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    Arkham Horror


    It is the height of the Roaring Twenties – a fresh enthusiasm for the arts, science, and exploration of the past have opened doors to a wider world, and beyond…


    And yet, a dark shadow grows over the town of Arkham. Alien entities known as Ancient Ones lurk in the emptiness beyond space and time, writhing at the thresholds between worlds.


    Occult rituals must be stopped and alien creatures destroyed before the Ancient Ones make our world their ruined dominion. 


    Only a handful of brave souls with inquisitive minds and the will to act stand against the horrors threatening to tear this world apart. 


    Will they prevail?
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    For Joe Pulver, who showed me the wonders of Carcosa.


  




  

    Prologue


    A New Game


    “Monsieur? Thorne is here.”


    The man who called himself Cinabre sighed theatrically and looked up from his book. His servant, Lapp, stood primly in the doorway, dressed in his usual gray suit and vibrant red necktie. Lapp was young and handsome, the way Cinabre preferred his companions. At the moment, however, his expression was one of distaste.


    Cinabre set his book aside and gestured curtly. “Show them in, dear heart, show them in. Gods alone know what they might pinch if left unattended.”


    Lapp turned on his heel. He moved too smoothly to be entirely human; something else Cinabre preferred in his companions. A touch of the strange kept one on their toes. He sat up on his divan and adjusted his dressing gown over his scrawny frame. He was old and felt it; today was one of the rare days that the royal jelly and yoga couldn’t mask the weight of years, nor the nagging reminders of a life lived hard.


    But it was a life lived in service to a higher cause. Or so many of the disparate members of the Red Coterie told themselves. It was why they had come together, not as an organization, but rather a loose alliance of individuals with similar goals. They traded information, aided one another when it benefitted them, and came together in quorum rarely, and only when matters of great import lay before them. Then the Congress of Keys assembled and deliberated on what course of action they were to take. Inevitably, these deliberations devolved into arguments; one of the reasons he’d stopped attending.


    Some of the members, like the Claret Knight, were idealists. Others were more concerned with earthly pleasures. Cinabre counted himself somewhere between an idealist and a decadent. The world suited him as it was, and he worked to preserve it when needed. But such efforts took their toll, even on him.


    “You look like hell, kitten,” Thorne said, as Lapp ushered them into the room. Thorne was tall and pretty, in an androgynous fashion. Like Lapp, they wore gray, save for a red cravat tucked into the front of their jacket. Pale skin and platinum blonde hair completed the image. “Age catching up with you?”


    “It catches up with all of us, dona,” Cinabre said, reaching for his cigarettes and the big, brass lighter that sat on the table beside his divan. Thorne smiled thinly.


    “Speak for yourself, Cinabre. Age is just a number as far as I’m concerned.” Their eyes flicked to Lapp, who’d bristled slightly at their irreverent tone. “Still collecting pretty faces, I see. Got any other skills, kid?”


    Lapp frowned. “I am happy to show you, if you like,” he growled. For an instant, the thing inside him stirred, and Thorne’s insouciant grin faded.


    “Call him off, Cinabre, or I will be forced to discipline your puppy.”


    Cinabre smiled indulgently, and dismissed Lapp with a request for coffee. “You’ll have to forgive him, Thorne. Got an old soul, that one. Pretty face though, as you said.”


    “Yes, but what’s underneath?” Thorne looked at him. “A little birdie mentioned that you have some information for me. Care to gab?”


    Cinabre selected a cigarette and lit it. He didn’t offer one to Thorne. “Right to it, then? Don’t even want to wait for coffee?”


    “I’m busy.”


    “Still searching for that little glass of yours?”


    Thorne sneered. “If that’s your way of asking if I’m still in the game, then yes. Unlike some people, I’m not inclined to retire. After all, there’s a war going on… or had you forgotten?”


    Cinabre stiffened. “No. I am well aware of the stakes that the Red Coterie plays for. Nor have I dealt myself out of the game, whatever you seem to think. Indeed, I am making moves all the time.”


    Thorne looked him up and down. “Really?”


    “One doesn’t have to gallivant across the globe to contribute to the struggle,” Cinabre said, loftily. “I play my part, the same as you.”


    “Oh, no doubt.” Thorne picked up the book Cinabre had set aside. “Poetry?”


    “Justin Geoffrey. Know him?”


    “Intimately. We shared a few fraught days in the Balkans once upon a time. Or was that someone else? I forget.” They tossed the book onto a nearby couch and looked around. “This place is still a mess, I see.”


    Cinabre followed their gaze. The room, like the rest of the little house in Saint-Bertrand-de-Comminges, was crammed full of things. Grotesque statuary lurked in nooks and crannies; books vied for space with canopic jars and unidentified fragments culled from craters and tombs; decorative palm fronds, dyed red, covered walls, artfully drawing the eye to the murals on them – scenes straight out of Burroughs and Poe. Standing in the doorway and looking in, one no doubt had the impression of peering into a red-tinted kaleidoscope. He smiled. “I am comfortable,” he said.


    Thorne grunted. “Well, ain’t that just ducky,” they said, as they turned back to their host. “The Claret Knight said you wanted to talk Ys. You’ve located it then?”


    “The Key of Ys, you mean? Yes.”


    “Where?”


    Cinabre rose to his feet, tightening the belt of his dressing gown as he did so. “Why should I tell you? Perhaps I’ll add it to my collection, eh?” The Key wasn’t one of the most important pieces in the game, but it was still a piece worth possessing. Various members of the Coterie, Thorne and Cinabre among them, had sought it over the centuries since its disappearance sometime after the fall of Trebizond.


    Thorne frowned. “Did you invite me here just to gloat? If so, bad form. Rest assured I will take it up at the next lodge meeting…”


    “Oh get off the cross, dona. I could use the wood. I was merely having a little joke at your expense. Yes, I know where the Key is.”


    Thorne grimaced. “Where?”


    Cinabre pointed his cigarette at Thorne, like a teacher singling out a recalcitrant student. “Patience, poppet. I’m going to need something from you first.”


    “Now we come to it,” Thorne said, with a sly smile. “A favor for a favor, kitten?”


    “If you like. An… associate of mine will require your aid. In Venice.”


    “Venice,” Thorne repeated. “Why not ask the Cavalier? That’s his patch.”


    Cinabre frowned. “He is… unpredictable. Mercurial. He may not wish to help.” Il Cavaliere Cremisi – the Crimson Cavalier – was one of the idealists in the group, though no one was quite sure what, exactly, those ideals might be. Most of the others couldn’t stand him, regardless. Like Venice, he stood alone.


    “The same could be said of me,” Thorne countered.


    “Yes, but I have something you want. No one knows what he desires, not even him. Besides, this is a matter which requires your… unique talents.”


    “You flatter me,” Thorne said. “What’s the sitch, then?”


    Cinabre drew a certain shape in the air with the tip of his cigarette. The ash flared and held its form briefly, before dispersing and fluttering to the carpet. Thorne cursed.


    “Them?” Then, “Him?”


    “Perhaps. In any event, it’s worth seeing to… just in case.”


    Thorne ran their hand through their hair, looking momentarily out of sorts. “Bugger and blast. You really intend to make me work for it, don’t you?”


    “The game progresses, Thorne. They make their moves, we make ours.” Cinabre paused. “In this case, I fear we’ve only seen the tip of it. A little crack, hinting at bigger problems.”


    “And you think our man in Venice is involved,” Thorne said.


    Cinabre frowned. “I don’t recall saying any such thing.” Despite his words, he had, in fact, been thinking of that very possibility. Venice had always been a battleground of one sort or another. It was a thin place – a threshold. Reality did funny things in those tangled canals, and the unwary could find themselves lost in a world at once familiar and horribly, hideously alien. And, of course, there was something awful sleeping in the lagoon, but that was to be expected. Cinabre himself, sensitive as he was to such things, made it a point to avoid the city. Most of the other members of the Red Coterie did as well.


    “You didn’t have to. Why else come to me and not him? You say it’s for my talents, but let’s be honest – you and I have never seen eye to eye in these matters.”


    That was true as well. Thorne was regarded by some of the others as the enfant terrible of the group. It had nothing to do with age; Thorne was at least as old as Cinabre himself, if not older. But Thorne was… troublesome. They had their own agenda, as every member of the Coterie did, but all too often that agenda brought them into conflict with their fellows. Cinabre regarded himself as a collector; Thorne was a magpie.


    Cinabre sucked on his teeth for a moment, but was saved from having to reply by the return of Lapp, bearing coffee. “Ah, Lapp – deliverer of ambrosia,” Cinabre murmured. He glanced at Thorne. “Coffee?”


    “You didn’t answer my question.”


    “No?”


    “No,” Thorne said.


    “Well,” Cinabre said. “Does it really matter why? The situation requires attention. And you are an attentive individual. Besides, Venice is lovely this time of year.”


    “I hate Venice. It smells like fish and skullduggery.”


    “I wouldn’t bandy that opinion about, were I you.” Cinabre poured them both a coffee. “Venetians take such things seriously. I’d hate to hear of you turning up, floating face-down in a canal.”


    Thorne gave a light bark of laughter. “So would I, come to that.” They looked around again, as if calculating the value of the room’s contents. “Do you still have it, by the by?”


    “Have what?” Cinabre asked, all innocence.


    “Your Key, old thing. No one is quite sure, you see, so I thought I’d ask.”


    Cinabre grunted. “I do.”


    “Where?”


    “In a safe place.”


    Thorne smiled, mockingly. “That’s good to hear. I’d hate to see you lose it. I know you’re probably getting forgetful in your old age.” They paused. “If you ever want to… pass it on to someone more… energetic, my door is always open.”


    “And your hand outstretched, eh?”


    “In friendship.” Thorne paused. “You haven’t yet told me who I’m supposed to be helping. They have a name?”


    “Zorzi,” Cinabre said. “Alessandra Zorzi.” He blew a plume of smoke into the air and smiled faintly. “And do hurry, kitten. I expect time is of the essence.”


  




  

    Chapter One


    Shadows Lengthen


    She awoke to the touch of soft fingers on her cheek. She could hear the monotone thud of water against a boat’s hull, and the crying of something that might have been a bird. She looked up at the woman in whose lap she lay. The latter’s face was hidden behind a colorless veil of damask, yet somehow, she thought she knew her. She wracked her brain, trying to stir a name from the sludge of sleep. It came slowly. Reluctantly.


    Cassilda.


    “Cassilda,” she began, but a gentle finger to her lips silenced her.


    “Along the shore, the cloud waves break,” Cassilda murmured, softly “The shadows lengthen but Carcosa stands firm in the light of twin suns. Look, song of my soul… look…”


    She looked. They were in a long, narrow boat the color of the second sun. Its prow, carved to resemble a galloping horseman, parted the misty waters of an immense lake that stretched as far as her eye could see. The mist that lay across it was so thick that she could not make out the shore from which they’d departed. But ahead of them, it had begun to thin and part, revealing… what?


    Carcosa.


    “Carcosa,” Cassilda said, and there was a familiar yearning in her voice. Carcosa. The sound of it reverberated across the water like a bell, and the circling birds – were they birds? – screamed in accompaniment.


    The city clung to the far shore with all the still desperation of a wary beast. It was a great city; a place of looming towers and vast, serpentine walls; of turreted redoubts and marble pillars. But ancient… so ancient. Like all old things, the weight of time sat heavily on it, and she could see places where the walls had crumbled and the towers had begun to lean.


    “See, my love… Carcosa still stands,” Cassilda said. “Though all the cities of Aldebaran should fall, Carcosa will remain. From here, we will fight him, Camilla…”


    Camilla blinked. Her name wasn’t Camilla, was it? Then, perhaps it was. It did not feel right, but nothing about this felt right. She – Camilla – sat up, and the boat swayed at the sudden motion. At the rear, the pilot murmured something unintelligible, but Cassilda calmed him with a gesture. “Easy. We are almost there, my love. Soon it will be done.”


    “What will be done?” Camilla looked down at herself. The hauberk she wore was familiar, the glinting scales as hard as those of a dragon, but supple. The sigil of the dynasty of Carcosa – two suns guardant – was upon her breast. She paused. Something was missing; something important. Her eyes widened in panic. “My sword! Where is my sword?”


    Frantically, she began to search for it, until Cassilda calmed her with soft murmurs and light touches. “Your blade is here, my love. It awaits your touch.” The other woman motioned to a silk-wrapped bundle at her feet. “But you will not need it. He cannot touch us here.” Her voice grew firm. “Let the black stars cast their evil light across the world. Carcosa yet stands unbowed, as it shall for so long as I am queen.” She looked across the misty waters toward the turrets of the city that rose from and sprawled across the far shore of the lake.


    Cassilda’s proclamations agitated the birds and their cries came louder and nearer, as if they were gathering somewhere above. Camilla looked up, but saw nothing save darting shadows in the rising mist. The light of the suns had not yet burned it off, nor were they likely to. The breath of Hali resisted all efforts to disperse it, and in the past its refusal to fade had often stood between Carcosa and invasion.


    But not against the enemy that was coming. “I need my sword,” she said, hoarsely. Fear gripped her; pulsed in her veins. The crying of the birds seemed to be a single voice, calling out to her, or perhaps to Cassilda. Calling for them to return and cease this foolish act of resistance. The living god could not be resisted, and woe to those who dared make the attempt. “Can’t you hear him? He is coming now… the king without a throne. The phantom of truth. He is on the far shore, watching us…”


    Camilla felt certain of this, though she could not say how or why. They had escaped him once. They would not do so again. She grabbed her sword and fumbled at the wrappings, fear making her fingers clumsy. She looked at Cassilda and for a moment, an instant, her lover was someone else. As if her veil hid a secret face. “Cassilda,” she said.


    “My voice is dead,” Cassilda intoned absently, clutching her hands together. She was not looking at Camilla now, her eyes fixed on Carcosa. “Die thou unsung, as tears unshed shall dry and die…” An old prayer of the imperial Hyadaen families.


    “In Carcosa,” the boatman said, in a voice like crushed glass. Camilla’s gaze darted to him, and she saw that he was taller than she’d realized. He loomed over them, in robes that were not black as she’d first thought but yellow. A yellow the color of plague. Of sin and sickness. His hands – too thin, those hands, horribly so – were swaddled in a leper’s rags. And his face was concealed beneath a pallid, featureless mask.


    Her sword slid free of the rags and she rose, despite the bucking of the boat. “Unmask, sir,” she demanded, raising her weapon until the point touched his breastbone. The boatman let his pole sink into the water and tapped a finger against the blade. She felt the blow, light as it was, reverberate through the hilt and into the bones of her arms.


    “I wear no mask,” he hissed. “But the same cannot be said of you.”


    At these words, she froze. The world itself seemed to halt and shiver, like a glass on the verge of shattering. She saw… another place, another time. Another world? She heard a woman’s voice, and a man’s laughter. She squeezed her eyes shut as her world threatened to slip away. Behind her, Cassilda was speaking but Camilla couldn’t make out the words. There was a roaring in her ears and her limbs ached, as if weighed down by chains.


    Then, silence.


    Camilla opened her eyes. The boatman hadn’t moved. He watched her as if he had all the time in the world. But it wasn’t a man’s eyes that were fixed on her. No, that dreadful yellow stare belonged to something else. The strength of it gnawed at her soul, and made her weak. His hand fell to his waist, and he drew a rust-pitted knife from the frayed rope belt that held his robes shut. With his other hand, he pushed aside her sword and took her by the throat. She did not resist him – could not.


    “Take off your mask,” he croaked, as he lifted her with one hand and drove his blade into her stomach… again and again…


    and again and – Pepper Kelly sat up with a gulping scream, thankfully muffled by the blanket someone had placed over her. She was on a boat; not a gondola, but a steam ferry. Several other passengers, perched on their luggage or awkwardly crammed on damp benches, clustered near the prow. A few of them gave her hard, disapproving looks. She stuck her tongue out at them and they hurriedly turned away. Behind her, the engine chuntered grumpily as the pilot aimed them toward their destination.


    Trembling, she looked out over a soft, gray distance where the towers of Venice rose, repeating themselves in the surface of the water. The city seemed to rise out of the deep sea – as Carcosa rose from Hali – and, to her eyes, was nothing more or less than a kingdom out of a fairy tale. “Gosh,” she said, softly. Then, recalling her dream, she immediately checked her midsection with trembling fingers. Finding no injury, she sighed audibly in relief.


    “Another nightmare?” Alessandra Zorzi asked, in gentle tones – like Cassilda – as she lit a cigarette. Pepper glanced at the other woman. Alessandra was neither tall nor short, and was dressed to the nines in a pair of wide-legged trousers the color of mint and a silk top that put Pepper in mind of a pirate. Like Pepper, she also wore a coat against the evening chill.


    “I’m fine,” she said, the lie making her mouth feel funny. The dreams had been getting worse. Not a night went past now without one and she was starting to feel as if she hadn’t slept in weeks. Sometimes she couldn’t tell the difference between dream and reality. From the way the other woman frowned, she knew Alessandra had seen right through her.


    “That was not what I asked,” Alessandra said, smoke wreathing her features. For an instant, Pepper thought she saw another face superimposed over that of her mentor and friend, but the sensation quickly passed and she turned away.


    “I know.” The last tatters of the dream were slipping away from her, back into her subconscious. As far as she was concerned, they could stay there. “So, that’s Venice, hunh?” she asked, hoping to change the subject. “How do they get it to float on the water like that?”


    “Magic,” Alessandra said. Behind them, the boatman laughed. Pepper glared at him and he gave a little bow of apology, but continued to smile. Still feeling the knife in her guts, Pepper turned away with a shiver. She had to keep reminding herself that the dream was just that. But it was getting harder, and down deep in the back of her mind she was starting to worry about what might happen if she didn’t wake up.


    Cassilda. Camilla. Carcosa. The names stayed, though all else faded. At first they hadn’t but, as the dreams went on, they’d stuck in her head. She couldn’t get them out, no matter how hard she tried. Who were they? What were they? Not her, that was for sure. She wasn’t Camilla and Camilla wasn’t her; it was more like she was living something that had happened to someone else. Sometimes, she found herself remembering a place she’d never been and people she’d never spoken to. It was unsettling, and that was putting it mildly.


    She looked down at herself, imagining a coat of mail where her clothes were. Remembering the weight of a sword she’d never held. “Magic, hunh?” she muttered. “I could do with some of that about now.” In the distance, Venice wavered in the golden light of early dusk. Its towers elongated, its shape stretched and skewed, and on the surface of the water its reflection moved like a thing alive. She blinked, and all was as it had been.


    Alessandra leaned over and patted her knee. “That is why we are here, Pepper. And one way or another, we will get to the bottom of whatever malady afflicts you.” She sat back and gave Pepper a confident smile. Pepper smiled in return, feeling as if her fears were momentarily allayed. If there was one thing Alessandra was good at, it was that.


    Alessandra blew a plume of smoke into the air, and let the sea breeze take it. Her smile widened as her eyes fixed on Venice.


    “But in the meantime, we shall have some fun, eh?”


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Pallid Mask


    Jan Znamenski sat at the window of his room and watched the sun set over Venice. It painted the towers and domes a shade of bloody gold, despite the gray of the afternoon. He studied the city with an artist’s eye, imagining the stories and legends. Venice accreted myth. Every temple, monastery and monument had been adorned with myth from inception. And those layers of story deepened with every century.


    Story upon story. Legend upon legend. Venice was a city shrouded in fiction. And, unsatisfied with their own, they’d acquired those of Egypt and Greece among others, weaving them into the gaudy, vibrant tapestry that was the City of Masks.


    Now, a new story waited to be added… one written by him. He smiled and looked down at the book in his hand. A deceptively slim thing; a play, written nearly a half-century prior, by an unknown author of moderate talent and uncertain fate. It was said to drive those who read it to madness.


    Znamenski had read it many times. As far as he knew, he was still sane. Then, what was sanity, save an acquiescence to the prevailing madness?


    He’d flirted with lunacy more than once in his life. He’d sought inspiration in chemical stimulation. He’d chased dragons and fairies; dope and drink and other, less quantifiable entertainments. In Paris, he’d plumbed the most illicit enjoyments the city offered to the erudite hedonist. But always, there was something lacking.


    He’d noticed it during the war. He’d found his first muse on the battlefield, in the reds and blacks and browns of the trenches. He’d sculpted idols out of the mud of the Somme, and made death-masks for his fellows. He’d painted on canvas, depicting the scenes he saw in his head; an illusion of a better world than the one he was trapped in.


    When the war had ended, he’d sought a new muse in the hospitals, among the influenza patients. He’d sketched and painted and shaped the many stages of death, and found patrons who were interested in his oeuvre. Granted, he’d been forced to subsidize their generosity with a sideline of smuggling, but that had been no hardship. Indeed, he’d enjoyed himself immensely, playing the criminal mastermind.


    But the time for such games was over. He had new patrons now. Ones who could help him make his dreams a reality at last. He leaned back, momentarily lost in the fantasy. To finally visit that place he saw when he slept, not simply translate it via the earthly mediums of canvas and paint and clay. To see it and be there, to smell the mists of Hali, and taste the sweet fruits of Yhtill. To climb the mountains of Aldebaran and walk the streets of Carcosa.


    Behind him, he heard a whisper of displaced air, and knew that someone was observing him. His smile faded and he said, “You, sir, should unmask.”


    “No,” the intruder replied. The tone was colorless, the accent nonexistent. A flat voice, affectless and empty. A blank canvas upon which a listener might paint any emotion that suited them.


    Znamenski grunted. “Forgive me. I am sure you must get the joke often.”


    “Less than you might imagine,” the intruder allowed, as he sat down beside Znamenski and joined him in his study of the city. “An ugly place. Like a dead fish, stinking up the shore.”


    Znamenski raised an eyebrow. “I am sorry you dislike it so. Would Paris have suited you better, my friend?”


    “We are not friends, artist. Merely fellow travelers.”


    Znamenski studied the other man – no, not a man, something else – as he’d studied the city. Average height, average build, average suit… not too expensive, just enough to imply a man of quality and care… yellow tie, yellow pocket square. Brown, swept back hair. The only interesting thing about him was the mask he wore; utterly featureless, save for two holes for eyes and a raised part that hinted at a nose. Not even a slot for the mouth, though his voice was never muffled; always clear.


    The gaze behind the mask was tawny, but lifeless. Color was nothing without life, and the Man in the Pallid Mask was utterly lifeless in all the ways that mattered. He might as well have been stuffed and mounted.


    Yet the mask always drew his eye back. Featureless, yes, but there was something there nonetheless. A hint of color, of design. He’d never seen one like it, though he’d become something of a connoisseur of masks in recent months. It fascinated him.


    “You are staring, again,” the Man said.


    “I am and I make no apologies. I am an artist; I stare. I perceive, produce and perform. What do you do, sir – save interrupt my thinking time with baleful commentary?”


    “I clean up your messes, Znamenski. I clear obstacles from your path.”


    “That is your function, is it not?”


    “My function is beyond you.”


    “Perhaps I should ask my patrons. They are the ones who hold your leash, no?” The Marquis of Avonshire and his cronies in the Avonshire Trust were nominally the ones behind this venture. The Man was their factotum, at least as far Znamenski knew. A jumped-up servant, though a dangerous one.


    The Man didn’t reply to Znamenski’s jibe. Instead, he looked out over the canal again. “You have drawn attention to us,” he said, finally. “All our efforts might be undone because of your sloppiness.”


    Znamenski slapped the play against the table, rattling the empty cups and plates he’d stacked up over the course of the afternoon. “I thought that was the point, friend. We are making history – a new history, to replace the current tired version.”


    The Man stared at him, his flat gaze betraying neither anger nor annoyance. Even so, Znamenski could tell he’d irritated his companion. He smiled, pleased with himself. “Fine,” he said. “Whose attention is it that unsettles you so?”


    “A woman.”


    “Venice is full of women. What’s special about this one?”


    “Her name is Zorzi.”


    Znamenski stared at him. “Ah. Oh. Well, that’s unexpected.” Alessandra’s face swam to the surface of his thoughts and he found it still filled him with a frisson of pleasure. What a Cassilda she would make – a queen by any other name!


    “You know her?”


    Znamenski hesitated. Had that been a hint of accusation in the other man’s tone? “I… might? That depends. How do you know her?” he hedged.


    The Man turned away. “We have had dealings with her in the past, though always through intermediaries. Of late, she has found new employment.”


    “Good for her.” Znamenski smiled. He’d always liked Alessandra, though you couldn’t trust her with your valuables. Or your virtue. Not that he’d ever had much of either. “I always thought she needed a proper job.”


    “She serves those who would see us fail in our great task.”


    Znamenski winced. “Oh, well, that’s a shame. I still don’t see what that has to do with me…” A lie, but a calculated one. He’d suspected something like this might happen when that Scarborough woman had come to him in Paris, and offered him a trip to Milan. He’d heard on the grapevine that Alessandra had turned over a new leaf; that she’d started reacquiring certain objects she’d previously procured.


    Now she was here. A coincidence, possibly. Or maybe not. He glanced toward the closet where some of his luggage sat. Inside a leather case was a cloth-wrapped bundle containing one of a dozen pieces of black jade, inscribed in hieratic Naacal. For a time, it had been essential to his work. Now it was simply a souvenir. He had a new obsession. Such was the curse of the creative mind.


    The Man followed his gaze. “You believe she is after the Zanthu Tablet?”


    “A very determined woman, Alessandra. Stubborn. If she wants it, she’ll find a way to get it. It is as inevitable as the tides.” Znamenski paused. “You say she is working for someone – who?”


    “It is of no matter. If they are here for the tablet, give it to them. Do not arouse suspicion. Not when we are so close…”


    Znamenski huffed. “I think I deserve to know, especially if there is a chance of… unpleasantness?”


    The Man was silent for several moments. Then he lunged across the table and fastened one hand across Znamenski’s face, as if to rip it off his skull. Znamenski yelped and grabbed at the Man’s wrist, but his grip was like iron. “What you deserve is not for you to decide, artist. You have seen the Yellow Sign. You are His servant, and servants do as they are told… or they are punished.”


    Znamenski was wrenched up from his chair, and found himself swung out over the balcony. His feet kicked wildly above the canal-side below. The Man dangled him over the water and continued to speak, as if to a recalcitrant pet. “Shall I punish you, artist? Shall I break you, or drown you? What is the best way to remind you that you are not as important as you believe?”


    Anger warred with terror in Znamenski’s mind. How dare this – this puppet – question his importance? Without him, there would be no grand undertaking. Without him, none of this would be possible! A growl burst from deep in his throat as he clutched for the mask, to tear it off and dash it to pieces on the stones below. The Man, startled, jerked back, dragging Znamenski back inside. The table fell over with a crash and then Znamenski was tackling him backward into the room.


    It was not a fight. The Man was stronger than he appeared and, while Znamenski had spent his time in the trenches, he’d never been a fighter. The struggle was lopsided and over in moments. Znamenski bounced off a wall and fell to the floor as the Man stood and straightened his tie. “Arrogant fool,” the latter said.


    “Yes… arrogant,” Znamenski coughed. He hauled himself to his feet and laughed. “I admit it, and what is more – I proclaim it!” He spread his arms, trying to ignore the fear that nestled in his veins, the blood pounding in his temples. “I am arrogant, but it is arrogance which propels me to heights undreamt, and you know it. I am creating a masterwork for you and all the rest of my oh-so-generous patrons. Show more gratitude, I beg of you.”


    “Gratitude?” the Man said. “It is you who should show gratitude, artist. By our master’s beneficence, you are part of a great undertaking. Were it up to me alone, I would have stripped the flesh from your worthless bones and cast them into the canals to feed what resides there.”


    Znamenski snorted. “And how shortsighted such an action would be. Here I thought you had more patience than that.” He brushed a speck of lint from his sleeve and carefully righted the table, before carelessly depositing what had fallen on the floor back atop it. No sense making more work for the maid. “How would you like to deal with Alessandra, if it comes to it? Shall I leave the task with you, or…?” He let the question linger.


    The Man stared at him. “If she comes to you, you are to give her what she wants and send her away. If you cannot, she will be dealt with in a more permanent manner. We need no more complications.”


    Znamenski shivered. “As you say. But I am sure it won’t be necessary. Whatever else, she’s always been a practical one, Alessandra.”


    The Man was silent for a moment.


    “For her sake, and yours, let us hope you are right.”


  




  

    Chapter Three


    Grand Canal


    Alessandra paid the pilot for the trip, and added a tip. He grinned, taken aback by her generosity, but nonetheless pleased. Steamers were frowned on by most Venetians; loud and smoky, they took up too much room and made the older gondoliers cross themselves and spit. But it was a quicker ride from the station to the Grand Canal, and sometimes fast was better. Especially given the circumstances.


    She looked at Pepper. The young woman seemed dead on her feet, though she’d slept most of the journey from Padua. Her dreams were getting worse. It was like a sickness she couldn’t shake, and it was beginning to eat away at her. Alessandra frowned, but turned it into a smile when Pepper glanced at her. “Busy, is it not?” she asked, trying to provoke a conversation.


    “You can say that again,” Pepper said. Alessandra followed her gaze. The quay was crowded. Holidaymakers jostled for gondolas to take them into the city, to their hotels. The gondoliers whistled and sang, trying to elicit fares. Tradesmen loitered at the edges of the crowd, offering guided tours, or waiting their turn to board a vessel for the station and home. Past the motion and confusion of the quay, the city rose in lucid stillness. It was poetry writ in stone; faerie castles, perched along silver roads of water.


    “I don’t see Selim,” Pepper went on.


    “He will be here,” Alessandra said. “Be patient.”


    Pepper snorted. “Easy for you to say.” Then, more quietly, “How long since you’ve been back, again?”


    Alessandra’s smile faded. “More years than I care to recall, if I am being honest.” There had always been a reason not to come. The war, her job, others. All important, or so they’d seemed at the time. In truth, home hadn’t truly felt like home in a long time.


    “The way you talk about this place, I figured you’d be back every chance you got,” Pepper pressed, as she hopped out of the way of a hotel porter carrying a load of luggage across the quay. Alessandra followed the porter’s route, noting the individual who trailed after the young man. It was the bright red cravat that had drawn her eye.


    Said cravat was tucked into an expensive coat, beneath an androgynous face. Impossible to tell gender at that distance and angle, nestled as they were in the crowd. But something about them caught her eye and held it, and more – sent a chill along her spine. But only for a moment, until a sudden convulsion of the crowd swallowed them up.


    Shouts danced along the quay, and Pepper caught her sleeve. “Hey, get a load of that guy,” she said, in a worried tone. Alessandra followed her gaze and saw a spindly, scarecrow figure lurch through the crowd and dance along the edge of the water.


    The man was dressed in evening wear – black tie and white jacket, fashionable… or it had been; now it was almost yellow with filth, and his trousers and collar were frayed. He wore no shoes and skipped lightly across the wet stone, hands reaching for the darkening sky like those of an eager child. He was babbling as he spun, half-singing and half-shouting, shoving through the crowd where it was too slow to give him space. A woman yelped as he knocked her onto her rear. Her companion swung for the offender, but missed and nearly fell into the canal as his target slid past him.


    The whole affair would have been ridiculous, if not for the unpleasant spinning of the man. It was as if he were a puppet, yanked along on invisible strings. As he pirouetted across the quay, his singing became more forceful. Alessandra couldn’t tell what language it was supposed to be in – not Italian or French or English… Russian, maybe, or German. She could only understand snatches of it… something about black stars and long shadows, before it dissolved into gibberish.


    “Think he’s blotto?” Pepper asked. She sounded almost hopeful.


    Alessandra shook her head. “Perhaps, but it is none of our affair.” Despite her words, she thought the man’s issues stemmed from something other than alcohol. But that wasn’t their concern, not now. Let the city take care of its own. She had other business.


    She turned her attentions to more pleasant sights. The sun was sinking into the Adriatic, painting the city in royal hues of purple. The city was full of promise, illicit and otherwise. It offered itself up to its visitors like a courtesan, and the sea breeze was like a kiss of invitation.


    “Venetia, Venetia, chi non ti vede non ti pretia,” she murmured. Whoever doesn’t see you, doesn’t pay you. An old proverb, as true today as when it had been coined. Venice was spectacle and fantasy, offering riches in one hand as it picked your pocket with the other. It was a con artist, a trickster spirit.


    It was just as she remembered, right down to the crumbling stonework and the green staining on the quay. Then, Venice didn’t change. It was as it had been and always would be, the Most Serene Republic. Immune to revolution and progress alike.


    It was she who’d changed. When she’d left Venice, she’d been a young woman, eagerly embarking on a life of crime. And now she was… what? One of a few who knew the truth of the world and what was needed to keep the sun in the sky, and the nightmares at bay. For her, that meant undoing the wrongs she’d unwittingly committed.


    Though she’d called herself an acquisitionist, in reality she’d been a thief, and a good one. She’d stolen all manner of curios – everything from grimoires bound in human skin to cursed statuettes; none of which she’d believed in. At least not then. Then had come a visit to a Massachusetts town named Arkham, and the horrors she’d endured there.


    She pushed the memories of that time back down into the underside of her mind. She had other worries to distract her. She looked again at Pepper. The younger woman was still watching the distressed man and his madcap dance. She wondered if anyone had summoned the authorities yet.


    “He is not the first I have seen,” a familiar voice said. Alessandra turned and smiled at the new arrival. He was a big, bald man, heavy with fat and muscle and sporting a handlebar mustache so black it looked almost painted on. He was dressed in a fine suit, but she privately thought he’d have looked more natural clad in mail and silk, with a sword in his hand.


    “Hello, Selim. And not the first what?”


    “The first madman,” Selim said, without preamble. He greeted Pepper with a nod and looked around, tugging awkwardly at his necktie. He glared balefully at the dancing man, who was now heading away from them, much to the relief of everyone on the quay. “I have seen too many since I arrived last week. It seems the city is rife with them at the moment. Just the other day, a woman threw herself into the canal, screaming something about cats. I do not like it.”


    “No, well, I can see how that might spoil the ambiance,” Alessandra said. Then, more intently, “What is the good word, otherwise?”


    Selim reached into his jacket pocket and produced a folded theater flyer. Alessandra took it and heard Pepper hiss in recognition. The flyer had been illustrated with a garish city skyline – all crooked towers and unsightly angles. Twin suns rose overhead and a single, lonely figure stood atop the central tower, arms raised as in triumph… or perhaps surrender.


    “This is what you see?” Alessandra asked, glancing at Pepper. “This is the city in your dreams?” Pepper nodded and looked away, her arms wrapped around her. Alessandra looked at Selim. “Where did you find this?”


    “Someone was handing them out. They’re all over the city.”


    According to the dates on the flyer, the first performance was in a week’s time. “Is it him? Is this Znamenski’s work?”


    Selim’s smile was sharp and cold. “Yes.”


    Alessandra smacked her fist into her palm. “I knew it!” Jan Znamenski had been one of her clients, in her previous life. He’d been in search of inspiration, and had sought it in odd places, mostly old books, and esoteric objets d’art. The Zanthu Tablet had been something of both; a tablet of black jade, inscribed in a language she didn’t recognize.


    Znamenski had insisted it held the key to something he’d been working on. At the time, she’d thought little of it. These days, she thought of little else. While Znamenski was no Comte d’Erlette, she was nonetheless determined to retrieve what she’d stolen for him, and turn it over to people who knew how to best deal with such things. More, she believed that he might know something about Pepper’s dreams. They’d started after a visit to his Paris studio, after all – though he hadn’t been there at the time.


    That had been before that bad business with the Comte and the Cultes des Goules. Word was, Znamenski had gone to Milan. Selim had followed his trail from there to Florence to Padua and then to Venice. As soon as he’d run the artist down, he’d sent a telegram alerting her. That sort of efficiency was hard to find these days. “You did well, Selim,” she said.


    Selim inclined his head. He’d been the Comte d’Erlette’s right-hand man before turning over a new leaf and swearing allegiance to her. She’d saved his life, and he felt he owed her. More, he’d saved Pepper’s life more than once, at no little cost to himself. That alone made him trustworthy in her books.


    “He is staying at the Hotel Danieli, on the Riva degli Schiavoni,” he said, rubbing thumb and forefinger together in the universal sign for ‘expensive.’ Alessandra nodded and slid the flyer into her coat pocket.


    “I know it. Just off St Mark’s Square. Far pricier lodgings than I expected of my old friend. Then, he was always a fiend for Ruskin.”


    Both Selim and Pepper gave her looks of incomprehension. She sighed. “An artist. English. Jan was quite taken with his studies of Venetian architecture when last we spoke. Ruskin stayed at the Hotel Danieli when he came to Venice.” She looked at Selim. “I assume you booked us rooms in the same hotel, as I asked?”


    Selim bowed. “But of course. They claimed to have no rooms free, but the Comte d’Erlette has – had – a suite held for his occasional visits to the city.”


    “Yes, Henri always did love his debauched weekends in the city.” She said it airily, but shivered a little as she thought of the man. Henri-Georges Balfour, the late Comte d’Erlette, had not been a saint by any measure of the word, but sometimes she found herself wondering if even he deserved the fate that had befallen him. She’d been pleased, at the time. But now, some months after the dust had settled, she felt a flicker of regret… one that she swiftly quashed. “Well then, let us go before Pepper here falls asleep on her feet, yes?” She took Pepper’s arm in her own, and pulled the younger woman close. “We shall take tonight to recuperate from our journey, and mustache Znamenski tomorrow.”


    “Mustache?”


    “Yes. As in challenge.”


    “Beard,” Selim corrected, with a discreet cough. Alessandra glanced at him.


    “Is it?”


    “Yes.”


    “That makes no sense.”


    “But mustache does?” Pepper asked.


    Alessandra threw up her hands in mock exasperation. “Nothing about English makes sense! It is a language fit only for magpies.” She smiled as Pepper laughed. It was good to hear Pepper laugh. She’d done it so rarely of late. “But I suppose you are the expert.”


    “Damn right,” Pepper yawned. “How are we getting there? Not walking, I hope.”


    As if on cue, one of the nearby gondoliers called out, “Good evening, signoras! Might I interest you in a ride?”


    Alessandra glanced at him, about to answer with a polite refusal; the hotel wasn’t far, after all. But something in his tone and his expression made her reconsider. “Of course. Lead the way,” she replied.


    He sketched a brief bow and led them across the quay to a mooring post where a covered gondola sat, black and dour. Golden vines etched the prow, and the covering was of red damask. The edges of the curtain twitched slightly, and she realized that there was already someone aboard. Something about the craft put her ill at ease, but she couldn’t say why.


    “What is it?” Pepper asked in a low tone. The young woman didn’t look tired now. Tense, rather. She’d noticed Alessandra’s disquiet. So had Selim.


    “A trap?” he asked.


    “I don’t know.” Alessandra forced a confident smile. “Shall we find out?”


  




  

    Chapter Four


    Thorne


    The Libreria Leone Scarlatto sat away from the main drag of the Grand Canal, nestled in the crook of a side-street. A single, lonely window looked out at the street, and a wooden, iron-banded door with red-daubed doorknocker in the shape of a lion’s head, provided entry. It was an unassuming little place, but appearances weren’t everything.


    It had taken Thorne nearly twenty minutes to find it, even though they knew exactly where it was and had been there before. The rumor was it was never in the same place twice; that it somehow floated from one sestieri to the next. One day it would be in Cannaregio, the next San Polo.


    Thorne knew this to be an exaggeration. It was hard to find, true, but not because it moved. Rather, the shop had a number of spells of concealment woven about its tidy frame, in order to hide it from the hoi polloi. The Red Lion chose its customers, rather than the other way around. If it felt like doing no business that day, it would simply… vanish.


    Then, bookshops, especially old ones, were curious things. They accreted magic, and became genius loci of sorts. No place was safer – or more dangerous – to the unwary. Thorne stopped outside for a cigarette. The porter they’d beguiled – why pay when you can charm? – waited nearby with ensorcelled patience. The poor boy stared at nothing in particular, humming softly to himself.


    Thorne glanced at him, smiling slightly. These Venetian men were mercurial; one was never quite sure how they’d react to being captivated in such a fashion. Still, done was done and that was that. They gestured, and the young man snapped into awareness. He blinked and looked around, as if uncertain how he’d got there. Thorne paid him, and sent him on his way before he started asking questions that they didn’t feel like answering.


    Thorne lived and breathed magic. It had been the singular pole of their existence for as long as they could remember. They used it the way rich men used money and poor ones used pity. Their time in the Red Coterie had taught them more than they’d ever once thought possible, but there was always more to learn. One could never have enough power.


    They easily hefted their luggage – a set of high-quality valises purchased at no small expense in Paris – and entered the lion’s den. The smell of cigarette smoke, mingled with the unmistakable odors of decaying paper and acqua alta, greeted them. A bell over the door signaled their entry to the proprietor.


    “Matteo, my sweet,” Thorne crooned. They looked around, taking in the heavy shelves to either side of the entrance, the slightly sagging floor, the watery yellow lightning that seemed to only make the shadows deeper. At the front counter, stacks of ledgers and old books tottered like the Alps. There was no reply. Thorne, impatient now, called out, “Matteo!” Their voice echoed oddly among the cramped stacks, as if the interior were larger than it appeared.


    Matteo appeared a moment later, shuffling out of the back. He was small and balding, bent like a gnome and dressed in a red waistcoat over his grubby white shirt. He adjusted his glasses as he took in Thorne. “Oh,” he said, in accented English. “It is you.”


    “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” Thorne purred, in Italian.


    “We are not friends.”


    “That’s right, my mistake. You’re not one of us. You just work for us.” Thorne dropped their bags with a thump. “I need a room. Is the flat above your shop available? Silly question, of course it is.”


    Matteo sniffed and took a seat behind the counter. “I was not informed you would be coming, signori,” he said, in a reproachful tone. Thorne looked down their nose at the little man, wondering how best to reply. Matteo was a servant of the Coterie, true, but he was also a force in his own right, if a somewhat enigmatic one. The Red Lion had chosen him to be its proprietor; that spoke to a certain amount of power.


    “How unfortunate. Lines of communication, what? Regardless, I am here and you are bound by our covenant to render me all due aid in my task.”


    “And what is your task, signori?”


    “The same as always. I am here to add something to my collection.”


    “Does he know you are here?”


    Thorne sighed. Another obstacle, but not an insurmountable one. “If he doesn’t yet, I’m sure he will, as soon as you tell him. Now, are you going to show me up to my room? And would a bite of lunch be out of the question?”


    Matteo frowned. “Why do you wish to stay here? Surely you could have your pick of hotel rooms.” He opened one of his ledgers and began to peruse it. Thorne sighed again. The truth was, they had considered a hotel. But there had been an unpleasant frequency in the air… a hint of something watchful and nasty. It was all over Venice, in fact. A bad smell, like something rotting on the vine. There was definitely something amiss in Venice.


    “That’s my business,” Thorne said. “The room is still warded, I trust? Protected from those powers and principalities of darkness that haunt this fair city?”


    Matteo frowned, but nodded. “Of course, signori. Neither hag nor spirit can enter this place. Not without invitation.” The last was said in warning. Thorne smiled. The last time they’d come to Venice, there’d been a bit of trouble. Things swooping down from the starless dark and all that nonsense. But that was in the past.


    “I promise – no summoning.”


    “I will hold you to it.” Matteo paused. “The city… is not as you remember, signori. The old nightmares still prowl, but there are new ones as well.”


    “Yes. And how do the old ones feel about that?” Thorne asked. “Now… going to help me to my lodgings?”


    Matteo gestured toward the rear of the shop. “You remember where it is. And there is a bacari down the street. You can get food there.”
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