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​​​​Foreword: 
A Study in Eldritch Shadows
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Sherlock Holmes and the Cthulhu Mythos.

Are they really such an odd couple?

I don’t think so, and I did not think so in 1981 when I started working on “The Adventure of the Ancient Gods.” Back in those days, print was still king and the small press industry was going strong, though “industry” is a word best used cautiously about the small press – we were all very industrious, but most of the small presses were actually micro presses, and although there were a few success stories from time to time, most of them made no money, not the publishers or editors and certainly not the writers. And yet we wrote on heroically, the last defenders of an art form fast vanishing from the literary landscape – the traditional short story.

In addition to the myriad single-shot chapbooks on every imaginable (and some not so imaginable) subject there were a few magazines – I tended to refer to them as journals since virtually none had newsstand distribution – with frequencies of publication more variable than their life spans...i.e., there was always a real chance that the latest long-delayed issued might be the last.

One minor success of the period was a small fanzine called The Holmesian Federation, edited by Signe Landon, a young and enthusiastic Star Trek fan-writer fond of “tall, thin men with a penchant for logical reasoning” (as she wrote in HF#1), which would, of course, include not only Mr Spock but Sherlock Holmes.  In fact, writer Priscilla Pollner explained it all to us in that first issue when she proved, quite logically, “Holmes Was a Vulcan,” echoing the title of Rex Stout’s “Watson Was a Woman.” Yes, the premise behind The Holmesian Federation was a literary mash-up between the universes of Sherlock Holmes and Star Trek.

The ingenious writers brought the Nineteenth Century into the Twenty-Third (or vice-versa) via a number of clever methods. I always suspected the producers and writers of Star Trek: The Next Generation must have had copies of The Holmesian Federation on hand when they sent the android Data into the holodeck to play in Conan Doyle’s London, or brought Moriarty out of legend to briefly take over the Enterprise in “Ship in a Bottle.”

I have been a Star Trek fan since the beginning, but back in 1981, when I decided to give The Holmesian Federation a try, I was caught in Trek-induced doldrums. The much-anticipated overly-hyped very-disappointing Star Trek: The Motion(less) Picture came out in 1979. I was not alone in thinking it so bad it had destroyed any chance of a second feature, much less a television series, which was what we all really wanted. We were premature, as it turned out, in burying Star Trek because the very good Wrath of Khan came out in 1982. Who knew? Signe, probably, but not me.

I still, however, wanted to write a Sherlock Holmes story for the journal, but not about Star Trek. I wrote Signe a letter, pitching the idea of a story that brought Sherlock Holmes into contact with fantasy writer H.P. Lovecraft and his literary creation, the Cthulhu Mythos. In my letter, I cited reasons such as my familiarity with Lovecraft, my past experience in writing mythos tales, and the idea that it would be “cool” to see what the uber-realist Sherlock Holmes would do when confronted with Lovecraft’s monster gods; quite wisely I did not tell her I thought Star Trek was dead. She was not entirely convinced, but was intrigued enough to give me the go-ahead for a story, which eventually appeared in The Holmesian Federation #4 (1983, after Wrath of Khan proved me wrong) as “The Adventure of the Ancient Gods.”

To me, writing a Sherlock Holmes story in which Lovecraft and his eldritch creations figured prominently was the most natural of things. After all, Lovecraft’s early years overlapped Holmes’ later years, and I would argue they were both Edwardian gentlemen. What I did not realize is that it was only obvious to me – many hundreds of Sherlock Holmes pastiches had been written, but no one had ever included either Lovecraft or his literary children.

I cannot really claim any credit for the idea. Like the first of anything (first potato chip, first oyster to be eaten, or first bottle of yogurt) it grew out of circumstance, happenstance and ignorance. All the others who came after with their own stories (Holmes and Lovecraft crossovers have become a cottage industry in the already-crowded world of Holmes pastiches) do so without ever reading my story. If Peter Cannon had written Pulptime (1984) only a couple of years earlier, people would tell me I was emulating him (some still do), just as some editors in the 90’s told me my stories about a female warrior named Kira were too derivative of Xena, though I had published my adventure tales (set in a well-researched Bronze Age) a decade before the advent of a certain Warrior Princess.

To be a writer is to live an insular life. Even the most extroverted gadabout life-of-the-party self-promoting writer still sits down to his typewriter (or laptop now) and writes alone. Writing is a solitary venture. And, yet, no matter how isolated each of us is, we are affected by similar tides of ideas and notions.

Now, more than three decades after Signe Landon provided the venue for a Holmes-related story and I suggested a Cthulhu angle because I was depressed about Star Trek, when I read a story that brings the Great Detective into contact with the Mythos, I think, Good job, chap...but I was there first. And I smile a secret smile.

Almost ten years after first publication, “The Adventure of the Ancient Gods” was reprinted as a separate publication by Gary Lovisi of Gryphon Books. It had a wonderful black and white cover by Earl Geier with beautiful hand drawn lettering...that misspelled my surname, dropping the second “A,” changing my ancestry from Welsh to English. With a name like mine, mistakes are inevitable, so I took it better than did either the publisher or the artist. They corrected it in a second edition, for which I was grateful.

Later on, after a couple of sort-of sequels that brought Holmes, and, afterwards, Professor Challenger, into contact with Lovecraft’s Dreamlands, I again returned to the subject of monsters. This time, I brought Sherlock Holmes and Professor Challenger into the same story, which was published by Gryphon in 2002 as Sherlock Holmes and the Terror Out of Time. I specifically set out to not write a Cthulhu Mythos story, but something more along the lines of Conan Doyle’s The Lost World, calling upon the “orm” of British myth, and a legend of the Maldives, related to me by the famous explorer Thor Heyerdahl, who died that year. I thought I had succeeded in writing a non-Mythos story, until more than one reviewer pointed out that I had written a “good Cthulhu Mythos story without even once mentioning that dread name.” Well, who am I to argue? So, here it is, included in this volume.

One of the untold tragedies of Hurricane Sandy (2012) was Gryphon Books. A Bronx basement that had never before flooded in the entire history of the Borough was transformed from a clean and dry storage area for all Gryphon’s publications (including all my titles) to a seething cauldron of mud and water. Gone, all of them.

Gryphon Books is not out of business, not by any means, for Gary remains the same dynamo of creative energy he has always been. But reality is what it is, and as much as he would like to go back and recapture what was lost, it is more important to look to the future, to move forward and bring new projects into the light.

The first book rescued by me from the wrath of Sandy was The Coils of Time. Since it is in print in German and Croatian, I think I could have interested another small press in reprinting it, but like Gary I felt the need to move forward and do something new; also, I have to face the reality that most of my years are now behind me.

Like Lovecraft, I have been slow to accept a changing world and have neither tablet nor cell-phone. I admit I now type on a laptop, but with all submissions being required in digital format, what is the choice? Even I have to admit, though, the computer age has worked to democratize publishing. With social networks, e-mail and print-on-demand technology (along with the decline of the brick and mortar bookstore) small press publishers, and even individuals, can give the Big 5 a run for their money.

Sherlock Holmes: The Coils of Time & Other Stories was published in 2013, received very good reviews and enjoyed brisk sales. In addition to the title story (which was revised for the new book) there were a half-dozen new tales, either about Holmes or related to Holmes in some way.

So, with “The Coils of Time” now safe from everything but an EMP (prepping for Doomsday anyone?), the next logical step was to return to the beginning and give the first Holmes/Lovecraft story a new home, and a slight make over. I think any writer looking at something written more than thirty years ago would be tempted to “make it better” or at least “do it right.” And that’s what you have here. But, to tell you the truth, I was surprised by how few changes and corrections I made to the story. For the most part, except for a couple of places where the enthusiasm of youth overwhelmed the cautions of an experienced writer, the tale presented here differs from the original tale only in small degrees.

As I mentioned earlier, who am I to argue with reviewers and readers? I did not intend for “The Terror Out of Time” to be a Cthulhu Mythos story, made sure to not mention that name even once, but I am the first to admit writers do not always understand everything about their own stories, so by including the story in this collection I admit I have been overruled.

The other tales included represent themes and styles based on Lovecraft’s writings and ideas, as well as interpretations by others, such as August Derleth (some might argue the Cthulhu Mythos is really more the Derleth Mythos), Clark Ashton Smith, Lin Carter and Brian Lumley. And, of course, I have my own ideas about Lovecraft and his creations, some of which I expressed in a series of articles that appeared in Crypt of Cthulhu back in the day. 

Although there are now many Holmes stories with aspects of the Cthulhu Mythos, they are not embraced by all fans, especially those Conan Doyle purists who decry Holmes’ involvement with anything that smacks of superstition, supernaturalism, religion or spirituality. I’m sure there are those who even resent Holmes working for the Pope in the matter of the Vatican Miniatures.

Putting aside the fact that Conan Doyle himself was an avid proponent of spiritualism, there is no reason to believe Holmes was anything but a complex and multifaceted human being, which means he must have had a spiritual nature as well as a material one. The number of times in which he let nature take its course tends to make one think he believed there was some sort of cosmic justice at work in the world, with himself as a very active agent.

If we look for a moment at Watson’s famous list of Holmes’ areas of knowledge and ignorance, we find he knew nothing about astronomy, not even that the Earth revolved about the sun. It was not that he did not believe or even did not know, but that he did not care. He did not need to know things like that to be an agent for justice and order, so he did not retain the knowledge that he was surely exposed to at Cambridge. On the other hand, if he had lived in a steampunk world where space travel was common and crime was interplanetary, the topic of astronomy would have been moved from the Nil column to the Profound column.

I think it is likewise when it comes the Cthulhu Mythos. He often demonstrated a deep knowledge of tribal and cultural beliefs. If the gods, demons and monsters of those primitive peoples had a demonstrable existence he would certainly have taken it in stride, as he did everything else – if knowing about Cthulhu and Dagon helped him solve crimes, he would know all about them; if not, then the gods would join astronomy in the dustbin.

People who believe Watson was absolutely right all the time (and told us everything) tend to think of Holmes as an ideologue and demagogue. They use the Canon to prove Holmes was an atheist and the ultimate cerebral, ignoring all the indications he was at times volatile, highly emotional and physical. I’ve also read a book using Holmes to prove religious issues. Personally, I tend not to take too seriously the arguments offered to prove one thing or another about Sherlock Holmes and his world, whether it’s that Holmes was a Vulcan or that Watson was a woman, or, for that matter, that Watson was a dog, proven by writer Susan Conant, though that does actually appeal to me as the writer of the Paws & Claws series.

I believe Sherlock Holmes was the ultimate realist, perhaps the only one who ever lived. He believed in things that were real, in things that could be deduced, as the ocean from a drop of water. I think he was enough of a realist not to disbelieve in anything that would help him solve a crime or bring a villain to justice.

We live in a world where people believe in gods and demons, where some people even believe in Cthulhu and will stand upon a moonlit knoll at Beltane to summon him. Like us, Holmes lived in a world of witches, warlocks and Ouija boards, of bloody cults and tricksters, of sacred books for which people will kill or offer their own lives, and where people could be scared to death by ghosts. 

As a practical person, Holmes knew the world was filled with mysteries and trickery. Were he to come up against something he could not explain, I doubt he would run into the night screaming, “I do not believe!” as did Norman Taylor in the film Night of the Eagle (Burn, Witch, Burn!). No, he would immediately ask himself, “Can I use this to solve a crime, or should I just chuck it?”

Sherlock Holmes and the Cthulhu Mythos.

Not really such an odd couple.

I would have never written this story, or have become a writer, had I not been introduced to H.P. Lovecraft by a high school teacher.  By tenth grade, I had been writing for about almost a decade, all bad juvenile efforts, none with any idea of publication. I might have kept on that dead-end path had Mr Robert Vigil, my homeroom teacher, not asked to see the story I was writing in class (all homework done the night before), He made the suggestion that I not only look up Lovecraft but start to think about publication. It was a small event in his life, but huge one in mine, and it’s a turning point I’ve never forgot. In Beneath Strange Stars (2015), a short story collection covering 40+ years of writing, I was able to share the event with the world and dedicate the book to Mr Vigil.
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​The Adventure of the Ancient Gods
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I am compelled to speak of the events which occurred in the summer of 1927, only two short years ago, though I vowed then to never again think of them. It has been a most difficult decision, and not one I take lightly, especially since I was at the time he who was most adamant that all involved swear an inviolate oath of absolute secrecy. I trust all will understand my reasons for what I now do.

I am breaking my self-imposed silence partly because of the vague yet palpable cloud of danger and doom I now sense gathering about me. Mostly, however, this change in my attitude is due to the mysterious disappearance of Sherlock Holmes, the famed English consulting detective formerly of 221-B Baker Street, London. Two letters posted to Holmes at his villa on the southern slopes of Sussex Downs have gone unanswered. An enquiry directed to Scotland Yard was replied to, but brought me no enlightenment.

I must admit I fear the worst.

My name is Martin Philips. For more than thirty years, I was a professor of linguistics and comparative mythology at Miskatonic University in Arkham, Massachusetts, in which city I was born and have lived all my life. 

I first met Sherlock Holmes in Boston, his initial stop on what was to be a sightseeing and speaking tour of the entire Eastern Seaboard before journeying to the western states and former territories of this country. Upon reading in the Arkham Advertiser that the famed detective was temporarily residing in the Commonwealth, I determined that I would seek him out and implore him for his help in a situation that had driven me beyond the brink of frustration.

Abhorring that raucous, intrusive and increasingly invasive beast of modern technology, the telephone, and fearing that simply posting a letter would either miss him, or, worse, be ignored, I decided a personal meeting was the only answer. The truth, however, was that I doubted my ability to express in mere written words the dread and apprehension I felt. If nothing else, I decided, Sherlock Holmes could look me in my eyes as I told my story and decide for himself whether or not I was a lunatic.

Lord knew, I needed to know as well.

I journeyed to Boston by the next available train. The trek from Arkham to Boston seemed interminable, and during the long cab ride from the station I was quite apprehensive and anxious. It was all I could do to still the trembling of my hands. The cabbie must have thought me quite mad, always looking around, suddenly shifting from one window to the other, but he kept his comments to himself, though his glances spoke volumes.

My extreme nervousness stemmed not from my fear of a refusal from Holmes. When I left my home I suspected I was being followed, and was certain after stopping by an office I maintained at Miskatonic on the way to the station. Though I saw no one in particular, I could not escape the feeling that I had acquired one or more unseen watchers, a sensation I could not shake no matter how many times I looked over my shoulder to see either empty streets or milling crowds.

Holmes was staying at the Copley Plaza Hotel. After sending up a visiting card bearing only my name, the desk clerk called me from the lobby where I waited anxiously and told me to go up. At the elevator, I nearly gave in to my trepidation and turned around, but eventually overcame my fears, entered the cage, and told the operator my floor number.

The man who answered my knock was tall and thin, almost skeletal. His hair was white, but his skin surprisingly smooth and relatively unmarked by the passage of time. For all his years, Sherlock Holmes appeared quite hale. Both his handshake and his greeting were unexpectedly firm for a man of seventy-three years. I thought he carried his age much better than did I my own, though I was at least a sesquidecade younger.

“A pleasure to meet you, Professor Philips,” Holmes said. “What brings you from Arkham and how long have you been retired from teaching at Miskatonic University?”

I was astounded. I should have been prepared for a statement of that nature, having often read and being very familiar with the accounts written by Holmes’ friend Dr. John H. Watson, but I still found myself at a disadvantage. I finally discovered my voice.

“Mr. Holmes, I don’t understand how...”

Holmes held up a thin, pale hand. “Please. That you are a bookish man of some intellect is obvious; yet you are comfortable in the presence of strangers, which suggests you are accustomed to being the center of attention, perhaps in the context of a lecture hall since you are obviously no extrovert. Your clothes are years out of date – do not take offense – typical of the academically cloistered. Your card bears only your name, hence you now find yourself retired from teaching and freed of the pressure of identifying yourself with your profession. That you are from Arkham and thus formerly a member of the Miskatonic University faculty is painfully obvious – the ticket stub protruding slightly from your pocket is there for all to see, but few to notice.”

“Amazing.”

Holmes shook his head. “It is discouraging to see how much escapes the attention of my fellow humans. Evidently the advance of science in this new century had done nothing to advance the human condition or extend the senses. What can I do for you, sir?”

“My cousin, Carter Randolph, has vanished under very mysterious circumstances,” I explained.

He sighed. “I fear you have traveled to Boston for naught. The years of the chase are behind me, and even crime has taken on the mediocrity of this modern age, undemanding of my attention. I now devote my time to traveling, writing and beekeeping.”

I could not control the disappointment that surged through me at Holmes’ words, a deep sigh escaping my lips.

“Still, you have traveled a long way to see me,” Holmes said quickly and with something of an encouraging smile. “It would do no harm, and would perhaps provide some small comfort to you were to listen to your problem. I need no special deductive abilities to see you desperately need to unburden your heart. Please, sit, tell me what you have come to say, without omitting any detail, and forgive an old man’s abrupt manner.”

Once we were in facing chairs and he had provided me with a brandy, I said: “As I told you, my cousin has vanished. That was eight weeks ago. During that time, I have hired private detectives, but to no avail, nor have the police agencies of Arkham and the surrounding towns, as far as Providence and Boston, been able to shed any light on what may have happened to Carter. It is as if he were plucked from the face of the earth.”

“Do you suspect foul play, Philips?”

“I do not know,” I admitted. “As far as I know, he has no enemies, neither has there been evidence of violence.”

“What sort of man was Carter Randolph?”

“Quiet and very bookish, separated from the mainstream of life,” I replied. “He had no occupation except that of scholar, made possible by a large inheritance from his grandfather. He is the most intelligent man I know, but I would be the first to admit that his interests are...odd.” 

“Odd?” Holmes said. “Odd in what way?”

“It was his belief that certain cycles of myth were founded in reality,” I explained. “The major mythic cycle he was investigating postulated the worldwide worship of monster-gods and a view of history that allowed Man as only the most recent master of the Earth. He also claimed to have discovered cults around the world dedicated to reestablishing the worship of those prehistoric gods. He often asked my opinions of certain documents or affidavits from suspect sources. For all that, though, I knew of his work only in general terms, for it was difficult to establish the true meaning of the documents extracted from context.”

“Is your cousin sound of mind?” Holmes asked.

“Of course, but I admit you are not the first person to pose that question,” I answered. “I assure you, Mr Holmes, that, despite the bizarre nature of his research, he is quite stable of mind, very practical and discerning in nature, and definitely not prone to flights of fancy or delusion.”

“And yet believed these legends are founded in fact?”

“As was Troy,” I said, a bit too sharply. I glanced away in embarrassment.  “Please, forgive me, Mr. Holmes. I have been under a great strain.”

“However, the point is well taken,” Holmes conceded. “It is quite true that time has a way of garbing fact in fiction, not just in the case of the Homeric epic but in other tales of discovery from the ancient world But it is also true that sometimes stories are just stories. We do, however, possess a spiritual nature that at times allow us to rise above our limitations and perceive a greater universe.” He paused and contemplatively touched his chin. “Still, the reality of ancient gods...”

“The ‘gods’ may have been beings poorly observed or ill understood,” I pointed out. “Real or not, that would make little difference to those who believe – the cults which Carter claimed to have discovered.”

“Quite possible,” Holmes agreed. “The Thuggee of India are an example of that mindset. Whatever you make of their beliefs, they must be taken seriously.” He paused a moment. “You feel your cousin may have suffered at the hands of one of these cults?”

“It is possible,” I admitted. “Carter may have stumbled into an area in which man was not meant to probe.”

“Nonsense, my good fellow,” Holmes laughed. “There is nothing into which the human mind is not meant to delve.”

“In this case, the danger...”

“Danger be damned!” Holmes cried. “If we let fear rule our lives, Professor Philips, we would be no better than our savage ancestors who prayed for gods and demons to let the sun rise each morning. The German scientist Heisenberg has shown us a cosmos quite complex enough without adding gods and demons to his theories of dimensional pluralities and principal of uncertainty.”

“What if the gods are real, Mr. Holmes?”

“Then the gods had better beware, as wary as they should have been of the mortal Odysseus.” Holmes smiled. “Do you believe in the gods of Carter Randolph?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I don’t have to believe in them to fear those who so.”

Holmes nodded and stroked his chin.

“Will you help me, Mr. Holmes?”

“Yes, I will,” he said after a moment. “There are certain aspects of the case which intrigue me as no others have recently. Would you be so kind as to assist me, accompany me, as I look into this matter? Your familiarity with the country and the subject matter would be invaluable.”

“I would be honored.”

“Where does your cousin live?”

“In Arkham, not far from the University.”

“Then Arkham is where we must start.” Holmes decided. “Let us leave as soon as possible.”

“Yes, I’ll arrange for the tickets.” I told him. “I’ll meet you at the station within the hour.”

Before I had reached the door, Holmes had pulled out a battered bag and had started packing his belongings. I watched him a moment longer, knowing there was no possible way I could properly express my gratitude.

“Ah, the game is afoot,” I heard him murmur softly. “If only you could hear those words, Watson, my poor friend...”

I guiltily shut the door.

As I left the Copley Plaza, I noticed a short swarthy man who seemed to be following me. Knowing the bad reputation of Boston, I was firmly convinced that this man was a criminal of some sort. I walked several more blocks, then turned back upon my steps, surprising my shadow. As I watched, he disappeared into a shadowed alley. I did not like the look of the man. He appeared ill to me – there was a certain tinge and scalinesss about his skin. His eyes seemed to bulge in a very disturbing way, almost batrachian in nature, and his mouth seemed wide enough to split his head in twain. He was also ill dressed for the weather, bundled in a heavy coat that reached to his knees. All in all, there was something repulsively abnormal and inhuman about the man.

He did not venture from the alley, and I was not about to follow him in. I continued on my way. Later, when Holmes joined me at the station, I told him of the odd incident.

“You are certain as to the man’s intentions?” he asked.

“What else could he have been after but my pocketbook?”

“I do not know, and it would be foolhardy to speculate without further information,” Holmes admitted. “Still, a man such as you describe, one seemingly so far physically from the common run of humanity, is worthy of note.” He paused. “Such as the man now standing forty yards to your left, but do not alert him any making any sudden movements.”

I chanced a sly covert glance. “Not the same man, but he could certainly be a brother.”

We boarded the train eventually, waiting till almost the last moment, at Holmes’ direction. I watched the strange man from our compartment. He watched the train depart, but made no attempt to board the train himself.

“What do you think it means, Mr Holmes?”

“I think,” said Holmes, steepling his thin fingers under his chin, “that we shall be close to the proper track if we continue to see men such as that.”

I tried to press Holmes for more information, but he fell into a silence from which he would not be roused. He stretched his long legs before him and closed his eyes, leaving me to my own thoughts and fears.

Upon reaching the quaint, ancient town of Arkham, we made a quick stop at my home, where I lived alone, and refreshed ourselves. Then we crossed town by trolley and soon stood before the house of my cousin Carter Randolph. I admitted us with the latch key Carter had given me years before.

The interior was in shambles.

“Someone’s been here!” I exclaimed.

“Obviously,” Holmes murmured dryly, motioning me to silence, “Other than yourself, who has access to the house?”

“Just Carter,” I replied. “A housekeeper comes around twice a week, but she hasn’t been here since his disappearance. I’ve admitted the police and various detectives.”

“It is unlikely any of them ransacked the house.”

“They looked about but that was all.” I explained,

“Since there appears no sign of forced entry,” Holmes said, “it is likely whoever did this used your cousin’s key.”

I did not give voice to the dread thought that flitted through my mind.

“This house was searched rather thoroughly by at least two men,” Holmes declared after a moment. “One of them was taller than the average man, while the other was quite wide and probably a good deal shorter.”

I surveyed the disorder. “They must have found what they were looking for.”

“An unwarranted conclusion,” Holmes observed. “Your cousin must have known he was in some sort of danger and would surely have taken steps to safeguard anything of value. Is there any part of the house which your cousin held in higher regard than any other, perhaps where he carried out his research or studies?”

“That would have been his den,” I replied. “It was where he kept his library and research materials. He probably spent more time there than in any other part of the house.”

“Lead on, Phillips.”

I was aghast at the scope of the destruction in the den. Not a single book remained on the shelves that lined the walls; they were in great piles about the floor. The sight almost made me weep, knowing as I did how important these rare and ancient books were to my cousin.

“The vandals!” I growled.

Holmes sniffed the air. “An odd odor for a den, is it not?”

I sniffed and realized that a strange, fishy smell had met us upon first entering the house. I had not paid much attention to it, I admit, passing it off as nothing but the result of some spoiled food left unattended in the kitchen, but the odor was stronger here, and, as Holmes had pointed out, a den was an unlikely place to encounter spoiled food.

“What does it mean, Holmes?”

Holmes did not answer. Instead, he walked to the desk, which was empty save for a single book nearly centered upon it. The drawers had been pulled and dumped, but the top appeared not to have been touched at all.

“Odd that the book was left untouched,” I commented, “in the midst of so much vandalism.”

“Not untouched, but tossed back as being useless,” Holmes said. “Originally, if we may believe the faint lines of dust, the book was placed at the precise center of the desk, very deliberately.”

Holmes lifted the volume and read the printing embossed on the spine.

“Your cousin was an admirer of Poe?”

“As well as the more modern masters of fantasy and terror,” I answered. “Carter’s literary tastes were quite unique.”

Holmes’ gaze settled on the table of contents. “Ah, Carter Randolph was quite a clever man indeed.”

I moved closer.

“Observe,” Holmes said, pointing at one of the titles with a long, bony finger. “A shape has been drawn around the words ‘Ms. Found.’ This is a message to you or someone else who would be interested in more than just pulling books from the shelves.”

“But what does it mean?” I asked.

“Look at the shape of the design, man,” Holmes suggested.

The more I looked upon the blockish design, the more familiar it seemed. When I noticed the shape of the design and shape of the desk beyond. I felt incredibly stupid – they were the same, right down to the unique projecting leaves on either side of the desk.

“Exactly, the desk,” Holmes said, seeing the expression on my face. “Your cousin understood that religious fanatics tend to be unimaginative sorts, their thought processes crude and lacking even the rudiments of sophistication. A message of such subtlety would be totally incomprehensible to such people.”

“You speak as if you know these people, Holmes.”

“In a sense they are not unfamiliar to me,” Holmes said. “I have encountered members of many cults over the years, though some would not have recognized them as cults in every case. Devotees of such groups invariably abandon their own beliefs in favor of those of the leader of the group.” He began to examine the desk in detail. “Let us find what your cousin’s kidnappers could not. It would be wise if we were not long here.”

I searched too, but it was Holmes who made the discovery. With a cry of satisfaction he stood, a large dark envelope gripped in his right hand.

“This was taped to the underside of the desk’s right pedestal,” he explained. “The shadows, its color and the dark wood of the desk served to hide it from casual inspection. Shall we see what was so important?”

He sat at the desk and opened the thick envelope. Inside were three files.

The first file contained correspondence from people all over the world. As Holmes read them, he passed them to me. The more I read, the more impossible it seemed that Carter could have taken any of them seriously. Yet, his replies, evidenced by carbon replies affixed to the letters were earnest enough. A pattern began to emerge, one which I sought to deny because it seemed to reduce the ordinary work-a-day world to little more than a mask.

The second contained correspondence from a single writer, a certain Howard Phillips Lovecraft of Providence, Rhode Island. I racked my brain. It seemed to me that Carter had once or twice mentioned him as a fabricator of tales of cosmic dread, and I mentioned that fact to Holmes.

“Judging from the letters, there seems to have been quite an intercourse between your cousin and this Lovecraft fellow,” Holmes observed. “Even a few visitations, it seems. My word, some of these letters are more than twenty pages long, and meandering in the extreme. I prefer short notes myself.” 

The gist of the letters, we eventually discovered, was that Lovecraft had delved into some of the same areas of cult study and world mythology which had interested Carter Randolph. With the letters were clippings of Lovecraft’s short stories taken from pulp journals. Holmes read each of the clipped stories with more interest than I would have thought they warranted. After all, the themes of pulp fiction were hardly those of serious literature.

“Two of these stories,” Holmes said, “are built upon incidents which are familiar to me, but which were kept secret at the time because of the fear of public panic. True, they are sensationalized somewhat in these ’fictions’ but the basic incidents are more or less reported as they happened. Given the stations of the principals in the case, one has to wonder who Lovecraft’s informants were.”

The last file consisted of many close-written pages in the same hand as the letters from H. P. Lovecraft. Holmes passed the pages to me as he read them. Their contents both thrilled and chilled me, and some struck hauntingly familiar notes as they recalled to mind certain bits of information which my cousin had questioned me about. Lovecraft was a writer of cosmic fictions, so were these pages nothing more than notes for a novel or a series of stories? Or were they much more? I looked to Holmes for some indication of how I should interpret these notes, but his brow was furrowed in intense concentration, and I felt I durst not disturb those mighty thoughts; I was under no illusion but that the survival of my poor cousin might depend upon that keen mind.

Finally, Sherlock Holmes put the file aside and looked at me, his clear eyes belying the white hair which crowned his head. Fire shone in those eyes. Again, I experienced a feeling that my intellect and poor skills in observation were hardly equal to the task of assisting Holmes in his investigation.

“Believe me, my dear Phillips,” he said gently, “you are more than equal to the task of helping me.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “What are you – how could you possibly know what was in my mind?”

Holmes chuckled and patted my arm in a most amiable and encouraging fashion,. “You all but shouted your doubts, Phillips,”

I frowned and started to protest.

“Throughout our inspection of this last file,” Holmes said, “you paid more attention to me and my reactions to the information than you did to the information itself. Your cursory examination indicated some familiarity at least with that which was contained in the notes. You looked at me with all the trust and faith of a pilgrim before a prophet. Yet when I failed to give the expected revelation, you looked not at me but your own hands. Had you failed me in some fashion, you wondered. You then could not escape the natural corollary of such a thought – would you be of any help in the search for the whereabouts of Carter Randolph?”

“You now make me wonder more than ever, Holmes,” said I.

“Nonsense,” he said with a vague, quick smile. “There is nothing magical about me or my methods. I observe the world, and I observe those who live in it. Descartes was quite right about the mathematical nature of the world, you know. Truth to tell, Phillips, I have been observing and interpreting the world for so long that at times it is quite difficult for me to reconstruct the steps which led me to one conclusion or another, especially now that I have retired from active practice and am no longer called to give witness in a court of law, to make the blind see, as it were.”

“And you no longer have a biographer to amaze?” I ventured. “I am sorry, Holmes. That was unkind of me.”

“Poor old Watson,” Holmes sighed. “No, there is some truth in your words, Phillips. He was the truest friend I ever had, a dear and loyal comrade, but I can see all too clearly now I often took some measure of delight in confounding Watson with my deductions. My dear old friend Watson, he was very much a conductor of light, a way for me to collate my thoughts upon a subject.”

Holmes’ eyes softened and sparkled with remembrance of time past, friends lost. At that moment, Holmes seemed very old. Then he snapped out a laugh, shedding the burden of the years.

“Together we shall uncover the fate of your cousin,” Holmes told me. “We shall not fail.”

“I appreciate your confidence, Holmes.”

“And I yours, more than you know,” Holmes replied. He replaced the files in the dark envelope. “Our next move should be to call upon Mr. Howard Phillips Lovecraft,”

“To Providence then,” I said with a nod.

To Number Ten, Barnes Street, to be exact,” Holmes said. He fixed me with his penetrating gaze. “From this moment on, we must always be on our guard, Professor Phillips. Our adversaries are both desperate and ruthless. Our lives would mean less than nothing to these fanatics were they to believe we stand between them and the worship of their ‘gods,’ not to mention their ultimate goals.”

“Their goals, Holmes?”

He nodded, a grim look upon his face. “When it comes to cultists, no matter how outlandish the belief system, it is never just a matter of simple worship. There is always a goal sought by these people, whether its nature is transformational, as it was for the Thuggee, or apocalyptic, as with the End Times Theosophists of 1897, which so greatly damaged the reputation of the parent group.”

After taking the three files to my house and hiding them in a place of Holmes’ choosing, which I thought supremely ingenious, we made arrangements for the trip to Providence, Rhode Island. The train trip was unexciting, and we found ourselves in that quaint metropolis late on the afternoon of July 18, 1927.

Ten Barnes Street proved to be a large wooden Victorian double-duplex house, three blocks north of the Brown University campus. A call from the station determined that Lovecraft was at home, and he was more than willing to see us.

The door was answered by an elderly woman who presented herself as Lovecraft’s aunt, Lillian Clark. She shared half the house with Lovecraft, she living on part of the upper floor and he part of the lower. She conducted us to Lovecraft’s rooms, and it took us a moment to become used to the abnormally dim lighting.

H.P. Lovecraft was a tall, gaunt, almost cadaverous man with a thin face, a longish jaw, and dark eyes. He was dressed in a clean but well-worn coat and tie, and it seemed to me that Lovecraft would not have been out of place in a funeral home.

The warm and cordial greeting he gave us, clasping our hands and uttering archaic words of welcome, completely dispelled any negative first impressions. He was utterly charming. He made me feel as if I were a long-lost friend rather than a stranger who had just arrived without notice from Arkham. He gushed embarrassingly over Holmes, speaking fondly of England, as if England were his native home. We sat down to discuss the purpose of our visit. 

“This has been a very stimulating week for me,” Lovecraft said as he sank into an easy chair. “Friends have been popping in and out, including young Donald Wandrei and H. Warner Munn, both amateur scribblers of some note. And just three days ago I received word from Farnsworth Wright, that venerable editor of Weird Tales, a pulp journal highly respected and valued by followers of stories of the macabre and terrible. He has decided to use one of my trifling scribblings in a future issue, a story he had rejected previously, though that is a pattern I have come to expect of that man.”

“What story is that?” I asked.

“A minor piece of fiction which I entitled ‘The Call of Cthulhu’,” Lovecraft replied.

“Based upon research you conducted into certain authentic religions and beliefs,” Holmes said. “A great portion of which you passed on to Carter Randolph.”

“So dear Carter showed you the file?” Lovecraft said. “He was interested in the subject, dear boy, so I saw no reason not to loan the file to him. Many times in the past he has related dreams and experiences to me, which I have been able at times to incorporate into my tales, stories written mostly for the amusement of my friends and acquaintances. How is young Carter?”

“That is what we are trying to discover,” replied Holmes.

“I am afraid I do not understand, Mr. Holmes.”

“My cousin disappeared some weeks ago,” I explained. “Mr. Holmes has agreed to help me find him.”

“Professor Philips and I went to Carter Randolph’s home in Arkham,” Holmes added. “There, amid general disorder and a rather potent fish odor, we discovered the hiding place of the file, as well as many letters written to him by you. When was the last time you saw Carter Randolph?”

“As I recall,” Lovecraft said, “it was about two months ago, approximately two weeks after I had given him the Cthulhu file.”

“And what was his state of mind?” Holmes asked.

“He impressed me as being very nervous,” Lovecraft replied. “Though he did not impart to me the reason for his nervousness, we spoke for a very long time about what we have come to call the Cthulhu Cult – worshippers of a race of beings which in far periods of the past once ruled the earth. It is a concept I have used in stories before and plan to use in many more to come.”

“Might there not be danger in that?” Holmes asked.

For a moment, Lovecraft sat in contemplative silence. Then he said: “Perhaps there is, Mr. Holmes. However, I cannot allow myself to be concerned with that. I long ago decided not to let whatever danger posed by these modern worshippers of ancient gods deter me from what I have set out to do. I will not let them guide my actions. I do not fear them.”

“You have no belief in their gods, Mr. Lovecraft?”

“I do not believe in gods at all,” Lovecraft said evenly. “In my stories, I call them gods because their followers call them that, and because the term is more easily comprehended by the rabble who monthly exchange their nickels and dimes for reading material that is, more often than not, puerile and vapid.”

“I see,” Holmes said. “I long ago deduced the indiscriminate nature of the reading public. What else transpired during Carter Randolph’s visit?”

“We talked at length about the cult, which he seemed to take more seriously than did I,” Lovecraft replied. “I gave him a name that is whispered in Arkham. Some claim him a cult member or even a leader, while others say he only provides a front operation for the cult; still others claim he is nothing more than a charlatan.”

“What is the man’s name?” Holmes asked.

“His name is Enoch Bowen and the group he leads in Arkham is called the Starry Wisdom Sect, located at the end of Circle Court, a rather seedy neighborhood,” Lovecraft answered.

“I know it well,” I said. “Calling it seedy is a kindness.”

“Little is known about him or the group,” our host continued. “Some people claim Bowen has spent much time in Egypt, that land of nighted mystery. The Starry Wisdom Sect is a rather closed band, admitting few, and those few generally do not speak much.”

“What did Carter do after you gave him this information?” Holmes asked.

“He said he was returning to Arkham on the night train,” Lovecraft said. “He was adamant about returning, even though I offered him lodging for the evening.”

“He planned on investigating the Starry Wisdom Sect?”

“He did not confide that to me, Mr. Holmes, but I had that impression.”

“You said earlier he appeared nervous,” Holmes said. “Did he intimate any reason, any at all?”

Lovecraft hesitated, then said, “I think he may have feared he was being followed.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Several times during the visit he rose from his seat and walked to the window,” Lovecraft said. “I did not think much of it at the time, but looking back...”

“Have you ever felt yourself to be followed?”

“Not to my knowledge,” Lovecraft admitted, “but, to tell you the truth, I rarely leave the house if I can help it.”

Holmes stood and I followed suit. “Thank you for seeing us, but we must return to Arkham immediately.”

“I am quite disappointed to hear that, Mr. Holmes,” Lovecraft said as he shook our hands. “I had hoped we would be able to visit at great length. I have read of you since a young man, and was anxious to speak of dear England with you.”

Holmes smiled. “Perhaps we will have the opportunity another time, Mr. Lovecraft.”

“I sincerely hope so, Mr. Holmes.”

“A word of caution, Mr. Lovecraft,” Holmes said seriously. “You must realize that there are those who will be quite displeased with your tales, no matter how much you couch the facts in fiction. They may perceive you as an obstacle in their path.”

“I realize that, Mr. Holmes,” Lovecraft said, nodding. “I do what I must do. No true Englishman could do less.”

“Yes, of course,” Holmes murmured, nodded and we took our leave of the odd young man.

Holmes did not speak to me again until we were on the train to Arkham, and I did not disturb him. I had never seen another human being sunk so deep into concentration.

“Lovecraft,” Holmes finally said in the creeping darkness of the compartment, “is, in his own way, a very brave man. I shall try to visit him again, but I think we have seen each other for the first and last time. A most unusual individual. However I fear he may meet death at an all-too-early age.”

“Because of his investigations?” I suggested.

Holmes gave a rather uncharacteristic desultory shrug, and I wondered what he had observed that I totally missed.

“Do you think Carter became involved with the Starry Wisdom Sect?” I asked.

“Less involved than ran afoul, I fear,” Holmes replied. “Since he was so deeply invested in learning about the Cthulhu Cult, he would certainly contact Enoch Bowen, one way or another.”

Finally, I broached the subject I had been most fearful to bring up. “Do you think Carter is still alive?”

“I do not want to raise false hopes in you,” Holmes replied, speaking softly, “but I think there is a chance that your cousin is still alive.”

I uttered a sound between a sigh and a sob.

“Bear in mind, though, Professor, I put forth this conjecture solely based on the calendar by which the cultists must order their lives and worship.” He gave me a very faint smile. “After all, gods much be propitiated in their season, mustn’t they?”

“Do you believe in gods?” I asked Holmes.

Silence reigned in the darkening compartment. Shadows and light from outside the train played over Holmes’ sharp features as we hurtled through the gloom.

“In my younger days, I professed an absolute disbelief in the supernatural,” Holmes said softly. “I still do, but now I am ready to admit reality may be composed of more than our poor human senses are able to convey to our brains. The German physicists insist we are well bathed in invisible radiations, that reality may not be a constant.” He shook his head. “I once dismissed science as not being worth my study except as it affected my work as a consulting detective, yet we are moving into a world where the scientist may one day wield more power than the elected politician. Science and superstition; philosophy and technology – how thin the dividing line is drawing.”

“And gods?” I persisted. “Specifically, the monster-gods of these Cthulhu devotees?”

“Whether or not I personally believe in gods is immaterial to this case,” Holmes said. “If they truly manifest themselves in our world, they may be creatures as mortal as are we. I am reminded of a story written some years back by my good friend Herbert Wells, in which our green world was attacked by neighboring Mars. The narrator of the tale knew they were nothing more than living beings, different in form, yet still as physical as we are, but his knowledge stemmed from his scientific education and outlook. Now, had such beings come to earth in the age of unpolished stone, they might have indeed been taken for gods.” He chuckled. “And are there not those in the world who are always looking for gods?”

“I see what you mean, Mr. Holmes,” I said. “I think.”

Darkness was fully upon Arkham by the time the train pulled into the station. I was fatigued from the journey, and I could see that my companion was weary as well. I looked forward to a good night’s rest before investigating the Starry Wisdom sect. I hailed a taxi and gave my address.

“They are still with us,” Holmes whispered before we had gone a full block.

I started to turn in my seat but he stopped me.

“A rather squat man wearing the dark coat of a common sailor in the merchant marine,” Holmes replied. “He does not realize that we are on to him, and I plan to put his ignorance to good use.”

After we reached home, not far from Miskatonic University, Holmes instructed me to go through all my usual procedures for turning in for the night, doing nothing out of the ordinary. When I happened to look through the window overlooking the street, I caught a glimpse of the man in the dark overcoat. I thought I heard Holmes leave by the back entrance, but I could not be sure. After turning out all the lights, I noticed the man was gone from his post. A quick tour of the house showed that Sherlock Holmes had indeed left me alone. I did not sleep soundly after that.

I awoke the next morning to find Holmes in his room. His shoes were at the end of the bed; they were wet and smelled of the sea. He was sleeping soundly, and I did not see any reason to wake him. I spent the day puttering around the house, reading and writing letters, perusing review copies of books from various publishers attempting to solicit comments, trying my best not to make any noise. I was eager to try to pick up the trail of my poor cousin, but I deferred to Holmes’ experience and wisdom.

Holmes awoke late in the afternoon but refused to speak of anything that might have happened in the night. The afternoon and evening wore on, but Holmes did not seem disposed to do anything more energetic than sit and smoke. As darkness fell, he went upstairs. A moment later he returned and asked me to lower, then raise the front window shade. Puzzled, I complied with his request.

“What is going on, Holmes?”

“Patience, my dear Philips,” he said. “All in good time.”

Several loud shouts shattered the silence of the night, and there was the sound of a fight outside. Moments later there was a loud knocking at my door.

At Holmes’ direction, I opened the door. Two very large men rushed in. Between them was the man in the dark overcoat I had seen earlier. Upon closer examination, I decided this was the same man I had seen outside the Copely Plaza Hotel, either that or of the same repulsive stock, possessing wide batrachian features, scaly skin and bulging eyes. When I told Holmes my suspicions about our captive, he merely nodded.

“These two gentlemen,” Holmes said, “are operatives of the Pinkerton organization, the nearest thing America has to a competent national police force. I realized our curious friend would be back this evening. However, I knew he would not readily accept an invitation to join us for an elucidating conversation, hence the service of the Pinkertons was required.”

Holmes motioned for the Pinkerton men to bring their captive into the living room, which took some effort since the man was still struggling mightily to free himself from their grasp. His motions reminded me of a captured fish. They forced him to sit, then sat themselves, very close to him to keep him from bolting.

For long moments, Holmes stood before the repellant little man, regarding him with piercing eyes. The longer Holmes stared, the more agitated the man became.

Finally Holmes said, “What did you tell Master Enoch Bowen last night?”

The man instantly stopped struggling and stared at Holmes as if he been unmasked as a demon from the lower depths of hell.

“I don’t know what you’re be talkin’ about,” the man slurred in an odd accent, with archaic diction.

“Oh, come now,” Holmes said, turning his back. “After leaving here last night, you traveled the back streets to the wharf area along the River Miskatonic. You went to the building of the Starry Wisdom Sect and met Enoch Bowen, a dark man though obviously not of Negro blood. You spoke some time to him.” Holmes paused. “You also licked his hands.” He smiled at the man’s expression. “Afterwards, you went to a flophouse where you passed the night.”

The man’s huge eyes had grown ever more bulbous.

“No one followed me! I seen no one!”

“Of course you saw no one,” Holmes snapped, turning about. “What did you tell Enoch Bowen?”

“Ph’nguli nglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wagah’nagi fhtagni!” the man screamed.

The two Pinkerton men startled by the man’s outburst, momentarily loosened their iron grips on the prisoner. The man immediately leaped free, shoved Holmes from his path, and ran toward the large living room window. He crashed through the window. The Pinkerton operatives were instantly after him and probably would have brought him down again if circumstances had not intervened. I helped Holmes to his feet.

“He didn’t get away, Mr. Holmes,” one of the agents said, standing at the window.

We joined them. In the faint light, I saw the body of the man. A long jagged shard of glass protruded from his back, where he had fallen during his escape attempt. From his body flowed a pale ichor that was not at all like blood.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“It means that our friend has as much in common with the human race as a frog,” Holmes answered. “Lovecraft was more correct than he realized when he wrote in the file that certain biological experiments have been conducted on captured humans and willing followers. Here is the proof.”

“Sorry he got loose,” the other agent said.

“No real matter,” Holmes replied. “I already knew what had been said. I was more interested in his reactions than his answers. At least I now know how much power this Bowen holds over those affiliated with his Starry Wisdom Sect. Believers prepared to die can be the most dangerous kind. We must be very cautious when we go against them tonight.”

“You mean...“

“Yes, Philips, I know where Carter Randolph will be later and what fate is intended for him.”

“Where is he?”

“We will go to him shortly,” Holmes said. “He is in very great danger and will need our help if he is to survive.”

Holmes paused to write a short note, which he handed to one of the Pinkerton operatives. He murmured something to the men. They nodded and left.

“What is going to happen?” I asked.

He shrugged on his coat, and I did the same.

“Do you own a gun?” he asked.

“Several pistols.”

“Bring two as well as ammunition,” he instructed. “We shall certainly need them.”

I did as he asked, though my patience was growing thinner.

“Mr. Holmes, I want to know what’s going on,” I demanded. “Carter Randolph is my cousin, and I have the right to know what has happened to him, what is going to happen.”

“You are correct, of course,” Holmes said softly. “We will do our best to save the life of Carter Randolph, but I must warn you now that it might not be possible to do so. We will if we can, but there are greater things here than just the life of a single human being, as precious as that is.”

“What could be more important than a human life?”

“The lives and freedom of every person on earth,” Holmes replied, his eyes not leaving mine. “The dangerous fanatics in the Starry Wisdom Sect have tapped into invisible lines of power more potent that any form of electricity, broached dimensions beyond the three to which we are accustomed. This energy may be the same power primitive men once called magic without understanding they had accessed the natural laws of a veiled universe.”

“How does Carter fit into all this?”

“Your cousin is the key to their plan,” Holmes explained. “They believe that his blood – the blood of an innocent man – will open the door to other dimensions. He is their hope of summoning forth Cthulhu, the chief and most terrible of these ancient creatures ignorantly called gods.”

We drove swiftly by motorcar out of the city and toward the shore. I drove while Holmes gave me terse directions. We pulled off the road and stopped some distance from the cliffs.

Holmes took the lead. As we neared the cliffs, Holmes guided us down a narrow trail. There was a horned moon, but it shed little light. Holmes halted me with a raised hand and motioned me to keep low. I soon saw the reason why.

Ahead, there was a shadow on the trail. When it moved, I saw it to be a man. Holmes moved silently forward, becoming little more than a shadow himself. The muffled sound of a struggle reached my ears, then the sound of something hitting the rocks below. I peered uselessly into the blackness.

Holmes joined me. “A guard,” he said. “of the same hybrid branch of humanity as our friend back at the house.”

“Is he dead?”

“Yes.” He appeared almost embarrassed. “The chap succumbed to a Japanese wrestling trick.”

We continued down the trail. At the water’s edge, Holmes stepped into the ebbing surf. I followed as we waded through the water, around a jutting promontory.

Keeping to the rocks and shadows, we made our way along the base of the cliffs, going up on the shore. Before us was a horseshoe-shaped area bounded on three sides by cliffs and by the Atlantic on the fourth. Out on the sand were figures, and a faint chanting in an unknown tongue floated on the night. In the midst of the fifty leaping, dancing, gibbering revelers was an altar and on that altar was a human figure.

I started forward.

Holmes touched my arm. “We must wait for the proper moment. If we attack them now, they will overwhelm us and everything will be lost.”

I nodded, but it took all my willpower to hold myself back, to keep me from running out to save the cousin I loved.

A tall dark man now stood by the altar. The others grew silent before him. At the man’s feet crouched two black panthers, and they licked the man’s hands. He raised his voice, chanting in an unknown language. The words were picked up and intoned by fifty guttural, semi-human voices. He raised his arms and his tone, his chanting becoming more fevered. The air, the ground, the sea all seemed to be throbbing in time with their voices, as if the world itself was taking up the chant, calling to something beyond the limits of this world.

I grabbed Holmes’ arm and pointed out to sea. The sky was beginning to break up, as if ready to splinter into a million shards like a broken window. It was all I could do to keep from screaming out in terror. Something from...from Outside was trying to break into this world. At the same time, something monstrously hideous was rising from the benighted waters of the Atlantic. It was as if all the screaming nightmares of humanity had gathered into one mountain of heaving scaly flesh.

Until this moment, I had been able to bolster my emotions with a kind of disbelief. Despite all that I had seen and heard there was in the back of my mind a large nugget of skepticism with which I could batter back the reality of unreality, pretend that none of this could really be happening, if only because it was impossible. With the sky ready to shatter into dimensional shards and a nightmare from beyond time rising from the deeps, that nugget of reason burst asunder and I felt myself overwhelmed by monstrous truths that no mind could be expected to bear and still remain sane. Unreasoning terror shot through me and I felt as if I were on the brink of tumbling into a vast and endless black gulf.

“We must act now, we have no other choice,” Holmes said calmly. “Pray all is in readiness.”

The unruffled banality of Holmes’ voice pulled me back from that brink. In his voice was neither belief nor disbelief, merely a cool and steady resolve. 

I withdrew my revolver.

The dark man was raising a knife above the struggling sacrifice. Holmes and I both aimed at him as the screaming chants reached a fevered pitch, as the creature offshore began to take form, as the dark man started to bring the knife down.

We fired.

I was not sure, but I thought both our shots struck the dark man. He staggered back and dropped the knife.

Instantly the half-human revelers turned toward our hiding place. They charged us. I fired a few times, but my full attention was not directed towards them. Instead, I looked to the sea.

How shall I describe what I saw? To say that the creature from the sea was part octopus, part man, part bat, part shark, and part something else which is not of this world would not do justice to the hideousness of the thing. Was this Cthulhu? If so, what was trying to break in from Outside?

Above the thing risen from the sea, the night sky was laced by lines of force radiating from a single point. The sky itself seemed to bulge.
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