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FOREWORD


This book contains copies of documents that have been entrusted to and put in order by the publisher. All of the texts included here were examined during the investigation into the disappearance of one of our fellow journalists, Anselme H***. The newspaper articles, notes, and excerpts from banned books that you are about to discover are all entirely real.


To this day, the investigation has not produced any conclusive results or brought us any closer to finding Anselme H***. What happened to him, what he experienced, and whatever he may have discovered are still a mystery. We hope that this astonishing text will serve as a tribute to his work as a journalist. And may the reader who chooses to start this book be able to escape it!


Those who are already familiar with escape books may begin reading immediately.


Those who are new to this kind of adventure or who wish to refresh their memories will find the steps to follow on page 178.





PROLOGUE


“During my convalescence I had bought and read for the first time The King in Yellow. I remember after finishing the first act that it occurred to me that I had better stop. I started up and flung the book into the fireplace; the volume struck the barred grate and fell open on the hearth in the firelight. If I had not caught a glimpse of the opening words in the second act I should never have finished it, but as I stooped to pick it up my eyes became riveted to the open page, and with a cry of terror, or perhaps it was of joy so poignant that I suffered in every nerve, I snatched the thing out of the coals and crept shaking to my bedroom, where I read it and reread it, and wept and laughed and trembled with a horror which at times assails me yet . . . It is well-known how the book spread like an infectious disease . . . words in which the essence of purest poison lurked . . .”


The Repairer of Reputations, Robert W. Chambers


The Letter That Started It All


“Hey, Anselme, you’ve got mail!”


The receptionist drops a letter in front of me. The envelope is covered in postmarks, as if it had been routed through Timbuktu and Cairo before reaching my desk. I groan. I’ve been disturbed right in the middle of writing a literary column entitled: “American Pulps and Horror Stories of the 1920s: Dead End or Comeback?” The title is still lacking punch, but the article is solid. Solid, but not enough for a Pulitzer.


I sigh, then lean back in my chair to let my gaze wander around my office. Paper cups of cold coffee. A cork board plastered with old articles. But even if I emptied every single drawer, one thing I know I won’t find in this room is a SCOOP. We haven’t had a single staggering literary revelation since those stolen photos of Musso with a Swedish supermodel on his arm. Nothing even remotely scandalous or tantalizing to sink one’s teeth into: nothing, nada, niente.


My mother did tell me that I should have taken a job at Ici Paris instead.


Re-sigh.


I grab my letter opener and open the envelope with resignation. Probably another submission letter from a piss-poor writer looking for publicity.




Arkheim, April 28


Mr. H***,


I am a devoted reader of your column in The Bibliophile’s Supplement, a periodical that features prominently in the municipal library of which I am the director. We are located in Arkheim, in the Grand Est region. My name is Denis, and Lamère is my family’s last name; please spare me any puns about mothers.


This letter is to inform you of the discovery of a manuscript in our collection that I believe is worthy of your interest. A first edition of Shakespeare by Gutenberg? Not quite. The Dead Sea Scrolls, Volume II? I’m afraid not.


The manuscript is nothing less than what appears to be an authentic copy of . . . drumroll, please . . . The King in Yellow, the famous play by Robert W. Chambers that the world believed was lost forever! Ever since its one and only performance in 1947, not a single trace of it has remained except for a few posters and newspaper articles. And what chilling articles they are: all those deaths . . . and all those books, thrown into the fire. But I digress. A literary journalist like yourself hardly needs me to bring him up to speed!


I am still beside myself with the pleasure of making this discovery under our stacks of worm-eaten books! Now I must notify the mayor and organize a performance of the play for the public. In the meantime, I am writing to you in the hopes of garnering the media and entertainment coverage that our village so badly needs to escape its boredom, isolation . . . and seclusion.


Literarily yours, your devoted,


Denis Lamère





I immediately pick up the phone.


“Janine . . . Yes, yes . . . Tell me later . . . Yes, I’m a jerk . . . So tell me something . . . How long would it take to find me a rental car? I’ve got it—my scoop of the year!”


I hesitate for an instant, then add with great professionalism:


“Um, Janine . . . the Grand Est region . . . where is that exactly? I see, so it’s Alsace and the Vosges, that area? Oh come on, you know I never leave Paris . . .”





CHAPTER 1



The Scene Is Set


Ah, so this is Arkheim. With its church, its village feel, and its flagrant lack of cell towers. . . . The GPS had me turning in circles in the fields until my rental Citroën C3 breathed its last a few miles from the bridge, which happens to be the only way into the valley where the village is nestled.


Damn these rural areas. Damn this rental car. Damn everything.


I abandoned the vehicle at a local repairman’s shop. He made a rather strange face when I told him where I was going before pointing in the direction of the road and the Arkheim bridge. Or perhaps I shouldn’t call it a road, but a “trail.” Or perhaps not a trail but a collection of potholes that passed for one. This Denis Lamère and his discovery had better be worth it. If he’s correct, it would be one hell of a scoop for The Bibliophile’s Supplement—the most “in” literary magazine for “off” books, as we like to say! Not to mention that in its sizeable archives the Supplement still has the newspaper clippings from the tragic first performance of Chambers’s The King in Yellow under lock and key. A discovery of similar magnitude certainly deserves a detour through Arkheim. Too bad for my shoes.
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Another rare item housed in the Supplement archives: a page from the play that managed to escape the censor. A single torn page that the archivist did not let me consult without some difficulty.


[image: image]


That page alone could cause a stir, so imagine if the entire book has been found! I can already imagine the series of articles: an investigation of the mysterious author . . . the shocking interview with a survivor from 1947 . . . I’m already dying to flip through this King in Yellow.


The Arkheim librarian hadn’t given me any contact information apart from an out-of-order landline number. Now that I’m here, though, I’m sure I’ll find the friendly library rat behind his desk between two piles of books in need of stamping. But wait . . . which building is the municipal library?


I’m going to sketch out a map of the Church Square (page 20) and decide where to head first to find the library.


[image: image]


1. Church Square


A perfectly ordinary square with greyish cobblestones covered in moss. Wooden crates litter the ground and scraps of garbage fly in the wind: the remnants of a market that must have taken place a few days ago. On a section of wall painted with the order “POST NO BILLS” is a recent poster that dazzles with color in the greyness of the square:




SSSSSENSATIONAL PERFORMANCE! GRAND PREMIERE


!!!!





I guess people in Arkheim really enjoy a show. First Denis Lamère with his rare copy of The King in Yellow, and now this. The title of the play is illegible, covered up by a fresh graffiti tag: a spiral drawn in an oily line. Ah, the idleness of youth.


None of this tells me which building houses the municipal library where Denis Lamère is waiting for me. I’m going to move on to a different spot on my map.





I. Instead of reading footnotes that I have no reason to look at for the time being, I should choose the next place to visit by using my map on page 20.


II. Huge sigh. I am NOT supposed to read this part of the text. Am I an idiot or something? I only read the footnotes if the text clearly tells me to or if I’m answering a riddle. Good grief!


III. As the page I'm looking for doesn't seem to exist, I dial 404 in the phone booth. I’m hoping to be put in contact with someone in charge, like the publisher of this book, for example. I flip to Conversation L (page 231).


2. Lightning-Struck Church


A church disfigured by time and bad weather cloaks the square in its shadow. Ancient foundations, Roman vaults, and a capstone (poorly) imitating the Gothic style: it’s a real architectural mishmash. Unsurprisingly, with all of these patch-up jobs, the walls are barely holding . . . Metal struts and girders are struggling to support the cracked exterior as if the ground has caved in beneath the weight of the building.


As I’d noticed when I arrived, the top of the steeple has been completely destroyed, a gaping hole offered scanty protection by a tarp. The church’s weathervane must have been lost during a cataclysmic storm of the kind mentioned in the Old Testament. Something for climate sceptics to think about.


An unremarkable stonework pattern alternates with rows of stones carved in the shape of diamonds and other polygons. The whole thing is covered in a greyish and slightly revolting patina left by the lichen eating away at the old Vosges sandstone. Modern windows are framed by lopsided arches on the verge of collapse. If I were the parish priest, I’d ask to see the credentials of the architect—or, more likely, architects—who had constructed such an eyesore.


Out of curiosity, I test the wrought-iron handle shaped like [image: image], but the door bedecked with sculpted coils remains firmly locked. Intrigued, I promise myself I’ll come back if someone ever lends me the key (it’s probably made of iron, like the lock). All of this is excellent material for a short article: “Heritage in Peril,” “Chronicle of an Impending Disaster” . . . Time to move on to another place on my map (page 20).





I. The key fits the lock and turns with (almost) no effort. I can enter the church.


II. The fork leaves lovely scratch marks around the wrought-iron lock and handle. I won’t be able to do anything else with this ridiculous tool.


III. Nothing to report here.


2A Inside the Church


I do not have access to this location unless I have figured out how to open the door.


After fiddling with the lock for a little while, the door opens with a sound from beyond the grave that is entirely appropriate for the occasion. It was risky coming back to this part of the village, but I wanted to make sure I hadn’t left anything unexplored.


The inside of the sanctuary is submerged in semidarkness. A broken stained-glass window framing the moon outside faintly illuminates the nave and allows a draft of cold air to sweep through it. The pews have disappeared, as have the candle holders and most of the religious objects. A few statues that can hardly be considered pious have been arranged on the tile floor: the abandoned church has been reconfigured as a museum of modern art! Or, from the little I can see standing at the entrance, a museum of decadent and depressing art.


A map posted near the entrance divides the exhibit into three sections: I. PRIMITIVE ARTS, II. STUDIES IN SCARLET, and III. LOCAL ARTISTS (“LOW COST ARTISTS” had been written initially but had later been corrected). I will take notes as needed, if I can muster up enough courage to walk through the exhibit, that is.





I. There is a statue hidden in the shadows where the lectern used to stand; its large mass is bristling with antennae and. . . pincers. On the base is written: “RHAN-TEGOTH: An Allegory.” I cross myself as I avert my gaze from this horror.


II. Hanging on the sandstone walls are paintings created using pastels and red pigment The artist displays a pronounced taste for scenes of destruction and buried ruins strewn with bones. . . One of the pictures depicts a village deformed by strange curves, as though it were being viewed through the most distorted magnifying glass in existence. ARKHEIM is written in bold red letters across the canvas. I think I can also make out grey figures hiding in the shadows of the painted buildings, their bodies twisted beyond all reason. I shiver and decide to look elsewhere.


III. This sculpture seems more traditional than the others: it resembles a human. You know, two arms, two legs, and a head? Carved out of a block of wax and painted with fastidious little brushstrokes, the piece portrays a life-size prophet wearing a homespun robe that is a somewhat distasteful yellow color. Against his chest the man holds what is supposed to be a book with a spiral on the cover, over which he has clasped his hands—or should I say his claws . . . The small spheres representing his eyes are set so deep inside his bottomless eye sockets that it’s impossible to discern the expression in them, though this is typically what brings a statue to life. I see what I think is a hideous beard, dirtied by dust and hanging in ropes over his chest. My God . . . it’s not a beard. Those are tentacles hanging like worms from the bottom of his face. I quickly flee before I vomit at the sight of it. What artists, what madmen escaped from an asylum dared create this. . . ? I stumble out onto the square with no clear memory of leaving the church or opening the door.


What a curious thing . . . when I reach my hand into the pocket where I stored the iron key, I feel a cold, flat object. I hold it up to the moonlight.


[image: image]


I must have picked it up without realizing it . . . I add the triangular token to my H.O.T. list.


[image: image]


3. Town Hall


LIBERTY EQUALITY FRATERNITY


The French Republic’s beautiful motto has been chiseled into the granite lintel. The tricolor flag is at half-mast. The low building is crowned with a belltower turned green by the rain. There is not a single light on, and the latticed windows look like slabs of black ink. No one responds to my ringing the doorbell. Maybe the secretary went to have tea with the director of public works. A notice board next to the main entrance displays a few municipal announcements and a plastic card taped up beside a sticky note that reads ITEM FOUND. Just in case, I take the membership card and add it to my H.O.T. list (Hidden Objects/ Things, page 183).


Once that’s done, I choose another place on my map (page 20) to visit.





I. A few beeps and then . . . “Hello, the meaning of life, the universe, and everything else, how can I help you?” Just kidding. Nothing at this number except static.


II. 9, 1, 1 . . . The library phone only accepts two-digit numbers, but I try anyway. And what do I get? Nuts! I'm not in New England, I'm in France. I'll try a two-digit number as shown.


III. I'm trying the emergency number in the phone booth, 9, 1, 1—but hello, I'm in the Grand Est, not Massachusetts! If I'm really lost, I can dial 404, who knows? Or try something else.


4. Municipal Archives


I notice a door on the side of the town hall building which, if the sign is to be believed, leads to the municipal archives. Maybe this is the library? No, the door’s copper latch is locked. The keyhole has a strange shape, something like this:[image: image], which is ironic since this is the symbol for . . . copper. Yes, I still remember quite a bit from my temporary job at The Little Soothsayer, a monthly mystery publication for seven- to twelve-year-olds. My curiosity is piqued by the thought of these mysterious archives and old charters with wax seals . . . I’ll come back later if someone gives me the key to the municipal archives (it’s probably made of copper, like the latch).





I. Forcing open a lock with a fork . . . Did I really think this would work? I’ll try something else.


II. This key fits the lock perfectly. I can enter the archives.


III. I slip the crowbar between the lock and the doorframe, and crack! I can enter the archives. Better late than never.


4A. Inside the Archives


I do not have access to this location unless I have figured out how to open the door.


The narrow door on the side of the building creaks open. I grope around and eventually find an old round Bakelite light switch. Apparently, the notion of heritage preservation is taken very seriously in this building—they’ve held onto an electrical installation older than Tesla.


By the yellow light of the bulb, I discover a long narrow room lined with four large pieces of dark oak furniture with shelves and drawers. The walls are covered in a white plaster stained with damp. Cardboard boxes are piled unevenly just about everywhere on top of, under, and between the pieces of furniture. Each box is marked with a label scribbled by a secretary who doesn’t seem quite on the ball. The boxes appear to be organized by date, but rats have already been snacking on the oldest ones, so I won’t be able to find an old map or register from earlier than two or three years ago. A strangely well-targeted destruction. Coincidence? I don’t think so. All the same, I’m still hoping to learn more about the village, its inhabitants (so I can avoid them), and its picturesque footpaths (so I can run away). But if I don’t have a more precise idea of where to search, I might as well be looking for a needle in several haystacks. Without a magnet or a match to assist me. I notice a piece of paper pinned up on one of the shelves. It’s a table detailing the organization of the most recent boxes:


[image: image]


If by chance I have already noted an important date in the history of the village or one of its inhabitants, I can open the corresponding box. If not, well, I can always come back another time. It’s no more idiotic than making endless phone calls from the telephone booth!





I. According to his journal, Denis was hired and started working around the end of February or early March. Either way, it’s the same box. I find a copy of the job offer letter that was sent to him. It’s fairly conventional—administrative prose—accompanied by a comment in pencil. “Sufficiently competent to take initiative, sufficiently naïve to believe anything. Will know how to play his role.” Dear, dear, dear, what had Denis gotten himself into?


II. This box contains the minutes from a municipal board meeting concerning the theft of chrysanthemums from the cemetery and the unexplained disappearance of the municipal gravedigger (in that order). There is also an old, thin book bound in faded leather. The title is in Latin—Liber Damnatus—as is the text inside. Is this the spell book Denis gave the mayor? I add Book of the Damned to my H.O.T. list (page 183) to read later.


III. I search the archives for the date Denis Lamère wrote to me a few days ago. A few handwritten notes. One on Post, Telegraph, and Telephone letterhead reads: “D.L. has written to the magazine as planned.” This is incredible. Was the manager of the superette and post office spying on Denis’s mail? I can’t know for sure. And what’s this photocopy? Why, it’s my latest column in The Bibliophile’s Supplement! And these? These are notes on my career, my CV . . . Someone has circled “Intern at Puzzles and Rebus Magazine” in red. In the margin, in the same color: “First the Scholar—and now the Guest. Everything is in place.” I’m afraid of what this means.


5. School of Music


I still haven’t found the municipal library. Instead I am facing a curved building, taller than it is wide, whose doors are decorated with wrought-iron musical notes.




ERICH ZANN SCHOOL OF MUSIC


Music Softens Morals





A list of several upcoming concerts and shows is taped under the door awning. Theater and music? It seems the bumpkins of Arkheim like to get their dose of culture. The pieces being played, though, make me wonder:


Bach Prelude in C Emetery


The Sunken Cathedral (Debussy)


The Flying Dutchman (Wagner)


The Planets (Holst): Pluto, the Renewer


Can you say “macabre”? I don’t think I’ll hang around long enough to listen to the Arkheim chamber musicians. Or to discuss their rather, um, unique tastes. Incidentally, a brand-new banner has been glued on top of the other posters:




TONIGHT, THE MUCH-AWAITED PERFORMANCE!





A piece of paper is sticking out of the slot in the School of Music’s mailbox. At least the mail is still being delivered in this eerie, deserted village. It’s a flyer with garish colors.


[image: image]


Hey, maybe it’s the same repairman who loaded my rental C3 onto his truck before giving me directions—who knows? Now that I think about it, though, that man didn’t have the physique you’d expect for this job. He also didn’t rub his hands together with glee over another person’s misfortune. Just in case, I slip the flyer into my pocket (I also make a note in my H.O.T. inventory, page 183). I’m going to finish my tour of the square. Hopefully I can finally find the library where Denis Lamère must be waiting for me.





I. I try the number I found at the School of Music . . . I’m going to note Conversation C at the end of my notebook (page 219).


II. I try the number I found on the scrap of paper from the phone book: 8, 8, then another 8, the number for Jacques Jacques. I flip straight to Conversation Z on page 244.


III. I dial 6, 6, then another 6. Instead of a dial tone, I hear a strange rattling followed by the clear sound of the payphone giving me back a coin. I hang up the phone and lift the metal flap on the bottom right: a triangular object falls out. That’s odd. I had dialed the number for the Survivalists of . . . actually, I can’t even pronounce the name of their weird deity. The pearly triangle overlaid with engraved symbols is slightly larger than a guitar pick. I add it to my H.O.T. list (page 183) to examine later.
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