with the side of his fist. She just seemed to shrug it off. Her next blow
went under his guard and caught him in the stomach, lifting him from his feet and
knocking him back into the wall.

Xavier knew if this continued he was geing to die. She'd managed to wind him
and it felt as if she'd done for some of hig ribg also. He leapt up, determined to take the
initiative. Star wasn't prepared and he pulled her jacket down, effectively pinning her
arms, and head-butted her with all the force he could muster. Xavier fell away, his head
feeling as if it was exploding, and yet the woman shrugged it off as if it had camied no
mere force than a breeze. It had been that particular maneuver that had stopped cne of
Cerilia's cultists from Killing him in Hong Kong, but it evidently wasn't working here.

Star was blocking the exit to the alley and Xavier had no doubt he was done for.
It was not a thought that troubled him. He'd be reunited with Bek. He smiled without
conscious volition. Star seemed troubled, this wasn't the right reaction from the weak
humans she preyed on. With that pause, Xavier took hig last chance and whipped out
his guns, shooting the woman in both thighs. He hoped to disable her, but against
reason she remained standing. A sharp tearing sensation flared up in his hands and
he saw the insect Shan had recovered and was biting his gun hands alternately with
its three mouths.

The guns fell and Xavier instinctively drew in his bleeding hands.

“CLEARIY

Xavier did not need to be told twice, he rolled to the side and instantly the
alleyway lit up like a bonfire. The insect Shan caught light as if made of paper. Star tried
to make for Xavier, to set him alight too, but he managed to duck into the archway
between gouts of the flame-thrower. Tissue blackened and the stink of roasting flesh
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pervaded the air, making Xavier want to gag with its awfulness.

Eventually, the Shan gave up its dying host and phase shifted from the head
and swiftly headed for the sky. A single shot rang out and the insect hit the ground
with a sickening thud.

“You . .." Xavier gasped. "You stupid bastards. Where were you?”

One of the adjuster's laughed. “| thought you wanted to die, Doc.”

There was a crack, and a tooth and some blood went flying. Xavier looked up to
see that Mungell had given his SAS colleague a back hander that would probably have
knocked anyone elze's head clean off.

“Smarten up,” ordered the SBS serviceman. “You do not antagonize Dr. Wilmarth.”

Xavier wasn't shocked. He'd worked with Mungell during the secret war with
PISCES, but hadn't realized that the man had developed such an obvious loyalty to him.
Alizon had whispered to him once that Mungell had lost hiz family to the things that
moved in shadow. Maybe Mungell saw him as a kindred spirit. The soldier with the
smarting jaw and broken teeth was escored away.

“I'm sorry, Dr. Wilmarth. We missed the passageway in the dark. Someone forgot
to issue night visicn goggles to the men,” he offered his hand to Xavier and pulled him up.

Alizon came up behind Mungell and slipped past him.

“Ohmiged,” she said in a rush. “What happened (o you, Xav?”

“Stacked actors,” he replied and left it at that.
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This iz a new story writfen for this anthology.

The success of the Delta Green supplement fo the Call of Cthulhu role playing
game, and the novels and short stones based on i, has opened up a whole new sub-
genre of espionage-conspiracy-governmental agency Mythos stories. This is the first of
what will be a series of such stories describing the adventures of Xavier Albert Wilmarth
and Alison Engels of Group 13. They will appear again in "“Dead In the Waler", which
will be published in the next Caimsford Tome anthology, Charnel Feast: Tales of
Lovecrafi's Ghouls.

in this story the Shan used the promise of sex fo lure potential victims info a
situation where they could use them for their sadistic pleasure. As described by
Ramsey Campbell in hiz story “The Insects From Shaggal”, the Shan are a decadent
race that derives pleasure from forfuring their slaves. As such, they were nol inferested
in sex itself, just using it as a lure. SHN, while the normal modus operandi of the Shan is
to feed their memories to their victims and experience the emotional feedback, these
two seemed interested In experiencing human-style sadislic sexual forture as well. St
the primary reason G13 considered them fo be a threat was their ability fo control the
actions of their vicims, thus allowing fthem to infilfrate human organizations virtually
undetected. In any event, their infimate knowledge af the human psyche allows them fo
manipulate the male sex drive o oblain their victims.

Mr. Warthy will also appear in the next four Caimsford Tame anthologies.







bave you pouNd bim

Jean Ann Donnel

skinmed men in black suits with dark glasses greeted me, with smiles like
- crocodiles. Great, | thought, Jehovah's Witness's. | really should have voled on
that ordinance in the last Arkham election.

“Hi," said the first one attempting a cadaverous smile. “Hawve you found the
Darkman in your life?”

“The what?" | answered, wondering if | could get them ito leave before
“Fraszier’ came on.

They pushed past me and sat down. Damn, | wasn't going to be able to get rid of
them easily this night.

“Let us tell you of the worship of our Lord of Darkness, The Dark Pharach, The
Crawling Chaos, Nyarlathofep,” and | swear there was a huge thunder clap at the end.
A sudden storm seemed to have stared.

“That's a lot of names for one God, or is it a man?” | asked confused.

“Once, long ago, he was a mortal man,” answered one.

“Mow, he is immortal,” replied the other, "and has chosen you, oh lucky mortal
woman, to be his offering for the festival.”

“Hiz what?" | said.

“Offering; we present you 1o him as an offering.”

“He will initiate you into our group.”

“After that you will either understand or have died in great joy at the honor he
has given you.”

“One way or the other, we feel you will have been Saved.” He said it with the
smile of a zealot.

“I den't think | want any — | gave at the office,” | told them. | rushed them out,
trying desperately to close and triple lock my door.

“You don't understand” they said. “Owur lord and master will not be denied, you
shall serve him and rejoice in the honor of being his."

1 was at home channel surfing, when a knock sounded on my door. Two pasty
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“Ewven if you are his for but one night, dying in his embrace.”
“But you shall be his for the festival.”
| closed the door on them but the storm was getling worse. There was fierce
thunder and lightning; the entire building shook.

miy nightgown on a high hill. There were people all arcund me as | approached a
- stome. Remaoving the last of my clothing, | lied down for Him. The people left me
to Him; | was His. | could not see Him in the dream, but | felt Him stroking my body
gently, fondling me to heights of ecstasy undreamed of.
| awoke saying over and over again “Myarlathotep.” | found myself chanting
something and before me He stood. He was seven feet tall, His skin dark as night, lithe,
beautiful in hiz manner. His voice was like that of the deepest melodies and | found
miyself on that mountain.
| had summaoned Him somehow in my sleep. Undressing | lay upon the stone as
celebrates of the festival {(whatever it was) left us alone.
Eagerly, | offered myself, no longer caring if | would live or die. | was His, giving
miyzelf to pleasure no mere mortal was meant to know; inhuman pleasures.
Then | awoke — it was all a dream, but the storm was fierce. The thunder
boomed, the lightening so bright, like a flash bulb illuminating the night sky. | heard
chanting, and | opened the door to let them in.

1 tried to sleep but heard the sound of a flute. | dreamt | was dancing, dancing in

ow | understand, thus | write this before | leave. | must go with them; |

undersiand now. | have been chosen and am greatly honored. | do not know if |

will live to serve Him thereafter. To give myself to Him as He wills, till He takes
me totalty and | am no more. | do not know if this will be my last night.

It matters not; if it is, it iz meant to be. If | live | may visit you one fine night and
ask you, “Have you found Him?" If you have not, perhaps | will help you to find Him and
thiose he serves. 1&' /& Shu Nyanrlathotep, blessed be!
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Jean Ann Donnel is the second new writer fo be featured in this anthology. This
is & new story wntten for this anthology.

Writing short-shorts (stories shorter than the usual short story format) is much
harder than it seems. The normal problems of characterization, plotting, and pacing
are accentualed, because the story still has to be complete, but you have less space
to do if in. Mast writers respond by describing what is obviously a scene from what
shouwld be a longer story, but while it might be enjoyable fo read, if isnt & complete
story, and therefore is the poorer for it. In my opinion Ms. Donnel has the talent fo fell
a compiete stary in only a few pages. it's one of the reasons her longer staries are as
slrong as they are.

The anly complaint might be that her story ends before it should. Afer ali, isn't
the point of it to show how the namatar deals with being Nyarlathotep's lover? | mean,
it's like ending Dracula at the paint where we discover the count is & vampire. Why
didn’t she finish the story?

| think this kind of complaint misses the point. She did finish the story, because
the story had come fo ifs end. Certainly there was more that cowid be fold, but that
would be true of any sfory. For example, what happened to Ishmael affer the end of
Moby Dick? Why didn't Melville tell the rest of the story? Because if wasnt his
purpose o relate his character’s entire biography. All he wanted fo do was describe
Ishmael's encounter with the great white whale. Once that was accomplished he ended
the story. Well neither was it Ms. Donnel's purpase ta tell us her character's life story;
all she wanted o do was describe how the woman became the consorf of the Crawling
Chaos. Once that was accomplished, the story was over, and she ended it. [t's that
simple. Many otherwise fine writers do not seem fo know when lo end a sfory. They fry
to include much maore than is really necessary and so their stones confinue well past the
point where they should end. Knowing when and how fo end a story is as impartant fo a
good stary as developing believable, sympathelic characters or creafing a well
organized and provocalive sforyline.

Ms. Donnel's porfrayal of the Mighty Messenger is unigue to say the least, but
there is precedence for it. Nyarlathofep has generally been described as a corrupler
and deceiver, a smarmy enfily that seeks lo seduce people info corrupting themselves
rather than farcing them into corruption through intimidation. Even Lovecraft's portrayal
is more like Milton's Salan than his own usual alien monstrosity. But in this story the
Crawling Chaas is more Latin lover than amnipotent god, hence his ability to seduce the
narrator is even mare disturbing. It's one thing to surrender onesell fo divine majesty;
it's another enfirely to jump into bed with any smooth-falker with a good pickup line.
Granted, Nyarathotep is probably the most exquisite lover who ever existed, but is it
worth selling one's soul just for camal pleasure? Has our sociefy become sa movaily
and spintually bankrupt that we eagerly allow ourselves fo be corrupted in exchange for
physical pleasure? Or am | simply jealous of the Messenger's ability fo get any girl he
wants while | sit at home alone at nights editing and publishing books? And is my
jealousy the way | have corrupted myself?

Ms. Donnel will also be appearing in fwo of the next four Caimsford Tome
antholagies.







The violeT priINcess

Stephen Mark Rainey

Although Tazmen Fleming was two years his senior, in his eyes she was a

youthful innccent; an exquisitely beautiful, captive princess who needed a
guick-thinking, physically capable, and daring young knight such as himself to slay the
mensier that imprisoned her in the inscrutable depths of Fleming Keep, the gables of
which peeked over the crest of Bethany Ridge like the guesting eyes of some great
predator. Of course, the house was not actually called Fleming Keep, nor was it a
particularly forbidding-looking property, but to Scoit, s antebellum-age walls were
battlements that withheld from him a treasure he desired more than any other; one he
had sworn on his family name to acquire, no matter the cost.

He had been aware of the house on the ridge for as long as he could remember,
but he had never known who lived there, nor had he been keenly interested in finding
out, until one afternoon when, on a lark, he had turned the telescope he ordinarily used
for stargazing onto those high, distant gables. Through the lens, he caught his first
glimpse of her face behind leaded glass as she peered wistfully at the valley below, her
features indistinct — almost wraithlike — until she pushed cpen the sash and leaned
forward to reveal a bell of golden-brown hair over wide, dark eyes, a narrow nose, and a
small mouth, lips pressed together in a contemplative frown. As he watched, her eyes
lowered toward his; and though she could not possibly have seen him, her face
gradually brightened and a little smile formed on her lips. His heart leaped to his throat,
and he nearly sent the telescope toppling out of his own second-floor bedroom window.

By inquiring as subtly as he knew how of his father, he leamed the Fleming name
and the fact that it belonged to one of the oldest and wealthiest families in the county.
However, in longstanding Fleming tradition, the present master of the house, Andrew,
was a near-iotal recluse; about all Scoit’s father knew of him was that he had lost his
wife during the birth of their only daughter, Tazmen, some 15 years before. Since time
immemorial, the Flemings had enlisted hired hands for all the mundane tasks of life, and
only on rare occasion did any of them appear beyond the borders of their property. |dle

a t age 13, Scott Carlisle fell truly, deeply in love for the first time in his life.
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gossip about the withdrawn family, once plentiful, had dwindled to nothing many years
ago, so during Scoit's relatively short lifetime, the house on the ridge remained an
unmentioned, half-noticed structure that failed to stir his youthful curiosity.

“What about the girfl, Tazmen?" he had aszked his father. "Doesn't she go to school?"

“I'm under the impression she's home-schooled,” Dad answered. “But | don't
kmow amy more about her than the rest of that family." His father gave him a
conspiratorial glance. “You trying to find cut about her for any particular reason?”

Scott begged off quickly, but his father's expression indicated he might have
deduced Scolt’s frue purpose. However, due to either ambivalence or tact, Dad made
no further mention of their conversation, and he never seemed to make the connection
between Scott's interest in the Flemings and his increasing devolion to his telescope,
even during broad daylight.

Indeed, the more Scott gazed at the distant house, the more he saw of the girl.
Her beauty exceeded any his eyes had beheld {even on television), and his body had
begun to stir in a most exciting fashion when he so much as visualized her alluring
features. When he watched her through hig lens, she always appeared pensive and
melanchely;, surely in the grp of supreme loneliness. But every now and then, she
would turn her gaze toward hig own half-hidden window, and her gloom seemed to fade.
Then, on the most recent occasion, a dark shadow had appeared in the window behind
her — surely old Mr. Fleming himself — and the expression on her face changed from
longing to fear. She disappeared quickly, and the window was pulled shut with such
force that he thought he actually heard the crash from half a mile away.

Finally, he couldn't take it any more.

It was early on a clear summer evening that he ascended Bethany Ridge to
venture for the first time past the "Mo Trespassing” signs onto Fleming land. The pine
woods on the southern slope of the ridge were dense and guarded the rear of the old
Southern Colonial like a brigade of spear-wielding giants, and even within the borders of
the property, he could not yet see his destination. His young, well-toned muscles ached
from exertion, and his nerves jangled like the bell of a constantly ringing telephone,
panly because he was trespassing on posted properly (and in this part of Virginia,
affronted landowners tended to sheoot first and ask no guestions). but mainly because
he faced the prospect of meeting his ullimate fantasy in the flesh.

\What could he possibly say to her? That he had seen her from a distance and
wanted to make her acquaintance? It was as close to the truth as he dared to admit; but
if she should ask how he had seen her, what then? In his haste, he had not bothered to
conzider a method of presenting himself to her. Hosts of holy homors — what if he
should actually encounter her father? Certainly, the common practice of going to the
door, ringing the bell, and asking to see her was right out of the question!

Time for deliberation was runming short, however. As he pulled himself up a long
expanse of fern-carpeted slope, he caught sight of a hulking, angular mass beyond the
trees, and after a few more steps, he could clearly discern the gables and roof of the
house. From here, the mansion appeared considerably larger than he had imagined,
and something about it now seemed truly menacing: a cold, baleful radiance that
aroused the same fear he sometimes felt when he wandered inte an unfamiliar
dreamland during one of his cccasional nightmares. Finally, after a few moments’ pause
to catch his breath and gather his courage, he dragged himself up that final rise and
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stepped onto a broad apron of green, immaculately trimmed grass.

The rear of Fleming Keep looked as grand as the front of the next-biggest
house in town (the Groves's, over on Mulberry), with tall, brick chimneys at either end,
a split-level terrace that ran half the length of the house, and an elaborate archway
over the centrally located rear door. Where Scott stood, at the eastern end of the lot,
the woods pressed close fo the house, but ai the western end, the well-groomed yard
wandered along the top of the ridge, extending as far as his eye could see until it
disappeared behind the intervening trees. When he peered around the near side of the
house toward the front, he could see the posts of what he took to be a large porch.

How could only a single man and his daughter live in such a massive dwelling,
which had obviously been designed for a prosperous and prolific family? There must be
two-dozen rooms in there, Scott thowghi. The wood-paneled walls looked freshly
painted, and the tar-shingled roof showed little sign of wear, for a place reputedly 200
years old, it was certainly well preserved. In spite of his discomfiture, pure, exhilarating
magic rushed through his veins as he studied the house, for this was her home, the
place where she ate, and drank, and slept, and carried on blithely unaware of his
distant, blazing desire for her. He could scarcely believe he was this close to her even
now. But neither could he escape the feeling that this impeccable facade was false, that
it concealed some dark, festering secret — some danger to fer, if not to him. Above, the
sky loomed like a purple velvet canopy, for the sun had already dropped beneath the
trees in the west. An occasional shrill birdcall pealed out of the woods in the distance;
otherwise, the air hung oppressively still and silent.

Scoll took a few stealthy steps toward the house, unsure what he intended to
do, but unable to keep his nervous legs from moving. The air seemed cooler here,
which should have been a relief after his long, hot climb, but it was not. Again he had
the vague sense of being in one of his nightmares, where things always turned out 1o
be different than what they appeared to be — rarely in agreeable fashion. His focus
had become the nearest ground-floor window, through which he espied a faint glimmer
of light. A= he approached, he detected a low, steady electrical hum, so deep that he
actually felt it in his feet and ankles, though he could not tell where it was coming
from. As he pressed close o the house, his mind screamed at him, warning him it was
not too late to simply run back home. Had he become a peeping tom, a common
trespasser, just to get a glimpse of a beautiful girl he'd spied on from a distance — an
activity that most would already consider morally reprehensible? What about his grand
scheme to liberate a fair maiden from her brutish, despotic father? Had he been
merely fooling himself all this time?

Mothing, certainly not his conscience, could stop him from kneeling at the
window, which leaked a dim, violet luminescence like the light from a large aguarium,
and pressing his eye to the glass. Beyond the pane, heawvy satin drapes prevented an
unobstrucied view, bui there was a gap of perhaps two inches through which he
peered, hiz heart pounding in anticipation of what he might observe inside this
chamber of Fleming Keep.

He zaw her.

It was Tazmen! Her lovely features were plainly visible, limned by the strange,
violet glow. She seemed to be standing in a corner at the far end of the room,
surrounded by some electronic-looking apparatus he could not immediately identify nor
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be bothered to study. Her eyes were closed, but she wore her characteristic melancholy
expression; if she hadn't been upright, he might have thought she was asleep. But most
intriguing of all — she appeared to be totally nude! Something resembling a rack of
large fluorescent tubes — it was from this that the purple light radiated — partially
obscured his view, but he could clearly see her small, firm breasts peering out from
beneath the tips of her golden brown tresses. And then he realized that she was not
merely standing in a comer, her body was pinioned to a vertical metal slab by odd-
looking metallic arms that seemed to grow out of the wall to encircle her shoulders.

Scott could not keep from gasping aloud and clumsily falling backward onto his
rear end. What in God’s name was happening to her in there? He scrambled back
upright and peered in, trying to get a better look at the strange machinery; surely, that
was what was producing the deep electrical hum!

As he stared in disbelief at what he now took to be some kind of torture chamber,
his head bumped heavily against the window, and — both to his dismay and delight —
Tazmen's eyes opened. They swiveled slowly to focus on his and, as if she recognized
his as a friendly face, her lips spread in a weak smile.

The next thing he knew, he was being jerked roughly away from the window by a
strong hand at his collar. He felt himself actually leave the ground, tumble awkwardly in
the air, and then crash to the ground in a painful heap, arms and legs askew. A
mammaoth, towering silhouette — upside down from his perspective — leaned forward
and tore him from the earth as a vineyard hand might pluck a grape from its stem.

Suspended dizzyingly high abowve the ground, he tried to disentangle his arms
and legs, only half successfully. When he dared turn his eyes to see what held him, they
met the white-hot glare of twin headlamps that seethed with unutterable malice, their
blinding beams boring straight through his skull to flay his soul. He dimly registered the
opening of a massive jaw, and a deep, animalistic growl so coarse that at first he didn't
realize it was a voice forming words.

“What the hell do you think you're doing here, you filthy little son of a bitch? Who
gave you permission to set foot on my propery?”

Scott's tongue was frozen, his eyes a hair short of popping out of their sockets.
All he could do was exhale eratically, his breath coming out as a series of staccato
hiszes. If the huge man found it offensive, he gave no indication but pressed his face
even closer to Scoti's.

“| asked you a question, boy. Who said you could come on my land?”

Throat clogged with sandpaper, he rasped, "Mobody . . . sir.”

“Then what the hell are you doing here?”

“M=n—nathing, sir."

“That's not an answer. You were just at this window, looking inside. See
something you like in there, boy?”

Scott desperately shook his head. "l-I-1 didn't see anything.”

“You're a trespasser, a Peeping Tom, and a liar.”

‘Mo, 1 ="

“Don't try to deny it. | caught you.” The voice grew louder and somewhat shriller.
“l bet you sneaked here, didn't you. From somewhere down there.” The massive brow
nodded toward the valley below. “lsn't that right?"

Paralysis crept into his neck, and he could no longer move his head. “| was
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just . _ . curious . . . about your house.”

The face drew back from his, and Scott could now see that Andrew Fleming had
a full head of steel-gray hair, a grizzled, lantern jaw, and eyes of blistering ice blue. “If
you sneaked up here, then no one knows where you are. Am | right? What if | were to
take you apart right here and scatter the pieces all through the woods? Do you imagine
amyone would ever find you?"

The man’s sincerity was beyond guestion. “Please . . _ please just et me go.”

“You didn't answer my guestion_"

“Mo .. _sir”
“Did you come here to die?”
“Mo!”

Scott felt the strong fingers around his neck starting to apply pressure. Two
seconds later, he dropped his jaw to scream in agony, but nothing came out.

“I| can make that last hours. Shall | test your endurance?”

Scott could neither speak nor gesture. All he could do was wait cut the pain and
pray the man would show him some mercy. It seemed two ages of misery, the vertebrae
in his neck bent in three directions, before the pressure began to abate.

“What's your name, boy?"

His lips tried to form the syllables, but his tongue could find no purchase.

“You have three seconds to answer before | show you what pain really means.”

“5=5-5Scoit."

“Scott what?"

“Carlisle.”

“What's your address?"

“3201 . . . lroguois .. Trail.”

“Would you lie to me?”

“Mo, sir.”

The man seemed to lose himself in thought for ten seconds or so. Finally, he
said, “Wery well. | know who you are and where you live." There was another long
pause. Then, in a whisper: “Scott Carlisle, how would you like to wake up one morning
and find your throat cut?"

Scott's legs began to squirm despite his best effort. “No . "

“If | ever catch sight of you anywhere near this house . . . if | ever see you again
anywhere . . . then that’s what you will have to look forward to. You won't know when it
will happen. But it will. Is that perfectly clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Furthermore, if you should ever tell anyone about being here . . . or what
happened to you here . . . you will only hasten your own departure from this life. 1s this
also clear?”

“Yes, sir"

“Then | have nothing more to say to you.”

Andrew Fleming glared malevolently at him for a few more moments. Suddenly,
Scott felt himself being lifted high into the air, over the huge man's head . . . and then he
was hurtling through space, over the edge of the ridge and into the trees, his body
thudding heavily to the ground and skidding uncontrollably down the steep slope. He
smacked into a pine bole, which jarred him to his bones but failed to impede his
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mementum; he tumbled on info the dense ferns, his fingers scrabbling for a handhold,
finally smagging a narrow frunk. He jerked to a halt, his shoulder making a hideous
snapping sound as his arm was nearly yanked from its socket.

He lay on his back for half of forever, paralyzed by shock. The deepening sky
stared pitilessly at him from above the trees, and a few birds laughed stridently at his
plight. Eventually, he took a deep breath and struggled fo his feet, his injured shoulder
howling in protest. When he looked back up the slope, he could not see even a corner
of the Fleming house; he had fallen too far below the ridge's crest.

My God, what had he done?

He turmed and slowly began making his way home, his mind thoroughly numb;
after a few minutes, though, he felt tears stinging his eyes, and then he was crying like a
little boy, his nose running like a spigot, his lungs convulsing, his physical pain a mere
nuizance next to the brutal sting of humiliation.

He had no idea what time it was, but darkness was falling rapidly. The days
were getting shorter, and if he didn't get in before dark, Mom and Dad would starl
calling for him. Getting in trouble with them was the last thing he needed, s0 he picked
up his pace a little, brushing himself constantly, trying to make himself look as if
nothing had happened.

That's nght. Nathing at ail happened. Was just out walking in the woods.

Finally, he could see his own house at the edge of the trees, small and
comfortable and completely devoid of any secrets that would drive anyone in it to
nearly murder another. Lights now burned in the windows of his parenis' room and
Dad's den. It seemed so safe and ordinary, and here, far from the monster on the
ridge, he managed to at least halfway compose himself. There was nothing he could
do about his filthy clothes.

Once inside, he found Mom and Dad firmly settled in their own little world of
needlepoint and stamp cellecting, and — fortunately — he was able to wish them good
evening and go up 1o his room without them noticing his appearance. There he stripped
off his ruined rags and examined his injured shoulder in the mirror. It hurt like the
dickens and looked a little swollen, but he didn't think it was broken or dislocated. But
his eyes were puffy and red, and even after washing his face twice. he couldn't scour
the embedded grime from his cheeks.

“you idiot, you stupid, goddamned idict,” he whispered to himself over and ocwer again.

His telescope stood at the window, aimed tantalizingly at the summit of Bethany
Ridge. He gazed pensively at it for several moments, contemplating turning it on
Fleming Keep as an act of defiance, but now it seemed a mere empty gesture. To think
of Tazmen at the mercy of that beast up there! What if he should call the police? If they
raided the place and discovered how the old man treated his daughter, wouldn't they
put him away for a long, long time?

Andrew Fleming has enough money to buy the whole police depariment, he told
himzelf. Even if he were arrested, he'd get out soon enough — and he would know
exactly who was responsible for the inconvenience.

“How would you like to wake up one morning and find your throat cut?”

Tazmen's father had nothing to fear from Scolt Carlisle. And he knew it.

Scott threw himself on his bed and fought the tears that tried o return to his
eyes. He had seen the truth of his heart tonight, and it disgusted him. He was a




The Violet Princess 237

spineless voyeur, a weakling without the guts to confromt a siluation head-on; he
deserved to be tossed down the side of that ridge like a bundle of ugseless compost.

He reached over and flicked off the lamp, blanketing himself in darkness that was
at first blinding and then comforting. Here in his room, at least, he was the master of his
own world, and there were no raging monsters to snatch him up like a bit of fluff and
threaten to murder him. Shorily, he closed his eyes and guickly drifted into a light,
restless sleep. It seemed only moments later when something — a dream, perhaps —
jarred him awake; but the house was silent, and his bedside clock showed it was
already past midnight. God! Mom and Dad would have gone to bed a while ago. As his
eyes adjusted to the darkness, he thought he glimpsed a dim flicker of light beyond the
window. That in itself was not unusual, occasionally, the headlights from a passing car
reflecied on the nearby trees, or if the Ramseys next door turned on their porch light, it
shone into the lower yard near the edge of the woods. But something seemed different,
and with a reluctant effort he pulled himself off the bed, shuffled to the window, and,
shivering with inexplicable apprehension, peered into the night.

Rarely did any lights show up on Bethany Ridge, and tonight was mo exception.
But a movement drew his eye to a point below the crest, roughly on the same path he
would have taken this afierncon, and after a moment he realized it was a luminous
globe of soft viclet color, gliding slowly through the trees toward his house.

Like the light that had surrounded Tazmen's body in that ghastly torture chamber
devised by her father.

“What the hell? he whispered as nervous tremors began to stir in his stomach.
Was old man Fleming coming down the hill, having decided to carry out his murderous
threat afier all? What on Earth was that light, anyway? Something about its sickly
phosphorescence unsettled him, as if its source were pariculary unwholesome; like
radiation was the only way he could think to describe it.

The violet globe slid silently down the hill, its appreach excruciatingly slow and
deliberate, as if its bearer intended for him to see it only to sweat out the minutes
before it arrived. Occasionally, when it vanished behind trees, it seemed as if it might
never reappear, but it always did, each time a little closer to his yard. Finally it was
only a few hundred feet away, but as yet, no one appeared in its pale purple wash,
and even when it sailed slowly 1o the very edge of the yard, he could see nothing but
the luminous globe itself.

And then it went out.

Scott shuddered viclently, more terrified by the sudden darkness than by the light
itself. Whoever — or whatever — had borne it down from the ridge was still out there,
and now he had no idea where he, she, or it was. It had to be Mr. Fleming . . . didn't it?
Shouldn't he call Dad? He would never let that man into the house, no matter what.
Scoit's having to explain what he had done was nothing compared to the fate he stood
to suffer at Mr. Fleming's hands.

Still, he could not bring himself to call for his parents. The empty night leered
meckingly at him, unwilling to vouchsafe the slightest glimpse of any intruder or even a
repetition of the sickly phosphorescence amid the trees. For hours — it must have been
hours — Scoft sat transfixed, watching, waiting, and sweating. Mr. Fleming was out there
biding his time, scoping out the house, guessing which room Scoit occupied, determining
the best way inside. At some point, there would be a telitale footfall, the creak of a door or
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window opening, the soft groan of the stairs beneath the weight of the killer.

But the silence remained unbroken.

Eventually, exhausted beyond endurance, Scoit lay back on the bed, clutching
his prized Swiss army knife as his one meang of protection. Qutside, the night passed
uninterrupted and unmindful of any murderous plot or strange passage through the
forest. And in that villainous darkness, Scoit Carlisle fell as deeply and passicnately out
of love with Tazmen Fleming as he had fallen into it.

Ajken Mill; hardly a job to brag about, but it kept him busy and eamed him more

than a meager amount of spending money to take to college with him. He had
been accepted at James Madison University in Harrisonburg, and although his parents
had originally hoped he'd stay closer to home at Beckham College, they first reluctanthy
and then proudly approved of his decision to go to the bigger and more prestigious
school. Dad had been contributing to his college fund since he was born, so even
though JMU was a much more expensive proposition, barring wunforeseen
complications, going there weould not send the family to the poerhouse.

By late August, Scott decided he'd had enough of the heat and grime of
restaurant work., There were only three weeks left till he depared for the greener
pasturas of university life, and he wanted to spend his last days at home under as litthe
pressure as possible. He gave the restaurant manager 24 hours' notice of his imminent
retirernent and was told not to bother coming back; so at the end of the dinner hour on
the night of his final shift, he drove home in his brand-new (used) Toyola Corolla,
surreptitiously grabbed a couple of beers from the mini-fridge at the basement bar his
father had built, and headed to his room to phone a few friends. He couldn't reach
Framk, Chuck, or Bob, his regular cronies, as his dad referred to them, so after a long
perod of nail-biting indecision, he almost sericusly considered calling Stephanie
Asbermrry, whom he had dated several times and even French kissed on one particularly
blissful evening. The prospect of seeing her excited him in more than a few ways, but
he was loath to call because, for reasons unknown, her manner had grown distincthy
chilly the last couple of times they'd been together. Such meeodiness did not bode well
for further liaizons, and he doubted she would be moved to extreme sentiment by the
fact that he would be gone soon, more or less permanently. In the end, unwilling to risk
needless disappointment, he decided that hanging out and getting a beer buzz on his
own was an adequately satisfying pursuit.

After a few minutes — no doubt due to the alcohol in his blood — his mind
started to wander back through the years, only to grind to a halt when it happened
upon the lovely face of Tazmen Fleming. Of course he had never completely forgotten
her, and once in a while her image swam up from the depths of his memaory, but
always only fleetingly. Tonight, for some reason, his mind's eye not only pictured her
vividly but fixated on her, and for the first time in almost five years, as if in a memory-
induced trance, he dug inte his closet, found his old telescope, and set it up at his
window, its lens aimed at the dark summit of Bethany Ridge as it had been so many
times during those days of idyllic ignorance — before Andrew Fleming had nearly
hurled him to his death.

Since then, he had avoided so much as looking at the ridge at night. The

E uring the summer of hig 18th year, Scolt worked as a fry cook at the Shoney's in
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mansion’s perpetually dark windows hid its secrets like armored barricades, and he no
longer gave a flip about Mr. Fleming's whys or wherefores. As far as Scott was
concerned, he had narrowly escaped being murdered by a madman, and ruminating
on his better-forgotten idiotic behavior would only lead him into a quagmire of
depression. But the rationality he had carefully nurtured over the last few years failed
to prevent his anxious eye from peering into the telescope viewfinder or his suddenly
trembling fingers from focusing the lens directly on the all-but-invisible shape of the
ancient mansicn atop the ridge.

He popped another beer and settled himself in front of the window, his hear
thumping like a kettledrum, his foot tapping nervously on the floor. As he studied the
dark features of Fleming Keep, a light appeared in one of the windows — certainly the
one where Tazmen had first appeared to him all those years ago — and his lungs forgot
to breathe. He nearly jammed his eye into the eyepiece, for a shadow began moving
somewhere inside the room. Surely it was Tazmen! Would she offer him ancther
glimpse of her face? Would she lock the same? Would five years of torment at her
father's hands have withered her beauty?

“l said good night, son.”

Scott whipped his head around in gurprise, only to see his father's head poked in
through his half-apen bedroom door. “Sorry, Dad. | didn't hear you.”

“Stargazing again after all this time?”

He nodded distractedly. “Y'eah, a little. You and Mom going to bed early?”

“Early? It's after midnight.”

“What?" Scoit felt as if he had been punched. His eyes rolled toward his
nightstand and found the illuminated clock. It read 12:05.

There was no way he had been peening through his telescope for over fwo hours!

“Well, dont stay up too late. We'll see you tomormow.”

Scott nodded mutely, the ice in hig stomach as heavy as a lead brick. With a
shrug, his father closed the door, and his footsteps shuffled away down the hall. Judas
lord have mercy, Scott thought, had he really been 30 spellbound that time had lost its
meaning? But even that shock dulled quickly as his eye retumed to the telescope 1o
seek the object of his renewed fascination.

There. Her ghostly face materializing behind translucent glass, her hands lifting
the sash, her eyes slowly turning to meet his.

She looked almost exactly az he remembered. And there could be no
mistaking the recognition in her gaze, the smile of satisfaction that meant she could
somehow see him looking at her. She placed one elbow on the windowsill and rested
her chin in her hand, the unambiguous posture of one waiting semi-patiently for the
arrival of an anticipated guest.

As if mesmenzed, Scolt left his telescope and went quietly downstairs to his
dad's darkened den, where he knelt before the huge, antique cherry desk and dug into
its lower right-hand drawer. His groping fingers found the battered old wooden gun
case, which he carefully placed on the deskiop and opened to reveal his dad's ancient
Smith & Wesson Model 10 revolver. He flicked open the cylinder and by touch
confirmed it was loaded. Over the past few years, he had gone target shooting with the
gun fairly frequently, 5o he was quite familiar with its use. But he could never have
dreamed of actually bearing the gun for a purpose such as he had tonight. He would not
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veniure up on Bethany Ridge without a means of self-defense, and tonight, he was
going to meet Tazmen Fleming even if it meant putting a hole in her father.

Her presence at the window dictated it. He could not refuse her.

He slipped out of his house with the gun tucked into his belt and set out through
the woods without a flashlight, knowing he would not need one. His feet anticipated the
precise steps to take, his hands frequently taking hold of tree trunks to assist him in the
steep climb. Mo light from the crescent moon fitered through the dense pine boughs,
and the woods loomed in eerie silence, as if even the insects and night birds held their
breath; expecting the worst, perhaps? Afler five years, Andrew Fleming would probably
not even recognize him, but that would hardly rule cut his using murderous force
against anyone he congidered a trespasser. Still, no threat of violence could now deter
Scolt, and any weak part of his heart had hardened to steel. If for one moment he
feared for his life, he would shoot the aggressor without hesitation or remorse.

After fifteen minutes, he could see the angular roof of Fleming Keep alop the
ridge, black against the black sky. The light in the window had been extinguished, but
he knew beyond question that Tazmen was still there, waiting for him, possibly even
watching him. He struggled up the steepest pari of the slope until he once again set foot
in the mansion's backyard, facing the dark windows that overlooked the valley below.
Then a cold chill broke through the warmth of the August night to rampage down his
spine, for at the nearest ground-floor window, a trace of violet light stole through the
curtains on the other side of the glass.

The light that came from the device that entrapped Tazmen like an electronic iron
maiden. The same light that had sifently glided down the ridge toward his house on that
terribie night five years before.

Had her father imprisoned her there again in the time since he had left his
house? What could he do to free her? His hand slid around to touch the handle of the
revolver in hig bell. Yes, by God; if it became necessary, he would use it.

He slowly crept toward the window, but suddenly froze. From his left, he heard
thie sharp clanking of a chain, then a deep huffing sound, like somecne gasping for
breath. Then came the distinctive patter of footsteps and a low growl that rumbled
across the yard like a chainsaw revving to life. A dozen yards away, a lange four-legged
silhouette appeared and slowly began to stalk toward him.

Dog. A big one.

S0 Mr. Fleming had added another precaution against trespassers since the last
time Scott had been here. This cerainly complicated matters, but he did not intend to be
thwarled again. He pulled the gun from his belt, but then thought betler of it. Shooting
the dog would only bring the wrath of God down upon him.

“Hush, Knox" The soft, feminine whisper came from the darkness to Scott’s right.
“It’s all right. He's a friend.”

He spun arocund, and for a moment he thought he was looking at a ghost. A soft
violet glow surrounded the girl like a luminous mist, and the white zatin nightdress she
wore seemed to shimmer as if it were made of pure moonlight. She did not look at him
but took a few steps toward the dog, which quickly turned and pattered away without so
much as another grunt. Only after she had stared after it for half a minute did she deign
to regard Scott. And when she did, her eyes were smiling at him with a warmth he had
never witnessed in ancther human being.
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Tazmen Fleming was tall, at least as tall as he. Her slim, willowy figure appeared
almost insubstantial beneath the softly glowing fabric of her gown. Her golden brown
hair shone platinum beneath the crescent moon that had sailed into view above the
towering pines. Speechless, Scott could only watch as she took a few gliding steps on
bare feet toward him, one hand reaching out in a gesture of welcome.

“What's your name?” she asked in a soft, crystal-bell voice.

“S=5-3coil,” he stammered, much too loudly. It took several moments for him to
compose himself sufficiently to say in low voice that didn't quaver, “Scott Carlisle.”

“I'm so glad to meet you,” she said, taking one hand im hers. Her fingers were
strangely cold, but his skin thrlled to their towch. “You're the one | used to see down
there . . . watching me.” She nodded in the direction of his house below.

He shrugged. *1 guess I've seen you a couple of times.”

Her amile indicated she saw through the lie. “No need to be embarrassed. I'm
flattered you took an interest in me. In my . . . well-being.”

“What makes you say that?"

“It's obvious you care what happens to me. That's more than | can say for some.”
Her head briefly tilted back toward her house.

“Has he hurt you?" Scoll bluned before he had a chance to realize what he was
saying. “I mean . . . you're not injured or anything, are you?”

Tazmen's warm features cooled somewhat, and her eyes took on their
familiar, faraway gleam. “My father has never hurt me physically. But he will never let
me |leave here. There's something up here" She tapped her head with cne finger.
“‘Don't misunderstand. My father truly cares for me. But wants fo possess me.
Sometimes he frightens me."

“Why don't you just leave? You're an adult.”

She shook her head sadly. "He has . . . ways . . . of keeping me here. | would
prefer not to talk about them.”

“But if he's doing something awful, he should be amested. Or put in an institution.
It's not right that you —"

She pressed a finger to his lips. “It's not like that. He means well — at least he
thinks he does. Don't judge him by my misfortunes.”

“My ass, the bastard neary killed me.” Scolt growled, only to instantly regret it.
Tazmen's eyes narrowed with disapproval. But then her face sofiened again.

“I remember when you came here _ . . a long time ago. My father thinks he is
protecting me. He just doesnt understand.” She sighed wistfully. “You don't
understand either. But it's not important. You've returned after all this time, and that
means a great deal to me.”

“I'd like to understand,” Scolt said.

“We're too close to the house,” she said, giving him an unintentionally seductive
smile. “Walk with me.”

She led him past the long terrace toward the broad, rolling lawn at the westemn
end of the property. Once beyond the house, in the pale moonlight Scott could see that
the lawn extended for several hundred yards along the top of the ridge before being
swallowed again by dense woods. She led him out to the wide open space, where he
felt uncomfortably exposed to any eyes that might peer out from the dark windows of
the mansion. But she kept going toward the distant trees and he followed cbediently,
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every now and then feeling a twinge of doubt that any of this was real. Just shy of the
western treeline, Tazmen stopped and turned to him again, her figure shining like a
radiant crystal in the darkness, her features warm but still contemplative.

“How did you know | was watching you?" Scott asked. “You couldn't possibly
hawve seen me.”

“But | did see you." She grinned. "Do you really think you are the only one who
might have such a long gaze?"

“But . . . why would you?”

“The valley down there. It's so close, but | have never been to it. All my life | have
studied everything | could see beyond the trees. To me, iU's a world of mystery. But you
know all about it. You take it for granted, never thinking there might be someone as
close as | am who has never experienced even its liniest pleasures.”

Scott swallowed nervously, unsure what to say to her, and locked around at the
dark trees. They seemed to be looking rather contempluously back at him. “So, here
you are. Why couldn't you just start walking and keep geing? What's stopping you?"

A shadow fell over Tazmen's face, and she glanced back toward the mansion.
“¥ou would not want to know. | can only go so far beyend the property line, and then —"
She abruptly stopped herself. “Don't ask questions like that, all right?”

“Somy.”

She took a step closer to him, and her fragrance suddenly swept over him like
an intoxicating breeze: a smoky scent, rather like sandalwood, tinged with something
a little sharper — almost electric. And then her cold fingers touched his shoulders and
moved toward the back of his neck, softly caressing him and at the same time pulling
his face toward hers. Before he realized it, her lithe body was pressed against his, and
in his surprise, he didn't even wrap hiz armg around her until he remembered he was
supposed to. Then, he was holding her so tightly he feared he might actually crush
her, for she seemed so fragile in his embrace, a living origami sculpture. Her body felt
frigid, but its chill jolted and invigorated all his senses, and when he ran his fingers
through her hair, its cool softness felt like flowing water. Her breath against his cheek
smelled of wild strawberries.

He could hardly believe that his arms held her, this exguisite angel he had
dreamed about for so long. His little tryst with Stephanie Asberry now seemed as crude
and meaningless as a masturbatory fantasy. When Tazmen slid to the grassy carpet
beneath him, gently pulling him on top of her, his every sense nearly exploded, and as
their bodies entwined, he felt himself in the grip of an ecstasy greater than any sexual
climax he had ever known. Before he knew it, she was slipping out of her shimmering
safin nightdress, and he was struggling out of his own clothes — but in a moment of
near-panic, he realized he still had his gumn; with a quick, surreptitious movement, he
slipped it under his shirl. Then, the weapon forgotten, his hands were on her body and
hers were on his, and their bodies were parting and pressing together again in rhythm
with his pounding hear. His erection had grown =0 taut it wag almost painful, and when
he felt her hand beginning to guide him inside her, he could not suppress a soft, almost
plaintive cry. Her eyes gleamed like liquid moonlight, bright with a strange mixture of
heartfelt delight and cool detachment. Then his eyes clenched shut, and he was
pumping as hard as he could, his arms encircling her shoulders with mindless, crushing
force. But she offered no objection, and her hips heaved forward to meet his thrusts and
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then backward as he pulled away. Finally, her eyes fluitered shut, and her body
quivered in the throes of her own rapture.

He slowed his cadence and worked his upper body against hers, his movements
coming as naturally as if he had actually made love to a woman before. When the
inevitable pressure from below began fo build to climax, he dared to open his eyes
again, just io see the expression on her face when he came inside her.

Scott's heart stopped as his body turned to ice, and his eyes bulged in their
sockets so painfully he thought they were going to burst. The air in his lungs expanded
and solidified, cutting off the shocked cry that tried to erupt from hig throat. He could not
stop his ejaculation, but the sensalion was like being kicked squarely in the groin; his
body slammed viclently against the empty, grassy earth, driving the frigid mass of air
out of his lumgs with the force of a sledgehammer blow. He lay there on his belly,
stunned, for untold eons, unable to move until his breathing finally resumed on its own,
and then only to roll onto his back, for any greater movement threatened to send
daggers of agony slashing through every nerve in his body.

A luminous, viclet mist that smelled of electricity, like the air before a lightning
strike, wafted lazily around him before gradually dissipating. Eventually, he dragged
himzelf to a sitting position, seeing but unable to accept that he was resting in the
middie of the Fleming's broad lawn, alone except for the crescemt moon grinning
mockingly at him from the frigid summer sky. When he turned to peer at the distant
shape of Fleming Keep, he thought he glimpsed a globe of pale purple light, but if so, it
disappeared quickly; the way his vision was swimming, he wasn't sure whether he had
seen an actual image or some pain-induced mirage.

Where the hell was she? What in God’s name had happened? She was there
and suddenly she wasnt. . ..

When he brought his hands close to his face, he could still smell her smoky
scent. The only thing he could imagine was that he had for some reason passed out
and literally lost uncountable minutes of his life. Had she gotten frightened and gone
back to her house? It all seemed such a blur to him now.

He managed 1o get o his feet, retrieve his clothes, and pull himself into them.
There was no sign of Tazmen's nightdress. His eyes began to burn with the tears of
profound misery, for now he had surely lost her forever. He again tucked the .38 into his
belt and, half-stumbling, began to make his way toward the house, hoping to find some
trace of her, some token that she had not abandoned him forever. What they had done
had been beautiful, more exhilarating than anything he had ever experienced. To think
that for five years he had willfully ignored her very existence, all because of one horrible
experience with her father —

Her father.

Oh, my God. What if e were somehow responsible for what had happened?
Had Andrew Fleming discovered them and perhaps dealt him a staggering blow — one
that might hawve affected his perceptions, even his memory? It seemed the only
explanation that made any sense. Yetl it didn't quite mesh in his mind; surely Scoit
would have realized it if the old man had come at him, even stealthily.

Tazmen had simply disappeared. Cne moment there, the next moment gone.

As he drew up alongside the terrace, he heard the ratlle of the dog's chain in the
front yard, but — almost surprisingly — the brute didn't come charging at him; Tazmen's
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admenition must have peneirated its skull. He moved furlively along the side of the
house, his eyes automatically seeking the ground floor window where he had seen the
violet light. It was there now, dimby streaming from beneath the heavy curain on the
other side of the glass. He moved toward it, feeling with each step that he was walking
into a nightmare. Somehow, the answers lay inside that house, perhaps in the torture
chamber Andrew Fleming had devised for his daughter. He drew the revolver and
clutched it in a sweat-slick grip, lowering himself to a crouch and positioning himself
below the window, as he had on that day when he had nearly lost his life. The electrical
humming sound still came from within. He realized also that the violet light inside the
room was far brighter than it had been on the previous occasion. There was only a
fraction of an inch through which he could view the chamber, but it was enough to tell
him what he needed to know.

Tazmen was there, locked in the embrace of those terrible mechanical arms, and
this time her viclel-hued face appeared racked with intense pain.

\Without pausing fo consider what he was doing, Scott lifted the gun and fired, the
blast shattering the window into a million glittering fragments. He lifted one leg and
kicked out the remaining panes until he had cleared an opening large encugh for his
body to fit through. He felt a biting pain as a jagged shard lacerated his right shoulder,
but it failed to slow him down. He heaved himself inside and found himself facing a
tableau unlike any he could have imagined; his jaw dropped in sheer disbelief, and only
his mounting fear that he might be forced to use the gun kept it from slipping to the floor.

Tazmen's body was not simply pinioned to the vertical slab by the insect-like
metal arms, it was bolted there. Huge metal studs protruded from her naked shoulders,
wrists, thighs, and calves, while around her, numerous metal framework constructs
formed curious geometric patterns, each housing several cylinders of violet light, almost
like fluorescent tubes but with a brighter and more uniform radiance. Each fube
projected its light onto Tazmen's body, painting strange figures on her flesh, many of
which appeared curiously organic, like strange plants or sea creatures. Even after the
gunshot, she seemed quite unaware of his presence. For a moment, Scott feared she
might be comatose, or dead, but in the glare of the brilliant purple beams, he saw her
eyes come half open to gaze blankly at him.

Whatewver this device was, it was designed to do her harm, and her injuries from
the bolis that pierced her flesh must surely be grievous. Without hesitation, he raised his
weapon again, aimed it at one of the banks of violet tubes, and pulled the trigger. The
report in the enclosed chamber nearly shattered his eardrums, and the metal and glass
contraption exploded as if a mortar ghell had hit it. His blood raging in his veing, he spun
to unleash a shot at another component of the hellish construct, but just as his finger
tightened on the trigger, the whole world fell on top of him.

He felt himself being hauled brutally backward, and his revolver went spinning
out of sight into some dark corner. The next thing he knew, he was airbome, hurtling
toward the shattered window like a doll tossed by an angry child, his armg and legs
thrashing uselessly. He somehow managed to cover his face with his hands before he
crashed through the remaining glass, but he fell gsharp pains in his arms, back, and
thighs as the jagged shards flayed his skin like slashing razors. His impact with the
ground drove the air from his lungs, and as his eyes caught sight of a long streamer of
black blood rolling down his right arm, his jaw dropped to unleash a cry of pain that his
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vocal cords failed to produce.

The next thing he saw was the massive figure of Andrew Fleming standing over
him, backlit by flashes of wildly strobing violet. One hand, its fingers spread into furious
talons, slowly reached for Scott's throat. But he summoned what little of his strength
remained and roared like a wounded tiger al Tazmen's father.

“You son of a bitch. You're going - .  to kill her.”

The outstretched arm paused, and the tall silhouette leaned slightly forward.

“If | cowid kill her . . . don't you think | would?"

“What?"

“In spite of everything | have learmed over the years . . . all | have ever been able
to do is contain her.”

“What are you talking about?” Scolt groaned.

Andrew Fleming knelt next to him, his eyes gleaming with contempt. “If you only
knew . . _if aif of you only knew.” He gestured toward the valley. “All these years, | have
been the only barrier standing between you and . . . that”

“Tazmen . . . is your daughter.”

The big man spat on the ground. “You pathetic little werm. She is my late wife's
daughter. | . . .| am merely a surrogate. Her foster father.”

A low moaning sound rose from the chamber behind Andrew Fleming, at first
seeming to come from a human throat — Tazmen's — but then rising in pitch and
volume until it exceeded any sound a human being could ever produce.

Scott sat up as far as he could, propping himself on his elbows so he could just
see into the room beyond the ruined window. Something was mowing in the dancing
violet beams, something whose shadow grew lenger and longer until it passed through
the portal and crept steadily toward Scott and the old man.

“Youve sel her free now,” Fleming said., his jJaw quivering with unconcealed
dread. “| hope you're pleased with yourself.”

“I-1 was just with her,” he whispered, his lips barely able to form the words. °|
loved her. | truly loved her.”

“You were never with her. Merely one of her dreams. And as for love . . .
Fleming's voice frailed off for a few moments before returning. “She's calling for her
father now.”

Scott's gaze fixed on the shape that began to drift through the vacant window —
a shape that in no way resembled the beautiful girl with whom he had so recently
coupled. It was a bubbling, swirling congeries of luminous violet globes, pulsating slowly
like an anemone in an ccean current, expanding ever larger as it floated out from the
wreckage of its electrified prison. It was from this thing that the eerie, wailing howl
emanated, and as the weird cry sailed higher and higher into the night, a new, distant
sound began to reverberate through the forest, weaving a subtle, ghostly harmony.

It was a deep, throbbing hum, rsing, falling, warbling; a heavy series of notes
that rumbled like thunder yet bore the unmistakable rhythm of sentience.

Scott sucked in a harsh, deep breath, certain he could not have many more
remaining. He struggled arcund fo peer into the valley, back toward hiz home, where
the faraway, twinkling lights of town were now being blotted out by something that
appeared to drift down from the sky — something alien, black, and unutterably vast,
with a vaguely glowing violet heart.
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\With her newfound freedem, so generously granted by one unhappily lovestruck
young man, Tazmen had called to the stars, and the voice that answered belonged o
her father. a parent that, in comparison, made the cruel and frightening — and now

cernainly doomed — Andrew Fleming appear as wise and benevolent as an angel of
God himself.
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This iz a new story writfen for this anthology.

Thiz sfory is a8 marchen, a fairy tale. The daughter of a mighty king is held
captive by her cruel stepfather. A hero falls in love with her, rescues her, and reunites
her with her father, =o that she may fulfil her destiny. The difference, of course, is that
this is a Mythos fairy tale. The “mighty king” is an OQufré Being, the “daughter’ is a
hybrid, and the ‘cruel stepfather” is frying fo save the world. The “hero" is actually an
ignarant dupe who has been befuddled by seduction. And the implication af the end of
the sfory is that the princess's destiny is to clear the world of manking.

Nonetheless many aof the elements of a fairy fale are present in this story. The
‘princess” is fairy-like, what with her ethereal beauty, her violet glow, and her ability fo
change fa mist af will. “Magic” is needed fo keep her imprisoned, yet like fairy magic it
can be defeated by a determined human. The boy's actions on behalf of the pnncess
are in the best fradition of chivalry and courtly love. Even the sexual element is parf and
parcel of fairy tales. In the original versions of the classic tales, Snow White slept with
the dwarves who shelfered her, the prince had fo have sex with Sleeping Beauly