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FOREWORD


JONATHAN MABERRY


I CAN REMEMBER THE VERY FIRST TIME I MET CTHULHU.


Not just the day or the situation, but the actual moment.


Cthulhu attacked me.


Seriously.


Okay, maybe I wasn’t wrapped in the coils of a tentacular monstrosity whose very appearance is too horrific to behold. It wasn’t that kind of attack.


Cthulhu hit me in the head.


I’ll explain.


I went to a dysfunctional middle school in a very poor neighborhood in Philadelphia. I’d been reading voraciously since about age eight—when I discovered the Fantastic Four, Edgar Rice Burroughs, and Shakespeare in the same week! So, by the time I got to seventh grade, my reading level was a tad higher than that of most of the other kids. Not sure I was any smarter, but I was well-read. The English class, typical of public schools, was geared toward the lowest reading level, which was roughly a point where those kids thought that the difficulty the pokey little puppy had in rescuing its ball from under the couch constituted deeply challenging literature.


The teachers, being otherwise unsure how to deal with me, simply gave me to the school librarian. That arrangement was somewhere between “take him and teach him” and “hey, here’s a pet.”


The librarian, bless her soul, was a geek. A true literary geek. An acolyte in the church of genre fiction. She knew and loved all aspects of the fantastic in literature, and over the next couple of years she not only encouraged me to read and write reports about the books I devoured, she dragged me along to the meetings of a couple of private clubs for which she served as secretary. Clubs of writers. Some amateur, some professional. At those clubs—in the years 1972 and 1973—I got to meet authors who would later populate the pantheon of my personal cosmology. Writers who are, by today’s standards, the Elder Gods of genre fiction. Writers like Arthur C. Clarke, Ray Bradbury, Richard Matheson, Robert Sheckley, Harlan Ellison, Lin Carter, and L. Sprague de Camp.


Yeah … I know.


These writers—many of whom I had not heard of when I first met them—were amused to find a kid among them who was both a reader and a wannabe writer. Most of them went out of their way to offer me advice, to share insights into what makes a great story, to encourage me to try authors whose works I hadn’t read, and to prop open all of the doors and windows in my mind.


At one event, a book-release party for his work The Fallible Fiend was held at de Camp’s house in Villanova, Pennsylvania. A few of the authors were in his office, mostly talking shop with me there to fetch drinks and chips and be constantly amazed. While they spoke about the industry I wandered about the room, looking at the editions of de Camp’s books that filled the shelves and at all the strange little pieces of art that he’d collected—statues, carvings, a bat skull, awards, and more. I reached up to take down a copy of a foreign edition of one of the Conan collections (Conan the Usurper, I believe—the Lancer edition with the Frazetta cover), I accidentally knocked down a small metal statue. I dodged too slow and too late, and the figure tonked me on the head. Luckily it landed on the carpet without damage. My head, on the other hand, was growing a nice lump.


De Camp picked up the figure and when the others saw what it was, they all laughed and told me that I must be a hero because I survived an attack by one of the Great Old Ones. I had, it seemed, been attacked by none other than Cthulhu himself.


My response was, “Who—?”


The whole group of them stared at me as if I’d just asked what air was. Or what the color blue looked like. It was a reaction that spoke to an inability on their part to comprehend that anyone at that gathering, no matter how young, could possibly not know who Cthulhu was.


They gaped at me. First time I’d ever seen people genuinely gape.


So I said, “Well, who is Cthulhu?”


They told me.


Now, let’s look at how they told me. Every single one of them pronounced the name differently. Ka-tool-oo, K’thool-ooo, Ka-hul-loo, and on and on. I don’t think any of them actually pronounced it the same way. There were arguments relative to that, but we don’t need to go there.


Then they began a tag-team explanation of Howard Phillips Lovecraft, his life and work, his stories, his general strangeness, his willingness to let other writers craft stories using his characters and themes, and so on. This was not a short conversation. This was a conversation that spilled over into a general decamping to the living room, it chased us through buffet food and dessert, and I don’t think it really reached an ending but was rather terminated by the end of the party.


Somewhere along the way de Camp trotted out a copy of something called The Necronomicon, for which he’d written an introduction to an Owlswick Press edition.


I didn’t know it at the time, but that conversation, as long, convoluted, and layered as it was, barely touched the tip of a very large iceberg. I saw de Camp many times after that, and he always had a bit of an addendum to that conversation. Two years later de Camp’s Lovecraft: A Biography was published in hardcover by Doubleday.


One immediate effect of that first conversation, though, was that when I left de Camp’s house that night I was weighed down with a double-armful of books related in some way to the Cthulhu Mythos. That stack included some valuable reprints of Weird Tales, in which Lovecraft’s first stories appeared. And a great number of collections and anthologies that contained Cthulhu stories by Robert Bloch, Richard F. Searight, Hazel Heald, Clark Ashton Smith, Duane W. Rimel, Robert H. Barlow, Henry Kuttner, Henry Hasse, Manly Wade Wellman, William Lumley, Zealia B. Bishop, August W. Derleth, Will Garth, Charles R. Tanner, Wilfred Owen Morley, Carol Grey, C. Hall Thompson, Vol Molesworth, and Robert E. Howard.


That was the first batch.


Over the years de Camp would frequently suggest tales by other writers. For some of these I had to read them at de Camp’s house in the original magazines—Weird Tales, Stirring Science Stories, Scorpio, The Unique Magazine, Future Fantasy and Science Fiction, Polaris, Strange Stories, Fanciful Tales, Astounding Stories, The Californian, Unusual Stories, and others. Then he directed me to libraries and bookstores to find new stories and reliable collections.


I read more stories than I can remember. I read very good Mythos stories and I read some crap. I read stories that paved new creative ground and expanded the Mythos, and I read stuff that even by today’s standards would be considered bad fan fiction. But overall I found that the Cthulhu Mythos allowed for it all. Good and bad, weird and commonplace, original and trite, terrifying and comical.


It allowed for it in the way that a true genre does. And that’s the thing; the Cthulhu Mythos isn’t, in my estimation, a subgenre. Not of horror, not of fantasy, and not of science fiction. It has become its own genre. Okay, sure, you might argue that it is a subgenre of Lovecraftian fiction, but I don’t think I’ll get many arguments if I say that for most people—even those who are deeply familiar with Lovecraft’s oeuvre—when we think about “Lovecraftian” fiction we’re generally thinking about the Cthulhu Mythos. Right or wrong, there it is.


And what a world it is. Ancient races of gods, beings that cruise the vast emptiness between stars, extra-dimensional monsters, misfired breeding programs, cults of insane worshipers, sights so beyond human comprehension that the slightest glimpse will blast the mind into screaming insanity.


How insanely delicious is that!


And also how logical, in its way, and how fully formed. It also plays into the nebulous cloud of uncertainty that hangs over us all when we contemplate religion (ours and others), infinity, time, and the potential for intergalactic and interdimensional travel. Those concepts are, in real point of fact, beyond human comprehension. They’re also like crack to writers of the fantastic, because in many of us there is an ache, a yearning to try and take that formless madness and contain it with words so that it can be understood. By inviting all writers into his world Lovecraft has made sorcerers of us all.


So that brings me to this anthology.


This is the first volume in The Madness of Cthulhu. It contains many classic stories by some of the greatest genre writers of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. These are stories that show the scope of the genre and eloquently argue to its creative potential. A second volume will follow in 2015, and I am delighted to have a story in it, “A Footnote in the Black Budget.” That will be my very first Lovecraftian tale, and I am more pleased than I can express. I hope de Camp will look down from Valhalla (or from whichever strnage dimension to which his soul has departed) and approve.


Each story in this volume is unique. Few, if any, of the writers actually knew Lovecraft. Most were part of the second or even third wave of post-Lovecraftian writers to dip their toes into the dark waters of this genre.


So … why do they? Why do I?


And why on earth do we have the temerity to think that we can add something to a genre that already has thousands of stories and hundreds of novels in it, not to mention movies, TV shows, comic books, toys, board and video games, and even live-action role-playing.


Well … we were invited here by a guy named Howard.


Lovecraft created a great big, albeit insanely warped, canvas and then let anyone and everyone paint or scribble or splash or draw on that canvas. There has always been a long line of writers just waiting to dip a brush or a palette knife or a finger in the color box and make strange shapes on the canvas.


And here’s the freaky part. Every picture we paint is the right picture.


There isn’t a set of rules or guidelines. The Mythos is so much bigger than that. It’s like telling stories about our world. If one writer tells a tale about a boy going rafting down the mighty Mississippi, then that is as real, as true, as valid as a writer telling about the clash of armies in the dusty Mongolian steppes or a tale told about an old woman trying to draw water from a dry well in West Africa. Infinite variety, same world.


Lovecraft, however, gave us more than one world.


He gave us infinite worlds.


Here, in this volume, are a few wonderful glimpses into those worlds. A few glimpses at the infinite possibilities of a larger and darker world as seen through the eyes and perceptions of the contributors.


I’m now in my middle fifties, and even though I read every Lovecraft-inspired story I can get my hands on, I haven’t scratched the surface. Not even a little. There are so many stories out there about shambling things and elder gods and pulsating protean masses and lost cities that I know I’ll always have something new to read.


What delights me at the moment, though, is the knowledge that you, holding this book, have before you an entirely new batch of original Cthulhu stories. I know what it feels like to turn the page and be drawn back into the Mythos.


And for those who, like a certain thirteen-year-old boy way back when who tottered out of Sprague de Camp’s house with a double-armful of books, are about to experience the madness and magic of Cthulhu for the very first time. Wow! You’re going to see things you never imagined and go places you did not know existed.


Come on, turn that page … let’s go together. The darkness is waiting for us.




INTRODUCTION


S. T. JOSHI


H. P. LOVECRAFT WROTE AT THE MOUNTAINS OF MADNESS IN THE first two months of 1931; but his fascination with the great white south was of much longer duration, dating to his boyhood at the turn of the twentieth century. As early as 1902, when he was twelve years old, he had written such treatises as “Voyages of Capt. Ross, R.N.” and “Wilkes’s Explorations”; in 1903 he compiled an “Antarctic Atlas.” None of these juvenile works survives, but the subject-matter of the first two is suggestive: they deal with Antarctic explorations of more than half a century before.


The history of Antarctic exploration can be said to begin with Captain James Cook, who attempted in 1772–74 to reach the South Pole but had to turn back because of the ice fields. Edward Bransfield of England actually sighted the Antarctic continent on January 30, 1820, and Alexander I Island (a large island off the coast of what is now called the Antarctic Peninsula) was discovered by Fabian von Bellingshausen on January 29, 1821.


In the late 1830s several expeditions did much to chart various portions of Antarctica. The American Charles Wilkes went to the Antarctic, bizarrely enough, to test the hollow earth theory proposed in 1818 by John Cleves Symmes (a theory Lovecraft attacked in a letter to the Providence Journal of 1906). Wilkes’s expedition of 1838–40 actually sighted land on January 19, 1840. By January 30 he had seen enough of the landmass to be certain that an actual continent was involved, not merely a series of islands or a huge frozen sea, and he made a momentous pronouncement: “Now that all were convinced of its existence, I gave the land the name of the Antarctic Continent.”


The Englishman James Clark Ross left England on September 25, 1839, for the purpose of exploring the huge ice shelf that now bears his name. In doing so, he discovered the small island at the mouth of the ice shelf now called Ross Island and named the two enormous volcanoes there (Mt. Erebus and Mt. Terror) after his two ships, the Erebus and the Terror. Dr. Joseph Hooker, one of the ship’s doctors, gives a vivid impression of the first sight of Mt. Erebus: “This was a sight so surpassing everything that can be imagined … that it really caused a feeling of awe to steal over us at the consideration of our own comparative insignificance and helplessness, and at the same time, an indescribable feeling of the greatness of the Creator in the works of His hand.” The atheist Lovecraft would certainly have echoed the first half of that utterance, but expressed doubts about the second half.


Lovecraft wrote his little treatises just as new explorations were being undertaken. The Norwegian Carsten Egeberg Borchgrevink launched an expedition of 1898–1900 whose great achievement was to have established the first camp on actual Antarctic soil. In a 1935 letter Lovecraft stated: “I think it was the newspaper accounts of Borchgrevingk’s [sic] second expedition of 1900 … which first captured my attention & interest.” By 1902, Lovecraft reported in another letter, “I had read virtually everything in fact or fiction concerning the Antarctic, & was breathlessly awaiting news of the first Scott expedition.” This latter remark must refer to the expedition by Robert Scott on the Discovery, which left New Zealand in August 1901, the high point of which was an attempt by Scott, Ernest Shackleton, and Edward Wilson to traverse the Ross Ice Shelf beginning on November 2, 1902; the team, ill-equipped for so arduous a journey, was forced to turn back on December 30 and almost died on the return trip.


Lovecraft also admitted to writing “many fanciful tales about the Antarctic Continent” in youth; but none of these survive. He somehow did not find the impetus to write his Antarctic tale until well along in his mature literary career.


At the Mountains of Madness was written at a critical juncture in that career. In 1926, he had written “The Call of Cthulhu”—a tale that not only launched the Cthulhu Mythos but that initiated a remarkable final decade of writing highlighted by such masterworks as “The Whisperer in Darkness” (1930), and “The Shadow out of Time” (1934–35). By this time, Lovecraft had come to realize that the advance of science had caused the standard motifs of supernatural fiction—the ghost, the vampire, the werewolf, the witch, and so on—to become utterly played out and implausible. An entirely new approach was needed. The tales of the Cthulhu Mythos constituted one such approach: as Fritz Leiber has keenly stated, these stories were revolutionary because they “shifted the focus of supernatural dread from man and his little world and his gods, to the stars and the black and unplumbed gulfs of intergalactic space.” At the Mountains of Madness was a critical work in this process. In a letter written at the very time he was writing the novella, Lovecraft stated:


The time has come when the normal revolt against time, space, & matter must assume a form not overtly incompatible with what is known of reality—when it must be gratified by images forming supplements rather than contradictions of the visible & mensurable universe. And what, if not a form of non-supernatural fantastic art, is to pacify this sense of revolt—as well as gratify the cognate sense of curiosity?


It is for this reason that the earlier parts of At the Mountains of Madness are so filled with details about the geology, biology, and botany of the Antarctic continent. Lovecraft’s lifelong studies in science were put to good use, but they also enhance the verisimilitude of the story so that the incursion of the bizarre—first the discovery of the cryogenically frozen Old Ones, then the encounter with an even more alien entity, the shoggoth—can seem plausible.


It was in this novella, too, that Lovecraft definitively “demythologized” the “gods” of his Mythos. In earlier tales (especially “The Dunwich Horror” (1928)), such entities as Cthulhu, Yog-Sothoth, and Shug-Niggurath could be seen as godlike (they certainly have their share of human worshipers), whose doings are recorded in such occult treatises as the Necronomicon of Abdul Alhazred. But when, in At the Mountains of Madness, the protagonists study the bas-reliefs of the titanic city of the Old Ones, a staggering revelation dawns upon them: the Old Ones “were the makers and enslavers of [earth] life, and above all doubt the originals of the fiendish elder myths which things like the Pnakotic Manuscripts and the Necronomicon affrightedly hint about. They were the Great Old Ones that had filtered down from the stars when earth was young.” So now, the stories about the “gods” found in the Necronomicon are mere “myths”!


Another remarkable feature of At the Mountains of Madness is the gradual, insidious way in which the entities that first cause such perturbation to the human protagonists, Dr. William Dyer and a graduate student, Danforth—the barrel-shaped Old Ones—are later rehabilitated, from a moral and cultural perspective. It is true that the Old Ones apparently caused the deaths of many men and dogs in the sub-expedition undertaken by Professor Lake; but this is later explained as a natural result of their unexpectedly coming back to life after millions of years and finding themselves besieged by fur-covered bipeds and quadrupeds whose nature and intentions they cannot fathom. As Dyer and Danforth continue to study those bas-reliefs, they come to a momentous conclusion:


Poor devils! After all, they were not evil things of their kind. They were the men of another age and another order of being. Nature had played a hellish jest on them … and this was their tragic homecoming…. Scientists to the last—what had they done that we would not have done in their place? God, what intelligence and persistence! What a facing of the incredible, just as those carven kinsmen and forbears had faced things only a little less incredible! Radiates, vegetables, monstrosities, star-spawn—whatever they had been, they were men!


For, of course, the real horrors of At the Mountains of Madness are the baleful shoggoths—those protoplasmic beasts of burden created by the Old Ones—who later revolted against their masters and apparently overthrew them. The emergence of one surviving shoggoth toward the end of the story constitutes one of the most spectacularly terrifying passages in the history of weird fiction.


At the Mountains of Madness is the pinnacle of Lovecraft’s “cosmic” vision and of his union of traditional supernatural fiction with the burgeoning genre of science fiction. The epic scope of the novella, both in time and in space, is impressive; and there is a further twist in that Lovecraft provides a kind of humiliating “origin of species” courtesy of the Old Ones’ ability to create life. It is bad enough that the Old Ones appear to have created all earth-life as “jest or mistake”; but later we learn that the Old Ones also created a “shambling primitive mammal, used sometimes for food and sometimes as an amusing buffoon by the land dwellers, whose vaguely simian and human foreshadowings were unmistakable.” This must be one of the most misanthropic utterances ever made—the degradation of humanity can go no further.


And yet, the fate of the novella in print was not a happy one. Lovecraft apparently devised the tale so that it could be printed as a two-part serial, with a division in its exact middle, after Section VI. But, when he sent the story to Farnsworth Wright of Weird Tales in the spring of 1931, Wright sat on it for months before finally rejecting it. Lovecraft bitterly records the reasons Wright gave for the rejection:


Yes—Wright “explained” his rejection of the “Mountains of Madness” in almost the same language as that with which he “explained” other recent rejections to [Frank Belknap] Long & [August] Derleth. It was “too long”, “not easily divisible into parts”, “not convincing”—& so on. Just what he has said of other things of mine (except for length)—some of which he has ultimately accepted after many hesitations.


Lovecraft was devastated. Unusually sensitive to rejection, he refused to submit the tale to any other market. Finally, in late 1935, the young Julius Schwartz, wishing to establish himself as an agent in the science fiction and fantasy field, asked Lovecraft if he had any unpublished manuscript that he could market. Lovecraft gave him At the Mountains of Madness. Seeing that it was a tale that could easily pass for science fiction, Schwartz took it to the offices of Astounding Stories, telling editor F. Orlin Tremaine: “I have here a 40,000-word novella by H. P. Lovecraft.” Tremaine accepted it at once, without reading it. He paid $350 for it; after Schwartz’s 10 percent cut, that left $315 for Lovecraft.


But when Lovecraft saw its appearance as a three-part serial in the February, March, and April 1936 issues of Astounding, he was outraged. Many, many editorial alterations had been made, chiefly in matters of punctuation and in chopping down Lovecraft’s long and leisurely paragraphs into shorter ones; toward the end, about a thousand words were simply omitted, to speed up the climax. So incensed was Lovecraft at this butchery that he regarded the story as essentially unpublished.


But the opportunity for the republication of the story in its unadulterated form did not occur until long after his death. August Derleth, when preparing the story for inclusion in the first Arkham House volume, The Outsider and Others (1939), used Lovecraft’s own annotated copy of Astounding, where he had laboriously written in some—but by no means all—the corrections to the text; but this text still contained more than fifteen hundred errors, including such things as the capitalization of “shoggoth,” which Lovecraft was careful to lower-case in his manuscript and typescript, since he regarded it as a species name and not a proper name. Finally, I restored the text, based on Lovecraft’s typescript, in my corrected edition of At the Mountains of Madness and Other Novels (Arkham House, 1985). This text has now been reprinted in At the Mountains of Madness: The Definitive Text (Modern Library, 2005), although I in fact make no claims that my text is “definitive.”


That Lovecraft’s Antarctic novella, with its cosmic backdrop and its distinctive multi-species cast of humans, Old Ones, and shoggoths (with bit parts played by Cthulhu and other monsters), has been an inspiration to generations of weird and science fiction writers is evident by the tales in this volume. One of the first who was so inspired was John W. Campbell, Jr., celebrated editor of Unknown and of Astounding. His novella “Who Goes There?” appeared in the August 1938 issue of Astounding, under the pseudonym Don A. Stuart. Campbell did not generally approve of Lovecraft’s lush prose style, and this novella is clearly an attempt to utilize the basic plot of the story in a manner that Campbell felt more suitable to the subject-matter. It was adapted as the classic B movie The Thing from Another World (1951). John Carpenter’s remake, The Thing (1982), brings us full circle in that it re-infuses elements from At the Mountains of Madness into the scenario.


In 1940, the young Arthur C. Clarke produced the affectionate parody “At the Mountains of Murkiness.” Science fiction writers have long held ambivalent views of Lovecraft. On the one hand, they have admired his later work, including “The Colour out of Space” (1927) and “The Shadow out of Time,” for its transformation of supernatural horror into cosmic wonder and awe; but they have found his dense, antiquated prose contrary to their spare realism, and his bleak view of a human race as the weak victims of incalculably superior cosmic entities conflicts with their view of the cosmos as a field open to infinite human exploration. Clarke plays upon some of these elements in his parody; but in his autobiography, Astounding Days (1989), he makes no secret of how much he enjoyed both At the Mountains of Madness and “The Shadow out of Time” when they appeared in 1936 issues of Astounding.


This volume is not restricted to imaginative riffs on Lovecraft’s Antarctic novella; other Lovecraftian themes and tales are used as the springboards for ventures into the weird. But the element unifying all these stories is that they are far more than mere pastiches. Ranging widely in tone and subject-matter from humor and self-parody to plangent domestic conflict to chilling terror, they all reveal how Lovecraftian motifs can be used to generate tales that reflect each individual author’s vision of the world and of our fragile place within it.




AT THE MOUNTAINS OF MURKINESS OR, FROM LOVECRAFT TO LEACOCK


ARTHUR C. CLARKE


WITH THE RECENT DEATH OF PROFESSOR NUTTY IN THE SCRAGGEM Mental Hospital I am left the only survivor of the ill-fated expedition he led to the Antarctic barely five years ago. The true history of that expedition has never until now been related, and only the report that another attempt is being made to investigate the unholy mysteries of Mount Morgue has prompted me to write this warning, even at the risk of shattering such sanity as I still possess.


It was in the early summer of 1940 that our expedition, which had been sponsored by the Worshipful Company of Potato Peelers, of Murphy Mansions, in the City of London, arrived at the desolate shores of Limburger Land. We were equipped with planes, radio, motor sleighs, and everything necessary for our work and comfort, and every one of us felt eager to begin our work at once—even Dr. Slump, the Professor of Contagious Neuroses.


I vividly recollect the day we set out toward the mountains. The polar sun was shining low over the ice fields when our line of tractor-sleighs started off inland. Soon we had lost sight of the sea, though we were still in radio communication with our base, and before long were passing over regions which no man had ever visited, nor, I trust, will ever visit again. The coast had seemed desolate and dreary enough, but the wilderness of snow and ice through which we were passing was a nightmare of jagged, frozen spires and bottomless crevasses. As we pressed onward a vague malaise crept over every one of us. A feeling of uneasiness, of strange disquiet, began to make itself felt, apparently radiating from the very rocks and crags that lay buried beneath their immemorial covering of ice. It was such a sensation as one might have felt on entering a deserted building where some all-but-forgotten horror had long ago occurred.


On the fourth day we sighted the mountains, still many miles away. When we pitched our camp at the end of the day there were only twenty miles between us and the nearer summits, and more than once in the night we were awakened by sudden tremors in the ground and the distant thunder of mighty explosions from still-active volcanoes.


It took us two days to cover the remaining twenty miles, for the terrain was contorted into a frightful series of chasms and beetling crags, resembling the more contorted regions of the Moon rather than any portion of this Earth. Presently, however, the ground became less convulsed, and we pushed on with renewed vigor. Before long we found ourselves in a narrow valley running straight toward the mountains, now only four or five miles away. I was hurrying along at the head of the party when suddenly there was a sharp crackling noise together with a violent tremor of the Earth, and the ground just ahead of me dropped out of sight. To my horror, I found myself standing on the edge of a frightful precipice looking down into a chasm thousands of feet deep, filled with the steam and smoke of a hundred geysers and bubbling lava pools. Surely, I thought, the mad Arab, Abdul Hashish, must have had such a spot in mind when he wrote of the hellish valley of Oopadoop in that frightful book the forbidden Pentechnicon.


We did not remain long at the edge of the valley, for at any instant the treacherous ground might subside once more. The next day one of the planes arrived and landed on the snows nearby. A small party was chosen to make the first flight, and we took off toward the mountains. My companions were Dr. Slump, Professor Palsy, and Major McTwirp, who was piloting the machine.


We soon reached the chasm, and flew along its length for many miles. Here and there in the depths were suggestive formations, partly veiled by steam, that puzzled us greatly, but the treacherous winds made it impossible to descend into the valley. I am certain, however, that once I saw something moving down in those hellish depths—something large and black, that disappeared before I could focus my glasses on it.


Shortly afterward we landed on a vast field of snow at the foot of Mount Morgue itself. As we shut off the engines an uncanny silence descended upon us. The only sound was the crashing of avalanches, the hissing of gigantic geysers in the valley, and the distant concussions of erupting volcanoes.


We descended from the plane and surveyed the desolate scene. The mountains towered before us, and a mile further up the slopes the ground was strangely bare of snow. It seemed, moreover, that the tumbled shapes had more than a suggestion of order about them, and suddenly we realized that we were looking at the ruins our expedition had come so many thousands of miles to investigate. In half an hour we had reached the nearest of them, and saw what some of us had already surmised, that this architecture was not the work of any race of men …


We paused for a moment at the all but ruined entrance and the sight of those hideous carvings on the fallen lintel all but drove us back. Low bas-reliefs, they reminded us of some nightmare surrealist creation of Dali or Dobbi—save that they gave the impression that they were not the representations of dreams but of horrible reality.


After a few steps, the feeble Antarctic light had dimmed to absolute darkness, and we switched on our torches hastily. We had gone at least a mile from the entrance when we decided that we had better return. We had taken the precaution of blazing our trail by means of chalk marks on the walls, so that we had no doubt that (if nothing stopped us) we could find our way back to the surface. However, Dr. Slump was adamant.


“I insist,” he cackled, “that we progress at least another mile. After all, we have a plentiful supply of torches, and we have not yet discovered anything of exceptional archaeological importance—though I, personally, am finding your reactions of the greatest interest. Poor McTwirp here has become positively green about the gills in the last ten minutes. Do you mind if I measure your pulse? Oh, well, you needn’t be rude about it. I am also amused by the way Palsy and Firkin keep looking over their shoulders and shining their torches into corners. Really, for a group of distinguished scientists you are behaving in a most primitive manner! Your reactions under these unusual but by no means unprecedented conditions will certainly be included in the appendix to my forthcoming ‘Hysteria and its Pathological Manifestations.’ I wonder what you would do if I were to—”


At this point, Dr. Slump let rip with the most piercing scream it has been my misfortune to hear since the last revival of King Kong. It echoed from wall to wall, left the chamber through the holes in the floor, and wandered for minutes through subterranean passages far below. When it finally returned, with a monstrous progeny of echoes, Professor Palsy was lying in a coma on the floor and Major McTwirp had disguised himself as a bas-relief and was propped up in one corner.


“You blithering idiot!” I cried, when the infernal row had screeched out of the chamber for the second time. But Dr. Slump was too busy taking notes to answer me.


At last silence, and a few bits of ceiling, fell. Slowly the other two revived and with difficulty I restrained them from slaughtering the doctor. Finally, Professor Palsy started the return to the surface, with the rest of us following close behind. We had gone a few hundred yards when from far away came a sound, faint but clear. It was a slimy, slithering noise that froze us to the marrow—and it came from ahead. With a low moan, Dr. Slump sagged to the ground like a desiccated jellyfish.


“Wh-what is it?” whispered McTwirp.


“Ss-sshush!” replied Palsy, giving creditable imitation of the Death of St. Vitus. “It may hear you!”


“Get into a side passage, quickly!” I whispered.


“There isn’t one!” quavered the Major.


Dragging Dr. Slump in after us, for it would have revealed our presence had we left him behind, we crept out of the chamber, extinguishing our torches. The crevice McTwirp had scratched hastily, at the cost of two fingernails, in the solid rock, was rather small for the four of us, but it was our only hope.


Nearer and nearer came the awful sound until at last it reached the chamber. We crouched in the darkness hardly daring to breathe. There was a long silence; then, after an eternity of waiting, we heard the sound of a heavy, sluggish body being dragged across the ground and out into the corridor. For a moment we waited until the horror had passed out of hearing; then we fled.


That we fled the wrong way was, under the circumstances, nobody’s fault. So great had the shock been that we had completely lost our sense of direction, and before we realized what had happened we suddenly found ourselves confronted by the Thing from which we had been trying to escape.


I cannot describe it: featureless, amorphous, and utterly evil, it lay across our path, seeming to watch us balefully. For a moment we stood there in paralyzed fright, unable to move a muscle. Then, out of nothingness, echoed a mournful voice.


“Hello, where did you come from?”


“Lllllllll—,” quavered Palsy.


“Talk sense. There’s no such place.”


“He means London,” I said, taking charge of the conversation, as none of my colleagues seemed capable of dealing with it. “What are you, if it isn’t a rude question? You know you gave us quite a start.”


“Gave you a start! I like that! Who was responsible for that excruciating cacophony that came from this direction five minutes ago? It nearly gave the Elder Ones heart failure and took at least a million years off their lives.”


“Er—I think Dr. Slump can explain that,” I said, indicating the still semicomatose psychologist. “He was trying to sing ‘Softly Awakes My Heart’ but we put a stop to it.”


“It sounded more like Mossolow’s ‘Sabotage in the Steel Foundry,’” said the Thing, sarcastically, “but whatever it was, we don’t like it. You had better come and explain yourselves to their Inscrutable Intelligences, and the Ancient Ones—if they’ve come round yet,” it added, sotto voce. “Step this way.”


With a strange, flowing motion it set off through the passageway, covering what seemed miles until the tunnel opened out into an immense hall, and we were face to face with the rulers of this ancient world. I say face to face, but actually we were the only ones with faces. Even more incredible and appalling than the Thing we had first encountered were the shapes which met our horrified eyes as we entered that vast chamber. The spawn of alien galaxies, outlawed nightmares from worlds beyond space and time, entities that had filtered down from the stars when the Earth was young—all these crowded upon our vision.


At the sight my mind reeled. Dazedly, I found myself answering questions put to me by some vast creature who must have been the leader of that congress of titans.


“How did you get in?” I was asked.


“Through the ruins on the mountain slope,” I answered.


“Ruins! Where is Slog-Wallop?”


“Here,” said a plaintive voice, and a mouselike creature with a walrus mustache drooped into view.


“When did you last inspect the main entrance?” said the Supreme Mind sternly.


“Not more than thirty thousand years ago last pancake Tuesday.”


“Well, have it seen to at once. As Inspector of Outhouses and Public Conveniences it is your duty to see that the premises are kept in good repair. Now that the matter has been brought up, I distinctly recollect that during the last Ice Age but two a distinguished extragalactic visitor was severely damaged by the collapse of the ceiling directly he entered our establishment. Really, this sort of thing will not improve our reputation for hospitality, nor is it at all dignified. Don’t let it happen again.”


“I can’t say I liked the decorations, either,” I ventured.


“The same visitor complained about those, now you mention it. I will see that they are replaced by something more appropriate, such as a few stills from Snow White. Here the Mind gave Slog-Wallop such a glare that the poor little creature was bowled clean out of the hall.


It turned to me again.


“These things will happen in the best ordered communities,” it said apologetically. “Now perhaps you’ll be good enough to tell us how you got here?”


So I described the expedition, from its departure to our arrival in the caverns, omitting such portions of the story as I considered fit.


“Very interesting,” said the Mind when I had finished. “We so seldom get visitors these days. The last one was—let—me—think—oh, yes, that Arab fellow, Abdul Hashish.”


“The author of the Pentechnicon?”


“Yes. We were rather annoyed about that—these reporters always overdo things. Nobody believed a word he wrote, and when we read the review copy he sent us we weren’t surprised. It was very bad publicity and ruined our tourist trade, such as it was. I hope you will show a better sense of proportion.”


“I can assure you that our report will be quite unbiased and entirely scientific,” I said hastily. “But may I ask how it is you seem to know our language so well?”


“Oh, we have many ways of studying the outside world. I myself toured the Middle West of America some years ago in a circus sideshow and it is only very recently that I eradicated the accent I acquired on that occasion. Nowadays, too, radio makes it impossible to avoid you. You would be surprised to know the number of swing fans we have here—though I regret to say that the television revues from Paris have even greater popularity. But the less said about them the better.”


“You amaze me,” I said truthfully. “What surprises me the most, however, is that you have so many outside contacts.”


“That was simply arranged. We started writing stories about ourselves, and later we subsidized authors, particularly in America, to do the same. The result was that everyone read all about us in various magazines such as Weird Tales (of which incidentally I hold 50 percent of the preference shares) and simply didn’t believe a word of it. So we were quite safe.”


“Incredible! The conception of a supermind!”


“Thank you,” said my interlocutor, a smug expression spreading over where its face would have been had it possessed one. “Now, however, we have no objection to everyone knowing that we really exist. In fact, we were planning an extensive publicity campaign, in which your help would be very useful. But I’ll tell you about that later; now perhaps you would like to go and rest in our guest chambers? I’ve had them cleaned—it’s surprising how much dust can accumulate in forty thousand years.”


We were escorted to a vast room—little smaller than the one we had just quitted—where we could recline on oddly shaped but comfortable couches.


“How completely incredible!” gasped Dr. Slump as we settled down to discuss the position.


“Nice chap, wasn’t it?” I said referring to our host.


“I don’t trust it! Something tells me mischief’s brewing. It is our duty to keep this knowledge from the world!”


“What, do you hold the rest of those Weird Tales shares?” asked Palsy sarcastically.


“Not at all, but such a revelation would mean universal madness and I fear that the forces at their command of these Elder Ones would soon enslave mankind.”


“Do you really think—” I began, when McTwirp interrupted me.


“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to something on the ground. I bent down and picked it up. It was piece of paper, on which some writing was scrawled. With difficulty, I interpreted the curious characters.


“Get Slog-Wallop to see about the drains,” I read. Then underneath, “Duke Ellington, 3:15, Washington.”


Harmless enough—then I turned it over and saw words which sent shudders of fear down my spine.


“Destroy human race by plague of flying jellyfish (?Sent through post in unsealed envelopes?). No good for Unknown—try Gillings.”


“You were right, Slump!” I gasped. “What a hideous plot! I suppose this Gillings must be some poor devil these fiends experimented on. We must escape at once!”


“But how? We don’t know the way!”


“Leave that to me,” I said, going to the door. Outside it was a strange, flabby creature resembling a doormat in the last stage of decomposition.


“Would you mind guiding us to the upper corridors?” I asked politely. “One of my friends has lost a valuable wallet, and if a search party comes along it may be found and sent home to his wife. Incidentally,” I added in an easy, conversational tone, “we should be awfully obliged if someone would make us some cups of tea while we’re gone. Two lumps each.”


This last masterstroke dispelled any suspicions the being might have had.


“Right-ho,” it said. “I hope you like China tea; it’s all we’ve got; Abdul finished off the rest.”


It scuttled away, and shortly returned. “Now follow me.”


Of our journey back through those awful caves I prefer to say as little as possible. In any case, it closely resembled the journey downward. At last, after an eternity, we saw the exit into the outer world far ahead. And none too soon, for our guide was getting suspicious.


“Are you sure you had it with you?” it asked, out of breath. “You may have left it behind.”


“Not likely,” said McTwirp. “I think it was about here.”


So we pressed on, our goal now only a few hundred yards away. Suddenly, to our horror, we heard sounds of pursuit far behind. Pretense was useless. “Run for your lives!” I shouted.


Luckily our guide was so taken by surprise that before it could recover itself we had a considerable start. In a matter of seconds, it seemed, we had reached the exit and were out in the clean light of day. Emboldened by the thought of safety, I glanced back.


The guide was far behind, stupefied still by surprise. But racing toward us at an incredible speed was something so hideous that no words of mine can begin to describe it…. As I turned to flee, I heard it cry out with a gasping, high-pitched voice:


“Do you—puff—mind condensed milk?”


I heard no more, for at that moment the shattered bas-reliefs of the entrance collapsed about me in complete and final ruin. When I recovered, we were already in the air, flying toward safety and civilization, away from the brooding nightmare horrors which had beset us so long and from whose unthinkable clutches we had so narrowly escaped.




THE FILLMORE SHOGGOTH


HARRY TURTLEDOVE


HPL COMES DOWN TO SAN FRANCISCO FROM MARIN COUNTY. They have a gig at the Fillmore tonight, playing with the Loading Zone and Crome Syrcus. Not all the guys in the band have quite come down, but hey, that’s, like, just a sign of the times, man. Pharmaceuticals are your friends. Spring 1968. Signs and portents in the air.


Okay, sure, signs and portents are always in the air, but spring of 1968 is especially bad for them. The Tet Offensive. LBJ saying he won’t run again. Gene McCarthy and Bobby Kennedy and Hubert Humphrey fighting for the soul of the Democratic Party (though Hubert wouldn’t know what to do with a soul if he tripped over one in the street). Martin Luther King shot down like a dog in Memphis. Ghettos exploding. The Antarctic iceberg off the Northern California coast. All kinds of weird shit going on.


When things get weird, what do you do? George and Dave, Mike and Tony and Jeff, they go to the zoo. They park their two old station wagons and get out and stretch. Between ’em, the Plymouth and the Chevy hold all the guys in the band and all the gear they’ll need tonight. They go through gas like pigs through swill. It’s only a quarter a gallon, though, so what’s the big deal?


“Wow,” George goes, and then, “Oh, wow.” He plays guitar and sings. If HPL has a leader—always an interesting question—he’s the man. He’s tall and dark and lean, with long hair and longer sideburns. In San Francisco, in spring of ’68, he fits right in.


Mike, the drummer, has long hair, too, but he’s short and kind of chunky. What he says is “Brr!” He buttons up his sweater. It was sunny and warm in Marin. But the San Francisco Zoo is stuck in the southwest corner of the city, right on the ocean. The fog hasn’t even started burning off yet. No better than even money that it will.


Somebody across the parking lot yells, “Fuckin’ hippies!” Not everyone in San Francisco is cool with long hair and funky clothes. But there are five guys in the band, all of them younger than the loudmouthed square. He flips them the bird, but he doesn’t want to meet them up close and personal.


A jet—no, two jets—scream by overhead. The roar almost flattens you to the pavement. It dopplers off toward the west. “Whoa!” Jeff says. He’s the new bass player, blond and handsome. He’s got hotter licks than Jerry did, and a better voice, too.


“Scouting the iceberg—what do you want to bet?” George says.


His bandmates all nod. People have been scouting the iceberg since it broke off the Ross Ice Shelf and headed north more than a year ago. It’s on the other side of the Equator now, but it hasn’t shrunk. If anything, it’s got bigger. That should be impossible. It isn’t, not to the guys in HPL. Once you’ve dropped acid a few times, nothing is impossible.


These days, it often seems as if the whole world has dropped acid. “The Old Ones, or maybe the shoggoths,” Dave says. He’s the keyboard man—everything from a small electric organ to a freakin’ harpsichord. He’s, like, Deep.


Which doesn’t mean he’s wrong. Since the Miskatonic University Expedition, people and the Old Ones have warily tried to live with each other. Shoggoths, on the other hand, don’t want to live with anything else, ancient or modern. There have been some unfortunate incidents—the radioactive hole that used to be Sauk City, for instance, and the one near the South Pole—but nothing lately. Except the iceberg, that is.


Those jets will carry bombs and rockets and guns. All the scouts do. They haven’t used them yet. LBJ has enough other things to worry about without pissing off the creatures from Antarctica. But, in case of trouble, the planes will use what they carry.


HPL can’t do anything about the iceberg. So the guys go on into the zoo. It’s a WPA project, from about the same time as the Miskatonic University Expedition. No cages—concrete enclosures instead, with moats to keep the animals on the outside from mingling with the animals on the inside.


Well, almost no cages. Moated enclosures don’t work real well for birds. So there’s a big old aviary you can wander through and see toucans and cocks-of-the-rock and peafowl and like that. It smells like jungle inside, jungle mixed with chicken coop.


And there’s a sign, a sign with an arrow: THIS WAY TO THE PENGUINS. Penguins are cool. The guys drift THIS WAY. They go down some concrete stairs, to a chilly, dimly lit underground chamber. It smells of ocean and chicken coop. The penguins swimming in the water and toddling around on the concrete shore don’t wear tuxedos. They’re white all over, their eyes mere slits. They’re big birds, as tall as a man.


“They’re funny-looking!” a little boy exclaims. George can’t possibly disagree. A sign in front of the moat says CAVE PENGUINS—Aptenodytes miskatonensis. The little boy has a flat red plastic elephant in his hand. It’s called a Trunkey. He sticks the trunk—the key part—into a Storybook below the sign and turns it. A scratchy recording blares forth: “These rare, dark-adapted penguins were discovered by the Miskatonic University Expedition deep underground in the Old Ones’ city beyond the Antarctic Mountains of Madness. Living specimens were brought back by the later Starkweather-Moore exploration team. This is the only zoo that has bred them in human captivity.”


“Now we know what the iceberg’s all about,” Dave says. “The Old Ones are coming for the baby penguins.”


George looks at him. He says, “I know what you’re on, man, ’cause I’m on it, too. But it doesn’t mess me up that bad.” The rest of the guys in the band laugh, nervously, not sure whether he’s kidding. Well, George isn’t quite sure himself. In the spring of 1968, nobody’s quite sure of anything, even when he isn’t wasted.


It’s warmer once they come out into the fog again, which says a lot about how chilly it is in the penguin enclosure. The zoo has every kind of big cat there is. George admires their deadly elegance. He wonders how the tigers like San Francisco weather. They don’t seem to mind it. One of them is tearing chunks off a slab of raw meat. Except for the size of the chunks, it could be the cat back at the place gobbling Friskies kidneys-and-liver. But that makes a pretty good except.


After a while, George and his buddies get hungry, too. Across the street from the zoo sits the Doggie Diner. It’s topped by a big old dachshund’s head. The dachshund’s wearing a chef’s toque and a bow tie. The head, even the hat, make some kind of sense to George. In California, a donut shop will be crowned by a stucco-and-chicken-wire donut. A fried-chicken place will look like a drumstick, or maybe a whole bird. So why not put a dog and something that means cooking on top of a hotdog stand? No reason at all, not here. Chicago wasn’t like this, not even a little bit.


What’s happening with the bow tie, though? There are several Doggie Diners in San Francisco. George freaks out about the bow tie every time he drives past one. They do dish out good dogs—he has to give them that.


After lunch, he and the rest of HPL slide into the station wagons and drive to the Fillmore. It’s a big square building at the corner of Fillmore—wow! surprise!—and Geary. It’s west of downtown, a little north and east of Haight-Ashbury. Of but not in, George thinks. He nods to himself, liking the notion. Without the freaks from the Haight, and without the people who think like the freaks there, the Fillmore would have no reason for being.


Neither would HPL. Before the band came together, he’d been singing in a hotel lounge in the Windy City. It paid the bills. It put food on the table. This is a hell of a lot more fun.


It is while they’re playing, anyhow, and while they’re enjoying their almost-fame. Getting ready for a gig is a different story. The Fillmore parking lot is the size of a postage stamp. The dressing rooms are even small. They get ventilation strictly by hearsay.


The guys change into their working clothes: embroidered pants, shirts with bellbottom sleeves, jackets halfway between Nehru and Napoleonic cavalry general. George sports ruffles at his throat and wears his jacket open to show them off. While they wait for their turn to have a sound check and work with the lighting guys, they smoke some weed. It makes the time goes by, and they play better when they’re mellow. They’re convinced of it.


When they go up on stage, another odor wars with the sweet smell of pot. It is strange and ancient-seeming: from beyond time and space, you might say. The house isn’t quite empty, even without people in the seats. A couple of winged, barrel-shaped Old Ones stand in the aisle to listen to rehearsals.


“Holy smoke,” Dave breathes. “I heard they liked the noise and the beat, but I didn’t know if I believed it or not.”


“Neither did I,” George says. “But they’re here, so I guess they do.” He feels like Sherlock Holmes for figuring that out. Weed may make you play better. It doesn’t necessarily make you think better.


Sitting next to the Old Ones is a tall, thin, white-haired man with a lantern jaw. His suit and stiff-collared shirt come straight from the 1920s. “Is that—?” Dave begins.


“It is.” Jeff, the new bass man, sounds awed. “It really is. That’s Howard Phillips. I’ve seen photos of him when he was younger. I’ve been reading his books since I was a kid.”


“Who hasn’t?” George puts in. Phillips has to be getting up near eighty now. He knows more about the Old Ones than anybody. He wrote the bestselling chronicle of the Miskatonic University Expedition forty years ago, and he’s studied and worked with mankind’s forerunners ever since. The comfortable-looking old lady with him must be his wife, Sonia.


A lot of the time, rehearsals are half-assed. You just want to get through them and making sure the lighting crew knows what to do when. Not when you’re playing for the Old Ones, though. HPL rocks the joint. The Old Ones spread their wings a little. Jeff gives a thumbs-up—that means they’re digging it.


Whether Howard Phillips is into psychedelic rock may be a different question. “Very … interesting,” he says after they do “At the Mountains of Madness.” He polishes his specs with a silk handkerchief. But if the Old Ones get off on the music, he’s too polite to show he doesn’t.


After the set, the other bands take their turns. HPL goes back to the dressing room. More jet fighters scream by, racing off to the west. There’s a radio in the room. George is about to turn it on and see what’s happening when the guy people call Kid Charlemagne shows up. He cooks the best acid in the world, bar none. No kerosene in the mix. No crap at all. Just pure, clean lysergic acid diethylamide. Next to that, nobody cares about the iceberg in the Pacific … or anything else.


Things get a little strange. If you’ve already dropped acid a few times, or more than a few, you start to get a handle on what’s real and what comes from the drug. When you’ve got to play a gig while you’re flying, you make the music you need to make and you groove on the sounds the rest of the band is making. Automatic pilot, you might say. And while your hands and your voice do pretty much what they’re supposed to do, the rest of you can trip on the things you’re seeing, the things that may or may not be there. If you feel as if God is more your assistant than your copilot, or if you think the whole world is coming after you with sharp sticks, that’s the drug talking, too. You try not to let it bum you out too much. Sooner or later, you’ll come down.


The place fills up. The swelling noise sounds like surf at the coast, or like the tigers roaring at the zoo, or … The more George chases choices, the more they skip away. Going after them seems like too much trouble. A lot of things seem like too much trouble.
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