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  1. The Whisperer in Darkness


  On any other weekend, my body would have been discovered more quickly. The smell alone would have tipped off a maid or some other member of Hotel Bierce staff within hours, except that The Summer Tentacular was in full swing, and the attendees of Providence’s premiere literary conference about pulp-writer, racist, and weirdo Howard Phillips Lovecraft tended to stink up a joint when they manifested en masse.


  I should know. For years, I was one of them. Almost one of them anyway. My claim to fame was a single book, published by a small press. You’ve probably never heard of it, and I don’t mean that in an arch, hipsterish sort of way. My book was a literary mash-up of the sort that was popular some years ago called The Catcher in R’lyeh. Salinger’s protagonists and Lovecraft’s had a lot in common. They tended to be bookish intellectuals, and were often driven mad thanks to their encounter with the ineffable. Bananafish, Deep Ones, just squint and they’ll look alike. The authors were mirror images of one another, both recluses with cults of personality. Lovecraft, the anti-Semite, was briefly married to a Jew. Salinger, the Jew, was once married to a Nazi. Close enough to alike for me to combine via nucleic exchange, and to integrate me into the small but intense community of Lovecraftians—writers, fans, collectors, obsessives, and even the occasional religious entrepreneur looking to graft Lovecraft’s squamous and cyclopean imagery onto a vaguely Satanic nihilism.


  Take that, Mom and Dad! Thanks for dragging me to church for all those years.


  If I sound waspish about The Summer Tentacular, I should note that I am deceased and that someone at the convention killed me. I didn’t see what happened, but I definitely felt it, for a few frantic seconds before…well, I am still here, indeed. But not the way I was. I feel like I have just been woken up from an incomplete nap by a voice on a distant radio, but that voice on the radio is also mine.


  I’ve been visited three times, the drawer I’m in opened for me to be removed and scrutinized. I don’t know what’s happening, except that I think I heard the voice of my friend Colleen Danzig, who was sharing my room, but not my bed, at The Summer Tentacular. And some people I don’t know. Police I guess, but a few sounded more familiar than that.


  I am absolutely terrified. Is this what death is? Consciousness, forever, floating somewhere in the body, being able to listen until one’s ears rot away, but not see or speak or move? Is that how every dead grandma and leukemia baby in the cemetery is experiencing the world now? When a bunch of us—Colleen and Bhanushali and Ginger J, David Cob and Ms. Phantasia and another half-a-dozen people—went to Lovecraft’s grave two nights ago, was there something left of him, under our feet, listening?


  Oblivion is now something I’m anxious for. Whomever it was that killed me, I’ve not been murdered enough. I pray to fade away. Perhaps I could extinguish myself, like two fingers pressing out a candle flame, but I’m still burning to know what happened. I can only imagine, try to piece together what might have happened, and hope I am visited again in the morgue before I am moved, or embalmed.


  I don’t know what happened before; I don’t know what will happen next. I’m just a head, floating in the black.
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  I’m a fool. I thought Lovecraft might prepare me for this. If fiction is a way of inducing an organism to remember experiences it never had, than reading Lovecraft is crucial for understanding the futility of life and the screaming horror of death—while you’re still around to enjoy it, that is.


  Is there a reason for a literate person to read century-old pulp fiction? For the most part, no, which is why most of it has been forgotten by all except obsessives and weirdoes. Lovecraft stands out. People only know Tarzan and Conan because of films and comic books, but Lovecraft’s creations are famously difficult to visually apprehend, despite his sometimes exacting descriptions. The Great Race’s members were immense rugose cones ten feet high, and with heads and other organs attached to foot-thick, distensible limbs spreading from the apexes…


  What Lovecraft did do, better than anyone, was radically decenter the human experience from the art of fiction. Critics, or people who just don’t “get it,” complain that Lovecraft’s characters are paper-thin cyphers who faint at the slightest hint of cosmic horror lurking in the ink-black sky. Correct, but that is a thematic strength, not an auctorial weakness. We are alone in an infinite universe, or so far from anyone else out there that it hardly matters. If we were to encounter alien life-forms, we would have no more ability to communicate with them than we do with a bread mold, or a warthog, or a solar flare.


  They might destroy us, accidentally or from an ethic of pure malevolence.


  Lovecraft didn’t stop there. Another major theme of his work is that of the outsider as the secret insider, and the insider—the literal self—becoming or degenerating into the other. Were his only issue that our brains are just large enough to realize how puny we are in the universe, he would be just another college freshman looking up at the sky and realizing, finally, that nobody will ever love him as much as his mother did, before he could express himself. Lovecraft found the otherness encoded in our own genes, creating an enemy on which it was impossible to wage war. There are Elder Gods and Great Races and Deep Ones living in deep time, and somehow we are both their pawns and their spawn. We shall swim out to that brooding reef in the sea and dive down through black abysses to Cyclopean and many-columned Y’ha-nthlei, and in that lair of the Deep Ones we shall dwell amidst wonder and glory for ever.


  Except, of course, that we won’t, as I posthumously discovered. As I am perhaps the ten billionth person to posthumously discover. We dwell in darkness, anxious and panicked and alone without the benefit of senses or a future, and for who knows how long after death. Has it been a moment? Will my brain finally stop when my body cools, or will I have to wait for my synapses to literally rot in order for this consciousness, the I addressing an empty universe, to fail?


  My reconstruction of the events that led up to my murder is an academic exercise. I want neither justice nor vengeance. After all, I know what happens after we die. Those responsible, and you too, will be here soon enough.


  2. The Call of Cthulhu


  Colleen Danzig wasn’t exactly nervous, nor was she excited. It was a sort of Starbucks jitter that had her rehearsing what to say as she approached The Summer Tentacular’s registration table. She had half a dozen short stories published, all online, and a chapbook due out next year with a very small press. Small enough that the publisher still lived with her parents, and produced the books herself one at a time from homemade paper and crochet thread. Small enough to probably not be known to even the hardcore fans, really.


  The men behind the registration desk seemed to know some of the attendees by face, and quickly dug out name badges and little plastic clips for them. Others had to wait, repeat their names, wave for attention, or simply just fume silently. It was a knot of black t-shirts and bad haircuts—ratty ponytails, the sort of bangs one usually sees on a child, and the like. Colleen had dyed her own short hair, just north of a buzzcut, green for the convention, and was feeling pretty good about it when the line shifted and she found herself at the edge of the table.


  “Colleen Danzig, all-weekend member.”


  The man before her just stared for a long moment, his mouth hanging open and flesh hanging from his jaw and throat like something amphibious. The Coke-bottle lenses completed the “Innsmouth Look.”


  “Danzig,” he said. His voice wasn’t froggy, at least, but he said her name as though it were an intractable philosophical question. The other fellow behind the table looked up from his laptop and smiled toothily at Colleen.


  “Danzig!”


  “Yes?”


  He smiled wider, even quaked a bit in his chair. He was a heavy dude with a bushy beard and twinkling blue eyes. Kind of like a young Santa Claus.


  “Wolf’s blood!” he bellowed. Then he giggled at his own joke, tapped a few keys on his laptop, and when a label bearing her name was printed out, he affixed it to a square of thick paper and handed it to Colleen. His own badge read CHIEF SHOGGOTH, which Colleen decided was apropos. “Here you are. Oh, hey—I liked your story, ‘The Satanic Manuscript of the McCrumb Brothers’... well, except for the gay incest.”


  “Incest,” the froggy man repeated, mostly to himself.


  “Well, thanks. And thanks for the badge,” Colleen said as she slid it into a holder. Her story had only been maybe seven percent gay incest, tops. Mostly just awkward erections during uncomfortable conversations. “I’d like to know—”


  “Program guide,” said the froggy man. “Panel descriptions.” He held up a pair of booklets featuring a line drawing of a gaunt, anvil-chinned H. P. Lovecraft and a sea of tentacles spilling out from behind him. “Opening ceremonies?” he continued. “Party schedule? Gaming schedule?”


  “Oh God,” Colleen snapped. “Bar!”


  Chief Shoggoth hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “Ah, writer’s workshop, right? Thattaway.”


  It was easy to find the writers in the Warwick, the hotel bar. They clutched at their drinks with a special sort of desperation the fans and the locals who just wanted to watch the Red Sox couldn’t muster. Faces, mostly familiar from online thumbnails, bobbed up and down in the shadowy venue. More black shirts and jeans, more white heads, seemingly floating in space. It was like an awkward Mummenschanz show. The Warwick smelled like fried everything.


  Colleen spotted Panossian at a three-couch booth with two other men with familiar faces, and one woman—her identity was obvious, since there was just a handful of female Lovecraftians and even fewer of them were Latina. R.G. Gonzalez, the publisher of Arkham Advertiser, a Canadian fiction magazine that supposedly actually looked like a newspaper. Supposedly actually because Colleen had never seen a copy.


  Shopping for items otherwise completely unavailable was a good reason to attend The Summer Tentacular. Buying something is usually a good idea, but should Colleen buy a drink first before introducing herself? Order some French fries, even if they were cooked in animal fat? Sometimes even a vegan just has to say Fuck it. Or dare she approach Panossian dry and wait for the next round? What if some dude offered her a sip of his drink, and his gross beard was already wet?


  Too many questions. Colleen walked up to the bar, snatched an unattended half-empty glass of red wine to use as a prop, and then went up to Panossian’s table. He wasn’t actually talking to anyone, so he was the first to smile and wave. The others turned and offered greetings. Butts shifted, space was made, Colleen took a seat next to R.G., and across from the two men. Panossian sat with his back to the wall, a couch to himself, and was wrapped up in a fairly thick wool coat despite the temperature.


  “Hey,” Colleen said. She took a sip of the wine and was pleased with whatever the person who had actually ordered it had selected. And everyone was wearing nametags. Raul Smalley, a very tall and thin man, wore his around his neck, partially hiding the big red heart between the words I and PICKLES on his shirt. The man seated next to him had a tag reading BARRY HAGGIS, which was for some reason affixed to his forehead.


  “Barry Hagman,” he said immediately, offering a heavy-seeming hand.


  “Panossian called him Barry Haggis…and it stuck!” Raul offered. “It was the only way to keep everyone from calling him ‘Larry Hagman’ as a joke instead.”


  “Hi, I’m R.G.,” R.G. said, instantly friendly in the way a woman is when another woman finally shows up to a sausage fest. She offered her hand as well, then grabbed Colleen’s and pumped it a few times, leaving Barry hanging. Panossian saved the day by leaning across the table to shake Barry’s hand instead. Raul laughed at that.


  “So, is this your first Tentacular?” R.G. asked Colleen.


  “First Tentacular, first time in Rhode Island. It’s, uh, pretty interesting so far,” Colleen said.


  “Did they put you on any panels?” Raul asked.


  “‘Women and The Mythos—Blasphemy or Abomination’,” Colleen and R.G. said together. They looked at one another and laughed.


  “Ah, a true classic of tokenism and marginalization,” Barry said. “It’s a good thing, getting all the women into one room like that, so that the convention can, you know, go on without you interfering with it for an hour.”


  “We’ll finally be free to strut around in the nude, the way God meant it,” Raul said. “Wait till you meet Norman.”


  “Speaking of strutting around nude, you mean?” Barry asked.


  “God, I hope not,” R.G. said. She puffed out her cheeks and made a gesture suggestive of rotundity. “Oh wait, you probably already met him at registration, right Colleen?”


  Colleen shrugged and glanced at Panossian, who was smiling and nodding along, but who had yet to say anything. He peered not at Colleen, but at Raul. Colleen immediately figured out that Panossian was deaf, or close enough to it to have to read lips in a noisy hotel bar.


  “I’ve got a panel on Robert Aickman versus Lovecraft,” Barry said.


  “They were lovers, you know,” Panossian said, finally speaking up. Barry looked stunned for a moment, then laughed along with everyone else.


  “This is why you don’t have any panels,” R.G. said to Panossian.


  “Really?” Colleen said.


  “Yeah,” Panossian said. His voice slow and loud. “‘Besmirching the honor of Lovecraft.’ You know, on Twitter, where all utterances of importance are made.”


  “They almost revoked his membership,” Raul said.


  “It was ugly,” Barry said. He finally took his nametag off his forehead and applied it to the lapel of his blazer.


  “I said that H. P. Lovecraft was not only a racist, but utterly terrified of blacks, Jews, and even—” Panossian shifted his eyes back and forth dramatically—“Armenians. When Bhanushali brought up Lovecraft’s Jewish wife Sonia Greene as proof that he wasn’t that big an anti-Semite I said, ‘Of course he married a Jew. Pathetic little racist men of course marry women they think are inferior.’”


  “Then what happened?” Colleen asked. “I mean, there has to be more to it than that.”


  “Oh, then it became a total shit show. It was epic, really,” R.G. said. “Some fan said that he too had married a Jew and was Panossian calling him a pathetic little racist of a man—”


  “And I said, ‘Well, it has nothing to do with your choice of spouse, but you’re two-thirds right,’” Panossian said.


  “Turns out, the guy was in charge of programming and panels for Summer Tentacular,” Raul said.


  “And then he explained that he was six-foot-five so he definitely wasn’t little, so obviously I was calling him an anti-Semite…”


  “His brother owns the hotel,” Barry said. “It’s why we get it so cheap.”


  “Speaking of,” Panossian said. “Your key, Colleen.” He dug a keycard out of his pocket and slid it across the table to Colleen. Everyone turned to him.


  “It’s a deeply shitty room. Mold on the ceilings, the blinds. And I couldn’t get in the conference block, so I’m on the hook for full price.”


  “Oh, so that’s why you filled out a Roommate Request form,” Colleen said, but Panossian wasn’t looking at her face and so didn’t respond.


  Ms. Phantasia had walked into the Warwick. He was a larger man, in his sixties, in a full evening gown—tons of sequins this time around—and combat boots. On the back of his bald head was a tattoo of Lovecraft’s face done sufficiently well enough that occasionally drunkards in dark rooms tried to address Ms. Phantasia from behind. Sometimes, Ms. Phantasia didn’t turn around.


  But Panossian wasn’t looking at Ms. Phantasia; he was looking at the woman behind him. She was dressed exactly like Phantasia, though she wore her hair in a peach fuzz crewcut and had no giant tattoo on her head. She was young enough to be Phantasia’s granddaughter. The Phantasias turned and walked up to the table.


  “Hello!” Panossian said. “Got your own mini-me, do you?”


  “I have,” Ms. Phantasia said, “an acolyte of my own.”


  “Hi,” the young woman said. “I’m Chloe.”


  “And you’re an acolyte?”


  “I’m a writer.”


  “Published?” Colleen asked.


  “Stick with being an acolyte,” Panossian interjected before Chloe could answer. “There’s a future in that.”


  “We have a collaboration in the souvenir booklet,” Phantasia said. “You must check it out, darlings.”


  “And we will,” Raul said.


  “We’ll fill a hot tub with marmalade, hop in, and take turns reading passages to one another,” Panossian said.


  “That reminds me, I’m here for lunch,” Phantasia said, and with that he led Chloe to the bar.


  Barry said, after Phantasia left, “He’s a strange writer.”


  “We know,” R.G. said.


  “I mean, his work. It’s Lovecraftian, but also decadent. He has a unique vision.”


  “I read one of his stories; it was all about people licking one another’s palms,” Colleen said.


  Panossian muttered something.


  “Did you say ‘That’s hot’?” Colleen asked him.


  “I said ‘It’s hot.’ I need some air. I’m going outside.”


  Everyone had to shift over and bring in their knees to let Panossian out. He tread on Colleen’s toes, by mistake, and didn’t notice. Raul did notice and winced sympathetically. After he snaked out of the booth and turned to walk off, Colleen could see that he was a wreck. Old black jeans that he had likely been wearing for several days, sneakers with untied laces flopping about as he walked with the trace of a limp and hunched-over posture. He didn’t say good-bye or even nod or smile in farewell.


  “You okay?” Raul asked.


  “Steel-toed boots,” Colleen said. “Didn’t feel a thing.”


  “So how do you know him, Colleen?” Barry asked.


  “Online, like everyone else I guess.”


  “And you’re roommates?”


  “I’m sure he’s a perfect gentleman,” Colleen said, but for that moment she wasn’t sure at all.


  “Did he say he was a perfect gentlemen?” R.G. asked.


  “No, of course not.”


  “Thank God. Then he might be one yet.” The two women laughed, but the two men looked a little confused.


  Eventually R.G. said, “Opening ceremonies, or the book room?”


  “Well, there’s only going to be one opening ceremony, and the book room is open all weekend, so I guess I’ll go to the ceremony,” Colleen said. “How about you guys?”


  “Uh, book room,” Barry said.


  “Definitely,” Raul agreed.


  “I’m with them,” R.G. said. “Not that first-timers don’t find the opening ceremonies…uh, interesting sometimes.”


  “Is it that bad?”


  “You need to go once,” Barry said. “It’s something to tell the grandkids about.”


  “You’ll never want to touch a man again,” R.G. said.


  “I hope you’ve already reproduced,” Raul said.


  “I’ll take a drink with me,” Colleen said. She got another red wine and sipped at it as she walked through the first floor of the Hotel Bierce to the Main Ballroom. The glass served as a decent shield against awkward conversations. Eye contact, smile, and then quickly take a sip to avoid saying even a word. Right outside the opening ceremony someone called out, “Hey, Asparagus Head!” Colleen cringed and looked about furtively, thinking that someone was mocking her, but then she spotted a smiling man whose head really did resemble an asparagus—his hair was feathered and seemed to come to a point thanks to some unfortunate cranial architecture. He brushed past her without apology or even slowing down. Then she heard someone calling out, “Oh man, if only Tomato was still around—we could make a salad!”


  The Main Ballroom was only about half full, with most attendees gathering in clumps. To Colleen it looked like what she imagined a large AA meeting would be, except instead of alcoholism the attendees had all sorts of other, subtler, problems. At the front of the room was a dais and there sat Bhanushali, a wide smile on her face. She wore a sari, which was not the boldest choice, as a large hirsute man next to her was essentially dressed like Cthulhu himself—his beard was painted with green streaks, and he wore a muumuu, also green, that had masses of plastic ivy and seaweed stapled to it. Cardboard bat wings, also green with sequins for scales, and a Styrofoam bicycle helmet spray-painted green completed the ensemble. He stood to speak when someone tapped Colleen on the shoulder.


  “Excuse me,” said the froggy man from registration as he rustled through a knapsack he’d just swung over his shoulder. “Would you like to buy my book?”


  The book was real enough, in that it hadn’t been hastily put together in a copy shop somewhere, with spiral binding and a cover image stolen from DeviantArt. Madness of the Death Sun was a decent-looking trade paperback, with a black and white cover that was only a little faded by age. The froggy man wrote under the name Hiram Chandler, a name Colleen recognized from online.


  “It’s about a dying world in which the last sane man and the last sane woman are like unto gods—”


  “Like unto…”


  “Gods.”


  “Shouldn’t you be in the dealers’ room?” Colleen said.


  “I am in the dealers’ room,” Hiram said.


  “Huh?”


  “I have two tables. I sell books, old pulp magazines, Lovecraftian jewelry, collars, corsets, floggers, magickal implements, rope and tackle—”


  “Hullo.” It was Panossian, who had just materialized somehow. “Excuse me, Hiram,” he said. Hiram didn’t just move over, he stuffed the book into his knapsack and scuttled away, his gait strange and limping thanks to the heavy bag.


  “Don’t blame Hiram for the hard sell,” Panossian said to Colleen conspiratorially. He had a drink in his hand too and sipped it between sentences. “He has to make up for last year, when his distributor collapsed.”


  “Oh, what happened?”


  “He accidentally left his knapsack at the bus depot.”


  Colleen laughed, then nodded toward Panossian’s drink. “What’s your poison?”


  It was a tall glass full of a brownish mixed drink that looked more like muddy water than any proper liquor. “Try it.” He offered it to her; she held it to her nose and sniffed at it.


  “That’s…unusual.”


  “Are you still a vegan?”


  “Yes.” She put her lips to the glass.


  “No wonder. It’s a bullshot. Like a Bloody Mary, but with beef bullion instead of tomato juice.”


  Colleen still had the glass. Her fingers tightened around it like it was a neck. “Are you fucking kidding me?” she said. “You were going to let me drink this?”


  Panossian just peered at her, his dark eyes wide. She handed the glass back.


  “You’ll need more than red wine to get through this,” Panossian said. He flicked his head over behind his shoulder. “Check out the goon squad in the back.”


  Colleen was too angry to turn around or listen to anything Panossian had to say. Then, from the dais Bhanushali jumped to her feet and shouted, and barked, and ululated, and howled.


  Then she said, “Do you hear the call!”


  “The call!” she repeated.


  “Of Cthulhu!” an enthusiastic fifty percent of the audience responded. The other half of the audience either looked embarrassed, or were just glancing down at their phones.


  Colleen glanced over at Panossian, who had just finished his brothy drink in a gulp.


  From the dais came an air-rending noise, half throat-singing half-gagging. The man dressed as Cthulhu stood up and threw his arms in the air. “Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn!” he shouted, and the audience participants chanted along, some shouting and others muttering like a bunch of occasional churchgoers who didn’t quite remember the Lord’s Prayer.


  “The theme of this year’s Summer Tentacular,” Bhanushali said, “is the Mythos and God.” After the boos quieted down, she continued. “As we all know, H. P. Lovecraft was a strict materialist—”


  “Was not!” came a voice from the audience, which Bhanushali ignored except for the slightest straightening of her posture.


  “—and atheist. He had no truck with God, or any religious sentiment. And yet, there is much to learn about Lovecraft when examining his work and life through the lens of faith.”


  “Bullshit!” came another voice from the audience, this one much louder and more determined. When Colleen looked back, she saw that everyone was craning for a look, except for Panossian, who was just fiddling with his glass of leftover ice.


  The bellowing man was nearly as large as the frame for the open double doors in which he was standing.


  Panossian leaned in and muttered into Colleen’s ear. “This should be pretty good.”


  “The cult of Cthulhu is real!” the man said as he walked down the aisle toward the dais. Colleen recognized him as Chief Shoggoth from the registration table, though he had changed into a ridiculous-looking oversized black velour robe decorated with a rope-like golden thread along the sleeves and hems, and was shirtless. Thankfully, he was wearing boxer shorts and flip-flops.


  “I meant terrible,” Panossian said.


  Bhanushali stood stock still, one hand in the air, still gesturing toward the ceiling from when she had said the word “faith.” Her smile, frozen like the rest of her, had taken on a darker mien. The Cthulhu beside her stood up, chest forward and hands up, as if he was going to jump off the dais and charge the heckler.


  “You can laugh—” said Chief Shoggoth, and indeed, a number of people were at least tittering, “but the concept of tulpa is a venerable one. Would any of you be laughing if the Dalai Lama were here before you?”


  “Yes!” someone shouted, but Colleen didn’t know who it was. She noticed that her wine was not in her hand anymore, and saw that Panossian had managed to slip it from her grip and had just finished the last of it.


  “Lovecraft first manifested the Elder Gods—the convention proves the power of his creations. All of you are feeding the creation of the tulpa, the Cthulhu thought-form, just by being here, by reading his work, by writing your own. I mean, look at this guy!” He waved a thick-fingered widely-splayed hand toward the stage and the man in the very unconvincing Cthulhu costume.


  Colleen leaned over to Panossian and was about to say, Well, he is only the second worst-dressed person here, when she bumped heads with Panossian who was leaning in to whisper in her ear.


  He winced and said “Well, he is only the—”


  “—second worst-dressed person here,” Colleen said.


  “I was going to say ‘third.’” He cut his eyes to a few rows behind them both, where a young man was wearing a black t-shirt.


  “So?”


  “Look closely.”


  She did—the t-shirt featured the utterly ubiquitous green bulb of Cthulhu’s head, and the tentacles dripping from his lips…and a typo. Chtlulu read the legend over the monster’s head.


  “I think he’s NSA,” Panossian said. “Here’s your wine.” He handed her the empty glass.


  Chief Shoggoth had begun bellowing, and Bhanushali was shouting back, citing some fanzine or blog post that explained somehow about how stupid the Chief Shoggoth was being. “Why not summon up Nora from Et dukkehjem,” she finished. The crowd was mostly hooting and applauding until the man actually dressed as Cthulhu grabbed the mic.


  “This is just gutter Satanism,” he said. “But have no doubt that even gutter Satanism is Satanism. Christ is real, He is watching and, truly, I worry about your soul, young man.” One of his wings wobbled and nearly came off his back. Nearly everyone shut up, except for one person who started cackling and then quickly stopped.


  “Is this a put-on?” Colleen asked. “I mean, is this the opening ceremony?”


  “The guy dressed like Cthulhu is an actual Bible scholar or something,” Panossian said. “Maybe it’s real.”


  “It’s getting heated. What if the hotel calls the police?”


  “If incoherent shouting were a crime, we’d all be sharing one big electric chair.”


  “Is it like this every year?” Colleen asked.


  Panossian shrugged. “I usually just hang out in the bar and sometimes go to the dealers’ room and look at books. I guess I have another reason to come this year, though,” he said.


  “Why did you come this year?”


  Panossian opened his mouth, clamped it shut, then opened it again. “I came here for you, Ms. Danzig. To see you.”


  “Wha—”


  “Ssshhh,” he hissed. “I’m trying to listen to the bullshit.” He pointedly turned away from Colleen.


  Chief Shoggoth shouted back to the man dressed as Cthulhu. “Why are you even here then? Wasn’t Lovecraft an atheist? Didn’t he despise religion?”


  “I can ask you the same question!” Bhanushali said. “Why would you think it at all rational to appropriate a Buddhist notion to bring to life an Elder God that is utterly fictional—and even if you could do it, why on Earth would you believe it to be a good idea?


  “Have you ever managed to read one of Lovecraft’s fictions all the way to the end, Norman?”


  Everyone laughed at that. Even Panossian chuckled.


  But Chief Shoggoth, Norman apparently, wasn’t flummoxed. “I have! All of them. And the revisions, and the Derleth rip-offs, and even the crap you people all write.” He waved his arms about extravagantly and got caught up in his robe’s oversized sleeves for a moment. “We all want something to happen, don’t you see? We want cosmic horror because it’s better than the alternative—cosmic boredom!”


  “I’m already cosmically bored,” Panossian said to Colleen.


  Norman went on, bellowing. “We’re right! We’ll be right! We can create something out of eternal emptiness!”


  “I think I’ll go to the dealers’ room,” Panossian muttered, and then he got up and skulked away. In his long black coat, he looked about as ridiculous as the people he’d been mocking. Colleen was at a loss for what to do for a moment, until she saw just how many people were sliding out of their chairs and heading out of the ballroom. If Norman’s display was supposed to be a part of the show, it wasn’t going over very well. Colleen hopped from empty chair to empty chair till she made it to the far wall, then followed it to the door and sprinted across the hall.


  The dealers’ room was just as loud as the opening ceremony, but the noise here came from a collective susurration in the crowded room. Dozens of conversations seemed to be happening at once as Summer Tentacular attendees picked over boxes of used paperbacks or carefully held up hardcover books and haggled for deals. Dozens of conversations, or one being played out in dozens of different ways at once. Shoggoth Cthulhu black goat Yog-Sothoth Mi-Go Cthulhu nigger—


  Did someone actually say the word “nigger” in public? Colleen scanned the room despite herself. Pretty much everyone was white, and not one person in the dealers’ room, as far as she could see, was African American. Perhaps someone was talking about Lovecraft’s cat, which he had called Nigger-Man. Colleen pushed on into the room, muttering pardons and leading with her shoulder. Nyarlathotep, Tsathoggua, Necronomicon.


  Not every table featured books. T-shirts abounded, many emblazoned with jokes about role-playing games that Colleen was pleased to not actually understand. Displays of pewter dragons and wizards seemed only mildly out of place, like a Seventh Day Adventist in a roomful of Mormons. Toward the back of the room stood the folding changing screens and racks of fetish wear and corsets.


  “Hey!” said a large man as he spotted Colleen. He wore a black pirate shirt with a plunging neckline, and leather pants tucked into knee-high black boots. On purpose, but Colleen put on a friendly face and smiled, then turned around as if looking for some friends.


  The froggy man was behind her, holding a copy of Madness of the Death Sun up to his chest. He almost managed to make eye contact before Colleen turned on her heel again and decided to deal with the pirate instead.


  “Colleen Danzig, right?” the pirate said. “Love your stuff.”


  “Hey, thanks,” Colleen said. The pirate’s claim was a generic one, and Colleen was wearing a name tag, so she knew not to take the recognition or compliment too seriously. “I have a chapbook coming out soon.”


  “Too bad you don’t have copies now. I’d buy one from you immediately. My name is Rob,” the pirate said, offering a hand. Colleen took it, and then he clamped his fingers tightly around hers and leaned in close.


  “You are a geek goddess,” he whispered. “I would love for you to try on a corset.” He pronounced it cor-say. “You can keep it for the weekend, if you like. Are you on a panel? You can wear it to a panel; that would be free advertising for me, and of a certain benefit to you as well.” He gave her the once over, and Colleen felt like a hand had reached inside her and run up and down the bones of her spine.


  In a flash, Colleen considered her options. The Summer Tentacular theoretically had a sexual harassment policy, or at least a code of conduct. Did this interaction qualify? To her, yes, but given the paucity of women at the convention, who knew how an official policy would be interpreted. But, he was being nice to you, offering free use of a corset… She could just make an excuse and extract herself, since this guy would be stuck in the dealers’ room during the day. But then there’d be the evening parties, where people got drunk and inhibitions evaporated. If she left now, he’d just follow her around, demanding the attention he clearly believed he deserved.


  Or she could wreck him. The options there were two: hard or soft. She chose soft. Colleen lifted her thumb, placed it in the web of flesh between his thumb and forefinger and pressed hard. The pirate winced, then yelped when Colleen didn’t stop. Finally he let go.


  “No thanks,” Colleen said. “I packed clothes for this event.”


  “Jesus Christ,” the pirate said. He carried on too much for how little the pressure point trick hurt. “You’re like a crazy person! I was just trying to be friendly.”


  Colleen thought to use his name, and glanced around for his name tag. Then she saw that he had tucked the lanyard into his pants, so that the badge dangled near his crotch.


  “I’m a friendly person too,” Colleen said. “I just like having both my hands free at all times. It helps me to be friendly. Anyway, good-bye.” She turned to cross the room again, and, thankfully, the froggy man was bothering someone else already.


  Norman, the Chief Shoggoth, entered the room, still in his robe, and extended his arms, nearly completely filling the wide double-door frame. He declared, “Five fifty-five! The dealers’ room closes in five minutes!”


  Colleen was surprised to hear a chorus of groans, like a teacher had just announced that recess was over.


  3. The Outsider


  I never made it to the dealers’ room, which is sad for me, as I do love books. I did love books, I should say. Even with amazon.com and ebooks, and my old life down in Cambridge, Massachusetts—a town with a number of independent bookstores—there was still something special about the tables in a Lovecraftian convention dealers’ room. Books with print runs in the low triple digits, old stapled-together fanzines with the sort of cover art that could otherwise only be found in the doodles of a bored eighth-grade boy, and even some interesting titles.


  Of course, nobody ever wanted to talk about writing. Publishing, sure. Who actually got a mass market paperback deal for one of their books, which editor was looking for short stories for yet another anthology about Cthulhu—he’s going to rise one day and destroy the world for no reason, you see—and whatever happened to that author who seemed so hot just last year.


  Part of why I wanted to head to the dealers’ room and gossip a bit was to show that I wasn’t just last year’s fad.


  There’s a saying, usually whispered in the committee meetings of convention runners, those Secret Masters of Fandom that run everything on a volunteer business, with no thanks to show for it except for the narcissistic pleasure of being in charge.


  Fandom is the social network of last resort.


  It’s true. Lovecraftians in particular are a bunch of misfits and social defectives. It started with the old man himself, who was crippled by neuroses so huge that he had no choice but to become a genius at what he did. Lovecraft’s short stories, so widely distributed in grade school libraries because they contained zero sex and only the merest suggestions of violence, were like cheese in a mousetrap. Boys, almost all boys, too fat or awkward or arrogant for sports, and not actually bright enough to achieve top marks, find their ways to the darkest corners and dustiest shelves, and there Lovecraft is waiting. And if those traps don’t get sprung, there are others. The Internet in-jokes, the role-playing games, the video game levels that end with great green tentacles reaching out from a swirling vortex, they all perform an initiatory function.


  Lovecraft chooses his own.


  One of his most famous stories, “The Outsider,” even explains how it all works. Unhappy is he to whom the memories of childhood bring only fear and sadness, it begins. The climax of the story is a hoary old cliché, but the story is from 1926. There’s a poor ugly ol’ guy wandering around a suitably gothic castle as he narrates, all alone as he has been for his entire life. He encounters a party, but when the revelers see him, they scream and run. He stumbles around the room, half-Quasimodo, half-Frankenstein’s Monster, trying to find out what happened when he sees a hideous creature lurching at him. He raises a hand, but too late, and he actually makes contact with the monster. Of course, the creature was himself, and he had come across a mirror.


  What makes “The Outsider” special isn’t the climax, it’s the denouement. There’s a misunderstood word. Ask one of the poor dears over at the Summer Tentacular and he’ll likely tell you that in a story’s denouement the writer’s job is to tie up loose ends. But the word means the exact opposite—it means to unknot. What’s being unknotted is the emotional tension created by the climax. “The Outsider” wouldn’t be worth reading for anyone over the age of nine if the story rested on the dumb twist that the narrator was the monster all along. Instead, after fleeing from his own horrible visage, the narrator makes his escape from a lonely life of fear and sadness. Now I ride with the mocking and friendly ghouls on the night-wind, and play by day amongst the catacombs of Nephren-Ka in the sealed and unknown valley of Hadoth by the Nile. He has friends! He somehow got his ugly ass to fucking Egypt! And life in Egypt is a big party too—he has found his home among the freaks, and the freaks don’t run from fellow freaks. I know that light is not for me, save that of the moon over the rock tombs of Neb, nor any gaiety save the unnamed feasts of Nitokris beneath the Great Pyramid.


  Then I remember that I’m dead. No feasts, no pyramid, just a body in a shoebox talking to nobody while I wait for my brain to decompose sufficiently that whatever is left of me finally just turns off. Is time passing, or are all these cogitations just one last burst of activity, every synapse blazing at once since I no longer need to breathe, since my heart no longer beats. I’m an echo of an echo, the ultimate outsider.


  In Lovecraft’s fiction, the outsider becomes the insider. That’s the appeal. The bookish little nerd, often with aesthetic inclinations if not exactly artistic talent, figures out what is really going on. Ancient languages are deciphered, inexplicable phenomena examined, myths so obscure they can only be discussed in terms older than mankind are discovered to be the literal history of the universe. And the texts themselves provide all sorts of insider jargon and references for the initiated. And like all initiatory regimes, there are levels of enlightenment, ever more complex signs and tokens, layers of occult truth. It’s easy to see where L. Ron Hubbard got his inspiration for the Church of Scientology from.
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“Dark and hilarious...I am Providence is

that murder-mystery-in-a-writers-convention
you didn't even know you wanted, but
(like the human skin-bound book which
propels the plot) you really must buy."

—Lavie Tidhar, author of
A M Osama and The Violent Century
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