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Arkham Horror


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


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


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


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


    Will they prevail?
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    This one is for my foes, adversaries, opponents, and rivals, never say I didn’t give you anything.


  




  

    Chapter One


    The Web


    Carl Sanford’s ruin came to Arkham in a dapper Italian suit, with a knowing smile, and no fixed address.


    The interloper named Randall Tillinghast had been walking up and down in the city for over a week before Sanford even detected his presence. That was an appalling failure of Sanford’s intelligence network, like a spider hearing secondhand about the presence of a new fly in his web. There should have been warnings. There should have been vibrations. Instead, the man had nearly ten days to lay his traps and set his snares without interference before word finally reached Sanford about the “humble antiquarian and enthusiast of the esoteric” who’d set up shop somewhere south of the river, peddling his wares, which supposedly included objects of real power.


    Either this Tillinghast was a fraud dealing in worthless trinkets, in which case, Sanford would chase him out of the city, or he was a genuine occultist with access to worthwhile relics, whereupon Sanford would acquire everything he possessed of value and then see what further use could be made of him.


    Arkham was Sanford’s city. You couldn’t just move in here and join the game without asking permission and paying tribute. Someone had tried to usurp Sanford’s place as the preeminent master of the magical arts in Arkham last year, and that person had ended up blasted with a shotgun, blown up with dynamite, buried in rocks, and drowned in the icy Atlantic.


    “You’re quieter than your brother was, Brother Altman,” Sanford said from the back seat of the Bentley, where he gazed out the window at the slow river bleeding silver beneath the bridge.


    His driver, bodyguard, and – increasingly – confidant was the slightly younger sibling of one of Sanford’s former lieutenants. The first Altman had died in a hotel room, murdered by cultists… and a bit later, the twisted doppelganger those cultists had created to take Altman’s place had died in a temple devoted to their dead deity beneath the sea.


    The new Altman was broadly similar to his brother in terms of expertise, experience, and discretion, but he lacked the original’s sardonic sense of humor. He did still possess both his ears, while his predecessor had lost one in some overseas unpleasantness, which Sanford supposed was a sort of cosmic balance.


    “Our mother used to say Reggie wouldn’t say boo to a goose,” Altman replied, “but that I wouldn’t say shit if I had a mouthful.”


    “How charming.” Sanford sniffed. The new Altman had come to Arkham last year from a sojourn in Africa, where he’d been doing unspeakable things for some colonial government or another, to attend the funerals of his brother and his niece, who’d also been lost in the unpleasantness last year, when the Lodge was assaulted. Altman the younger had agreed to stay on as Sanford’s new personal assistant for a hefty salary and the opportunity to vent some of his rage on the Lodge’s enemies. “If you’re going to be my batsman and bodyguard and amanuensis, I’ll need you to indulge in the occasional conversation. I do some of my best thinking aloud, and without a partner in dialogue, it would just be… ranting.”


    “Am I all those things, then? All right. I’ll try to hold my end up.” Altman guided the Bentley slowly into the narrow streets of Rivertown. “No actual address, eh?”


    “Frustratingly, no,” Sanford said. “Each of my two informants gave me a different location, which means one of them was confused. Both placed this new shop near the graveyard, though. It’s called Tillinghast Esoterica and Exotics. How gauche. You might see my name on a building at the university someday, but I’d hardly emblazon it above a mercantile concern.”


    They drove up and down the streets of the Rivertown district but saw no sign of a new shop. “It has a green door, apparently, with a sort of eye painted on the window,” Sanford said, though Altman knew that already. “A cheap ploy to appear mystical and draw in the credulous, no doubt.” They traversed the densely packed blocks of the Merchant District and passed the former site of Huntress Fashions, a “For Let” sign in the dusty window, and Sanford felt a twinge in his guts he chose not to investigate. A Lodge member named Diana Stanley had operated that shop for a time, but she’d left town after betraying Sanford’s trust… and then saving his life. That last part probably made them even, or maybe put Sanford very slightly in her debt. Better for all involved that she’d left town with her beau. Sanford had resisted the urge to deploy agents to track her down. Let her do as she would, as long as she wasn’t doing it in his territory.

    


    Sanford drew much of his strength from the past, of course, but he preferred to look forward to the future whenever possible.


    “Dash it, just go to the general store,” Sanford commanded, and Altman obeyed without complaint. They parked near the ramshackle structure, a neighborhood institution despite its decrepit aspect, and Sanford said, “You may as well wait here. No reason to scare the plebeians.” Altman chuckled, where he normally would have stayed silent. Sanford appreciated the man’s efforts.

    


    The magus of Arkham slid out of the car and walked up the warped board steps, nodding to a couple of old-timers who sat in rockers on the drooping front porch. They nodded back, eyeing him with open suspicion. They might recognize him – Sanford was well known in town, of course, and those of his social class weren’t very welcome here – or they might simply be reacting to the presence of a man who was wearing a suit instead of stained dungarees or overalls.


    He pushed through the door, a bell clanging discordantly overhead to herald his arrival. The musty general store was crowded with wooden shelves holding everything from tinned foodstuffs to used hand tools, arranged in no discernible order. A sullen, bearded man slouched on a stool behind the wooden counter, seated next to an immense jar of pickled eggs suspended in a suspicious greenish fluid. They reminded Sanford of the peculiar biological specimens preserved in the laboratories deep beneath the Silver Twilight Lodge house.


    The shopkeeper – Sanford could never remember the man’s name – looked right through Sanford, as if he were a pane of window glass with nothing much of interest on the other side.


    Sanford wished he’d brought his walking stick. Smashing that jar of eggs would get a reaction, wouldn’t it? Instead, he smiled, strolled to the counter, and rapped his knuckles on the wood briskly. “Hello, my good man. I wonder if you might be able to assist me.”


    The shopkeeper grunted. “First time for everything.”


    “I’m looking for a shop that I understand has recently opened in the area.”


    Now the man barked a laugh, showing off yellowed teeth. “Now why would I send a customer off to one of my competitors?”


    Sanford looked around at the dusty bags of flour, the chipped glass jars, and rust-edged shovels, and sniffed. “I don’t think your business and his have much overlap in terms of inventory. It’s called Tillinghast Esoterica and Exotics–”


    When Sanford spoke those words, it was as if the shopkeeper had downed a revitalizing tonic. He stood straighter, his eyes brightened, and his smile went from sly and knowing to wide and genuine. “Mr Tillinghast! Why, of course. He’s a true gentleman! You can look at him and tell he’s a man of quality, but he doesn’t go around putting on airs like some people do. He even brought me a little gift, did you know that, like he was welcoming me to the neighborhood when it should have been the other way around.”


    “How very hospitable of him,” Sanford said. “Now, where exactly–”


    “I’ll show you!” The shopkeeper bent down and reached beneath the counter, drawing out…


    A snow globe. A perfectly unremarkable example of the form, as far as Sanford could tell. The shopkeeper shook it vigorously, filling the glass sphere atop the rounded stone pedestal with a flurry of white flecks. The artificial snowflakes were usually made of wax, or meerschaum, Sanford understood, but as he leaned obligingly forward and peered at this one, he wondered. This looked very much like actual snow. Even after the shopkeeper put the globe down on the counter, the snowstorm inside didn’t abate, the fragments not settling as gravity should have dictated, but continuing to fly about in all directions, obscuring the contents. Sanford only caught glimpses of the shape inside, but where he would have expected a snowman or a white deer or a country church, he saw… was it a man, bundled up, bent forward as if walking against the wind?

     


    “The snow just flurries around all by itself in there, though it goes faster when you give it a shake,” the shopkeeper said proudly. “Mr Tillinghast told me it’s on account of, what was it… ‘a complex chemical interaction among incompatible material elements.’”

    


    It’s a simple magical charm, Sanford thought. But such trifles are sufficient to amaze a simpleton. The flakes had probably been enchanted to abhor the fluid they floated in, and the glass that surrounded them, and one another, and flurried incessantly in a fruitless bid to escape. Still, it seemed a lot of effort to go to, for a child’s toy…


    He saw a flicker of darkness, a black speck among the flurrying white, and peered closer, almost putting his nose on the glass. Was that glimpse of a humanoid figure… moving? Actually trudging through the snow? Why bother with such a detail?


    The shopkeeper snatched the globe back, and when Sanford looked up at him, he saw naked hate and avarice in the man’s gaze. “This is mine,” the shopkeeper said. “You don’t need to go touching it.”


    “I wouldn’t dream,” Sanford said smoothly. “It’s a beautiful piece. I can see why you’re so fond of it. Might you direct me to Mr Tillinghast’s establishment? Perhaps I could procure a slightly less wondrous item for my own enjoyment.”

    


    The shopkeeper squinted, suspicious, then shrugged his bony shoulders. “I’m not sure. I never been there myself. Mr Tillinghast just stopped in to introduce himself a few days ago and had himself a pickled egg – best he’d ever had, he said, I make them myself – and went on his way. I heard he’s got a place not far from the graveyard, but beyond that, I couldn’t say.”


    “Capital.” Sanford removed a slim white card from his jacket pocket and slid it across the counter. “Perhaps if Mr Tillinghast returns you might give him my card? I’d love to discuss certain business opportunities with him.”


    The shopkeeper picked up the card – Sanford imagined the edges were instantly discolored, though that might have been mere fancy – and squinted at it with a grunt. “I suppose I could do that. For a loyal customer. A loyal paying customer.”


    Sanford sighed.


    Back in the car, he passed Altman a damp, bundled handkerchief. “What’s that?” the man asked.


    “The best pickled egg Randall Tillinghast ever had,” Sanford replied. “Enjoy it with my compliments.”


    Altman grunted and, to Sanford’s surprise, devoured the thing rather than dropping it out the window. The man grunted again and said, “I’ve had worse.”


    “Have you really? Remind me never to ask you for a restaurant recommendation.”


    “Where to now?” Altman asked.


    Sanford settled into the back seat and glowered at nothing. Why had Tillinghast wasted any magic, even a paltry charm, to ingratiate himself with the proprietor of the general store? What could he possibly offer? Although… the shop was frequented by a variegated cross section of Arkham inhabitants and was something of a central point for the dissemination of gossip. Maybe Sanford should have cultivated an informant there. He had numerous connections among the city’s elite, and in the Underworld, but dash it, he’d never really had the common touch. “We’ve wasted enough time. I’m supposed to have lunch with Miss Standish soon, so let’s hie ourselves back across the river.”

    


    “Visiting all the finest people today, aren’t we?” Altman chuckled.


    “On second thought, I think I liked you better when you were silent,” Sanford said. “Forget I said anything.”


    “Too late now, sir. You’ve gone and opened up my floodgates.”


    •••


    Ruby had set their meeting place, phoning the Lodge with the location early this morning, as she always did. The young woman had a profoundly suspicious turn of mind, but then, she’d earned it.


    Thus, Sanford found himself on the doorstep of the Songbird’s Perch, a lively enough place at night, when there was live music playing and, undoubtedly, a general disdain for the constraints of Prohibition. During the day, however, the Perch’s carved wooden panels seemed shabby and the red-shaded lamps a bit sad. There were one or two people dining in plush booths, but not much of a lunchtime crowd compared to the more conventional eateries in the area. Sanford made his way to the back, waving off the hostess with a murmured, “I’m meeting someone,” and found Ruby in the most distant booth, sucking an olive off a toothpick.

     


    He slid into the seat across from her, nodding toward the martini glass on the table. “A bit early for that, isn’t it?”

    


    Ruby smiled at him sunnily. Her hair was dark, lately, and even in her presence, it was hard to pin down her age or extraction – late twenties, early thirties? Some hint of the Spaniard or even Central American in her ancestry, perhaps?


    “If I’m awake, it’s not too early, Sanford, darling.” She wasn’t at her most glamorous just now – no fascinator in her hair, and no jewels around her neck, dressed neither for speakeasy nor garden party – but her makeup was immaculate, her hair perfectly curled, and her day dress effortlessly à la mode, a dark pink with a big black ribbon bow tied at the neck, the trailing ends spilling down her front. Ruby was capable of making herself up to look like the dowdiest hausfrau, or an innocent farmgirl in the city for the first time, or a silver screen vamp to put Theda Bara to shame, depending on which appearance best suited her stratagems. He was tempted to think this version was the “real” Ruby, shorn of all disguises, but Sanford knew better than that. If there even was a real Ruby, he didn’t think this woman shared her with anyone but herself.

    


    She tapped the rim of her glass with one of the rings on her fingers, making it chime. “Would you like something?”


    He settled back into the booth, which was actually quite comfortable, the better to entice visitors to sit and drink awhile. “I’m quite all right. We could simply meet at the Lodge, you know. I don’t like talking business in public.” Not that anyone was paying them the least bit of attention here.


    “They know I like my privacy here. And you know why I don’t like to go to the Lodge.”


    “Tut, tut,” Sanford said. “You were hardly locked up in the basements for any length of time at all. You escaped almost immediately.”


    “My brief imprisonment aside, I was pursued through those basements by a monster. I have unpleasant associations with the place.” She made a face, which was, in fact, less revolting than the monster in question.


    You should see the creature now, Sanford thought. “‘Monster’ is a bit much,” he said. “It was merely a guardian, and you were trespassing. But, yes, I take your point.” Sanford’s relationship with Ruby was, historically, rather fraught. She was a professional thief who’d robbed his vault below the Lodge of priceless relics some years ago, and he’d even arranged a trap to lure her back to Arkham so he could take his revenge on her. But she’d become entangled in all that business with the Cult of Asterias, and in the process, the two of them had become necessary allies, fighting back-to-back against a common enemy. He’d agreed to forget her transgressions in light of her service, and they now had a reliable (if never totally comfortable) working relationship. She was very good at what she did. She must be, if she’d managed to steal something from him.

    


    “Why did you want to see me?” she asked.


    Right to business. She seldom spent any of her charm on him, which was fine since he was immune to such blandishments. “Oh, I have a job for you. But before we get into all that… have you heard of a man named Randall Tillinghast?” Sanford had myriad connections all over Arkham, since many of the city’s most prominent and influential citizens were members of the Order of the Silver Twilight (known universally, informally, and erroneously as the Silver Twilight Lodge), the social organization and esoteric order that he ruled absolutely. But Ruby had a different set of connections: bartenders, small-time thugs, dock workers, housemaids. The little people who kept the city humming along. Sometimes she knew things he didn’t.


    He wasn’t expecting a reaction like this, though. “Tillinghast?” She put her glass down, carefully, but her hand was shaking, and gin sloshed over the rim. “You don’t mean… Tall, thin, white hair, in his sixties? Likes to wear expensive Italian suits?”


    Sanford cocked his head. “I haven’t met the man myself, but that fits the descriptions I’ve received. You mean to say you know the man? Personally?”


    Ruby stared at the tabletop. “I can’t… he was… I did some work for him. A while back. I shouldn’t talk about it. I have to be discreet, in my business, you know.” A tremble crept into her voice.


    “You needn’t give me details about your business relationship,” Sanford said. “I mainly want to know: is he the genuine article, in terms of his association with the occult? There are a lot of charlatans in his business–”


    She laughed, the sound as short and harsh as a crow’s caw. “Tillinghast is the real thing. The… item… I procured for him… It belonged to very serious people, and they wanted it back. Badly. There was this policeman, too, who came after the relic afterward, and it was a lot of work to shake him. To be honest, I still look over my shoulder sometimes.” Ruby narrowed her eyes. “Is Tillinghast here? In Arkham?”


    “That is the rumor, yes. You hadn’t heard anything about a newcomer?”


    “No! And you’d think I would have…” She chewed her lip, clearly vexed. “Do you know what he’s doing here?”

    


    “Business,” Sanford said. “He’s opened a curio shop, though I’ve had trouble finding out exactly where it’s located. He should fire whoever does his advertisements. Miss Standish… Ruby… does this man frighten you?” He’d seldom seen her react so strongly, even in the face of imminent peril.


    “Frighten?” She seemed to take the question seriously, rolling the glass between her hands as she pondered. “No, that’s not quite right. He unsettles me. Tillinghast can be very friendly, solicitous even, and he paid me fairly, plus extra to make up for the trouble I encountered down in the swamps. But… I can’t explain it. Have you ever stood on a bridge at night, looking down at the water all dark beneath you, and for a moment it feels like you’re just suspended in the void? Like you’re surrounded by nothing? A kind of… active nothing?”


    Sanford nodded. He’d glimpsed the emptiness at the heart of reality on more than one occasion.


    She nodded back. “That’s how I felt, sometimes, when he’d look into my eyes. Like I was staring into the abyss… and the abyss was staring back at me.”


    “The thief who quoted Nietzsche!” Sanford scoffed.


    Ruby managed half a smile. “I’m an educated woman, Sanford. It just wasn’t a typical education.” She turned serious, her eyes fixed on his. “What do you want with Tillinghast?”


    “I want to meet him, first of all,” Sanford said. “I want to peruse his wares and see if there’s anything worth acquiring, especially now that you’ve told me he might have objects of real value. I wish to take the measure of the man and see if he could be useful to me.” Or dangerous to me, but he’d hardly admit that concern out loud. Sanford leaned forward. “Can you give me any other impressions of him, apart from his voidlike gaze?”

     


    “Not really,” Ruby said. “He hired me, I did the job, he paid me, we parted ways. I only met him face-to-face a few times. He definitely has the manners of a gentleman, and he probably has the soul of a shark.”

     


    It was Sanford’s turn to grin. “I’ve been told I can be a trifle sharklike myself. I’m sure in my presence this Tillinghast will become like unto a minnow. Would you please make some inquiries for me, and see if you can find the location of his shop? A surprise visit could be in order.”

     


    She shrugged. “I’ll see what I can do.”

     


    “Excellent. Once you’ve found him, perhaps you could offer to… renew your association? I’m sure he could use someone with your skills, whatever his precise intentions are. And in the process, if you pick up any useful tidbits of information about his plans here in Arkham, you can pass them on to me.”

     


    “You want me to be your spy, Sanford?” Ruby shook her head. “That’s going to cost you.”

    


    “I would expect nothing less. You know the depths of my purse. I’m sure we can reach a satisfactory arrange­ment.”


    “I’ll see what I can do,” she repeated. “No promises, but if the opportunity to renew my acquaintance with Tillinghast comes up, I won’t let it pass me by.”

     


    Sanford nodded. “Fair enough. On to our main business, then. There’s a certain shipment arriving from South America this week, bound for the university, and I’d appreciate it if you could intercept something for me.”

  


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Dark Deeds on the Docks


    The Arkham River Docks were never a particularly cheerful place to visit, even in the bright morning with the birds singing and the sun shining, and so much less so deep into the evening with the mists rising and the only songs the swearing of the toiling stevedores.


    Skulking around this area in skirts at night wasn’t a safe proposition, so Ruby was in one of her more seldom-used disguises, wearing patched trousers and battered boots, with a baggy old shirt to hide her figure, and her hair bundled up under a newsboy cap. A few smudges on her face in lieu of makeup made her resemble a boy prowling the docks in search of work or amusement or both. She was hardly immune to trouble in this guise, but it was a less troublesome sort of trouble than she could expect if she prowled around wearing a dress and kitten heels.


    The docks rambled along a lengthy stretch of the river near the Merchant District, home to crumbling piers, rambling warehouses, unsteady stacks of cargo, cheap accommodations, booze that would blind you in time, and people desperate enough to drink it anyway. She saw Abner Weems, a local drunk who was occasionally lucid enough to pass messages or provide a useful tip, but not tonight; he was sprawled on his back beside a bottle at the mouth of a narrow alley, even his coat and shoes too worn for anyone to bother stealing.


    A little farther along, Joey the Rat skulked past her, shoulders in a perpetual hunch, eyes darting everywhere; he was a small-time crook with an encyclopedic knowledge of the comings and goings of every ship, and she’d paid him for information before (and dislocated a couple of his fingers when he patted her bottom once). His peripatetic gaze didn’t even pause when it reached her, which meant her disguise was solid.


    Still, she kept to the shadows, staying close to the warehouses and heaps of crates, trying not to catch the eye of any of the big-shouldered men shifting cargo. Walking near the water was, theoretically, more pleasant, since you could look at the river, but while the Miskatonic had a certain beauty in the daytime, at night, the river just made her uneasy: those murky depths could hide anything, and nowadays she knew too much about the foul things that sometimes lurked beneath the surface. Of the water, and of everything else.


    The river docks never entirely shut down, though they were a lot busier in the afternoon than they were in the dark of night. There were certain visitors who preferred to arrive in the wee hours, and certain cargo better unloaded in the dark – whisky sent down from Canada, for example. The most corrupt cops patrolled the docks overnight, and the skeleton crew of officials weren’t averse to bribes, either.


    Ruby had dealt with the harbormaster, “Tick” Scanlon, before, and figured he was her best bet. She was a cat burglar by training and preference, but she couldn’t move a crate that took two men to carry all by herself, and while it was possible to just filch the contents, it was hard to be quiet with a crowbar. Nails tended to squeal when you wrenched them out.


    Tick was sitting in his office, a shack of wood and corrugated metal positioned to give him a good view of the busiest berths on the dock. The upper half of the river-facing wall of his shack was hinged, and when that panel was open and propped up, he had a giant window and an awning to keep the rain off, unless the wind was blowing from the north, of course. On those days, he shut the window, and to hell with keeping a close eye on things.


    Tonight was mild, though, and the wall was open. Tick lounged in a swivel chair with his feet up on the counter, with one of his ever-present pulp magazines propped open on his belly. He usually tended toward two-fisted detectives and bold explorers, but tonight he was reading that new scientifiction magazine, Amazing Stories. She’d read the same issue when it came out. Maybe Tick liked it because it had sailing ships on the cover, though they were run aground, and there was a big ringed planet looming over them in the background sky. No wonder he spent as much time as possible in imaginary worlds when the docks were his main habitation in the real one.


    She sidled up to the counter and muttered a gruff, “How are ya?”


    Tick’s eyes flicked up briefly, then went back down to the magazine. He was reading slowly – she hadn’t seen him flip a page during her whole approach, and usually he went through two or three of those magazines in a night. “No work for you tonight, kid. Run on home before a crate falls on you or something.”


    Ruby leaned over the counter and tipped her cap back. “Come on, Tick, be a pal. There’s always work for me. I make work wherever I go.”


    He looked again, squinted, and grunted. He usually smoked a nasty cigar to cover the smells of tar and river stench, but not tonight. “It’s you. Nice get-up. You trying out for the Vienna Boys’ Choir?” His eyes drifted back down to the page. Must be riveting stuff, though as Ruby recalled, that issue was all reprints of old stories by Wells and Poe and Verne, which you’d think a bloated bookworm like Tick would have read a hundred times already.


    “You know me and fashion. What do you think of the magazine?” Ruby leaned over the counter to get a look at which story he was reading and blinked. Were the images on the page moving? Almost like a movie projected on a screen… but no, it must be a trick of shadows from the lantern hanging behind him–


    Tick slammed the magazine closed and lowered his feet, slipping the pulp – reverently, Ruby thought – under the counter. He glared at her. “Whaddya want? I’m busy.”


    Ruby didn’t mind getting straight to business, though Tick was usually chattier, since shooting the breeze broke up the boredom. “A ship came in about an hour ago, bringing in a load of finds from an archaeological expedition down south, headed for the university. I’d like a chance to nip on board, take a look around, maybe carry off anything that appeals to me. What do you say?”


    Tick sighed. “And how am I supposed to explain the missing whatever it is?”


    “Come on, Tick. You know all the tricks. Mix-ups on the manifest, cargo lost overboard, breakage during travel. This stuff came all the way up from the Amazon or someplace – the eggheads at the university can’t expect it all to arrive intact.”
			


    “Yeah, yeah.” He sounded sour about the whole idea, but that was just his way. He liked making deals like this. They made him think he was a criminal mastermind in a story, probably. “Usual rates?”


    “Why not? I’m feeling generous tonight.” She slid an envelope across the counter, and he made it disappear. Normally Ruby didn’t pay up front, but Tick had proven himself reliable and unambitious often enough.


    “Gimme a second.” He glanced down, reached under the counter, and gazed at something Ruby couldn’t see. Did he have a flashlight under there? For a second, she could have sworn there was light flickering across his face, from underneath…


    The light vanished, and he rose, holding a battered leather folder. “All right, let’s go inspect the cargo.” He emerged from the side door of the shack and set off swaggering, walking with the rolling gait of a lifelong sailor, though as far as Ruby knew, the closest he got to sea was visiting the cargo holds of the boats at his dock.


    Ruby walked beside him. “Good magazine?” she asked.


    He glanced at her with surprise. “Yeah, the greatest.” He sounded strangely sincere. She would have bet that Tick and sincerity hadn’t been acquainted since childhood.


    Take interesting conversation wherever you could find it – that was her philosophy. “It’s got ‘The New Accelerator’ in it, right? That old HG Wells story? I always liked that one. I wish I could take a potion to make myself flit around like a hummingbird, the people around me standing still as statues – that would come in handy, in my line of work.” He didn’t say anything, which wasn’t like him. “But I guess you’d rather use the other potion, the one that slows you down, and makes the people around you seem to zip around at super-speed, so an hour passes in a second. You could get through those long boring nights in a blink that way, right?”


    “Huh?” Tick seemed distracted, glancing over his shoulder at the shack, like he’d left something important behind. “Right, yeah, Wells. That’s a good one.” He led her around a heap of moldering crates that had been piled there for so long they seemed like part of the infrastructure, over to a beat-up little river barge. “Here you go.”


    “This thing didn’t come up from the Amazon,” Ruby said.


    “Nah, they shifted the cargo a few times along the way.”


    Ruby grinned. “Easy to see how something might get lost in transit then, huh?”


    He grunted again and stepped onto the ship. “We’re not unloading this one until morning. The university is sending somebody to pick things up before lunch. Come on.” He led her to the back of the ship, then folded back a tarp, revealing a dozen crates, varying in size from steamer trunk to casket. “Do you know what you’re looking for? I’d rather not have to open all of these.”


    “What do you take me for, an amateur? Give me that flashlight, would you?”


    Tick handed it over, and she scanned the crates in the weak yellow beam. Most of the crates were made of the same dark wood, stained and splintered, held together with nails gone rusty from long exposure to the elements. She checked the letters and numbers painted on the sides until she found the one Sanford had told her to look out for, A-24. That designation marked an unassuming crate that looked just big enough to hold a case of wine. That should be the one, but better to be safe. “Ticky, what’s the manifest say about this box here?”


    He flipped open his folder, and she shone the light on the pages for him. “Crate A-24, contents: one cup, stone.”


    “That’s the one. Do you want to do the honors?”


    “I don’t open crates, Rube. I’m a harbormaster.” He picked up a short-handled crowbar leaning against the wall and handed it over. “Help yourself, and hurry up about it, I want to get back to my magazine.”


    “It’s not like a movie, Tick. You aren’t going to miss the action if you spend too long in the bathroom during intermission.” She took the crowbar and jammed the edge under the lip of the crate while Tick pointed the light in vaguely the right direction. Ruby levered up a corner of the crate, then moved down, popping the other corner, and worked her way around until the whole top panel was loose. She picked up the lid and set it upside down on the crate beside her, shiny steel nails gleaming in the flashlight beam, then turned her attention to the contents.


    The crate was packed with straw, and it was always a little harrowing to stick your hands in that stuff – she imagined bear traps, set to snap on the hands of innocent hardworking thieves like her – but plunge she did. She made contact and lifted out the object nestled inside.


    “I was expecting like a wine glass, but that’s more of a loving cup,” Tick said. “What’s it supposed to be, the holy grail?”


    “Unholy grail, knowing my luck.” The goblet was nearly a foot high from rim to base, and when she held it up to the light, it glittered. The cup was made of shiny black stone, something like onyx but not, and it was elaborately faceted, twinkling in the flashlight beam. It looked like the thing Sanford had described, anyway. Something niggled at her, made her uneasy and uncertain, but she couldn’t trace the sensation to its source. Probably she was just suspicious because this had gone so smoothly, but sometimes jobs were easy, right?


    “I’m satisfied, Tick. Nice doing business with you.” She wrapped the cup in a burlap sack and stuffed it into the leather bag dangling over her shoulder.


    “I’ll break up the crate and toss it in the river, make like this box never made it from the last stop,” Tick said.


    “I have total faith in your methods. See you next time, Ticky. Enjoy your magazine.”


    “Oh, I will.”


    Ruby kept to the shadows on her way out and managed to avoid getting cracked on the back of the head and having her bag stolen. She got into her car and drove through the deserted streets toward French Hill, parking right outside the tall wrought-iron gates that surrounded the fading grandeur of the Silver Twilight Lodge.


    It was hard to believe that she’d broken into this place to pillage its vaults, not once, but twice, most recently in the company of her friends Abel and Diana. Both of them had demonstrated their good sense by leaving Arkham, heading west to live someplace that didn’t touch the sea, but Ruby had stuck around, tempted by the opportunities provided by working with Carl Sanford, instead of against him. She still didn’t like going into the Lodge, but Sanford had insisted she bring the treasure straight to him, and it wasn’t like she had to go into the strangely vast basements. Those, she’d avoid forever if she could.


    She wanted to stay on Sanford’s good side, and not just because of the money. Now that she had a true understanding of the terrible things that lurked beneath the surface of the world, sticking close to someone powerful enough to stop those monsters seemed like a good idea. Sanford had his issues, but he was formidable, and he took care of his allies… as long as they stayed useful to him, anyway.


    Ruby got out of the car and went to the iron gates. They opened when she shoved, hinges squealing, and she stepped onto the path of paving stones crowded by the long grasses growing wild on either side. The Lodge looked like a great house that was beginning to crumble, its grounds extensive but unkempt. Sanford called it “protective coloration.” There was no reason to let outsiders know the Lodge was one of the most luxurious and well-appointed houses on the hill, after all.


    Ruby carefully stayed on the center of the path. There were dogs hidden in those grasses – or, anyway, things that looked like dogs. Ruby had never satisfied herself fully regarding the true nature of the hounds, but had decided that, on balance, she preferred ignorance anyway.


    The Lodge Warden, Sarah Van Shaw, was sitting in a straight-backed wooden chair on the porch by the front door. She wasn’t knitting, or reading by lamplight, or sipping a cup of tea; she was just sitting, hands folded on her lap, eyes fixed ahead and unmoving, like a life-sized doll of herself.


    “Good evening, Ms Van Shaw,” Ruby said.


    “Cheeky,” Van Shaw murmured, looking Ruby up and down. The warden had long red hair and green eyes, and wore a well-made but old and unfashionable dress. “I suppose you’re here to see the master.”


    “He’s expecting me. But I’m in no hurry. We could pass a pleasant half hour in conversation, maybe play a few hands of cards, swap stories. Did you do something to your hair? Say, are you seeing anyone? Got a new beau I don’t know about?”


    Van Shaw didn’t smile, exactly, but she showed her teeth. “You are welcome here, Ruby Standish, though you are not a member of the Order. It would be in your best interests if you made some efforts to remain welcome.”


    Ruby should have left it at that, but this woman was an enigma, and Ruby couldn’t resist trying to unravel those. It was a character trait that had gotten her into trouble more than once. But what was life if not a series of troubles, and the effort to get out of them?


    “Why did you join the Lodge, Sarah?” She leaned against a pillar on the porch. “I know you’re sort of the guardian of this place, and that you run that pack of dogs, but what do you get out of the deal?”


    Van Shaw didn’t speak for a long moment, and then said, “I made my bargains, Ruby Standish. I made them with clear eyes and complete understanding… or as complete as I was capable of, at the time. I keep the Lodge safe. The Lodge keeps me safe in return. There are worse arrangements.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Go on in. The master awaits.”


    “I just love our girl talks.” Ruby opened the imposing front door of the Lodge and stepped into the anteroom, where the splendor of the house began to reveal itself. A fire burned eternally in the great hearth, across from a wall of shelves that held priceless volumes, including a Gutenberg Bible and a few Shakespeare folios, though the truly valuable books were kept elsewhere, locked away from the eyes of non-members. There was a Chesterfield sofa beside a lamp, perfect for curling up and reading, though Ruby had never seen anyone actually doing that. There were little niches in the walls holding ancient statuary, valuable not because of their beauty but because of their age – mostly they were hideous things to look at, all bulges and spines. She wondered if the cup she’d stolen would be displayed in the Lodge, but she thought not. Sanford wouldn’t have sent her after the cup if it hadn’t been unusual in some way, and he kept his magical relics in more secure quarters. Still in the vault in the basement, she assumed, probably with increased security these days, but who could say for sure? Sanford had never been trusting, but since the Cult of Cain had pillaged his Lodge, he’d become even more paranoid and secretive.


    She pushed on deeper into the house, traversing its well-appointed corridors. Despite the late hours, there were a few Initiates within, one reading in a corner by himself, and others murmuring together over brandies. The Initiates varied in age from wet-eared youths to grizzled great-grandfathers, but that didn’t matter here; only their rank did. They were the rank-and-file, members who’d never seen the basements. Not yet inducted into the Lodge’s vile mysteries, they were welcome to enjoy the dining rooms and social gatherings and believe themselves part of something exclusive, when they had no idea what was hidden beneath their feet. Most of them never would. Sanford inducted citizens he considered useful to his cause, but only a few knew the Silver Twilight Lodge was anything other than a run-of-the-mill secret society like the Masons.


    The Initiates glanced at Ruby when she passed by, and as quickly glanced away. No one knew quite what to make of her – she wasn’t a member of the Order (she’d steadfastly refused induction), but she was known to have the master’s ear, so most of the Initiates thought it best to pretend they didn’t see her at all. Though the fact that she was dressed like a ragamuffin probably helped with avoiding conversation, too.


    Sanford was waiting for her in his office. This was the room where he met with the Initiates and other honored guests, and it was the picture of a great man’s study, all dark wood and leather, but the real work took place in other rooms, deep below.


    Ruby stepped into the office, shut the door behind her, and smiled at the man behind the huge carved desk. He was tidy and well put-together as usual, hair and beard neatly trimmed and touched with gray, dark gray suit immaculate, hands laced together on top of the desk. Ruby had seen him fight monsters in a cavern beneath the sea, and even then, he’d scarcely had a hair out of place. “Please, have a seat.” He gestured magnanimously, king of all he surveyed or might wish to.


    Ruby dropped into one of the leather chairs positioned across from the desk and looked around at the tasteful paintings, shelves full of gilt-lettered books and assorted civic trophies and awards. There was even a framed honorary doctorate from Miskatonic University on the wall. “I always feel like I’ve been called into the headmistress’s office when I sit in here. Like I was caught smoking in the restroom or something.”


    “I do nothing to discourage such associations with authority,” Sanford said. “Do you require a drink? Something to eat? A cigar?”


    “Look at you, being the perfect host. You must really want what I’ve got in my bag here.” She patted the leather satchel.


    He chuckled. “I am… more than mildly interested. I read about this cup many years ago, and when I heard this expedition had actually found it, and several thousand miles from its last rumored location, on an entirely different continent… My curiosity was thoroughly piqued.”


    “What’s the goblet good for?”


    “Accounts vary,” Sanford said. “But I’m looking forward to settling the question definitively.” He reached out with both hands and made a “give it to me” gesture. “Enough suspense. Let’s move on to the gratification portion of the evening.”


    Ruby opened the straps on the satchel, lifted out the cup, and set it on the desk in front of Sanford.


    He leaned forward, gazing at the cup, then reached out and rotated it slowly through a full revolution, considering every side. Then he picked it up, peered at the underside of the base, made a small hmm sound, and set it carefully back down. “This, Ruby, is not the goblet I sent you to steal. It is, in fact, a very good replica.”


    Something clicked in her mind. Ruby closed her eyes and swore. “I should have realized. The nails, Sanford! The nails in that crate – they were all shiny and new, but the nails in the other crates were rusty. I can’t believe I missed that. Someone must have gotten to the crate first, pried it open, made off with the real goblet, and swapped in this fake. The original nails probably got bent or broken in the process and they had to use new ones to seal it up.” She groaned. “I’m sorry, Sanford. Really.”


    He nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes or Poe’s C August Dupin might have noticed a detail like those nails, but no one else could have been expected to, especially in the dark. Did you meet with your contact at the docks during this acquisition?”


    Ruby nodded. Sanford had plenty of connections all over town – all over the Eastern Seaboard, and beyond, probably – but his contacts tended to stay above the poverty line; he counted on associates like Ruby and his driver-slash-bodyguard, Altman, to handle things on the seedier end of the social scale. “Tick, the night harbormaster. He must have known somebody else got to that crate first! Nothing happens down there that he doesn’t get a taste of. The cheating bastard. I’ll go shake the truth out of him.”


    Sanford shook his head. “No, no. I have great faith in your abilities, but I believe a different set of skills will prove more useful in the current situation.”


    She whistled. “You’re sending Altman after Tick?” She shook her head. “Then I take back ‘cheating bastard.’ Make it that poor bastard, instead.”


  




  

    Chapter Three


    An Avid Reader


    The next morning Altman walked through the narrow lanes of the River District until he reached the house he was looking for. He didn’t find the damp walls and uneven stones and trash-strewn alleyways especially off-putting – he was no stranger to slums and shantytowns, and even the poorest denizen of Arkham had it better than people in some parts of the world he’d visited. These people didn’t know how lucky they were.


    Or, in one case, how unlucky they were about to be.


    Tick Scanlon lived in one of the nicer dwellings, as befit his station – a little bungalow set apart from its neighbors on a fenced square of weedy lawn. The front door hung straight, and the roof still had most of its shingles: the height of luxury by local standards.


    Altman opened the waist-high front gate and stepped inside, glancing around automatically to see if there were witnesses, though it hardly mattered here. The people who lived in this damp and squalid sector of Arkham had never willingly spoken to a copper in their lives, and even if the law did make trouble, Altman had a powerful patron these days. Still, there was no reason to let his professional skills get rusty. He moved swiftly along the path, ignored the front door, and went around the side of the house instead. Back doors were left unlocked more often, and if he had to break in, a splintered doorframe or broken window was a lot less noticeable in the rear.


    The backyard held a wooden Adirondack chair painted in flaking gray, with a more-or-less flat stump for a table beside it. The latter held a lumpy clay ashtray overflowing with butts. The chair had a view of nothing but the tall boards of the back fence with moss growing up them. Did Scanlon sit back here and watch the grass grow? No, wait, he was a reader, Ruby said. Probably posted himself back here and smoked and perused. Altman himself hadn’t voluntarily read anything since he left school at age twelve. Life was his library.
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