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            Legacy of the Corridor

          

        

      

    

    
      Way back in 1994, M. Shayne Bell put together Washed by a Wave of Wind, an anthology of short works by authors from “The Corridor”, an area that covers Utah, most of Idaho, parts of Wyoming and Nevada, and stretches into Arizona and parts of northern Mexico. Sometimes, the area around Cardston, Alberta, Canada, is included, too. For those unfamiliar with this area, it was settled by Mormon pioneers, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

      Shayne’s anthology highlighted science fiction and fantasy works by authors from the area, as The Corridor contained an unusually high number of successful authors—for the population in the area—both genre and non-genre, both members and non-members of the predominant religion. That legacy continues today with an impressive list of authors such as Jennifer Adams, D. J. Butler, Orson Scott Card, Michael R. Collings, Michaelbrent Collings, Ally Condie, Larry Correia, Kristyn Crow, James Dashner, Brian Lee Durfee, Sarah M. Eden, Richard Paul Evans, David Farland, Jessica Day George, Shannon Hale, Mettie Ivie Harrison, Tracy and Laura Hickman, Charlie N. Holmberg, Christopher Husberg, Matthew J. Kirby, Brian McClellan, Stephenie Meyer, L. E. Modesitt, Jr., Brandon Mull, Jennifer A. Nielsen, James A. Owen, Brandon Sanderson, Caitlin Sangster, J. Scott Savage, Jess Smart Smiley, Harriet Stark, Eric James Stone, Howard Tayler, Brad R. Torgersen, Dan Wells, Robison Wells, David J. West, Carol Lynch Williams, and Dan Willis.

      That’s a big list of names, and it only barely scratches the surface.

      I had considered doing a follow-up volume at one point, but I couldn’t find any publishers interested in the project. The idea sat simmering in my subconscious for a few years. In late 2020 or early 2021, it again occurred to me just how many local (Intermountain West area) genre writers we have, and what a  really amazing writing heritage exists here, especially compared to the population. Whether it’s something in the water, in the air, or something else, we have an amazing legacy that needs to be shared.

      Many of these authors write short fiction of various lengths in addition to all the novelists, and I decided we could never do them justice if we only did one or two individual anthologies. So instead of those anthologies, I thought it would be fun and interesting to put together individual collections of their works to help highlight them. I can’t think of anything more exciting than shining a spotlight on individual creators in this area.

      Hemelein Publications created this publication series to highlight as many of these authors from The Corridor as possible, both well-known and lesser-known. We think Shayne did a wonderful job drawing attention to these amazing writers back then, and we want to continue what he started.

      You can learn more about the series at:

      
        
        http://hemelein.com/go/legacy-of-the-corridor/

      

      

      
        
        Joe Monson

        Managing Editor

        Hemelein Publications

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lee-ward Leaning

          

          JOE MONSON

        

      

    

    
      I’ve known Lee for almost 30 years now. I first met him way back in the day at Life, the Universe, & Everything, a science fiction and fantasy academic symposium, then held at Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah. At that time, he’d published (or would shortly—I forget the exact time frame) one story in two parts in The Leading Edge, the science fiction and fantasy semi-pro magazine published at BYU.

      When I first met him, he struck me as a quiet guy, but with a vivid imagination, strong opinions on many subjects, and a keen analytical mind. All of that is still true. One of my favorite early memories of him was his presentation of an academic paper at LTUE on the anime series Chance Pop Session. It was a very interesting dissection of the show, and made me interested in watching it.

      Another good memory is working with him as co-chairs of LTUE from 1995-1996.  One of my favorite things he did that year was to put together a short history of the symposium, highlighting guests and notable things that happened in various years. Despite it being short, it went into a fair amount of detail, and it was told in a witty and interesting manner. He provided a lot of insight that helped our year of the symposium run much more smoothly than it would have otherwise. I think we worked well together, and I have no negative memories of working with him. He loves history, has a wicked sense of humor, and it’s pretty dry, so I love his work. All of these attributes come through in his writing.

      Since I met him three decades ago, he’s gone on to publish dozens of short stories, been nominated for the Sidewise Award for Alternate History, scripted many different comic book issues, and served three tours of duty in Iraq.

      The stories here are good cross-section of his works in the last decade. We worked together to come up with a good list of stories we thought would play well together. There are humorous stories, more serious stories, and scary stories, and I enjoyed reading all of them. I hope you enjoy them as well.

      
        
        Joe Monson

        Managing Editor

        Hemelein Publications

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Preface—The Hounds of History

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;

        I fled Him, down the arches of the years;

        I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways

        Of my own mind;

      

        

      

      
        
        —Francis Thompson, The Hound of Heaven (1890)
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      The Past—to paraphrase the late John Gardner—continues to exert its effect, though dead as doornails. Its Hounds of History, if you will, follow us relentlessly down the arches of the years, down the twisted paths of modernity's frenzied gyrations, and, if we allow it to, catches hold of us in the end.

      You hold in your hand a collected volume of some of the many short stories I've written over my twenty-five years in the science fiction field. All of the stories herein are either set in the past or deal with the past, the arches of the years.

      How this volume took this particular shape is how my stories themselves take their particular shape: serendipities, coincidences, and the padding paws of the dead-as-doornail Hounds of History.

      The night before Hemelein editor Joe Monson contacted me about the possibility of their publishing a collection of my stories, I'd been watching, of all things, a fifty-year-old  Billy Graham movie named Time To Run.

      Don't worry. This isn't a religious tract. I'm of a different faith tradition, besides. But Graham's movie itself, and the why behind my owning a copy of it, is relevant.

      A well-meaning relative back in the '70s out of the blue gifted me with the movie's soundtrack record album. I grew to enjoy the album's blend of chamber music and soft rock and even managed to track down a little church showing an 8mm showing of the movie in the pastor's basement.

      Time to Run is very much a movie of its time, a movie produced by religious squares trying to reach hippie-era youth by dressing up their message with a soft rock soundtrack and dressing up actors in fringe leather jackets. (My own faith did much the same in the mid-'70s with their Like Unto Us Seminary filmstrip. I own that soundtrack album, too.)

      What sets Time to Run apart is that the movie is a modern reenactment of not only Francis Thompson's famous poem, but  Thompson's life itself.

      Thompson was a Victorian-era failure, a medical school dropout, an invalid, an opium addict, a destitute derelict. He'd spent years mired in the slums and alleyways and gutters of 19th Century London's darkest depths.

      Then, in the year 1887, a London magazine received a bundle of tattered, filth-stained manuscripts: poems of genius about misery and redemption, written by a man who no matter how hard or far he ran was eventually pursued and caught by God, the relentless Hound of Heaven. Thompson was that man and that poet. Time to Run even opens with a reading of "Hounds" and later showcases a lengthy college English class discussion of it.

      As anyone who's watched James Burke's Connections TV series knows, history is a never-ending chain of serendipity, the splicing of unrelated elements. The Hounds of History never cease their chase, the past is always there calling us, beseeching us. An 1890 poem inspires a 1972 film released as a DVD in 2013 which I watch in 2021 on the eve of needing a title and theme for a book anthology—and which you're reading now in 2022 or whatever year you're reading this.

      Add to this the very reason I was watching Time To Run on that particular night in the first place. Time to Run's down-and-out musically-accompanied destitute hitchhiking montage is cousin to the down-and-out musically-accompanied destitute hitchhiking montage in a movie I'd been watching the day before: Neil Diamond's 1980 remake of Al Jolson's 1927 The Jazz Singer. Diamond's The Jazz Singer is a movie infused with entirely different religious faith and a religious tradition with its own relentless Hounds of History.

      I had popped Time to Run in the DVD player to compare the two montages and ended up watching the entire movie. That is why I had Thompson's poem still in my head when Hemelein emailed me.

      It is these serendipities, these connections, then, that fire and infuse and inspire my fiction.

      History—the past—is Mankind's greatest resource, its greatest depository of knowledge. There are two ways of gaining experience: you can learn from your own mistakes or you can learn from others. History is nothing if not a compendium of past mistakes, but it is also often a blueprint for rectifying them.

      A knowledge of the past and the ability to apply lessons learned from it used to be considered the mark of an educated person. Too many in current society, alas, believe themselves to be, sui generis, the font of new and original knowledge, indeed the only font of knowledge and morality. They believe that whatever came before them is suspect, worthless and evil, even.

      They believe their very arrival into this world marks Year Zero for human knowledge and progress.

      This disdain for the past ironically prevents such people from knowing that other Year Zero attempts have been made. That such attempts all end in ignominy, pain, and blood; the French Revolution devolves into the Reign of Terror, the Khmer Rouge into the Killing Fields; the poisoned fools of Jonestown.

      These history deniers' belief of what history is is severely misguided.

      History is not just dusty dead men reeling off a list of dates or successions to the throne. History is for gleaning, for engaging with, for having a dialog with. It's tough to have a dialog with toppled statues and deleted books.

      The stories in this volume have that dialog with the past, sometimes seeking answers, sometimes seeking entertainment, sometimes merely seeking interesting backdrops and local color.

      These stories herein, like the Hounds of History that inspired their writing, wend their way through the arches of the years, pursuing those who would deign be caught.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Murmuration of a Darkening Sea

          

        

      

    

    
      INTRODUCTION

      
        
        A friend of mine once ran the night desk at the ritziest hotel on the Oregon coast. He had lots of crazy stories about very rich, very entitled tourists, but the one that's stuck with me was the story of the drunken lady who called the desk complaining that the ocean was too loud and demanding that the hotel turn down the volume.

        I can sympathize with that sentiment.

        I lived for almost ten years in that same coastal town in a little rented cottage just off the beach. At night at high tide, the ocean roar was loud enough to wake you up. Hours and hours of incessant deafening wave crash until the tide receded, regular as a metronome and unstoppable as a juggernaut.

        I had that primeval ocean roar in mind when I wrote "Murmuration of a Darkening Sea", but I also had the local geography in mind as well. Cape Foulweather lives up to its name. Much of the year its hidden in fog and low scudding clouds. My first winter on the coast, coastal gales hit hard enough to snap the brown recreation area highway sign naming Cape Foulweather completely in two, heavy signpost and all, and hurl it to the other side of the road where it lay in the bar ditch for the rest of the winter. Truth in advertising.

        "Murmuration" was written on assignment for the horror anthology Fiction River: Feel the Fear. I've always had a Jekyll-and-Hyde relationship with the horror genre. I don't care for (to put it politely) the Stephen King/Dean Koontz modern type of horror, but I'm a complete sucker for cheesy gothic movie monster sort of horror: Bram Stoker's Dracula, and Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s Frankenstein.

        And H.P. Lovecraft, too, of course.

        I've always wanted to write a nice juicy Lovecraft mythos story, but how? Lovecraft could get away with all that Lovecraftian pneumatic prose; nobody else can. Try and you only end up with either a bad pastiche or bad parody. Michael R. Collings says in Writing Horror—his guide to writing horror—that Lovecraft is his language, that "[h]is language…is his horror."

        I turned to somebody else to use for an example on how to write a Lovecraft story. Jim Turner's Eternal Lovecraft was quite helpful, but David Drake's Nyarlahotep tale, "Than Curse the Darkness”, held the key I sought. (Drake's entire Night and Demons horror collection is a graduate-level seminar in writing horror.)

        With "Curse”, Drake didn't make the mistake of trying to write Lovecraft. Instead, he took what he was already doing in sci-fi and fantasy, took his usual approach to horrific fiction, and then folded in Lovecraft's Cthulhu mythos. "Curse" isn't a Lovecraft story, it's a Drake story with a Lovecraft setting, just as "Murmuration" is very much an Allred story of Allred characters dealing with a Lovecraftian world.

        "Murmuration" was not only quite the learning experience, but quite the gamble as well. One of the stupidest things an author can do is exceed word count limits set by an anthology editor. I was incredibly stupid. (And not only stupid, but stupid on purpose; I believed "Murmuration" had to be the length it was and sent it out that way.)

        The Fiction River anthology format caps story length at a strict 6000 words. That's why most of my Fiction River stories are roughly all the same length. "Murmuration" clocks in at 12,000, however. Exactly double. The editor would have to use two story slots to print it. It's therefore more than just the question of being as good as two stories combined; it had be additionally good to be worth the hassle. It had to be a must-have for his volume.

        I'd like to think it was. Editor Mark Leslie not only bought "Murmuration", but led off his anthology with it.

        I wouldn't recommend trying this at home, though, kids.

        

      

      

      They pulled down Leroy’s Gas Station in 1942 as part of a wartime scrap drive, and with it any outward sign that the community of Cape Foulweather ever existed. Some of the hidden houses on the mountain still stand, of course, but unless you know they are there, you cannot see them from the public roads.

      I first learned of Cape Foulweather on the Oregon Coast shortly after I answered an advertisement found in the personal want ads of the Denver Post during the first week of January, 1928. The ad read simply:

      
        
        Research Assistant (Male) wanted. Some typing. Good pay. Disabled veterans preferred. Enquire Box 721.

      

      

      The “good pay” portion was superfluous. That anyone would be offering any pay to disabled veterans—preferred, even—was what caught my eye. The ten years since the Great War had taught me no one was in the market for hiring men who’d returned from the trenches of France crippled or wounded or disfigured such as I was. A German shell had ripped off half my face and severely burnt what remained. I was otherwise physically able, but utterly unemployable in any meaningful capacity. Even my own family considered me, in their more truthful moments, a walking horror show.

      And so, as much in desperation as on a whim, I answered the want ad.

      A telephone interview soon ensued—a rather bizarre one that placed more emphasis upon my family genealogy than my job qualifications—and I was then wired a train and bus fare for a remote place called Cape Foulweather on the central Oregon Coast.

      I felt no small unease at the strangeness of it all, but the telephone interview had revealed that should I get the job, my weekly salary would be more than a year’s worth of the pitiful pension the government saw fit to toss its war-shattered ex-soldiers.

      And so, early on the morning of January 19, 1928, I found myself alighting from the steps of a Pickwick Stages bus onto the muddy gravel parking lot of one Leroy’s Gas Station along a lonely stretch of Oregon’s coastal highway.

      I stepped out into rain so needle-fine it seemed more a diamantine spray of mist rather than falling droplets. Leaden, low gray sheet-clouds hung just overhead. Conifers of a pine green so dark they looked black completely frocked the steep hills towering over the highway. In the overcast gloom, the gray and the black-green leeched all color. The harvest oranges and blazing reds of the Pickwick bus livery muted into monochrome shades.

      On the other side of the road, the sea, tossed about by mid-winter storms, pounded against a sea wall. Gray-green water, frothed into an angry dirty white, pounded so hard against the black basalt sea wall I could feel the crash of it through the soles of my shoes.

      The bus driver pulled my beat-up leather grip out of the underside cargo compartment. Despite the rain and his obvious hurry to get back into the warm, dry bus, he checked the paper luggage tag to ensure that the grip did indeed belong to one Randall Dunwich. Satisfied, he handed it over to me, then began restowing the luggage he’d shifted to get at mine.

      I leaned in close and tried to shout over the crash of the waves. “You sure this the right place?” Leroy’s was boarded up for the winter; no other sign of human habitation save the asphalt highway existed.

      “Sure, I’m sure,” the driver yelled, drawing back a bit because nobody wanted to be that close to my face. “You think I don’t know my own route?”

      He slammed the cargo compartment closed. “’Course,” he added, “you’re the first one I ever had get off at this stop. Don’t know why they even put it on the schedule.”

      With that, he re-boarded his bus and drove away in a black cloud of diesel, leaving me huddling under the sagging overhang of Leroy’s Gas Station, trying to stay out of the rain. The overhang helped little; a brisk winter wind blew the rain sideways underneath it.

      I shivered in the cold as I waited for the transportation that had been promised over the phone. My jacket, which had kept me warm for so many snowy winters in Denver, kept me neither warm nor dry in the chill and damp and the sidewise blowing rain of an Oregon winter squall.

      As the cold seeped through my sodden jacket, I began to regret ever answering that ad. Regret! Had I known at that moment what I was soon to know, driving rain or no, I would have walked—I would have crawled—to avoid what would befall me.

      But I did not know.

      And so, foolishly, I stood shivering as I listened to high tide come in. The roar of the waves grew even more deafening.

      The hue of the gray-green waves darkened and deepened until they were coal-black. Great gouts of white-flecked spray splashed up from the lip of the sea wall. Great arcs of sea water began to arc, to quest across the asphalt highway toward me, as if the crashing sea were a living thing, seeking, searching, reaching for me to pull me into its maw.

      Reaching…reaching…

      I backed up, pressing myself as flat as I could against the boarded-up exterior of Leroy’s. It did me no good. The crashing, arcing waves reached ever closer, closer…

      In the crash and the roar and the murmurations of the waves I began to hear voices. Voices calling, things calling. Foul things, forgotten things, cries for help, and cries for warmth, and above them all calls for warm, red blood to give them life beyond mere voices and shapes within the waves.

      It was my name that the sea called, and it meant to drag me down into it.

      I began to sweat despite the cold and the damp. I began to shake and not from the chill. I began to feel myself being pulled toward the water, pulled, pulled—

      The spell broke with the simple honking of an automobile horn.

      The automobile pulled up to Leroy’s, a sleek low-slung roadster painted a shocking canary yellow. The throaty purr of the car’s V-8 engine carried easily over the crash of the sea.

      The appearance of that auto—a man-built product of science and precision and rational thought, a ready example of man-made cities of concrete and Bessemer steel which paid no heed to crashing waves or wispy clouds or root-bound pines but gleamed as an incandescent beacon for science and truth and progress—cut away the fear that had so engulfed my mind.

      Surely it had all been the similarity of the surf’s sound to that of a rolling artillery barrage. Surely it had all been only a momentary manifestation of the latent fear of the front that still lurked in my nighttime dreams sometimes.

      The automobile’s driver rolled down his window. He was a man of my age, large and fit and obviously of Germanic descent. He wore his fine white-blond hair closely cropped. As for his face—where mine was marred by shot and shell, a shattered thing from Hell, his was the chiseled face of Heaven, a mortal Adonis marred only by a Teutonic sneer curled upon his lips.

      He looked me over like a butcher looking a fattened hog up and down. When his eyes alighted on my ruined face, he laughed, deep barks of laughter, as if I were most amusing, as if I were the clown show of a circus.

      “I see the War Goddess has favored you with Her kiss,” he said in a stiff and stilted Germanic accent. “She has left her lipstick on your cheek.”

      And then, as quickly as it had flared, the amusement left his face. “I am von Brauchitsch. Get in, Mr. Dunwich. I dislike being caught on the highway during high tide. You may not have noticed, but the waves along this coast have a tendency to flood their bounds and we are much too close to the angry sea for my liking.”

      I tossed my grip in the backseat, and climbed in.

      No sooner had I done so than the German powered his vehicle down the road, tires sliding and slipping on the sea-splashed pavement. He sped down the twisting coastal highway faster than I would have thought safe in good weather, let alone in this sodden storm.

      “So, ah, do you work for Mrs. Dubois?” I asked, trying to break the heavy silence between beats of the wipers fighting a losing battle against the streaming rain.

      “I do not work, as you put it, for anyone,” von Brauchitsch said, as if the very word offended his Junkers soul. “It was inconvenient for the Widow Dubois to meet you, so I am picking you up.”

      “You are a neighbor, then?”

      He thrust his square jaw upward. “Let us say I am a temporary houseguest. I am here for the hunting.”

      “Hunting?” Coming from Denver, I knew very little about the wildlife on the Oregon Coast, but I did not recall ever hearing it mentioned as any sort of big game preserve.

      Perhaps my face gave away my thoughts for he further explained: “The vermin. The local creatures with the clever little hands—almost as clever as men—who think it is their right to get into what does not belong to them.”

      “Are you talking about raccoons?”

      “If that is what you wish to call them, then yes.”

      It seemed so very odd, a Prussian nobleman hunting raccoon. I tried to make a joke of it. “And what do with them once you’ve hunted them?”

      “I am making a raccoon coat. The great love of my life is taxidermy and leatherworking.”

      Too late, I realized he was making a joke of his own, but the butt of the joke was me and my American naïveté and perhaps all Americans in turn.

      Then the German’s face grew serious and suddenly he was no longer joking. “It seems that the trenches of France left me with a taste for the hunt, for the kill. Unfortunately, since the deplorable Armistice, I can no longer indulge in my secret passion. I must settle for a poor substitute in shooting vermin. And yet, is it so very different from what I was doing in the war?”

      No, he was not joking at all any more.

      He turned off the highway onto a side road seemingly leading off into a solid curtain of trees.

      Shore pines—forty, fifty feet in height—lined both sides of the road, their wind-crabbed branches high above us stretched across to entwine with each other.

      The effect was one of driving through a vaulted cathedral, but it was a fell, daemonic cathedral for these malevolent unholy trees hated Man and all his works just as surely as those pounding waves far below.

      I could not explain my fear. Sounds similar to the terrors of combat I could understand, but trees? How could mere trees frighten me so? It was as if I had entered a world beyond reason, a land where the primal darkness of the mind held sway.

      As if sensing my unease, von Brauchitsch barked that same dark laugh he’d employed when first gazing at my face. “I do not think these trees like strangers in their mountains, Mr. Dunwich.”

      His words, if meant to assure me—which I do not think they were so meant—served only to further plunge me into a whirling confusion of dread and perturbation.

      The narrow road began to switchback up the steep slope. As we climbed higher and higher up the mountain, fog began to thicken. Perhaps it was fog. Or perhaps we were climbing into the low scudding clouds.

      Through the fog I occasionally caught glimpses of large expensive dwellings, almost mansions even.

      Von Brauchitsch must have caught me looking for he said, “The secludedness of Cape Foulweather invites many film stars and politicians and the like who wish to relax away from the scrutiny of the public.”

      Again, the bark of his Teutonic laughter. “The cape is a place where the laws of Man and Nature need not be observed, and in the main, are not.”

      He spoke these ominous words just as we reached the summit of the mountain and the end of the road.

      We had reached a wrought-iron arch spanning the entrance to what I assumed was the house of the Widow Dubois, an ancient Victorian house of immense size and sinister visage as crow-ugly as Death, as crow-ugly as my own face. Even the very trees, the ones that disquieted me so, seemed to lean away from it, as if fearing its vile touch.

      The crowning glory, if that is the right word to use about an edifice so vile, was a towering turret on the seaward side of the house. A widow’s walkway hemmed in by wrought iron railings formed the top of the turret, deadly sharp spears of cold iron that looked more like a barrier to keep someone, something outside the bounds of the walkway than any sort of safety railing keeping onlookers safely inside.

      Von Brauchitsch pulled up to the front entrance and stopped. At the switching off of the motor, again I could hear, though it was so very far below us, the roar of the waves.

      Pounding, pounding, pounding.

      “We have arrived, Mr. Dunwich,” Von Brauchitsch said over the roar of the waves. Again the Teutonic sneer. “I hope your stay will be as profitable and…enjoyable as my own has been.”
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      Loath as I was to enter, I followed von Brauchitsch inside the mansion. He closed the door and latched it tight behind us. For a door constructed with a full-length pane of thin, frosted glass, it blocked the hideous pounding drone of the ocean waves completely.

      The house, for all its ghastly exterior, seemed very cheery inside. The furnishings may have been old and out of style, dating back to the Mauve Decade, but they were tasteful and clean and kept quite spotless. It seemed the Widow kept an excellent staff.

      That staff, however, did not seem to extend to a butler. I had expected one, or some sort of servant, to greet us but neither a butler nor the Widow Dubois was in evidence. Instead, it amused von Brauchitsch to play the part of host.

      He led me into the grand parlor with a dizzying parqueted marble floor and crystal chandeliers and thence up a sweeping curved staircase to the second floor and then down a long dark hallway.

      Stopping at one of the doors, he said, “Your room. The Widow expects that you will wish to freshen up a bit from your long journey before she meets with you.”

      He extracted an old fashioned skeleton key from a pocket and unlocked the door. He did not, however, give me the key. Instead, he pocketed it again.

      I opened the door to find a small, but well-furnished bedroom with its own adjoining bath. A cozy little fire burned in the hearth. I tossed my leather grip on the brass bed.

      Von Brauchitsch closed the door behind me and locked it.

      “Auf Wiedersehen,” he said through the thick wood door.
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      I had just finished shaving and changing into a clean shirt when I heard a tinny voice coming out of a tiny rubber aperture in the wall. An old-fashioned speaking tube, I realized.

      “I will be pleased to see you now,” the voice through the tube, that of the Widow Dubois, said.

      The lock on my door clacked free and the door opened. Again Von Brauchitsch stood in the hall outside. He gestured for me to follow him. “It is easier to lead an American as one would a donkey than ever to try to give one directions.”

      He led me through a confusing series of hallways, then up two flights of stairs and then finally into a spacious parlor which I readily took to be the Widow Dubois’ sitting room.

      The room seemed oddly lit until I realized that unlike the rest of the house which was illuminated by modern electrics, this room was lit by the hissing gas lamps of a generation past.

      The knickknacks and curios of the sort a woman whose prime was in the Mauve Decade lay scattered about the room, with furniture and draperies to match.

      A daguerreotype, bordered in fluted curtains of black silk, of a dashing mustachioed military officer in a French uniform of the Franco-Prussian war period hung above the fireplace mantle between two lambent jets of gas.

      I was staring at the portrait with my back turned to the room when the Widow Dubois softly cleared her throat. I had not heard her enter.

      She was an old woman, at least eighty if I were to hazard a guess based on the photograph of the man I presumed was her husband, the late Mr. Dubois. Somehow she seemed younger, as if time had stopped, as if it had bent to her iron will. She looked no more than perhaps fifty.

      Perhaps it was the décor of the house, but I had half-expected her dress to be in the antique style of her youth, but she wore clothing in today’s fashion. She would not have looked out of place amongst society pages of the Denver newspapers.

      But it was not her seeming youth nor her modern clothing that caught my attention.

      It was her eyes.

      They were white. A nebulous, milky, clouded white. And by that, I mean they had no visible iris, no pupil. She was blind, horribly so. Perhaps the victim of massive twin cataracts, perhaps even—

      “Yes, Mr. Dunwich,” she said as if she could see my gaze. “German mustard gas. The fickle winds, you see, blow quite indiscriminately on both soldier and civilian alike.”

      “I—I’m sorry,” I muttered and I was.

      “It is of no matter,” she said. “I can afford to hire eyesight, can I not, Helmut?” She pitched her voice toward von Brauchitsch, standing silently against the far wall.

      “I wouldn’t know,” he replied. From the tone of his voice and from the posture of both their bodies, it suddenly became clear that both despised the other and yet still associated with one another for some reason known only to themselves.

      No, “despise” was too weak a word, as was mere hate. The incandescence of their mutual antipathy fairly lit up the room.

      She glided gracefully across the room, deftly weaving between the furnishings until she stood quite next to me. Before I could react, she reached out and stroked the ragged scars of my face. Her touch was not the warm touch of a handsome woman such as she appeared but cold and clammy, like a thing long dead and drowned in the sea.

      I jerked back in surprise.

      Von Brauchitsch laughed uproariously.

      “This one bears the scars of war,” she said. “This one bears the Price.” She nodded in approval. “Good, Mr. Dunwich. You have passed the first of the three requirements for this position.”

      She stepped back and then seated herself in a velvet-plush chair. Her long delicate fingers toyed with the lid of a small rosewood jewelry box with brass corner plates and guilt edgings down the sides.

      “I shall now test you on the second. The position requires, shall we say, a certain suppleness of mind and the ability of memory recall. I shall give you a simple memory test. I shall quote part of a stanza from a poem and expect you to continue on with it.”

      She paused and smiled a wintry smile. “Do not worry, Mr. Dunwich. I shall endeavor to choose a poem that surely even an American should be familiar with.”

      She cleared her throat and began: “We have fed our sea for a thousand years/And she calls us, still unfed.”

      I relaxed. Kipling’s Song of the Dead. Any Boy Scout, as I had been in my youth, had spent hours around the campfires listening to and reciting Kipling.

      I answered back: “Though there’s never a wave of all our waves/But marks our English dead.”

      She nodded, satisfied. “Blood truly is the Price of Admiralty, young Dunwich, the Price of Civilization, the Price of Mankind’s very existence.” She smiled in amusement, a cold hard smile that would not have looked out of place on a grinning tyger. “I suspect you reaffirm that simple Truth each time you look in the mirror.”

      “You are lucky you cannot see him,” von Brauchitsch said. He mock-shuddered. “I shall not sleep for days.”

      “Quiet, Helmut,” she said. “This one is promising.”

      “So did the six ones before him,” the German said, as much to me as to her. “They did not work out, did they?”

      “They did after a fashion,” she said.

      “My fashion,” von Brauchitsch said as he flexed his hand at the memory. The gesture looked almost as what you would use choking the throat of a chicken.

      Or a man.

      The Widow turned to face me fully. “Sit,” she ordered, gesturing at the chair nearest me.

      I sat.

      “The final and deciding test of this interview,” she said, “is, for want of a better term, a test of character. I cannot more fully explain until after you pass the test.”

      “If he should pass,” von Brauchitsch muttered.

      “I have hopes for this one. After all, we have no use for a seventh failure now, do we, Helmut?”

      She withdrew from the jewelry box a small crystal phial filled with a clear turquoise liquid. She removed the stopper and handed the open phial to the lurking German. He took up station upon my left side.

      She nodded. “Helmut will administer the chemical.”

      Von Brauchitsch suddenly seized my left wrist in a hand with steel cable for sinews. He turned my arm over so the veins along the wrist showed.

      “No!” I shouted as Penny Dreadful visions of the opium dens of Europe’s jaded elite danced through my mind. I twisted and struggled but could not break the German’s grip upon my arm.

      Von Brauchitsch shoved me down hard into my chair. “Quiet, fool,” he snarled, “and do as you’re told.”

      The Widow sighed, seemingly distressed at the necessity of physical force. “You completely misunderstand, Mr. Dunwich. A tiny drop of the tincture is applied externally and will do you no harm, save perhaps a small burning sensation. We merely wish to observe the catalyst’s reaction against your skin.”

      When I did not immediately settle down as she wished, she sighed again. “Helmut,” she said with no small irritation, “please show him.”

      The German released his grip upon me. He wiggled his left wrist free of the cuff of his immaculately tailored shirt sleeve, exposing it to view.

      He poured a single drop of the turquoise liquid upon the inside of his left wrist. The liquid foamed like baking soda and there was a slight whiff of burning human flesh in the air.

      Von Brauchitsch shook his wrist as if trying to smother out a flame burning upon it.

      “This is what failure to pass the test looks like,” the Widow Dubois said. She smiled a wicked, superior smile at von Brauchitsch. The pair’s hatred was as implacable as any crashing ocean wave.

      “Poor Helmut,” she cooed. “Perhaps his proud Junkers bloodline is not so very pure after all.”

      Von Brauchitsch visibly stiffened. “There is a vast difference between the pure Aryan blood of a Teuton and the mongrel breed of the slightly Teutonic Anglo-Saxon, no matter what they thought.”

      “Perhaps,” she replied, “Perhaps not. What matters is that the Book is bound by what they thought, otherwise I would have had you handle the Book long ago.”

      I had no inkling of what any of this fantastic exchange meant, other than gleaning that whatever it did, these two people, quite possibly mad, believed in whatever this chemical test was meant to prove. I disliked the thought of having a drop of who-knew-what acidic chemical splashed on my wrist, but if it would secure me the job at the wages promised, I steeled myself to undergo it.

      I rolled down my shirt sleeve and stuck out my bare wrist. “Sorry about before,” I said. “Let’s continue, shall we?”

      Von Brauchitsch again gripped my arm, more gently this time.

      He doled out a single drop of the turquoise liquid upon my bare skin.

      It pooled upon my wrist, inert and harmless. No hissing burning foaming, no pain or smell of burnt flesh.

      “Excellent!” the old woman cried. “Mr. Dunwich, you have the job. You begin tomorrow. For now, you’re free to retire to your room. We dine at six promptly.”

      I had the job. I could not tell if von Brauchitsch was pleased or not. I think he was disappointed I had not been placed in the category of the previous six applicants.

      He handed me the skeleton key to my room. The look in his eye told me he was looking forward to a vermin hunt in the very near future.
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      At five-thirty I could endure the strange solitude of my room no more. While I had been upstairs being interviewed, the unseen staff of the manor had unpacked my valise, laundered my travel-soiled clothes, and had placed upon my nightstand a map with helpful directions to the dining room.

      For some inexplicable reason, the thought of these unseen staff having access to my room, touching my belongings, sent a chill of dread racing through me. The very room that had seemed so cheery when I arrived now felt tainted, felt vile.

      I bolted from the room toward the dining room. Even the surly company of von Brauchitsch would be more welcome that the solitude of my room at the moment.

      The manor was huge, larger even than it appeared from the outside. Even with a map I became turned around several times, but finally through dint of persistence I arrived at the double doors of what surely must be—if my map was to be at all believed—the grand dining room.

      I heard through the twin closed doors the clatter of plates and the scuffle of chairs being moved across the floor. The staff must be inside preparing the room for our meal.

      As I reached out my hand for the ornate rococo brass door handles, I felt my blood freeze cold. The clatter of plates had taken on the same surging pulse of the angry sea below. In my suddenly fevered imaginations strange and terrible entities lurked beyond those doors, entities inimical to me and my Kind; hateful, baleful things that would rend me asunder, tear what remained of my flesh into gobbets to feast upon with hungry, gaping maws.

      I jerked back my hand. Indeed, I jerked back my body only to stumble back against the solid bulk of von Brauchitsch.

      He grabbed my arm just as he’d done upstairs and pulled it well away from the door.

      “You were told six o’clock precisely,” he said in his humorless Prussian way. “That does not mean five minutes ’til. That does not mean one minute ’til.”

      The Widow Dubois stood behind him. “We do not disturb the staff. Ever. We let them alone as they will let us alone.”

      The clatter inside ceased. A dinner gong sounded.

      “Now we may enter,” von Brauchitsch said and swept open the double doors.

      A veritable feast had been laid out before us. Three places at the dining table had been set with the most exquisite of china upon the most delicate of linen cloth.

      No servant, however, remained in the room.

      And no other door in or out of the room was in evidence.

      Neither the Widow nor von Brauchitsch seemed to take notice of any of these peculiarities. They seated themselves at the table as if they’d done so a thousand times before and began to serve themselves from the waiting serving dishes.

      Sheepishly, I seated myself as well. The warm glint of the lighted candles on the table, the savory aroma of the hot dishes, the heady bouquet of the opened wines. I had been exhuming sinister intents where none existed.

      Surely there must be a logical, prosaic explanation for their reluctance for me to see their servants. My mind whirled back to those lurid tales in the popular adventure magazines of the illegal smuggling of Chinese to our Pacific shores. Perhaps the Widow ran or was otherwise complicit in such an operation, that she had at the very least employed such workers for her manor. They could hardly trust a stranger—for that is what I was to them—to keep their secret.

      Whether or not this was indeed the case, having a plausible, mundane solution eased my mind considerably. I was able to take part in the small talk of the meal, and indeed, to fully enjoy the repast.

      And what a repast it was! Fowl and game of every variety. Dishes far too exotic and European for a simple American like me to recognize. I had once dined at the home of the richest man in Denver—a Christmas dinner he threw for a select group of crippled veterans, a sop, I think, to his own conscience for keeping his three sons out of the war—but his table was never set so fine as this!

      Time slipped away until it was eight o’clock, and again a gong sounded.

      Bolting upright in their chairs, the Widow and the German ceased dining instantly. Indeed, they dropped the very dessert spoons in their hands, letting them clatter unheeded to the floor. They both turned and walked swiftly to exit the room, rather than remain for the re-entering of the staff.

      Confused, I followed them out.

      I almost turned to look back—like Lot’s wife—at the sudden clatter of plates being cleared, but again that strange sensation of dread came over me and I closed the door behind me without a single glance back.
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      In the morning when I awoke, I found another note on my nightstand instructing me to report to a marked elevator on the map at 9 o’clock precisely. The word precisely had been underlined three times in red, either by von Brauchitsch or the invisible brownies who’d visited my room in the night and tidied up the clothes I had so carelessly flung about the floor when I’d retired.

      A Continental breakfast—a croissant, some fruit, some cheese, and a glass of juice—awaited me on a silver salver placed on a sideboard. No breakfasting in the grand dining room for me it seemed.

      I performed my morning ablutions and dressed. The meager breakfast vanished in a trice—I would need to have a word with the Widow about the American notions of a hearty breakfast—and I threw back the jalousie upon the window for my first true look out my window in the full light of day.

      Had I expected sunny blue skies I should have been very much disappointed. True, the rain had ceased—for the moment—but the skies remained much as they’d been the day before. A gray fog that seemed more a slowly drifting cloud hugging the ground leeched what colors were to be seen outside. All was a dull pantheon of gray and black and the deep dark pine of the evergreens.

      The trees looked less imposing than before, but perhaps by winning the job I had become something other than a complete stranger.

      When I caught myself thinking such, as if the German’s black jest was fact and the trees were sentient creatures, I muttered in consternation with myself. Today was a day for celebration! I checked my appearance in the mirror one last time, straighten my tie, and left my room for the marked elevator and the first day of my well-paying job.

      The freak show that was my face no longer barred me from gainful employment, now that I had found a rich, blind employer!
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      My ebullient mood evaporated the moment the tiny metal grill-gated elevator lurched to its stop a full one hundred feet below the deepest basement of the mansion.

      Von Brauchitsch rode the elevator with me to set me to my task. The Widow Dubois was nowhere to be found.

      The German and I got into the elevator and he swung the lever that sent it dropping downward. It was just as well the Widow had not accompanied us. The tiny elevator was uncomfortably cramped with the two of us wide-shouldered men inside. She would never have fit in with us.

      The electrified motor hummed as the elevator descended. The German operated the leer mechanism jerkily; he was much too impatient to be done and gone with the task of showing me to what he called The Vault, the capitalization implicit in his voice as he spoke of it.

      And vault it was.

      When the elevator at last reached bottom and von Brauchitsch threw back the accordion-hinged grill, I beheld a tiny cramped room that bore no small resemblance to a veritable bank vault. The walls, the floors, the ceiling were riveted plates of cold hard steel. It only lacked a great time-lock vault door, and the inaccessibility of the deep-shafted elevator—the only ingress or egress of the room—provided, I should think, the same degree of security.

      A solitary bare light bulb, a feeble twenty-watt bulb, hung on a braided cloth wire above a utilitarian metal table. The dim glow of the overhead bulb cast grotesque shadows on the walls.

      The thick stout table was five feet in length, and would provide me an ample working surface I should think. The accompanying hardwood office chair would suffice to both seat me and keep me awake from its stiff-bottomed discomforts.

      Upon the table lay two singular objects.

      The first was a typewriter of curious workmanship. Obviously a custom-made item, its rows of keys were easily twice as numerous as a normal typewriter although its roller platen was of standard size. Indeed, upon closer examination the keys were not English letters at all. Nor were they letters of any alphabet I’d ever seen, neither Cyrillic, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, or even Sanskrit. They were a collection of bizarre glyphs or perhaps pictographs, but again unlike any I’d ever encountered, neither Chinese nor Japanese or even ancient Babylonian cuneiform or Egyptian hieroglyphs.

      Still further examination showed that one, just one, of the keys had not been installed or had broken. The missing key looked for all the world like a toothless gap in a mouthful of teeth.

      But if the typewriter was curious, the second object was fantastical.

      It was a book, a slim leather-bound folio of some obvious antiquity. Large bas-relief bronze plates reinforced the outer corners. The spine itself was a hinge of the same bronze carvings. A thick leather strap with a clasp lock held the volume closed from prying eyes. A singular key, with its bow shaped like a grinning skull sat upright in the clasp lock. The key, unlike the metalwork of the folio itself, was tarnished and corroded with age.

      The book was thin, very thin—no more than perhaps two or three-dozen folio-sized pages. Its leather binding was a revolting shade of dead flesh. A multitude of curious symbols and shapes adorned the leather. At first I thought the adornments done in jet-black ink, but on closer examination proved to be a blood red so deep as to almost be black, a black the color of long-dried blood.

      “Pick up the book,” a voice behind me sounded. The voice was that of the Widow Dubois, but this time it was no voice from a speaking tube. I turned and there she stood. The elevator had not moved—I would have heard its noisy motor—and there were no other doors in the Vault. How she had managed to enter I knew not.

      “Pick up the book,” she ordered again.

      I did not want to.

      There was a fell quality to the tome. The bas-relief gargoyles and daemons carved across its gold corner plates seemed in the shadows of the caliginous lighting almost to undulate of their own free will.

      “Pick it up!” she commanded in a low voice as frightening as the crawling carvings upon the bronzed surfaces.

      I reached out my quavering hand and brushed the tips of my fingers to the book. The muculent leather binding—how I prayed I would never discover just what creature’s skin it was!—slid greasily under my fingertips. The blackened symbols suddenly glowed red—red as fresh arterial blood.

      “Pick it up!”

      With both hands atremble, I seized the folio and held it six inches above the desk.

      “Good,” the old woman breathed, as if she were affected by the book as I was. “Now, set it before you and unlock the catch. Turn the key, but gently!”

      I turned the crusted, tarnished key. The tumblers of the lock sprang free. Just at the moment of doing so, the key shattered under the torque of my twisting, the brittle crystalline lattice of its ancient unknown metal alloys failing under the strain.

      The sealed book, as if it had been somehow hermetically sealed, hissed out a sudden flatus of fetid air—a mephitic rush of corrupted gasses that blew ice cold—far, far colder than the mere clammy damp of an underground vault a hundred feet down in the dank deep ground.

      “Open to the first page,” the Widow ordered, “but do not turn the pages further.”

      Again, I reluctantly did as she commanded.

      The first page shewed the scrawling of an ancient manuscript. No frontispiece to adorn it, no title page to even indicate what it was.

      The open text proved to be a solid block of text of some strange kind. Instantly I intuited that these queer raven-inked scribblings were of the self-same iconographic characters of the typewriter keys and with that I at last had a glimmering of the task for which I’d been hired.

      The Widow meant for me to transpose the handwritten manuscript onto typewritten sheets!

      My first thoughts upon this, however, were not of there being only twenty or so pages, of this fantastically well-paying job almost being over before it started.

      No, my first thoughts were how to escape this tiny Vault, how to leave this house and the Widow and the German and the guardian trees and the strange pounding ocean—how to leave all of Cape Foulweather behind as if I’d never heard nor seen of it.

      For the curious squiggling characters written on the page, though perfectly stationary when looked at straight on, had the horrible curious effect of moving, of crawling about the page like scarabaeid things when glimpsed indirectly from the corner of my eye.

      Von Brauchitsch, of all people, clapped me on the back and shoved a silvered flask in my hands. “Well done, Amerikaner!” he roared with approval. “It appears that mongrel Anglo-Saxon blood of yours is good for something after all, however blotted with Picts and Romans it might be! Not as fine as Teutonic blood, but for opening ancient tomes—”

      I gulped down two large swallows of a most excellent whisky from his flask so I ignored his insult.

      The Widow added her approbation. “Indeed, Mr. Dunwich. Neither I nor Helmut could have opened the Summa Cacodaemonica Opuscula without destroying both the book and ourselves in the process.”

      Before the sheer unbelievability of her statement registered, she continued. “The friars that codified the Opuscula may have been holy men, but they were products of their time, predisposed to think that disparate races not of their precious island Albion were somehow inferior and not to be trusted. Whether this is true or false is of no moment. That they believed it true and so became intertwined within the powers placed within their compendium is.”

      Had anyone told me this a mere twenty-four hours before, I would have labeled them insane. But after the unslaked hungering waves, the invisible servants, the malevolent trees, and above all the crawling, skittering inkblots that even now skirted off the boundaries of their manuscript page and threatened to climb up my very arms if I looked away? No, I believed her wild story—or enough of it that would treat the Opuscula as possessing some eldritch power unknown by modern science.

      Sensing perhaps, this sudden acquiescence on my part in this mad occult charade, the Widow proceeded to give me my instructions:

      I was each day to dutifully type out upon the typewriter the text of a single page of the accursed folio, no more. One day, one page.

      I was to work alone in the Vault. I was not to leave—indeed, I could not leave as the elevator would be draw up by von Brauchitsch each morning—until I had completed each day’s task. The button for an electric signal bell had been installed upon one wall of the Vault for the purpose of beckoning von Brauchitsch to bring down the elevator.

      I was forbidden to turn the pages of the book, save to the next one at the start of a morning.

      And I was given careful instructions about the missing typewriter key.

      “You note that there is one symbol missing. The symbol is of such great power that no mere mechanical device could hope to contain it. When you come to a rare occasion of this symbol in the Opuscula, you will take a lead pencil and scribble randomly in the blank area upon the typed page. You will not attempt to draw it, you will not attempt to substitute some other symbol like a check mark or an X. You will scribble randomly and you must ascertain that each scribble is manifestly different from each other.”

      I told her I understood all these conditions.

      “Then set to work,” she said. She and von Brauchitsch ascended in the elevator, leaving me trapped a hundred feet below ground to copy out a magical tome upon a creaking manual typewriter.
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      The work, though it seemed simple, proved arduous.

      Not only were there one hundred and twenty-seven different glyphs to differentiate and memorize their location on the typewriter, but the sheer effort of typing them out drained me in ways far more extensive than mere physicality.

      The scribblings, as I have said, ventured off the page whenever I turned my head to peer at the keyboard or the paper in the machine’s platen. The visual sensation was not unlike the delirium tremens suffered by alcoholics, the illusionary insects that drunkards keep trying to swat away. Moreover, as the day grew on and so did my exhaustion, even looking directly at the folio page did not keep the scribblings steady.

      Secondly, each glyph I typed seemed to somehow drain my vitality as if it drew upon my own life force to bind the slippery thing onto a printed page, into a rational world of science and men. The infrequent occurrence of the unnamable unkeyed glyph was worst of all. A simple wooden pencil felt as heavy as a Scottish caber.

      By the nineteenth day, the penultimate page, I was fair to collapse completely. All that saved me was that the nineteenth page was three-quarters blank.

      As I staggered out of the elevator into the manor proper, the Widow tried to send me straight to bed.

      “I’ll be all right,” I said, trying to bluff it out. “A few minutes away from that cursed Book and I shall recover nicely. A change might do me good, perhaps a stroll around the grounds outside. I have not left this house since I arrived.”

      The Widow did not think this a good idea but in the end, acquiesced. She counseled me to stay upon the grounds and not wander off into the forest. “You do not have Helmut’s woodcraft, let us say. I would not care to lose you in the trees.”

      With only a single page remaining remained unsaid but nevertheless hung in the air, tainting completely her solicitude.

      She turned to leave, then paused. She did not look back, as there was no need to face me in her blindness. “And stay clear of Helmut’s workshop in the back of the grounds. He is quite jealous of his solitude.”

      Besides, I thought, he likes to shoot things out-of-doors and I might very well find myself in his line of fire, accident or not.
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      As an enjoyable excursion, my stroll of the grounds left much to be desired. The fog lifted only to drizzle rain, then settle back down again. I was cold and soaked to the skin, but I was outside and free of that infernal bugcrawl.

      The trees, those malicious, murderous things, kept a baleful watch upon my every movement. With each step I took, their wind-crabbed branches twisted toward me, tracing my progress around the grounds.

      I had somehow managed, I think, to time my stroll for low tide for the continual roar of the ocean seemed more distant, more muted than before. Only a trace of its malevolent thirst could be felt. Or perhaps I was just numb from exhaustion.

      My wanderings took me to the work areas behind the house, the carriage house and various tool sheds. Beyond them was a recent addition, a large squat building with stolid practical lines.

      I knew in an instant that this was the work shed of von Brauchitsch, the work shed to be avoided. But no lights burned in the windows. It looked deserted, and I thought I heard von Brauchitsch’s gun banging away in the far distance in one of his supposed vermin hunts. He would never know I looked. And besides, surely he wouldn’t begrudge me a single peek?

      I peered into the closest window. A series of stretching racks covered much of the floor, rack upon rack of drying, curing leather from unidentifiable creatures ranging from muskrat size to that of a man. In the center of the workshop I saw a tailor’s dummy and what I took to be a partially-completed leather coat upon it. The jacket’s torso looked complete but the sleeves were missing.

      Perhaps the German’s jest about taxidermy and leatherworking had not been a jest at all.

      Having had my peek, I hurried away from the building before I was caught.

      Suddenly, just before I reached the other outbuildings, a murder of ravens launched itself skyward from the sodden grass although I would have sworn that before they flew up no birds had crouched there. There were hundreds of them, perhaps thousands.

      The black mass of them dipped and soared and wheeled and curved as if the flock were a living thing unto itself. It was beautiful and mesmerizing and fell in its sinister black dance.

      The cacophonous rasp of a thousand crows at once blanketed the sound of von Brauchitsch approaching behind me.

      He tapped my shoulder with something hard and cold. I turned and he stood before me with a clutch of dead raccoons in one blood-soaked hand and his Mauser Gewehr 98 rifle. I knew the shape of that rifle immediately. The rifle the German Army had carried—that von Brauchitsch had carried—into the field to shoot Americans like me.

      He smiled in the rictus of a man on a hunt who has cornered his prey.

      “Did you enjoy your little schnoop into my private affairs, Amerikaner?” he asked.

      “I was curious, that’s all,” I mumbled.

      “Curious? About what? About what kind of animal I hunt? About what kind of hide I dress for its leather?”

      He dropped his clutch of dead animals to the ground and worked the bolt action of his rifle to chamber in a new round. As exhausted as I still was, I could not even run.

      I was terrified, as I so often had been since arriving, but at least this time I faced a known terror—how well I knew what the high power spitzer bullet of a Mauser 98 could do to a human body! At least this time I faced a danger from the familiar world of science and physics and cold hard facts.

      The German kicked at the blood-soaked carcasses at his feet. “Tell me, Amerikaner, have you satisfied yourself about the kind of vermin I shoot? Have you satisfied yourself that I don’t go around shooting and tanning men?”

      I mumbled that I was.

      The German raised his rifle safely to port and let out a blasphemous laugh that matched the noisome cacophony of the stygian crows.

      “Then you are a fool,” he said “You attempt logic and reason, extrapolating only by what game I have in my hands at the moment.”

      His evil smile fell cold. “I told you—the petty laws of Man and Nature are not observed upon this mountain.”

      As if to underscore his point, the shifting black shape of the flying birds seemed to transmogrify into a grotesque Death Head skull. The trees—those murderous killing trees—dipped their windblown branches in time to the fluttering, shifting simulacrum

      Von Brauchitsch’s eyes were alight with a depraved inner glow. “During the war, I learned to shoot men without compunction. What makes you think I could ever unlearn that lesson? Or ever want to?”

      His free hand swept toward the flying mass of crows. “It is called in your language a murmuration. Not only the sound, but the visual spectacle of thousands of these crows—single entities of their own self—combining into a tenebrous mass that exudes and exhibit a life all its own.”

      He suddenly raised the rifle to his shoulder and fired into the murmuration. A deafening crack and a single crow fell from the sky. The mass of birds flew on in its intricate dance as if nothing had happened at all.

      “Tell me, is the murmuration somehow lessened because of the loss of a single bird? What about an army from the loss of a single man? Do either of them even notice the loss of one of their number?”

      “You are a monster!” I snarled, blood pounding in my temple with rage.

      He laughed again. “Yes I am,” he said. “The War tore away my conscience, my soul if you will—just as the War tore away your face. We are both monsters, we are both horrors, Mr. Dunwich, are we not?”

      Before I could answer, he continued: “Imagine those crows are not crows, Mr. Dunbar. Imagine that instead that murmuration were an entity formed from all the pounding waves below, all the waves that crash about the entire world! Millions of angry waves unslaked in their thirst to destroy all before it, to destroy Man and all his works!”

      I shuddered visibly at the very thought of something so horrible.

      “Now,” von Brauchitsch said, and not in some small triumph, “imagine that even a conscienceless monster vile as myself—a murderer and a sadist—standing in the path of that great Cyclopean abomination doing all he can to stop it while you—” he suddenly jabbed the hard cold rifle muzzle into my chest “—a supposedly moral person like yourself flees in helpless terror.”

      He knew, he knew the terror that was welling up inside my heart. He knew beyond certainty what I would do if faced with such a terror.

      “Which of us now is an immoral monster?” he demanded.

      He lifted the rifle end from my chest and scooped up his brace of dead raccoons. As he walked toward his work shop, he called back one last taunt over his shoulder: “If we do not stop it here, where shall it be stopped?”

      Overhead the murder of ravens danced and wheeled and followed their master, while far below the tide came and the darkening ocean awoke.
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      Next day I turned to the final page to see it was but a single line. The missing glyph repeated three times at its very end.

      Each time I counterfeited that unutterable sigil the distant roar of the accursed waves grew stronger, louder, closer.

      By the third shaky scribble of my pencil upon the page, the very light bulb above me danced upon its tangle twisted cord as if the Vault, the entire mountain, were caught in a undulating shaking maelstrom.

      My task complete at last, I rolled the paper from the platen and slipped it to the bottom of the typed pages, tapping them into order.

      The roaring of the waves stopped

      For now, I thought, for now.

      And I knew I had but a little while to escape before they crashed over the shore for their final destructive march.
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      The Widow Dubois again met me at the top of the elevator. She took the typed pages from me.

      “Helmut,” she said, “give him his pay.”

      Von Brauchitsch reached inside his jacket and extracted a sheaf of bills thicker than any I’d ever seen.

      As if the waving about of these green scraps of paper were a red flag of challenge, the quiescent waters far below stirred again. The drum of the crashing waves began to build yet again.

      The Widow stared at me with those horrible blank unseeing eyes.

      “You are free to take this and leave,” she said. “There is still a little time left for you to do so.”

      My heart leapt at this news.

      “Or you can stay and fight along with us against the doom that Helmut told you of.”

      Stay? Against that?

      “I expect us to die,” she said. “Worse, I expect us to fail. But if we fail, no place you can run to will be safe for long. In your heart you know this to be true.”

      I wanted to run. I knew I would run.

      I was afraid.

      I had been afraid before, going over the top and crawling through the barbed wire tangles and craters of No Man’s Land. I had been afraid before when I heard the falling scream of the German shell and knew that it would not miss. I had been afraid the day they first handed me a mirror in that French hospital. I had been afraid every day since when I saw the recoil of disgust upon the face of everyone I met.

      I had been afraid every single solitary moment I had been in this hellish house.

      I was so sick and tired of being afraid that the surcease of the grave would at least be a surcease.

      I shook with the thousand memories of night horrors. I shook with the distant memory of what it was to yet be a man.

      “Tell me what you want me to do,” I found myself whispering.

      My words carried—just barely!—over the building crash of the advancing waves.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They led me up the dark winding stairs that led the manor’s topmost turret, to the bolted door that opened to the parapet, the widow’s walk spinningly high above the trees, high above the ocean so very far below.

      Stacked near the door were a brace of rifles and other firearms and boxes and boxes of ammunition. Also on the landing was a mysterious bundle, a canvas-wrapped object or objects the size of a dead man.

      “Stack those outside,” von Brauchitsch ordered, pointing at the ammo and the guns.

      I nodded and set to work before my nerves failed me. I unbolted the door and shouldered it open against the howling wind. Rain trickled into my grim-set mouth. They tasted of ocean salts and long dead creatures of the deep.

      I stacked the metal cans of ammunition as I had been taught so long ago in the trenches, giving us open walkways to move about upon the parapet yet within reach at all times.

      Behind me, hidden in the adumbrated in the shadows of the stairwell, half-glimpsed forms of von Brauchitsch and the Widow busied themselves with the unwrapping of that canvas bundle.

      The wind increased.

      Gripping the bladed spears of the iron railing, I peered over the edge at the shoreline below. I could see the dipping curve of the highway where the gas station stood. I could see the low sea wall. And I could see the mighty ocean rise as if it were alive and completely cover the sea wall, the highway, and much of the gas station.

      The waves crashed, but they did not seem to recede. Impossibly the waters gathered into a horrible indiscernible thing.

      “And so it begins,” von Brauchitsch shouted over my shoulder.

      He handed me a drum-fed Thompson sub-machine gun. He held another one for himself. “I trust you know how to use this.”

      In answer, I slapped back the action and checked the chamber, although I did not know how he expected to fight off the horror that approached with a mere machine gun. An entire trenchline of artillery could not stop the being I sensed, I felt was coming.

      Winds buffeted us about. Rain spalled against our faces.

      Von Brauchitsch laughed against the raging elements. “This is only for the little ones, the vermin with their clever little hands like men.”

      He nodded at the darkened gloom of the stairwell. “Our job is only to protect the Widow as she reads what you have typed out.”

      And with those words, the Widow Dubois emerged into the storm.

      She wore about her body and her head a hideous, obscene assemblage of half-cured stinking, fetid leather crudely stitched together from six separate pieces: one for each limb, one for the torso, and one ghastly, blasphemous piece that comprised a hood completely covering her head.

      My senses reeled as I realized at last I knew the secret of von Brauchitsch’s workshop and its leatherworkings, the secret of what I’d thought was a half-finished coat upon a tailoring dummy.

      At last I knew the true fate of the six men, my six failed predecessors, who’d fallen into von Brauchitsch’s hands. One each for the limbs, one for the torso, one for that hell-spawned, horrible hood.

      And worse—far worse than mere awareness—I found myself understanding their monstrous deed, for my time spent with the Opuscula imbued in me somehow the terrible knowledge that though now transcribed and typewritten, its words still could not be spoken by a woman unless this sickly, ghastly ruse was used.

      For when she read, her outer form would be that of a man—or counterfeited enough to fool whatever Powers that be.

      Encumbered inside her hideous armor of half-rotting flesh, she stumbled to the railing edge overlooking the sea.

      In her leather-gloved hands she clutched the transcribed pages, kept dry with protective transparent sheets. She held them before as if she could see to read them with her blank white eyes swaddled behind the odious wall of human skin that comprised her leather hood.

      She read, and her voice carried above the wind and the rain and the angry sea!
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      At her first uttered syllable in a trilling language not of this world, the thing that lurked for uncountable eons beneath the crashing waves, beneath the waters of the firmament, beneath the bounds and the metes of the physical universe—the thing awoke!

      There is no describing the horror that rose from the sea—that was the sea!—and yet the frail human mind gibbers at the thought of something that cannot be described, cannot be named, cannot be assigned a place in the world we knew.

      And so, my weak and mortal senses tried to shape that which had no rational shape into something I could see and hear, tried to force the unnamable, the unutterable, the unknowable into something—anything!—the feeble human mind could comprehend.

      What I saw was not what was. What I saw was not as von Brauchitsch saw it, and what he saw was not as how I saw the thing.

      But what I saw was this:

      It began with the crashing pounding waves. The green black waves of water and brine and white splashing foam seemed to shift and wriggle into long, writhing, wiggling sinuous creatures of the deepest fathoms. But not mortal creatures of the deep, oh no! These were pisciform beings composed not of flesh and bones and fishy scales but of the sea water itself, translucent iridescent things not bound by laws of nature. They flew, heaven help me, they flew!

      They flew and snaked and writhed in the air, each individually, to join, to combine as the crows had done into one huge horrifying mass—one towering, terrible being that strode from out of the sea like a dark and angry Neptune stepping onto the shore.

      The composite creature—the great murmuration of unworldly denizens of the deep—the horrible and horrifying thing that we must cast back, was fifty, sixty, no! a hundred feet tall. It was a scabrous, squamous thing of bullous greens and grays and inky, stygian blackness. Its piscioid scales were the writhing individuals I have described.

      Its massive disproportionate head—horribly, horribly boneless—comprised at least half its cyclopean mass. It looked to my battered, terrified senses to be that of a body of some octopoid horror. Its gaping, growling mouth fringed with gigantic tentacles and with its maw smaller ones that receded down to the tiniest of wriggling disgusting cilia.

      Its Herculean torso was that not of some man but of some foul and fetid beast that walked upright as a man, as no beast should be allowed under heaven to do. Its legs remained obscured in the rising waters that swirled about it.

      And its arms! Its great sweeping, slashing arms with their clawed webbed hands. Stunted those arms were, but they quested, they reached, they stretched forth for us!

      As it strode Brobdingnagianly toward the mountain and the manor perched atop it, the writhing smaller creatures dipped and wheeled into and out of its mass just as the crows and their murmurations. A thin cloud of separate discrete creatures continuously formed around it. As the thing approached, this cloud of lesser horrors neared us, flew about us above our parapet.

      These, these lesser dangers von Brauchitsch and myself could deal with the puny weapons of Men.

      They must not be allowed to interfere with the Widow’s words of power which was our only salvation!

      We fired again and again, expending ammunition without care. We fired until the barrels heated to a cherry red glow. We jabbed the red-hot barrels into the cold waters of the flying horror’s very forms to quench them and fired yet again.

      We fired until the molten barrels bent, tossed aside that weapon, and plucked up another stacked beside us.

      Hundreds, thousands of the lesser creatures fell to our gunfire, splattering under the kinetic impact of the bullets, devolving into harmless sea water once again. Hundreds, thousands fell about us and still it was not enough. Millions, billions, numbers without end filled the sky and countless uncountable numbers still congealed to form the approaching giant horror.

      It all—our lives, indeed the lives of all the universe—depended upon the Widow now.

      Though blinded by the hood of flesh, though blinded by eyes that could not see, she read from the typescript pages the weird, skirling words of a forbidden, forgotten tongue. The meaning of those words I could not say.

      I only knew that as she read, the words seemed to draw the giant horror closer, seemed to enrage him with each trilling syllable.

      The giant horror was all but upon us now. Not only was it gathering all the waters of the sea in its unquenchable thirst, but it had begun to suck all the moisture out of the soil, the trees, and even us. I felt the foul horror begin to exsiccate the waters of life from my very being.

      The titanic creature reached out its grasping, questing arms to grab and crush us just as the Widow turned to the nineteenth page.

      She spoke the short, staccato paragraph that was all that comprised the page and to my wonder, the unstoppable thing—the implacable enemy of all existence—staggered back as if mortally wounded.

      This proved but a false hope, for in the briefest instant the Widow took to turn to the final page, the creature was again upon us.

      Its hand closed about the Widow, pinning her, lifting her off her feet.

      The creature’s tentacled maw gaped wide, its hideous foul cilia wriggled in expectant ecstasy.

      Too late, foul thing! Too late!

      For the Widow had committed to memory the final line of the final page. As the last breath of air was crushed from her lungs, she shouted triumphantly the thrice-repeated Word of Power—the very Name of the Unnamable Thing itself!

      “Thotsakanos! Thotsakanos! Thotsakanos!”

      Like a soap bubble against a pressing pin, like a nightmare shaken away by the touch of a friendly hand—the creature, if that is what it was, was no more.

      Even the howling wind and rain ceased to be.

      The angry sea became just that—a sea. Angry, but cowed and beaten, confined again to its mortal metes and bounds.

      The thing that had lurked for eons under the firmament of creation again was banished therein.

      Still…

      Still, however, I could hear its challenging rage, feel its baleful stare.

      It was not defeated, merely temporarily stymied.

      It would rise again.
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      The Widow Dubois, however, would not.

      She lay where the thing had dropped her, her crushed and mangled body sprawled.

      Kneeling beside her, I yanked off the foul leather hood that covered her face. She was still alive for perhaps a breath or two.

      “You did it,” I said.

      “We did it,” she corrected.

      She reached out her bare hand—the struggle had torn off her leather sleeve—and lightly stoked the mangled scars on my face. “Oh, Randolph,” she said, calling me by my Christian name for the first time. “Your poor, poor face.”

      “Never mind about that now,” I snapped. “We’ve got to get you to a—”

      “Sometimes I think in its endless Wisdom, the Guiding Providence that seems to hover over Man and his affairs has decreed that War must ever be fought,” she said. “For creation needs the detritus of War if Mankind, if the Universe is to survive.”

      She was babbling, delirious. “Get a doctor!” I yelled at von Brauchitsch. “For heaven’s sakes above call a doctor!”

      He only shook his head. He knew as well as I did there was no point.

      The Widow lifted her head toward me, wanting me to hear the final words she could barely breathe.

      “It is only those who have known the horror of War and crippled by it can care enough, be driven enough to fight against the nameless terrors that lurk behind the cracks in our reality.”

      She coughed and bright atrial blood trickled from her mouth.

      “Only a person as blind as I could have blinded herself to the necessary evils needing to be done. Only a conscienceless monster such as Helmut could have performed those evils.”

      She coughed again. “And only someone stripped of their membership in the brotherhood of Man—cast out from their fellowship as you had been—who had no place left to go would have stayed in a house occupied by two mad monsters such as we.”

      “You’re not a monster,” I whispered. “None of us are.” I had seen true monstrosity this day. And true nobility.

      “It is not over,” she whispered. “It is never over. I bequeath to you, Randolph, this house and the burden that comes with it. You must prepare, Randolph, you must be ready to beat it back again. You must dedicate your life and your soul to—to—”

      “I will,” I promised, but I promised to myself for she had gone.
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      They pulled down Leroy’s Gas Station in 1942 as part of a wartime scrap drive, something I caused to happen. The other houses on the hill, I purchased one by one and tore them down as well.

      The name Cape Foulweather ceased to exist on any map other than as a geological feature. In an ever-more-modernizing world of instant communications and globally accessible records, we needed to disappear lest we be exposed.

      Helmet von Brauchitsch passed away a long time ago, but I have found others to take his place over the years. There are always Helmuts in our sad, sorry world. It is the Widow Duboises we seem to be in short supply of.

      I have tried my best to become what she was. The minor magicks she used—to extend the span of her life, to fashion unseen servants that leave my days free to carry on her work—those are easily mastered. The more important work of searching the world for the hidden knowledge of forces beyond our ken, that is more difficult. And yet it can be done. In the tens of thousands of years that man has recorded the world—and the unseen world—around him, enough of those records survive to safeguard our existence today.

      I do not fight alone. Scattered across the world, in the inhospitable places, the vertices where the known universe collides with the unknown and unknowable, there are other houses like mine where dwell searchers of the hidden eldritch ways, where dwell warriors who beat back the things that would emerge to destroy us all.

      If blood be the Price to save Man and Civilization, we have paid it, and always, always that price has been paid by the cripple of mind and body and soul who have already balanced the book beforehand. The Widow Dubois believed that only those touched by the calamities of war could serve our cause. And since she believed it, for her it was so—just as those who’d penned the Summa Cacodaemonica Opuscula projected their mistaken beliefs into reality. That was her blindness, and theirs.

      I believe that anyone who has been blighted by the imperfections of mortality can serve—and since I believe, it is so in my magicks.

      Like the Widow Dubois, I have my own blindness that allows me, drives me to perform the work. She believed, as all others before her, that the ancient evils that lay hidden can never be defeated, that Mankind’s extinction can only be delayed. I reject that. I am blind toward such a conclusion.

      Mankind and the natural universe can triumph. We are a universe of Light.

      And in the end, the dark things cannot stand the light.

      But to ultimately triumph we will need warriors.

      And that is why, rather than placing some cryptic advertisement, I am contacting you directly. Already the unknowable forces are gathering again. And I cannot fight it alone.

      I know you to be a person for whom despair and pain and suffering and loss are no strangers. I know it is within you to rise up anew. Will you fight to save a world that has spurned you? Will you conquer your fear?

      Will you join us?
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