
  
    [image: Cthulhu Dreams]
  


  
    
      CTHULHU DREAMS

    

    
      
        

      

      
        
EDITED BY A. BALSAMO


      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Inkd Publishing LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Inkd Publishing

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ...And Now I See © 2025 Ian Klink

      Day of the Devilfish © 2025 Derek Austin Johnson

      A Special Way of Doing Things © 2025 M. Stern

      From Order, Chaos © 2025 Elizabeth Hosang

      Underwater Bells © 2025 Ben Van Dongen

      Tentacles © 2025 Ross Baxter

      Picture a Nightmare © 2025 Murray Eiland

      Eye of the Storm © 2025 Rachel Roth

      Fallowed Ground © 2025 Tobias Fairman

      Fallowed Ground © 2025 David Boop

      Shipping Up To Boston © 2025 Armand Rosamilia

      The Sleeping King © 2025 Caitlin Barbera

      The Lake Beyond Time © 2025 Kelly Zimmer

      Sirens © 2025 AM Sutter

      That Sinking Feeling © 2025 Kelli Dianne Rule

      Tomorrow Comes Too Soon © 2025 G.D. Burkhead

      Echoes of Innsmouth: Unearthing a Grim Philosophy © 2025 Bradley Kaye

      

      Interior Art:

      The Depth of a Cultist's Dream © 2025 Vekhan Sametyaza

      

      Cover art by Mirko

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Depth of a Cultist's Dream © 2025 Vekhan Sametyaza]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t remember a time when I did not predominantly read horror and fantasy. I grew up reading Lovecraft, Poe, Stephen King, and Tolkien. I enjoy the psychological aspect of what can best be described as controlled fear. The more twisted and dark, the more interesting it is to me. While modern horror owes its roots to the eighteenth and nineteenth century authors like Shelley, Poe and Lovecraft writing what was considered “Gothic” at the time, the genre has been around for thousands of years.

      Horror is a constantly evolving genre and there is always something new to push the limits of our perception and test our fear response. This anthology has some amazing stories by up-and-coming authors who have embraced the twists and turns of the Lovecraftian style. If you enjoy these stories as much as I did, I hope you will consider looking up their other work and giving them a like on their socials.

      

      A Balsamo

      Abalsamo.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY OF THE DEVILFISH

          

          DEREK AUSTIN JOHNSON

        

      

    

    
      Doc Philips wasn’t the same after the war. Such could be said of everyone, but among those on the Row, the conflicts in Europe and the Pacific affected Doc’s mind in ways nobody else understood. It was odd, because McCauley and the boys were under the impression Doc saw no action on either front.

      When the nation requested his service, Doc went to Florida.

      As he taught sailors to swim like frogs to ships and fasten explosive disks to their hulls, his associate Nathan Jordan oversaw the operations of Isthmus Biological Laboratories, though his responsibilities amounted to feeding the snakes and rats. Mostly Nate drank and wandered the rows of aquariums. You didn’t need to be Mae, who managed the nearby house and read cards when business was slow, to know how angry Doc would be when he saw the state of the lab, with its soggy wooden walls and stained cement floors. Everyone knew Nate would blame it on the fish disappearing from the Row. In turn, McCauley wondered if Doc’s absence from the Row had something to do with the disappearance.

      Doc stayed away from the Row for nearly a decade after the war’s end. McCauley and the boys in the flophouse sent him a telegram a year after the bombs ended the war, to ask if he was okay and when he might return; they received no reply. Even the letters his girl Susan wrote went unanswered.

      They didn’t know, but Doc had his reasons.

      After his discharge, Doc hopped a train inland and stayed at Menninger’s hospital. When white-coated psychiatrists from Arkham weren’t examining the insides of his brain, he sat in a circle with the other patients as they discussed what brought them to the red brick structure, its clock tower a beacon to wellness. Some still suffered from shell shock, despite the war’s end. Some adapted poorly to civilian life. One old farmer crawled into the hospital when his wife threatened to leave if he didn’t stop drinking. He dried out, at which point the hospital forced him away when the orderlies laughed at his ribald stories. Doc learned this was a regular occurrence.

      Doc liked the patients. They reminded him of his friends on the Row, which made him homesick. Then the reason for his admittance resurfaced, and the Arkham psychiatrists again probed the gray lump within his skull. He described to them how he dreamed of the blue waters of the Atlantic suddenly clouded with a strange, iridescent darkness, of how he swam toward onyx-tipped marble stalagmites stretching beneath him to the deepest parts of the oceans like the teeth of a leviathan too large to comprehend. The psychiatrists nodded as he described the visions in detail, their faces masks of professionalism.

      Doc said once to McCauley that it didn’t matter if you looked down or up. It was simply important to look. But he didn’t want to look anymore. He knew what was beneath the water. Or thought he knew. It was why he stayed away from the Row.

      Two things brought him back. One was the lack of response he received from Nate when he asked about the current state of Isthmus Biological Laboratories. The other was a letter from Mae advising him Susan had gone missing.

      Doc got straight. Though the dreams crept into his waking life, he told the psychiatrists he no longer thought of the dark geometries unfolding beneath the sea, or of the terrifying shapes floating toward him. As much as he hated lying to anybody, he pushed these horrors from his mind and told everyone he was okay enough to catch the train to the Pacific coast.

      It took him as far as San Pedro. It didn’t go anywhere near the Row, much less Isthmus.

      Suitcase in hand, Doc wandered until the streets spilled him onto the beach. His chest tightened as briny waves crashed against the large black rocks to his left. In his brain he heard the melancholy notes of a flute, making him think of the sound a seashell made when held to a human ear.

      Blue ocean spumed and fell, and Doc wondered if octopi still lived there. He’d caught several before the war; the specimens allowed him to finish his marine survey Within the Tides. He was proud of the book, even if its publication met with almost no fanfare within or outside the scientific community.

      Near the rocks, something wooden floated on the water. It was curved and flat with splinters roughening one end. Doc couldn’t tell, but it looked like part of an oar.

      From behind the rocks peeked the nose of a small boat.

      Even breathing through his mouth, the salt air reddened his nose and rasped against his teeth and tongue. Squinting, he looked more closely as the flat of the oar seesawed with the waves, the rowboat’s nose leading the wreckage of the hull behind it. Then he saw a woolen herringbone sleeve in the water.

      Doc ran into the water and waded around the rocks. He picked up the oar, hefted its weight, then tugged at the woolen sleeve. The body surfaced, its face gray and waterlogged, the eyelids wide but sockets empty.

      Even without the eyes Doc recognized the face.

      Gagging, Doc waded to shore and was sick next to his suitcase.

      “You all right, sir?”

      Doc looked at the silhouette of a man standing over him. The sun haloed his head, a spiky crown of white light.

      “A body,” Doc said. “It’s in the rocks over there.”

      “A body?” The man sounded curious but unsurprised. “Looks like it gave you a shock. Was it bad?”

      When his head felt clear, Doc rose and picked up his suitcase. He was taller than the man, who wore a thick sweater and corduroy pants. “It was a friend,” Doc said. He retched and turned and spat. “McCauley was his name. I hadn’t seen him since before the war. I have no idea what he was doing out here.”

      “Before the war,” the man repeated. “Did you serve?”

      Doc nodded. “Navy.”

      “Do you know if your friend did?”

      “He couldn’t,” Doc said. “Flat feet. And, well, he didn’t have a fixed address. Lived in a warehouse full of fish. It belonged to a grocer on the Row.”

      The man’s face clouded. “The Row in Isthmus? I didn’t know there was anybody there since the fishing dried up.” He shrugged. “Not surprising you’d find an old Row hobo down here, I suppose. A lot of people leaving. They have to go somewhere.”

      Doc’s fingers tightened around the suitcase’s leather handle. It kept him from punching the man. “A lot of people leaving, you say?” Doc asked when he found his voice again.

      “Yes,” he said. “They started leaving after fishing dried up a second time. Everything’s dilapidated. Nobody wants to go there. A few haven’t left, but it’s different, especially since…” His mouth opened and closed in imitation of a fish. “It’s just strange there now. Hey, there’s supposed to be a bounty for finding a body. I don’t know how much, but—”

      “No,” Doc said as he trudged toward the road, a cloud of anger drifting across his face. “You can have it. I don’t want it.”
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        * * *

      

      Eventually a farm truck gave him a ride to within a mile of Isthmus. He walked the rest of the way. It was late afternoon.

      As he entered Ishtmus, Doc thought much of the town looked as it had when he’d left. Rows of houses stood next to each other, weathered but otherwise intact, even if mallow weeds had overtaken most of the front lawns. Patches of rotting wood shone through the white paint of socialite Eve Hannigan’s front porch but nonetheless remained bright against the red door with its brass knocker. Next to a vacant lot piled with rusting boilers and five-gallon paint cans was Chang’s grocery. From the phonograph inside, a tinkle of tinny music tumbled onto the sidewalk. The lace curtains of Mae’s spacious Victorian home were closed, but the amber front porch continued to glow. Doc wondered if the Malones still lived in the old boiler they’d transformed into an apartment.

      Dread filled him as he approached his old laboratory. Mold splotched the sides, the windows yellow and rippling. A single tap would shatter them. The door stood askew in its jamb, its knob drooping toward the muddy welcome mat. He forced the door open and stormed inside.

      The stacked aquariums transformed the main room into a crystal labyrinth. Algae-clouded glass tinged the light shining through the wide windows from green to brown. It waved above him, making him momentarily seasick.

      “Nate?” Doc said, fighting to keep the fury from his voice. “It’s Ernie. I’m back.”

      He opened the door to the rear of the laboratory. Although the snake and rat cages were empty, wet newspaper lined their bottoms. He took out his handkerchief and held it against his nose at the overpowering smell of mildew. On a table in one corner, a needle scratched back and forth at the center of a record. Doc recognized the label without needing to read it. Bach’s Die Kunst der Fuge.

      Open journals lay scattered on his desk to reveal Nate’s messy handwriting growing worse with each turn of the page. In the margins, someone had stenciled diagrams with measurements. They made Doc’s head hurt. Next to the books lay a compass, an impossibly shiny piece of metal. Its hinge squeaked as he moved the hole away from the needle. He closed the compass and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

      “Nate,” Doc repeated, an edge to his voice. “Where are you?”

      Overhead, something scraped and thumped. Doc frowned and climbed the stairs, each step creaking under his weight.

      “Damn it, Nate, if you moved any of my bedroom furniture, I’ll knock your teeth out.”

      The door wasn’t locked, but as Doc turned the knob it stuck in place. He shouldered it open.

      The blanket from his bed had been draped across one of his bedroom windows, darkening the room. Dirty sheets crumpled at the foot of the bed. Something Doc couldn’t identify stained the double bed’s mattress. On the other side of the room, Nate stood with his back to the side of an armoire. He was stripped to his waist, his sagging pale flesh rippling as he pushed the armoire in front of the bedroom’s other window. Homemade tattoos covered his torso and arms, resembling glyphs from a language unrecognizable by humans. Shadows deepened the space between his ribs. Sunlight from the uncovered window glared from his glasses, effectively hiding his eyes.

      “Not to Armageddon but the depths of the great cosmic oceans,” Nate mumbled as if through a mouthful of rocks.

      Doc dropped his suitcase. It landed with a thud on the wooden floor. Nate jumped. He took a moment to register Doc’s presence and grinned.

      “Ernest. I’m so glad to see you. Tidings of joy, my friend. We are about to join the dinosaurs in extinction.”

      Doc stormed across the room and punched Nate in the face. He staggered backward against the wall and slid into a sitting position. Blood poured from his nose and over his lips. He smiled. It coated his teeth.

      “What have you done to my lab?” Doc demanded. “To my home.”

      “Yes,” Nate said, reflecting. “Yes. It would be my response as well, Ernie. But it will do no good. It can do no good. In trying to save the Row, we destroyed it. Along with everything else, I’m afraid.”

      “What happened to my snakes? My rats?”

      “The children of the devilfish took them. Along with the octopi.”

      Doc pulled Nate to his feet and hit him again. He sniffed. Although the smell of fish was overpowering, he detected neither the antiseptic smell of whiskey nor the yeasty odor of beer. “How drunk did you get, Nate? I left you in charge because I hoped you’d take care of things here, not let it go to seed.” He pushed Nate away. “Jesus.”

      Nate laughed, a high-pitched keening. “I did what I could, Ernie. I did. But it was Mae who read the cards. The seer acted upon it. He used your library to figure out the right time to do it. The stars had to align just right. He asked Mae for help, and she told him. I’m guessing had she known what he was doing, she would have refused.” He wiped his face. Blood smeared his forearm, a crimson bead trickling to his elbow as he pointed to the armoire with his thumb. “Come on, Ernie, help me. The light reveals too much. We’ll need complete darkness to protect ourselves.” He pushed the armoire. “It’s a cosmic joke,” he said as its feet scraped against the floor. “Our preoccupation for survival did nothing except set the stage for extinction.”

      “You need to leave my house,” Doc said.

      “And go where?” Nate continued pushing the armoire. Whatever was inside thumped and clattered. “I’d make all this up to you. All the mess. But there’s nothing to make up.”

      Doc sighed. “Nate, how long has it been since you slept? Why don’t you lie down? Get some rest. Things will be clearer once you’ve had a change to clear your head.”

      “No!” Panic rose in Nate’s voice. “I cannot spare a moment! I will not allow myself to step away from extinction!” He collapsed and sobbed.

      “Seems like you’re trying to do just that,” Doc said with a soft voice. He guided Nate to the bare mattress and laid him down. Nate curled up and shivered. “You said Mae read cards. Does she know what happened here?” Nate’s chest rose and fell, and he snored lightly.
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        * * *

      

      Silence answered the knock on Mae’s door. Doc rapped his knuckles again and the door swung open into the darkened foyer. On the horizon, the sun kissed the ocean, spreading red light across the water.

      Doc explored the parlor and kitchen. He’d expected the same disheveled appearance as his laboratory, but everything looked as he remembered, if dusty. A radio sat in one corner of the parlor, its dial glowing with an anemic amber light. Static crackled from the speaker.

      He found Mae in her office. Wrapped in a colorful silk robe she’d purchased in Hong Kong before the war, she sat at a heavy rolltop desk and stared blankly into space. An arrangement of cards sat on the beige ink blotter. On the wall opposite the desk hung portraits of women who worked for Mae before marrying well. Susan wasn’t on the wall.

      His chest tight, Doc touched Mae’s shoulder. She stiffened, then relaxed. “Hi.” Tears welled in her eyes. “It’s good to see you. I take it you got my letter?”

      “Yeah,” Doc said, resigned.

      Mae’s chin tucked inward, a brief nod. Her flaming orange hair brushed her shoulders as she lit a cigarette. “I debated writing. Didn’t think it would do any good.”

      “What happened? Where’s Susan?”

      “They took her. They came for everyone in the flophouse before they got some of the girls.”

      “I don’t understand. Who took them?”

      A drag on the cigarette. Mae blew gray smoke from her nostrils, two thin narrow plumes. “After you left, I drew cards. I saw the fish disappear. The Row had been through lean times, but the cards said this time it would disappear unless they returned. I made a mistake. I told the seer.”

      “How was that a mistake?” The seer lived on the beach, a big, bearded man who played a battered flute every evening at sunset. Doc realized it was sunset now but hadn’t heard the seer’s flute.

      “The seer said he could lure the fish back. And he did for a couple of years. Then they swam away again, and then people started disappearing. First the guys in the flophouse, then a few of the women. Including Susan.”

      Sorrow pressed on Doc’s body. He remained stoic.

      “Some left,” Mae continued. “Others stayed, sort of. They’re…” She coughed. “No one is who they were. My old watchman Heller hasn’t left the beach. Neither has Eve Hannigan. Captain Nulty and his wife are there, too. You remember them, Doc. McCauley and the boys used to trespass on their land to get you specimens.” She gazed out the window. “McCauley rowed out of here one night. He thought he could get away. I have no idea how far he got.”

      Doc opened his mouth, closed it again. He had no idea how to tell her he’d found him. “This makes no sense, Mae.”

      Mae studied him. Her eyes held more clarity than Jordan’s. “But it does,” she said. “You’ve seen, Doc. I can tell even without reading the cards. You know what’s swimming beneath the ocean.”

      Doc forced himself to swallow. Mae dragged on her cigarette again. Her free hand disappeared within the folds of her robe. It reappeared with a flat black pistol. Doc backed away.

      “Don’t worry,” Mae said. “This isn’t for you. It’s going to get dark, and they’re coming again. They rise from the water and wander the Row looking for people. The seer and his group keep trying to appease them. But people are scarce now. And I don’t want to be one of their offerings.” She glanced at the window. “You need to find a place to hide, Doc. I’d offer you Susan’s old room, but it’s been torn up.” She coughed again. “Maybe try the boilers. I don’t know that anybody stays in them, especially not in the one the Malones fixed up.”

      “Mae, I—”

      “I know, Doc, I know. It’s all crazy.” She shooed him away. “But go. Trust me, you don’t want to be here.”

      Doc left Mae’s place, ensuring the front door was shut. As he walked toward the boilers in the vacant lot, he squeezed his hands against his ears, muffling the single report from Mae’s gun.
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        * * *

      

      The top of the sinking sun peeked over the horizon when he reached the vacant lot. Boilers lay on their sides, their shadows lengthening across mallow grass. The smell of rust running along the seams and caking the bolts mixed with the fetid evening dew.

      Doc walked among the boilers until he found the largest one near the back of the vacant lot. As he squeezed through the small door at its bottom he wondered if the Malones made it to safety somewhere. He found himself wishing he could at least ask McCauley what caused him to flee the Row. Jordan might know but getting a coherent answer from him seemed impossible.

      He fished his Zippo from his pants. Flickering flame picked out a small table and the frame of a double bed, on which lay a stained bare mattress. Despite the smell of mildew, the makeshift apartment appeared dry. He flipped the cover back on the Zippo. The bed creaked under Doc’s weight as he sat on the bed. A sliver of moonlight shone through the crack in the door.

      Suddenly he wished he’d come back sooner, found a way to stop whatever she’d said the seer had done. Maybe McCauley would still be alive. Or maybe he could have saved Susan. She got away, he told himself. She had to. She was smart and would have left at the first moment of trouble. Maybe that’s why Mae’s letter said she’d disappeared: she’d gone into hiding.

      Outside came the sounds of shuffling and croaking, along with the melancholy notes of a flute. He stiffened and squeezed the edges of the mattress. Guttural chitters echoed among the boilers. The smell of rotten fish made him gag.

      Doc rose and crept to the door.

      When he peeked outside, he clapped his hand over his mouth to stifle a scream.

      Hordes of creatures wandered the Row’s streets and crowded among the boilers. Although they possessed human form, their skin was moist and smooth, splotched like those of the frogs McCauley used to collect for him. Large pupils sat in the center of wide amber eyes studying their environment, and beaked mouths smacked like fish gasping for air. Slender arms stretched near the knees of short legs and ended in webbed digits tipped with red-rimmed suckers.

      They passed the boiler where Doc hid but didn’t seem interested in searching it. He touched the tip of the compass in his pocket and realized it was probably useless as a weapon. Even if it punctured their skin, there were too many to fight off.

      One of the devilfish raised its head. As it croaked and called with a flute sound, fins on the side of its head fluttered. Doc stepped back and bumped against the desk. Its legs scraped the round floor. With a quick yelp Doc fell backward.

      The call stopped.

      In the moonlight, sucker-tipped digits squeezed through the door’s crack—first only a few, but others joined them. Metal groaned as the devilfish pried open the door and entered the boiler. Doc screamed as he scrambled backward and fumbled for his Zippo. They’re afraid of fire, he thought. The light would be too bright for them. That’s why they come out at night.

      One of the slimy fingers touched him. With a squelch suckers fastened to his arm and something inside them pricked his skin. Pain blossomed and ran up his arm as if he’d received a tetanus shot.

      He screamed.

      The last thing he heard before blacking out from fright was his Zippo clattering to the metal floor.
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        * * *

      

      Doc was on the laboratory floor. Grit clung to the hair on the back of his head as he tried to move. His muscles ached but refused to respond. Moonlight shone through the window, wavering as if captured by water. He squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them, he made out the ceiling, water stains spreading across the plaster.

      At least he could see.

      In his peripheral vision he made out the shattered aquariums, glass webbed with cracks and pointed like jagged teeth. On the other side, a pair of devilfish crouched over a dead body, pecking at its flesh. Shirtless and pale, red welts covered the body’s skin. The head was turned so it faced Doc, the sockets empty of eyes.

      Doc tried to retch but couldn’t.

      A figure looked down at him. He was bearded and scrawny, the brim of his shapeless fedora flopping over his ears. His grin revealed toothless gums. “Hiya, Doc,” he said, his voice high and melodic. “Sorry to see you under these circumstances.”

      Doc put everything he could into responding in some way. His mouth and jaw refused to budge. He tried to draw in a breath, but it was shallow.

      “I know,” the seer said. “The toxins induce paralysis. I imagine the devilfish were surprised the same venom they used to trap their food was as effective on humans.” He chuckled. “Probably surprised they enjoyed the taste of human flesh, too.”

      Doc coughed. Suddenly pain surged through him. His mouth and vocal cords allowed him a whisper. “What…?”

      Sadness filled the seer’s face. “I can’t fathom the questions you might have. I wish I had the ability to answer all of them. But Doc, you must understand. The war was hard on everyone. Captain Nulty was sure the Row would become a ghost town if we didn’t do something.” He sighed. “He was right either way. The fish came back for a while during the war, but there was a price. There’s always a price.”

      Hands pulled Doc up. On one side was Nulty, his fine suit rumpled and stained with glistening fluid. Eve Hannigan took his left arm and draped it over her shoulder. Dried blood crusted her oversized men’s Gant shirt. Sand dusted her greasy blonde hair.

      “Susan,” Doc managed to utter. “McCauley.”

      “Yeah,” the seer said as he led the three of them across the laboratory. “Susan was one of the early victims. You cared about the Row, so she cared, too. So, the Deep asked for her. The Deep gave us fish but demanded much in return. It keeps us around, so we can feed it.” He opened the door. “Feed them.”

      Outside, devilfish waited. Nulty and Eve dragged Doc down the street to the beach. Doc’s feet scraped asphalt and then sand. When one of his shoes slipped off, his big toe left a trail in the sand. Ahead, devilfish stood as if in silent vigil. Moonlight illuminated the foam topping the waves. On the water’s surface rested thick tendrils of seaweed.

      They stopped in wet sand. Doc found his footing, the sand squishing between his toes, and realized he could move. Not much, probably not enough to run away, but just enough to do something. His mind raced to think of what.

      His compass.

      It was still in his jacket. He could feel the weight in his pocket.

      Doc cleared his throat and eyed Nulty. “Was it your idea?”

      Nulty’s lips puckered. “Don’t try to blame me, sir.” Condescension dripped from his voice. “Do you realize how badly people like me are needed to keep things running? I just recognized the need to save the Row. The seer found the books. He performed the rituals. He called to the Deep and the Deep responded. Mae’s watchman went willingly, my wife less so, but they saw the need.”

      The seer ran the toe of his dirty tennis shoe in the wet sand. He was drawing something. As he scrawled an intricate diagram, he removed a long flute from his coat. “You don’t know this, Doc, but many considered you the life blood of the Row. In a way, giving you to the Deep will be the best thing for it.”

      Doc sagged. Nulty’s grip tightened about Doc’s bicep as his other arm slipped from Eve’s shoulders. A knee plopped into the wet sand. Aching, Doc’s left hand found its way into his jacket pocket and curled around the compass’s legs.

      Swearing, Nulty pulled Doc to his feet.

      The toxin slowed him and diluted his force, but Doc swung his arm and jabbed the compass’s needle into Nulty’s neck, missing the vein in his jaw but catching his throat. His grip still firm on Doc’s arm, Nulty gurgled and staggered backward. Doc swung again, too wildly, but caught Nulty’s eye. Nulty let go of Doc and clapped his hand over the leaking wound, screaming. Doc collapsed at Nulty’s feet and thrust the needle into Nulty’s knee, sinking it as far as it would go. Nulty fell and rolled on his side, blood seeping between the fingers at both his eye and knee. Eve screamed and jumped at Doc. He silenced her with a single punch in the stomach. She curled up and retched.

      The devilfish cried out, their fluting voices drowning the shouts of Eve and the seer. Doc rose. And tackled the seer. The seer was taller than Doc but thinner and toppled over easily. Waves crashed against them as Doc swung at the seer, his knuckles scraping against the seer’s nose. Doc clasped his hands and brought them down on the crown of the seer’s head. A wave knocked them both down, sending the seer’s hat over the waves.

      On the seer’s head perched a bulbous multi-eyed creature. Thin tentacles wrapped and hugged the sides of the seer’s head, fusing with the skin to the point Doc could not distinguish between the two. From the chitinous beak emitted a flute-like call, the same Doc had heard from the devilfish.

      He made his legs work. He ran and kicked Nulty’s stomach with his shod foot, then kicked again before devilfish fluted and scrabbled toward Doc. He ran along the beach, their calls following. Hot pain seared his legs, but he continued to run, tidewater lapping at his feet. He hollered as he headed to a clump of heavy rocks. There were many devilfish, but he was faster. He chanced a glance over his shoulder and saw he’d managed to put distance between himself and the devilfish.

      And he saw the tendrils were moving closer.

      Doc forced himself to keep running, to keep his mind away from the thick tendrils.

      They weren’t seaweed but looked like eels covered in seaweed. One rose from the water and extended a bluish maw, the interior studded with suckers. Another joined it, and Doc realized they weren’t eels but tentacles: thick, rough, and acting with the agency of something beneath the ocean’s surface.

      A tentacle snapped from the water’s surface and fastened itself to Doc’s ankle. He tumbled to the wet sand. It filled his mouth, and a wave rolled over him. Doc fought to stand but the tentacle was tight. Another wave slammed into him, and he fell again. When he tried to rise, he found a second tentacle wrapped around his wrist. A third stretched over his back.

      What the seer called the Deep slowly dragged Doc into the water.

      Doc stared into the full moon. And he remembered the visions he saw beneath the coast on the other side of the continent. The ancient stone structures, marble towers tipped with onyx statues, carvings in a language incomprehensible to humans. And he thought of the being below, giant, sluggish, its cold obsidian skin and ivory teeth threaded with gray ichor.

      As the tide dragged him down below the depths, and the moon dimmed from his sight, he thought of the paper that might be written about the leviathans of the Deep, and of the devilfish coming ashore. And if there would be anybody left to read it.

      

      Derek Austin Johnson was born in the Northeast but has lived most of his life in the Lone Star State. His work has appeared in Campfire Macabre, The Dread Machine, Generation X-ed, Midnight Tales, The Horror Zine's Book of Werewolf Stories, and Camp Slasher Lake Volume I. His novel The Faith was published in 2024. He lives in Central Texas.
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      She’d been dead for a few days, although it was generally hard to figure out, to be precise, when the body was so waterlogged and picked apart by the creatures of the ocean.

      “A bad sign, this,” Captain Duffy said, a shake of his head and a tap of his pipe against the railing. “Bad sign all around.”

      The woman might be one of the many from Mystic who’d disappeared over the past couple of weeks, more than likely.

      My own Becky had walked out the door a week ago and never returned. Not even a word as she left without grabbing her coat, her purse or her shoes. Who walks the streets without a pair of shoes on in this weather?

      It had been unseasonably warm for the past month, until the womenfolk began missing. Walking away from their husbands, families and duties.

      Thomas Walker’s wife, Anna, had gone and left a roast cooking. It’d burned down their house, and those on either side and behind it, before it was extinguished. I remember the anguish when Thomas realized his wife wasn’t inside the home, which meant she’d taken up with the others.

      He was of the opinion the women had had enough of the Northeast weather and their miserable lives. They’d decided to form a secret pact and go somewhere else, to a place where their opinion mattered and they didn’t feel like second class citizens.

      I had no clue where that magical place would be, but knew you likely couldn’t get there by walking, and especially without the proper footwear.

      Thomas was with me now, standing on the dock and looking up at Captain Duffy on his ship, Jennifer Anne. He was scheduled to sail within the hour, but half the crew was still missing from the dock, too worried about their wives still at home or the missing ones.

      “Permission granted to come aboard, sailors,” Captain Duffy said. He took a puff from his pipe and glanced down at the woman in the water. “Anyone know who she might be? Has anyone called on the constable?”

      I’d gone to see the constable a few moments ago, which I was sure the captain knew. I guessed he was trying to show the sailors he cared about whoever’s wife was currently floating against Jennifer Anne.

      “What if it’s my wife?” Thomas asked, kneeling on the dock to get a better look at the body. “It could be her, you know?”

      I knew it could be any of two dozen or more women at this point. I’d heard just this morning that Leonard Smith and Grady Henderson had said their wives had walked away in the middle of the night, too. I’d lost count of how many were now gone and wondered how many more would be missing by the time we got back from Boston.

      If Captain Duffy could get a full crew onto his ship and set sail, of course.

      For all I knew, my wife would eventually return home. To be honest, I was glad it wasn’t her currently knocking against the side of the boat.

      I wished she was home so I could tell her I was shipping up to Boston for a few weeks and let her know when I’d be back, so she could plan for my return.

      Not that she’d be too worried or give a real care once I was gone, since we lived our lives separately but in the same house. Ever since she’d lost the two babies in a row we haven’t been intimate and barely speak. Of course, the drinking on my part isn’t helping either.

      The constable arrived and a couple of the sailors helped him fish the woman from the water. I had to walk away when I saw how brutalized her body was. Simply awful.

      Within the hour a few more men arrived to sail away to Boston, and each of them had a story to tell about their wives and daughters abandoning them sometime in the night.

      It was getting cold, colder than it should be this time of year. I wished I had a thicker coat and a nice pair of gloves, but I’d have to make do. My wife was supposed to have knitted me a pair of gloves and a scarf of sorts, but she’d never gotten around to it.

      Captain Duffy always kept the Irishmen with him, giving them the better jobs. I didn’t see anything wrong with it, since I was Irish. I’m sure the others felt slighted, especially with the coldness seeping into your bones as they worked the lines.

      I heard someone say more than half of the sailor’s wives and daughters had gone missing, a frightful number. I assumed a lot more of the townsfolk were reporting the same.

      We set sail two hours past the time Captain Duffy wanted to, which meant it would be dark and colder and we’d still be doing our work on deck. Gray clouds had swung in and stood still above us, threatening with rain or snow. Not sure which. It felt to me like we were teetering on the fence of the two different precipitations.

      The threat of bad weather was met just as we lost sight of the harbor, and at first it was a chilling rain. It turned to snow as we swung northward.

      I had no clue what we were carrying in the hold. I never bothered to ask. Not my place. We just knew a lot of crates and barrels had been loaded by the longshoremen that morning. It could be salt or various spices. Coal or gold or lumber. No clue. Not my problem.

      My job was to make sure the small crew with me did their thing when it was to be done, if that made any sense. We’d mostly been sailors since we were children, and this was second nature. Very rarely did I need to do anything more than point at a tangled line or wave my hand to remind one of them about tacking into or out of the wind as it gusted.

      Captain Duffy was a good man. Gruff, quiet and we all knew he had something loose upstairs, but he was never angry. Never spoke in more than a few measured words. He wasn’t a shouter, wasn’t much for a pat on your back, either. He did his job and as long as you did your job everyone made it to our destination and back and got paid for it.

      I picked a couple of men to help clear the snow as it stuck to the deck, making it all slippery. No use in having a man trip and go headfirst overboard, lost to the sea.

      We needed every man we had for this voyage since most men hadn’t bothered to report for work. Not that I could necessarily fault them, because their womenfolk were missing.

      The captain was walking the deck and seemed happy enough with the work we were doing, which was always good. He came up to me and stood an inch from my shoulder. “We’re going to be stopping in the middle of the night. I’ll need you to pick three men you can trust to keep silent. I’ll need your discretion on this matter.”

      Of course I agreed. I knew he liked my work ethic, but this was the first time he’d asked me to do a specific task for him. I thought about who I could trust and who would make me look good and not gossip among the crew when the job was done and picked what I hoped were the right men for the task.

      The snow fell but ended just before midnight. The moon punched through the clouds and we could see for miles across the open water. I met Captain Duffy and my handpicked seconds on deck. Everyone save the second-in-command, manning the wheel, was below decks sleeping and attempting to get out of the cold and damp air.

      “We have a delivery to make, very soon. Over the side. My orders are very specific,” Captain Duffy said.

      I kept my mouth shut, even though I had some questions. Over the side? That made no sense unless there was another ship in the vicinity I hadn’t seen. I casually turned from the captain and looked to the dark horizon but saw no telltale signs of other boats in the area.

      Unless they had their lights off, going dark because we were doing something very illegal.

      I wondered what was in the barrels now.

      A few minutes later, as we were slowly carrying some of the barrels up to the deck, trying to make as little noise as possible, I saw a lantern light off the starboard side. A quick flash and then it was gone.

      “Be quick and unload those barrels down to their boat,” Captain Duffy said to us.

      A narrowboat pulled up next to Jennifer Anne and we began lowering the barrels down.

      One of the men I’d picked to help gasped and turned away.

      “What is it, man?” I asked quietly.

      “The men below. They… they’re part fish, I believe.”

      I helped lower the next barrel and looked down but it was too dark to catch more than a glimpse of the half dozen in the narrowboat. They were definitely pale, their whitish skin glowing in the moonlight. That was all I could discern, though.

      Within a few minutes we’d successfully unloaded the barrels. The narrowboat was packed with barrels and pale men, and they began to row away from Jennifer Anne.

      “Who were they, captain? And what did we give them?” I asked, knowing it was none of my business. Knowing Captain Duffy wasn’t going to tell me.

      “We gave them what they asked for and it gives us safe passage to Boston and back,” Captain Duffy said. He addressed the small group of us. “Not a word of this and all of you will get a double wage once we return.”

      That was good enough for me and apparently the others because there were no rumors, no gossip and no whispers for the rest of the trip to Boston.

      We spent two days in port, the longshoremen unloading the rest of the goods in our hull. I spent most of the time in a nearby tavern, and we mostly stayed to ourselves and worried about our missing women back in Mystic.

      Captain Duffy was in a great mood as we set sail back to Mystic, reloaded with new barrels and boxes in our hull.

      “I’ll need you and the men to help me once again tomorrow night,” the captain said to me as we set sail to the south.

      There were more barrels that had been loaded onto the ship. I wanted to know what was in them but decided I needed my job and my reputation more than to sate my curiosity.

      If Captain Duffy wanted to let me in on it he would. I wasn’t so close to the captain he’d tell me anything but what he was comfortable telling me.

      The same narrowboat and the same pale crew met us after midnight the following night and I made sure to take my time hoisting down the barrels and getting a good look at their crew.

      The wind shifted and not only did I see their bulbous eyes and their fish-like skin but smelled them. A rancid tang, like meat left out to rot on the docks, assaulted me. I wasn’t alone because one of our other men puked over the side of the boat several times.

      Captain Duffy stood nearby, a frown on his face. “Hurry up, hurry up,” he whispered.

      We didn’t need him to tell us to hurry.

      None of the narrowboat crew spoke. They didn’t look like normal people, definitely not like us. I wondered where they’d come from and decided after we were done to look at the maps and see where we were.

      I knew it was roughly the same area we’d been in on the voyage to Boston.

      “What’re you doing?”

      I turned to see one of the crew, a man not privy to what we were doing, standing nearby. A couple of others were behind him, all looking weary and trying to wake.

      “Go back to your beds, lads. This doesn’t concern you,” Captain Duffy said and waved his hand, as if it would dispel them.

      They were not deterred and came to the starboard side and looked down to see who we were dealing with. At least one of them gasped.

      “What treachery is this, captain? We’re not to deal with these monstrosities. There are laws,” the lead man said, pointing a finger at the captain. “You’ll get us all hanged.”

      “Not if you go back down and act like you haven’t seen a thing,” Captain Duffy said.

      “Too late for that.” The man went back down with the others who’d been awakened, and for a brief second I hoped they were all talk and would retire and we’d deal with this in daylight.

      He’d gone below to rouse the rest of the crew, and they came bearing torches and weapons.

      Captain Duffy tried to get between the men and the narrowboat but he was pushed aside easily, and several torches were dropped over the side and into the narrowboat.

      Those in the boat let out horrific screams, trying in vain to put out the fires. It was no use.

      Captain Duffy, sweating, waved at his man at the wheel. “Take us away from them, before these idiots kill us all by setting Jennifer Anne aflame as well.”

      It didn’t matter because the narrowboat was nothing more than burning wood and strange people, sinking quickly into the ocean.

      I admit I looked over the side in curiosity and watched as the flames were extinguished and the only sign the narrowboat had been here was a scorched plank on the Jennifer Anne.

      “Now you’ve done it,” Captain Duffy declared, louder than I’d ever heard the man. “You’ll understand what you’ve set into motion soon enough. Damn you all to hell. And you’ve damned our womenfolk to hell, as well.”

      The captain stormed past the crew and into his cabin, where he slammed the door and refused to come out for the duration of our return voyage.

      I admit I was worried, because Captain Duffy had mentioned our women. None of us spoke except to do our sailor duties, and when we arrived back in port in Mystic we knew something was wrong.

      The town had come out to see Jennifer Anne arrive, and there was not a smile on a face.

      I was the one who’d gone to the captain’s cabin and found him hanged in the center. He’d written a long note, which I pocketed. He was obviously raving mad, talking about trading with the denizens at the bottom of the sea. About Innsmouth. About Old Ones and a religious cult. About things we should not know about.

      No one spoke about what had happened. We simply disembarked and I’m sure there were more than a few sailors who’d made the decision to never step foot on a deck again.

      It was the second night we were back home that the bodies began to float into the bay on the tide. At first, someone had rushed into the tavern and shouted about two women found and hauled onto the docks.

      We all pushed our way there and I was relieved to see it was not my wife, but I knew the two women that had been found and I knew the men they were attached to. It was not pleasant and I rushed home, not wanting to deal with this.

      I never told anyone about Captain Duffy’s suicide note and I’m not sure why. It would’ve answered the many questions over the next couple of weeks, when more and more of the wives and daughters came back to us. Dead.

      Floating in from the mouth of the bay. There were patrol boats out there day and night, looking to see where the ladyfolk were washing in from but it was no use.

      I knew where they were coming from. The crew of the Jennifer Anne knew, too. None of us were going to tell. No one would talk about it. I had nightmares most times I closed my eyes, and by the looks of the other sailors, they did as well.

      The bay was nearly frozen when they found my wife, her body just under thin ice near the dock where Jennifer Anne had been docked before Captain Duffy’s family sold her off to a captain from South Carolina, who was going to use her down south.

      It was better that way.

      There were so many funerals in and around Mystic that fall and winter, too many to make an appearance at. I stayed home most days and nights and tried unsuccessfully to drink myself to death.

      It was midwinter, snow on the ground and falling from the sky, all of the womenfolk accounted for and all dead, when I heard someone approaching down the street, outside of my home.

      When I looked out the window I saw the flames in the distance. A couple of blocks over. Houses being torched. I knew which houses, too. A sailor’s home.

      They are coming for me now.

      I cracked open my last bottle of bourbon and took a healthy swig from it, sitting down in my favorite chair and closing my eyes as I heard the knock at the door.

      My wife would be welcoming me with open arms if I were lucky.

      The door cracked open and I knew they were here for me, finally, to put me out of my misery.

      I wondered what would’ve happened if we’d simply given these vile monsters whatever was in the barrel, either in trade for our women or as a peace offering. If what came next would have been in our future.

      I took another swig of bourbon and smelled the smoke as they lit my home on fire.

      

      Armand Rosamilia is a full-time writer of crime thrillers, horror and more. He loves coffee, bourbon and bourbon-flavored coffee. He lives in Jacksonville Florida and has well over a hundred releases to date. He also likes talking in third person.
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