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  The most dangerous and frightening of mankind’s emotions is love, and the most dangerous and frightening kind of love is not love lost, but love of that which we cannot have. The unconsummated love festers in a man’s mind, becoming cancerous, crowding out all other affections that might find home there. Rare is the man who can battle such a malignancy, and rarer still is the man who can overcome it and remain free from the hungering emptiness it leaves behind.


  —Robert Blake
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  PART ONE


  Robert Peaslee


  1919–1924


  CHAPTER 1


  “Revenge of the Reanimator”


  From the Letters of Robert Peaslee May 5 1919


  My dearest Hannah,


  You must forgive me for dispensing with the usual pleasantries; I promise to send you a more formal letter at a later date, but for now you must make do with this haphazardly written missive. Under the circumstances, it is the best that I can do. So much has happened in the last few hours; I have so much to tell you about that I can hardly keep myself contained, and yet, at the same time, I am hesitant, for what I have seen defies the bounds of common decency, and borders on the absurd, and likely wanders into the realm of pure madness. It may all be simply too much for a simple boy from Arkham to take in. That, in itself, is amusing, for it was because of Arkham that I was drawn into the strange events that have so disturbed my mind, but I get ahead of myself.


  Paris is a madhouse. I thought perhaps it was because of the end of the war, that the Peace Conference had drawn not only the great powers of the world to the city, but the madmen as well, but I think it is simply the nature of this place. As a member of the security detail attached to our mission, I must, on a daily basis, sift through the reports generated by the locals, constantly searching for evidence of some threat that might disrupt the conference or endanger the staff. Each day brings a new revelation, a new wonder, or a new horror. Last month, the authorities arrested a man they suspected of murdering dozens of women. Criminal geniuses joust with the police. Masked vigilantes armed with super-science haunt the streets, doing battle with infamous thieves, murderers, and nefarious organizations. It is not uncommon to see strange inventions roll down the streets or glide past amongst the clouds. Such things had become routine, so it was a surprise when my commander ordered me to the outskirts of the city to help the gendarmes. He wouldn’t tell me much, but the words “Arkham” and “Miskatonic” had been uttered. He knew I was from Arkham, knew our family history, and decided I needed to be the one to take a more detailed look.


  Montmartre is an odd little part of Paris. Before the war, it was home to a thriving artistic community, but now, it has slowly become home to a rather unsavory element that needn’t be discussed here. Hidden within this labyrinth-like neighborhood are several small estates of several acres each, some of which have been turned into private sculpture gardens for the more well-to-do members of this community of eccentrics. One of these was named the Locus Solus, and was the playground of the prominent Dr. Martial Canterel, a scientist and inventor whose fame in Paris rivaled that of Edison, but whose eccentricities rivaled those of Tesla. Although I have no direct knowledge, rumor has it that Canterel was responsible for the so-called “Miracle of the Marne,” which used taxi cabs to transport reserve troops to the front lines: an absurd proposal to be sure, but one that worked, and changed the course of the battle. This, then, was the nature of Canterel’s reputation and work: the adaptation of one invention to another use that seemed absurd or completely impractical, but in practice worked, and produced what could be thought of as scientific romances or engineering art.


  As I left the street, the gateway to the estate was not-unexpectedly bizarre, consisting of facsimiles of teeth from some titanic beast that curved into the air to form a kind of arch. Normally such a thing would be considered macabre, or perhaps outré, but the fact that each immense tooth had been painted in splashes of various pastel colors made the thing simply laughable. I may have been walking into the maw of an immense beast, but it was candy-colored, and that made it somehow acceptable.


  The pavers upon which I trod were equally as whimsical, for each one was connected to a pneumatic system that responded to each step. In essence, as I walked from the street to the house, my gait provided its own processional beat, until I at last reached the door and was announced by a rich contralto bleating. The door, which was a thick steel thing colored purple, swung open to reveal a familiar face, one of my colleagues, a man who like me had served in the war, but was found to be too useful to ship home, at least just yet. Gatsby had a way with numbers, and with people, so the Brass had kept him on, though not for much longer. He had been accepted to one of the upper-crust British universities, and was just days away from starting his life over as a student.


  Gatsby ushered me inside and in a veritable whirlwind of activity moved down the corridor to the library. He sat me down in a chair shaped like an octopus, looked at me oddly, and then smiled. “In a few seconds a man, Dr. Martial Canterel, is going to come through that door,” he said, pointing at a fragile-looking panel of glass and lead. “When he does, he is going to talk to you as if he knows you. You need to play along, and follow him when he moves. Whatever you do, don’t try to stop him. Do you understand?”


  I nodded my affirmation as Gatsby backed away.


  As soon as he was clear, the door swung wide and a suave man wearing a ridiculous green-and-purple paisley suit walked in. He was thin and well groomed, and walked with that odd way of carrying himself that told me he wasn’t an American. He smiled as he approached and greeted me warmly, taking my right hand in both of his.


  “My dear Doctor, I am so glad you could come,” he said as he vigorously shook my hand. “It has been so long since we last spoke, twenty years I suppose. Has it really been that long since I was in Arkham? I heard that you had some trouble with the faculty at Miskatonic?”


  I was utterly confused. “I’m sorry, I’m not a doctor. I think perhaps you have mistaken me for Professor Nathaniel Peaslee; I’m his son, Robert.”


  I looked around for help, but Gatsby had vanished.


  Canterel let go of my hand. There was a smell, actually two odors, one of perfume; an attempt to mask the other, a stench that hinted at rotting food.


  “Of course, still, what do those old fools know?” he replied. “If it weren’t for men like us, those milksops would still have us in the Dark Ages shaking bones and muttering incantations.” He spun around and seemed to be listening to something. “Yes, but I assure you, my friend, there is no need. I have a demonstration set up in the garden, and I brought a suitable specimen, and a sample of my reagent.” He paused once more. “Yes, it is derived from the one we worked on so long ago, but I’ve made a number of improvements since then. It may not produce the exact response we are looking for, but the results are consistent, reproducible between subjects.”


  He turned back toward me and leaned in to where I was sitting, so close that I had to slouch back into the chair. When he spoke again, it was in a sly, almost secretive whisper.


  “Come into the garden, my dear Herbert, let me show you what my Resurrectine can do.”


  From his pocket he produced a small glass vial of fluid so green that it nearly glowed, and flecked with small grains of purple. Doing as I was told, I rose from my chair and followed Dr. Canterel into the garden. As we strolled down the hall, Gatsby was nowhere to be seen.


  Outside in the garden, free from the bonds of architecture, Canterel’s work was awash in the nonsense that has infused the art movement known as Dadaism. The whole landscape was surreal, and I was reminded of the worlds described by Lewis Carroll, and in some ways L. Frank Baum. There was a tree hung with lunch pails, which when Canterel touched them would bark like schnauzers. There was a grove of books, chiseled out of marble, with the pages attached and moveable using great stone rings, themselves carved out of the stone.


  He pointed to a goggled-eye light fixture. “When I was a young man, I found that on the beach. I believe it to be part of Nemo’s Nautilus. Some kind of death ray I suppose. For me, it is my favorite lamp, which I keep lit using a small jar of glow bugs.” He paused suddenly. “You have no interest in such things, do you, Dr. West?” He shook his head and went tsk tsk through his teeth. He pointed at a large empty space. “Not even in my giant diamond aquarium? You see that cat? And the head?”


  I looked, but there was nothing there. I could not understand why I could not see it. He paused and seemed to be listening.


  “Yes, it is the head of the famed politician Danton. I reconstituted it and administered an early version of Resurrectine. The head still speaks, but it needs motivation. Thus the cat will occasionally stir the thing. Ignore the dancing girl, she was an afterthought, but now that the piece has been installed, I find it too difficult to alter it.” It was as if he was seeing something that wasn’t there, or had been once, but was no longer.


  We wandered down the garden path a little ways before Canterel stopped once more. “Indulge me for a moment, my friend,” he pointed to a bas-relief map of Paris, upon which a small red light was slowly moving about. “Throughout the city I have placed a net of radio receivers tuned to capture the regular signal of a small transmitter which I attached to a feral dog. By using the signal strength from each of the receivers, I can estimate the location of the dog almost instantaneously on this map. By recording those locations, I can create a history of the dog’s movements, a kind of travelogue if you will.”


  I looked at where he was gesturing, but again the space was empty.


  “It is an amusing little project, but I cannot for the life of me find a practical use for it. It could be used to track people as they move through the city, and perhaps direct police or reroute traffic as needed, but I find it hard to believe that we could convince the masses to wear my devices in support of such a cause.” He paused and his face took on an annoyed expression. “Please, my friend, there is no need to be so angry. What you wish to see is just around the corner, come follow me, and you shall see what I have done with your reagent. It is truly a masterpiece.”


  Once more, he waddled down the path, and I dutifully followed, but, this time, as we came around a hedge, I was greeted by the most astounding of sights. There were eight enclosures; glass cubes each about ten feet on a side. Inside were people, one per cube, all different, and all doing different things. There was a woman rocking a child to sleep, though the child itself was a doll. She just sat there rocking the doll, singing to it, over and over again. She made no deviation from her pattern, made no attempt to acknowledge our presence.


  More disturbing was the marrying man, a man dressed in a tuxedo in front of a dummy dressed as a priest. Beside him was an articulated mannequin on wheels dressed in a wedding dress. A speaker mounted on the side of the priest dummy would recite vows, which the man would acknowledge. There were pauses were the mannequin would supposedly speak as well. At the end of the ceremony, the man would kiss the bride and then run down an aisle. After about thirty feet, he would suddenly stop. A hidden cable would drag the mannequin back to the priest, and the groom would join them. I thought it was a kind of performance art, but the precision with which it was repeated was disturbing. I might even say unnerving.


  Canterel motioned me down the path in a way that made me think he was trying to be quiet, but as I approached he started giggling and then addressed me in a normal tone.


  “I’m sorry, I tend to forget that they don’t acknowledge our existence, so it doesn’t matter how we speak or act. They are so lifelike, a magnificent tableau vivant, all thanks to my reagent, my Resurrectine. It brings the dead back to life, and then they continuously reenact the most important event in their lives, at least from their perspective. It is not perfect, mind you; there is still the matter of decay. The decomposition may have been slowed, but they do rot. And of course there is the matter of nutrition, but the less said about that the better.”


  He smiled, and I stared at the young man who was acting out fishing in the river and pulling up a rather large, but wholly unidentifiable fish. “Perhaps tableau vivant is the wrong way to describe them, tableaux mort might be better.”


  He stepped away and then turned quickly. “My secret ingredient, of course it is the Vril energy. I infuse it into the reagent during formulation. It affects the mind, you see.”


  Suddenly Canterel spun around and looked at his arm. “Sir! Just what do you think you are doing?” He reached for something that I could not see. Whatever it was, he found it. He twisted left and right, and then spun around. “I haven’t corrupted anything,” he yelled. “I haven’t made a mockery of your work; I’ve turned it into an art!”


  He suddenly spun around and screamed, “DOCTOR WEST!” His voice gurgled and his back arched. I saw the light in his eyes grow dim as he crumpled to the ground. He lay there for a moment, still as the grave, but only for a moment. Without warning, he was convulsing and screaming. Canterel’s body was flopping around on the ground like a dying fish. He screamed again, and then went quickly silent. Without a word, he stood up and in silence he walked away, passing me and returning to the house.


  I did not follow him, for as he stood, I saw what lay beneath him. I ran instead, ran from Canterel, ran from the estate called Locus Solus, ran through the streets of Paris, and took refuge in the American Consulate, where I could drown away what I had seen with French wine and Kentucky bourbon. I didn’t need to follow Canterel back into his house to know what was going to happen next. I had seen enough, seen what had happened, and I knew I didn’t need to see it again.


  Canterel was going back inside, back to the library, where he would once again act out the last few minutes of his life, the moments during which he had met with the man who had invented the reagent, the basis for his own Resurrectine, and during which he could at last boast of his achievement to the one man whom he respected. It was an encounter that Canterel would consider the greatest of his life: one that would end with one man attacking the other, and Canterel being murdered.


  If only he had stayed dead, but whoever had killed him, a man, a doctor by the name of Herbert West, had found it amusing to dose Canterel with his own creation, his own version of the reagent, his so-called Resurrectine. Canterel was trapped, not alive, but not dead either, at least until he succumbed to starvation, or rotted away.


  Until then, he was no longer Doctor Martial Canterel the artist; he had become what he cherished the most: a work of art.


  Your dearest brother,


  Robert Peaslee


  CHAPTER 2


  “The Sepia Prints”


  From the Letters of Robert Peaslee June 24 1919


  My dearest Arthur,


  My apologies, I did not mean to scare you. Most mornings I wake screaming. I have bad dreams, but those dreams, they help keep me sane. The fact that such things still terrify me, in an odd way I find comforting. My sister likes to say that I came back from the war changed, others nod and whisper words like “shell-shock,” but it wasn’t the war that did this to me. It was something worse, something far worse.


  It was just after the war, but at this point what isn’t—I was still in Paris working as security for the American delegation to the Treaty of Versailles. I was on leave following a disagreeable turn of events involving a strange estate on the outskirts of the city and a rather disreputable doctor who, like me, was from Arkham. The Major had given me some time off and I had squandered most of it by wandering through the streets of the city, searching for something, though what exactly I cannot say. There was a sense of ennui within my soul, a longing that cried out to be fulfilled, but try as I might I could not find what I needed. Unable to satisfy myself I instead indulged in more earthly delights.


  It was thus that I found myself one night on the balcony of the hotel that many of our mission had laid claim to. I was intoxicated, but not incapacitated. I was enjoying the view—the balcony was five stories above the square, and provided an excellent point from which to observe the comings and goings of those below, without being too close to those sometimes-maddening crowds. As I have said, I was intoxicated, lost in the drink and the beauty of the city, for suddenly I was no longer alone at the ledge. There was a woman standing next to me, staring wistfully out at the city lights and its people. She was an attractive young woman, in a European way, but she was also disheveled. Her clothes were ragged, some of her hair had broken free from where she had pinned it, and three of her fingernails on one hand were broken.


  She was uncomfortably close, and when I cleared my throat to gain her attention she stared at me with such a wild look in her eyes, such madness and fear, I was suddenly taken aback. I recognized her, a girl from Guernsey, a singer, or at least a student of the art. She was fluent in both English and French, and therefore had been useful to us in the past. Her name was Evelyn—it seemed to me most girls from Guernsey were named Evelyn—and she looked at me with a touch of madness in her eyes.


  Her voiced cracked as she spoke. “Have you seen the prints?”


  I stuttered out a puzzled, “I beg your pardon?”


  There was a book in her hand, a folio of some kind. She offered it to me. “The prints, have you seen the sepia prints?” The book slipped from her fingers and tumbled to the ground, its contents, photographs, spilled out and scattered across the stones of the balcony, like dry leaves in a light breeze, falling to earth, but with no intent of staying there.


  My eyes caught hers, and there was a tear. “The prints,” she whispered.


  “Not to worry,” I said, kneeling down to gather up the images and the book itself. They were indeed sepia prints. As I crouched there by her feet I saw her weight shift. Her feet rose off from the ground. A shoe, black, shiny but scuffed, fell back down. I put out a hand to catch it and as I did rose up as well, offering the errant shoe to the young lady like some prize, as if I were a conquering knight.


  She was gone.


  I was alone.


  I searched the balcony, but to no avail.


  A puzzled word slipped through my lips. “Where?”


  I stood there, a woman’s shoe in one hand, and half a dozen prints in the other. At my feet the folio blew open and more of the sepiatinted prints leaked out. I was staring at the space where she had been, where she no longer was, and could see nothing but the spot on the railing that had once been covered with a fine growth of ivy, which now was torn and broken.


  Then I heard the screams from below, and with a casual glance saw what had caused them. Evelyn was there on the square below, her arms and legs at impossible angles. Her other shoe was rocking back and forth on the masonry like a ship tossed on the sea. Her head had caught the garden fence and had been impaled with such force that it had been torn from her body. It stared back up at me with wide open eyes; eyes that I swore were still filled with fear and madness.


  I didn’t wait for the authorities. It would take time to deal with the local police, and they had no love for us Americans. They would have questions, but I had no answers. I didn’t really know the woman, barely knew her name, had barely spoken ten words to her—was it even ten words? They would want to take the book, the folio of prints, but it was the only clue I had, and I needed it. If I were to figure this thing out, I would have to start somewhere. The book was as good a place as any. I cannot even today say why I did this thing. I just did it. As I have said, I was searching for something to fulfill myself, and this girl’s death, or more importantly, understanding the impetus for her death, seemed to provide a taste of what I needed.


  I gathered up the loose prints and the thin book that had once held them. I sprinted down the winding stairs, down the hall and out the back door. Leaving the alleyway, I slowed my pace and merged into the pedestrians who were moving along the street. The Mission had another house, a place several blocks away that we used to lodge dignitaries or visitors. I knew it was empty and made my way there, trying not to draw attention to myself as I weaved through the crowd.


  In the safety of that anonymous townhouse I held the book and in the dim light examined it and tried to put it in order. It was bound in black leather, but that was faded in spots, frayed at the corners, broken in places along the spine. Traces of gold inlay revealed that there had been stamped letters on the cover once, but the majority of them had been worn away, leaving only a few specks of precious metal here and there. Even the letters themselves had nearly faded completely away. At first glance I thought that the repair of the book would take a significant amount of time, but I was mistaken. While the prints were all the same size, the stains and stray marks that rimmed the edges made matching each to the correct page much easier, and within hours the book was in order and intact once more, and I was able to examine it in its original state.


  Investigations begin in odd ways, and no two are alike. The exact way to start is driven by the antecedent conditions, the style of those investigating, and the available clues. I only had two pathways to follow: I could investigate the woman, delve into her personal life and her work, or I could begin with the book. Reasoning that any conversation with family, friends, or coworkers would eventually be tied back to the book, I decided to begin there. It was, after all, already in my possession. It was perhaps the best place to start, and so I began my examination in earnest.


  Though the letters on the cover were gone, the title page made it clear what the collection of photographs was. I did not even need to translate from French, for the title was repeated in English.


  The King in Yellow

  A Souvenir Collection of Images of the Cast


  On the Occasion of its Premier

  The Sixteenth of February, 1899


  Palais Garnier

  Paris, France


  I knew the Palais Garnier by its more common name, the Paris Opera House, a magnificent edifice, a cornerstone of Parisian society, albeit one that was occasionally drenched in a little blood. Since the building had been completed there had been rumors that it was haunted, and these rumors came to a head in the early 1880s with the strange affair of the Opera Ghost. That phantom was not the only scandal that had befallen the opera house, for there were still rumors of strange figures haunting the halls, balconies, and alleyways of the edifice. Indeed, I recalled some mention of a fire that had taken the lives of an entire cast, and even some audience members.


  Below the title there was a stamp in blue ink that identified the book as part of the collection of the Bibliothèque-Musée de l’Opéra, a library with which I was not familiar. I consulted a guide book and learned that the library-museum was attached to the Paris Opera House and served as an archive of both the opera house itself and of opera in general, holding thousands of scores and librettos, as well as costumes, props, and memorabilia of performances themselves. This book, it seemed, was part of their archive and documented a lavish performance that had occurred almost two decades earlier.


  Lavish was an understatement.


  The costuming was magnificently decadent and purposefully grotesque. I had heard stories concerning the Opera’s production of Don Juan Triumphant, but I could not imagine that it was any more extravagant or ostentatious than what was in these images. First, the set was intricately detailed, with great banners and glass chandeliers hanging in the background, while the foreground was reminiscent of the art deco style of designer Erte. There was hedonism rampant in every set piece, and through it all ran a hypnotic triple spiral motif that drew the eye and threatened to make me dizzy. That design, which was a kind of triskelion but only in the most abstract sense, continued into the costumes for each character. It could be found in the lace that trimmed the gowns of the twins Cassilda and Camilla, and in the crown of the regent Uoht, and his wife Cordelia’s headdress. Aldones’s spectacles were three-lobed, and Thale’s staff bore a triple spiral. It could even be seen in the pale cloak of the Phantom of Truth, and the bindings that held together the Pallid Mask. Only The Stranger seemed to be without any influence from the weird design, and this served to set him apart from the others, to make him an outsider amongst a society of the strange.


  Each character was photographed in two costumes, one in a kind of formal attire, and then again in a kind of masquerade, each with its own mask, one simple, one ornate. Heavy makeup had been applied to all the actors which suggested that beneath their masks they were all horrifically scarred. The only exception to this was The Stranger, who had one simple costume and appeared to have only one mask, or perhaps none at all.


  As I progressed through the images I began to develop a strange idea, a suspicion really, one that was confirmed with a single ensemble photograph. For each character there were two actors, one in common costume, and the other in fancy masquerade. The resemblance between actors playing the same part was astounding—indeed I suspected that some of them were twins or at least siblings—but there were subtle differences. There was a facial mole in one photo that was absent in another. One actor for Uoht had very different earlobes than the other. The actor playing the fancy Aldones was missing the tip of his left index finger. The girls playing the twins Cassilda and Camilla were no doubt sisters, or perhaps cousins, but certainly part of the same family.


  All except The Stranger, of course—he seemed to be played by just one actor.


  But then there in the photograph I saw something that suggested that my conclusion was mistaken. There was in that ensemble photograph of the entire cast in costume a plethora of arms. One arm too many to be precise, it was off to the left, and nearly hidden behind the cloak of one of the Phantoms, but it was there. It was right where it should have been if one were to balance out The Stranger on the far side of the photo. An errant arm existed, one belonging to an actor who had been cropped out.


  I flipped through the pages more carefully this time and sure enough I found suggestions of him throughout the other images: a shadow figure in the background, a hand that didn’t belong, and a boot that seemed out of place. It was then and only then that I realized I was missing a page. It had been excised, I could see where the leaf had been cut, and the line was smooth and tight to the binding. I had seen other books, rare manuscripts that had been vandalized, and those looked similar to this. Whoever had done this not only wanted to take the images, which could have been done by simply taking the prints, but to erase all trace of their existence and hide what had been done.


  Reviewing the images and the death of Evelyn must have had a profound impact on me, for that night my dreams were invaded by the wildest of images. I was sitting on a stage, surrounded by the set from the images. The actors, or more precisely the characters from the prints, were walking around me, and seemed to be engaged in some great undertaking on my behalf, though what it was exactly was unclear. Aldones, the dwarf, seemed to relish what was going on, dancing around me to some strange staccato beat. The twins used me as a maypole, effectively binding me to the chair with ribbons. The giant Thale brought me coffee in an ornate silver cup, but when he saw I couldn’t drink it, my hands being bound by the girls, he sighed and lamented about what he would have to do with the pie he had made.


  It was the actions of Cordelia which most disturbed me. She paced nervously, gnashed her teeth, and clenched her fists as she did so. That she wanted to tell me something was obvious, for she started toward me on more than one occasion, but then seemed to think better of it and turned away. The Phantom of Truth, a gauzy thing with only the hint of a face, haunted her. It had eyes with which to see and ears with which to hear, but no mouth with which to speak.


  If the phantom haunted Cordelia, then The Stranger stalked her, or perhaps he stalked the whole family. He lurked in the background, moving amongst the shadowed curtains. He had the run of the stage, and would disappear from one spot and then suddenly appear in another. These actions were most disconcerting to Cordelia and Uoht, but for the twins Camilla and Cassilda it seemed more of a kind of game. The two girls screamed, but then as they ran their screams turned to giggles, which caused Thale to frown.


  Eventually, in a sudden rush, Cordelia overcame her hesitancy and ran to my side. It was only then I realized that I was wearing the Pallid Mask. She looked into my eyes, grabbed me by the shoulders, and brought her face up next to mine. I could smell the rosewater that she used as a perfume, and the sequins on her own mask nearly blinded me with their scintillating reflections.


  Her breath was hot in my ear and her voice was panicked as she whispered softly and desperately the same words Evelyn had said to me before she killed herself. “Have you seen the sepia prints?”


  I woke in a cold sweat, my heart pounding in my chest.


  The next day I made my way through the crowds to the Bibliothèque-Musée de l’Opéra, which was on the western side of the theater. I carried with me the folio, secured inside a leather satchel. From the outside the library was impressive, a kind of pavilion that was attached to and mirrored the design of the main structure. However, as impressive was the exterior, the interior was ghastly, for it was not only poorly lit, in a manner that only libraries seem to manage and the French have taken to an art form, but also unwelcoming. It was cramped: great shelves and cases lined the walls and extended up beyond the lamps into the darkness. There seemed to be a plethora of spaces at which one could work, but these were covered in manuscripts, papers, and dust. As far as I could tell there were no other patrons. The library was empty save for me and the man behind the great reception desk.


  He was old, perhaps an octogenarian, bent with age, smartly dressed, and by all evidence a well-educated man. He asked me if I needed assistance. His request was odd in that it came in English, and he laughed at my obvious surprise. “You Americans think that you look like us, or at least the British. You don’t. Your clothes are cut differently. You’re overfed. You walk oddly. You stand differently. You may look like us, but you aren’t us, and we can see that.”


  I smiled at his candor and recalled how I talked the same way about European women. “I was hoping you could tell me about this?” I opened up my satchel, took out the folio, and handed it to him.


  “Young man, I am Moncharmin, I am the curator here. If I cannot help you, no one can.” He flipped through it, and though he did his best to conceal it, I could see that he was genuinely thrilled to be handling the object. He paused at the title page and made a hissing noise, presumably at the stamp that identified it as property of the library. This was followed by a disappointing Tsk, when he almost immediately saw the missing pages. With a flourish he closed the book and raised his eyes to mine. “Where did you get this?”


  “A girl I knew had it,” I said. “A girl named Evelyn. She killed herself yesterday. The book, the photographs, seemed important to her.”


  The old librarian nodded. “I knew Evelyn, a girl of some talent vocally. She came here often to read, and study the archives. I am sorry to hear that she is dead. Though given what she had been studying, her death is not surprising.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  He closed his eyes and pursed his lips, obviously mulling over how much he was willing to tell me, if anything. “Please. You will follow me.”


  He stood up and pushed his way past me. I don’t know why I followed him, but as he moved through the door and down the hall I seemed to have no choice. The old man had mesmerized me. Through the stacks we went, winding through the shelves and cabinets of books and papers. There was a door, a thick wooden thing with clasps of black iron. He unlocked it with a thick brass key that he pulled from his vest pocket. Beyond, in the flickering light, there were stairs leading down into the depths of the basement of the opera house. Great stones formed the walls and the steps, and the only signs that anybody had been down here in decades were the electric lines and lights that had been strung up using hooks pounded into the masonry gaps. As we descended he spoke, and I listened.


  “Those were dark days. 1898 was a bad year for the Opera, for all of Paris, but for the Opera in particular. The excesses and scandals of the Third Republic had culminated in the Dreyfus Affair and public sentiment had slowly turned away from supporting the arts and literature. The Opera and its managers did things, and allowed things to happen that were not made public. The Opera was used for unsavory productions.”


  “Like this play, The King in Yellow?


  He nodded slowly. “You must remember that this was just three years after Jarry’s Ubo Roi, an exercise in what he would later call pataphysics, the study of the laws of exceptions and the universe supplementary to our own. It was nonsense, of course, a first step into the absurdism and surrealism. The crowd on that first night, they rioted. There was a man, a poet of some renown in the crowd who wrote, ‘After this what more is possible? After this, do we bow to the Savage God?’ The authorities banned the play and Jarry had to flee Paris.”


  We were descending deeper. “The King in Yellow made Ubo Roi look tame. The authorities, the censors of the Third Republic, banned it before it was ever performed. They ordered all copies of the text destroyed.”


  “Then these photos were of a production that never happened.”


  “I wish it were so.” There was shame in his voice. “It was a private production, rehearsed and staged in secret. None of our regular performers would participate. We recruited players of ambiguous morals. They were easy to find. Zidler was dead, and his successors at the Moulin Rouge had no use for freaks and deviants. Once Toulouse-Lautrec would have been their voice, but he had gone mad and been confined to a sanitarium, and with him had gone any hope of reason or human compassion. Do you think it odd that I consider that little syphilitic dwarf as the voice of reason, as the voice of morality?”


  “There have been stranger sources of laws.” I had not missed that he had inserted himself into the story.


  “As you say. We were decadents, willing to do whatever in the name of pleasure, in the name of art. It was not the first time such ideas had played out in this theatre. We all knew the stories, the legends; concerning the chandelier, and the Phantom. We wanted to bring some of that madness, some of that grand theater, that gothic majesty back to life; to challenge the Parisian authorities with a morbid spectacle; to show them all what they should truly be fearful of.”


  “Which was?”


  “The Phantom of Truth. The Pallid Mask. The Stranger.”


  “Death?” I offered.


  He laughed. “Bah! Death is just the end of flesh. Men have so many other things to be fearful of. We are cattle being led blindly to slaughter, but that slaughter is not our death. The King and his tattered robe dull our senses, and for that we are eternally grateful.”


  “I thought The King in Yellow was just a play.”


  “A sonnet, a play, an opera, these are just manifestations of his divine symphony, vehicles for his infectious melodies. We are his chorus and must learn his book, one way or the other.”


  “You are mad!” I whispered. I thought perhaps of turning back, of fetching the authorities, but I was driven by some strange force to follow him deeper into that chthonic pit.


  “Is it madness to speak the truth? Is it madness that the song remains the same? Our President Felix Faure thought so. He saw our performance, and died that same night. Come with me and I shall show you the truth, and then we shall see who is mad.”


  Down we went, further and further, and as we did Moncharmin continued to speak, but whether it was to me, or just to hear his voice, I was not sure. “The architect Garnier planned four basements, but the builder did more, many more. There are vast chambers that most never know of. They are used for storage, scene changes, and the like. One entire level houses the machinery that helps move the stage. Most people think there is only the one stage, but beneath that there are innumerable others. An entire separate production could take place in the under theatre, and those above would never know it.” His voice had become odd, almost theatrical. “There are so many stages; some of them have been completely forgotten.”


  We were deep when he finally stopped descending and instead led me down a hall and threw open yet another door. “Behold,” he proclaimed, “the 1899 production of The King in Yellow!”


  Beyond that door I saw things, things that should not have been possible, not in the twentieth century. I stood there entranced as the old man donned that aged costume, as he placed that crown of antlers upon his brow, as he rose into the air, into that darkened space amongst the rafters. He danced there and I recognized him as the character who had been excised from the photographs, and I knew that the actor who had played him had been Moncharmin himself!


  Even now, all these years later, I can still hear him reciting his lines with poise and bravado. “The Yellow King is dead,” he shouted, “and who shall take his place? Shall it be the White Queen, the Crimson Cardinal, the Black Man, or perhaps the Green? The White Knight still guards the gate, but the scion is already within the walls. The exile returns and he seeks his rightful throne!” He floated down and took his place amongst that horrific tableau. He was a maestro, a master puppeteer; he was the spring amidst clockwork bones and flesh. “Kneel before me,” he commanded. “Kneel before the Sepia Prince!”


  They say I went mad, that these things did not exist. The Parisian authorities deny all of it. There are no reports concerning what was down there, and the officers I knew to have been involved are now scattered across the country. They claim the fire, the one that three days later consumed that old rehearsal hall, was an accident, bad wiring, but I know better. What they couldn’t understand, what they couldn’t comprehend, they burned away.


  But I know what I saw, and I know what I did.


  Here is the truth. The old librarian floated there surrounded by his machine, a demonic construct of ropes and wire, of pulleys and desiccated corpses that danced to the sounds of an infernal barrel organ. He floated there, bearing the mantle of the upstart, the exile, the Sepia Prince. He was a terrible thing, the counter to the madness of the Yellow King, but just as mad. He floated there and demanded my allegiance, demanded that I take my place amongst those decayed and corrupted mannequins, demanded that I willingly accept him, and by doing so be corrupted by his dark influence.


  I did what I thought was right, what any true man would have done.


  I took my pistol from my jacket and I shot him. I shot him once, through his left eye. One shot was all that was needed.


  His death is well documented. They could not erase the truth of that. I have seen the report. My name is on it, they acknowledge that I shot the man. They say that none of this happened, but if that was true tell me why was I not charged? If I shot that man, and he was just that, a man, and not the Sepia Prince, why was I not charged? If I was mad, why was I not hauled away to the asylum?


  Sometimes I wish they had taken me to the madhouse. Then, at least, I could have had the illusion that I was mad. I could have let the tattered veil of the King in Yellow fall back across my eyes and be blind once more. Instead I see what others will not.


  The worst part is my dreams. Moncharmin lies on the floor dead. The others are there as well, dancing; their arms outstretched, begging me to join them, to take Moncharmin’s place.


  “Have you seen the Sepia Prince?” they cry out.


  “Yes,” I tell them. “Yes, I have!”


  Then I reach out for that pale brown coat, and the crown of horns. I reach for them with intent. And then I wake screaming.


  It is not the screaming which terrifies me. That I still scream at the offer gives me comfort, it tells me I am still a man. The night I no longer scream, when I no longer fear accepting the mantle of the Sepia Prince; that is what I fear the most.


  Not my screaming, but when my screaming stops.


  CHAPTER 3


  “The Ylourgne Accords”


  From the Journal of Robert Peaslee July 30 1919


  By early July, I was no longer in Paris. I wish I could say that I had finally given up on the city, or that it had given up on me, or that the local authorities had demanded that I be reassigned. None of that happened. The truth was that regardless of what I had seen, of the maddening things I had witnessed at Locus Solus and the Paris Opera House, I had remained mostly unaffected. My nervous condition seemed to be controllable, mostly through liberal administration of spirits. If my work suffered, my superiors said nothing. I did my job, insured the security of the delegates, and made sure that nothing unseemly happened to any of them. I assumed that on the day the treaty was signed my services would no longer be needed, the Major would pat me on the back and that I would soon be headed back to the States like so many of my fellow agents, like Chan, Charles, and Vargr.


  But Major Reid had other plans.


  There was a conference, a meeting of scientific minds to discuss how some of the recent advancements in medicine were going to be dealt with in the future. Like any such conference there were concerns, and while the French were in charge of overall security, each delegation, including those from the defeated Central Powers, was bringing its own protection. Our delegate, a man I had never met, had requested me personally. Despite how it was expressed, as a request, I really had no choice in the matter; I knew, as any good soldier did, that it was an order, no matter that it was framed in pleasantries.


  The meeting was to be held in the South-Central part of France, in the province of Averoigne, an area dominated by a dark virgin forest that few have penetrated. The territory is sparsely populated, with the only city being Vyones, the foundations of which had been first laid during the Dark Ages. Vyones would have been a scenic destination, but I was not to be so fortunate. The conference was to be held in the ruins of the ancient fortress Ylourgne, amidst crumbling walls and fallen masonry. The place had a weird reputation and the locals shunned it. There had been a catastrophe once, a horror that I could only find the vaguest of references to. The woods were said to have been haunted by werewolves and worse. There was a reference to the “Beast of Averoigne” which, right or wrong, I took to be another werewolf story not unlike the more recent tale of the Brotherhood of the Wolf which had plagued Gevaudan. The ancient, dark forest had done its best to reclaim the ruins of Ylourgne, but there were areas where nothing would grow, and only dead barren soil remained.


  The French had found a use for such a place, and had already begun laying the foundations and earthwork for what would become the L’Ossuaire d’Ylourgne, a memorial cemetery for those who had fallen during the Great War, regardless of nationality. The work was being done primarily by a firm out of Paris, but with so many partners and sub-contractors it seemed like a veritable army of architects, masons, and carpenters had descended on that ancient site. It was an international call, a rallying cry for those who cared about such things, and it seemed the charitable and popular thing to donate to. Even my client, the enigmatic Meldrum Strange, had contributed to the building fund.


  Meldrum Strange was an affable man, rich would have been an understatement; he dealt in information by profession, but was also an industrialist. He was Carnegie, Vanderbilt, and Morgan all rolled into one, with triple the ego to boot, but without the haughty superiority complex. On the drive through the countryside he actually talked with me, he had a deep melodious voice and seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say. As we conversed we discovered that we knew people in common. Strange had even studied briefly at Miskatonic University, where he had earned his undergraduate degree before moving on to study business abroad. He had a soft spot for Miskatonic and was proud that his son Hugo was studying medicine there. As affable as he was, Strange seemed tinged with regret. There was work to be done, important work, Strange was engaged in some great undertaking that he implied would be a boon to all men, but the President had asked him to attend this conference personally, and when the President asked you to do something, Strange suggested, it wasn’t really a request.


  “There are duties, responsibilities a man must accept,” Strange said, “regardless of his wants, no matter what they cost him professionally, or personally.” When he said that, I took it to heart, for it reminded me of my own sentiments, and I knew that this was a man worth knowing.


  The conference village, including a great reception hall, had been built in the last few months by the assembled legions of workmen who were now busy rebuilding the fortress, transforming it into a great memorial chapel. One day these outbuildings would serve as the offices and homes of the resident caretakers, but until then they would serve our purposes. The great hall had incorporated stones from the ruin itself and in the archway above the entrance was carved a phrase I supposed was meant to inspire unity amongst the fallen, the mourners, and even perhaps the delegates. It was written in medieval French but was easily translated as,


  THEY THAT COME HERE AS MANY

  SHALL GO FORTH AS ONE


  It was beneath this inspiring motto that dozens of delegates, professional diplomats, men of science, and even men of business gathered. Dr. Astrov had come from Russia, General Mazovia from the Polish Republic, Dr. Lorde and General Duval represented France, the Austrians had sent von Schelling and Dr. Miklos Sangre, while the British a man named Richard Steadman. The Germans had suffered during the war, many of their best and brightest had been lost or fled, the man they sent to represent their interests was known to everyone else as a cruel and vicious man, a criminal who would have been arrested had he not been traveling under diplomatic papers, Dr. Cornelius Kramm, whom the more sensational of journalists called “The Sculptor of Human Flesh.”


  When Strange saw Kramm he warned me to be wary of the man, but also to keep a close eye on him. “He’s a dangerous man, ambitious, manipulative. He ran his own crime syndicate in New York and Paris, The Red Hand. It took an entire team of adventurers to bring him and his brother down. He had been assumed dead.”


  “In my experience,” I declared, “dangerous men have a habit of not staying dead.”


  He looked at me incredulously, as if I had said the most important thing ever. “Do you know what this conference is about, Lt. Peaslee?”


  I shook my head, “I don’t have clearance for that.”


  He thumped me on the back as if we had been boyhood friends. “You have what clearance I say you have, and right now I need you to understand why we are here, what has happened, and what we hope to do about it.”


  It took me hours to read the files that Strange gave me, and even then I didn’t want to believe what they revealed, but I knew it to be true, I knew what could be done to the dead. It was possible to give the deceased a semblance of life, to give them motion and some sense of self. They could be given purpose, tasks, even played with. I know this because I had seen it done, not once but twice. Of the men described in the files I was familiar with one name, that of Doctor Herbert West, who had been involved with the events at Locus Solus. The files had a picture of West, a mousy man with a shock of blond hair. They had pictures of his colleagues as well, including the nondescript Daniel Cain and the stoic Canadian Major Sir Doctor Eric Moreland Clapham-Lee, who had died tragically and then been victimized further by West himself. I stared at that photo of Clapham-Lee; his piercing eyes and strong nose seemed so familiar. I had seen this man before, but where I could not recall.


  The next day the purpose of the conference was made plain to me when General von Schelling opened up with a plea to the other delegates for a sense of human decency. “This science of reanimation, this thing that was released on the battlefields of Europe, we must put a stop to it. I do not deny that we ourselves are guilty of exploring the procedure. Our agents have obtained Herr Frankenstein’s notebooks; we have carried out our own experiments.” His voice became proud and frightened at the same time. “I tell you this path leads not only to abominations, but endangers the very balance of world power. If this technology were to fall into the hands of the Persians, Chinese, Japanese, or even one of our own rebellious colonies, it could be the end of European dominion of the globe, and could potentially cast us back into a new Dark Age.”


  This little speech set the delegates ablaze and the room exploded into a cacophony of accusations and excuses. The delegates quickly fell into old political alliances, and familiar lines were drawn. The chairman, General Duval, motioned for security to take action and several guards moved from their stations, their hands going for their guns.


  I tapped Strange on the shoulder and suggested we withdraw. Instead, Strange stood, slammed his fist onto the table, and bellowed out at the others. “Are you fools? Have the last few years of war taught you nothing? Millions lie dead and you still bicker. Your precious alliances and treaties have led you to war and the brink of destruction. Your nations lay wasted and your landscapes ruined and still you cling to old ideologies and familiar patterns. If we are to survive, as men, as nations, as a species, you must find a new way of thinking, for all our sakes.”


  The crowd was stunned into silence, and the room grew still. Duval raised a finger and his agents paused. Something electric was passing through the crowd, something contagious. I could see it in their eyes, and in the way they stood. They were ready, ready for change, they just needed a leader, someone to show them the way, a way forward. Was that man Strange? Looking at him as he stood there, the bulk of him, his great grey beard and powerful eyes, he was like some Old Testament prophet. He was Moses ready to lead his chosen people to the Promised Land.


  Then the lights went out.


  It took an hour for someone to find the fault. By that time the delegates had left the hall and wandered out into the gardens. Strange and I had taken refuge in the shade of an old oak. Together we watched as German Kramm and Austrian Sangre talked furtively. They kept looking over their shoulders like they were afraid of being watched, which of course they were. We ourselves did not go unnoticed and were soon joined by the French and British delegates, General Duval and Richard Steadman.


  “A rousing speech, Mr. Strange,” commented Steadman. He wore a tall, black hat, rectangular glasses, and an ascot to accent his suit. His hair was neat and blended into a thick dark beard. His voice was accented but not one I recognized; he was obviously a member of the Commonwealth but beyond that I knew nothing about his origins. “Tell me, do you think it will make a difference? Do you really think you can change human nature?”


  Meldrum Strange took a drag on his pipe. “Explain yourself, if you would?”


  “Our history, our legends, our myths, they all suggest that any time we develop a new technology, a new idea, a new invention, we tend to succumb to its most deleterious of effects or uses. Eve, Prometheus, Pandora. Innovations tend to have disastrous beginnings, and men never seem to learn, or change.”


  “I take your point, sir, which is why I intend to at least try. Would you have us do nothing, and let history run its course? Should we leave well enough alone?”


  Steadman made an odd noise that seemed to express his displeasure. “Would that Frankenstein, West, Cain, Hartwell, and Tsiang had left well enough alone.”


  Strange nodded. “You forget Clapham-Lee, Mr. Steadman; surely he was as much to blame as all the others?”


  The British delegate turned and walked away. “I assure you, Mr. Strange,” he called back, “Clapham-Lee has not been forgotten, least of all by me. But I do not blame him for any of this. He is as much a victim as anyone else.”


  Duval gave a strange little salute and said, “Be seeing you,” before trotting off after Steadman.


  That night, while Strange slept, I reviewed the files once more and familiarized myself with more of the men that were documented within. I had of course known about Victor Frankenstein, who had meddled with the dead in the 1790s, but I was not familiar with the exploits of his descendent Henry, or those of the mysterious Dr. Pretorius. Nor did I know about those other children of Frankenstein. As for the name Tsiang, it was in reference to an unfortunate event that had occurred on the Franco-Austrian front. Tsiang had been a priest of Siva who in his attempts to please the French had created undead soldiers, nearly invincible things that only stopped moving when the enemy forces reduced them to ash.


  No matter how many files I read, I kept coming back to Doctor West and his colleagues. West had used the war as a source of subjects for his experiments in perfecting his own method of reanimating the dead. Like West, Cain and Clapham-Lee were graduates of Miskatonic University. There was another man, a doctor named Hartwell who had done something to soldiers as well, but the details were vague. Looking at their photographs, these men didn’t look mad, or even dangerous. Yet they were just that, not only to others, but to themselves. Major Doctor Sir Eric Moreland Clapham-Lee had by all accounts died when his plane was shot down, but West had claimed the body from the morgue, a body which had by all accounts never been returned to Toronto for proper burial.


  This information was classified. The British knew West, Cain, and Clapham-Lee had served in their forces, but the other allies didn’t, and neither did the Central Powers. They knew that the dead had been brought back, but they didn’t know by whom or how. Strange and I intended to keep it that way and if possible put the genie back in the bottle. The other factor we had to contend with was the civilian angle. West and his followers had not confined their work to wartime. They had experimented at home, amongst unsuspecting townsfolk, and they had not been as discreet as they thought. Despite the risks, military intelligence had decided to keep the activities of these men a secret from local authorities and even other federal agencies. It was, as Meldrum Strange suggested, the only way to keep the knowledge from spreading across the world and disrupting the natural order of things.


  The next day came early, when one of the security men woke me before dawn; there was a man outside the gate who was asking to see me. I suggested that I meet him at one of the smaller rooms off the hall, but the officer shook his head. The stranger refused to come any further down the road. If I were to see him I would have to go to the gate. As reluctant as I was to leave the comfort of my bed, I dressed and allowed the officer to drive me out to the edge of the property, where the dark forest swallowed the road.


  The man waiting for me there had all the trappings of an Indian mystic, the sash and his turban, the great, bushy black beard that covered his face all suggested this, but his skin and his eyes betrayed his Western origins, as did his voice: his French was tinged with an accent that suggested he was from Brittany. “I am Sar Dubnotal, the Great Psychogogue. I come bearing a warning.”


  I lit a cigarette and invited him to come with me to the village, but he refused. “This place is a necropolis, a city of the dead. I am too sensitive to journey any closer.”


  “You are mistaken,” I told him. “The construction has just begun, there are no dead yet interred here.”


  Sar Dubnotal shook his head. “You are mistaken, sir; the dead have held sway here for centuries. The construction of the ossuary is merely a formality. You sleep in a grave for thousands.”


  I was frustrated with his mystic mumblings and vague inferences. “Your warning, sir, what is it?”


  His tone betrayed that he was equally annoyed with me. “I know what you and the others do here; the voices of the dead have told me. They say you are a good man, that you might do the right thing, and let the dead rest. There are others who do not share your sentiment. They would seek the power for themselves.”


  “Kramm and Sangre?”


  “I cannot say. The dead do not say the names of the living; it is unseemly. I beg you do what you must, prevent the spread of this madness. If you do not, our world and the next will suffer.”


  “Why didn’t you find me in Paris, tell me this there? It would have saved you the trip.”


  “Indeed,” said Sar Dubnotal, “but then it would not have been nearly as dramatic, and you would not have taken me seriously.” With that he bowed, turned, and began to walk away.


  I called after him, “Where is your car and driver?”


  As he marched, he looked back. “I need no car, Mr. Peaslee. I walked here from Paris. I shall walk back.”


  “That’s more than two hundred miles!”


  “One can always use more time to think, Mr. Peaslee. To reflect on what one has said, and what one has heard. You should try it some time.”


  I took a drag from my cigarette and watched as he disappeared beyond the first curve in the road.


  Strange was waiting for me when I returned. “Anything I should know?”


  “According to a very odd mystic the dead think I am a good man. They are counting on me to do the right thing, and let them stay dead.”


  Strange harrumphed, but whether it was at me being a good man or the dead having an opinion I didn’t know. “Anything else?”


  I nodded. “I think Ylourgne has secrets that we haven’t been told. I think there is a reason the French have decided to build the memorial here. I also suspect that Kramm and Sangre might not be our only concerns.”


  “Of whom do you have suspicions, and why?”


  “When Steadman spoke of Clapham-Lee he used the present tense. The man was supposedly killed, twice at that, but I suspect that he is still alive, or at least no longer dead. I think he might even be here in Ylourgne.”


  Meldrum stewed for a moment and then gave me instructions. “I’ll be in committee all day; we’re supposed to be drafting an accord making the use of the reanimated as soldiers a war crime. Most of the delegates should be there. Do what you can to learn more about our opponents, both those we know about and those we don’t.” With that, my massive employer left me, assured that I would carry out his orders to the best of my ability. It seemed that the dead were not the only ones who had faith in me.


  It has been my experience that if you want to go through someone’s things, it is best to make sure that your target is occupied. In this case I made sure that Kramm’s security was busy going through my room, leaving me free to go through Kramm’s apartments. I spent twenty minutes opening drawers and skimming files. In the end I learned that Kramm knew less than Strange and I. He had files on the Frankensteins which were slightly more robust than ours, but his files on West and Cain were weak, and as for the others, those files were little more than single pages. Kramm may have been the enemy, he may have had an agenda, but from what I could gather he wasn’t the player that the strange mystic had warned me about. The only thing of any interest that Kramm possessed was a photostatic copy of an ancient book written in German. While my reading of that language is satisfactory, this volume had been printed using a black letter type I was unfamiliar with, and thus could not immediately ascertain the book’s contents. I took the book, assured that neither Kramm nor his security would report it missing out of embarrassment.


  Once I was secure in the quarters I was sharing with Strange, and had assessed the covert search that Kramm’s man had done, I settled in to review the book I had taken from Kramm. Now able to peruse it leisurely, I found it to be entitled Von Unaussprechlichen Kulten and attributed to Friedrich Wilhelm Von Junzt. After only a few pages I discerned that its contents consisted of accounts of the rites, practices, and beliefs of secretive cults and unsavory orders scattered throughout the world. Von Junzt had apparently traveled the globe collecting what knowledge he could on these heretical religions, and in some cases even participating in certain ceremonies amongst those believers which still remained extant. It was a compendium of horrors detailing the most fiendish of sorceries and necromancies. So terrible were the things written and hinted at that I dare not mention them here, save for the one section of that grimoire which was most pertinent to my own tale, for there was in that hideous book an entire section on Ylourgne.


  Indeed, there were two entries for the ruined castle, which apparently had been built by a line of marauding barons who had been exterminated by the Comte des Bois d’Averoigne. The first chapter related the tale of Gaspard du Nord, a would-be wizard who did battle with a monstrous creation of his former master, the Necromancer Nathaire. In the spring of 1281 Nathaire and his ten disciples, fearing a Church-led purge against sorcery, fled Vyones for the ruins of Ylourgne. Not long after, there came to the cemetery of Vyones and all the other boneyards of Averoigne a plague in which the newly buried dead, chiefly those stalwart men who had died in misadventure, would simply not stay buried. Not even the pious Cistercian monks were immune to the fiendish call. The source of this necromancy was of course Nathaire and his followers, who used the reanimated bodies to construct a titanic golem of flesh and bone with Nathaire’s face and his voice that strode across the countryside attacking peasants and nobles alike. Only through du Nord’s limited knowledge of necromancy was the creature stopped and laid to rest in a shallow grave by the River Isoile, not far from Vyones.


  The second section dealt with a legend that grew up in the area almost two centuries later. In 1476 shepherds reported that an area along the Isoile had been disturbed and great holes had been rent in the earth. Investigators sent out by the Comte confirmed that the riverbank had been disturbed, and that something large, perhaps many things, had been removed. A trail of damp clay led from the riverbank through the woods to the road. The road itself was disturbed, for whatever had traveled down its path had not been carried by horses or cart. Whatever had been moved down the road had been dragged to the ruins of Ylourgne, where even the Comte’s men dared not follow.


  There then grew up around the ruins tales of lights and noises emanating from the crumbling stones, and in the months that followed rumors of witchcraft, more specifically of a coven that drew their power from the evil that had been done at Ylourgne. Some say it was Nathaire and his disciples who had returned as a cohort of liches who haunted Ylourgne. Others suggested that this was the work of L’Universalle Aragne, the deposed Louis XI, who was still resorting to necromancy in his war against the Duke of Burgundy. Whatever the truth, by the time Von Junzt visited the area he found little evidence of occult activity. There were lights and sounds but the sources could not be discerned and Von Junzt left after a week, disappointed and as perplexed as he had been when he arrived. Though he was insistent that someone had inscribed in the ruins a quote in medieval French from Nathaire, perhaps as an epitaph:


  THEY THAT COME HERE AS MANY

  SHALL GO FORTH AS ONE


  It was the same saying that decorated the great hall, but in this context it was no longer a message of peace, but rather of the dark and twisted necromancy that had allowed Nathaire to transform hundreds of the dead into a single titanic golem of flesh, the Colossus of Ylourgne. The thought that the memorial cemetery was being built in such a place, and that the conference, a conference focused on the science of reanimation, was being held in such a place seemed too much of a coincidence for me. I stood and made for the door, fully intent on taking my suspicions to Strange, but I barely made it through the entrance. Someone was waiting for me on the other side, someone who had something large and heavy. I was knocked unconscious by a man I never even saw.


  When I finally regained my senses I was handcuffed to a chair. The room was dark except for a single bare bulb swaying back and forth from a dangling cord. It was such a cliché that even in my semiconscious state I was forced to chuckle. As I did there was movement in the dark, several forms shuffling about beyond the range of my sight.


  “Is that you, Kramm?” I managed to mumble. “Or is it Sangre? Perhaps both of you? Not that it matters. Show yourselves, or do you prefer to skulk in the dark like rats?”


  A match was struck and a flame sputtered to life, illuminating a man whose face I knew, a face with a beard accented by a fancy cravat, the British envoy, Steadman. He took a drag from his cigarette and smoke filled the air. It seemed to billow up around his head like a fog. “We are sorry, Lt. Peaslee. We hadn’t meant to be so heavy-handed, but you had obviously put some things together and put our timetable in jeopardy. We needed to remove you from the playing field before you got yourself hurt, before you could spook the enemy and put them on guard, before we could flush them out into the open.”


  “Them being Kramm and Sangre?”


  A second figure stepped out from the darkness; it was, as I suspected, Dr. Kramm. “The Austrians aren’t capable of such deviousness; with the loss of the war they have been placed in a most difficult position. They no longer have any desire to possess the reanimation technology, nor do they wish to see any other nation possess it. It is a terrible power, Lt. Peaslee, one that the Austrians fear could reshape the globe, and wrest it from European control. It is a childish fear, but one that cannot be ignored. But where are my manners, I must echo my ally’s apology for your poor treatment.”


  I stared at these two men and despite the questions running through my head I voiced only one. “Can someone please take these handcuffs off me?”


  As Kramm undid my chains, Steadman opened the curtain and let in the fiery light that roared outside. The conference village was on fire, and a long line of cars was slowly making its way out of the gates, carrying the delegates to safety.


  “Am I to understand that you blew up the conference?”


  It was Steadman who supplied the answer to my question, and many others that I was thinking. “We warned everybody anonymously first. I realize that it may be somewhat anticlimactic, even rushed, but I saw no reason to drag things out. Whatever the greater plan was for this place, whomever was behind it, this brings it to an end. It has accomplished at least one task.”


  “Which was?”


  Kramm smiled. “The players have been revealed. They have made themselves known. This in itself has changed the game. The field has been leveled.”


  The heat was getting to me. “What of the memorial, the conference, the accords?”


  Kramm’s smile turned into a chuckle. “The French can build their memorial cemetery someplace else. This place will be left as a ruin. As for the conference and the so-called Ylourgne Accord, the lesser nations have already signed it. Though for various technical reasons France, Great Britain, and the United States have refused to endorse it.”


  “Strange won’t stand for this.”


  “Meldrum Strange has been bought and paid for with what he holds most dear: information.” Steadman spewed as if the idea was bitter in his mouth. “He is not the idealist you thought, Peaslee, he is a realist. The conference is finished; despite the fact that the Ylourgne Accord has been signed, it is for all intents, pardon the word, dead, or at the best, useless.”


  My head was swimming.


  “Reanimation is the future, Peaslee,” exclaimed Richard Steadman. He took off his coat. “There will be no restrictions, and the nations of Earth will be free to pursue whatever studies in reanimation they desire.” He took off his cravat. “General Duval, Strange, Sangre, and the others like them can do what they want. And they will, and one day the undead shall outnumber the living and they shall rule the world.” Then Steadman took off the last of his disguise.


  I ran, fleeing the awful thing that Steadman had revealed. I fled toward the cars fleeing the conference. Meldrum Strange found me and took me back to Paris. I was discharged a week later. My discharge was honorable, but my nerves were destroyed; it took years of therapy before I could sleep easily. Though I will admit even now I carry certain scars from those events.


  After all these years, what Richard Steadman did still haunts me. It was a little thing really, almost nothing compared to the other things I had seen, but perhaps it was all that needed to happen to push me over the edge. Perhaps it was the fact that Strange had struck a black, unholy bargain with the man, or that Kramm stood there laughing. Regardless, when I close my eyes, I can still see that face, Steadman’s face as he took off the false beard and revealed his true face, a face that I had seen amongst Strange’s files, the face of Major Dr. Sir Eric Moreland Clapham-Lee, the decapitated man who Herbert West resurrected in Flanders. He was there standing before me, his disembodied head in his hands, and he was laughing; he and Doctor Kramm were laughing.
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