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They worshipped, so they said, the Great Old Ones who lived ages before there were any men, and who came to the young world out of the sky. Those Old Ones were gone now, inside the earth and under the sea; but their dead bodies had told their secrets in dreams to the first men, who formed a cult which had never died. This was that cult, and the prisoners said it had always existed and always would exist, hidden in distant wastes and dark places all over the world until the time when the great priest Cthulhu, from his dark house in the mighty city of R’lyeh under the waters, should rise and bring the earth again beneath his sway. Some day he would call, when the stars were ready, and the secret cult would always be waiting to liberate him.


—H. P. Lovecraft “The Call of Cthulhu” (1926)




PROLOGUE


 


Howard’s Way


HOWARD IS ALMOST NINE years old on his first day, and he’s made to stand at the front of the class while the teacher introduces him. Aunt Lillian—having at last won the long-running the-boy-must-go-to-school argument—dragged his mother, Sarah, away as soon as Howard’s foot was half over the threshold of the room. This marks the start of what he will ever regard as a loss of innocence.


His aunt insisted it was time for him to learn more, that he’d surpassed what even his grandfather can teach, and that Howard should become familiar with things other than merely those that interest him and Whipple Van Buren Phillips.


Howard knows, however, that she just wants him out from underfoot. She and Annie want to loosen the apron strings, free Sarah to visit friends and neighbors with them instead of leaning over his sick bed, worrying about his latest malady.


They want her to stop telling him how ill he is, as if that might act as some kind of cure for him. He watches his mother’s departing back with yearning.


Miss Whatley, the teacher, is young and pretty and kindly, and she smiles at Howard, but she isn’t Sarah; she does little to calm his nerves. The other children in the class—there are thirty, he knows, he counted them, but still they seem legion—stare at him as if they’ve never seen the like before. He wonders if there’s dirt on his forehead, his cheeks, but resists the urge to raise a hand and swipe away whatever might be there.


He thinks of his face, how he’s seen himself reflected in windows and mirrors, the waters of the fountain when the pumps are turned off just before evening falls. He stares at the children (Grandfather whispered Show no fear! before he left the house this morning), trying to find an echo of his own features there, just one who looks like him: thin nose, protuberant eyes a little too close together behind thick glasses, wide forehead, tightly pursed lips which—did he but know it—give him the same disapproving air as Aunt Annie.


The children, as if somehow sensing that he’s found them wanting, determine unconsciously to pay him back.


Howard focuses on a small blonde girl in the front row; her plaits are secured with pink-and-white-checkered gingham ribbons. She stares at him, and somehow he feels like the others are waiting, waiting for her judgment. She begins, at last, to snigger.


When he is older, Howard will recognize in the gesture the action of a pack leader, and the following of her acolytes as only natural. As a child with no experience of those his own age, however, he merely smiles uncertainly, unaware for long moments that the joke is on him.


The giggling and guffawing rises until Howard’s ears hurt and his temples begin to pound; he will have a headache by the end of the day, he knows it. Miss Whatley frowns and shushes the class, which gradually quietens, then she directs Howard to the only empty desk, beside the blonde girl.


The girl’s eyes sparkle in a way Howard doesn’t like—they appear cheap and mean, like glass cut to resemble gems. (Grandfather has shown him the difference, lapidary being one of the subjects they studied when Whipple undertook Howard’s schooling.) She tracks his journey like a predator watching prey, still so as not to startle the creature.


Howard is almost terrified to take his seat; he stumbles, doesn’t quite get his backside where it should go, must purposefully haul himself onto the chair. Vaguely he wonders if this might trigger some new reaction, but it does not. There’s just a gleam and a flicker in the blue eyes, then a look of sudden satisfaction on the girl’s face as if something has been decided. Then she hisses one word: “Tadpole.”
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They chase Howard home. He’s unaccustomed to running—the air burns his lungs, esophagus, mouth; the lactic acid is quick to build in his muscles—but he’s so very aware, though he cannot say why, that if he’s caught, something terrible will happen.


The noise of the pack spurs him on, but they don’t sound like dogs or wolves: They croak and call, ribbit and creak. They shout frog and tadpole and freak. Someone screams and he remembers the night-gaunts in Grandfather’s stories, and he stretches his stride farther just when he thought he’d reached his limit.


At last, he trips over the raised step at the garden gate. His heart feels as if it drops like a frozen thing—he’s not reached the bastion of his front door yet—but when he rolls over, expecting to be set upon, he finds that he is safe.


As he scrambles to get up, it becomes clear that none of the children will follow him. They stalk behind the blonde girl (Deirdre someone called her), but they will not come in, will not push in through the gate that still swings back and forth with the force of Howard’s precipitous entry.


In the end Deirdre pauses, points at him, and hisses, “Don’t come back!”




[image: img]


That night Howard does not eat his dinner. Sarah fusses, declares he has a fever. Aunt Lillian insists he have his vegetables. Howard forces them down. All are surprised when the greenery comes up again, all over the table.


Whipple carries him to bed. Sarah sleeps in a chair by his side.


In his dreams, Howard wanders.


There is a castle, dark and decaying, and he knows its every corner, every crevice; he has lived here an eternity, and suffered. The loneliness of his dream-self feels like a coat of cold slime, something that grips him and will not let go. He is hungry and thirsty and has been thus forever, or so it seems to his sleeping mind. (If, indeed, he is sleeping.) When he thinks of others (others, so long ago!) he imagines them in terms of sustenance. Imagines the warmth of gore, gouts of ichor pulsing in a dying rhythm down his throat, tearing meat from bones while shrieks fill the air, resound in his ears (odd things he feels as nothing more than holes either side of his unnaturally round head).


And there are books, so many of them lining the walls, and where they do not fit in shelves, they are stacked on chairs and tables, on beds in which no one sleeps, piled high on moldy covers and damp sheets. They are spread across floors of cracked marble, across rugs so threadbare that only the merest hint of a pattern remains. Some lie in purposeful fans, others are simply scattered like scree or animal scat, discarded. He cannot recall the last time he picked one up, opened it, read it, although there is a distant echo of having done so, once upon a time.


They line the stairs, even, all those myriad stairs that climb up and up and up. Outside the windows are rows of high, lightless trees and he wonders sometimes, when his mind settles and focuses, if they too might be made of books. Towers, trees, constructed of paper and leather and thread.


One night—in his dream it is always night—he is seized by the urge to ascend, to take those stairs and see where they might lead, perhaps to a place where his loneliness or hunger might be assuaged; to company or food or both. He climbs forever, it seems, past windows, past paintings of folk he cannot remember ever seeing, past tapestries, past doors open and closed, past rooms filled with naught but dust, and past the everpresent books, books, books. Because his night never shifts or changes he cannot tell how long the journey takes, but at last, miraculously, there is a door above, a trapdoor he supposes, a thing of wood and iron. It opens only with objecting creaks and groans, its weight making his shoulders and back ache as he heaves and pushes, at last wins.


Here is a church. Here is a steeple. Where are all the people? It is night, still; as below so above, but there is a moon here, though he’s not sure how he recognizes it. A large silver-white object suspended in a sky that is nowhere near as dark as his own. He surveys the churchyard, the small houses that cluster around the low stone wall; not a single gleam shows. Ah, but on the hill, on the hill! So many lights, pouring from windows and doors, a halo of gold that pulses around the great edifice. There. That is where he will go.


The journey is strangely more arduous than the one from his own ruined castle. He’s distracted, tormented by the scent on the wind of warm sleeping bodies, of unguarded flesh. Sometimes he stops in the middle of the stone-cobbled road that leads to his goal and sniffs like a dog tormented. But the locks he tries are held fast and no windows have been carelessly left unlatched, so he must continue his weary way up and up and up, toward the glowing bastion.


He needs use no cunning to enter the castle, the doors have been thrown wide, they are unattended by servants and he wonders if they’ve sneaked off to indulge like the old cook, Keziah, sometimes does, sitting quietly in the pantry to drink her special tea that smells like Grandfather’s whiskey. He wanders though a grand foyer, looks into chambers untroubled by dust (there are, he notes, no books here and the lack disturbs him). He walks and waivers, roams until he comes to the entrance to a grand ballroom. Two men in matching livery watch as he approaches, their expressions becoming more and more concerned the closer he gets, until at last they shout and flee. The noise of their distress is lost in the crescendo of music; a waltz is being played and danced, all eyes, all ears, all feet and hands are concentrating on getting their steps correct, so he is free to enter.


Slowly, then more quickly as they notice him, the dancing crowd parts. They bolt, and their fear gives them such speed that they escape his sweeping grasps, his clawed hands, though the talons catch the edges of pretty trailing lace and long skirts; though they tear he cannot get a grip on such fripperies. Thus it goes until he comes to the center of the ballroom, to the place where clever artisans have embedded gems and mother-of-pearl in the floor in the shape of a radiant sun.


This is where he finds her.


She has not heard him, for whatever reason—perhaps she is transported by the dance—alas, her partner, less chivalrous than he’d like anyone to know, has long since fled. The girl turns and turns and turns, eyes closed, lost to the music; unaware she’s easy prey. He takes a moment to observe her, finds her familiar, then realizes the features are known to him—or to his true self, to Howard who dreams and sweats, ridden by a nightmare from which he cannot wake—realizes that it is Deirdre, the pack leader, the mean girl, only grown, just a little, her face older, her hair longer, her dress from a different era. And with this realization, Howard in the dream and Howard in the bedroom in 194 Angell Street, both let loose a howl that’s inhuman; both strike out, one with a hand that has talons, the other with neatly-clipped nails. The dream-hand catches the girl’s throat and rips her red; the boy’s swats at his mother, waking her from a restless sleep.


Sarah sits up, grabs at Howard, steadies her son, holds him immobile while he struggles, holds him until he awakens weeping and sobbing, drawing in great gasps of air.


Howard does not tell her his dreams. He does not tell her what he did or who he was in either that darkened castle, or that castle burning with light. He does not tell her that he did not, could not wake until he’d seen himself reflected in the mirrors of the ballroom ceiling, watched himself devour his tormenter in a punishment that seemed all out of proportion with the nature of her sin.


Howard is ill for days.


Howard does not go back to school.
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The house at 194 Angell Street is where Howard was born and, even before his father was taken away, spent many happy hours. After Winfield’s “removal,” moving in there seemed barely much of a change at all. Indeed, his grandfather greeted him with the words “Welcome home, son.”




The structure is handsome—one of the most handsome in all of Providence, it is generally agreed—with its wide windows, and verandas, the ivy growing over the porch providing extra shade in summer, and the broad gardens and park with winding paths, a neat picket fence and a magnificent fountain.


The building is huge, and Howard has always indulged in explorations of corridors and rooms, chimney corners and cellars, but he is certain he never finds all the spaces; remains certain that nooks and crannies stay hidden. In the attic in particular, partitioned off into areas to store servants from a time when the house had more, there are strange angles and curvatures that seem not quite right, seem not meant to go together, and in between their junctures lie voids filled with dim and murky air that he feels might well hide something other were he to look closely enough, long enough. Sometimes he plays a game of chicken with the twilight abysses, staring for minutes on end . . . but he is always the one to look away.


And then there is a thrum, which sometimes pulses through the floors and the walls; it seems constant but perhaps is not, yet Howard is so used to it he barely notices its presence—only its absence. It is most strong, he has noted, on those nights when the moon is full and his mother and her sisters let their hair hang loose. Those are the nights when he is sent to bed early.


Howard’s aunts are not kind. They behave a little better when his mother is around, but not much. Lillian was given to pinching the soft flesh of his inner forearm, until Sarah found the marks. After that all he had to deal with were the snide remarks, the things forgotten: a blanket missing from his bed in winter, no fire lit in his room on icy nights, food he was allergic to appearing on his plate.


But Grandfather gave no sign of noticing his other daughters’ inimical dislike of the boy. And he certainly never partook of it; indeed, loved the boy to distraction, and never made any comment about his father when Howard had, for a brief period, asked questions about Winfield Scott Lovecraft.


“Your father’s not a well man,” was all Whipple had said.


“Nervous exhaustion,” Sarah avowed with the same fervor others reserve for prayer.


“Acute psychosis,” announced Aunt Annie firmly, with a kind of satisfaction and that little tilt of her head, a lift of the lips.


“Neurosyphilis,” Aunt Lillian had muttered darkly when Sarah was out of earshot; Howard didn’t know what that was, but it didn’t sound nice.


Howard has only vague memories of the day his father was taken away. Wispy visions like old flickering film of Winfield’s thin, bearded face with its veneer of sweat despite the winter’s chill; the tall man pacing with a limp in his step that had manifested as his mental state had deteriorated. That, and the twitching hand, the right one, he held to his chest and beat out a rhythm, the same one every time, eight quick beats, three slow, always in an identical pattern as if he described the main points of interest on a map. That, and the shouting, the shrieking, as two men from the Arkham Asylum came and took him; the whimpering after they’d locked him in the back of the ambulance; the spots of blood on the verandah steps where a cut on Win’s forehead bled copiously.


After a time, Howard stopped asking and largely put the matter of his father out of his mind, taking up little more than the shape of a silhouette. Winfield’s departure, Howard decided, was intentional, an active desertion.


The boy has a child’s sense of betrayal that undermines his mother’s assurances—regular reminders, as if she puts them in her diary on a weekly basis—that his father loves him.


But Howard only really recalls Winfield’s existence on those rare days when he sees a letter arriving from the asylum, when he recognizes the color of the stationery and the coat-of-arms the place probably isn’t entitled to.


Today was one of those days and, for reasons he cannot quite explain— although it might have been the rare absence of the humming in the walls, the floor—he has been unable to sleep, at least not for long.


He’d dreamt that a trophy in his grandfather’s library—one of those things Whip had collected in the days when he traveled to exotic places, or so he said—had come to life. A green jade amulet, some bizarre breeding of imagination and chimerical fancy, carved in the shape of a winged dog, had fallen from its shelf. Yet before it hit the carpet to either bounce or break, it hovered in the air, the hindquarters stretching downward to the floor, its head remaining in place where its only change was an increase in size. When it took on its final form it had opened its manytoothed mouth, unleashed a bark that smelled of long-dead meat, then leapt across the space between it and Howard. Its fangs closed on his throat just as he awakened with a shriek.


“What did you think would happen, Sari?”


Howard is standing outside his mother’s bedroom door, hoping perhaps to be allowed to sleep in Sarah’s bed, although he knows his aunts disapprove of this too. His fingers, stretching toward the handle, are arrested at the sound of Aunt Annie’s voice. He pulls the hand back, knuckles the sleep from the corners of his eyes.


Annie’s tone is exasperated, but her use of a childhood nickname makes Howard recall that dislike of him does not extend to his mother. There’s an unintelligible answer from Sarah, and Annie repeats, “Well? What did you think would happen?”


“I don’t know,” sobs Sarah, louder now. “I thought we’d be happy. I thought he’d love me enough.”


“Enough for what? To obey the rules you imposed? To respect that even after years of marriage? To not ever wonder what his wife did once a month on the full moon when she locked herself in the spare room?” Aunt Annie makes that disapproving clicking with her tongue. “If he didn’t love you enough to respect that simple request, Sarah, then he didn’t love you at all.” His aunt’s logic is always narrow. “If he couldn’t keep his own mind intact when he found out—”


“Don’t say it, Annie.” Sarah’s voice breaks. “Was it so much to ask?”


Howard doesn’t open the door. He doesn’t think to offer comfort, knows somehow that he should not be hearing any of this, wonders if this relates to the letter that arrived today. Wonders if, if he’s found out, he will suffer the same fate, the same crisis as his father?


Howard imagines his aunt leaning into her sister’s much prettier face as she says, “Yes, Sari, it was too much to ask. And before you wail and howl yet again, how can you expect the truth of what we are to be bearable for anyone? Lillian and I made the choice never to marry—”


“I don’t recall anyone ever asking,” his mother says bitterly.


“— chose not to marry. Mother and Father shared secrets, shared lineage, they were between creatures as are we. But you . . . you had to marry out.” Then his aunt’s tone turns mournful. “We are so few! Neither one thing nor the other, our blood so thin!”


“Then why are you so cruel to Howard?”


“Because his blood’s thinner yet than ours! He’s further from us than we are from them, and it renders him even stranger! The ill health, the dreams, the things he says, the things he hears! Don’t think I don’t know! He listens, I see him sometimes, just standing there, head a’tilt—”


“Annie.”


“You could have chosen any of our own. You might even have chosen one of theirs, strengthened the bond, brought us closer. But you chose Winfield, a man whose mind broke at the first sign of weirdness. Imagine what Howard might have been!”


“He wouldn’t have been himself,” says Sarah firmly, and Howard is heartened to hear her come to his defense. “He is who he is, Annie, and he is mine”


Neither one says anything more for some time, until his aunt mutters reluctantly, “What did Doctor Walcott say in the letter?”


“Only that there’s no change for the better. Although he’s stopped talking about them, it’s not because he’s stopped believing that he saw what he saw.” Sarah sighs. “But . . .”


“What?” Annie’s tone is sharp, demanding.


“He’s tried to escape three times.”


“But they’ve caught him?”


“So far. Whatever other failings Winfield has, a lack of determination is not one of them.”


“Then let us not worry about it for now, Sari.”




Howard hears the noise of silken skirts moving and he imagines his aunt crossing the room to stand beside his mother . . . but there’s not just silken skirts rustling. Does he hear something else? Or imagine it? There is a low sound, a crooning that reminds him of the hum he hears in the walls, under the floorboards, a sound like a lullaby, a comfort.


Inside the room, his mother begins to weep softly.


What could his father have thought he’d seen? How can his mother be anything but his mother? He bends his knees a little, puts a hand against the doorframe to steady himself, and leans in to press one eye to the keyhole.


A hand clamps over his shoulder; the touch is gentle but inexorable. Howard twists his head, sees first the flash of gold, the signet ring, engraved with the image of some mythological creature, set with rubies for eyes, then Grandfather standing there, a sorrowing serious gaze directed at him. Whip lifts a finger to his lips, and draws the boy away.


Outside Howard’s own room, Whipple crouches with a cracking and creaking of knees, and stares at his grandson for a few moments, lips pursed in thought.


“Sometimes,” he says. “Sometimes, we simply must not look. Even if we can, we must not. Remember Lot’s wife. Sleep well, Howard, you’ve been dreaming, my boy, sleepwalking as you do. Forget these fancies.”


And the old man kisses the boy’s forehead, opens the door and tenderly pushes him inside.


Howard stumbles toward his bed, head filled with something he may or may not have seen, a long green-gray limb trailing behind his mother as she sat on her bed, a similar appendage at Aunt Annie’s hems as she sat beside her sister.


Perhaps he has been dreaming after all.
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Several days later, when Aunt Lillian returns to her idée fixe on Howard’s education over breakfast, Whip decides to take the boy from the house.




Howard wonders if his grandfather wishes to discuss the keyhole incident, but no. It’s worse.


Whipple takes him to Watchaug Pond—a lake really—and rents a small rowboat from a man who sits in a tiny hut at the landward end of a thin jetty. Howard waits while his grandfather counts out the hire fee. He watches the boats bobbing at the end of the pier, tethered like anxious hounds; the thought of anything even vaguely canine reminds him of his nightmare, of the jade dog-sphinx, and he shudders.


After Whipple hands him onto the seat, Howard decides he does not like boats anymore than he likes dogs. He doesn’t like the way it rocks beneath him, as if trying to tip him out. The boat, he decides, is treacherous. The boat, he thinks, is plotting his demise. It’s not a stable thing, not like the solid and reliable ground he’s used to.


They have not gone out too far onto the water, but the boy feels ill, his fear increasing with each yard they traverse. Howard is about to tell Grandfather that he wants to go home, even though he knows this will not please Whip. Foolishly, he abruptly stands, forgetting he was told not to, and turns, tilts, and tips, all to the sound of Whipple’s bellowed warning.


The boat does not capsize, although Howard does. One moment there is sky above, the next everything is sideways—and he sees, he sees, by the edge of the water, a bearded face, a man ducking behind trees—and then there is a splash, a journey through wet glass, and Howard sinks, sinks, sinks.


After the initial shock of the cold wears off, he begins to panic, to thrash, to try to propel himself upward, to where there is light, a filmy filtered sky.


He kicks out, but feels on his ankles, his calves, his knees, the thin grasp of fingers, the thick grasp of flattened palms. If he were able to pay attention to more than the burning in his lungs, he might notice there seems to be webbing between those fingers, that those palms are wider than they should be, their architecture of flesh infinitely stranger than it might otherwise be.


He is pulled down. Deeper, deeper, to where the light is a weak echo of itself, so pale he feels that even if he could break free, he wouldn’t know which way is up.


Howard is swallowing water now; it’s both warm and cold, tastes of salt and sediment. He knows he’ll never get the sourness out of his mouth, the smell from his hair, his clothing—if he ever surfaces again.


He looks down—at least he thinks it’s down—to where his feet are, where those grasping hands are and sees, though he knows he should not be able to, not in the darkness of the churned waters, a face. Two faces, three. Wide eyes, ichthyoid and protuberant; lips pouting, flat noses; hair so black it’s barely distinguishable in the dark liquid. Queens of their kind, whatever kind that might be: weirdly beautiful, pitiless, terrifying.


They seem to be smiling. Not nicely, however. No, triumphantly. One opens her mouth, rows of tiny glowing teeth like sharpened pearls ring the aperture. The others follow suit, lips move and Howard hears even though he should not, perhaps in his head and not in his ears, one word:


Ours.


And abruptly there’s pressure around the crown of his head, a desperate searching touch, then fingers twine in his hair, and Howard is drawn swiftly upward. There’s a brief resistance from the hands of the queens that makes him feel he’ll be pulled apart, but quickly their fingers slide away.


There’s only the strong hand, its digits thickened with arthritis that Howard can feel, clutching his own hands around the rescuing limb; and there it is, the thing he recognizes by touch alone: the ring, thick gold engraved with the strange carving, set with rubies.


Soon he’s lifted into the bottom of the small, traitorous boat, soaked, coughing, prone, and suddenly so very, very cold. He blinks the fluid from his eyes and watches his grandfather. The old man is rowing, rowing, rowing, powerful shoulders heaving beneath his jacket, and Howard finds himself thinking of an ox at a plough.


But Whipple’s face is pale, paler than his snowy beard, his eyes are wild. Howard is almost distracted enough by the sight of his grandfather’s panic to not notice that his own shoes and socks are missing, that his toes appear elongated and webbed as if the brief dunking has changed him—but this illusion only lasts for a few moments.


When the sun comes out from behind the clouds, everything is normal again; Howard glances at his hands, thinks that he’s too late to see what they might have been, but he can feel the strange itch of transformation, as if his skin has recently shrunk to accommodate a restructured skeleton and musculature.


But it makes him wonder if he imagined the state of his feet; if the lack of air, the taint of the brackish water, his own fear and the incipient headache that he knows will grow and leave him abed for days, all took their toll and made him imagine things.


He knows his perceptions are off, for otherwise how could Grandfather have reached him? Perhaps he was not as far down as he thought?


Why else would he have imagined a face he recognized, just before he went in the water, a face he’s not seen since he was three when his father was institutionalized?


He stares up at the sky and shivers. There’s no warmth in the sun.


Whip is still rowing, rowing, rowing, muttering to himself, lips pinched, eyes all pupils, as black as night. When at last the lake becomes too shallow and they hit the shore, Whip keeps rowing as if he’ll row them home, across the park, along the streets, right into the front yard. His stroke is so powerful it digs into the muddy earth, pulls them from the water, and two or three feet up the bank.


“Grandfather?” says Howard, then louder, “Grandfather!”


Whipple Van Buren Phillips stops abruptly, midstroke. He stares at Howard for seconds that seem to drag on forever. His gaze focuses on his grandson, actually sees him; Whip’s face, stiff, stern, stony, finally relents and relaxes. He clears his throat, forces his lips to smile though they appear reluctant to perform this service.


He says, “Well, boy, what an adventure.” He tries to make his tone jovial, but it’s too much for him and the pitch is flat, affectless. “You gave this old man a fright. And what did I tell you about rocking the boat?” He forces out a laugh. “You’ll know better next time.”


But Howard senses—with an immense relief that makes him a little ashamed—that there won’t be a next time. Somehow he knows this, understands this. But what he doesn’t understand is why his grandfather kept repeating as he rowed them across the lake the words “Not yours, not yours, not yours . . . !”
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Howard might have been pulled safely from the lake—pond, Aunt Annie keeps saying as if to make it mean less—but he feels it has not let him go. Indeed, as if the immersion, the swallowing, have conspired to make an eternal connection between himself and the water. It’s inside him, now and forever; he wonders if he will ever sleep again without the sensation of sliding under the surface being the first thing he encounters when slumber takes over.


In his dream the queens are there, too, waiting and watching in the liquid shadows, eyes bright points in the darkness. They don’t drag at him this time, do not insist, but move their arms and hands in elegant gestures to direct his attention to the scene below: a gleaming city, shining spires, precarious towers, great dead houses where great dead things lay dormant though not expired, not properly. As he stares down, Howard wonders at the drowned city, at its luminescence as if the moon holds sway beneath the waves.


When the queens’ pantomime becomes impatient—You must come, you must go, you must see!—Howard remembers to be afraid. He kicks his way up, cuts through the dream-sea, desperate to be away, to escape the queens and their wrath, their thwarted wants. He breaks the surface, dragging deep gasps of air into his lungs (even though he’d felt no sense of need until now) and splashes about in a circle to see where he might be.


Here, too, there is moonlight that seems to burn, that illuminates the surface of the water like fire, and shows his salt-stung eyes a place of safety: a reef, a rock formation, lapped at by the waves, but not overcome by them, and much closer than the nameless seaside town the lights of which can barely be seen in the foggy distance. In his nightmare he strikes out with an assured stroke toward the ridge made of coral and stone.


It is only when he is almost ashore that he realizes there is movement on the rock, low to the ground, a kind of wormlike progression, almost peristaltic. Soon he realizes it is more than one figure, more than one body proceeding in this manner; some, he sees, sit upright as if bathing themselves by the moon. Like the mermaids in the fairy and folk tales Whip reads to him; but not really like mermaids, not at all. Not pretty or alluring, with none of the weird grace of the queens, either. Green-gray, round heads, with fins on spines and shoulders, hips and flanks, webbing betwixt fingers and toes, wide mouths emitting a frog-like croak.


Howard begins to push himself back out into the dream-sea where only the most desperate hope of escape waits—but then comes the all-too-familiar feel of hands around his ankles, calves, knees . . .


When Howard wakes, tearing himself from sleep, he fears he has wet himself, but soon it becomes clear that the entire bed is awash. When he rolls over, there is so much water that the mattress and linens slosh. He can smell, for no good reason, salt and seaweed. Just as he is frantically trying to come up with an explanation that will placate the Aunts—or is it possible he can simply hide the mattress? Leave it somewhere to dry? Burn it?—the waters inexplicably retreat like a wave withdrawing from a beach. He cannot say where they go, but somehow they disappear into the darkness, into the slivers and cracks of the spaces between breath and sleep.
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A few days later, when Howard has ostensibly recovered from the dunking and the inevitable illness it brought on, when the dreams have for the most part receded (he’s told no one about the queens, not even Whipple, whom he suspects knows already), Aunt Lillian calls him into Grandfather’s study, although Grandfather is not in evidence.


Lillian sits beside Aunt Annie, and both are smiling; this would make him nervous, but for the fact they’re not smiling at him. Someone is sitting across from them, his back to Howard, a man with thin shoulders and dark thick hair slicked to his skull. The suit he wears is brown and Howard, coached by Whipple to recognize quality and believe that one must not compromise, gives an approving nod; little does he realize he’s been given a set of values it will be hard to live up to later in life, after the family fortunes are lost and he finds himself utterly unfit for earning a living.


“Howard, we have wonderful news,” says Lillian, her tone sweet, and Howard doubts this most sincerely.


“Yes, Howard, come and meet this lovely gentleman who’s the answer to all our prayers.” Aunt Annie is doing something strange with her face, her lashes batting up and down like a butterfly’s wings, her lips quirked and a little rouged if he’s not mistaken. This is the way she looks at the butcher’s boy when he makes deliveries.


Howard wonders where Mother and Grandfather are, but he obeys the Aunts. He rounds the chair where the man is sitting and stands on the afghan rug, feet squarely set on two flowers as if he’s grown from them. He looks at the visitor.


Thin nose, protuberant eyes a little too close together behind his thick glasses, wide forehead, and even though he is smiling nervously there is still something that hints at a habitual tight pursing. The white of his shirt looks not bright enough against the intense pallor of his face, and the hands that hold his hat tremble just a little.


Howard sympathizes: the presence of the Aunts often sends shivers down his spine, though he is surprised to note an adult feeling the same effects. The man, intuits Howard, doesn’t want the Aunts to know, however, and is doing his best to not show fear. Howard wonders at it for a moment, then decides there’s no reason for anyone to be different to him.


“Howard,” says Aunt Lillian, “this is Mr. Kindred, and he has kindly agreed to be your tutor.”


“My tutor?” asks Howard.


“Well, we tried you at school and we all know how well that went.” Aunt Lillian’s tone is as bitter as old almonds. She laughs to take the edge off the comment, but it leaves a cut thin as something inflicted by paper. Howard notices the tutor suppressing a shudder.


“Perhaps Howard would feel more comfortable if he and I were to talk together?” says Kindred and the Aunts, though they appear a little taken aback, nod.


Perhaps this will help keep their plans on track; perhaps Howard will be less inclined to sabotage their schedules with his illness, his attention-seeking, his apparent determination to get his own way. He can almost hear their thoughts, almost feel the thudding rhythm of their resentment.


They nod, and rise, and leave the room, closing the door quietly behind them.


Howard and Kindred stare at each other for a few moments, then the tutor smiles, a strange nostalgic thing, almost fatherly. “Please sit down, Howard.”


Howard does so, but continues to stare at the young man, waiting.


“I understand you are sometimes vexed by your aunts.”


That surprising pronouncement—a truth, though it is—shakes Howard somewhat. He nods.


“They don’t like me,” he confesses, wonders if the Aunts had managed to hide this from the young man. Wonders if Mr. Kindred will report back to Annie and Lillian, and Howard’s life will be made that much more difficult.


“I suspect it feels that way, Howard. But sometimes when people are worried they express it badly. When they fear for someone they care about, it comes out as anger. They simply do not know how to express themselves properly. Do you think perhaps your aunts might be like that?” The young man’s tone is so kind, so reasonable that for a moment Howard considers the proposition.


Then he shakes his head. “No.”


Surprisingly, the tutor laughs and the sound puts Howard at ease. So IS much so that he asks, “Do you believe in monsters?”


Kindred examines him with that muddy green gaze that makes Howard think he’s staring into a pond, then nods slowly. “Of course.”


“Well, I think the Aunts are monsters,” says Howard quietly, but he does not mention the night that might have been a dream or a truth, when he saw tails trailing from beneath his mother’s and aunt’s skirts. Kindred laughs again, a not unsympathetic laugh.


“We’re all a little monstrous, Howard. They’re not so bad, the Aunts, just different. Impatient. When the time comes, they will be there for you.”


Howard gives the tutor a look of frank disbelief. Kindred smiles and says, “Or perhaps not. Shall we discuss a program of study?”
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It has been two months since Kindred (his first name is Ward, Howard has discovered) joined the household at 194 Angell Street, and Howard wonders how they ever got by without the man’s quiet presence. The Aunts, if not loving (that would be too much to expect), are at least unwilling to risk the tutor’s ill opinion and so are solicitous to their nephew. Sarah and Grandfather, initially displeased at Lillian and Annie’s highhandedness, were soon charmed by the young man’s manner and intelligence.


He has been kind and considerate, uncomplaining and happy to undertake extra duties such as escorting the women of the family on shopping trips, carrying their parcels home again, and spending evenings in the study with Whipple discussing—while Howard listens with wide eyes and wide ears and a mouth tight-lipped lest they remember he’s there— history, politics, astronomy, physics, and mathematics of a very strange sort indeed, the sort that opens doors between worlds and dimensions.


“A purely theoretical idea, of course,” says Whip after a particularly intense discussion about gates and gods and doorways and demons. He laughs a laugh that Howard recognizes as the one he gave after their adventure on the lake.


“Yet some swear the great Abdul Alhazred’s formulas can be made to work under the right conditions,” says Kindred politely. The old man nods.


“The Necronomicon. You know,” Whipple pauses. “You know, my great-grandfather claimed to have owned a copy. Never saw it myself.”


“When I was younger—”


“Lad, you’re barely out of short pants!” shouts Whip with a snort.


Kindred takes it in good spirit. “Much younger, then, I traveled to Egypt and was there shown a copy by one of my hosts, a man of terrifying and voracious scholarly habits.”


“And did you read any of the spell-formulas?” asks Grandfather rather eagerly.


Ward Kindred shakes his head, smiling. “To what end? Had it worked my host might have been most put out as his own efforts had never borne fruit. Had it not worked, would I not have looked the fool?”


Whipple Van Buren Phillips chuckles and sits back in his chair. “True.”


Later that evening when Kindred escorts Howard to bed (Ward himself has been given one of the small attic rooms), the boy asks a question that’s been burning the inside of his mouth for hours:


“Are dreams doorways, sir?”


Kindred stops in his tracks, tilts his head and examines Howard as one might a babe in arms who has suddenly addressed one in a fluent and full sentence. “I’d not thought of them as such, Howard, but I suppose they might well be. How your mind works, young man, is a constant delight.”


Howard, no more immune to Ward’s complimentary pronouncements than the rest of his family, blushes.


“But I think they must be more personal thresholds, Howard, not necessarily something one can pull another through. A doorway for one’s daydreams and dreads.” Kindred smiles and touches the boy’s thin shoulder. “Sleep well, Howard.”


“Yes, sir,” says Howard with certainty, for since Ward Kindred’s arrival his dreams have been serene. Neither the queens, nor the dog-sphinx, nor the man-thing that climbed the stairs of the dark castle have made an appearance in Howard’s nightly theatre of slumber. Nothing has troubled him, not even hints of Grandfather’s fairy-tale night-gaunts.


When Howard is older he will realize this period as the calm before a storm. He will experience many such occasions in his life, sometimes knowing them for what they are and using them accordingly; other times he will be too rushed, too stressed, there will be too many voices in his head and he will forget to take a brief safe harbor. But now, at this moment, this evening, Howard does not think of such things. He has begun to take peace for granted.


And so it is only fitting that this night is a point on his timeline when there is a great turning of fate.
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His sleep has been so deep that it takes a while for the rough hands to shake him awake in the dark watches. There is no light from the open curtains for the moon has hidden away—like Howard’s mother, for this is one of the times she demands for herself—but there is a glow, a faint violet, tender and fragile emanating from somewhere in his room. A dark shape moves against it, blocks it for a moment, then Howard is shaken again and again, half-sits, is half-pulled into a sitting position.


“Howard? Howard! Get up, boy.”


He does not recognize the voice, it’s neither Grandfather nor Mr. Kindred, and certainly not Mother or the Aunts. It is a man, his tones low and rough, as if he’s not spoken for a long while. The covers are thrown back and the boy is hauled to his feet. He’s distracted, looking around for the light source but cannot find it; somewhere in the back if his mind the word witchlight is whispered, a memory seeded long ago by one of the servants or the Aunts or his mother when no one thought he was listening. Perhaps even Whipple in one of his stories. The illumination is omnipresent.


The man crouches in front of him; Howard can smell him now, stale sweat, foul breath, other things too that do not bear thinking about. The boy tries to breathe shallowly to lessen the effect. Matters do not improve when the man shoves his face close to Howard’s and talks. “Hurry up, boy. We need to be away. Are you scared? Don’t you recognize me? How can a boy not know his own father?”


And Howard realizes then that the pale face in front of him with its matted beard bedecked with flecks of food and old vomit is that of his departed paternal-type parent. It’s the face he glimpsed that day by Watchaug Pond when he fell in. His father has been watching him. Did Sarah know Winfield had escaped? Did the asylum doctor write and let her know? Who has been hiding this secret?


As if divining the boy’s thoughts, Win grins, showing that his remaining teeth are blackened. “In and out, boy. I can do that now, since I figured out the right order of things. No one knows I’m gone. C’mon, I’ll show you.”


And so saying, Winfield wraps a hand around Howard’s mouth as if he senses the boy is about to cry for help, and with the other hand he draws— using a cut finger that still oozes ichor—a series of signs and sigils on the pristine wall beside Howard’s bed. The marks almost look like equations, but there is something almost too elegant and artistic about their fluidity; Howard thinks of Grandfather’s talk of eldritch mathematics, Mr. Kindred’s comments about the formulae of Abdul Alhazred having worked under the right circumstances. As the thoughts coalesce in his sleep-heavy mind, he watches the wall: The bloody marks act as if they are blunt knives or brushes laden with acid. Where a sign has been drawn the wallpaper and the wood beneath it peel away. The spaces between disappear and, faced with a newly created door, Howard forgets the urge to scream, just for a moment.


His father tries to shove him forward, but Howard resists. Winfield cuffs his son hard, and the boy’s ears ring. He stumbles, directed by the rough hands of Winfield Lovecraft, the father he’s mostly forgotten.
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The humming is terribly loud here, the humming he’s heard for much of his whole life. The thrumming rhythm that’s been the lullaby of his nights, the comforting white noise of his days. Now, unfiltered by walls or planes or dimensions, it is as powerful as blood rushing in the ears.




There is the sound of water, too, rushing, and Howard’s feet are wet. He’s afraid to look down at them lest they be transformed like that day in the lake. His father’s hand is still hard on his shoulder and he feels the flesh bruising.


“Father—”


“Shut up, boy. Can’t hear myself think.” As Howard watches, Winfield shakes his head, more a nervous twitch than a voluntary movement, and he raises his right hand to tap out the rhythm on his chest, the sequence, which is the strongest memory Howard has of his father. It is also, he realizes, the sequence in which Win wrote on the wall of his room to open the door through.


“Have you been here before, Father?”


But Win doesn’t answer. He keeps a tight hold on Howard and pulls him along in his wake as he wades through the cold groundwater. Mist hovers just above the surface of the liquid; there are no trees here, just a lot of rock and, Howard sees, an arched stone roof, a natural configuration. The farther they go into the cave—for a cave it most certainly is—the louder is the humming, as if pressed from many throats, and the light grows stronger (although not quite as violet).


They come to a place where the tunnel opens into a much larger cavern. A huge rock formation dominates the center and, covered as it is with creatures of green-gray with round heads and wide mouths, it puts Howard in mind of his dream of the rocky reef off that nameless seaside town. There is no sign, however, of the gleaming city beneath the waves, with its dreaming spires and rising towers.


And atop the rock, Howard recognizes the three queens. They lie, preening—it would be basking if there were any sun. Around them are creatures like them, but not alike. A different bloodline, Howard ponders, a different strain, a different caste, just as bees are divided into drones and workers and queens. Howard is terribly startled when his father shouts.


It is not any particular word, it is a formless kind of a cry, but it does what Win intended it to and it attracts attention. The queens, their courtiers, all heads turn, bodies slew, arms outstretch and webbed fingers point. The three queens slither down the rocks at an incredible speed, almost serpentine in their motions, then they come to stand not far from where Howard and Win wait. The boy cannot believe how quickly they move, that they slither then become upright on two feet as if they’re closer to humans than reptiles, than fish.


Winfield drags Howard against him as if the boy might provide a shield. One hand goes into the pocket of his ragged coat and pulls out a knife with a long stained blade. He rests the dull edge against his son’s neck, the cool of the metal a brisk contrast to the warmth of the skin where the blood flows so close to the surface. A tiny cut is made as Win’s hand shakes, and Howard does not know who to fear more: his father or these strange queens.


“I’ve brought him!” shouts Winfield as if addressing a rioting crowd even though the creatures before him are silent and still; he gives a sort of broken bow and Howard is struck by how the gesture weakens Winfield. “Take him back. Take him, he’s yours. Give me my mind once again. Return my wife as a normal woman, as she was before the child! Just take the boy away. Get out of my dreams, make me forget and all will be well again!” He sobs and says words Howard’s heard from another mouth. “Is it so much to ask?”


Had he spent more time with his father, had he truly known him at all—or at least the man he was—Howard might have felt more betrayed than he does. The queens remain silent, swaying back and forth where they stand, like snakes hypnotizing small, stupid prey. A whimper escapes Win’s lips and he lets go of Howard. The boy has the presence of mind to step away as his father sinks to his knees, sobbing; Howard then moves behind Win, all the better to put something between himself and the queens.


“I’ve brought him home,” weeps Win. “Back to his spawning pool, back to the birthing ground. Isn’t that what you want? Isn’t that it? Tell me, tell me it’s what you want! Take him! Take this little tadpole and give me back my life.”


In later years Howard will wonder if it was simply a childish desire to pass on the hurt, but his deepest self knows that it was the anger to hear the little pack-leader’s words, Deirdre’s words, come from his own father’s mouth. To feel that somehow there should have been more loyalty than this.


He pushes his father. He raises his hands and shoves Win squarely in his shoulder blades. The man, already unbalanced from his own rocking, is easy enough to tip, and he doesn’t try to save himself. He falls, unmindful of the dagger in his hand; he falls until he is stopped by the soggy ground, by the blade that enters his stomach, and is pressed in farther and farther by his body weight. Again, Winfield does not try to save himself; he gives only a brief, sharp cry, then subsides to a kind of relieved weeping.


Howard, vaguely horrified, vaguely fascinated, backs away, whispering, I’m sorry, though he’s not entirely sure he is.


The queens shriek and howl, and the noise is taken up by the creatures around them, the sound becomes deafening. Howard fears his ears will bleed. He backs away, unable to take his eyes from the scene of his father writhing in the few inches of water that’s become pink, now cherry, now burgundy, now black as his lifeblood leaks into it; or the scene of the queens and their acolytes, screaming and shuddering. He backs away because he cannot shake the idea that once he turns to run they will be upon him with preternatural speed.


Yet still they do not approach.


Howard is taking more backward steps, unsure he will be able to find his way through the tunnels, find the door, find his home, when he bumps into something. No. There is the weird give and resistance of a human body: someone.


He twists his neck to see, but keeps his frame facing toward the pack as if that will somehow keep them at bay.


Ward Kindred stares down at him, his expression a mix of relief and concern. His glance takes in Win’s now-still form, the now-silent queens and their court, the now-sluggish creep of blood from Howard’s neck. The tutor places a hand on the boy’s head, a reassurance, a benediction, and says, “Wait here, Howard.”


Howard watches as Kindred walks with assured steps through the water, stopping just short of the queens. He does not bow, makes no obeisance. Howard hears Kindred begin to speak, but he does not recognize the words. They are not English nor any other language he can identify. The boy listens carefully, trying to map the syllables onto his memory so he will know them if he ever hears them again. They are the sound of the waters, of amphibian creatures, sounds made by mouths uniquely evolved to press them out.


The conversation is short; at its end the queens nod, and Kindred comes back to Howard with quick steps. But Howard is not really paying attention to his tutor, for the crowds of creatures have turned their rounded heads, their ichthyoid gazes, toward him, toward Howard.


All of them, all in their rubbery, amphibian monstrosity, all bow to him now, croaks diminished to a respectful thrum, a chorus of awe.


Kindred’s hand on his shoulder startles him. “Howard, come away. Come home, Howard, it’s not time for this yet.”


Kindred escorts him to the doorway that stands as a silver tear in the air, and beyond its ragged edges is Howard’s room and Whipple Van Buren Phillips, looking even older, as if his vitality has been sapped by the past—minutes? Hours? Days? The tutor helps him step through into Whip’s waiting arms. Grandfather is shaking so tremendously that Howard fears for the old man’s health.


“It’s all right, Grandfather, Mr. Kindred saved me.” He strokes the old man’s cheek gently and smiles, then turns to Ward Kindred, expecting the young man to step through the doorway, too, to join them.


Kindred shakes his head. “Howard, I cannot go with you. We have spilled blood here, pure human blood, and for that atonement must be made.”


“But you saved me!”


“It does not matter, Howard—this was my agreement with the monarchs and I shall honor it.” Ward crouches down so he can look the boy directly in the face. “You’re different, Howard. Listen to me, my young friend: you’ll always be between. Between dark and light, earth and water. Neither one thing nor the other. You’ll hear voices, voices beyond those around you, and it will get worse as you get older. Don’t always listen to them, or they’ll drive you mad.”


Howard has so many questions they all push at his mouth, get caught like a log jam of curiosity so none of them make it out. Before he can say anything, Ward Kindred straightens and peers past the boy, speaks to Whip, “And now it is time to begin Howard’s true education. I know you have dreaded this, sir, put it off as long as you felt you could, but the boy must be trained. Forewarned is forearmed and things will only get worse for him as he ages, as the layers of his mind become more sensitive, more receptive. At least allow him the ability to defend himself.”


Reluctantly (Howard thinks), Whip nods.


“Promise me,” insists the tutor. “Swear it.”


“I promise. I swear on the blood of my dearest, dead wife.”


Kindred nods, a single sharp movement of satisfaction. “Goodbye, Howard.”


And Howard still cannot say anything. It will be one of his greatest regrets, this last moment, this first great failure.


As the tutor walks away, his thin back growing thinner and more indistinct as the distance increases, the door between dimensions begins to close, a process that is simultaneously too slow and too quick. At last there is a sort of searing pop and the threshold is gone, no evidence left on the wall that it ever existed, not even the bloody marks Win made there. No trace.
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No trace in the morning either of Ward Kindred when Howard wanders into the tutor’s room, seeking some sign that he did but dream the night’s adventures. The small chamber is so neat it seems there’s no proof of him ever having been there, ever having existed. Howard feels strangely bereft.


In days to come, the newspapers will report Winfield Lovecraft’s death at Arkham Asylum. The printed letters will gleefully dwell on the method of demise: Choking on his own tongue at the height of a psychotic episode. An empty coffin is buried in a quiet ceremony, and none of the paid pallbearers comment on the lightness of the box.


Howard has already told his mother and the Aunts and Grandfather what happened in that other place, of the facts of his father’s true exit, and although Sarah weeps her last tears for her lost husband, she is pleased and proud of her son; she hugs him close. The Aunts, their demeanor altered, exchange a glance with each other and then, to Howard’s great astonishment, face him and drop into flawless curtsies. While their relationship to the Nephew will never be without pressure fractures, bumps, and incidents, from this day forth it will be changed.


And finally, one day, when the bruises have faded from Howard’s shoulder, the tiny cut on his throat has healed, on that day Whipple Van Buren Phillips appears at the door of the boy’s room and announces, “Now, m’boy, it’s time to begin your true education.”


And Howard Phillips Lovecraft picks up his pen and begins to write . . .




ONE


 


Shadows Over Innsmouth


IT WAS A CHUMP’S assignment from the start, the sort of goose-chase the Bureau might send an agent on to keep him earning his kale before they showed him the exit.


Dobbs understood that. He’d grasped it the moment the special agent in charge of the Boston field office laid it out for them. Hewlitt, now, he didn’t get it. He didn’t yet know how these things worked. Hadn’t learned enough about the shifting politics of the situation to recognize the warning signs. Ridley Hewlitt was a bright fella, quick on the uptake, but he was green. He hadn’t been privy to the bloodbaths of the past three years, since J. Edgar Hoover took over as director of the Bureau of Investigation. The agents who’d been fired, maybe they hadn’t been the best, but jumping Jesus, they’d been axed with all the care a sawbones might show a gangrenous limb.


Dobbs could only imagine the discussion in Washington, the chain of decisions to even take this report seriously and how to scratch it off somebody’s checklist.


We need somebody from the Boston office to go up to Danvers and interview a patient who’s been in the asylum therefor the past six years. See what he has to say, if there’s anything sensible to come out of him. And if there is, if any of it squares up with the report from this Robert Olmstead. He’s the one who went sightseeing to a town in the northeast corner of Massachusetts and came out telling the wildest tales you’ve ever listened to. A place called Innsmouth.


Innsmouth? Never heard of it.


No reason you should have. Hardly anybody has. It’s this wormy little run-down seaport that fell on hard times before the Civil War, and times there have only gotten harder since. It’s hanging on up there like a barnacle.


What’s our interest? Isn’t this something a state agency should look into?


You know the director. He just wants to be thorough. Doesn’t want anything slipping past him while his eye’s on Capone. It’s probably nothing. But, say somebody in that town thinks they have a good reason to put on crazy masks and run off outsiders. Better we know about it than we don’t, right? But, ifyou ask me, it’s a bunch of bushwa from a couple of hop-heads.


In that case, send Agent Dobbs, why don’t you? Archie Dobbs. It’ll keep him out of trouble before the hammer comes down.


It must have gone about that way, more or less. Dobbs was as glum about the prospect of the day as Hewlitt was sunny, the kid seeing this as a chance to get paid for spending a couple hours enjoying the scenery between Boston and Danvers. Trees were fiery with October glory, and after a miserable summer the air was nippy enough outside the Studebaker to make a fella glad to be alive, if he was lucky enough to have gotten out of bed that morning without worries.


But good luck trying to hang onto that in Danvers.


The state asylum loomed over everything, an architectural monstrosity on a hilltop. Its central building alone looked grim enough to throw a bruise-black cloud over anyone’s day, a gentleman despot’s idea of a castle, the last façade a person might see before his life went down a hole . . . but the place just kept going. He’d never seen anything like it. On either side of the central building, a series of wings receded back, one after the other, set corner to corner.


“They say, from the air, it looks like a bat,” Hewlitt told him.


That figured. Even without knowing this, there was no missing that it looked like a place ready to suck the life out of anyone who got close. Had he ever seen anything as demoralizing? Not on these shores. Not in this decade. He’d have to go back ten years, to France, to the kind of ruins left after a day of artillery.


This place was intact, but it oozed the same hopelessness. As if your world were ending, and tomorrow was already gone, and your head was up too high while you listened for the whistle of that one last shell coming down to finish the job.


[image: img]


The loony’s name was Mayhew. One of the doctors ushered them down a series of hallways to go meet him, and Dobbs spent every step tuning out the moaning and the babble. For as enormous as the place looked from outside, it felt too close within. He had the kind of hulking frame that filled doorways, shoulder to shoulder, and often had to duck through even when he wasn’t wearing a hat.


Lionel Mayhew didn’t like to leave his room any more than he liked to go five minutes without a ciggy. His fingertips were yellow with them, and his teeth brown. He had a smile fit to frighten the Devil himself, as if he’d forgotten what a smile was and when it was appropriate, so the best he could manage was a random, jerky skinning of his lips back from his teeth like his next trick would be to bite the head off a lizard.


They’d driven all morning for this.


Mayhew had been a life insurance man for Metropolitan. Before he ended up locked away, he’d been under the pressure of a company-wide squeeze to bring in new policies, fresh premiums. MetLife had taken it in the balls at the close of the last decade, paying out over $8 million in claims from the Great War, and nearly $28 million more in the wake of the Spanish Flu.








Which was how Mayhew had found himself in Innsmouth. Nobody for miles around had anything good to say about the place, but folks there should need life insurance the same as anywhere, right?


“No!” he said, a fierce rebuttal to his own question.


All of this was verified, and so far Mayhew seemed lucid enough, if twitchy, in recounting it.


“No, they do not need life insurance there. They do not need my services at all. What they need, what they demand, is everything else, my life my soul my skin my bones my organs my seed. The greediest ones are the greenest ones, the ones with the widest mouths and the sharpest choppers. That’s how you know. As if the look of any one of them isn’t enough to tell you you’re in the wrong place when you stick your pushy little foot in the wrong door.”


He flashed his ghastly brown smile, his teeth a row of slimy brown Chiclets.


“They’re the ones who hop. Are you following me? A pair of fine fit specimens such as yourselves should have no trouble getting approved for a double indemnity clause. So you should be able to run faster than they can hop. And you’d have to. Life soul skin bones organs seed—you have them too.”


Mayhew fumed like a smokehouse chimney and grew agitated as he spoke. And he paced. At some point during his years here, he’d used some tool to score a ragged line in the floor tiles, wall to wall, six feet from the barred windows. He seemed careful to not cross it.


“I was a godly man, sir,” he said. “Me and mine in the fucking pews every Sunday, sir. Do you know how to tell us Christers from the rest?”


Dobbs wagged his head as though maybe he did and maybe he didn’t. “I’d like to know how you do it, Lionel.”


Mayhew appeared gratified to share his expertise. “We’re the ones with the broken knees from all the groveling. That’s our reward. A lifetime of broken knees. And cricks in our necks from looking up up up.” He spat toward the window. “Wrong direction. In Innsmouth, their roots are the same as their gods. They run deep there. Deeeeep.”


Mayhew found this privately amusing. As readily as he snickered, he scowled.


“How could he let it happen there? Anywhere?” Mayhew whispered now, the hushed disbelief of a man still trying to work through the worst betrayal of his life. “In this world he told us he made. How could he let things like this take root and grow?”


Mayhew flashed his pearly browns.


“Do you know how much of the world is water and how much is land? Neither do I, exactly, but there’s far more room for them than there is for us. And every Sunday I took us to the pews and fell to my poor sore knees and I thanked that wretched God of mine for making it that way. Because I used to love a good swim! What do you think of that? What do you think cows and pigs would say about God if somebody told them he’d made them for our teeth?”


He skinned back his lips again, this time to grind his teeth back and forth, and side to side. They made a most unnerving click.


“Show me the face of my old God, is all I ask. Half a chance, that’s all I want. Let me see him, and I’ll chew the nose from his face and spit it into the abyss.”


The best they could tell, separating the fragments of his recounting from his interjections, and piecing them together on the fly, Mayhew had spent a long, fruitless day in Innsmouth with nothing but red knuckles to show for it. He’d knocked on a lot of doors. Most remained shut, even when he could hear the bumps of something shifting on the other side. A few places opened up, usually just wide enough for a face to fill the gap, but there was more disappointment waiting when they did.


The residents, more often than not, looked peculiar and smelled worse, like fishermen who’d given up on washing when they came in from their boats. To a man, they were as churlish as convicts, even the women, deadeyed and unfriendly, plagued with baldness and rashes on their wattled necks, and skin so sallow they seemed to have spent their entire lives under a scum of clouds.








Mayhew had expected a seaside town full of rubes, and rubes they were, but his advantage ended there. A man who knew how to close a sale could handle rubes, as long as he could talk long enough, but in Inns-mouth he never got going with them. Not a one. They couldn’t even be bothered to speak properly. They slurred and grunted and gurgled like they’d been blotto from bathtub hootch for so long they were no longer capable of holding a respectable conversation.


The normals weren’t much better, urging him to go peddle his papers elsewhere.


After a thankless day of this, Mayhew confessed that he’d been ready to indulge in a little rudeness himself. If these clods were going to give him the bum’s rush out of town, then he might as well earn it. He always wore the shoes for it, fit to wedge open a door until he’d had his say, given his spiel.


Mayhew ground out another shit-colored smile.


“I only wanted to see how they lived. On the inside. So I could inform my idiot sales manager why I’d wasted an entire day. That was when I saw the ones they must have been trying to hide. And there’s so many more of them than the ones they let outside.”


He jutted his lower jaw into a grotesque underbite and chomped at the air.


“They came for me then. A flood of them spilling out of one house, then another, and another. I’d had my fill of them and they’d had their fill of me. Or would have, if they’d gotten their scaly paws on me. Their webbed fingers. Tongues the size of shoe soles, some of them. Life soul skin bones organs seed . . . they would’ve had them all from me if I’d been any slower.”


According to Mayhew, he stood rooted in shock from the spectacle, and they were almost upon him when he bashed one across the skull with his briefcase and ran. He feared there was no time to start his Model T, from ’18, the year before the change to electric starters. These monstrous townsfolk would catch up to him as he labored over the engine crank.


So he left everything behind—briefcase, flivver, and all. Career, too, and at some point, everyone agreed, his mind. He abandoned everything and ran. For miles. He found the road he’d taken into town and followed it back up to Newburyport.


Next day, an Essex County sheriff’s deputy had taken a run up, to check things out. There had been no sign of his car, no one to admit they’d seen him, no evidence he’d been there at all.


“To you, they look like something you’d drag up from the bottom of a pond and throw back. Only bigger. That’s enough fishing for today,” Mayhew said. “But at you . . . they look at you with the arrogance of men. You wouldn’t know it from their eyes. But they’re haughty, and how. Royalty, is what they think they are. They rise up before you like they’re kings of the world, because the world is wet. I read people, is what I do. There’s triumphant men and there’s beaten men, and I know the difference in the way they stand. Two of them, I saw, they were even wearing shiny goldlike crowns on what passes for their heads. That’s how I know. They’ve already crowned themselves the new kings of this world.”


Look for details that square up—that was the assignment, and here was one of them. Queer headgear. Robert Olmstead, the latest fella to come raving out of the place, said the same. This wasn’t some random fluff anyone might pick out of the air. It was specific. With Olmstead, there was even a trail he’d picked up on, just such a piece kept on display at the Newburyport Historical Society. It had been around long enough to be regarded as an odd bit of jewelry whose origins were unlikely to ever be known. Some mysteries didn’t want to be solved.


“Let’s hear about these shiny gold crowns, Lionel,” Dobbs said.


Mayhew glanced about as if he’d never broken himself of the habit of looking for something to write on, draw with. He settled for his tobacco-tat-tooed hands. Pressing the tips of his thumbs and pinkies together, he made a circle—squashed a little, but rounder than not—then mimed setting it atop his own noggin, the rest of his fingers splayed up and out like rays.


“There. That’s a proper crown, see. Any king would be proud to wear it and the fit would be perfect.”








He lowered his hands again and studiously adjusted the shape. The distance between his thumbs and his pinkies lengthened; his palms pulled closer; the circle became a narrow oval. His other fingers bunched at the tips to suggest a rising peak or overarching loop. Mayhew shuddered with disgust, then made a show of how ill suited it was to fit his head.


“It’s not for a human skull anymore. They have heads made like lima beans.”


He dropped his hands as if he couldn’t bear to hold them this way anymore and gave his fingers a fierce shaking out.


Mayhew wasn’t good for much else, and it wasn’t clear how much he’d been good for in the first place. What he’d done, though, was tell a remarkably similar story to that of Robert Olmstead, whose trip to Inns-mouth had ended the same way: chased out of town by bogeymen, and desperate to convince anyone who would listen that something rotten was lurking beneath the surface of a busted-up, broken-down seaport that nobody had much reason to visit anymore.
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