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      “Does this dress make me look fat?”

      Elhort looked at Idh-yaa, phalanges dangling over her thick lips, shoulders head balanced on an almost human-thin neck, parts of her face with something the Mediocre Young Ones called blush, giving her pleasant green, lizard-like skin a pale, almost human appearance. Her soft green skin descended into a dress clearly designed for a human, one two sizes larger than its current occupant. Her ample breasts and hips were the only curves holding it up, and she looked like she could use a good meal of fish cake and sea donuts to put some meat on her bones. Why, he could nearly see her clavicles! He didn’t even have to imagine them.

      But a truthful answer would put his very life in danger. If she were any less scantily clad, he might even be able to see her ribs. He shuddered.

      “Of course not,” he said. “You look as lovely as always.”

      “You’re such a flatterer.”

      Elhort didn’t know why she had dressed up so much and really wished she hadn’t. The tips of her thin, fin-like fingers had been covered in some kind of paint that, while he was sure it smelled delightful, looked horribly neat and clean.

      “Not at all,” he said with a forced smile. “Shall we?”

      He offered his arm, a gentlemanly gesture he despised, and she slid her green arm inside his. Warm, it smelled like some kind of soap. Clean and fresh, it reminded him of the last human he had devoured, the last of a series of victims he’d consumed in London a century or more ago. The woman had been freshly bathed, and the aftertaste put him right off his appetite for human flesh. He didn’t know if he’d ever be able to eat one again, at least not one of the female variety. Even the small and brief contact with her skin caused bile to rise in his throat. He swallowed once, twice just to be sure, and led her out the door.

      As they walked, he nodded at the various clicks and chirps she uttered without really paying attention to what she said. After only a few moments, they arrived at the courthouse of the Great Old Ones.

      Pleasantly cloudy skies threatened rain, maybe even thunder and lightning. The maddening sun and the warmth it tortured him with had thankfully disappeared earlier in the day, replaced by the biting chill of a knife-cold breeze and joint-ache-inducing humidity. The building itself, dishwater gray and topped with grinning gargoyles copied from the spookiest castles of Earth, evoked feelings of hate and anger, just as it should. He allowed himself a small smile, the tentacles around his mouth parting slightly to expose his already chapped lips to the frigidness of the day.

      She stumbled as they started up the stairs. He turned to see her crying.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I do want a divorce,” she told him. “But I also want to work things out. If nothing else, for the kids. I don’t understand why Cthulhu would abandon me.”

      “I cannot imagine,” Elhort told the truth. He could not imagine how any man could live with her for any length of time. Her melodic voice drove nails into the front of his brain, her perfumed stench caused his not-insignificant stomach to turn, and what he’d seen of her anger made him fear for his own life should he put a foot wrong.

      He could not imagine anyone who wished to live abandoning her. However, he could not imagine marrying her in the first place.

      Yet he turned to comfort her anyway.

      “There, there,” he said, patting her shoulder. Unfortunately for him, she took that as a sign to embrace him and bury her face in his royal tunic, a true tragedy, as it needed a specific type of wet cleaning and could not be laundered in the traditional ways.

      This would cost him.

      It better be worth it.

      With much trepidation, he wrapped her shoulders with one arm, grimacing as again their skin touched.

      He held her as loosely as possible while secretly sticking the two largest fingers of his other hand deep into his nostrils, trying vainly to block her odorous fragrance. She must have used a flowery perfume or something similarly disgusting.

      “I know it is hard for your heart to take,” he told her. “But you must do this. The sooner you file for divorce, the sooner you find closure. And only then can you truly start to heal. Why, I bet you will be a brand new woman within a few decades or so.”

      Elhort, of course, believed no such thing. With any luck, she would descend into a spiral of depression and self-loathing that would last long enough for him to implement his plans.

      Because he had only one reason to befriend her. Only one reason to tolerate her constant chatter, to compliment her awful body, and spend even a moment in her presence.

      Treasure.

      If she could get her hands on half of Cthulhu’s goods, he could perhaps convince her to let him help her manage it. And if he could manage it, he could skim enough off the top to set himself up very well.

      Perhaps even for a run at the top seat on the council.

      “You’re right, of course,” she said, slightly pulling away. Elhort resisted the urge to push her down the stone courthouse steps and instead offered his arm again.

      They ascended the steps and stepped into the cold and unforgiving lobby.

      Unpleasantness washed over him, and Elhort basked in it. Cthulhu would find nothing like this on Earth. He must miss it, and inevitably, just as all the Old Ones before him who their short-live neighbors had tempted, he would return.

      By the time he did, Elhort would be in charge, and there would be no place for him. And his treasure, everything he had worked for, would be gone.

      As Idh-yaa walked toward the counter and the clerk under the stone sign that read simply, “DIVORCES,” he growled under his breath.

      There would be time to gloat later. For now, there was a soon-to-be ex-wife to deceive.
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      “If you don’t discount this meal,” Karen said, voice rising on the last syllable. “Then I will have to speak to your manager.”

      The young man in front of her, a teen with at least two pimples nearing eruption on his scar-pocked forehead, looked like she had just slapped him.

      Cthulhu laughed, the sound much like gravel being poured from a truck into a metal bin, and Karen shot him a dirty look. Or a look he assumed to be one of those “that could kill,” as the kids said. He couldn’t really see her eyes behind the oversized sunglasses that dominated the upper part of her face, but from the speed with which she’d turned her head and the long swing the hoop earring in her right ear had taken, the glance forced him to silence.

      They’d only been dating for a matter of weeks, although the time had been packed with a great deal of adventure. He’d never met another human so filled with hate and disdain for their own kind, and he loved it about her. That and her wide hips, thick and stocky thighs, the perpetual frown she wore, and the uneven haircut and dye job that both seemed intentional drew him to her.

      Especially when she had something to complain about.

      In this case, the food had been mediocre but not horrible for a roadside diner, and the sheen of grease on the fries had upset his stomach in the most pleasant way. But Karen would let nothing less than excellence pass when it came to food, and Cthulhu had to admit she had introduced him to some great stuff even in the short time he had known her.

      Applewasps.

      Olive Front Yard.

      And even something called an Onion Tower at Oklahoma Road House.

      She never paid full price for a hotel room, any clothing she purchased, or even coffee. That’s how he’d gotten the polo shirt he wore, something made by someone called Ralph Lichen, and the pants by someone named Tomas Hillshaveeyes. And every time they stopped to eat, she managed to get a discount of some kind or a freebie.

      A master manipulator, he could only aspire to her level of cleverly applied dislike for all of humanity.

      In short, Cthulhu was in love.

      But in this case, he wished she would hurry up. As much as he enjoyed these distractions, he could see a sign he’d been waiting to see for the previous three days outside the window.

      MT. RUSHMORE, NEXT EXIT

      It wasn’t so much the specific mountain he was looking for, but knowing they were in South Dakota and very close to where he’d hidden some significant treasure only a century or so before. Enough to set him and Karen up nicely for the rest of her natural life. Cthulhu, of course, as an immortal, would remain long after she passed on, but with any luck, he could bring her to the Land of the Great Old Ones at some point. As soon as the Council learned of her anger and skill, he would be able to convince them to allow her to join them. They could gift her immortality, and she would have many lifetimes to complain and torture those around her.

      The Land of the Great Old Ones offered a lot to complain about.

      Of course, one obstacle remained.

      Idh-yaa and his marriage. He’d told Karen about it, and she seemed unconcerned.

      Cthulhu did not share her lack of concern.

      Once the young man settled the bill, complete with a significant discount and no tip, of course, they walked outside toward Karen’s vehicle.

       A modern horseless carriage, it was much larger than anything the pair of them needed, consumed way too much of the fossil fuels this world seemed to believe would never run out, and the seats were even decorated with the skins of dead animals, tanned and made into a soft and almost too comfortable material.

      A testament to excess, the Escalade, as she called it, spoke to Cthulhu in many ways. The license plate, a necessary nuisance to deter law enforcement, or so she had told him, read K-Gurl.

      The skies had gone from a threatening cloud cover to bold sunlight that made him squint against it. Karen had offered him some “Ray Blocks,” a particular form of glasses similar to hers but much less fashionable, to cover his eyes, but he endured the pain instead.

      A little unpleasantness offered him a taste of home even if the rest of earth was rather pleasant overall.

      “Are you excited?” she asked as he slid into the vehicle's passenger seat.

      “I am,” he said. “Last time I was here, there were no faces on the side of the mountain. I am looking forward to seeing these foolish homages to humanity.”

      As she often did, Karen gave him a look as if she did not believe him. He ignored it. Soon, perhaps, she would understand the joys and pains of living forever.

      She put the car in reverse, and as she pulled out of the space, the sky darkened over the highway. A single cloud, small at first, formed in front of them and swirled around the sky like a licorice ice cream sundae, dark and deliciously foreboding.

      Lighting reached out and struck the center stripe of the road as the cloud spread.

      “How o—” Karen started.

      “Drive!” Cthulhu yelled, his speech descending into his lisping Old One’s accent. “Drive now!”

      Karen stared, and he tried to think of a better way to command her.

      “They have come for me again,” he said. “And this time, it is someone much more powerful than the last time.”

      “Who?”

      “The Great Old Ones. We must go and go now!”

      Karen scowled at him, likely due to his tone, and then she floored the accelerator. They raced through the cloud, but as they did, Cthulhu thought he saw a shape forming, materializing as they fled.

      It looked familiar.

      Finding his treasure and fleeing took on even more urgency. If he’d identified the shape correctly, they were in real trouble.

      The skies cleared ahead, and Cthulhu did not look back.

      “Do you want to explain yourself now?” Karen asked.

      “Let’s get a little farther from here first,” he told her. “Then I promise I will explain everything.”
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      The crack of the whip broke the silence, and Kansas Smith grinned as the soda can exploded.

      “You see?” he said, turning to Dusty Rhodes, his — girlfriend? She left him unsure of what, exactly, their relationship was, likely on purpose. “That is how it’s done.”

      “Oh, I think there is a better way.” A gun appeared in her hand, and a can set on a fencepost 25 yards away disappeared in a spray of sugary brown foam. “And from farther away.”

      Kansas shook his head in admiration. She never ceased to amaze him. Her wiry but strong figure made her physically attractive. Her genius made her mentally desirable, too, and he really loved her company. They’d met on a recent quest to find some treasure belonging to Cthulhu near Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and stayed in touch ever since. The find actually shared with Cthulhu in the end, had netted each of them a decent amount of money.

      But Kansas knew from hearing Cthulhu and his new — girlfriend? — Karen talk that more treasure lurked in North America, waiting to be rediscovered and claimed. Their relationship between one of the Great Old Ones and a human divorcee also defied definition. As Kansas understood it, Cthulhu had come to earth on vacation and technically was still married. It seemed to him that there was no way that would not result in complications for their relationship.

      He hadn’t stayed in touch or anything, but he’d followed Cthulhu on Twitter and watched his posts and where he posted from carefully. The last he knew, he and Karen were headed for the Black Hills of South Dakota. There seemed no logical reason for essentially a sea creature and an Eastern girl to go there except for one.

      Treasure.

      “Don’t look at me that way,” Dusty said, breaking his reverie. “It’s creepy.”

      “It’s not. You’re beautiful when you blow things up.”

      “So I’ve been told. You didn’t invite me down to show me tricks with your whip, did you?”

      Kansas paused. When she’d arrived, he second guessed precisely why he’d invited her to his home, ironically in Kansas.

      His father couldn’t be credited with being creative when choosing his name.

      Bringing her with him meant sharing the treasure, but their last encounter with Cthulhu, Karen, and his treasure came with — challenges. She’d be an excellent asset to have by his side, and there was plenty of treasure to go around.

      “Not exactly,” he said. “But what do you think?”

      “You’ve been practicing.”

      “Thanks.”

      “However, it sounds like there is a great big but in that sentence, and it isn’t mine,” she said, turning sideways toward him and wiggling her hips. He looked up at her face and found a smirk there. “What’s going on? Is it Cthulhu again?”

      Kansas just nodded.

      “Where to this time, and how much treasure?” She got right to the point, and he had to admit, he liked that.

      “I don’t know how much, but from what he and Karen said and his Twitter feed, they’re headed for the Black Hills of South Dakota.”

      “Deadwood?”

      “Among other possibilities, yes. But it’s likely he’ll stay somewhere in that area. There aren’t a lot of choices.”

      “Isn’t Sturgis there too?”

      “Yes. And we’re going to be close to a flood of bikers, raising the area's population. Depending on Cthulhu’s timing.”

      “So you want to go follow him and that — girlfriend? — of his, Karen? See if we can get the treasure first?”

      “If possible. Or we could team up with them again. Although we didn’t part on the best of terms, they weren’t the worst either.”

      “What’s your end game here?”

      “Eventually, Cthulhu will have to return to where he came from, right? With or without Karen. When he does, his treasure will be here, unprotected. All we must do is find it.”

      “So you not only want this treasure, you want to find out where the rest of his treasure is so we can go after that, too?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Smart. Okay, I’m in on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You take me to dinner tonight.”

      “Deal. What do you want?”

      “Surprise me. But if the place doesn’t have a good steak—” The gun appeared in her hand again, and another can disappeared with a spray of cola.

      Kansas gulped. “I think I can handle that.”
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      As they raced through the storm, Cthulhu’s phone rang. The number was long and odd, so he knew where it came from.

      “Hello?” he said.

      “Cthulhu, it’s Cthalhay. Where are you?”

      “Somewhere in South Dakota. Why?”

      “Idh-yaa and Elhort are coming to Earth.”

      “Why?”

      Karen reached over, took his phone, and tapped a few times on the screen. His sister’s voice came through the stereo speakers of the giant SUV.

      “Because your ex-wife filed for divorce and found out something that upset her.”

      “What did she find out?” Cthulhu knew the answer, but he had to play dumb for Karen. She knew he was evil, but he didn’t want her to know some things, not if they were going to have a relationship going forward.

      “That you’re broke, brother, at least in our world.”

      Karen glared at him, and he looked away as he answered. “She’s right. I don’t have much treasure in the Land of the Great Old Ones.”

      “How is that possible? Your conquests are legendary!”

      “Indeed. But I might not always bring the money home, as the saying goes. I may sometimes hide it elsewhere.”

      “Like where?”

      “A battlefield at Gettysburg,” Karen said, breaking her silence. “And unless I miss my bet, somewhere in South Dakota, too. Probably some other places as well.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Cthathay, meet Karen. Karen, meet my sister Cthathay.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Karen,” his sister said, sounding cold and farther away than she was. “How, exactly, do you know my brother?”

      “We met in Delaware,” she said. “You could say we hit it off.”

      “I see,” the reply came.

      “Listen, Cthathay, we just drove through a strange storm. I think Ida-yaa and Elhort came here in it. How would they have known where we are?”

      “Do you still have your wedding ring?”

      Cthulhu thought about it and realized that while he had taken the ring off before his vacation, he had put it in his wallet, not left it anywhere like he probably should have.

      He turned to meet Karen’s stare, one eyebrow raised over her large glasses.

      “I do,” he said. “I forgot it is in my wallet.”

      “Isn’t that made of the gold from the mines here?”

      By here, she meant the Land of the Great Old Ones. And she wasn’t wrong.

      “Yes,” he said. “That is how they found me.”

      “You better get rid of it now,” his sister said. “And then get far away from wherever you are.”

      “Yes,” he said. Karen had turned her attention back to the road, but her knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel so hard. “I’ll do that right away.”

      “Okay. I’ll call you soon,” she said. “Elhort is bad enough. But Idh-yaa? She’ll eat you alive if she finds out you’re hiding money from her.”

      His sister ended the call, and silence descended momentarily before John Mayer resumed crooning on the radio.

      “So?” Karen said as he dug for his wallet.

      “Can you pull over for a second?” he asked.

      The Escalade swerved quickly to the dirt side of the road, and Cthulhu was thrown forward against the seatbelt as it slid to a stop. Rain pelted the windshield. Cthulhu rolled his window down and threw his ring as far as possible. He feared it would not be far enough to satisfy Karen, but he rolled up his window and looked back at her.

      “Did you hide money from your wife in the form of treasure here in MY world?” she asked.

      “I did,” he said, terrified of what would happen if he lied.

      “And now she found out about it and is coming after you with Elhort. I’ve heard that name before, haven’t I?”

      “Yes. He is Gestalt’s boss and much more powerful.”

      In Gettysburg, Gestalt had been sent to try to return him to his homeland but had failed and failed to secure the treasure he’d hidden in the Devil’s Den. Karen had been with him the whole time.

      “My husband tried to do that to me in our divorce,” she said. “He hid his money in the Caymans, the equivalent of what you have done, I suppose.”

      “I can see the similarities,” Cthulhu said, his “s” words coming out of his mouth with a hiss. “What did you do?”

      “I found his money but didn’t tell him. I spoke to a bank manager and moved almost all of it to my own account in the Cayman Islands. Since it was hidden anyway, he certainly couldn’t tell anyone or claim that I stole it.”

      “Oh,” Cthulhu answered, fearing she would side with Idh-yaa.

      “That’s good news for you,” she said, and he looked over to see her smiling. “Because I know how to hide your treasure. We’ll sell it, turn it into money, and hide it where your ex will never find it.”

      He smiled back. Maybe it was good to have her on his side.

      “So what now?” he asked.

      “Let’s continue with our plan,” she said. “We’ll stop in Deadwood and gather our ideas. Do you know where the treasure is?”

      “Well, a general area, at least,” Cthulhu said. “But I can find it. Don’t worry.”

      “I have faith in you,” she said. “The Devil’s Den proved you are quite capable. Now, we just have to shake your ex-wife and this asshole who came with her.”

      “That we can do,” Cthulhu told her.

      But he was afraid it would not be that simple at all.
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