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This book is dedicated to the memory of Robert Bloch
Who was the Opener of the Way for me
In so many ways.



Opening the Way: An Introduction
You can blame Robert Bloch for this book.
It was through Robert Bloch that I became the writer I am today. And it was Robert Bloch who first introduced me to the works of H. P. Lovecraft.
The year was 1978. While most of the world had boogie fever, I was just entering my prog rock phase, spending hours in my bedroom immersed in the albums of Peter Gabriel era Genesis, Yes, King Crimson and heavier stuff like Rush and Uriah Heep. While everybody else was reading Erica Jong and Mary Higgins Clark, my favorite authors were Robert E. Howard, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Arthur Conan Doyle, and Ray Bradbury. And some guy named Robert Bloch.
See, back then Robert Bloch’s name was only familiar to me due to his novel Psycho and two stories—“Sweets to the Sweet” and “Floral Tribute” in a hardcover anthology I owned. Other standouts in that particular volume included tales by William Hope Hodgson, Frank Belknap Long, AM Burrage, and William Charlton. 
So when I came across an anthology in the city library (can’t recall the title now) with a Robert Bloch story called “Notebook Found In a Deserted House,” I immediately checked out the book and rushed home to read it. 
And was instantly hooked.
If you know the story, I don’t need to explain to you why this particular tale had my fourteen-year-old self spellbound. The mention of that unnamable thing that sloshed in the woods behind the narrator’s home, that huge slithering creature that came over the hill with fingerprints yards long…those images have remained with me for years. The vague references Bloch throws at the reader—Arkham, Innsmouth, Shoggoths—were as creepy as the actual monsters that you never really saw, and I had to experience more of the same. So once the story was devoured, I went back to the library and, after some searching, found more Bloch pieces scattered in various anthologies. Other writers that shared the TOCs of those volumes were unfamiliar to me at first, but were already household names to serious readers of fantasy—Ramsey Campbell, Colin Wilson, Brian Lumley. One volume in particular was the original edition of Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos, which finally introduced me to the actual works of H. P. Lovecraft. 
So that was where all that cosmic wonderfulness came from…
By the time I graduated from high school four years later, I had devoured all the Del Rey editions of Lovecraft (and have since replaced them with the Joshi edited Arkham House editions), but it was the work of his imitators that first drew me to his concepts of cosmic horror. Specifically the works of Robert Bloch, Henry Kuttner, Brian Lumley and yes, even August Dereleth. The Lovecraftian tale had become trite and cliché by the time I was talented enough to begin writing my own fiction, but that didn’t stop me from making my own contributions to this little sub-genre. Critics be damned! 
Despite that, I wanted to do my best to put my own spin on the mythos, to add something I felt was new. Many of the stories in this volume do that. Others are merely playful exercises in the sandbox Howie built eighty years ago. My sole purpose in originally writing these stories was to entertain myself, to give myself the same kind of pleasure Bloch gave me so many years ago when I first encountered “Notebook Found in a Deserted House.” 
This collection gathers all my Mythos fiction (with the exception of a children’s story I wrote and had privately published for my daughter six years ago) including two stories that appear in this volume for the first time. They run the gamut from serious explorations of Lovecraft’s vision, to pulpy exercises of eldritch horror, to new forays in the old west. There’s even a humorous piece. There’s probably something here for everybody. Much like the type of fiction Robert Bloch wrote during his lifetime. Hence, the dedication. 
I hope you enjoy them. 
J. F. Gonzalez
Lititz, PA
May 10, 2010



Tattoos
I’ve always been intrigued by tattoos. I think the best ones tell a story or convey a message of some sort that is never immediately evident until one takes the time to really look at them and reflect. One day I got to wondering what would happen if a tattoo aficionado received a tattoo he didn’t bargain for, one that would make him the target of kidnapping due to the reputation and collectible nature of the artist. My original idea was to end the story with the image of the main character’s tattooed hide, tanned and treated by preservatives, mounted on a collector’s wall. 
That didn’t happen. Instead, the story morphed into something else entirely. I’d been reading the updated edition of Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos when I was struggling with that earlier version of this story, when inspiration struck. I sat down, rewrote the story, and the result is what you are about to read. This novelette is linked to “The Watcher From the Grave” by way of Justin Grave, the fictional pulp author who appears in the piece that closes this volume. More stories concerning Justin beckon to be written. 
John Pelan almost bought this story for his Children of Cthulhu anthology, but it was too long (a very different, shorter, non-Lovecraftian version of this story appeared in John’s anthology Dark Arts). “Tattoos” wound up appearing in an online men’s magazine, and later appeared in Maternal Instinct. It’s a favorite among my fans (and some heavy hitters like Bentley Little sent me nice emails and letters about the story too), and I’m please to give it new life in this appearance.
*   *   *
When I walked into our motel room that night I didn’t expect to find my husband missing, his blood drenching the walls.
The sudden shock was immense; like being sucker-punched in the stomach. This feeling was similar, yet with my husband’s blood all over the room it magnified the feeling of dread to immense proportions. With such a wide feeling of darkness looming in front of you, there’s not much chance for escape.
It seemed that all I remembered in the first two hours of flight from the motel, was all that blood. The room reeked with the coppery smell of it, along with the underlying aroma of stale sweat and a heavier scent, almost a death smell. I probably gaped in shock as I stood there in the room for a good minute, before the realization of our predicament came rushing back. I blinked and stepped back, reality in full focus. Out along the two lane main drag of the town we had holed up in, the hum of scant traffic was faint amid the background noise of neighboring tenants watching TV, talking and laughing, splashing in the swimming pool. It was that which snapped me back to the harsh reality of what had just happened.
I was out the door and down the steps to our little Volvo without even bothering to look back and see if I was being followed. The only clothes I had were the ones on my back, my only belongings stashed inside my purse. I peeled away from the motel, down Interstate 5, heading south. Not looking back. Putting the distance between Nicholas’s obvious death and my sanity.
I drove without resting, stopping only to refuel and head back out on the road. I drove for hours at a time, not caring that I was speeding. Distancing myself as far away from the nightmare as possible was the only thing on my mind.
As I drove I could feel the tattoo on my back itch and burn as it sought new virgin territory. 
I still haven’t found the nerve to expose my back to a mirror and watch the designs taking shape. Just feeling it, knowing it’s taking place, is driving me mad.
What happened back at the motel is quite simple: Nicholas was alone in the room while I was out getting groceries. We were planning on staying at the little dive for another week before heading farther east, toward northern Nevada and points beyond. The unknown killer, or killers, who had knocked off Ashley in Los Angeles and had come after us, had somehow tracked us there. How, I don’t know, for we used every trick in the book to make sure nobody was on our tail; we didn’t use our credit cards, we used false names, and most importantly, we saw nobody on our tail throughout the drive. How they found us will be something I will probably always grapple with. Whatever happens in the end, though, all boils to the same conclusion: they found what they wanted. And simple means of obtaining what they desired was not in their vocabulary.
They bashed the front door in (it was the first thing I noticed upon arriving back from the store). What my frantic mind picked out in the few seconds I stood gaping in horror at our refuge, was enough to tell me that Nicholas had been taken by surprise. Our suitcase, still bearing the rumpled clothing of our hurried packing, remained on the dresser. His jeans and white cotton shirt lay sprawled over the chair. A sock lay on the floor at the foot of the bed. From the angle of the blood drenching the sheets, he must have been sitting on the bed, perhaps getting dressed. The wall directly behind the bed was stained with blood and the cheap oak headboard was broken.  The mirror that sat above the bureau was shattered, and the reading lamp immediately to the right of the doorway was knocked over. From the amount of blood on the walls, the bed, and the ceiling, I surmised that Nick fought hard. I was afraid they had taken what they wanted right then, judging by the amount of blood in the room. Fortunately for my sanity, they hadn’t. I wouldn’t have been able to stand seeing Nicholas in the state they would have left him in.
I can’t stand to see it in my mind now. His face is superimposed there forever. It’s an image I can’t banish no matter how hard I try.
And through it all, I think about what we heard on the news in the past few days.
Renewed civil unrest in Asia…
Increased volcanic activity throughout the world…
A violent hurricane season in the Caribbean and the eastern seaboard of the United States…
A recent report that the melting of the polar ice caps have accelerated by as much as thirty-five percent…
An increase in violent crime worldwide…
In short: chaos.
The hum of tires on the asphalt and the rushing scenery don’t provide much comfort as I drive and try to dispel that image of Nicholas from my mind.
*   *   *
What started our life as fugitives on the run was a small article in the Los
Angeles Times three weeks ago.
“Have you read the paper today?” Nick asked me from the white-walled kitchen. The shakiness of his voice made me look up from my coffee and last Spring’s issue of Carpe Noctum.
“No, I haven’t.” I pushed large, black-rimmed glasses up from the tip of my nose and peered at Nick over the top of the paper. “What’s up? Another gang shooting? Another political scandal involving married men and young female interns?”
“No, something worse.” His words in unison with the pale pallor of a normally tanned and slender face made me put the magazine down and regard him more strenuously. I picked up the coffee cup and held it to my lips, sipping carefully. Nicholas knew the stance. I was waiting for him to go on.
“Geraldo Montivaldi died last night,” Nicholas said, tapping the paper with his index finger. For the first time since I’d known him, I saw that he was scared. His features appeared mottled beneath the early morning sun slipping through the French windows. His red satin robe hung loose over his slender, but toned body as he thrust the paper at me. An unseen weight seemed to have settled in his bones. 
He stared at me with nervous green eyes, forever penetrating in their pools of bottomless pain and fear. “He died and he never got to finish…never got to finish what he started.” He stared at me and I stared back, knowing full well what he meant.
Geraldo Montivaldi had been one of the most prestigious artists to emerge in the last twenty years. Always controversial, always breaking the rules and setting new limits, Geraldo was this generations answer to Goya or Rubens or Bosch, with perhaps a touch of Hannes Bok. Unlike many artists who are held in high regard in the field of fantasy, Montivaldi was a favorite among mainstream critics as well. He won a European Art Festival for a painting—“A Day in the Life Of…”—that depicted a young, pregnant Negro woman hanging clothes on a sagging clothesline in the backyard of a New York Brownstone. Pterodactyls swarmed overhead, dropping large, white eggs that exploded in what appeared to be a noxious, green gas whose mist trailed into a huge mushroom cloud exploding off in the distance. Long reptilian fingers with razor sharp claws parted their way through the opening between the woman’s legs as she almost nonchalantly went about her chores. Clustered around her, and seemingly oblivious to her presence, are four children, presumably hers, screaming in rage. The children’s eyes are a deep, blood red, and the faint nubs of horns can be seen slightly beneath their fine, silken hair, just shy of the hairline.
When we first saw the piece at Brannigan’s gallery in Encino, Nicholas immediately said that it disturbed him. It didn’t have the same effect on me; I’ve always thought it was a beautiful piece of work.
Of course my favorite painting was “The Traveler.” It was the portrait of a figure of indeterminate sex, seated in a large, oak chair. It was thin and emaciated, dressed in shabby clothing. The background of the painting was a dark green, the outer edges growing darker until it became black. The features on the figure’s face were withered and sunken, the mouth open and drooling. Its hands were long and bony. It looked up toward its left, as if gazing at some unknown object off to the side. The eyes in its maddened face were completely white. 
As far as Nicholas and I knew, Montivaldi’s rendering of a horror story—that of a tale by Justin Grave from his now out-of-print collection Cloak of Darkness and
Others (Mythos Press, 1977) was the artist’s first and only sojourn into the so-called Cthulhu Mythos. Come to think of it, it was the only piece directly inspired by a piece of horror literature.
Despite this, the themes in Montivaldi’s art always centered on images of pain and fear, sex and death, eternal destruction and chaos. Equally beautiful and terrifying, the emotions one felt while looking at one of his pieces would often move you to tears or provoke a feeling of utter revulsion, sometimes both feelings rising from the same work. Despite the effect “A Day in the Life Of…” had on Nicholas, he became enamored with Montivaldi’s work.
We bought a book on his work and poured over it, adding it to our collection of art books in our book-shelved study (a corner of the living room, actually). Despite our love for the man’s work, neither of us could afford a Montivaldi original. Ditto for the prints, which were always limited, numbered and signed, and eagerly grabbed up by collectors.
Despite our inability to afford the man’s work, our obsession for him didn’t wane. Nicholas continued to bring home magazines and books containing articles and pictorials on the man and his work. The only way to see his work was to pick up the two coffee-table books with photographs of his better-known pieces (Works of a Dark Dreamer
Volumes 1 & 2; Overlook Press). Our dream was to some day be the proud owners of a Montivaldi original.
Then one day, a little over two years ago, Nicholas discovered in an interview in Modern Art magazine that Geraldo Montivaldi had taken up body art and modification as a hobby. 
And it was at that moment when the idea first began to blossom.
*   *   *
“Wouldn’t it be just incredible?” Nicholas exclaimed after he read the article of Montivaldi’s new passion. We were sitting up in bed, the lamps turned on for our evening reading. “Imagine being the sole possessor of a Montivaldi original. And nobody would know about it.”
I nodded. I had placed the paperback novel I was reading on my nightstand as Nicholas read the magazine piece aloud. The mere thought of it was exciting. “Yes, dear, it would be wonderful. The more I think about it, the more I like it.”
“Let’s speak to Ashley about it,” Nicholas intoned, his eyes riveted to mine. Ashley Gray ran Brannigan’s gallery on Ventura Boulevard and knew the reclusive artist casually; some years before Nicholas and I moved to Southern California, Brannigan’s had hosted a Montivaldi showing. “Maybe he can…arrange something.”
“You’ve got my vote,” I whispered, sliding into his embrace.
Strangely enough, it was Ashley who approached us.
He cornered us on the subject when we were browsing through Brannigan’s late one Friday evening. Nicholas was wearing a ground sweeping black leather trench coat—the one I’d gotten for him last Christmas—and I was dressed in a black leather mini skirt with a matching black blouse and pumps. Ashley left his spot at the information desk when he saw us saunter in, and immediately ushered us into his private office in the rear of the gallery. “I don’t want to keep you here for very long, but I do have a proposition to make.” His gray eyes twinkled as his grin became merry, obviously thrilled about something that he just couldn’t wait to spill.
“Sure thing, Ashley,” Nicholas said, leaning on a chair. “What is it?”
“Well, I’m sure you’ve read that little tidbit in the latest Modern Art, haven’t you?”
We nodded.
“And I know that you,” Ashley nodded at Nicholas, who remained transfixed behind the chair, head cocked, expression pensive as he listened to Ashley’s monologue, “are very interested in Montivaldi’s work. Both of you.” He smiled a secret smile as his eyes worked from Nicholas to me. “I’m also aware of Nicholas’s growing collection of tattoos, yes?”
“Yes,” Nicholas said. The way his eyebrows were cocked gave away his curiosity. “That’s true. What do you have in mind?”
“I’m also aware that they aren’t just your normal, er, biker tattoos.” Ashley smiled, ignoring Nicholas’s question. “You’ve never seemed to be the type to walk into the neighborhood tattoo parlor and walk out with a naked bimbo etched on your arm to join the others.” Ashley’s grin revealed too many teeth for such a small man.
“What exactly are you trying to tell us Ashley?” I couldn’t contain it anymore. 
“What I’m saying is that Geraldo Montivaldi’s going to be in town next week. His practice of body art has only been performed on one person since his recent interest in it: himself. He’d like to start branching out onto other…ah, canvases, so to speak.” Ashley smiled a wry smile.
Nicholas’s face boiled over in surprised shock and awe. “You mean…”
“Yes, Nicholas,” Ashley moved around the paper cluttered desk, stopping in front of Nicholas. Ashley was of medium height, five foot six or so, but a dwarf when put next to Nicholas. Ashley gazed up into Nicholas’s slowly dawning mug of joy, his own gray eyes a misty cloud of excitement. “Montivaldi wants to work on somebody, and he asked me to find him a suitable subject. And I immediately thought of you.”
“This is fantastic,” Nicholas whispered, still shocked by the news. Ashley nodded. Nicholas placed his hands on the smaller man’s shoulders, confirming his gratitude. I could have wept at the sight of Nicholas’s boyish features so lit up in such utter happiness. As it was, good vibes were lulling me, warming my being. I felt numb. Intoxicated with relief.
“When?” Nicholas whispered.
“Tuesday,” Ashley said, looking at us the way a dog will when it knows it has performed some good deed for its master and was waiting for the inevitable treat. He ushered us to the door. “Six p.m. And not a word to anybody, not even your mothers.”
Nicholas turned to Ashley. He clapped the smaller man’s shoulder. “Ashley, my man, I don’t know how to thank you.”
I leaned in close to Ashley and planted a kiss on his dimpled cheek. “Thank you, Ashley. You don’t know what this means to us.” Ashley blushed slightly, and bid us good evening.
*   *   *
When I first met Nicholas he was already graced with seven gorgeously rendered tattoos. A bat silhouetted against a blood red moon on his upper left bicep was his first, followed by a black rose entangled in cobwebs with blood dripping off the thorns on his right bicep. A serpentine dragon intertwining a mean looking dagger marked the underside of his left forearm, while a helter-skelter mirage of demons and skulls emblazoned in fire occupied the underside of his right forearm. A dozen ancient looking keys with Celtic symbols were engraved on his right chest. His right ankle bore a heart and a rose with an old girlfriend’s name. A pair of red lips were poised over his groin, as if some woman had given him a lingering kiss there. His most recent was a banner over the black rose on his right bicep with my name inside it. He got it four months after we met.
Unlike the black-inked dragons and scantily clad women that graced the skin of bikers and spike-haired punk rockers, Nicholas’s markings were etched out of utmost care. The designs were rendered with precision and skill; not some back alley tattoo parlors work here. Nicholas demanded the best in everything, and that included the markings he chose to decorate his body with. I knew he wanted to decorate his flesh with more than what he had, but full body tattoos often come out looking, at times, unattractive and unnatural. Only the most exquisite of designs would be allowed on Nicholas’s body. Of that I was certain.
Ashley’s proposal was both a solution and a godsend. With Montivaldi doing the honors of gracing Nicholas’s skin with his brilliant vision, the solution to our problems would be solved: owning a priceless Montivaldi original without the hefty price tag. Montivaldi was doing the honors for free, for the benefit of practice (I know that sounded scary at first, but Ashley showed us photographs of the work Montivaldi had performed on himself and they were brilliant). Wearing it on his skin would be an added bonus for Nicholas.
And because it was a secret session, it would go no further than the four of us. Being that Ashley and Montivaldi were lovers whenever the famed artist was in town confirmed our trust in him. Any friend of Ashley’s was a friend of ours.
And now we were finally realizing the fruits of our dreams: the chance to own a Montivaldi original in a highly original state. Not to mention meeting the Master himself.
We set off for the studio early on a Tuesday evening. The air was brisk and warm. A mild breeze blew in from the coast and as we walked along Ventura Boulevard hand in hand, I couldn’t help but marvel at the scores of couples and young lovers out walking the night as we were. The atmosphere was perfect. It felt like we were in the midst of some dark secret that only we would share.
Ashley ushered us inside and up the stairs to a small room that overlooked the main gallery. It resembled a waiting room or makeshift office. An oak desk, a couple of chairs, an end table with several magazines piled on top of it. Nothing fancy. Directly behind the desk was a door. I heard the click of a lock as Ashley went through it, telling us in that warm, effeminate way of his that he would be bringing us right in to meet Montivaldi shortly.
When Ashley emerged twelve minutes later, he beckoned us to come inside and we rose. I know Nicholas must have been shaking because I certainly was. We followed Ashley into the room beyond and there, seated primly on what resembled a dentist’s chair, was Geraldo Montivaldi.
Geraldo Montivaldi was tall, lanky, and very thin. He had a hard edge to him that sort of reminded me of Keith Richards, without the corpse-like appearance. His long black hair was speckled with gray, framing his sunken face. His eyes were encased in blackened pits of bony eye sockets. His skin was leathery, parched. His thin form was clothed in billowy slacks and a white, long sleeved shirt; the sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, showing a multitude of gorgeous designs on his left forearm. Evidence of his work. A single gold ring adorned the pinkie of his left hand. 
Montivaldi’s kind, gray eyes rested on us, lingering longer on Nicholas. “Please. Come in.” His voice was strong and even. A commanding voice. 
We sat together on a velvet sofa. Nicholas’s hand reached out and found mine. Our eyes were fixed on Montivaldi; a god in our midst.
Montivaldi leaned forward, his eyes assessing Nicholas’s slim, muscular form. Sizing up the canvas before him. “Now, what precisely can I do for you?”
I didn’t think Nicholas would speak. For a moment I was afraid that he’d become so tongue-tied over the shock of being in the same room as his idol that he would remain frozen. I was halfway right. What I didn’t realize was that he was taking his time to properly explain to Montivaldi what he wanted done to him.
The wait wasn’t as eternally long as our wait in the outer office. When Nicholas began to speak, he did it slowly and carefully. Montivaldi nodded, stroking his chin as Nicholas spun his dreams.
*   *   *
The process in its entirety took almost eight months.
Once non-disclosure agreements and other paperwork were signed (as well as furnishing proof from a board-certified testing center that Nick was HIV free) Montivaldi completed the first session in a little less than four hours that first night. Using a high quality tattoo needle, he worked while the strains of Puccini filtered through the gallery’s stereo speakers. Nicholas sat in the dentist’s chair, nursing a ginger ale. He was shirtless, his right arm propped out for Montivaldi to work on. Nicholas kept quiet the first half-hour, his face giving away the awe he still felt, but soon giving in to idle relaxation. Ashley breezed in and out, more fluidly when the gallery closed for the evening. He brewed a pot of strong coffee for me and allowed Montivaldi one cup. “Wouldn’t want you too high strung,” was the explanation for his refusal of a second. Montivaldi sighed, the realization of his error flickering beneath hooded eyes.
Nicholas remained calm throughout the first session. The night passed rather slowly. Normally, tattooing is a pretty fluid procedure. A simple rose takes less than thirty minutes to complete. But the scope of the detail of Montivaldi’s work on himself, and on Nicholas, convinced me that if Nicholas ever decided to go all the way—a full body covering with Montivaldi as the artist—it could take several years. Such fine detail in art demanded time and precision.
When Montivaldi was finished for the evening he leaned back, surveyed his handiwork with a smile. “Ahh, yes. Beautiful. And I can make you so much more beautiful, yes?”
“You got it, my friend,” Nicholas said, rotating his arm, which now bore the elegant design of the major Arcana of the Tarot covering his entire right shoulder and upper arm. Montivaldi had tattooed the design over my banner. A slight jolt of jealousy erupted within me for a moment until Montivaldi soothed me with his calm voice.
“Don’t worry, my sweet,” he said as he began to pack up his equipment. “For you, I have big things in store. Many big things.”
Montivaldi patched the fresh tattoo in gauze and bandaged it up. “Saturday. You come in the back way, yes?”
“You can count on it.” Nicholas held out his hand, his features firm and strong. Montivaldi smiled and they shook hands. Ashley emerged from the back room and ushered Nicholas and I out into the night, chattering gaily as we said our good-byes. Their voices echoed after us on our walk home.
The next few months were filled with careful trepidation as we returned to the studio. Montivaldi was always calm, always charming. A perfect gentleman. During his sessions, as the electric hum of the tattoo needle stung the air he would rattle on about his life, his work. The sights he had seen from extensive traveling. The people he’d met, the experiences treasured. I know it held Nicholas in absolute fascination, for as Montivaldi’s skilled hands wove their intricate patterns across Nicholas’s arm I couldn’t detect a single flinch. Nicholas’s face was devoid of pain. Even when work was begun on the fleshy underside of his bicep, an area that is always tender, I caught no sign of discomfort. Instead I saw what might be pleasure. The work that was blossoming along Nicholas’s arm and chest was both a sight to behold and an intoxicant to the eye.
During the sessions we had some interesting conversations. One of the most interesting was Montivaldi’s interest in the occult.
The topic came up during a casual conversation on horror fiction. Nicholas mentioned Montivaldi’s rendition of “The Traveler” and Montivaldi nodded. “Yes. My only stab at tackling a Lovecraftian subject. You are aware of the story, yes?”
“Very much.” Nicholas said. The subject of the painting represented the main character in the story, who was obsessed with uncovering a race of people older than man, a race of people that, it was strongly suggested, were descendants of the Old Ones. They’d been living within the bowels of the earth and were waiting for “when the stars were right” to ascend to the surface to meet the Old Ones and, once again, rule the earth. One who is well versed in Lovecraft would recognize this as a familiar plot device. At the conclusion of the tale, the main character descends into a cavernous underworld in search of the eldritch dwellers.  He sees something so horrifying that the mere sight of it renders him a blind, cataract-ridden mad thing doomed to spend eternity traveling the countryside in an attempt to stay one step ahead of the creatures he’d originally set out to discover.
“Lovecraftian concepts fascinate me,” Montivaldi continued. “Since discovering his work, and the work of his contemporaries, I have been fascinated by his cosmic landscapes. My rendering of ‘The Traveler’ was my first attempt at committing to canvas what my mind was trying to picture. I would like to be able to repeat the process using something of my own creation.”
“I think if you did, it would be a fantastic piece,” Nicholas said from his chair. 
“Perhaps you wouldn’t mind if we try something with you?”
Nicholas grinned. “I’d be honored.”
And so it went. For the next few weeks as Montivaldi finished Nicholas’s arm, the two discussed plans for the Lovecraftian design. It would be something horrifying and fascinating. Something to plunge the viewer into a dizzying world of cosmic wonder and fear. As the conversation centered on Lovecraftian themes it eventually turned to the occult. “Thanks to the inspiration of Lovecraft, I’ve done much exploring in the realm of the occult and magic. I’ve discovered many sources of ancient lore, much of it so fascinating I could spend weeks talking to you about it. In fact, I’ve spent much of the last ten years scouring the globe, searching for lost texts and ancient manuscripts and books containing ancient wisdom. You’d be surprised to find that such things do exist. There are things Lovecraft merely hinted at that I am finding are turning out to be quite true.”
The conversation ended on that note as Montivaldi’s timer went off, signifying that the evening’s work was done. Since he had another appointment immediately after, neither Nicholas nor I could question him further on this. And during further sessions, whenever the topic came up again, Montivaldi never fully explained himself as to what he meant. Just that he’d done much exploring in the dark arts and that he was connecting things, that he was “getting messages from beyond.” These cryptic references caused Nicholas and I to wonder silently if our favorite artist wasn’t perhaps a full-fledged lunatic, but then Montivaldi would burst out laughing and change the subject drastically. The tone of his laughter suggested he was joking. But I wondered…
The days and weeks passed quickly into months. Through it all, Nicholas and I didn’t speak of what we were doing to anybody. We slipped past people on the sidewalk as silently as ghosts as we entered the rear of the gallery. From the serene expressions on the gallery’s patrons, I don’t think any of them were even aware that the master was in their presence.
When the first part of the process was finally finished on a late September evening, Montivaldi stepped back, wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his thin hand, and beamed down admiringly at his handiwork. A warm, pleasant sensation ebbed through me at the sight of it and I forced myself to erase the face splitting smile that wanted to erupt on my features. Some things are easier said than done.
Nicholas’s right arm, from just above the bony ridge of the wrist, all the way to the uppermost part of his shoulder, and then snaking down and blending over his right pectoral just above the nipple, sported the most glorious display of artwork I had ever seen. Carefully structured, blended, and color schemed, it was a never-ending river of pastels that portrayed the widest range of emotions: love, hate, mirth, rage, pity, fear. Save for the small circular area of bone at the elbow, there wasn’t a trace of skin on Nicholas’s right arm that had gone untouched. Everything was smooth and even. Wickedly beautiful.
Nicholas surveyed the final touches in a full-length mirror behind the dentist’s chair. The look on his face was of absolute joy.
“I can’t believe this,” he whispered. “I can’t believe this. It’s so…beautiful.”
Montivaldi clenched and unclenched his fingers, loosening the joints. His smile was one of content. “There is more where that came from, my friend. Much, much more.”
Nicholas turned to look at his idol. “You aren’t finished yet?”
“Far from it.” Montivaldi stepped toward Nicholas and laid a hand on his left shoulder. “When I am finished with you, you will be a living masterpiece. A rarity in the world of art.” His voice had reduced to a brittle whisper. It sounded like the rustling of drapes in a cold, empty room.
A look of rising excitement surged behind Nicholas’s green eyes. I’m sure the thought that was racing through his head was the same one that was making tracks in mine: You will be a living masterpiece.
The sense of thrill behind that voice didn’t sit well with my rising apprehension. “But suppose this leaks out?” I blurted, unable to contain my concerns and feelings anymore. “Suppose somebody finds out what you’ve done to him?” I moved to Nicholas and slipped my arms around his waist, hugging him. Nicholas held my hands, the two of us facing Montivaldi. I kissed his back, peering over Nicholas’s shoulder at Montivaldi. “I know and trust that you won’t say a word to anybody. And I know Ashley won’t let out a word as to what we’ve done.” My eyes flickered over to Ashley, who’d been observing mutely from his corner perch. His grave features seemed to match my feelings and he nodded. I turned back to Montivaldi, who seemed to be regarding us with calm interest. “Granted, I realize that Nicholas could probably walk shirtless down Venice beach and not a soul would recognize your style on his body, much less care. Even if the most crazed collector were to see Nicholas, I don’t think they would really see it. People don’t really see tattoos. They don’t see them for what they are…what they could be.”
“Precisely, my dear.” Montivaldi raised a forefinger tentatively. He looked like a shriveled, eccentric professor detailing the wonders of life. “You have just provided the answer to your own question. Nobody really sees tattoos for what they are. And people don’t seem to realize, or care for that matter, what they could be. After all, this is the dawn of the twenty-first century now, is it not? Tattoos aren’t just crude designs for sailors and bikers. Tattoos aren’t just displayed to show masculinity the way they were when I was a young man. You aren’t branded a thug, or a social deviant anymore, if you get tattooed. Tattooing has regressed back to its original state of being: an art form.”
“Yes,” Nicholas said, his voice low and smooth. “The ancient Egyptians used to tattoo each other, as well as the ancient people of the Pacific Islands. In some of those cultures, tattooing was a form of religious expression; paying homage to certain pagan gods. Some cultures even consider tattooing as marks of beauty.”
“That is correct.” Montivaldi walked over to a small sink set against the wall and washed his hands. “Japanese and other Asian cultures have regarded it as an art form long before Western Civilization picked up on it. Some of the most elaborate tattooing was done, and is still being performed, by primitive cultures.”
“And now it’s closed to a full circle,” I said. I hugged Nicholas closer to me, feeling his hot skin on my cheek. “There’s always a rebirth in everything, always a circle.”
“Precisely!” Montivaldi began drying his hands on a fresh, white towel. He mopped his tired, strained face as Ashley rose and began shutting things down for the evening. “No longer is it a custom practiced by soldiers and derelicts. Tattooing has gone out of the back alley and into the main thoroughfare of Beverly Hills.”
“Which is exactly why I’m a little bit worried.” I couldn’t help it, but I couldn’t get the thought out of my mind. The image of Nicholas being hunted down like an animal for his pelt by crazed collectors sprang to my mind. You might be thinking why this hadn’t crossed our minds before we committed to having Montivaldi etch his work permanently to Nicholas’s skin, but then if you’ve seen his work you’ll know why common sense took a back seat in the decision. “I just don’t want anything to happen.” I accented my concern by giving Nicholas’s midriff a gentle squeeze. He responded by patting my hands affectionately.
Montivaldi stepped forward and touched both of us. His bony, callused hands were smooth, yet strong. Reassuring. “I guarantee you, my friends, that nothing will happen. I will resume my work with Nicholas in approximately six months. Your friends and acquaintances will notice your new tattoos, will marvel at them, admire them. Some will find it disgusting that one so young will want to mar his body in such a seemingly unhealthy way. But they will not suspect that these markings are the work of a real artist. If you were walk into this gallery with a sleeveless shirt on tomorrow, art aficionados wouldn’t give you a second glance. I know how they are.” He swiped the air in front of them, as if banishing some unseen and unwanted insect. “I know what a lot of people think of fantasy art, especially art depicting dark themes. I know what most people think of body art. If Munch were to have come back from the dead and render The Scream across your chest in stunning detail, the elite in the art community would be unimpressed.”
Ashley joined him, a blue denim duffel bag in tow. Time to leave. “He’s right. I’m in this gallery every day, and if it’s one thing I despise its snobs.”
Montivaldi harrumphed. “Yes. Know-nothings who lack the talent to produce anything themselves but would rather choose to attack and ridicule anything they can’t, or refuse, to understand. I know their type. They’re everywhere.”
Nicholas and I nodded. We knew it too. When you lived in the real world you ran across them every day of your life.
Ashley stepped to the light switch near the door. “Well, I think we should call it a night.” Montivaldi sighed, and stooped down to gather his belongings. Nicholas moved to the sofa where his shirt lay and put it on. We moved out silently, each of us absorbed in our own thoughts of self-satisfaction and personal joy. Outside, we parted with hugs, handshakes, and good-byes, with promises of meeting again in six months. Montivaldi was off to New York for two months, then Paris, and then London. Most of his engagements were for art festivals and other artistic endeavors, but he was also traveling to Iran to follow up on his occult studies, something he’d mentioned casually the week before. When he returned he would begin work on Nicholas’s left arm and perhaps his back. In the meantime, he told Nicholas to begin formulating ideas of what he wanted. He even told me that if I wished, he could do one for me. “We could perhaps start with something on your back, or above your breast. Something along the lines of the themes we were talking about earlier; something dark and cosmic. Maybe something relating to the work we will be doing with Nicholas next time we meet.” The invitation sounded so alluring that I tucked it away in the back of my mind for future reference. Just in case.
The temptation stayed in my mind for the next six months.
*   *   *
Nicholas’s new glorious display of eye-catching designs was an immediate hit. His clients at the photo studio were impressed. He got curious stares in public: when we were dining in restaurants; when we were walking along the beach, or along Ventura Boulevard window-shopping. We even took Montivaldi up on his dare that those in the gallery wouldn’t give Nicholas a second glance. None did. We walked in and spent half an hour in front of a Montivaldi original, admiring it while people stopped to scrutinize the painting, not even giving Nicholas’s arm a glance. Stereotyping in action. It was proving to be our best shield.
During the next six months I formulated ideas as to what designs Montivaldi could imprint on my flesh. I had several, but none inspired me as much as Nicholas’s next one. When Nicholas first proposed the idea to me I didn’t like it. It sounded too risky. But the more I thought about it, the more I liked it. When I stopped to consider what Montivaldi could do with those visions and mix them with his own, the idea seemed more attractive to me.
When Montivaldi returned six months later it was like a family reunion. We dined at a small, but intimate, Italian restaurant on Ventura Boulevard that first night and talked aimlessly. Montivaldi shared his past month’s travels and experiences, which I’m sure Nicholas soaked up. After the meal, when we were safe within the haven of the gallery, Montivaldi popped the question. “So, what will it be?”
Grinning, Nicholas unveiled his ideas. Montivaldi nodded, soaking it all in. When Nicholas was finished, Montivaldi clapped his hands together once. “Fantastic. I love it. What you want dovetails perfectly with the inspiration I got on my trip to Iran. It will work perfectly! You shall have that and more. Much more.”
Nicholas and I turned to each other, excited.
The limits of our fantasy were endless.
The next evening Montivaldi let the dreams run wild.
*   *   *
The news of Montivaldi’s death from a heart attack came as a crushing blow to us. But what became even more ominous was the series of strange events that followed it.
If Montivaldi was sick we surely didn’t notice it. That first meeting after not seeing him for six months was a reunion of old friends. The next time we saw the artist was at the gallery, after hours, during Nicholas’s first session. If he seemed unusually hurried I figured it was because he was feeling rushed. Nevertheless, he did a splendid job that first session on Nicholas’s left bicep. He followed it up over the course of the following day by adding color, tint, and background. Montivaldi appeared preoccupied, as if there was something on his mind, though I thought nothing of it.
Three weeks after starting on Nicholas’s left arm he asked if he could temporarily abandon that and start a new piece on his back—he had a vision he wanted committed to skin, one that was true to his portrait of “The Traveler” in its cosmic spirit. Nicholas agreed; they talked about it, and Montivaldi gave him an idea of what he was trying to accomplish. Nicholas was excited at the possibility, and gave his go ahead.
Montivaldi began working on Nicholas’s back. I watched as the design took shape. As it burst forth amid its vast array of dark colors, I felt a mixture of excitement and dread. The image Montivaldi was etching into Nicholas’s back was the conjuration of dark nightmares from the abyss, punctuated by a section of parchment-like designs with some hieroglyphic writings. Between his sessions with Nicholas he turned to me, rendering a similar design over my right breast; Nicholas could only take so much per session—the more Montivaldi worked along the top of his shoulder blades, the more it would hurt. But that’s only natural.
Every night we would go home and examine our new tattoos. I was excited by mine, as was Nicholas, but for some reason I began to feel a slight sense of regret. It began subtly. It would soon grow stronger as the days passed into weeks.
Montivaldi’s ramblings on the evening of what was to be our last session with him were startling to me. He seemed nervous, and kept muttering that his studies and his recent trip to Iran had given him a sense of wisdom that he did not desire. “I must write it down,” he said at one point as he worked on Nicholas’s back. He muttered as he worked, and as he muttered Nicholas and I traded worried glances. I only remember certain phrases that he kept repeating between other bits of conversation. One of them was, “I must write it down lest I forget, and I must do it quickly.” Another phrase that leaps into mind is this: “But I am afraid that if I don’t get it down right, if I don’t get it down quickly, they will come in and finish it for me. Only they will seek the opportunity to write down the formula that will throw open the gate.”
Nicholas and I had looked at each other with worry. Montivaldi had been working on a very small portion of the small of Nicholas’s back, and my first impression was that the man was drunk. I asked him if he was feeling okay and he finally stopped his work. “No,” he said, his eyes fearful and haunted. “I am exhausted. Please forgive me…”
We both insisted that he stop the work immediately. Nicholas further insisted that Montivaldi get some much needed rest. The artist nodded, then said cryptically, “Perhaps if I get away they will leave me alone.” Nicholas and I glanced at each other again, wondering about our newly found friend’s mental stability.
We made tentative arrangements to continue our sessions a week later. 
And then came the Sunday morning we learned of Montivaldi’s death. 
The real nightmare started with a slight itch over my right breast a few days after we learned of Montivaldi’s passing. It hit Nicholas at precisely the same time, on his back. It was so subtle that I wasn’t even aware Nicholas was afflicted with it. With me, it started in the area immediately surrounding my new tattoo, which lay above the swell of my right breast. It trickled down to my right nipple, then blossomed to the valley between my breasts. At first I thought it might be the signs of a rash, but when none came and the itch died down, I forgot about it. It was around then that the phone calls started coming.
I got the first one. I picked up the phone on the first ring one night when I was up late working, hoping it would be Nicholas. Nicholas was working late at the studio.
“Hello?”
There was a strange sound over the line, like a hollow echo. “Hello?”
The echo intensified. It sounded like the rushing of the wind.
I hung up. 
Ten minutes later the phone rang again. “Hello?”
The same sound came out of the receiver. Only this time the rushing of the wind sounded like something else. It sounded like the wailing of the damned, coming out of a deep abyss. I don’t know why I felt this, but I had the feeling that this sound, whatever it was, was traveling across a vast abyss of time and space to reach me.
I hung up again, dread filling me.
My thoughts flashed on Montivaldi’s obituary in the paper and our newly acquired tattoos. I thought about the artist’s state of mind during the last few sessions. I began to wonder.
The phone rang again. This time I let it ring into the answering machine.
I pressed the PLAY button a few minutes later, after it reached the end.
That echoing of the damned boomed out of the tiny speaker of the answering machine, filling my living room with its awful sound. I jabbed at the STOP button and rewound the tape. Now I was terrified.
Nicholas came home an hour late, reporting that he’d also received phone calls in which nobody spoke on the other end. He said it sounded like voices of the dead. He also had the vague feeling he was being watched.
“Let’s pack up and get out of town for a few days.” Nicholas began removing clothes from the closet, throwing them in a large suitcase he’d brought down from the closet. I moved closer to him, unable to understand what was going on.
“Nicholas, we can’t just leave!”
Nicholas looked at me. “Don’t you feel it? Your tattoo?”
My response stuck in my throat. It was happening to him, too. It was then that I went into the bathroom and looked at my tattoo.
The scream shattered my nerves. Nicholas burst in and took me in his arms, trying to calm me down. By the time I regained control of my senses I realized that it was I who had been screaming.
That tattoo Montivaldi had inked over my right breast had started to inch its way outward, spreading down toward the nipple and reaching up toward my collarbone. 
After our things were packed and we were nearly out the door, Nicholas got the idea to call Ashley at his private number. There was no answer. “We’ll drop by his place on the way,” he said, placing an overnight bag in the hall. “He’s off tonight, and he usually spends his time at home in front of the TV. I’m surprised he didn’t answer the phone.”
“Maybe he stepped out.” My voice sounded strangely hollow to me. What I really wanted to say was, maybe Ashley got the same phone calls we got and was afraid to answer the phone.
The drive to Ashley’s apartment in Encino was made in funereal silence. My body felt weak, my mind on the brink of madness. Everything felt distanced; as if I was viewing it from a distorted, surreal point of view.
We pulled up in front of Ashley’s modest apartment complex and made the walk up to his place. Nicholas rang the doorbell. No answer.
From within we could hear the sound of the television.
My heart hammered in my chest just then, and now I was more scared than I had ever been in my life. My body felt numb and I closed my eyes to fight back the sudden rush of dizziness that swooped over me. The disengaging of locks as Nicholas fumbled with the door snapped the feeling away, and I opened my eyes to what Nicholas had stumbled on as he opened the door and stepped inside.
I choked back the scream that threatened to spill out of me. 
Ashley sat on a single chair in the middle of the room in front of the TV, his hands tied behind his back, his feet tied to the legs of the chair. His head was tilted back, dead eyes gazing at the ceiling. A second smile had been engraved below his chin, and it had vomited forth a great cascade of blood down his chest where it stained the white carpet a deep red.
Nicholas emitted a coughing gasp as he stood in front of Ashley’s prone body. He brought a hand up to his mouth, stifling back the cry that I knew was threatening to bubble its way out of him. As it was, I was having a difficult time keeping my screaming inside for I saw what Nicholas was seeing. They hadn’t taken Ashley easily.
You could tell by the ripped fingernails lying like bloody, discarded scraps of paper.
Bloody stumps of teeth decorated the floor amid the fingernails.
There were no visible bruises on Ashley’s face that would indicate he’d been beaten, but his teeth had been pulled out. A pair of bloody pliers lay on a small end table next to the chair Ashley was tied to.
I don’t know how long we stood there in shock, hugging each other, trying to fight our way out of the sudden devastation of what we’d just stumbled upon. By the time I finally gained control of myself, I realized the sudden implications of the dilemma we were in. Ashley’s tortured, mutilated body and the smell of death that permeated it woke me up. I grabbed Nicholas’s shoulder and he turned toward me, his face filled with horror. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he whispered.
We left, leaving Ashley’s ravaged body behind. And we never once looked back as we fled that bloodbath. I was half-crazed out of my mind with fear by then. I was afraid that if I looked back that I would see somebody following us, and I didn’t want to admit to the fact that we were being pursued. To look back and see somebody tailing us, to even imagine it, would only confirm it. Therefore I looked on at the unwinding road in front of me as Nicholas drove.
And drove…
*   *   *
Even now it’s the same road it was when Nicholas and I originally fled Los Angeles. The only difference is the scenery.
The Arizona desert bears the same scenic landscape in the winter as it does in the summer. Barren. Dry. Wind-blown tumbleweeds flutter across the bleak landscape like dry finger bones playing a daddy long-legs dance. Tall silhouettes of cacti stretch curved arms to the sky. The scarce foliage of sagebrush dots the landscape with the occasional beady eyes of a jackrabbit, or a badger, hiding beneath its shelter. Sometimes I felt that the eyes of the natural inhabitants of the desert were watching me as I drove down the highway and that they were whispering to each other, relaying messages to each other, and to others unseen. Despite the buffeting howl of the wind creating a whistling cry through the desert floor, confirming my isolated state, the feeling that I wasn’t alone continued to hound me. It got worse every time a car passed me on the highway, or when a vehicle materialized in my rearview mirror.
I tried to use a phone once, about a few hours after our initial flight. We’d pulled into a roadside diner and I attempted to place a call to my mother, just to tell her we were going away on a vacation for a few weeks. When I picked up the receiver in a little phone booth somewhere in some rest stop in central California, I heard that howling, echoing chanting sound filling my ears, the same sound that came with those phone calls Nicholas and I received.
I don’t go anywhere near a phone now.
But I still feel like I’m being watched. 
Our initial flight from Los Angeles took us to the California Sierra Mountains where we holed up in a little motel off the main drag of a sleepy little town called Oak Run. There we lived like convicts on the run, hardly venturing out of our room. We lived on cold cuts I bought from the local country store and water from the kitchen faucet. I OD’d on episodes of Friends and Seinfeld until I thought I was going to puke. When the cold cuts ran out, I ventured out once more to pick up some nourishment, preferably something different, along with some skin ointment to help cut down on the painful itching the tattoos were creating on our tender skin. I was gone no more than thirty minutes.
I came home to an empty motel room, with the exception of Nicholas’s lifeblood decorating the walls and bedsheets.
I’ve tried to put the pieces together, arrange them systematically so they could make some kind of sense. At first I tried to tell myself that everything that was happening was logical—that we were being stalked by some fanatical collector who somehow found out about our newly acquired tattoos. It made sense; being that Montivaldi was a highly collected artist when he was alive, you can imagine the rise in value his works must have taken after his death. They probably soared to more then double and triple their price shortly after his passing. But then when I thought about the phone calls we’d received, the feelings of being watched that overcame me at almost every moment, Montivaldi’s obsession with the occult and the things he was hinting at toward the end, and the tattoos that were finishing themselves—
Whatever it was Montivaldi was working on, it must mean something. I remember looking at it one night while Nicholas lay in bed on his stomach in our motel room. I looked at the half-finished design on his back, marveling at the cosmic image. Starting from the top of his back was an array of wispy images merging together into a Lovecraftian nightmare of tentacles and odd, symmetrical shapes. Beginning at the middle of his back, amidst this design, was the beginning of strange symbols that looked like they could have come straight out of the Necronomicon. These designs were not there when we first fled Los Angeles; they came later. When I first looked at this design—still not finished—my mind flashed to one of the things Montivaldi had muttered at that last session. I must write it down lest I
forget, and I must do it quickly.
Somebody—or something—knows this.
I think about the things we’d heard on the news in the past few days during our flight; I think about how these certain news items have accelerated in the days since my husband’s death. I feel that, in some way, some great cosmic force is at work. I fear that something from beyond the outer reaches of time and space sensed that what Montivaldi was doing would help it gain a foothold into our world. I believe that it was this force which was somehow responsible for the artist’s death, and that once out of the way, began to work at finishing the formula that was being tattooed on Nicholas’s back…only a different formula than the one Montivaldi originally intended. I’m not an expert in languages, but suppose this unseen force sensed that with a simple manipulation of the right words, it could change the outcome of the message Montivaldi was trying to write?
And suppose, once the first part of that incantation was complete, it set off to the next canvas? 
Me.
That’s why I am always on the run. 
I am afraid that if I don’t get it down right, if I don’t get it down quickly, that they will come in and finish it for me, only they will seek the opportunity to write down the words that will throw open the gate.
I try to avoid the curious stares I receive when I stop at convenience stores to gas up, or roadside diners to catch a quick bite to eat and all the cups of coffee I can drink. I recognize the scrutinizing glances; I recognized them ten years ago when I shaved my long black hair into a Mohawk, traded the frilly, fashionable clothes so common with upper-middle class preppy high school girls, for leather jeans and a matching black leather jacket, and became a punk. The looks I received back then were the same as I was receiving now; I was being regarded as a freak for being different. The only thing that branded me different now was the elaborate designs that had snaked down my arms to touch the bottom of my elbows. And people thought men with heavily tattooed bodies had it bad. Try being a woman in the same position.
I watch the progress of the designs every night when I check in to the next motel. I look in the mirror as they spread from my breast, to cover my upper back, to snake down both shoulders and down my biceps. I try to make out the designs, the same hieroglyphics that had been etched into Nicholas’s skin by Montivaldi as he attempted to deliver the messages he was receiving from the Old Ones, messages they were now finishing themselves.
Messages somebody else wants. So they can act on them.
I think about Montivaldi and wonder, why he had a heart attack. Had the strain been too much for him? Did he know that he was unwillingly being directed by great, cosmic forces, and as a result went into cardiac arrest because of it?
What will happen if whoever is pursuing me gets what they want? What horrible fate awaits the world if the gates are thrown open?
All I can do now is drive, gas up the car, and stop for food. Sometimes I stop at a motel for a night of restless sleep, and sometimes I even stay a couple of days or so. It’s been this way for three weeks now, and it won’t be long before the limit on my credit cards run out, or my pursuer, whoever he or she may be, catches up to me. For now, all I can do is drive.
The tops of my thighs itch, and I reach my left hand down to scratch them. It’s going to be hell when the designs snake down between my legs, the inside of my thighs. Already my ass is starting to tingle with numbness, and it won’t be long before I won’t be able to sit down for a while. I drive and the itch intensifies slightly and I scratch, wondering if the crazed visions of the late Master artist, culled from the dreamless sea of beyond the spheres, will someday cease.
I’m sure my pursuer won’t give up until he can slice the skin off my body, cut the unmarred sections away from the spots that Montivaldi graced, and put them together with what he took from Nicholas to complete whatever incantation the Old Ones directed Montivaldi to etch into our skins. 
They will seek the opportunity to write down the words that will throw open the gate.
For some reason I’ve been thinking a lot about that story “The Traveler,” the one Montivaldi illustrated. I think about the illustration Montivaldi did for it; I think about that nameless, sexless character, and its white eyes. 
I’ve been getting tired more lately, probably from the twelve hours a day of driving I’ve been putting myself through. My limbs are heavy; my vision has grown blurry with fatigue.
I think of that illustration and I shudder.
I haven’t looked at myself in a mirror these last few nights. I’m afraid of what I might see staring back at me.



Going Home
One day I attended a meeting in which a female manager berated one of her female underlings in front of the rest of her staff. It was cruel, not to mention unprofessional. Some of my stories are motivated by revenge, and I immediately came up with the idea of having a character based on these two people in which the female underling gets her just desserts by unleashing some malevolent force on her boss. Of course, once I started writing this basic idea, inspiration struck and the story turned into something else entirely. Like “Tattoos,” this one originally appeared online, in a UK publication called Eternal Night. 
*   *   *
Jack Page was surprised at the sudden turn of events this evening, but he was even more surprised at Carla Beck’s living conditions. 
Carla Beck’s current residence was room 204 at the Lucky Star Motel on Beach Boulevard. He hadn’t said anything to her as she led him into the room but now as he lay in her bed, Carla comfortably snuggled against him, he debated on whether he should bring it up. He wanted to ask, why do you live in such a dump? But as he thought about it he realized it all fit: her low pay scale, coupled with whatever happened to her in the past that would have caused her to be divorced would be sufficient excuse to live in a motel. He wondered how long she’d been living like this. 
As if she’d read his thoughts, she said, “If I hadn’t been so drunk I wouldn’t have brought you here.”
“Are you sorry for what happened?” Jack asked.
A pause. “No.” She was silent for a moment. “I just didn’t want you to see how I lived.”
Jack thought about that. He didn’t know what to say. He’d met up with Carla Beck at happy hour, after work. Once every few weeks or so, their co-workers at Free State Insurance gathered at a local Mexican Restaurant for drinks and munchies and serious unwinding time. Much venting against their working conditions was done at these excursions. Jack was a frequent attendee, and he’d been surprised to see Carla Beck this evening, especially after she’d become the object of an intense round of verbal intimidation at the staff meeting just four hours earlier.
“I haven’t always lived like this,” she said.
“What happened?” Jack asked.
“The usual shit,” Carla sighed. “My husband left me and took everything.”
“And this was all you could afford,” Jack confirmed.
“Yeah.” She shifted around beside him in the bed. “My job doesn’t really pay all that well.”
“I can imagine,” Jack said. He felt sorry for Carla. He’d wound up sitting by her at the restaurant, trying to cheer her up. He didn’t know her well, but he’d heard through the grapevine that she wasn’t that well off. She was in her mid-forties, with wavy brown hair that fell to her shoulders. Carla was what you thought of when you thought “white trash.” She favored frumpy skirts and slacks at work that framed her chunky frame loosely, and tonight she’d dressed in faded blue jeans and a white blouse. She had wide hips and large breasts and she would have been pretty if she hadn’t lived such a hard life; the lines in her face made her appear weathered. Her nose looked like it might have been broken and never reset correctly, and she had a small scar on her chin. She had a nice mouth, though, and if you looked past a missing tooth or two she had a pretty smile that brought dimples to her cheeks. The only thing he knew about Carla was that she was divorced, with two daughters who were in their late teens and early twenties that were already out on their own. She’d originally come on staff as a temp, and after two years she was hired on a permanent basis as a floater. Meaning she floated around from department to department, assisting other secretaries as needed. It was a shitty job, and for all Jack knew it was the lowest paying position in the department. He would be surprised if she made twenty-five thousand dollars a year.
They’d gotten tipsy at the restaurant, and then they were walking out, arm in arm drunkenly. Carla told him she lived just up the street a ways and Jack thought he would just walk her home, wearing off the buzz, but then one thing led to another and the next thing he was aware of they were at her place, in bed.
“I never really had any job skills before I came to Free State,” Carla continued. “In fact, this is the first real job I’ve ever had.”
“You were just a housewife before?”
Carla nodded. “Yeah. I thought that was great.” Then, in a lower voice. “Boy, was I wrong.”
Jack didn’t want to go into her personal life, but she appeared to be freely divulging the information. “I was so desperate to leave home that when I did, I didn’t know where to turn to,” she said. “I had a little money with me, but I knew it wasn’t going to last. Then I met Mike, my husband, at a bar. We hit it off real quick and I fell for him fast. I was only nineteen. Young and stupid.”
“You got married young?”
She nodded. “About a year after we met. I had Darci two years later, and then a few years after that I had Michelle. Mike had a good job as a general contractor. He made enough money so I didn’t have to work. It sure beat home.”
“Where’s home?”
For a minute he didn’t think she was going to answer him. She stared at the ceiling for a moment. Then she said, “I’m from back east. Pennsylvania to be exact. A very rural area. We had no running water, no electricity. We were dirt poor.”
“Are you Amish?” It spilled out of Jack’s mouth before he could stop it.
Carla shook her head. “No, my family isn’t Amish.” Then, in a voice so low that Jack wasn’t sure if he heard it right, she said, “When I was young, though, sometimes I wish I had been in an Amish family. Even that would have been preferable to where I was.”
“Your home-life was that bad?”
Carla sighed. “I’m sorry if I’m making it sound as if I came from this hell-hole, but really…no.” Carla shook her head. “It really wasn’t that bad. It was just…”
“Eccentric?”
Carla appeared to think about it, than nodded. “I guess you could say that.”
“So there were good things about where you’re from?”
“I suppose I shouldn’t be so harsh on it, but, yeah, there was.” Carla sat up, her back propped against the headboard. Jack sat up, too. “Living in the country does have some beautiful advantages: the clean air, the open space, the wild-life. It’s really quite peaceful.”
“Did it ever occur to you to maybe go back after your divorce?”
Carla shook her head vehemently. “No. I couldn’t do that. That would just make things worse.”
“Why?”
She wouldn’t answer. Jack thought he’d stepped over the line. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—”
“No, it’s okay,” Carla said. “I started this.”
“We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
Carla was silent again. She appeared to be struggling to hold back the tears. Jack felt uncomfortable. “You okay?”
She nodded hesitantly. 
“Was it that bad?” he asked.
Carla sniffled, staring at the wall in front of them where the nineteen-inch Minolta TV was bolted to the wall. “Sometimes I think about that and I wonder if it was as bad as I made it all out to be.”
“What do you mean?”
Carla appeared to think about it for a moment. “Have you ever looked back on an event that you used to think was bad only to later think it wasn’t as bad as you thought?”
Jack nodded. “Well, yeah. High school was like that.”
“That’s what home is like,” Carla said.
“How long has it been since you’ve been back?”
“I left twenty-two years ago,” Carla said. “I’ve never been back.”
“Not even to visit?” Jack found this astonishing. 
Carla shook her head. ‘Not even to visit.”
“But you’re thinking what it might be like to go back now, aren’t you?”
Carla nodded. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Yes,” she whispered.
“Are you afraid of going back?”
Carla appeared to not know how to answer this question. “I don’t know. Sometimes I feel scared, and other times…other times I think it would be so much better for me if I went back and never set foot in the modern world ever again.”
Never set foot in the modern world ever again. Christ, had she lived in a stone hut back there? “Do you really hate it here more?” He asked.
Again, Carla appeared uncertain. “I don’t know.”
Jack thought about this. Maybe her parents were alcoholics or something; or they’d abused her. He didn’t dare ask, but a part of him wanted to know. “Maybe a short visit back might help. You know, give you a chance to confront whatever it is about your past that’s bothering you.”
She seemed to think about it. “I don’t know. That might be a good thing to do.”
He almost asked why not? He smiled and put his arm around her shoulders. “Maybe it wouldn’t be. But then how would you know if you don’t at least try?”
She nodded slowly, looking at him. “Yeah, I see what you mean. Still…” That look of uncertainty came back to her.
“What?”
“It’s going to be so much different. I haven’t been in that environment in twenty-two years. I would be…I don’t know…I would feel so uncomfortable and out of place.”
“Do you think it’s really changed that much in twenty-two years?”
“No. But then, I’ve changed. My whole world-view has changed. Going back now would be…”
“Like going to a foreign country, or something?”
She nodded. “I guess you could say that.”
They were silent again. After a few minutes, Jack asked if he could smoke a cigarette. She needed one, too, and they lit up and leaned back against the headboard, smoking silently, each lost in their own thoughts.
“I know we don’t know each other that well, but…”
“Yeah?” He looked at her, waiting for what he was expecting.
“If I went back for a few days would you come with me?”
What he was expecting was more in the line of, I know we don’t know each other very well, but I enjoyed our time together and I hope we can do it again. Maybe…see where the relationship takes us to next. What she asked him instead was unexpected.
He thought about it. He could use a vacation. And he’d never been in that part of the country before. As long as she paid for her own airfare, he wouldn’t mind tagging along. Hell, it might be fun.
That decided it for him. “Sure.” He grinned at her. “When do we leave?”
The smile she flashed back at him seemed to suggest that, right at that moment, Carla Beck was the happiest woman on the planet.
*   *   *
“You okay?”
They’d pulled to the side of the narrow dirt road that Carla indicated, and now as they sat in the rented Ford Escort somewhere in the deep woods of the Pennsylvanian mountains, Jack felt a shiver of foreboding pass through him. Until now, he’d never been nervous about the trip. That was all rapidly changing.
Carla looked up at the old, ramshackle house set back against the dirt lane with a look of fear. The late afternoon sun was hidden behind trees with skeletal branches that spread themselves over the grounds. The house was Victorian in style, with high gables along the north and south ends, indicating a roomy attic and a long front porch. The house seemed to tilt to the left, as if the foundation it rested on was slowly sinking into the earth. The shutters leaned off crookedly; the paint was peeling from the gray walls. Dead leaves floated along the weed-choked front yard amid a light breeze. The shades were drawn over all of the windows. The house looked haunted.
“So this is where you lived?” Jack asked, looking up at the house. It had been three weeks since their conversation in her motel room. Since then, Carla Beck had been a frequent visitor to his bed, but they never discussed the subject they’d spoken of the night they consummated their relationship. Except for a few brief discussions on his accompanying her back east, Jack respected her wishes. They’d lucked out on two round-trip tickets to Philadelphia due to stiff airline competition, and it had been fairly easy to get the few days vacation time. 
Carla Beck sighed and reached for the door handle. “I might as well get this over with.” She opened the door and got out.
Jack followed her out. Upon landing at Philadelphia International Airport, they’d rented a car and driven northwest, reaching the foothills of the mountain country two hours later. They’d landed at two p.m. east coast time, and by the time they’d checked into a cheap motel along Route 87 it was closing in on five-thirty. The homestead was another thirty minutes through winding, heavily wooded terrain. Carla had wanted it to be her first stop after they checked in so she could get this over with as quickly as possible.
Jack followed her up the yard to rickety wooden steps that led to the sagging porch. Carla hesitated a beat, then stepped forward and rapped on the thin wooden door. 
They waited for what seemed a long time. Carla rapped again, harder. After a moment the sound of shuffling footsteps could be heard from inside and the door opened a crack. Jack couldn’t see who was peering out, but he could tell from the expression on Carla’s face that it had to be one of her parents. “So…you’ve come back, haven’tcha?”
Carla’s voice was hoarse. “Hello, Mother.”
The door opened wider, allowing Jack a glimpse of the darkened interior and the occupant of the house.
The woman standing in front of them was old and stooped. Wearing a frayed gray housedress, her white hair was tied in a bun behind her small head. Her eyes were the same watery-blue as her daughter’s, her face sunken, chin bony. She drew an equally faded gray sweater closer to her cadaverous frame and peered up at Jack. “Your husband, I take it? Looks mighty young to have been married some twenty-odd years now.” 
“He’s not my husband, Ma; just a friend.”
Carla’s mother glanced at him once more, then turned to her daughter. “Well, come on in then if you’re a mind to. I always knew you’d come back.” She turned and began heading into the gloomy interior of the house.
Carla seemed to have regained some of her nerve; she stepped past the threshold of the front door and followed her mother into the dismal old house. Jack glanced back at their rental car, then followed Carla inside.
The house was dark and dusty. He stood in a small entry hall. To his left was the living room, shrouded in shadows. To his right was another room, cloaked in darkness. Carla moved down the hall, following her mother toward the rear of the house and Jack trailed after them, trying to take in as much as he could. It was obvious the place hadn’t been cared for in a very long time. The furniture he passed was old and drab. The wallpaper was faint and peeling. Dust motes swirled in the atmosphere, illuminated by the light from lanterns that were placed along various portions of the hallway. He passed a kitchen on his left but didn’t pay much heed to it because now he was in the rear of the house where both women were. As he entered the room he saw what appeared to be a den or family room lit by several oil lamps. The furniture here looked more cared for, the dust less of a nuisance. The old lady sank back in a worn easy chair and bade her daughter to sit down. Jack cast a quick glance around the room, noting the strange sculptures decorating the end tables and bookshelves, the equally weird paintings depicting strange subjects matted in frames, and the wall of books that took up one wall. The odor of mold was in this room as well, but that could be because of the books. He felt an irresistible urge to look at the books, but he sat down on a red sofa opposite Carla and her mother.
“So…” Carla began. She looked nervous. “How’s Dad?”
The old woman looked at Carla as if she were the dumbest person alive. “Humph. Guess you don’t know, don’tcha? What, with you packing up and leavin’ us like that all those years ago. Your father’s gone on to the other side.”
Even though it was dark in the room, Jack could clearly see Carla’s face turn pale at the mention of this. Jack’s initial impression was an obvious guess; in the time Carla was in California, her father had passed away. She was hearing this for the first time and was justifiably shocked at the news.
“No!” Carla said, hand going to her mouth, eyes wide. “It can’t be, it—”
“But it is, child,” the old woman said, leaning forward and attempting to take her daughter’s hands. “It is. And you know what your father told you. You still remember, don’t you?”
“No!” Carla was clearly frightened, and now Jack was nervous. This wasn’t the reaction somebody would have upon hearing that a parent had died. This was something else, something of a more primal fear.
“Yes,” the old woman croaked. “You do remember. He always knew you would come home. You were always his little girl. And you know how much he would have wanted you to go with him. To go with us.”
Carla shot out of her chair, screaming at the top of her lungs. The suddenness of her act and the intensity of her scream stunned Jack. For a moment, all he could do was look up at her dumbfounded as she screamed, eyes bugged out, face deathly pale. Then she turned and began running down the darkened hallway toward the front door. Jack bolted out of his seat and chased after her, never even thinking of Carla’s mother or the affect her sudden turn of behavior had on the old woman.
*   *   *
Carla refused to speak of the incident. For the remainder of the evening she was silent and fearful. She refused Jack’s offer to go into town—Burkesville, population 145—for supper at the little cafe on the main drag, so he went by himself. By the time he returned to their motel room she was asleep, the thin sheet drawn over her as if she were using it as a shield against some otherworldly invader. He watched her sleep for a moment, then stepped outside and sat on the porch of the motel, smoking silently and thinking.
He’d had to chase her past their rental car before he caught her. Once he grabbed her, she’d jumped as if shocked by a strong electrical current. For a moment it almost appeared as if she didn’t recognize him; she was looking at him, but her eyes were still wide, all pupils now, and while she was seeing him, she was looking at him in terror. But then as suddenly as the expression came upon her face, she’d seemed to gain control of herself and collapsed into his arms, sobbing uncontrollably. Jack managed to get her into the car and drive them to their motel.
And now she was refusing to speak to him about it. The most she’d said were fitful mutters of, “I shouldn’t have been so foolish!” or “He knew, he knew all along,” and “I’ve felt them calling to me all this time.” Jack listened to her and tried to make sense of what she was saying, but couldn’t. Quite frankly, he was beginning to fear for her sanity.
He smoked two cigarettes, then stepped back in the room. He glanced at the clock on the mantel. It was eight-thirty, still early, and he was far from tired. In fact—
“Jack?”
Carla was awake, her head supported by two pillows, looking up at him. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying, and now she sat up slightly, the top sheet slipping down into her lap. She’d fallen into bed wearing her clothes, and now as Jack approached the bed he tried to think of something to say to ease her troubled mind. “You okay?”
“No,” she said. “But I think I owe you an explanation. Sit down.”
Jack sat down at the foot of the bed.
“You probably won’t think much of me after I tell you this,” Carla said, her voice husky. “But the reason I reacted so strongly the way I did was because of what my mother said.”
“Something about your father going to the other side,” Jack said; he’d developed a theory on that himself while he was outside smoking. Her father was now deceased. Her parents were crazy. They’d heaped a tremendous amount of psychological torment and probably physical abuse on her as a child, and somehow the phrase “going to the other side” was the kicker. Maybe it meant death. Maybe they’d had some kind of crazy suicide pact. 
Carla nodded. “When my mother told me he’d gone, I knew right away. But he’s not dead. Not really.”
“Excuse me?” Was he hearing this right?
“You’ve got to understand something about my father, Jack,” Carla said. “He was a very dangerous man. Not dangerous in a physical sense. He didn’t rob banks or kill people or anything like that. But he was a dangerous man. He messed with things only a crazy man, or perhaps an evil one, would mess with.”
Jack stared at her, trying to make sense of it all. Carla looked at him, her composure getting stronger. “The closest I can describe what my father was, was a…a mystic. Or a wizard. He was very deep into the occult. I grew up with it.”
“Your dad was a devil worshipper?” Jack asked.
“Satanism was child’s play to my father,” Carla said. “What my father was into was beyond Satanism. It was…it was about going further back, to the outer reaches of time and space, to a time before our very being, to a time before the earth was even formed.”
“I don’t think I’m following you,” Jack said. 
If Carla heard him she didn’t indicate it. “I grew up with it. It was all I knew for years. I thought it was normal. My mother knew about it, but I never realized she was into it the way my father was. Mom cleaned house, sent me to school, made sure I had clothes, made sure we had food. My father worked. When he came home he shut himself in his rooms in the attic and dabbled.”
“What did he dabble in if he wasn’t a devil worshipper?”
Carla was silent for a moment, as if thinking of how to continue. “When I was younger and I asked my mother what daddy was doing, she would tell me he was studying. One time I got the nerve to peak into his room. It…even then, it was creepy. There were desks and lots of old books and papers all over. He had a skull, a human skull, on the table, and there were all kinds of papers tacked on the walls with weird shapes drawn on them. There were other weird shapes drawn on the floor in chalk. Weird symmetrical shapes, circles over triangles and stars, shapes that I can’t even describe. I didn’t understand any of it at first, and what I saw scared me. In fact, it was almost ten years later before I saw that room again. 
“Sometimes I would lie awake at night trying to fall asleep while my father was deep into his studies. Sometimes I heard him in there saying something in a weird language. Sometimes it sounded like he was…praying.”
Jack shivered. Christ, even he was getting a little spooked by all this.
“Sometimes I heard other things.” She looked down at the bed, as if afraid to continue. “One time I heard him speaking that weird language and…I could swear…I heard a second voice, as if it was answering him.”
“What was it saying?” Thinking of what it was like for Carla as a little girl in that big dreary house, going through what she was describing to him, was giving him a severe case of the willies.
“Nothing you would recognize as what we know as language, but then…it was a language in a sense. A language far older than the world itself.”
This was getting to be too much. “I don’t think I’m following you, Carla,” Jack said. “What the hell do you mean by ‘far older than the world itself’? There’s no such fucking thing.”
Carla stared at him for a moment. “If you only knew,” she said. “There are things out there…just waiting to gain their foothold on our world. They can’t wait to enter our world and tear us to pieces. We’re beneath them. They were here long before earth was inhabitable to the creatures that live here now. And for some reason they…they lost their foothold here. They were banished to another dimension. And…somehow…my father found out about them through studying obscure texts he managed to track down in remote parts of the world when he was in the military. He began to…communicate with them. He…he made them an offer…and they accepted!”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Jack tried to sound angry, but he was also beginning to be a little afraid, too.
Carla ignored him. “One afternoon when I was sixteen years old I came home and saw what he’d been doing the night before had worked.” The huskiness returned to her voice. “He’d been involved in something intense in his rooms. He’d been praying again, chanting to something, and a few times I heard him refer to it by name—he called it a…a…it’s hard to pronounce. And then I heard this sound, like the blowing of the wind. It was like there was a hurricane outside, the wind blowing the trees hard in a sudden gust. It was so windy I actually went to my window and looked outside.” She looked at him, deadpan. “But there was nothing. The wind wasn’t blowing at all. But I could hear it, howling and moaning around the house as my father’s prayers and incantations grew worse.
“When it was over there was silence for perhaps five minutes. Then I smelled this horrible smell, like…garbage or something. Or shit. It was awful. And then I heard a voice that sounded like a thousand bullfrogs croaking together at the same time in the stillness of a swamp. It had a voice, and it told something to my father in that croaking voice and my father answered it…” Carla’s voice began to hitch. “He answered in that same croaking voice!”
She paused a beat before continuing; Jack could feel his pulse quicken as his belly turned to ice. “I pulled the covers over my head and huddled there, so afraid. I couldn’t sleep. I was awake all night and when I got up to go to school I tried to pretend that I didn’t hear what had gone on. I came home from school through the back way behind the house and I saw it. Whatever daddy called had pulled itself through the woods behind the house and left a ten-foot wide swath of dead vegetation in its path. It went deep into the woods, as far as I could see, and it left a slimy, smelly residue. And…as I followed its tracks from where it started I saw that it had set off on its path from our house. The entire west wall of the house was coated in that shit. It had crawled out of our attic!
“That night my father actually joined us at the dinner table for the first time in months. He looked insane. He kept…trying to put his arm around me, trying to…be the father he never was to me. And he kept saying that he’d summoned it and that it was going to come back for the three of us. That it was going to take all of us to the Other Side. And that the dimensions would be turned inside out, allowing them free reign into our world.
“That was the last night I ever spent in that house. The next morning I took the hundred and seventy-two dollars I’d saved in my bank, and a change of clothes and my toothbrush and stuff, and packed them into my book-bag. I didn’t even go to school that morning, just hitched a ride into Philly and bought a one-way bus ticket to as far as I could go.”
“How far was that?”
“St. Louis, Missouri, at first. I got a job waitressing and lived in a motel for a while. I was gonna stay, but I felt that was too close to Pennsylvania. I saved up two hundred bucks and bought a bus ticket to California a few weeks later. I’ve been there ever since.”
Jack thought about this as he sat on the mattress. It was a warm muggy night and the air conditioning was on low, cooling the room nicely. “So, I take it you got to California and met your husband and everything was hunky dory after that, right?”
Carla looked at him with something that resembled shame. “You think I’m crazy.”
“No. I don’t think you’re crazy. But I think your mother is pretty off her rocker. I mean, just look at her—”
“You don’t know her the way I do.”
“She’s a fuckin’ nut!” Jack snapped. “Jesus Christ, she’s fed you this shit since you were a kid, Carla! Can’t you see that? She probably made the shit up when you were little to keep you in line. There’s no such thing as what you’re talking about, things beyond time and space and all that bullshit. What the fuck is this shit about things coming from…” he sputtered to remember the right description. “…beyond whatever the hell they’re beyond. And all this bullshit about your father offering whatever it was he offered and—”
“My father offered them the three of us,” she said, her features serious. “He offered my family. We were to be the gate to let them regain their foothold in the world.”
“Bullshit!” Jack hissed.
“My father was a coward,” Carla said, her mouth set in a grimace as she stared at Jack, her brown eyes cold and determined. “He was the kind of person everybody in town pushed around. From what I gather, he must have been that way as a child. He could never stand up for himself. I know that now. He used to tell me that the world was no place for people like us, that it would just chew you up and spit you out. That it was created to hurt you. He fed me this over and over. And I can see how I let this affect me. I got into an abusive marriage and I’m in an abusive working relationship with my boss, Lori. I let people take advantage of me. He was like those two kids that shot up that high school in Colorado—mad at the world. He was mad at the world and he was going to make it pay. Only instead of going on a killing spree, he turned to things even more dangerous. What my father finally did can very well be the end of the world as we know it.”
“How can the bullshit your dad was into be the end of the world?” Jack said, his voice rising. “The guy was a lunatic! All he did was dabble in a little black magic bullshit that doesn’t exist!”
“You aren’t listening,” Carla said, glaring at Jack. “This isn’t just black magic. My father discovered something more…more real than black magic. The Old Ones are real. They once ruled the earth. They’re more real than the deities we’ve created out of our flights of fancy. So real that the select few that have stumbled upon this knowledge have come away with such fear of what would happen if they were to ever break through the barriers that…” She seemed to be at a loss for words. “This is more than just the occult, Jack. It’s about harnessing a power that holds the balance between maintaining the earth as we know it, to creating the right atmosphere to throw open the gates of chaos. But my father…he found a way to communicate with them, something few men have tried. Most people foolish enough to try have failed with horrible consequences. But not my father. He made a deal with them. He offered himself and his family as sacrifices, what they would need, in order to gain their foothold into our world.”
“What, so your old man offed himself, is that it?” Jack sneered.
“No. He probably planned to use us as…as portals.”
Jack threw his hands up in disgust. “What X-Files bullshit!”
Carla ignored him. “Dad was excited that the ritual worked. He said all it would take would be for the three of us to perform the rites and the Old One he summoned would claim its sacrifice. Once the three of us were claimed and in their world, the dimensions would turn inside out. It would have a rippling effect around the world.  It would be like the sound of a great storm, with a great roar of wind only there really would be no wind—that would be the sound of the universe tearing itself inside out and then it would peel back and it would be like a great dark cloud blotting out the sky. Only it wouldn’t be the clouds of a storm…it would be the peeling back of the universe.”
“Bullshit!” Jack yelled.
Carla was trying hard to hold the tears in, but she wasn’t doing a good job of it. For the first time since they were together, Jack saw how she would look as an old woman. He saw her as the old woman he’d seen early that afternoon, at that old gray house in the woods. “You don’t understand, Jack. You just don’t understand!”
“I understand,” Jack said, trying to calm his anger down. He scooted toward her and tried to take her in his arms in an attempt at comfort. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. It’s just…you’ve got to understand what you’re saying, Carla. Your mother’s been living alone for who knows how long, and—”
“And my father is gone!” Carla cried, drawing away from him. “He’s not dead, he’s gone! Gone to the other side, and I was supposed to be here! I was supposed to go with him! We all were! We were supposed to never feel pain or despair ever again, and in return for that we were to provide the opening for them to come into our world, so they could take over again.” And then she broke down completely, crying uncontrollably. Jack felt helpless; he could only sit beside her on the lumpy bed and make a clumsy attempt at consolation, stroking her back, her brown wavy hair.
After a while the sobbing eased up. Carla wiped her eyes. “I know it’s hard for you to understand. Nobody ever did. That’s why we were always shunned when I lived out here. But my father…he was very powerful. He still is very powerful, and…the things he called upon are more powerful than your…comfy little Judeo-Christian world-view. Daddy guided me back here. I can feel it. He helped me come home!”
Jack didn’t know what else to say. There was no use in arguing with her. That would just create more problems, and it was something they didn’t need now. All he could do was listen and be there for her, to keep the demons at bay.
Eventually she calmed down enough to sink back into bed again. Jack sat up in bed with her, rubbing her shoulders, holding her hand, until she fell asleep. 
Jack checked his watch. It was ten-thirty. He was wide-awake and far from tired. 
He waited until Carla went into a deep sleep. Then, when he was certain that she wasn’t going to wake up again, he let himself out quietly and sat outside and smoked and thought about the things she’d told him.
*   *   *
He couldn’t sleep. No matter what position he lay in, he just couldn’t fall asleep. He’d returned to the room at midnight, stripped down to his boxers, and slipped into bed beside Carla, who lay snoring on her back. He’d tried to fall asleep to no avail. He just couldn’t sleep, and it wasn’t Carla’s snoring that kept him awake. It was his mind, which just couldn’t get the story she’d told him out of his head, that kept him awake.
At some point he must have dozed. He lay in bed until six a.m. and when he knew he wasn’t going to get any more sleep, he got up and went to the bathroom. He urinated, flushed the toilet, then brushed his teeth and combed his hair. He checked on Carla, saw that she was still fast asleep, then he changed quickly. He let himself out quietly. He was hungry, but he had more on his mind than food. He wanted to prove Carla wrong, show her that her mother was nothing more than a senile, crazy old woman who belonged in a hospice or, better yet, a mental hospital. 
He climbed in the rental car and, using the map as guidance, drove back to the house where Carla had grown up.
He got lost three times on the drive over. All those back roads looked the same and the trees hung over the road, stretching out branches that looked skeletal even in the bright bloom of summer. After forty minutes of driving he finally found it. He recognized the landscape as he drove up the heavily wooded terrain, heading into the deep woods of the mountains.
When he rounded the curve that led to the house he leaned forward and squinted. The house was there all right, but it looked a little more decrepit than it looked yesterday. Of course the morning sun was hitting the structure at a different angle now, bathing it in more light. When they’d come by yesterday it had been in the long shadows of late afternoon. Jack pulled to the side of the road and got out of the car.
As weathered and beaten-up as the house was yesterday, it definitely looked more jacked-up now. The driveway was still bare and empty. As he walked up the crumbling walkway, Jack noticed the weeds that were sprouting everywhere; poking through cracks in the concrete walk; climbing up the trellis. When he knocked on the door he was startled at how flimsy it felt, as if it was going to fall apart at the slightest hint of strength.
He waited for a moment, listening for any sign of life from within. He knocked again, suddenly getting the feeling that whatever was in that house was as dead as the grounds outside.
His heart was pounding in his chest; he felt light-headed with nervous tension. He gripped the doorknob and turned it. It opened and he stepped inside.
The first thing he noticed was the strong, pervading odor of mold and rot as he stepped within the crumbling structure. A plume of dust swirled in front of him, clogging his nostrils. He coughed, blinking in the darkness as he tried to peer inside. “Hello? Mrs. Beck?”
His voice echoed back. “Beck…Beck…Be…Be…”
He stepped into the living room. It was in shambles; broken furniture leaning against the sagging walls, the carpet torn up. Jack saw an end table and touched it; it was thick with dust. He sneezed suddenly, and the force of the sneeze expelled the dust, swirling it into a cloud. This made him sneeze again, and he backed out of the living room, trying to control his sneezes.
With rising trepidation, he stepped farther into the house. It was dustier than it had been when he and Carla experienced it yesterday. He stopped at the stairway that led to the second floor, one hand on the crumbling banister, and debated on whether he should venture upstairs. The house was silent; it felt like there was nobody here except him.
“Mrs. Beck?” he called. “Anybody home?”
When the echoes died he put one foot on the bottom step. The wood creaked. He could tell that the minute he put all his weight on the stair that it would collapse. He tried the next step. It seemed sturdier. Carefully testing each step as he went along, he made his way to the second floor.
He inspected every room on the second floor. Each room was empty and filled with dust. Some rooms, like what looked to be the master bedroom, bore crumbling, bare furniture, long since reduced to rot from disuse. The windows were closed, faint light filtering through dirty, filmy curtains. Jack didn’t even think of trying to flip on a light. Somehow, he had a feeling that there would be no electrical power in the place.
He climbed the narrow stairway to the attic, feeling nervous as he entered. The attic room was large and, with the exception of a huge desk that took up most of one wall, completely bare. He approached the desk slowly. This was probably Carla’s father’s study, where he’d come to work on his supposed black magic. Jack took in the room, checking it out carefully. There were no books, no papers, no crude occult symbols drawn on the floor or the walls. There was no sign that this had been the ritual chamber of a black magician. Aside from the strong odor of rot— stronger here in this room for some reason—there was nothing out-of-the-ordinary. 
What the hell is going on? he thought, heading back downstairs to the living room, the odor of mold and dust everywhere. It was as if the place had been unoccupied for years. But how could it be? We were here yesterday! I saw Carla’s mother with my own eyes!
His eyes tracked down the hall to the front door, and when he saw what was on the floor his heart skipped a beat.
There were three sets of footprints in the dust. There was his set from today, going from the front door to the rest of the house and up the stairs. The other two pairs were his familiar tread from the day before, and Carla’s. They went from the front door to the den, the only two rooms they’d entered in the house yesterday.
There were no visible tracks of a fourth person.
This can’t be right, Jack thought. He skirted around the footprints, grasped the doorknob and let himself out.
He was almost to his car when a boy of about ten years old rode by on his bike. Upon seeing Jack exiting the house, the boy stopped and looked up at him with surprise. “Hey Mister! Did you just come out of that house?”
Jack stopped at the car, still trying to find a logical explanation for what he’d found in the house. “Yeah,” he said, fumbling with his keys.
“Why would you want to go in there?” the kid asked. He was freckled, with brown hair, wearing a pair of cut-off jeans and a striped shirt. “That place has been abandoned for years.”
“Abandoned?”
“Yeah,” the kid said, snapping a wad of chewing gum. “It’s supposed to be haunted, too. Some crazy old lady died in there a long time ago. At least that’s what my older brother and his friends say.”
“What else do they say?” Jack said, the door to the car open now.
The kid shrugged. “Just that nobody goes in there because the people that lived there used to be witches ‘n stuff and did things. And now it’s haunted. Nobody goes there now.” Then, as if he’d made his point, the kid pedaled away.
Jack watched him go, then turned back toward the house. Then who the hell did we talk to? Who was that old woman that claimed to be Carla’s mother?
Jack drove away, these questions chasing him all the way back to the motel.
*   *   *
When he returned to the motel, he didn’t tell Carla what he’d found in the house. He’d thought about telling her on the drive over and decided that if he did, she would really freak out. As it turned out, she’d almost done so anyway. “I woke up this morning thinking you were gone,” she said, pacing the small room. At some point while he was gone she’d showered and changed into fresh clothing. Her hair was freshly brushed, gleaming on her shoulders. “I thought they had…come and gotten you or something.”
“No way that’s happening,” Jack said.
Carla lit a cigarette. She looked at him. “I don’t know what I was thinking when I went back there.”
“It’s okay,” Jack said. He lit a cigarette, too. “You needed to go home to realize this.”
“Maybe.” Carla thought about this, smoking silently. “I don’t know. I know that…everything that happened to me was so real, though.”
“But it’s not. They manipulated you into believing that.”
Carla sighed, took another drag. Now she didn’t look so sure. “I don’t know what to believe.”
“I think we should leave,” Jack said. He moved toward his duffel bag at the foot of their bed. It was time to turn this shit around and get her mind off of this.
Carla broke down. She buried her face in her hands, heaving sobs that shook her shoulders.
“Hey,” Jack said, feeling like an idiot now. “Listen, everything will be fine. We’ll get out of here and—”
“What do I have to go back to?” she cried, looking at him through tear-filled eyes. “A piece of shit job where everybody pushes me around and takes advantage of me, no friends. I’ve got a crappy life, and…I’ve got nobody back home!”
“That’s not true,” Jack said. “You have me.”
Carla sniffled. “That’s sweet.” She reached out and touched his face gently. “Really, it is. But face it. I’m so much older than you.” She held back a sob and at that moment she was so beautiful to Jack, so beautiful that he just wanted to take her in his arms and shield her from the world. “You don’t want to be with a crazy old woman like me.”
“You’re not old,” Jack quickly said, but he silently agreed with her. True, she wasn’t that old, even though she had fifteen years on him. But she was crazy. Maybe not in the clinical sense, but she did have her problems. And he couldn’t deal with them. Still, he cared about her. “Listen,” he said, taking her shoulders, trying to calm her down and divert her attention to something else. “Why don’t we go out for a little bit. We won’t go back to the house. We won’t even talk about what happened. Our plane doesn’t leave till tomorrow; let’s use this day and have fun. Let’s drive around, explore, have a picnic in the woods or something. We can even find another place to stay tonight. Somewhere more romantic.” He kissed her. “C’mon, it’ll be fun.”
She nodded and mustered a smile. “Okay,” she said, wiping a tear that trickled down her cheek. “Okay.” Jack didn’t know if she was agreeing to appease him or if she really meant it.
They checked out of the motel, packed their stuff in the trunk, then climbed in the car and started driving. Carla told him to drive south, toward Berks County. It was closer to Philadelphia and maybe they could find a little bed-and-breakfast place. They drove on twisting turning roads until they found a two-story house with a large wrap-around porch. The sign in the yard advertised it as a bed-and-breakfast. Jack pulled up and they checked in for the evening. Jack felt better as he hauled their overnight bags to their rooms. He was determined to have a good time with her this last night in Pennsylvania. He was determined to keep her mind off of her parents. 
They spent the rest of the day taking a hike through the area, stopping to browse at an antique store. They had a late lunch at a little roadside cafe, then took a long walk back to the bed-and-breakfast. Once back in their room, they showered and changed into some clean clothes, then lounged on the bed, the television turned to the evening news. Carla was quiet all evening as they watched TV, and Jack could tell her mood had changed for the worse. She was probably thinking about what happened last night. Twice he thought about telling her of his encounter at the house this morning, then wisely vetoed it. As evening fell he put his hand on her shoulder. “Hey,” he said. “You okay?”
She turned to him and he saw she’d started crying again. “No,” she said, shaking her head.
Jack took her in her arms.
He held her for a couple of minutes. Then, she climbed out of bed, her back to him. “I’ve made my decision,” she said.
“What decision?”
Carla didn’t look at him. She kept her gaze averted to the window, gazing out at the moon-filled night. “I know that what happened at the house yesterday was a sign. They’re waiting for me. I know what to do. I’m sorry Jack. I’m sorry you can’t understand, and I’m sorry…that I have to leave you. But it’s the only way.”
Jack was about to protest again when she got down on her knees as if she were going to pray. She raised her arms and began singing, her voice high and musical yet weirdly fluttering, as if the notes she were singing were coming from some deep place in her soul. Jack watched in numbed surprise and confusion. Christ, she’s really lost her mind, he thought. 
He couldn’t tell what she was singing. The words weren’t any he’d ever heard before. They were guttural, primitive sounding. They floated and rode in crescendos, like the music coming from a flute. It was a steady stream, in a language Jack didn’t recognize. She’s making the shit up. She’s fucking crazy, she’s just spouting gibberish.
The wind picked up outside, suddenly looming stronger than Carla’s singing. This only made Carla sing louder, and Jack could now see that her eyes were closed, face tilted to the heavens. It sounded like there was a hurricane going on outside; the wind howled mercilessly, the trees whipped violently, and he could feel and hear the house buckle under the strong gusts. A strong smell of excrement burst suddenly in the room and Jack fell back against the headboard, gagging. Carla was smiling now, her singing growing more urgent, as if she were encouraging whatever it was that was happening. The wind outside grew stronger and the building shook more, this time not from the wind but from a deep rumbling that seemed to burst forth from deep in the ground. Its shaking tumbled him off the bed.
There was a sudden flash of light and an explosion knocked him against the wall. Something that looked like a hovering transparent mass of protoplasm with hundreds of writhing snakes attached to it, hovered over Carla as she reached up with eager hands to embrace it. It made a sound like the croaking of a thousand bullfrogs, and the last thing Jack heard before he blacked out was Carla answering it in that same croaking bullfrog voice.
*   *   *
“I’m telling you, there was no storm last night!” The proprietress exclaimed as she stood behind the counter the next morning. Jack was in the lobby, his hair standing up in wild corkscrews, feeling haggard and worn. Contrary to what he heard last night, it was a bright and sunny day outside, without a hint that the region had been hit with a sudden, violent storm. “It was a perfectly peaceful night except for you and your girlfriend making all that racket.”
“There wasn’t a storm, or an earthquake?” Jack asked, his voice rising in falsetto. “I can’t believe you didn’t feel it. It shook the whole building.”
“There was nothing!” the proprietress snapped, her gaze fixed steadily on his. “Now I suggest you and your lady friend check out now.”
“She’s gone,” Jack said, his mind still fumbling with what had happened. Carla’s strange singing, the sudden wind and rumble from the ground that knocked him out of bed, the sudden explosion, the bullfrog voice, that thing he saw before he blacked out. And then coming awake this morning on the floor with a nasty bump on his head, seeing Carla gone, her clothes scattered on the floor. “It took her. It came out of the sky and took her.”
“If you aren’t out of here in five minutes I’m calling the police!” the proprietress warned.
There was nothing else Jack could do. He wandered back up to his room and began gathering their things up. Maybe Carla climbed out of the window last night. He would check. He packed their things together, then headed downstairs, spending only a minute at the front desk to pay the bill, the proprietress giving him the evil eye the whole time. Before he departed he would go behind the house and see if he could find anything in the back. Maybe she had torn a piece of clothing in her mad haste to escape whatever it was she was escaping from. He didn’t give a damn if the proprietress called the police. He needed the police to help him look for Carla.
The proprietress was standing on the porch, watching him. When he started trudging to the side of the house she darted inside. 
Screw her, he thought as he made his way around the side of the house to the rear, where their room overlooked. Let her call the cops.
He reached the rear of the house and looked up at their window and stood there, his mouth agape in shock and horror. He stood there for a full minute, not even hearing the proprietress call out in her shrill voice “I’ve called the police! They’ll be here any minute!” He simply stood there and looked up at the window, then looked at the wall of the home and the ground, letting his gaze trail down the rear of the property, then back up the wall of the house again.
There was a path from the woods that traveled all the way up the wall of the house to their second floor window, and it was coated with a grayish-green slime.
Just then the sky suddenly turned dark, and the sound of a great wind arose. And as Jack turned to look up at the sky for the source of the storm, he realized that the wind wasn’t blowing, and the dark shape wasn’t a cloud—



The Revenge of Cthulhu
While not the oldest story in this collection, this is the oldest published piece in this volume. I got to wondering what would happen if one of today’s modern writers of Lovecraftian horror had the mass appeal of Stephen King. So many knuckleheads read Stephen King and think that what happens in his stories is real, so I began to wonder if the same could happen to my imaginary Lovecraftian author. Imagine the havoc that would ensue if his tentacled Elder Gods could actually physically spring forth from his imagination and…
…well, you get the picture. Needless to say, this one was approached with a certain amount of humor behind it, which some editors of certain Lovecraftian publications didn’t get (Cthulhu forbid you have any kind of sense of humor with those folks…they take this Mythos stuff so goddamn seriously). Thankfully, Dennis Kirk, editor/publisher of a neat little magazine called Outer Darkness, did get it, because he published it in his Summer 1999 issue. 
*   *   *
The autograph party at Dangerous Visions Bookstore was going smoothly when a voice announced, “A black Camaro parked in the back is being towed away. Anybody in here the owner?”
“That’s me,” Steve Walsh said, getting up jerkily from behind the table where he was signing copies of his latest horror novel Dark Gods. The line of people still clutching armfuls of books to their chests and cradling bags of books to be signed was of no concern to him now; the black Camaro was his friend Franklin’s, whom he was staying with for the week while he was in town for meetings with film people and this signing at Dangerous Visions. He’d borrowed it for the day and he was damned if he was going to let it get towed away.
How the Christ can it be towed away? he thought as he snaked down the rear hallway of the bookstore that led to the office, a small storeroom, and the backdoor that led to the back lot. That back lot is Art and Lydia’s space! He was still trying to sort through the logistics of how this could have happened when he burst through the rear door into the lot. Three cars were parked behind the store, with two others behind those. Frank’s Camaro was toward the left, parked behind a black Jeep Cherokee. A Triple-A tow truck was behind the Camaro, and as Steve snaked around the cars to figure out what the trouble was his thoughts were obliterated by a man standing with the tow truck driver.
“What the hell is the matter with you, you piece of shit retard!” The man was suddenly in his face; the anger pouring out of him and settling around him like a miasma. Steve recoiled from it; the man was obviously pissed and on the verge of enacting his anger through a physical confrontation. "I’ve been waiting for you to get this piece of shit from behind me so I can leave, and now I’m an hour late for a fucking audition!”
The tow truck driver had already hooked the rear of the car up to the contraption that would lift it on its front wheels. The tow truck driver moved the chains aside and settled back to wait for the verdict. 
Steve pulled his keys out of his pockets, his thoughts spinning. “I’m sorry, man. I’ll move it.”
“Oh no, you won’t. It’s gettin’ towed.” The man was a ratty-faced blonde dude with a white T-shirt, faded jeans, and a white baseball cap that sat on weedy blonde hair. He was wearing sunglasses. He turned to the tow truck driver, who appeared to be of either of Hispanic or Middle Eastern descent. “Go ahead and tow it.”
“No, you’re not towing this car,” Steve said. Now his heart was beating wildly and his adrenaline was thrumming through his veins; it was in response to the tension that rippled the air and emanated from the blonde man. “I said I’ll move it.”
“You’ve had an hour to get the hell out of here, asshole!” The man stepped menacingly forward. For the first time, Steve noticed that he clutched a clipboard with paper in it. “Where the hell were you? In the dry cleaners?”
“I was in the bookstore,” Steve said, without even thinking. Why am I even telling him this? he thought. After all, the small lot directly behind Art and Lydia’s store was reserved strictly for Dangerous Visions patrons. When regulars and visiting writers double-parked it was with the understanding that you move your car whenever another person wanted to leave: Hey, whoever parked the red Mustang in the back, could they please move it real quick? I’m leaving. And then whoever was in possession of such a car would fish into their pocket for keys and say, hey, no problem. That was always the beauty of Dangerous Visions and the people who frequented the store. The general politeness and respect toward one another’s person and property. Steve had known Art and Lydia for over fifteen years and had parked in back of the store today with pretty much the same expectations, thinking everything would be hunky dory. 
“And you were in there for a whole hour?” The man yelled again, assuming that menacing stance again. His eyes bored holes in Steve, his features a grimace of hate. “What the hell were you doing in there for a whole hour knowing that you parked me in, made me late for my audition—”
“Okay, okay, what’s the problem here?” Art Dover, co-owner of the store with his wife Lydia, had come outside and Steve felt a small rush of relief. 
“It’s none of your fucking business, asshole!” The man spat. He turned back to Steve. “I don’t give a shit if you’re here now or not, you can pick up your car later. It’s gettin’ towed!”
“No, it’s not,” Steve said, feeling ineffectual at his conviction of this fact. The man before him was taller than him, and his anger alone could tip the scales in favor of him becoming a raving psychopath should Steve say the wrong thing. He didn’t want a fight. He just wanted to get his car out of there so this raving dickweed could leave and he could get on with his signing.
“Yes it is!” He stepped closer to Steve, thrusting his finger at him. “You’re a fucking idiot, you know that? You made me an hour late—”
“I’m sorry I made you an hour late—” Steve began.
“Listen,” Art said at precisely the same time, overriding Steve. “Nobody’s towing this car away.  We’ll move it.”
“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” the man said, turning to Art. “I called this guy,” he motioned to the tow truck driver, who was standing behind the Camaro watching what appeared to be a brawl in the works, “I have final say.” He turned to the tow truck driver. “Tow it.”
“Now WAIT A GODDAMN MINUTE!” Art shouted, and Steve could tell he was royally pissed. “You cannot tow this car. This is my parking space! You have no right to call a towing company and have them tow my guests’ vehicles!”
“I do when they make me an hour late for an audition!” the man sneered at Art. 
“Where you in the store?” Art asked him. “No, you weren't. Can't you read?” He motioned toward a sign posted quite prominently in front of the first row of cars: PARKING RESERVED STRICTLY FOR DANGEROUS VISIONS PATRONS ONLY. ALL OTHERS WILL BE TOWED AWAY. “You should be the one getting your ass towed.”
“Fuck you!  I was waiting for this idiot to come out of here and move this piece of shit!”
“All you had to do was come into the store and ask to have the car moved,” Art said calmly. 
“Hey, I tapped on the window, but—”
“You tapped on the window?” Art exclaimed in that I-can’t-believe-you’re-such-a-fucking-idiot tone of voice. “How the hell was anybody inside supposed to know you wanted to get out if all you did was tap on the window?”
Steve had his keys out and began making his way toward the tow truck driver. “Take that shit off the car. I’m moving it.”
The man suddenly looked at Art and Steve. “Hey, fuck you guys! I’ll kick both your asses!”
“Then you’ll have to handle three of us.” This came from Jim Rockett, who had just sauntered out the backdoor of the bookstore. Jim was an ex-employee of Art and Lydia’s and was now employed at Fox; Steve had lunched with him and another writer friend a few days before. They went back a long ways. Steve felt a hundred times better with the odds stacked further in his favor.
“Fuck you! I called to have it towed, it’s getting towed!”
“No, you’re not,” Art said. He motioned to the tow truck driver. “Hey, buddy? This is my property, you aren’t towing this car. Otherwise you’re in deep shit.”
Almost as suddenly as the problem had arisen, the situation seemed to reverse itself. Knowing that he was outnumbered three to one in an actual physical confrontation, the man turned angrily to the tow truck driver. “Okay! Unhook it.” The tow truck driver bent down and removed the chains from the rear of the Camaro as Steve disarmed the vehicle’s alarm system, opened the driver’s side door and got in. 
“Back up and when he gets out, you park right back in here,” Art told Steve. 
Steve started the car and waited for the tow truck driver to move his vehicle so he could back up. Art and Jim stood by as the man walked past the driver’s side of the Camaro to his Jeep. As he walked by he grimaced menacingly and pointed his finger at him, as if to say I’m gonna get you! I’m gonna get you for making me late! The tow truck driver moved and just as Steve was backing Frank’s Camaro out he heard Art tell the man who’d started the fiasco not to park there ever again. Steve missed the obvious angry retort.
He pulled out of the lot, drove down the alley and around the block. His heart was still racing wildly in his chest and his body felt light; his mouth was very dry. The adrenaline was running so high in him that his foot had become lead on the accelerator. He eased off on it and the car slowed from sixty to a safer forty. 
He drove around the block and was lucky enough to find a spot in front of the store. He turned the engine off and sighed. The ticking of the cooling engine was loud in his ears as his head pounded with the rushing of adrenaline. That asshole, Steve thought.
By the time he got back into the store, Art and Jim were at the front counter in a little huddle with Lydia. The line of fans that had been waiting to get their books signed had broken off into splinter groups to talk; when Steve came back into the store, they found their places in line. Steve walked up to the counter and Lydia gave him a smile. “What can I say? I bet you don’t have to put up with these kind of morons back east.”
“Oh, we have stupid people in rural Pennsylvania, too,” Steve said. “They’re just not prone to get violent.” He motioned for the can of coke Jim was drinking. Jim handed it over and Steve took a hearty drink. The cold drink felt good. He passed the can back to Jim, who was grinning and shaking his head in astonishment. “Man, what was wrong with that asshole?”
“I don’t know,” Jim said. “You’ve got to wonder how a person like that gets through life.”
Art got him a cold drink from the back office and the signing resumed. And while the line of fans gathered in front of him smiled and joked about the incident, Steve could not bring it upon himself to join their festive mood. The more he signed books, the angrier he got. Art had been pissed too, and was in front of the store calling the other businesses in the building, asking if they had had a patron who fit the Raving Asshole’s description. Art came back later and reported that he believed the guy was from an actor’s studio five doors down. Steve grimaced. He hoped the guy didn’t get the part he was complaining about being late to. Furthermore, he hoped horrible things would happen to him for the rest of the week—
 The more he thought about the incident, the angrier he got. While he normally liked to chat with his fans and jot witty inscriptions in the books and magazines they offered for signing, he did none of that for the last forty minutes. He was too upset. All he could think about was that raving asshole, that loser who’d taken it upon himself to call a tow truck to move a vehicle just because he couldn’t muster up the energy to walk into the store and ask if the owner was present and would they please move it. He would have done so in a hurry. And to have the balls to do so in a lot he shouldn’t have parked in anyway! And to think that if Art and Jim hadn’t been there to back him up the guy probably would have sucker punched him and Steve would have been hurt, probably not bad, but with the way people were nowadays you never knew. The guy could have beaten him to death just because— 
The more he thought about it, the more upset he got, the angrier he became until he began wishing the signing would end and he could hightail it out of there.
Thirty minutes later it was over. He signed the store’s supply of books that would be sold with the AUTOGRAPHED BY THE AUTHOR sticker on the jacket, and tried to make small talk with Art and Lydia. By then the only people left in the store were Art, Lydia, Jim Rockett and a few people who had drifted in for other things. Despite the fact that the signing was officially over, Steve still felt on edge. Chalk that up to the adrenaline running through his system.
He glanced idly at his watch as he finished with the last book. “Listen, guys, I gotta get going. I’m meeting Frank at six for dinner and it’s five-thirty already.”
Art walked him to the door and Steve promised he would drop by later in the week before he flew back home to Lancaster, Pennsylvania. “And listen,” Art said. “Don’t let what happened today bother you. When you come back later this week, park in the back like you always do.”
Steve smiled. “I will.” They shook hands, and then Steve was walking to his car, his anger over the incident still simmering in his brain. He had a dinner engagement with Frank, true, but he also had a burning desire for something else as well. There was a story he had to write before the inspiration left him.
*   *   *
Herman Alexander wasn’t having a good day. To start things off, his ex-girlfriend had sued him in small claims court for some bullshit claiming he owed her $2500; the sheriff had awoken him at six-thirty that morning with the court summons, and when he tried to get back to sleep he couldn’t. He’d finally gotten out of bed at seven thirty, tried to make coffee, and the percolator short-circuited and died. He’d had to drive down the hill to the Burger King on Ventura for his breakfast, and that’d tasted like cardboard. Then he’d slipped in the bathtub and bruised his hip, ripped a shirt accidentally as he took it off its hanger, and was late to his actor’s workshop that morning and had to park halfway down the block. His instructor had chastised him in private in his office for failing to show up to the last three workshops—hey, he was paying the bastard, wasn’t he? If he had to be late or absent, he’d do it if he felt like it! His instructor suggested that perhaps he didn’t care enough about his craft to actually make something of himself. That criticism started a slow burn in him that lasted all afternoon and had finally blown up when he’d left class for the audition and found that his Jeep was parked in. He’d tried waiting for the asshole who owned the car and when he didn’t show up after thirty minutes, he’d called a tow truck. And then the guy had the nerve to come out and try starting shit with him! 
That hadn’t sat too well with Herman either, and he was almost ready to punch the hippie freak’s face when his friend had come out. And then another friend had come out, and the three of them had just pissed him off so much, and he was already over an hour late to the audition, that he’d just said fuck it, and let the thing go. The tow truck driver left after he’d signed the paperwork, and he’d gone off to his audition only to be shut out of it. All because he was late and hadn’t gotten in before the door was closed.
He’d really thrown a fit then, and he supposed maybe he lost control. Just a little bit. He’d yelled and screamed, pounded the walls with his fists and kicked the door until it was flung open and a huge, burly guy who looked like a Viking Hell's Angel glared out. Herman had almost stomped over to vent his anger at being shut out when he saw how big the guy was—at least six foot nine and as wide as a house—and decided not to. The guy told him if he didn’t shut up and get out now, he was going to squeeze his skinny neck so hard that what passed for his brains would explode out of his skull. Herman got out.
So he’d gone to a bar on Ventura Boulevard and pounded back a few, simmering in his bad luck and anger. It had started out as a bad day, true, but it could have turned out all right if only that asshole longhair hadn’t made him late to the audition. If he’d been to the audition on time, things would have turned out a lot better, even if he hadn’t wound up with the part. 
Herman ordered a beer—his third in the last forty minutes—and sat at the bar brooding. Yes, if that nameless idiot back at that bookstore hadn’t parked him in, everything would have been fine. Where do morons like that get off on thinking they could just park people in, in public parking lots? And who the hell did that redneck hick buddy of his that came out to defend him get off on thinking it was his parking lot? Maybe he owned the bookstore, but the parking lot couldn’t have been his, too. And so what if the signs posted said that parking was for bookstore patrons only? He’d gone into bookstores before, maybe not that particular bookstore, but he’d been intending to before today's incident. That would have made him a patron eventually. After today, the assholes that owned that flea trap excuse for a bookstore would be lucky if he set foot in their place of business. 
Fortunately, the drinks helped calm him down. He was still pissed about today’s incident, but the booze helped him reel it in. He’d almost come to blows twice today, and he didn’t need to get into any trouble in a bar. Especially when he was drinking. 
Once he was calmed down enough, he left the bar and drove home. He was especially careful driving home. He didn’t want to be pulled over, and with his luck he’d end up in jail tonight on DUI charges.
But he didn’t.
He got home twenty minutes later and noted with dismay that Erica wasn’t home. He’d hoped she’d be home because he was horny now and nothing genuinely calmed him down after a truly stressful day, like a really good fuck. But he remembered Erica had work today—three days in a fairly good part in some movie that was being shot up north—and he let himself in the house and headed straight for the bar. He was glad he’d met Erica three weeks ago; she was much nicer than Debbie, and she put out far more, too. That was the main reason he’d dumped Debbie in the first place; she just didn’t know what her place in their relationship was, and she still had the nerve to sue him for it. Well, he’d show her as soon as he landed on his feet and started getting good parts. 
He grabbed a cold beer from the refrigerator and headed toward the back, slipping out the sliding glass door and onto the large porch. The rear of the house overlooked a small canyon that was nestled deep in the Hollywood Hills. Erica was renting the place from a producer friend of hers, and it was prime real estate. It was the place to live if you were in the business; it was split-level, three bedrooms, large living room/den, kitchen, two baths and garage. Their back deck overlooked a large yard that sloped downward for about fifty yards and ended in somebody else's yard farther down. Lined above them were other houses, all around the canyon. On nights like this, when the air was warm, buffeted by cool breezes, it was quite beautiful. He liked to sit out here on the deck, drink a few beers, smoke a few joints and just chill out. 
Which was what he was doing now. He didn’t have any grass, but he had some brew and he could still enjoy himself. He leaned back in the lawn chair and drank up, relaxing, letting his mind drift away from the horrible day he’d had, the incident with that idiot at the bookstore, that—
He blinked and sat up in his chair. The sky was almost dark now, and despite the smog in the air the stars were very visible. He thought he’d seen something strange in the sky over the canyon and had just dismissed it from his mind when he saw it again.
It was a strange light, or so it seemed. He sat up in the lawn chair, gazing up at the sky, squinting, trying to get a good look at it. It looked like an effect from one of those cheesy science fiction/horror movies depicting alien invasions; it hovered in the air, a bright glow that seemed to be gaining brightness as it gained solidity. Herman shook his head and looked at the thing, hardly believing what he was seeing. He stood up, still looking at it as it churned and roiled in the air above him. It was about a hundred feet up, roiling and twisting like a strange funnel cloud. The atmosphere in the canyon seemed to grow still suddenly, the air growing leaden, crackling with energy. Herman’s mouth dropped open in astonishment as the thing solidified into what resembled a solid mass. It was still difficult to determine what it was, but as it grew it began to descend until it was thirty feet over the back deck. The air had grown warm and heavy with unharnessed energy. Herman was rooted to the spot; part of him wanted to bolt from the deck into the house, but the other part of him watched with grim fascination. The thing was now a shape, hunched and slimy with what appeared to be dozens of wavering tentacles flapping lazily in the still air. Herman was still trying to figure out what he could be witnessing when he was lurched off his feet into the air.
He screamed, but the sound was stifled. He flew through the air toward the thing and stopped, feeling the cold air of the canyon on his back. Something seemed to be holding him there, something invisible with incredible force. He struggled against its grip, feeling invisible slime coating him where it was gripping him. A low croaking noise rose from the thing, droning like the buzzing of a swarm of bees. He could dimly make out the house he shared with Erica some thirty feet below him, and the canyon and other houses even farther below, and the dim impression of the San Fernando nightlife stretched out before him, when he felt a sharp pain in his throat.
He gurgled and saw the heavy spurt of blood that geysered out of him like a fountain. He tried to move his hands up to his throat to stop it, but he couldn’t move his arms. They were pinned in place, held out on either side of him, immobilized. There was no pain, but he could feel himself growing weak as his lifeblood poured out of him. But what caused him to go over the edge, to go utterly mad, was that the blood didn’t appear to be falling into the canyon below. Instead it seemed to be spurting up into that squirming, pulsating shape of tentacles that had him in its embrace and splashing into a funnel shaped mouth affixed on the thing. The greedy slurping noises arising from above him created one more burst of adrenaline-tinged struggle to save himself, but he was already weakened from loss of blood. He struggled once, then lay back in the invisible embrace and watched as his blood hit the greedy mouth, only to be sucked noisily away. 
His horror stricken eyes continued looking at the thing even after he was dead.
*   *   *
Excerpt from book review of the anthology DARK SHAPES, edited by Michael Morrison, hc, Gravespawn Press, 415 pgs, $29.95, trade edition; $70.00 signed, limited edition, as it appeared in the trade horror magazine Screams!
…but the prize tale in this anthology has to be Steve Walsh’s: The Revenge of Cthulhu. In this story, Walsh once again proves that he is the best writer of Lovecraftian horror to come along since Lovecraft himself. And while I may offend longtime fans of HPL, please be assured that in no way am I blaspheming the master by suggesting that Walsh writes Cthulhu Mythos tales better than Lovecraft ever did in his prime. The reason? Just as Stephen King has an uncanny knack for portraying your everyday Jane/Joe and putting them in inexplicable, horrible incidents that turn their lives inside out, thus giving the reader somebody they can relate to intimately, so does Walsh have the same ability to create Mythos fiction with the same finesse. You won’t see any reclusive, scholarly types in Walsh’s Mythos fiction, no crumbling New England homes, no half-breed seaside villagers. In Walsh’s Cthulhu Mythos tales, the average American is placed in a situation utilizing Lovecraft’s cosmic creations that bring the creatures themselves more to life, thus making them more horrifying, more three dimensional. Unlike other Lovecraft pastiches, there are no references to Lovecraft, or the work of any of his later imitators (Bloch, Long, Campbell, et al) as a springboard to perhaps explain why these unnatural events are happening. They are just simply happening. Walsh has found a way to utilize these creatures in modern times without having to rely on their Gothic background. It’s no wonder why Walsh’s novels and stories of Lovecraftian horror have found a wider audience (some ten million in the last three years) than Lovecraft himself ever had since his death.
In “The Revenge of Cthulhu” we are introduced to Herman Alexander, a struggling actor who…



Holes
This story appears here for the first time. I got to thinking about the Mayan Calendar and how it ends December 21, 2012. I’m fascinated by ancient myths, religions, and cultures. I also love conspiracy theories. I got to thinking about the Mayan Calendar, and small town life, and this story just kind of came together like it was meant to be. 
I might add that it’s the first of all my Mythos fiction to actually utilize all of the standard archetypes. You know, Arkham, Miskatonic University, the whole milieu Lovecraft worked with. Previously, I’d only utilized the concept Lovecraft presented in his work, the general theme that we as a species are just specks of dust in an uncaring universe with the notion that there are beings out there who can obliterate us if they so much as sneeze or fart. With “Holes” I wanted to go whole hog and pretend I was back in 1937 writing this for Weird Tales. 
 
 *   *   *
Editor’s note: The following is a transcription from a tape-recorded message. It has been reproduced here by a professional transcriptionist for easy reading.
It’s cold outside. Winter is here and, according to the newscasters, this is already proving to be the harshest winter in this part of the state.
(A heavy sigh on the tape. The sound of a chair squeaking.)
I guess I better get started.
Just a moment ago I heard a heavy booming. It sounded like something very large and heavy tramping through the forest behind my house. I took a peek outside, of course, but didn’t see anything. 
The booming was so heavy I could feel the ground vibrate.
I sat listening for ten minutes as the sound receded in the distance. I kept waiting for police sirens, or maybe the sound of somebody heading outside to investigate, but I saw and heard nothing else. Just those heavy, tramping footsteps. 
Because it sounded like they’d started near the Sallee home, I put my heavy winter coat on, headed outside, got into dad’s car, and drove over there real quick. The Sallee place is only half a mile from where I live.
The Sallee house looked empty when I got there. Looked like Billy’s parents were gone. 
Billy, of course, was probably home for winter break, like I was. 
There was no way I was going to go knock on the door to find out.
Instead, I parked the car on the side of the road and trudged through the ankle deep snow to the woods that bordered the Sallee house in the back. I kept well out of the perimeter of their property—old man Sallee is one of those gun nuts and has those NO TRESPASSING signs nailed up around his property. I made my way through the back and into the woods and started looking around, wondering if what I’d heard just ten minutes earlier had been a figment of my imagination.
It wasn’t. I saw it about fifty yards away from the Sallee back yard. 
There was a large path through the woods made by dozens of circular impressions. The impressions sank well into the snow, making firm prints about six inches into the frozen soil beneath. 
Whatever it was, it was heavy.
(Pause on the tape.)
And as I stood there, shivering in the cold night, my breath misting in front of me, I swear I could still hear it. Its footsteps moving farther and farther away from me. Judging from the distance, it had to be in town by now. 
But nobody saw it. I heard no screams, no crashing cars. 
Just those footsteps growing fainter.
I don’t even want to begin to think of what it might be.
*   *   *
(At this point the narrator must have turned the tape recorder off and then resumed again due to the audible clicking noise.)
I’m back in my house. God, I never want to see something like that again. 
Okay, I’m going to start everything over from the beginning.
My name’s Josh Collins. I’m twenty-one years old. I will turn twenty-two on January 21st, 2013, which is a little under a month away. I live in a dorm room on the Penn State campus in State College, Pennsylvania, but I spend my winter and summer break at my folk’s house in Lititz, Pennsylvania, where I grew up. I’m at my parent’s house now, in my old bedroom, narrating this all into a little voice recorder. My parents are at some Christmas party tonight for my dad’s company. He’s a Purchasing Director at a manufacturing firm in Lancaster, so it’s pretty much mandatory he attends a company Christmas party, you know? 
I’m an only child. And like I said, I grew up here. Went to Warwick High School, graduated top of my class in 2009. Got a scholarship to Penn State and am majoring in Engineering.
Anyway, I don’t want to tell you about myself, although I think I need to give you some of my background so you know where I come from. Who I really need to tell you about is Billy Sallee.
I grew up with Billy. He’s an only child, too. Only he and I are light years apart in so many ways.
I don’t mean to brag, but…I was a very popular guy in high school. I was on the track team, on the debate team, held various student body positions, and maintained a 4.0 grade average. I also managed to hold down a part-time job at Stauffer’s, the local grocery store, throughout my senior year. I did volunteer work in the community, all to raise my profile for the college recruiters, but also because I liked it. Yeah, I admit it…I like helping people. I know that’s kinda strange in this day and age, especially with people my age, but it’s true. I helped out at the local senior center, the local rec center. I did all kinds of things for the community.
And again…not to brag or anything, but I had a social life. I had friends. I had dates. I had a steady girlfriend in my senior year. Her name was Heather Watkins. She was a cheerleader, and unlike a lot of cheerleaders I knew, Heather actually had some smarts. She’s a junior at Millersville University now, majoring in Biology. 
Billy Sallee was smart, too. Like me, he maintained a 4.0 grade average. 
Unlike me, Billy Sallee had always been a social outcast. 
Billy’s parents were middle-class, like my folks. And while I think they loved him, I don’t think they really paid attention to him. I also think they coddled him too much. I remember when we were in kindergarten, his mother always sent him to school with notes to the teacher; she didn’t want Billy to play on the monkey bars because he was clumsy and she was afraid he’d hurt himself; she didn’t want him to eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches because peanut butter made him break out in a rash. It got to the point that the other kids immediately sensed Billy was not like everybody else, that he was Special. Therefore, he became a target. 
You know how kids are. Kids can be cruel.
Billy became the butt of everybody’s jokes. He was teased. Harassed. Humiliated. Laughed at.
Oh, the teachers tried to put a stop to it, of course. Kids got in trouble. But the teasing never stopped. Not really.
Despite that, Billy did great in school academically. Like I said, he was smart. He was a whiz at math and science. 
Because of the teasing he got throughout elementary school, he was painfully shy. It also didn’t help that his mother dressed him in the morning. His parent’s fashion sense wasn’t very becoming to him. If the word “geek” had a picture in the dictionary, Billy’s face would be featured prominently. When adolescence set in, Billy’s eyesight went south and he was fitted with glasses that magnified his eyeballs. His teeth were crooked (for some reason his parents never got him braces), he had bad acne, his hair was cut in a really awful haircut that suggested the barber (or his mother) had stuck a cereal bowl on his head and simply cut around the rim. Yeah, Billy was an outcast all right. And it might not sound like such a big deal, but you weren‘t there. Billy Sallee wasn’t just teased…he was tormented.
The examples are too numerous to mention. I can’t count how many times Billy was sent home from school crying. And not just little whimpering crying either, but outright bawling. The kids just picked and picked at him, finding all his vulnerable spots, and Billy never once fought back. I don’t know why he never fought back, although I have my suspicions. That probably had to do with his parents admonishing him to never make a fuss about things, to never call attention to himself, to not do anything that would embarrass them.
You know…things like fighting back, maybe getting suspended from school for the trouble. God forbid some school administrator thought badly about Billy’s parents because he’d gotten into one schoolyard fight. 
So instead, he suffered and never spoke out.
He was called every name in the book. He was called four-eyes. When we were thirteen he was called Chipmunk, for his teeth and his high-pitched squeaky voice. Pizza face was another common nickname when he got zits. Fishy was another nickname. At first I didn’t know why the kids called him Fishy. He was skinny, for one thing. Skeletor would have been more appropriate. One time I asked James Chapman why that particular nickname was given to Billy. “Because when he starts crying he breathes like a fish,” James said. “His mouth kind of goes like this.” He demonstrated, his lips turning into an “O” as he mock-gasped for breath and mock-sobbed at the same time, his eyes wide and bugged-out, giving the appearance of a fish looking out at you from an aquarium or something. The other kids that were gathered around us at lunchtime laughed at this demonstration. I didn’t laugh. I thought it was pathetic. 
But I never once told James this to his face. 
I realize I should have. Realized it shortly after it happened. But I never did anything about it.
To top it off, Billy didn’t have any kind of support system. He had no friends. And all I knew about his home life was that his parents were over-protective, and either didn’t have a clue their only child was the pariah of the school, or they didn’t care.
Despite Billy and I being on the same level academically, I didn’t know him very well. We were in the same class in a lot of subjects. We consistently fought for the top five in the entire school as far as grades. And even though Warwick High School is fairly small, and Lititz itself is a small town, Billy and I never so much as passed half a dozen words between us in the twelve years we went through public school together.
Pathetic, I know.
I never teased him. Never once made fun of him. 
But then I never did anything to stop it, either.
*   *   *
(There’s another clicking noise on the tape, and based on the narrative that follows it appears there was a significant pause between the prior and successive recordings.)
Okay, it’s been about an hour since I started taping this. CNN is reporting that there’s a riot in Lancaster City. Lancaster is about ten miles from where I live. CNN is also saying that similar riots are occurring in Philadelphia and Baltimore.
Here, I’m going to tape some of what’s going on.
(At this point another voice cuts in. We get the impression that the narrator has turned the microphone toward the television. We hear the voice of a female television newscaster.)
“…it’s really a mystery, Bob. The reports we’re getting are saying that windows are being broken, buildings are being demolished—it’s the only word I can use to describe it. Buildings are being broken as if something is crashing into them.”
“Something is crashing into them?” (This second voice is male and is obviously the co-anchor.)
“Something is crashing into them. In one case, a woman reported that her house was basically crushed. Like something walked right through it. We cut now to Alan Turin, who is reporting from York County.”
(There is a click, and then the narrative continues.)
I’ve been watching this the past hour. I also went online. This is big news. 
I know it’s tied to those large circular prints I saw behind the Sallee house. 
Something is out there. 
Billy Sallee did something. He called something up.
*   *   *
(There’s another click on the tape, as if it was turned off again, and then the narrator resumes.)
It’s four hours later and my parents aren’t home yet. I’m worried about them, and I almost went out to see if I could find them—the invitation to the Christmas party is on the refrigerator door, so I could just drive over there if I wanted to. But something is keeping me inside the house. I’m afraid to go outside.
It’s getting worse.
During the past four hours I’ve monitored the news and done some research. 
First, the news. Like I said, it’s getting worse. The phenomenon that’s being reported— buildings falling down or being crashed into by something invisible—is becoming not only more widespread, it’s starting to happen in other places. Detroit. Nashville. Los Angeles. Even London and Buenos Aires, of all places. Just ten minutes ago there was a report that it was happening in Brisbane, Australia. 
And new stuff is happening too. Not only are buildings being crashed into, but more of those large circular prints are appearing. It’s as if something giant and invisible with a lot of feet is walking around. People are reporting from all over the world that they’re hearing it. That tells me there’s more than one. 
There’s also something that sounds like it’s being dragged along the ground. Whatever it is, it’s big…big enough to demolish not only buildings, but also cars, bridges, even skyscrapers. It’s almost like a giant, invisible child is dragging a large blanket or something behind it through a miniature tinker-toy city and the blanket is destroying everything it’s dragged across, only the tinker-toy city is a real city.
Anyway, I wanted to tell more about Billy really quickly. I have a feeling that he has something to do with this, and it all has to do with what happened to him when we were kids, and how bad he was teased.
When we were seniors in high school, Billy and I had the same World History class. One day, we were studying Mayan History. Actually, we were studying South American history and we were covering all the indigenous people of Central and South America. We covered the Incas, the Aztecs, and then we got to the Mayans and their belief systems. How the Mayans were a highly advanced people, and how they had a complex system of mathematics, astrology, and astronomy. They’d even developed a calendar, and had it worked into a magical system. The teacher made an off-handed comment about the Mayan calendar being not only accurate with our own calendar, but he also mentioned that it ended on December 21, 2012. He mentioned that many people believed that was a sign, an end of the Great Cycle which many scholars believe began in August of 3114 B.C. Other people believe the Mayan Calendar doesn’t end at all, that its like the odometer on a car that simply starts a new cycle when 9 clicks over to 0 and so on, only in this case it’ll change from 2012 to something else. Anyway, he talked about many theories and he had the nerve to laugh about it all in class. Rather dismissively, too. But then he never did offer an alternate theory. 
Anyway, Billy was riveted by the story. Especially when Mr. Chapman talked about the ending of the Mayan Calendar. 
There was something about Billy that changed that day. I noticed it right away.
For the first time he actually raised his hand in class and asked Mr. Chapman questions. 
I don’t remember what the questions were now. For the life of me, I wish I did. But I remember it was pretty far out. Something that wasn’t even covered in the class. I remember a couple kids kinda chuckled, and Mr. Chapman looked out at the classroom kinda disapproving. Then he turned to Billy and answered his questions. They had this five-minute discussion on the Mayan Calendar. Billy was asking him not only about the calendar, but the Mayan belief system. Mr. Chapman seemed really interested in fielding Billy’s questions. I gotta admit, the change in Billy was astonishing. For the first time he seemed sure of himself. Like he had purpose.
In the weeks that followed, I noticed Billy spending a lot of time at the school library. While Billy was always smart, he never spent a lot of time at the library. Sometimes I caught a glimpse of the books he was checking out. Volumes on ancient history, astronomy. He must have been hitting up bookstores, too, because some of the books I saw him reading during study hall, or during lunch break were definitely not library books from the school. These were big books on mathematics and the occult (I could tell from the weird symbols on the covers). And there was this intensity about him while he was reading these books…an intensity I hadn’t seen in him since we were in the eighth grade.
When we were in the eighth grade, Billy created a device in science class that threw a mock explosion. That’s about the closest I can come to describing it. We were supposed to be making transistor radios, but like I said before…Billy is smart. That year was particularly bad for him because he was getting bullied pretty much every day. Anyway, he made this thing…Ted Gleason said it was a superconductor because that’s what his father had called it in the days that followed. I only caught a glimpse of it during class one day, and it was this little square metal thing, about the size of a wallet. It had a couple of wires sticking out of it, and a button in the center. It sure didn’t look like the radio we were supposed to be building. Instead, Billy put it inside a very large glass jar, screwed a lid over it, then drilled a hole in the lid. Then, using a straightened-out hanger, he inserted it through the hole and pushed the button with it.
The button was a detonator. 
We were in the final stages of our projects. We were supposed to be able to turn our radios on and get signals. Our electronics teacher, Mr. Eschbach, had been circling the class during the week we were building them, and I remember him stopping at Billy’s station to look at what he was doing. I heard glimpses of what Mr. Eschbach told Billy. “…you’ve got this all wrong, Mr. Sallee…” and “…you haven’t been listening or paying attention…you’re deviating from the scope of this project…” and “…no matter the outcome of your project, Mr. Sallee, I’m afraid I’m going to have to fail you…” And then, finally, the coup de grace.
I was watching as Billy inserted the straightened-out coat hanger through the little hole and depress the button.
And I saw the mini-explosion that brightened the glass jar his little metallic box was in. 
We all felt a mini-concussion rock through the atmosphere of the class. Ted Gleason and I were the only ones who saw the flash, and then the miniature mushroom cloud flared inside the glass amid fiery smoke and blowing particles of metal and wire.
Mr. Eschbach ran up to Billy upset and astonished. “What have you done? My God, what have you done?”
I remember the panic that ensued as Mr. Eschbach ushered us out of the room. I remember him grasping Billy’s arm firmly as he led him down the hall to the principal’s office. I remember the police and the fire department coming to the school. I also remembered guys coming to the school dressed in white plastic coveralls, wearing facemasks and helmets with the radioactive symbol stenciled on their backs. 
Billy Sallee was almost expelled from school for that stunt. He was even visited by the government. I think it was the FBI; they wanted to know where he’d come up with the formula for creating what was essentially a mock nuclear device. For weeks our town lived under a cloud of suspicion as the once tranquil streets crawled with government vehicles. They whisked Billy and the remains of his device away to some lab, and it was later determined that what he’d created wasn’t radioactive at all. It was a eventually deemed to be harmless; using materials he obtained in class, he simply created a superconductor made from carbon nanotubes coated with an amine through which gases absorb on the surface. He created an electrical charge which “ignited” the gases and—voila!—a fake hydrogen explosion within a controlled environment.
The school didn’t expel him, but he was suspended for three days. In the months following that incident, people seemed to be afraid of Billy Sallee. It was almost as if the harassment and teasing, which had reached its pinnacle in the days prior to that incident, proved to be the catalyst for Billy to demonstrate what he was capable of, and it worked. I later found out that what he did in class that day would have required somebody at a PhD level to accomplish and Billy had not only figured it out himself, he seemed to have done it without the aid of any Internet “how-to” guides. I think it was his way of sending everybody a warning that he’d had enough, and the message was not only heard, it was taken seriously. The jocks and preppie kids that constantly tormented and picked on him suddenly let up. The teachers and administrators that had turned a blind eye to it all suddenly went out of their way to be nice to him. I admit that I even made a small attempt at being friendly with Billy. Perhaps even then, we were all afraid of what he could do. 
I later learned through Ted Gleason and his father (who, for some reason, had taken an interest in what happened) that the school district reached out to the Sallee family and began a series of meetings. They realized they had not only an exceedingly brilliant student, but also one who had the capability of even greater things. They realized he could use his knowledge, his talent, for good if he was only properly mentored. So with that, Billy had a mentor in the form of Mr. Eschbach (who, despite the scare Billy put into him, took an interest in his scientific mind). The harassment from the jocks stopped in the ninth grade, and by the time we entered Warwick High School, that was all in the past. Billy Sallee was still a social outcast, still avoided by the social elite, but he was on the fast track to bigger and better things. He was on the fast track to a promising scientific career.
The harassment levied against Billy might have stopped on the surface, but it was still going on in more subtle ways. In the tenth grade yearbook, his photo was credited to “Spaz” Sallee. Kevin Malone was suspended for that. The one time Billy tried to reach out to his classmates in a gesture of friendship resulted in a nasty rumor being spread about him (that he was sexually attracted to chickens, of all things). He got a new nickname because of that: chicken-head. He retreated socially again, and as the years passed into our junior year and the early months of our senior year, he became even more withdrawn. His physical appearance became disheveled, which didn’t help matters. If he thought withdrawing would make him less visible to the more popular jock crowd (who were the main culprits of the continued harassment), it didn’t. 
The administrators tried to stop it, of course, but nothing much was really done about it. After all, the jocks were higher on the social ladder. They carried the football and track teams. Some of them were academic stars, too. The teachers and administrators mostly tried to keep them—the jocks—and Billy away from each other.
It mostly worked.
And like I said…I could have stopped it. Or at least I thought I could have. I could have at least influenced the jocks—who I knew very well on a social level—from harassing Billy. I was a popular student. I was a leader. Other kids looked up to me. They respected my decisions on various councils I sat on. I had a way with persuasion. 
I could have done something. 
But I didn’t.
(There is a short pause on the tape and several sighs are heard. Then the narrative continues.)
That brings things to the day in History when Billy learned about the Mayan calendar.
Like I said, after Billy heard this it was like he became a changed person. He began reading books on ancient religions and cults, began pouring over books on mathematics and astronomy and physics. It almost seemed like he had a sense of anger in him, an emotion I’d never seen in him before (prior to that he’d always seemed shy, scared, or pleading with whoever was near him to leave him alone and stop bothering him). Now, though, he was angry. 
I also detected a sense of hate coming from him.
In fact, he seemed downright spooky.
My girlfriend, Heather, mentioned to me one night on a date that he creeped her out. 
I can only imagine that if he evoked those feelings in Heather, he evoked it in other girls too.
But Billy wasn’t interested in girls in high school. He wasn’t interested in much of anything, really, until that day in World History. After that, he developed a keen interest in physics.
Several big colleges courted Billy, including Harvard, Stanford, and Yale, but he settled on a little college in a place called Arkham, Massachusetts. I’d never heard of the school before, or the town, and I remember wondering why he turned down such prestigious universities to attend a school that wasn’t such a heavy-hitter. I remember making this remark to some friends over pizza one Saturday night, and Ted said something about Miskatonic University being a pretty good school. It was one of those institutions that flew under the radar but was considered top pedigree nonetheless. Regardless, that’s where Billy was going. 
And so that’s how things went for the next three years. 
(There’s a strange noise in the background of the tape. We hear the narrator mutter “shit,” then a click suggests the recorder has been switched off once more, before the audio resumes.)
That was some shit! Man…it was like…damn, I don’t know how to describe it…it was like something…something that sounds like a…lion…or a wolf or…some kind of animal that’s…well, it was indescribable, to tell you the truth. It had a growl, that much was certain. But it also had a strange whining tone to it. Almost like a whistling. And it sounded like it was coming from right outside.
Whatever it is, it’s gone now. 
(There’s another sigh on the tape.)
I’m in the basement now. My folk’s basement is completely finished. I turned off all the lights upstairs, brought some food down and stashed it in the fridge we keep in the downstairs bar. I turned on the baseboard heater, so I’ll at least be warm tonight. 
Anyway, I want to continue about Billy. I’m almost finished, so this won’t take much longer.
The first time I came home for Christmas break, Ted Gleason and I went out. We got to talking about our friends from high school and Billy came up. Ted said he’d seen Billy at the Park City Mall the day after he came home for winter break. Ted said he looked worse than he’d ever seen him. He was wandering around the mall with a glazed look on his face, his appearance grubby, just watching people. Ted said he even stopped to say hi and all Billy did was look at him like he didn’t even know him. Ted said he asked Billy how Miskatonic was, and Billy warmed up to that. He smiled at Ted, said school was great! Like he was real enthusiastic about it. Ted asked Billy what he was studying and Billy muttered something else again. Ted thought he said he was studying physics, but he wasn’t entirely sure because Billy kept muttering about “angles” and “portals” and “the spheres beyond” or some nonsense. That’s when Ted realized that maybe Billy was going a crazy.
For some reason after hearing that I had the wild urge to head over to Billy’s house to maybe see for myself what he was up to.
Ted was totally up for that. 
So we got in my car later that night and drove over to Billy Sallee’s home on Spooky Nook road.
We parked at the end of the rural, two-lane road, then made our way on foot to the house. Spooky Nook Road is pretty far out in the country, and there are only half a dozen homes on its half-mile run. Across the road from the houses is farmland. Behind the homes are thick woods. Ted and I hiked over to Billy’s house and, once there, crept up to the house.
The windows were dark. I noticed a car parked in the driveway. By all outward appearances, though, I had the impression nobody was home. 
Ted and I crept up to the side of the house, being as careful and quiet as we could. We stood still for a while, trying to get a sense if anybody was home. 
It sure didn’t seem like it.
Ted grabbed my arm, pointed toward the ground, and I saw what he was getting at. There was a faint light coming from the basement.
We crept forward slowly and knelt by the basement window. The window was set at ground level. We could see a light emanating from somewhere within, and once we got close enough we began to hear the sounds.
I got down on my knees, shivering from the cold, and crawled to the window. I put my face to it, cupping my hands to the side of my eyes to see inside. Ted did the same. I really wasn’t worried about the repercussions should somebody—Mr. Sallee, or even Billy himself—come out and catch us. I could just claim that we knocked on the door and nobody came and we went around back to see if anybody was home. No big deal.
What we saw in the basement, though, almost made me bolt for the car right then.
Billy was in the basement, his back to us. He was in a room that was off the area we were peering in. There were candles lit everywhere. The candle flames cast iridescent shadows on the walls. They illuminated what we were seeing perfectly.
Billy was standing on the floor, his arms outstretched, head titled back. There was a big black book lying open on a podium, as if he was reading or reciting from it. There were candles on the floor. There was also a weird shape drawn on the wood floor, with strange symbols scrawled here and there. There were large scraps of paper with other symmetrical shapes and designs scrawled on them, with writing that appeared Arabic. I also saw bottles with different kinds of liquid resting on a bench nearby. 
Then we heard the sounds.
It almost sounded like Billy was chanting.
And there was something in the atmosphere, too. Something that was heavy, and malevolent and dangerous. I could feel it closing in on me. It almost felt like some awful force was being conjured, that it was simply waiting for some kind of signal to unleash its damage.
Ted and I got the hell out of there. 
We ran back to the car, got in, and drove away. As we headed toward town I kept telling Ted that we had to do something. What Billy was doing wasn’t right. Ted kept shaking his head, saying we can’t do anything about it. Billy wasn’t breaking the law, and it was we who were trespassing. He suggested we just leave it alone and not have anything to do with Billy ever again. I finally agreed.
(There is a pause on the tape, a couple of sighs, then what sounds like a sob. A moment later the narrator’s voice comes back.)
I didn’t see Billy for a long time after that. Over the past three winter breaks I inquired kinda casually around town to see if Billy was home, and he was. Billy always came home for the holidays. I never saw him, and I never went by his house after that incident, but I couldn’t help but think about him and what he was up to.
And then…this year…and what’s happening now…
I saw Billy a few days ago at the Freeze and Frizz hamburger stand on Broad Street. He was looking shabby still, and the people around him gave him a wide berth, like he had a bad odor or something. He was just so damn scary! It was like people subconsciously knew he was bad news and they stayed away. 
Seeing him again got me to thinking about what he’d been up to the past few years, so when I got home I got on the computer and googled Miskatonic University. I found the school’s website and read as much about it as I could. It seemed like a good school. Good, upstanding academic record. Its alumni were well-respected scientists, physicians, lawyers, professors, and writers. I wasn’t finding much out on the university’s website, so I broadened my search to other sites. It was there that I found more than I’d ever wanted to know.
Arkham, Massachusetts. A place said to be cursed. Witch-haunted. 
And Miskatonic University itself is said to house rare books in a special section of the library, under lock and key, with armed guards patrolling the grounds…books that are said to be dangerous. Books that are said to contain secrets and formulas that could spell the end of civilization as we know it should they fall into the wrong hands.
Naturally, I gravitated to those rumors and googled and googled until my brain reached saturation. I learned about the Necronomicon, of its author, the Mad Arab Abdul Alhazred, of De Vermis Mysteriis, of Cultes des Goules and the Liber Demonorum and another book that had a similar name. I think it was just called the Daemonolatreia. These were ancient tomes kept under lock and key at the Miskatonic University library. I tried to find out what those books contained by further Google searches. There was a lot of speculation…a lot of wild guessing…but I couldn’t find any reliable source on what was in them. Everything I read, from message board postings to essays on the occult on various websites, said the same thing: the books were ancient volumes of magic and contained ancient histories of the Old Ones, inter-dimensional beings that came from beyond the spheres, other dimensions, way back when the earth was uninhabited by man. These Old Ones ruled the earth then and somehow got banished to the outer spheres, but the books are said to contain formulas and rituals that are supposed to appease them, to throw the gates open to allow them access to this world, that if the right words were spoken, when the stars were right, the angles would be shifted and the spheres would open, allowing them access.
And really…all I could do was put two and two together and…well, this is it. Billy Sallee somehow gained access to those books. How he did it, I can only speculate. He was smart. It wouldn’t surprise me if he rose so high in the academic ranks at Miskatonic that he was allowed occasional access to those volumes. He wouldn’t be allowed to take them off the premises, of course, but like I said…he was smart. He would know where to look, could memorize certain passages, and would then work in secret to apply what he’d learned with what else they were teaching him there. Things like advanced geometry and physics and string theory and…well, shit…think about it, man! If those books were right…and they had to be, otherwise why would they be guarded so heavily? If they were right…and knowing a little about physics and string theory…how there are inter-dimensions that lie within our own…all it takes is the right mathematical formula to penetrate it…it makes perfect sense that Billy would take advantage of the ending of the Great Cycle and everything happening because of it, like the new sunspots that are popping up on the sun now, and use that knowledge and the information in those books to open those inter-dimensional gates to release something—
(There’s another pause on the tape, accompanied by deep, gasping breaths. When the narrator’s voice comes back on he is on the verge of panic.)
None of this would have happened if I had done something to stop the bullying! Billy was teased and bullied all his life, made to feel like a loser and a scapegoat, and he suffered great emotional pain. And for that, he got even. What’s happening is Billy’s revenge against an uncaring world; one that never protected him, that always showed him scorn and ridicule. He did something to open those dimensions and release the Old Ones into our world, to wreak havoc and destroy us. That’s what those things are that are destroying the cities…that’s what those large, circular holes are in the ground behind Billy’s house. It’s an Old One…some slithering, invisible monstrosity that he conjured up…it’s what those booming noises I heard are…they’re footsteps. And these things…they’re spilling out of the break in the dimension into our world, and the more they come out, the bigger the hole they’re creating between dimensions…that’s why we’re seeing more of this havoc all over the world…it’s not just the ending of the Great Cycle, that’s part of it, sure, but Billy is using that natural occurrence to his advantage…the holes are getting bigger, and soon it’s going to be a flood and they’ll be everywhere and…ah, God, if I’d only done something to have stopped it!
(The tape clicks as if the recorder is switched off and on again. As the narrator’s voice resumes there’s static in the background and he’s crying.)
The power’s out everywhere! I can hear something outside! I can hear something walking outside…something that sounds big and it’s knocking down houses and I never saw my parents today, never saw them before they left to tell them I loved them and…oh God, it’s right outside the house—
(The audio ends at this point and never resumes.)
DETECTIVE’S STATEMENT: 
The above narrative was created by a professional transcriptionist in the employ of the Lancaster City Police department, and transcribed into text format for easy analysis in the case of Joshua Collins of 434 E. Oak Lane, Lititz, PA. Joshua is a suspect in the murder of his parents, Brian and Dorothy Collins, who were discovered by neighbors on the morning of December 12, 2012 when they failed to meet them for a church function. 
It is the opinion of the criminal psychiatrist who read and listened to the narrative, and examined Mr. Collins in the psychiatric wing of Lancaster County Prison, that Joshua Collins is not only delusional, but suffers from myriad mental disorders including paranoia, schizophrenia, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and various other manias. Joshua is currently under the care of Kerry Wilson, MD, a prominent psychiatrist hired by Mr. and Mrs. Collins’ estate. Dr. Becker, the criminal psych who examined him, concurs with Dr. Wilson. After talking with both psychiatrists, reading through all the evidence, viewing the crime scene, and talking to dozens of witnesses, I am inclined to side with the mental health professionals. Joshua Collins needs to be confined to a mental hospital, possibly for life. He does not deserve prison.
There are things in Joshua’s tape-recorded statement that need to be clarified with a grain of sanity and good old-fashioned truth. The first is obvious: Joshua Collins did pick on Billy Sallee. In fact, according to several witnesses, including Ted Gleason and Mr. Sallee himself, Joshua Collins was the catalyst; the ring-leader, if you will. While he might not have dished out the harshest of the bullying, he always instigated it, setting the wheels in motion, so to speak. He only stepped in occasionally to administer a cruel punch in the arm, a cold-hearted verbal jab, plant a cruel and vicious sign on the back of poor Billy Sallee and laugh with the rest of his moronic friends. So, despite Joshua Collins stating numerous times that he was the wonder boy who did nothing to stop the vicious teasing of Billy Sallee, that statement is a falsehood. Joshua was no wonder boy. He was part of the elite crowd, yes, but was by no means a golden choirboy.
 Regarding the phenomenon Joshua describes in his narrative, including the reports of invisible monsters rampaging through his town and all over the world, the destruction of property, and the chaos he describes, they are falsehoods. The brief news excerpts we hear on the audio are from a science-fiction movie. The other sounds we hear are from other horror and science fiction movies he had playing on his computer when he recorded this tape. In short, there were no monsters bursting loose from other dimensions to destroy the world as he described. It was all an elaborate set-up built to feed his paranoia and delusions.
It is the belief of the psychiatrists and myself that extreme guilt festered in Joshua for years, building up until it manifested in his various mental ailments. Joshua was obviously guilt-ridden for his part in Billy Sallee’s years of mental torture. He not only managed to hide his guilt well, his psyche developed what Dr. Becker called an “alternate personality” to help deal with it. It was these various ailments that eventually led to Joshua’s mental disintegration and, ultimately, the murder of his parents. 
I would like to add an interesting footnote to all this. Contrary to Joshua’s statements about Billy Sallee’s state of mind and physical appearance in his narrative, upon interviewing Mr. Sallee I found him to be not only calm and articulate, but also well groomed and handsome. His high school senior class photo shows a boy who looks somewhat awkward, perhaps, but it is obvious to myself and the other investigating officers that Mr. Sallee shed that image and blossomed into a fine young man. Mr. Sallee admitted to me that he was painfully shy as a child and was, indeed, deeply hurt by the teasing he endured, but he obviously developed courage and a sense of spirit at Miskatonic. Perhaps leaving his home environment helped. Whatever the case, Mr. Sallee does not resemble the strange, shambling, unkempt figure Joshua Collins describes in his testimony. Mr. Sallee not only comes across as a courageous, if not outgoing and confident young man, but one who is well-groomed and pleasant in appearance. Currently a Physics student at Miskatonic University in Arkham, Massachusetts (and on a whim, I investigated Joshua’s claims about the so-called forbidden books that are said to be housed at the University’s library; the head librarian told me they do keep rare books—including the Necronomicon, which he says is merely an ancient history book—and that they rarely allow access to them because of their rare state, not because they’re dangerous), Mr. Sallee plans to pursue PhD studies there as well.
I think the only thing that Joshua Collins was correct about in his rambling, chaotic statement was what the officers and I found in the woods behind the Sallee home during our preliminary investigation, which very well could have triggered this latest and fatal outburst of violence. 
Starting from the perimeter of the Sallee backyard and leading into the woods beyond are several large, circular impressions in the ground. 



The Man Who Had a Death Wish
(with G. W. Thomas)
The original version of this story was not only longer, it had no supernatural elements in it. I’d always wanted to write a western, and the early version of this story was my first attempt at that genre. Of course, it turned out rather dark and I had no idea what to do with it. 
It wasn’t until I showed the story to Gary Thomas that he suggested we collaborate on it. Gary and I had talked about collaborating before, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity. It was Gary’s idea to introduce the Lovecraftian elements into this story, and as far as I can tell it’s the first of its kind—a Lovecraftian western. We bounced this story back and forth for multiple drafts and the end result was drastically different from that first version. Our combined re-writing turned it into an entirely new and different tale. It was also now more unsaleable than ever, but what the hell—it was the most unique piece of fiction I’d written or collaborated on up to that point, so I was happy. 
Its length and overall weirdness made it a tough sale. Fortunately Brian Keene, then the fiction editor at Horrofind.com, liked the piece enough to want to buy it and publish it. Since its original publication, it’s been reprinted a number of times in other magazines and anthologies, making it one of my most reprinted stories.
*   *   *
“Mr. Jenkins. I want you to kill me.”
Pete Jenkins looked up from a full straight and his whiskey glass. The statement came from a disheveled, dripping wet man dressed in ragged blue jeans, a white open throat shirt, a tan leather vest, and boots. Outside it was cold and raining hard from a fierce storm. The hat the stranger wore was worn and dirty with wet dust. His mustache was long and scraggly, his face stubbled with three days growth of beard. His clothes were dirty and large sweat stains had spread under the arms of his shirt, still visible from the wetness of the rain. It looked like he had traveled a long distance.
 Jenkins rose to his feet. The stranger backed away, dragging his boots in the dirt. Pete was a little on edge, as he always was when somebody he didn’t know came into town asking for him. It usually meant a confrontation, the other man coming into town to prove his prowess by challenging Pete to a gunfight. Pete had a reputation throughout the West as one of the toughest men around.
“What did you say?” he asked, standing up straight. Behind him, his friends rose to their feet, hands at their holsters, ready for trouble. 
The stranger looked at Pete with bloodshot eyes that had a haunted look. His voice, when he spoke, was low, but strong. “I just want one thing, Mr. Jenkins. I want you to kill me.”
The request hung in the air for a moment in the silence. Pete couldn’t believe his ears. He’d heard some crazy requests in his time, but none as crazy as this.
Pete broke the silence with a laugh, turning to his friends who joined him. The half dozen or so men who were in the bar when the stranger walked in joined them in their laughter. Only one man did not join in. A tall, dark man with one leg-tied holster who drank alone at the other end of the bar. He looked up at the stranger for the first time, then went back to minding his own business.
“Well now, that has got to be the damnedest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.” Pete Jenkins pushed his hat back up on his head and regarded the stranger. He stood with his hands on his hips, eyeing the stranger with interest. “You want me to kill you?”
“I’ve heard that you are the best shot in the entire Wyoming territory,” the stranger said. “Best in the entire West, actually. I heard your name in Boston when I got back to the United States, and started hearing it more and more on my trip west. Especially in Kansas and Colorado. You have quite a reputation there.”
Pete Jenkins chuckled, glancing at his buddies as they joined him. “Well, I guess I do now, don’t I?” It was true. At thirty-four years of age, Pete Jenkins had gunned down more men than years he had lived. Wrestlers, gamblers, even honest men, it made no difference. If Pete came gunning, the other man ended face down in the dirt. He wore two colts in polished holsters. He was equally deadly with a Henry rifle or a Winchester. In a standup fight he would always come out the better man, though he had no problem with dry-gulching a man or shooting him in the back. 
“I was impressed by what I heard,” the stranger continued. “I come here today asking you to use that talent in killing me.”
Pete Jenkins’ buddies laughed, but Pete didn’t join them. His grin was plastered on his face, clearly amused by the novelty of the situation. “What’s your name, my friend?”
The stranger’s face shifted in shame. He averted his eyes from Pete’s face, shuffling his feet and looking at the floor. “I don’t think that matters much, don’t you think? But if it matters to you, call me what you want.”
“Fine,” Peter Jenkins said, not liking the looks of this man, and not liking his strange request either. “Normally, I’d be perfectly happy to help you out here. And I suppose it’s none of my business to ask you why you want to die. I believe a man is the master of his own destiny, and if a man chooses to end his life then so be it. I’m not going to try to talk you out of it. But I do have one question for you.”
The man looked up at Pete with his bloodshot eyes.
“Why not do it yourself?” The grin disappeared from Pete Jenkins’ face as he regarded the beanpole thin man standing in front of him.
The stranger opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. He shook his head. “It’s something you wouldn’t understand,” he said softly. “I…I’ve tried already…thought about it, tried it a few times…drinking and stuff…and…” He shook his head and looked at Pete, meeting his gaze. “I try but something stops me. I have to be killed by another.” The sign of a terrible struggle inside shivered through him as he straightened himself up. Pete noticed it and nodded.
“Well then, I accept that,” Pete said, smiling again. “And I’ll be happy to meet your favor. When do you want me to—”
“Now,” the stranger said, his voice deadpan, his eyes hollow and haunted. “Right here. Or outside if you prefer.”
“Fine,” Pete said, grinning wide. He couldn’t believe this joker. Part of him still didn’t believe the guy was serious, so he came up with one more distraction. “Sure you don’t want a last meal? Men sentenced to die are at least offered one last meal, you know.”
The man shook his head. “No.”
“You sure?” Behind him, the bar had grown silent, but Earl and Ray, his two partners with whom he rode most of the time, chuckled in amusement. “I mean, we want to do this as civil as possible. Don’t want you to go out any less than a condemned man. Tell you what? How about one last romp in the sack with one of the gals here at the Brown Jug Saloon?”
The man shuddered and shook his head harder. It looked like the idea of sex with one of the girls sickened him. “No.” And then, in a voice so low that Pete almost didn’t hear it: “Especially not that.”
Pete frowned. “Did I hear that right?”
The man appeared to shrink visibly. “What’s that?”
Pete took a step forward, his right hand over the butt of his gun. “The way you declined my offer for one last romp with one of our girls…you made it sound as if there was something wrong with them.”
The man took a step back, his body language clearly indicating that he wanted out of the situation, but was frozen in fear. “No…I didn’t mean that at all.”
“Then maybe you would like one last romp with one of the girls?”
“No.”
Pete’s eyes narrowed. The man’s eyes flickered around the room; his hands were shaking. “You declined that offer pretty fast, partner. What’s the matter? Like men better?”
This brought a fresh gale of laughter from the rest of the bar. The owner of the Brown Jug Saloon stood behind the bar watching the scene, leaning against the polished oak of the bar top. Pete looked back at his friends and the rest of the room, acknowledging the praise of the verbal insult. He could feel his body grow warm and tingly the way it did when he was getting primed for a fight.
The man practically stuttered his answer. “N-n-no, I’m—”
Pete lunged forward and grabbed the man by the front of his shirt in both fists. “You do like men, don’t you? You don’t want a romp in the sack with one of the girls because you’re a goddamned homosexual, aren’t you?”
“N-n-no, I’m not, I’m—”
Pete backhanded the man across the face, knocking him back easily. The guy was so thin it didn’t take much effort. The man fell and Pete was on him in a flash, hauling him to his feet, shaking him. His two buddies, Ray Palmer and Earl Jones, joined him and together they shoved the stranger around, reveling in the smaller man’s fear. Pete punctuated his shoves with a “not man enough for one of our gals, huh? Like the touch of a man, better? Huh?” Each shove was accompanied by similar catcalls from the other men. Each time the stranger was shoved against one man, he made a scramble to escape, only to get grabbed and shoved roughly into another man. 
The dark man at the bar stepped back, baring his Ranger badge and his own side-iron with a flip of his coat. “That’s enough, Pete,” he said in a dry, rough voice.
Pete and his buddies froze, dropping the small man, bearing their own artillery. “What’s that, Lawman? You got something to say to me?”
“You’ve had your fun. Leave him alone now.”
“Why don’t you just get the hell out of here. This don’t concern you.” 
The deputy eyed the three gunmen, as if sizing them up. Pete felt his body tense as his hand went toward his piece, primed and ready. He eyed the lawman, prepared for any sudden movement. Prepared for—
The guns came up in a flash. The deputy was fast, but Pete was faster. The lawman fell over, blood flying from his head. He collapsed against a table, then lay on the floor making the sawdust red. 
Pete Jenkins didn’t let down his gun. He waved Earl over to check the body. The other man approached with his own gun ready. Earl felt the lawman’s throat. “He’s alive. You just creased him. He’ll wake tomorrow with a hell of a headache.”
“Goddamn tin star. Gotta kill him someday. But not today, eh, my friend?” He turned his attention back to the small man who waited quietly, clutching his hat. Just as it appeared that he was going to start whimpering, Pete grabbed him by the scruff of the collar and started hauling him toward the stairs to the saloon’s second floor. “Let’s go, you damn, homo.”
“What—” The man began.
“Shut up!” Pete growled, shoving him up the stairs, Earl and Ray close behind him, followed by the rest of the saloon. He had been amused by the stranger’s request, but now he was merely annoyed by his weakness in the face of conflict. “You want me to kill you? Fine! I’ll kill you, but first I’m going to torture your man-loving ass.” He laughed. “Boy are you gonna hate this!” And with that he shoved the man down the short hallway on the second floor and stopped him at the middle door on the left. He knocked loudly three times.
The door opened and a woman peered out. She had dirty blonde hair and appeared to be in her late twenties. “What is it?”
“Got one for you, Maggie,” Pete said, shoving the stranger forward. Maggie opened the door quickly as the man was shoved into the room, followed closely by Pete. Ray and Earl hovered at the door, their grins wicked as the rest of the men crowded outside the room in the hallway.
The stranger was pushed to the narrow bed in the middle of the room. There were two other women in the room, all of them dressed in long, frilly dresses. One of them looked no older than fifteen. Maggie turned to Pete “Okay, Pete, what the hell is going on?”
“This guy wants the fuck of his life, Maggie,” Pete said, motioning to the stranger, who was pulling himself off the bed, shaking. “He’s a goddamned homosexual and he needs to be changed from his ways. You and your girls are about the best whores in town that could do that for him.”
“Please,” The man said, no longer comfortable with being passive. His face was pleading, his eyes huge with fright. “Please, you don’t know what you’re doing—”
Pete pulled his gun out of the holster and pointed it at the man’s forehead. “Shut the hell up and get undressed. Now!”
One of the women, dark-haired, slim, piped up from the corner. “Gee, Pete. Don’t you think you’re being a little too hard on the guy?”
Pete looked at her with a grimace. “The last time I was a little too hard was the last time I fucked your ass so hard you couldn’t sit down for a week. Now sit down and shut up!”
The woman closed her mouth and turned away. The younger girl remained silent, her features filled with dread. Pete turned his attention back to the man and pressed the barrel of the gun to the man’s forehead. He cocked the hammer. “Off with your clothes.”
Tears ran down the stranger’s cheeks. It didn’t appear that he wanted to die so badly now. He started taking off his boots. “Please, sir,” he said, his voice high and whining. “Please, not here, please…”
Earl stepped forward and slapped some bills down on the dresser by the entrance. Payment. Pete motioned to Maggie. “Why don’t you get undressed too, honey. This ol’ boy here might as well sample the best. He’s all yours.”
Maggie looked at her friends and nodded. They headed toward the doorway, squeezed past Earl and Ray who leered as they sidled by and retreated down the hallway to the back rooms. Pete kept his gun trained on the stranger, who was struggling to unbutton his shirt. “Come on, tiger. We don’t have all day.”
“Please,” The man cried. He got his shirt off and let it fall to join his pants. Pete motioned with the gun for the man to remove his skivvies. He did, moving like an automaton, crying “Please, you don’t know what you’re doing…oh, God please…”
It was Maggie who noticed first but they all let out a startled rush of breath at the sight of the man’s body. The skinny, lily-white skin was covered in weird tattoos, scars that made odd patterns on his skin. The majority of the swirls were a combination of mandalas intersected by weird, arcane symbols.
“Well, I’ll be—” Pete blurted out. “He’s a goddamn circus freak!”
“What is that weird shit?” asked Earl.
“Looks Injun. You been tortured by Injuns, boy?” asked Maggie.
“When did he have time to live with Injuns? He’s a greenhorn,” said Pete. “Get on with it, Maggie.”
Maggie removed the last of her clothing and sat down on the bed next to him, already warming to the idea of the trick. She smiled at the stranger. “What’s your name, honey?”
“He wouldn’t tell us,” Pete said, gun trained at the man’s forehead. “I suppose it don’t matter none since you ain’t gonna remember ten minutes from now, Maggie.” 
Maggie shot a frown at Pete and turned back to the stranger, mustering up a smile. “How do you want me, baby?” 
Pete shot a leering glance back toward the rest of the men crowded around the doorway, then turned back to Maggie. “Let him take you the way a real man takes a woman. Lay on your back and open them legs, darlin’.” 
Hoots and hollers rose from the men in the doorway as Maggie complied with a smile. She rested her head back on the pillow, her breasts spilling over the sides of her chest as she opened her legs, exposing her sex. Pete smiled lasciviously, prodding the man with the barrel of the gun. “Okay, partner. You’re gonna thank me when this is over. You get in there and fuck her like a jack rabbit.”
The man was sobbing hoarsely, his face red with tears. He looked up at Pete as he crawled on the bed over Maggie. “Please, you don’t…kn-know what you’re…doing…”
Pete touched the barrel of the gun against the man’s temple, finger tight on the trigger. “I know very well what I’m doing. Now fuck her!”
Maggie cooed something to the stranger as he moved over her, his face still turned to Pete. He was bawling now, his face screwed up. He was mumbling unintelligibly. “I…don’t want to…k-k-keh…oh, God please…” His penis was shriveled; it brushed against Maggie’s sex limply and Pete and Maggie laughed. 
“Come on, honey, let’s get your equipment going, okay?” Maggie reached down and began working his limp penis with her fingers. She smiled at him, smirking. “You can do it.”
“No…” The man gasped, still sobbing. “I can’t…please…I can’t do this…I…d-don’t want to…keh…k—”
“Goddamn it, quit your whining!” Pete stepped forward and belted the man in the face. The blow sent him collapsing on top of Maggie, bringing a fresh bout of sobs from him. 
Maggie turned her features up at Pete, now angry. “I’ve had enough of you, Pete Jenkins. Get the hell out of my room and let me tend to this boy here in peace!”
“Guy’s a damned crybaby,” Pete muttered.
“I don’t care what you think about him,” Maggie shrieked, holding the man close to her as he sobbed loudly, his face buried in the pillow next to Maggie’s head. “He’s mine, and your boys already paid for his time with me. Now get the hell out!”
Pete stepped toward her menacingly. He hated it when women talked back to him like that. “What did you say, bitch?”
The door to the bedroom opened and the other two whores stood in the doorway, the older one glaring at Pete threateningly. “Let her alone, Pete. She’s just trying to earn her money. Leave her be.”
Pete saw that the men from the saloon were still crowded in the hallway behind the whores. Earl nodded, signifying that it would be best if he let Maggie do her thing. The homosexual had been humiliated enough, and was going to go through even more hell when Maggie got him calmed down and tried to seduce him. He knew that Maggie would fuck just about anything, which was why he had chosen her to screw the stranger in the first place. Maggie could make the limp, scared cock of the shyest virgin spring to attention quicker than a horse could shit.
Everything was taken care of. Pete nodded, tipped his hat toward Maggie and the stranger, who was sobbing quietly now, and backed out of the room. “Have fun, partner. When you’re finished we’ll discuss the rest of your proposition in the bar.” He laughed and walked out of the room, joining the rest of the men in the hall amid congratulatory chuckles and pats on the back.
The older whore glanced in the room one last time and Maggie nodded at her to close the door. She did. The door closed softly. Leaving Maggie and the stranger alone.
“It’s okay, baby,” Maggie cooed, holding the man close to her, her right hand patting his scarred back. She shifted slightly underneath the weight of his body, moving her face close to his ear, whispering soothingly to him. “There, it’s okay, baby. Everything’s all right. They’re all gone. There…there…” The man’s sobs began to trickle down. Maggie held him in her embrace, talking to him in soft, soothing tones. Calming him down. And then— “Come on, baby. I’m yours…”
*   *   *
The bar had grown quiet since they’d all returned downstairs after Maggie had thrown them out. The storm outside had grown stronger, lightning flashing followed by loud rumbles of thunder. Pete Jenkins had gone to the bar for a few shots of bourbon while a dart game resumed in the far corner. The deputy had been hauled off to a back room to sleep off his head wound. Earl and Ray joined Pete at the bar, and for the next ten minutes they slammed down shots and laughed about the stranger and the gunfight. 
“So what do you think?” Pete guffawed, alcohol fumes spraying. “Think Maggie will turn that homosexual into a real man?”
“You got that right,” Earl said, flashing a toothless grin. He raised his own shot glass and downed it. The bartender quickly refilled their glasses, joining in with their jokes about the man that had been crazy and dumb enough to walk into the Brown Jug saloon and challenge Pete Jenkins to such a dare.
“Damn fool should thank you for getting him laid before you kick the tar out of him,” the bartender said.
“Wait a minute?” Ray asked. “Ain’t you gonna kill him? It’s what he asked for.”
Pete shrugged. “Don’t know. Poor fool is probably just down on his luck and feeling suicidal. A bit of Maggie and he’ll feel fine again.”
The men mused over this, drinking silently.
The door to the saloon opened, emitting a pair of cowboys Pete knew from Grand Junction. They sidled up to the bar and the bartender went to tend to them.
Ten more minutes passed. Then five. It was now twenty-five minutes since they’d left the room upstairs.
“That boy is getting the fuck of his life up there, ain’t he,” Earl mused, rubbing his grizzled jaw, looking up toward the stairs that led to the second floor.
Pete frowned. “I reckon so.” A part of him was now worried. The stranger didn’t look like the kind of man that would be able to withstand twenty-five minutes of Maggie. But then he was probably still cowering in fright at the thought of having sex with a woman. If that were the case, Maggie would have thrown him out by now, probably throwing a bottle at him as he came flying down the stairs to boot. But none of that had happened.
Now Pete turned on his barstool, stood and looked up at the second floor landing, frowning. What the hell was taking them so long?
“They been up there a long time,” the bartender said, joining them at the end of the bar again.
“Yep,” Pete said. He got slowly up off the barstool and pushed his hat back from his forehead. “Too long for my comfort.” Without another word, he ambled silently toward the stairs to the second floor. Earl and Ray followed him.
When they hit the landing they headed down the hallway. Pete stopped halfway down and paused, raising his hand to Ray and Earl to stop. They did.
The second floor was quiet.
Dead quiet.
He stood on the landing, straining his ears to try to hear above the steady patter of the rain outside. He couldn’t hear a sound from the room. Pete knew damn well that even if it had taken Maggie a good twenty minutes to calm the stranger down and had gotten him aroused, they would be going at it by now. The noise would give them away. There would be no other choice. What the hell was going on?
From the far end of the hall a door opened and the young whore poked her head out. She looked down the hall. Pete called out to her. “Are they still in there?”
The whore nodded.
“What’s taking them so long?”
The whore shrugged. “I was about to ask the same thing. They were going at it a while ago, but it’s been awfully quiet a long time now.”
So Maggie had been able to encourage the stranger to take her. Pete smiled. That was his girl, Maggie. She could make a dead man hard just by standing over his grave.
The young whore came down the hallway, still dressed up for work. She stopped in front of Maggie’s room and knocked. Pete, Ray, and Earl stood behind her. Pete thought he heard a sound in the room—another muffled cry?—but he couldn’t be sure.
“Maggie!” The young whore called. “You done, yet?”
The crying grew louder. Hysterical.
The stranger.
The whore turned to the men, her pretty features alarmed. “What’s goin’ on in there?” 
Pete stepped back and brought his foot down hard on the door, splintering the wood. His second kick snapped the lock, sending the door flying back against the wall, and then they were in. He rushed in, feeling Ray and Earl bump into him as he stopped in his tracks at the sight before them.
The bed was red. The stranger sat at the foot of it, his hands and forearms a deep red, dripping with it. His right hand clutched a steak knife, the kind with the wooden handle. He was naked, sitting at the foot of the bed cross-legged, rocking back and forth. He was crying hard, his breath coming in gasps and hitches. “I told I…told you I didn’t want to…didn’t want to…didn’t want to k-k-keh-kill her…”
Lying sprawled on the bed, her legs still open, was Maggie, her eyes staring sightlessly upward, a second smile carved below the one with lips now growing pale from loss of blood. Her breasts were separated now by a red slash that grew wider at the junction of her stomach, spilling entrails down her side. Pete found it hard to tear his eyes away from the mass of flesh that used to be Maggie.
The man was rocking back and forth, eyes staring sightlessly at Maggie’s corpse. He was crying dry tears. “I can’t help myself anymore…I just can’t control it…I told you not to make me, and look what happened. I can’t help it, it just happens and…oh God!”
Pete pulled his revolver, set the stranger’s head in the sights of the barrel and pulled the trigger. The young whore behind him screamed. Pete thought at first it was because he’d shot the stranger, but a second later he felt something rough and slimy grab his gun hand. Something else, hard and sharp, crashed into his face, tearing into his throat. There was more screaming but Pete Jenkins didn’t hear any of it…
*   *   *
Brett Hope, Deputy Sheriff of Eagle Rock, Wyoming, woke because someone had poured cold water on his head. He tried to sit up but dizziness made him lie down on the wet pillow.
“Brett! Brett! You gotta get up! Something’s happening upstairs!” It was Carey Raines, the assistant barkeep. “There’s been shooting and screaming!”
“Christ Almighty!” roared the deputy, pulling himself up. “Where’s my gun?”
“Right here, Brett.” The teenager handed over Hope’s colt. “Bud made me hide it so Pete Jenkins wouldn’t kill you.”
“Thanks. Where were you when I needed you?”
“Hurry! Them whores is screaming something awful!”
Brett steadied himself. The pain in his head throbbed down from his ears to his toes. He almost lay down again, but grabbed the wall.
“Whiskey! God damn it! Now, Raines.”
“Yes, here, Mr. Hope.” The boy thrust a bottle of single malt at him. Hope pulled the cork out with his teeth and took three swallows. For one second the fiery liquid threatened to come back up, but Hope fought back. He put the bottle on a near-by table and readied himself for trouble.
He stumbled into the bar with his Colt drawn. The bartender stood behind the bar with a scattergun, looking at the lawman. “Hurry up, deputy.”
“Hurry your damn self, Bud! What are you doing waiting down here?”
“Whatever’s up there killed Pete Jenkins. It ain’t goin’ to get me!”
Brett pushed himself to the stairway. Holding one rail, he drew his legs up each stair like a dead weight. He cocked the Colt and held it in front of him. A body lay in the hall at the top of the stairs. The dead man was Earl Jones, Brett guessed by his clothing. His head was missing.
Hope stepped over the body, the hand holding his gun shaking. He pushed the door to Maggie’s room open with his gun barrel, waited, moved in. The sight beyond that door would haunt him to the end of his days. 
The bed was a mass of red gore, covered with a mash of human flesh that had once been Maggie Brooks and Pete Jenkins. Alongside the bed was another whore whose name Brett didn’t know, and Earl Jones’ head. 
Presiding over the red ruin was the stranger, his naked, scarred body covered in a sheet of blood and gore. In one hand he bore a long steak knife. In the other hand—there was no other hand but a tentacle of dark, scaly flesh. Long hooks and barbs protruding from the strange organ, as did several mouth-like orifices that sucked and fed on the mess upon the bed.
“I am the Red Opener! I am the Red Opener!” The stranger shouted with his back to the deputy. 
“Fuckin’ hell,” Brett Hope gasped and opened fire. 
The slugs jerked the monstrous stranger to the floor, knocking the knife from his grip. Beside the bed, he squealed like a pig with its throat cut, hissed and then stopped. For a second, Hope thought it was over, but when the bloody shape rose slowly and looked at him, he knew he was in trouble. The face was that of the stranger but his eyes no longer saw. The pupil-less orbs were blood-filled sacks. The mouth hung open and did not move. 
“I am the Red Opener of the Way! I am the Red Opener! Ia! Ia! Yog-Sothoth!” the stranger said. “Ia! Ia!” said the row of obscene mouths along the killer’s arm.
Brett had begun to reload his pistol but now hurled the weapon blindly at the abomination. He turned to flee but something heavy rammed into the back of his head. He fell into blackness but soon opened his eyes to the sensation of a half dozen rats chewing his flesh. Only they weren’t rats, his awakening brain realized. Sharp-toothed mouths, with fetid breath, bit and sucked at his chest and face.
Hope struck the thing that had once been terrorized by Pete Jenkins across its face. The human head rolled side to side like a vestigial lump. Brett struck again but to no effect. Instead of a third try, he dug his fingers into the weird ropy arm that pressed him to the floor. The strength within that monstrous limb held him like a child. One of the mouths took notice of his strain and bit into his hand. His left hand came away with one less finger.  
The deputy lost it then. He screamed and tore at the floor, but he was trapped. His thick-soled boots thumped out a weird drum roll on the wooden floor as the tentacle savaged him. His arms flew ineffectually around on the boards. Once his hand came away clutching something. It was Earl Jones’ head, which he dropped with another scream. Another time, his fingers felt the sheets of the whore’s bed. Something hard rested on them. The knife! The killer’s own knife!
Brett seized the weapon and stabbed with no concern for his safety. The blade swung up in an arc, burying itself to the hilt in the stranger’s chest. The effect was minimal and he almost lost the blade as the monster shifted around him. The knife came out with a sucking noise.
The deputy tried again. His desperation drove him. He could feel himself weakening as the thing drew his life’s blood from his veins. He stabbed the ropy limb that held him. The blade skidded off the tough leathery hide. He tried again but he could not penetrate its protective armor. 
The third try he got lucky. The blade slid but fell into one of the mouths. The rat-like teeth pulled at the steel but Brett slammed on the handle with all his remaining strength. His attempt was rewarded with an angry shower of black blood. He retrieved the blade and stabbed another orifice. Again, the geyser of gore. 
He felt the pressure on his chest lift. The monster was fleeing for the window. Brett knew it could survive a fall, could live to kill again. He grabbed at the tentacle with his injured hand, held it for only a second. The knife came down, finding another mouth. He rolled, putting all his weight on the dagger. He felt it passing through the tough skin and piercing wood. 
The monster squealed again, fought to loosen itself, to dash to the window. Brett got to his knees, looking for his gun. The stranger tried to pull the knife from the floor with its human hand. Hope got to his feet and kicked the thing in the head. He found his gun under a side table. He took a second to reload the pistol. 
Shots filled the room of Maggie Brooks one last time as Brett Hope blasted each of the obscene mouths. Once he was sure it was dead, he would burn it. Then he’d walk those ashes out into the great plains and bury them where no one would ever find them.
*   *   *
One week after what people were calling The Brown Jug Incident, the patrons of the saloon were still talking about the deaths of Maggie Brooks, Pete Jenkins, and the others. It was a shame, the men said, pounding down shots of Jack Daniels and drinking mugs of beer. Such a nice girl, too.
Sheriff Daniel Hann returned to the Brown Jug Saloon one week after it happened. He tethered his horse outside the saloon and sauntered in, not saying a word to anybody as he approached his quiet spot at the bar and sat. Bud, the bartender, poured him a shot without being asked, which Hann downed. Bud poured another one. The Sheriff eyed it but did not drink.
The atmosphere was still, reflective. The girls had been relieved of their duties until Maggie was given a proper Christian burial; now they were holed up in their rooms, biding time for clients passing through. In the week that had passed since news of the incident had floated through the Wyoming territory, the girls hadn’t gotten much business. The local men just didn’t have the mind to partake in them with Maggie’s violent, bloody death on everybody’s minds.
Hann spoke up suddenly from his place at the bar. “U. S. Marshal told me this afternoon that they identified the guy that killed Maggie. Name was Jack Walker. Twenty-six years old. From a small town near Boston called Arkham. Officials I spoke to there didn’t have kind things to say about him. There were rumors he practiced something like witchcraft.” He shook his head, eyes still dark from the memory of what he’d stumbled upon. For a man that had dealt death many times before and who had seen death, the scene in Maggie’s room was still on his mind. It would haunt him for the rest of his life.
“Something like witchcraft?” Bud asked, wiping the counter down.
“Yep,” the Sheriff said. “And nobody would right tell me exactly what it was. Anyway, something happened in this little town of Arkham and he up and joined the merchant marines. Was stationed in London up until seven months ago when he went AWOL suddenly. Just disappeared real quick like. Bounty hunters were after him, but they never found him. Until last week.”
The bar was silent as the men digested this bit of information.
In the week since Brett Hope had killed the thing that was Jack Walker, he’d been questioned by the U. S. Marshals and a state official. He was quickly cleared of any wrong-doing and handed in his badge. Last Hann had heard, Hope was headed for the Canadian border. 
Bud shook his head, wiping the beer mugs on a towel in front of him. “But what was he—really?”
“I don’t know,” Hann said, eyeing that second shot of rye. “He just said those words over and over—called himself  ‘The Red Opener’.”
Bud turned to the Sheriff quizzically. “You say this guy went AWOL from the merchant marines? And that he was stationed in London?”
Hann nodded. “Yeah.”
“When did he jump ship?”
Hann shrugged. “Year and a half ago. Marshals said he left London suddenly towards the end of last year. Just hopped on a freighter and hightailed it back to the states. Why?”
Bud was frowning as he wiped down the bar. “Nothin’. Just jumping to conclusions as usual.” The bartender cast a glance at Hann. “It’s nothin’. Just my mind getting to me.”
“Nah, really, “Hann said, now looking interested. “You got our interest, Bud, now spill the beans.”
Bud sighed. “’Bout nine, ten months ago, London’s Scotland Yard had their hands full trying to catch a killer called Jack the Ripper. He killed six whores. Cut them up really bad, from what I read in the Denver Tribune. After the last murder just this past November, the murders abruptly ceased. They haven’t caught him yet.”
“What does what happened here have to do with this Jack the Ripper character?”
Bud laughed and shook his head. “Nothing. Drinks on me!”  He reached for a bottle of whiskey to refill glasses. His hand shook as he did the job.



The Summoning
(with Mike Baker)
This story appears here for the first time and is the oldest story in this volume. It was originally written in collaboration with Mike Baker shortly after we met in 1990 or 1991. Come to think of it, it may be the very first Lovecraftian story I ever wrote. I remember loving the idea for this and bashing it back and forth with Mike. I also recall being somewhat let down that my first attempt at Mythos fiction was also humorous. I’d always wanted my first published Mythos piece to be more along the likes of Bloch’s “Notebook Found in a Deserted House,” or Karl Edward Wagner’s “Sticks” or something of that merit. Instead, my first attempt was pretty seriously whacked. 
Mike and I sent this story to damn near every market publishing short horror fiction at the time (early 1990’s) and nobody wanted it. They didn’t understand the humor behind it. I tried to convince Mike to publish it in his short-lived horror magazine Skull, but he didn’t want to be perceived as a self-publisher if he included this piece. Can’t say I blame him. So the story remained unpublished. 
Until now, that is. Enough time has passed that I think this story still has merit. And seriously whacked fiction seems to be in vogue now. We have Jeff Strand to thank for that. 
*   *   *
Dan Medeiros groaned when the transient walked up to his counter, but with a smile on his face and a lilt in his voice, he said the magic words anyway: “Welcome to Burger Master, sir. Can I take your order?”
The raggedly-dressed, dirt-covered old man slammed a large, leather bound book onto the gleaming pseudo-wood countertop and glared at Dan with his rheumy, bloodshot eyes. “Heeh, heeh, heeh,” he chortled. “The iguanas, they’re everywhere. I even hear some crawling around back there with you. I can hear their scaly green tails going skinkt, skinkt, skinkt on the floor. You better watch out boy; they bite!”
Dan wondered why he always got the weird ones: everyone else got nice, normal people at their counters and he ended up with the funny-farm escapees.
Dan looked down at the floor, then back at the old man, who was drooling profusely. “I can promise you sir, there are no iguanas in this restaurant,” he said, smiling a professional smile.
“You just can’t see ‘em; they’re invisible.”
“Right. I forgot. I’ll watch out for them for you, sir. Now would you care for some food?”
“Coffee!”
“Yes sir, we do have coffee, there’s no need to shout. Would you like anything to eat to go along with your coffee?”
The old man stared at Dan and inserted his index finger into his nose.
“I’ll take that as a no. Your total is sixty-seven cents. Have a nice day.” Dan walked over to pour the coffee. When he returned, the old man was counting pennies on the dusty cover of the book. “Here’s your coffee sir,” he said, placing the cup before the old man.
The old man looked up from his pennies and screamed. His foul breath struck the helpless teenager in the face. Dan fought back the urge to gag. “He’s here!” the old man shouted. The restaurant fell silent as everyone turned to watch the scene, their greasy burgers and limp fries forgotten. “Iguanicus, Dread Lord of the Iguanas!” A filthy finger pointed at Dan. “You summoned him boy, you set him upon me. You won’t get me, vile creature, not today.” The old man scuttled across the room and slammed open the door with enough force to crack the glass.
Dan watched with the rest of the patrons as the old man ran into the street, screaming and waving his arms about wildly, right into the path of a tour bus. The driver of the bus didn’t see the old man until after he hit him, when the body splattered into the windshield and left a large bloody smear across it.
“Gross,” Dan said as he watched the body bounce off the windshield and fly through the air towards the restaurant.
“Look Mommy, that man is flying,” a precocious three year old said moments before the old man’s body crashed through a plate glass window. Glass, blood, guts and soggy French fries exploded outward from the area of impact.
“Cool,” Ted Gibb said. Ted weighed three hundred pounds, and was Dan’s best friend at work.
“Utterly gross,” Dan said as he put his hand on the leather bound book the old man had left behind. “And I bet I’m going to end up cleaning it up, too.”
*   *   *
In the stygian depths of space, far beyond the light of all known stars, Zthbuhwgwoa stirred. Zthbuhwgwoa sensed a life form, a young, suitable life form, touch the gateway. Zthbuhwgwoa cackled and oozed and coiled a tentacle with glee. It had been a long time, such a long time, since a suitable host had held the gateway. All of Zthbuhwgwoa’s friends, Cthulhu, Nyarlathotep, Yog-Sothoth and all the others, got summoned all the time while Zthbuhwgwoa sat at home, alone, unworshipped and very bored.
Sometimes Yog-Sothoth would stop by and brag about all the damage he’d done the last time he’d been summoned. Zthbuhwgwoa would listen and feel jealous, which, of course, was exactly what Yog wanted. Then Yog would show Zthbuhwgwoa pictures of his spawn until all of Zthbuhwgwoa’s mouths started to yawn.
Now Zthbuhwgwoa was being summoned and he planned on showing Yog a thing or too about destroying things and having a good time. Zthbuhwgwoa sent a message through the depths of space to the gateway and splorped with glee.
*   *   *
Ted Gibb watched with his fellow Burger Master co-workers, and restaurant patrons, as the paramedics loaded what was left of the old man into an ambulance and drove off.
“Gnarly to the max,” Ted said. He reached out a flabby hand and picked up an abandoned burger, which he started to eat after he wiped off a few stray pieces of glass. “Hey, Mr. Meyer,” he turned to his boss, a thin, intense man who never smiled. “Do we get the rest of the day off or what?”
“No Theodore, you don’t. Burger Master never closes unless the main office orders us to, of course. We will temporarily close the dining area until this, uh, mess is cleaned up, but our drive-through will remain open. And I’d like you to take Annette’s place in the window, Theodore.”
“But Mr. Meyer!” Ted said through a mouthful of burger.
“No buts, young man, and don’t let me catch you eating on the job again.”
Muttering under his breath and chewing at the same time, Ted made his way towards the drive-through window.
“Have fun,” Dan said as Ted walked past.
“Daniel.” Mr. Meyer turned his beady little ferret eyes upon Dan, and Ted grinned as he listened to the exchange. “Don’t just stand there, start cleaning up this mess.”
As Ted walked past the counter, he picked up the leather bound book and carried it with him to the drive-through window. I wonder what this is? he thought.
Standing before Ted, leaning up against the cash register, was Annette, the girl of Ted’s, and hundreds of other horny teenage boys’, dreams. She had blond hair, blue eyes, large breasts, and no brains at all. Ted thought she was perfect. “Mr. Meyer wants us to switch,” Ted told her.
“About time,” she snorted. She stuck out her chest, lifted up her nose and marched regally out of the booth.
Ted watched her walk away. It’s cruise time for a few minutes, Ted thought. Until those police cars move, nobody can get into the drive-through and I don’t have to do anything.
He set the book on the counter and ran his hand across the cover. Dust came off on his fingers.
“Necronomicon,” he said as he read what was written beneath the dust. “Cool to the max.” Ted had heard of the book before; it was supposed to have all kinds of cool drawings by that guy who designed the monster in “Alien” H. P. Gagger, or something like that.
Ted rested his hand on the cover of the book. A tingle ran through his fingers. Suddenly, he had an overwhelming urge to flip through the book. Where are the pictures? he thought as he scanned the yellow pages that passed before his eyes.
Ted’s fingers stopped flipping at a page halfway through the book. Suddenly, he felt compelled to read what was written on the page. “Zthbuhwgwoa Alyah Gyyagin,” he said, his tongue tripping over the alien words.
*   *   *
The police cars drove off and a station wagon entered the drive-through. Behind the wheel of the car sat a frumpy woman in curlers. In the back seat, two children, ages five and seven, screamed and hit each other repeatedly. “Be quiet,” the woman droned. “Mommy’s trying to order us lunch.”
“Stop hitting,” the little boy said as he punched his sister in the face.
“Mommy, Billy hit me!” the little girl whined. When the boy glanced over at their mother, the girl swung her Teddy Ruxpin doll and struck her brother a savage blow to the side of his face.
The woman pulled her car to a stop next to the ordering grill. The ordering grill was built to resemble a cross between a clown and a mime. “Hello,” she said. “Is anybody there?”
“Methagin,” a tinny voice said over the speaker.
“Uh, yeah. I’d like a Master Burger Deluxe, two hamburgers, three small fries, a large coke and—Billy, Jennie, what do you want to drink?”
“Coke,” Billy said as he kicked his sister in the stomach.
“Ufdah,” Jennie replied.
“And two small Cokes. Did you get that?”
“Feth Thatapin,” Ted’s voice intoned over the speaker. “Yog-Sothoth fhtagn! Ia! Ia! Theig Gyaggin Zthbuhwgwoa! Aiiee!”
“What?” the woman asked. She hit the speaker with her fist. “I can’t understand what you’re saying. What’s a Yog Sandwich? Is that something new?”
*   *   *
The woman’s tinny voice cut through Ted’s system and he shook his head.  It was like he had just come out of a trance. He took a deep breath. Must have
passed out for a second, he thought. I’m working too hard.
“Did you get my order?” the woman’s voice whined over the intercom.
“No ma’am,” Ted told her. “Could you repeat it please?”
*   *   *
In the stygian depths of space, in a place where few live and no one vacations, Zthbuhwgwoa waited. “At last!” Zthbuhwgwoa yelled as its slimy, tentacled form began to fade. “It’s fun time!”
*   *   *
“Your order comes out to eleven thirty-four,” Ted told the woman, whose car was idling beside the drive-through window. She handed him the money.
As he counted out her change, a sudden chill ran through his body. Boils popped up on his face and sweat poured out of all his pores. His body began to convulse and the boils started to pop, spraying pus on the station wagon and its driver.
The little boy and girl stopped fighting and stared at Ted. “Neat,” the boy said.
“Double keen-o’rific,” the girl added.
“Aaaaaah!” the mother screamed.
Ted’s body began to convulse faster and faster. His eyes turned a very putrid shade of green and his cheeks bulged out as a mysterious, and probably noxious, liquid filled his mouth.
Alerted by the noise, Dan and all the other employees ran to see what was happening. Mr. Meyer threw open the door to his office and stormed over to Ted. “What do you think you’re doing Theodore?” he asked. “What have you managed to do this time?”
Ted opened his mouth to answer and gouts of stinking, highly acidic green liquid exploded forth and rained down upon the helpless woman. “Blaargh!” she screamed. Her scream was abruptly cut short as the green liquid melted her face, her chest, her torso, and most of the driver’s seat. 
“Wow!” both of the kids exclaimed simultaneously.
Ted’s body spun around and faced Mr. Meyer. Droplets of green liquid dripped from his lips and fell to the floor, where they ate through the linoleum.
The transformation finally complete, Zthbuhwgwoa examined its host body. Zthbuhwgwoa was confused; Zthbuhwgwoa had expected being summoned on some dark, mist shrouded hillside where it would possess the body of a handsome, charismatic black magician. Zthbuhwgwoa didn’t want to occupy the body of a grossly fat, pimple-faced teenager. Zthbuhwgwoa didn’t want to rule the world from a fast food restaurant. Zthbuhwgwoa was rather upset.
“Theodore, get yourself under control,” Mr. Meyer told his possessed worker. “If you don’t stop this this very instant, I’m going to have to fire you.”
Zthbuhwgwoa bellowed its rage at being summoned into a sub-standard body.
Sue fainted and fell in a heap by the soft drink machine. Pam started screaming and ran out the back door. Annette and Dan looked at each other, then at the side door. Mr. Meyer stood his ground. “Theodore,” he told the figure before him. “Your services are no longer required by Burger Master. Please give me your hat and leave this establishment.”
Ted’s eyeballs burst with wet popping noises and two red feelers slid out of his eye sockets. They waved about in the air while a tentacle extended out of Ted’s mouth, lifted the hat off of his head and shot towards Mr. Meyer. It wrapped around the manager, pinned his arms to his sides and lifted him up in the air.
“Put me down this instant,” Mr. Meyer yelled. “Stop this before you force me to get violent.”
Zthbuhwgwoa decided that it had no need for Ted’s corpulent body, so it manifested its full form. Unfortunately, Zthbuhwgwoa was much larger than the body it inhabited, so Ted’s body blew up. Bits of Ted sprayed all over the restaurant.
Annette screamed as a good-sized portion of Ted’s large intestine wrapped itself around her face.
Zthbuhwgwoa chortled and splorted and flung its tentacles about with glee. One of the tentacles wrapped around the Necronomicon and tossed it at Dan. The ancient tome struck the teenager in the chest and knocked him to the floor. 
Annette continued to scream and ran for the door. Zthbuhwgwoa oozed across the room and blocked her path. One tentacle snaked forward and lifted up Annette’s skirt while another tentacle lowered Mr. Meyer’s twitching body to a waiting mouth, which bit off his right foot.
Zthbuhwgwoa gibbered with glee and spat out Mr. Meyer’s shoe. Zthbuhwgwoa was so happy; it had caught a fab babe, one who was obviously cuter than anything Yog ever scored, and it was going to have fun. Zthbuhwgwoa wished that it had remembered to bring along a camera so that it would have proof to show Yog.
Annette, who was blessed with a nice set of lungs, kept on screaming. Mr. Meyer groaned as one of Zthbuhwgwoa’s mouths nibbled on his leg while another traveled up the front of Annette’s dress to her heavenly bosom. Another mouth found its way between Annette’s legs and she squealed as it began to pulsate.
Dan grabbed the Necronomicon and ran for the back exit. Zthbuhwgwoa pondered what it should do next: it couldn’t ooze after him; well, it could, but then it would have to stop playing with the fab babe. Zthbuhwgwoa didn’t want the boy to escape, so it threw its food at Dan.
“Nooo!” Mr. Meyer screamed as he arced through the air towards Dan, who tried, unsuccessfully, to dodge the flying manager. As his supervisor struck his side, Dan dropped the book and fell over backwards.
Mr. Meyer ricocheted off of Dan and crashed, face first, into the deep fat fryer. His screams ended abruptly as his face plunged into the boiling liquid grease.
The Necronomicon fell onto the flame broiler.
Zthbuhwgwoa shrieked and chattered as the gateway started to burn. Zthbuhwgwoa gnashed its tentacles and mouths until it realized, too late, that it had been holding a fab babe. Zthbuhwgwoa tossed the two halves of Annette’s body away, swallowed the few pieces of Annette it had bitten off inadvertently, and slipped across the room towards Dan.
Flames danced upon the Necronomicon.
Dan raised himself to his knees and saw Zthbuhwgwoa oozing over the counter towards him, its tentacles flailing and its mouths drooling.
Dan closed his eyes and tried to remember a prayer, any prayer.
Zthbuhwgwoa wrapped a tentacle around Dan’s neck and pulled him towards multiple mouths filled with lots of nasty, sharp teeth.
The Necronomicon collapsed into flaming fragments.
Zthbuhwgwoa vanished.
Dan fell to the floor and gasped for breath.
*   *   *
In the stygian depths of space, in a realm that was dark, nasty and really slimy, Zthbuhwgwoa appeared. Yog-Sothoth was waiting for Zthbuhwgwoa; he’d been watching from a time stream and saw the entire episode. Zthbuhwgwoa bellowed and slammed its tentacles into nearby asteroids.
Yog splorped over to Zthbuhwgwoa’s side and put a reassuring pseudopod around it. “Everything’s okay,” Yog said. “We all have bad summonings sometimes. It’s nothing to get upset about, it’s happened to everyone, even Cthulhu.”
“Even Cthulhu?” Zthbuhwgwoa asked.
“Even Cthulhu. Do you feel better now?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“Good. You know, I’ve got these great new pictures of my spawn that you haven’t seen yet. Now this one, Yog Jr., he’s the one with three heads, found this cat and…”



The Watcher From the Grave
This is the second oldest story in this book, and was my first serious stab at the Mythos vein. I’m fascinated by ancient religions, pre-history, conspiracy theories, all that good shit. I love it. When the idea for this story came to me, I had just finished reading Graham Hancock’s Fingerprints of the Gods. That book, and its suggestion of a race of an advanced civilization prior to our own, had a huge influence on this story. I was also reading a lot of Lost Race novels like the pulp stories of Edgar Rice Burroughs and A. Merritt, and this story (novella, really) came together pretty quickly. 
I’d like to add that even though it took years for this novella to first see print—in a little small press magazine that only paid in contributor copies—I got paid over $400 for it. It was written while I was working a temp job. I showed up on my first day and nobody knew what I was supposed to be doing. I was put in a cube, sat around for thirty minutes and kept trying to get the people who’d contacted the agency to…oh, I don’t know…find some work for me! But they didn’t have a clue what to do with me. They just told me to look busy. So I did. I fired up a Word document on the computer and wrote this story, on their dime, over the course of the week I was employed there. 
Hey, I had to do something with all that free time, right?
I
Now about the “terrible and forbidden books”—I am forced to say that most of them are purely legendary. There never was any Abdul Alhazred or Necronomicon, for I invented these names myself. —H. P. Lovecraft, Letter to Willis Conover, dated July 29, 1936.
Justin Grave was lucky that the house he finally landed had such a cheap rental rate.
It was situated at the end of a long, narrow road in Reamstown, Pennsylvania, a lonely two story rambling farmhouse situated on ten acres of land. His closest neighbor was half a mile up the road. He could work well into the night with the phonograph playing loud and it wouldn’t pose a problem.
The rental agent had informed him that the previous occupant of the house had kept late hours, too, and that most of the neighbors had hardly known he was around. She seemed to think he was a student, pre-med maybe, who was on a brief sabbatical from University. In any case, acquiring the house took a load off of Justin’s mind. The rent was affordable, the location bearable, and the space gigantic compared to his apartment in town. He’d already decided where the study and the library were going to be. All he had to do was settle in.
He moved in right after Christmas. The holidays were bitter cold, and on New Years Eve greater Lancaster County, Pennsylvania received a foot of snow that covered everything from barns to downtown city streets. Justin moved in three days before the storm. 
The storm lasted four days, unleashing a cold front brought along by a fierce wind that blew in from Canada. It was a good thing he’d moved in and unpacked before it hit. What better place to be in a howling storm than snug in your own warm study with the fireplace blazing?
The storm brought no relief. Justin sat by the radio on the second day of the storm, listening to a weather broadcast. The forecasters were predicting a Nor’easter to pummel much of the New England and Mid-Atlantic region. Bad weather. The rest of the month was going to be shot as far as neighborhood exploration went.
This became apparent two weeks later. He’d just finished another Rex Bates tale for Adventure Magazine when he suddenly realized it had been six months since he’d worked on anything horrific. His last appearance in the land of the weird had been “…When the Bells Toll” which appeared in the December issue of Weird Tales. That story had been written at the commencement of the previous summer. The six-month time lag had been spent writing two science-fiction novels to be serialized in Amazing Stories and Astounding respectively, along with the usual work. As a writer of pulp fiction, Justin Grave could turn out romance novellas for Romance Stories and Love
Stories; detective stories for Black Mask and Detective Fiction, adventure serials for Argosy, and weird-menace tales for Spicy Mystery Stories, Thrilling Mystery,
Dime Mystery Magazine, Terror Tales, and Horror Stories. Thank God for pseudonyms. 
But the itch to churn out a couple of horror stories gnawed at him. His first sale had been to a small circulation pulp (a rag actually) entitled Tales of Terror, in the summer of 1928 when he’d graduated from high school. His first appearance in Weird Tales saw print six months later. In the ten years that followed he’d probably published well over five hundred stories and a few serialized novels in every pulp magazine on the stands. By the time he graduated to writing full time, his name was being advertised on the covers of the horror pulps along with H.P. Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith, as well as in most of the adventure and detective fiction pulps. Even some of the pen names he used for the romance pulps began to make cover status after a few years. Half of the stuff he churned out was pulp for the masses, with a guaranteed life of one month on the racks in whatever pulp magazine it appeared in, only to be gone by the next month’s issue. Forever.
At least it paid the bills.
The storm outside was providing the perfect atmosphere to get back into the horror mode. The house in general seemed to emanate a sense of foreboding. He noticed it when he first settled in. It was as if the very air was weighted, leaden. The elements seemed to churn and change in different rooms. It was probably his imagination—his mind had been turning to horrific themes for story ideas—but he still couldn’t shake the feeling off. It felt the strongest in three rooms: the kitchen, the bathroom, and the master bedroom. It was worse in the master bedroom. He would lie in bed, eyes wide open, faint murmurings fluttering through his mind. The silence of the house seemed to whisper to him and he got up a few times to investigate, thinking he really was hearing something moving stealthily in the house. He never found anything. 
Which was why he wanted to start on another horror tale. Channel the nightmares out of his mind and put them on paper. That method had always worked before. It would work again.
A couple of feeble attempts at starting a new tale were undertaken with negative results. Writer’s block had set in after six months away from the creepy crawlies that he normally enjoyed dealing with. After his fifth attempt, he tore the page out of the typewriter and tossed the crumpled ball into the wastebasket. Cabin fever had set in, but the storm showed no sign of abating, making an afternoon walk a no-go. He had to clean out his mind, carve out the clutter that was occupying his brainpan.
He decided to explore the rest of the house. The attic and the basement hadn’t been explored yet, and now the urge to examine them blossomed. He left his work area and donned a jacket to make the trip downstairs.
The rental agent had steered clear of the basement during his initial tour. She’d simply pointed to the door of the basement, which was set by the kitchen. The key was in place on top of the heater. He scooped it up and fumbled it into the lock. The lock turned with a creak of protest, and he eased the door open slowly. Light from the kitchen stabbed feebly down into a yawning pit of darkness. The steps descended for about three feet and were swallowed by blackness.
And the dark, pulsing, foreboding feeling ebbed out from the basement, washing over him. Stronger than ever before.
His heart thumped hard in his chest as he grabbed a flashlight from the kitchen counter and flicked it on. The beam stabbed into the darkness, making the downward trek less hazardous.
He descended slowly, the ominous feeling growing heavier on his shoulders. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something wrong with this house, with the basement. And despite that feeling, he denied that it had anything to do with the supernatural. He wrote about it, dealt with it in his fiction, but he never believed in it. He refused to believe in it now.
He tried to deny that there was something wrong. But his heart told him otherwise. 
He explored the basement that afternoon with the nervousness and fear of a child in an amusement park house of horrors. The feeling dwindled as the beam from his light began flashing on normal looking objects, and it soon subsided. A stack of boxes in the corner yielded moldering, ancient Penny Dreadfuls and turn of the century pulps. Another crate revealed back issues of Harper’s and Blackwood’s Magazine, more gems.
Justin spent that afternoon leafing through them, transferring them to a pile on the floor to be taken upstairs for cataloguing into his own collection. When he was finished, he cast the beam of light around the shabby basement. There were a few chairs, a makeshift table with a layer of dust on it, an ancient stone fireplace that sat cold and empty, and a door set against the far wall. It was locked.
Justin trundled his catch of the day up the stairs to his library. He spent the rest of the evening sorting through the ancient pulps. He couldn’t help but think of the day his wanderings through the closets of the house the week before yielded a similar find. Beneath a pile of old blankets in his study closet was a box of vintage pulps: early copies of Weird Tales (some with his own published work!), Strange Tales, and others. There was Arthur Machen’s The House of Souls, Robert W. Chambers The King in Yellow, the infernal book of Magic and Supernatural The Golden Bough, and a book he had never heard of, From Beyond by James Smith Long. He flipped open the cover of the latter; a collection of short fiction by a forgotten writer.
Stacked in a heap with the pulps and books were notebooks filled with spidery handwriting. Justin had dragged the stuff out and spent the afternoon sifting through it. Most of the notes were scholarly in nature, depicting thematic structure and symbolism of the fiction in Long’s book, but there was a good deal of personal criticism as well. One of the journal entries stated “…am getting closer to what they’re hinting at. Even the newer crop of writers like Lovecraft hint at the same thing, yet I’m not so sure. Either way, I know I must do more research before I am absolutely sure of my theory.” Other books found in the stack were volumes on psychology, astronomy, anthropology, philosophy, history, theology, the occult, and archeology. There weren’t enough hours in the day to sift through all of them, so Justin gave up after a few hours and called it a night.
And now he’d found more of the former occupant’s belongings. And things were getting weirder by the minute. He didn’t know much of anything about the former occupant, just that he’d simply “disappeared” after not paying the rent for the last two months. The landlord came to collect the rent last month and found that he’d simply left, with no forewarning. The landlord cleared out the furniture and put the residence up for lease again.
The following day brought no new lightning bolt revelations for story ideas, so he tramped down the stairs to investigate the basement further.
He stood in the center of the room, trying to figure out what to hit next. A box of magazines sat by the far wall and he inspected them. He pulled the top magazine off the pile and flipped it open. His eyes widened in shock at the vile, perverted images. He’d seen pornography once on a trip to visit his agent in New York, and the graphic images had shocked him. They shocked him now, and he flung the periodical to the floor in disgust. 
He sifted through the rest of the magazines with bated breath. They were all of the same ilk; their sexual perversions spiked through his brain, creating images that were sickening and repulsive. He moved the stack to the center of the room, making a mental note to burn them in the fireplace that evening. 
Now his curiosity was more piqued than ever. He still couldn’t shake his mind of the images. What kind of person could keep such literature and photos in his home? It was obvious that whoever possessed them had enjoyed them by evidence of their condition, which showed a sign of careful handling. It was this which turned his attention to the locked door set against the far wall.
He tried the knob again; it was locked firmly. He began hunting around the basement until he found a crowbar on top of a pile of tools and debris by the fireplace. He hefted the tool in his hand and inserted its slim end into the crack of the door. Heaving with all his strength, he began prying the door open with the strain and groan of splintering wood.
When the lock snapped, the door flew open and banged against the wall. Justin stood panting in the cold basement, his nostrils suddenly tracking a damp smell that issued from the tiny room he had just unearthed. He stabbed the beam of his flashlight in the room, revealing a dusty piece of string that hung from the ceiling. A light fixture.
He reached inside the room and clicked on the light. 
The room was bathed instantly in light and Justin blinked. Black spots danced in his vision and he blinked them away as his eyes adjusted. When he finally saw what was displayed against the far wall of the room he had to put his hand to his mouth to hold back the scream that threatened to issue forth. As it was, the shock of the gruesome sight pitched him on his butt while the back of his head thunked softly against the wall. The pain from the bump failed to supersede the shock of what he was seeing.
What looked to be a makeshift altar stood at the far end of the little room. It was constructed of large blocks of stone, about six feet by three feet. Running along both sides were what appeared to be gutters with drains that fed into two funnels that dripped into two buckets. The smell that came from the room was one of death and blood. Heart thumping hard in his chest, Justin took a step closer and peered into the buckets. They were empty, but it was obvious what they had once contained judging by the dried crimson that stained their steel surface. 
Justin felt his gorge rise as he looked around the tiny room. Above the makeshift altar was a strange symbol, part pentagram, part some other hieroglyph that he didn’t recognize. It appeared to have been drawn in blood. Dusty black, white, and red candles sat at various positions around the altar, and on his right, sitting on a makeshift ledge, was what appeared to be a human skull. Heart beating harder now, Justin approached the loathsome object for a closer inspection. It was a skull! But it looked strangely…unhuman.
He didn’t know how long he sat there staring numbly at the scene. But when he finally came to his senses he heard the dull chimes of the grandfather clock upstairs in the entry hall tolling six p.m. His eyes widened in surprise. Five hours had elapsed since he trekked downstairs to investigate the basement. He shook his head to clear the shock and cobwebs from his mind. Where had his mind gone in that time?
As if in answer to his question a vision rose in his mind, as if he were remembering a dream. It was a vision of an endless plane, a wide gulf beyond time and space. He felt himself floating in this dream, drifting among various shaped objects and shadowy figures. He heard droning, monotone voices calling out and he closed his eyes and drifted through the flow. He drifted onward through the vast gulf of this curious dimension, and then before he knew it he was back in the little cellar room and the clock was tolling.
His mind was racing with a million questions and thoughts. He looked at the bloodstained altar, dismissing the dream as mere fantasy brought on by exhaustion. The important thing was dealing with what he’d found in his basement. The bloodstained altar only meant one thing: a crime had once been committed at this house, maybe the very same crime that had led to the disappearance of the former tenant. He needed to find more evidence before he decided what to do next.
It was obvious that Justin had stumbled upon an amazing discovery. He was standing in what was very likely a private ritual chamber. The vile pornographic literature in the box outside had probably been the former resident’s, as well as the books and magazines upstairs. The maroon stains on the makeshift altar, and in the buckets were now easily explainable, as were the strange symbols drawn on the walls. All of which explained the weird feeling he got when he first set foot inside. 
There were other items scattered about the small room. A two-by-three foot cedar chest lay in a corner, padlocked shut. More notebooks slid in the shelves like books. Weird, symmetrical drawings and patterns were drawn with what looked like blood on one of the walls. He reached for the crowbar he had left in the doorway of the room, and turned its blunt edge to the padlock on the cedar chest. Three hard blows snapped the lock, and he flipped the lid of the chest open.
All that was inside the chest was an old leather bound book.
He was barely aware he was holding his breath as he bent down and picked the book up gingerly. The leather was old and cracked. Actually, it didn’t feel like leather at all, at least not the leather he was used to. This leather was smooth, thinner than normal, and had a distinct look to it. He examined the back and front covers, noting the thickness of the volume—it was at least 900 pages—then he flipped open the cover and stared at the title page.
The Necronomicon. 
That weird hieroglyph symbol again. And then the name of the author.
Abdul Alhazred.
Now Justin began to smile. Surely this had to be a fake! Howard himself had revealed to him in a letter that he’d invented the name The Necronomicon and Abdul Alhazred many years ago, when he was a mere child. Howard was amused by the fans that had written in to Weird Tales asking where they could find a copy of the famed book of black magic that was apparently kept under lock and key at the Miskatonic University Library in the town of Arkham, Massachusetts. Yet another phony town and a phony university that so many gullible fans thought were real. They were all props to aid in Howard’s and others’ stories of a cosmic race of monsters known as “The Old Ones” who were waiting to once again reclaim the earth. Justin had written three similar stories himself, all of which had been very well received by Weird Tales readers. Howard had praised one of them, “The Whispering Thing in the Cellar,” as a fine piece of work. 
But if the Necronomicon and everything that went with it were fake, how did that explain the book he now held in his hands?
He examined it more closely. It was carefully bound, as if by hand. The pages were old and felt like parchment. Almost like papyrus. The writing in the book was obviously English, and appeared to have been hand written directly on the pages. He turned the book over and examined the cover, his fingers skimming across the surface. The binding was smooth and dry, grayish in color. There were splotches of pink in it here and there, and some of the gray appeared mottled. There also appeared to be tiny hairs jutting out of it, and—
Justin took a closer look and promptly dropped the book on the floor, his hair standing on end.
The book was bound in human skin!
That decided it. Now he was calling the authorities. The book itself, while odd, wouldn’t catch the attention of law enforcement, but the evidence of homicide in the room would interest them plenty.
Justin pulled himself away from the grisly scene and turned to move out of the room. He got no farther than the threshold when a wet, rotted hand gripped his arm.
His heart flew in his throat and he choked back a scream. The thing standing beside the doorway was emaciated, scarecrow-like in its visage. It held Justin’s upper arm in one bony grasp, its grinning caricature leering at him through broken, rotting teeth. Twin orbs burned insanely in hollowed eye sockets. Wild, white hair sprouted from the skullcap like honeysuckle blowing in the wind. It took a shambling step forward, its other arm reaching out to grab Justin by the throat, when he suddenly broke free and started running toward the stairs.
Blind fear raced through him as he stumbled over the box of pornographic magazines in the center of the room. He hit the ground on his hands and knees and was back on his feet in a flash, racing towards the stairs. Behind him he could hear the thing that grabbed his arm giving pursuit. Its labored breath wheezed behind him. Justin banged into a bookcase as he rounded a corner of the basement, nearly stumbled over a chair, and was almost to the stairs when he tripped over something else that pitched him forward. The bridge of his nose smacked the fifth stair with a hearty crack. He yelped at the impact, blood spattering the stairs and the front of his shirt. Fogginess clouded his brain and he pulled himself up only to be pushed down by the thing, which was now leering over him. 
Justin felt his bladder give way. It was the last thing he remembered before the thing flipped him over and moved its hungry mouth toward his blood-ravaged face.
II
The latest issue of Nightshades magazine was at the printer when its owner and Editor-in-Chief, David Corban, received a call from his editor at the monthly trade publication Horror Scene. “Justin Grave just passed away this morning,” Mike Ashbury’s tired voice issued over the phone. “Heart attack. Sorry about springing bad news on you like this.”
David had been expecting the news. Justin had fallen ill in recent years, and informed David only two weeks ago that he wanted him to be his literary executor. David cradled the receiver on his shoulder and kicked his feet up on the window ledge overlooking Raymond Avenue. “Thanks for telling me. You’re the only guy I know that can bring bad news and still manage to keep me in a cheery mood.”
“Well, I’m not trying to make his death sound like it’s good news,” Mike said. “Justin lived the kind of life I hope to someday live. He lived his life to the fullest.”
David snorted. “You can say that again. The guy was almost ninety years old!”
“And he was still writing up until the time of his illness,” Mike interjected. “Mythos Books is putting out the last two novels he turned in to them, and if you were smart you’d get a collection out of his recent short stories.”
“We’d been talking about it before he got ill,” David said. “I suppose now that I’m his literary executor I can issue the stuff to myself for free.”
The conversation drifted a bit and eventually came back to Justin Grave’s short fiction again. “You really might want to consider a collection of his recent stuff,” Mike reiterated.
“Mythos put out a volume last year,” David said, musing the subject over. “It was a sixty year retrospective. Come to think of it, it didn’t include that much of his recent fiction.”
“There you go then,” Mike said. “At the very least you should consider an omnibus or something.”
David laughed. “It would take five volumes to showcase Justin Grave’s horror and dark fiction in an omnibus.” Still, Mike was thinking in the right direction. A collection of Grave’s horror, mystery, suspense, and dark fantasy fiction—most of it long out of print—could kick start Nightshades Publishing back into high gear. Presently there were two volumes of Grave’s short fiction in print from Mythos: Death Cry in the Night, a collection of weird menace stories from the shudder pulps of the 1930’s, and In the Depths, the retrospective that contained work from the late 20’s through the 90’s. David owned the seminal Cloak of Darkness and Others, which had been published in 1977 by a noted small press. It largely contained the more well known of his horror stories from the pulp era and beyond, and was now a highly sought after collector’s item. With the recent trend in horror fiction toward the extreme end and the noir, Justin Grave’s work was receiving an almost rediscovered flavor. Anthologists were mining his work from the pulps for a wider audience, and most of the novels he wrote when he came out of retirement in 1973 were now being reissued. David leaned back in his chair, eyeing the late afternoon traffic along Raymond Avenue. “It’s a great idea. I just wish there was something we could mine that’s really rare…you know, something nobody has collected yet.”
“Have you thought about tracking down The Watcher from the Grave for reprint rights?”
The title drew a blank in David’s mind. Mike was a literary bibliophile, one of the three most well-read people David knew. David’s interest was piqued. “I’ve never heard of it. What is it?”
“I’ve never read it,” Mike admitted. “From what I understand, it was published in late 1939 and early 1940 in serialized form in Shudder Magazine. It supposedly started some kind of controversy when it appeared.”
Now David’s interest was really piqued. “That’s pretty amazing. You wouldn’t happen to know what kind of controversy? “
“No. I really don’t know any more about it.” Mike added a short pregnant pause. “If you could dig it up somewhere I’d love to see what it was that caused folks in rural America to heave their cookies.”
“Well, I’ll try to track it down.” The conversation ended with a promise for David to get the bi-monthly column he wrote for Horror Scene in to Mike by the first of the week. David hung up the phone, his gaze still trained out the window. Justin had placed no less than ten stories with Nightshades during the magazine’s eighteen-year history, the last one presently at the printer to appear in the latest issue. The new story was sure to go over big with Nightshades readers. The tale concerned the rumor of a ghoul-like god that feasted on the flesh of the living. A small, yet fanatical cult dedicated to the ghoul devotes itself to appeasing the god. Extreme sexual favors in the form of succubi and incubi are the return for devotion. It was a story that straddled the traditional mode of the Cthulhu Mythos with the new erotic noir of Lucy Taylor and Edward Lee. Pure pulp for the masses.
David grinned as he leaned back in his chair. Justin Grave’s first posthumous piece was going to be his epitaph; his small, but fanatical audience was surely going to love it.
III
David made a trip to The Hollywood Book and Magazine Store that evening after closing down business for the day.
David’s favorite clerk, Brian Eaton, was seated on a chair, leafing through a recent issue of Fangoria. Brian was medium built, in his late twenties. The sides of his head were shaved down to the skull, wild hair sprouting from the top to cascade down to his shoulders. His left ear was pierced with six earrings. He played bass guitar in a local alternative band called Evil Offspring, and was a walking encyclopedia when it came to pulp trivia. The Hollywood Book and Magazine store itself was the kind of place that pulp fans in the Los Angeles area flocked to. The entire second floor of the place was devoted entirely to pulps—everything from Famous Fantastic Mysteries and Amazing Stories, to rare pulps like Strange Tales. David heard that the owners of the store sold the extremely rare second issue of Weird Tales a few months back for a tad over ten grand to a collector who’d been searching for it for the past five years. 
Brian looked up from his early evening reading and grinned as David walked in. “Yo, Dave. New issue at the printer?”
“You bet.” Dave sidled up to the counter as Brian put the magazine down and approached, grinning wide. 
“So what can I do for you this evening?”
“You know anything about a pulp magazine called Shudder?”
Brian nodded. “Sure do. It came out right around the time Unknown made its debut. It didn’t last long though. Why?”
“Well, I’m looking for a novel that was serialized in Shudder. A Justin Grave piece. The Watcher from the Grave.” He waited to see if recognition set in. It did.
Brian’s face lit up, excitement in his eyes. “Yeah, I know what you’re talking about. That’s the story that caused some major editorial freak out. There were even Senate subcommittee hearings over the contents of pulp magazines being too damaging for kids.”
Wow! Pre-McCarthyism thirteen years before the infamous Congressman set up the witch hunt that ultimately killed EC Comics and black-listed several Hollywood screenwriters and actors for their supposed communist ties. “Tell me about it,” David asked.
Brian shrugged. “Not much to tell. Shudder only published seven issues, with The Watcher from the Grave appearing in serialized form in each issue. It caused an uproar by the third installment and by issue five the shit hit the fan. The hearings were already in place. Ironically, the novel concluded in issue seven, the same issue with which the publisher decided to abort his publishing career by killing off the magazine. He ultimately sued Grave for an unspecified amount of damages and eventually went bankrupt.”
This was all news to David. “What was it that freaked everybody out so bad?”
“The story itself,” Brian explained, not breaking stride as the history lesson continued. “It had something to do with cult killings, was Lovecraftian in nature but incredibly sexual as well, way ahead of its time. It combined the cosmos of Lovecraft with a hint of Clark Ashton Smith, along with the ghoulishness of Hugh B. Cave and Robert Bloch. It had ghouls, sex, death, and a race of creatures that wait in the outer spheres of space and time, ready to plunder the human race. Like I said, it was kinda Lovecraftian in theme and tone—it talked about another sphere where the gods came from, spoke of R’lyeh and Shub-Niggurath, but then at the same time it wasn’t.” He chuckled. “Justin Grave was something of a trendsetter anyway—I mean, some of the stuff he was doing in the early thirties makes stuff that’s out now tame by comparison. Know what I mean?”
David nodded. Grave was downplayed as a hack writer for much of his career, and was ultimately forgotten in the field of horror for thirty years until an enterprising small press publisher issued Cloak of Darkness and Others in hardcover. The collection went on to win several awards, and a year later Grave’s first horror novel in over thirty-years, The Ritual, appeared in paperback from Lion Books. It still took ten years after that for his work to be taken seriously as an important contribution to fantasy literature. 
“The story never appeared anywhere else,” Brian continued. “During the commotion, an aspiring film maker optioned it from Grave, but nothing happened. Ten years later another producer bought the rights and made it into a low budget feature starring Bela Lugosi.”
David’s eyebrows shot up. He was supposed to be the film buff. “I never knew that!”
“Don’t feel so bad,” Brian said. “It was one of the endless stream of low budget films Lugosi did toward the end of his career. The film itself was largely confined to art houses and special midnight screenings in a few major cities. It came and disappeared and now it’s one of Lugosi’s lost films.”
David’s entrepreneurial mind was racing. If he could secure reprint rights for Watcher and resurrect the film on video (that is, if he could find it) he could make a small fortune. “Do you have any copies of Shudder in stock?”
David grinned wide. “You’ve come to the right place. I’ve got all seven issues in very good condition. They’re pricey, though.”
“How much?”
Brian named the price and David winced. It was enough to meet his monthly living expenses. David pulled his day-timer out of his black leather satchel and opened it up to his vast array of plastic. He pulled out an American Express card. No revolving debt.
“Couldn’t you just see if you can get a copy of the original manuscript from Justin himself?” Brian had just returned from the storeroom where he laid out all seven issues of Shudder in their protective plastic covers on the counter. David examined them carefully. 
“I would, but the man passed away this morning,” David said.
Brian looked bummed. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
David relayed his conversation with Mike Asbury earlier that afternoon. Brian listened intently. “Justin told me once that back in the sixties, a fire broke out in his house and he lost everything. Every pulp he had ever appeared in, along with the original manuscripts to all his published works. He’s been able to get copies of some of the pulps through the years, but he never did get all of them. I’m not sure he had any copies of Shudder.” David looked into Brian’s pensive features. “So, I don’t think that would work. Besides, I want these now. It’ll make a great tax-write off as well.”
Brian rang the transaction up. “Not only that, but you will be the proud owner of a sought after collectors item. Now that he’s passed, these are going to be worth a lot more money. Count yourself lucky.”
“I do.” David placed the fragile pulps in his satchel and bade Brian goodbye as he left the shop. His excitement and adrenaline spurned him on to what he knew he had to do in order to break his mini-publishing empire wide open.
IV
The hardcover first edition of The Watcher from the Grave sold out in two weeks.
David was prepared for the reaction to the advertising he put out, and he quickly ordered a second printing before the ink dried on the first. Six months later, The Watcher from the Grave had gone through four printings and a bidding war had started between four major paperback houses for reprint rights. Justin Grave’s literary agent, and Nightshades Publishing, had set up an estate for the deceased writer that was going to reap huge financial rewards in the months to come. 
During the book’s production, David was able to scare up the original print of the cinematic version of The Watcher from the Grave. It was found moldering away in a warehouse near downtown Los Angeles. Hard detective work uncovered the print and once viewed, David realized he had to scare up some investors and do some legal checking to make sure the marketing rights to the film were clear. His main concern was that Lugosi’s estate would holler blue murder when word leaked out about the print. A referral through a mutual business associate put him in touch with a legal shark by the name of Daniel Walters, of Walters, Lowell and Zuckerman. Daniel navigated the choppy legal seas, and within two months the contracts were signed, sealed and delivered. Lugosi had signed a one-shot deal with the producer of Watcher for a flat fee of two thousand dollars. His biographers surely hadn’t been able to point out why Lugosi allowed himself to be ripped off. Different theories had been tossed out in explanation, but they were useless to David; the forty-eight year old document between the actors and the producer/holders of the film guaranteed no future royalties to Lugosi’s estate should the film ever be resurrected. Thus guaranteeing the future of Nightshades Publishing.
There was no problem in rounding up investors for the fifty grand needed for the post-production, distribution, and marketing of Watcher onto video. Return on investment was expected within three months of release. The moola came in a month and a half early. So much for forecasting.
What David didn’t expect from all the hoopla surrounding the resurrection of Justin Grave’s lost novel was the offer to pen the deceased writer’s biography for another enterprising small publishing house. The advance was small, but David jumped at the chance anyway. The travel required to research the book would provide a much needed working vacation.
Unfortunately, things turned out differently.
V
David Corban was a week into researching Justin Grave’s life for the biography when Nightshades Publishing received a letter in shaky handwriting. It was postmarked Lancaster, Pennsylvania. 
July 6, 2000
Dear Mr. Corban,
I note with great interest that you have published Justin Grave’s long lost novel The Watcher from the Grave in an attractive deluxe edition, and have undertaken to resurrect and distribute the film based on the book, later this year on video. While I applaud your keen business mind in tackling such an endeavor, I wanted to share with you some insights I have on the background of the story, and the later film adaptation.
I became acquainted with Justin in 1919, when we were both in grammar school. We became friends in 1925 when we were both high school freshmen. We remained friendly correspondents over the decades. Justin and I shared similar interests, mainly a love for the macabre, and the strange and bizarre. It had always been Justin’s goal to create a piece of fiction that would out-do anything being published at the time. We were both avid followers of the great pulps, and while I was never a correspondent or member of the now infamous “Lovecraft Circle,” we both shared a deep admiration for the gentleman from Providence. Justin published only a few Cthulhu Mythos stories, his most famous being the one that also ultimately destroyed his career in the early forties—The Watcher from the Grave.
Of course, Watcher touches on much more than simple deities from outlying cosmos struggling to gain their hold on our world, a world they once ruled. In addition, the work of Dr. John Dee was also a big influence on Watcher, as well as research into the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia, the fabled lost city of Atlantis, and the ancient civilizations of South America. He had a theory, you see, about these “lost” civilizations that he wanted to answer in his novel. Ultimately he failed with mass America, but others before had tried to confront similar themes masked in mystery and fantasy.  Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith have flirted with such themes for years, but never in such grotesque detail as Grave managed to accomplish in a single story. Grave’s contemporaries, too, seemed unwilling or unable to grapple with the anthropological aspect of the ideas expounded in such themes. The two who came closest, Lovecraft and Robert E. Howard, died rather tragically at the height of their careers. The third, Clark Ashton Smith, virtually abandoned writing in 1937 and produced no more of his strange, dark fantasies. Who knows what light these gentlemen would have shed on such things if they hadn’t suddenly died or abandoned their careers?
I’ve been keeping up with the world of fantasy ever since, and while I admire those who have come after Lovecraft and copped his style—namely Brian Lumley and Ramsey Campbell—none have come close to dealing with what these gentlemen were trying to accomplish. Even Lovecraft himself opted for devising his fictional towns of Innsmouth and Arkham, and casting devilish, tentacled creatures from the deep seas as integral parts of his tales, using them to obscure the true facts. 
Have you ever read anything by James Smith Long? Don’t worry if the name doesn’t seem recognizable. Long’s work is largely forgotten now, but he published a steady stream of work from the 1840’s through the 1870’s in England, appearing in many of the Penny Dreadfuls and the Dime Novels of that time. Long died tragically in 1878 in a flat in London (and by strange coincidence, the very same room where Mary Ann Kelly was later found eviscerated beyond recognition by Jack the Ripper in 1888). Sadly, Long’s work has been out of print for over a hundred years, but his work is astonishing to compare to that of his literary descendants—there’s no doubt that Grave must have read Long’s work at one point, for Long talks of the same dreaded book that is so evident in Watcher. Yes, hard to believe, but Long makes reference to Lovecraft’s famed Necronomicon throughout the stories in his lone collection, a volume entitled From Beyond (I do not have a copy, but I remember Justin had an old, weather beaten copy. From what I recall of the flyleaf, it was issued in the year of Long’s death by a small publisher in London in an edition of 250 copies, most of which were ordered destroyed by Parliament for “blasphemy.” The book is virtually impossible to find today. I imagine copies that survived destruction by the pillars of British Society were destroyed during the blitzkrieg of London during World War II). Despite what Lovecraft’s biographers say, (and Lovecraft himself, rather contradictorily in his letters), I tend to believe Lovecraft must have come in contact with Long’s work at some point. How else could he have heard about the Necronomicon? 
I am incredibly anxious to view The Watcher from the Grave on video when it is released. I remember seeing it in the fall of 1953 at a theatre in downtown Philadelphia. The film version moved me in a way the novel hadn’t; reading the novel for the first time gave me those unexpected tingles of gooseflesh one is accustomed to getting when reading great horror fiction (not to mention the three weeks of nightmares afterward; no novel has affected me similarly since then. Not even the work of Stephen King, who I simply adore). The film raised those levels two-fold. Having read the novel in Shudder, those in my party wanted to bolt from their seats during those integral parts of the story. You know what parts I’m talking about; the parts when that ghoulish wraith walks out of the cellar and—
(Here the handwriting is illegible, and then it resumes after two lines of white space.)
—we refrained though, and upon visiting the theatre the next week, in the accompaniment of more friends and colleagues, I was amazed to see the film was gone from the marquee. I’ve never seen it advertised on a theatre marquee since.
In closing, I would like to commend you on a job well done in both resurrecting such a classic novel, as well as preserving the integrity of a man we all knew well and loved.
Yours Respectfully,
Mr. Calvin A. Smyth
David read the letter twice with bemused interest. What did Dr. John Dee have to do with the seeds of Watcher? He couldn’t understand where Mr. Smyth was coming from in relation to that. While Grave’s story was unrelenting and literally scared the living shit out of you, it was pretty much a straight-forward horror story with Lovecraftian overtones that basked in the gruesome: a writer of the macabre vacationing in a fictional town within the Pennsylvania Dutch Country discovers a sacrificial altar in the basement of his home. It turns out the former owner was the follower of a secret cult, one that worshipped “The Watchers,” a group of demonic angels sent to watch over the Earth, who later descended and took themselves wives to beget monstrous offspring. They passed forbidden knowledge to mankind and were banished to the outer spheres for their crimes. Like most mythos stories, they are still seeking a channel into our plane of existence. 
Further exploration of the house finds that the former occupant had abducted people for sacrifice in strange rites, offering the bodies to a creature described in great detail as “a leering, grinning emaciated scarecrow of a beast with a jaw full of broken, rotted teeth and rank breath that stank of the pit.” This creature is revealed to be one of the offspring of the Watchers, who had managed to remain in hiding when the other Watchers were banished to the outer spheres. In order to live, the offspring requires fresh blood from sacrificial victims. The more sacrifices made to the Watcher, the stronger he becomes. In return, he seduces his followers by showering them with succubi and incubi. Various idols and fetishes are utilized in rituals, some seeming to borrow heavily from Lovecraft’s Mythos: several of the mini-deities and fetishes grouped under the umbrella of the Watcher cult are amphibious in nature, some half reptilian and half mammal. The cult’s total purpose on earth was now established: to await the proper sacrifice, a human being whom the offspring could inhabit, allowing him to open the flood gates into the dimensions from which the Watchers had sprung, giving reign of the earth to those who had been banished to the outer stars.
Upon discovery of the evidence at his home, the protagonist is caught in a whirlwind of sexual perversion and bloody rituals as he struggles to retain his sanity and his life. The mystery darkens when two young girls are found murdered, their bodies curiously drained of blood, and evidence of the murders leads law enforcement to him. A musty old tome is found in the house—the Necronomicon—and the authorities shudder at the sight of it. It contains a virtual pre-history of a world now gone, and a world that will soon become reality again “when the stars are right.” Unfortunately they are too late. The protagonist has already used the book at the Black God’s bidding and realized, too late, what the intentions of the cult really were: that he was to be the vessel that will bring the Watchers back, allowing the Outer Gods to take hold on this world again. He doesn’t realize this until the end, when a young woman who has become his love interest early on in the novel, lures him into the basement of his home and seduces him. Before he is aware of it, the basement is filled with people, some he recognizes, others he doesn’t. The offspring is among them, a wraithlike figure emaciated and shambling as it is led to him to take communion of his blood, thus giving the dark god new life which will help to throw open the gates. 
The Lovecraft-inspired Cthulhu Mythos had nothing to do with this tender tale of a boy and his corpse-like friend. Still, Mr. Smyth’s letter raised some interesting observations, and David made a note in his day timer calendar to pay the gentleman a visit during his trip to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, which he was scheduled to make in a week. 
VI
From the Los Angeles Times—July 6, 2000
SIGNIFIGANT ARCHEOLOGICAL FIND IN SOUTH AMERICA STUNS SCIENTISTS
(AP) Anthropologists will no longer refer to the Americas as the “New World” if carbon dating performed on artifacts found among the ruins of a newly discovered temple are proven to be reliable. According to sources, the initial results from carbon dating on the objects show them to be somewhere in the neighborhood of 35,000–75,000 years old. “This is nothing short of astonishing,” claims Dr. Edward Danzig, Professor of Anthropology and Ancient Civilizations at The University of California. “We have reliably placed Homo Sapiens on this earth 30,000 years ago. To see evidence such as this, that demonstrates modern man was creating things of this magnitude over 30,000 years before most scientists believe he was on this earth, much less in this part of the world, is incredible.”
Dr. Edward Danzig is referring to statues found in the pyramid-like structure uncovered deep in the heart of the Amazon jungle in Brazil. The statues, all carved from stone, and all measuring twenty feet high, five feet wide at a weight of two tons apiece, depict a strange, hideous beast that can only be described as— “ (Continued page 34)
VII
Calvin Smyth didn’t leave a phone number with his return address. David Corban squeezed his eyes shut to alleviate the pain of a raging headache that was rocking his brainpan. He’d gulped two Excedrin with his last swallow of United Airline’s complimentary soft drink, but the headache persisted. The commuter flight from Philadelphia’s International Airport to the tiny Lancaster airport was bumpy with rough tail winds. The pilot announced they were preparing for landing. David settled down in his seat to battle the headache away as the plane prepared to touch down on the runway.
The headache was gone by the time he made it through the terminal gates. After collecting his luggage, snaring a rental car, and driving to his hotel in town and checking in, he retrieved Calvin Smyth’s address again. He lived on 1982 N. West End Avenue. The meager street map in the Lancaster Directory was no help. David drifted downstairs to the hotel lobby and ended up parting with three dollars and fifty cents for a more detailed Lancaster Street map.
He went to his car, unfolded the map and found North West End Avenue easily; it was near Franklin and Marshall College, about a five-minute drive through town. David started the car and set off down the highway to pay a visit to Mr. Smyth.
Rousing Mr. Smyth proved to be not difficult at all. He answered David’s knock with a curious, warm look. His features grew friendly when David introduced himself. The old man’s eyes lit up as if he was seeing an old friend for the first time in half a century. At eighty-nine years old, Calvin Smyth was in remarkably good shape for a man his age. Stooped with age, his eyes were lively, his movements smooth. He had a nervous tic along his right side from Parkinson’s disease, but other than that he looked healthier than a lot of people David’s own age. He opened the door of his modest Victorian home and bade David to come in and make himself comfy. After serving his young guest a cup of coffee, the two men sat down in the living room, where David began trying to steer the conversation toward a comfortable position from which to hurl questions at the older gentleman.
Mr. Smyth grew immediately interested when David mentioned the biography he was researching on Justin Grave. He leaned forward in his chair, his bright blue eyes dancing with delight. “I suppose that’s why you paid me a visit then?”
“In a way, yes,” David said, stepping carefully to the main question. “You don’t mind if we talk a little about Justin, do you?”
“Oh no, not at all.”
David produced a mini-cassette recorder from his black leather satchel and began recording. Calvin related the usual litany; he had known Justin since the second grade, they’d become friends when they were fourteen and he confessed to the many boyhood activities they’d done together. David nodded at the appropriate times and coaxed the story along by asking key questions. Justin had been an only child, and both parents had passed on in the early forties. Calvin thought there might have been an uncle in Ohio somewhere that had a big family, which would be the deceased writer’s only living heirs, but he wasn’t sure (David made a mental note to look into this further since Justin’s royalties were currently held in trust). “Justin’s folks were pretty solitary people. If they had relatives, they surely never mentioned them.”
While Calvin never aspired to be a writer, he loved reading ghost and horror stories, something his childhood friend shared. Only Justin had the story-telling bug in him as well, which eventually led to their not spending as much time together once Justin’s writing began to take off. “A writer is a solitary person,” Calvin said. “And Justin was no exception. All he did was write. He had no time for family or friends, much less girls. The few girlfriends he had were, pardon the expression, ‘easy-pickings,’ if you know what I mean.”
But Calvin had noticed a change in his old friend right around the beginning of 1939. He’d moved into a home on the outskirts of the city, and quickly became a recluse. “Justin got that place easy and quickly. Maybe too easy. It was almost as if some unseen force had guided him there. I knew those kind of living conditions weren’t to his liking; he had always liked the bustle of a community, with restaurants and theatres within walking distance. Something simple, but modest. So when that place came up for rent, I was surprised he took it. It was a good six months after he moved in that I saw him.”
Did Calvin ever visit him there? “Justin always gave an excuse for me not to come over,” Calvin recalled. He sipped his coffee languidly. “Either the place was always a mess, or he wasn’t going to be in, or he was asleep or something. The one time I did go there, he’d already finished Watcher and he looked bad.” Calvin’s face grew somber at the memory. “He looked over his shoulder as if someone was watching him. And he spoke very carefully, as if he was being careful of what he said.” Calvin frowned. “It also looked like he’d broken his nose at one point and never got it fixed. He had a noticeable bump right here.” He rubbed the bridge of his own honker. “I asked him what happened, and he said he’d gotten drunk and fallen down the stairs. I asked if he’d seen a doctor about fixing it and he said he couldn’t afford it. And then he changed the subject and wouldn’t talk about it again.”
Calvin related Justin’s state of mind during the hearings and the lawsuit filed against him by Shudder’s publisher. “He hit the bottle real hard, becoming a real alcoholic. Most magazines wouldn’t take his work anymore, and he started writing under pen names again. He looked bad, the worst he’d ever looked in his life, and I told him that maybe he should see a psychiatrist. He refused, and six months later he joined the army and was shipped overseas to fight Hitler and his SS.”
The talk continued for nearly three hours. Calvin related what eventually happened to Shudder’s publisher: he was found dead of multiple stab wounds in a New York City brownstone. The film producer who turned Watcher into celluloid was killed in a car accident on the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu, and the film’s director eventually landed a spot in the Atascadero loony bin. He committed suicide two years later by gouging out his own eyeballs. David found all this extremely fascinating. What became of the actors who starred in the film? Lugosi’s story was a matter of public record, and the other actors had been little known. Calvin had done his homework years ago. “All of them were dead by the mid-fifties,” he stated matter-of-factly. “The actress that played opposite Shane Towers, the lead actor, was murdered by a jealous boyfriend. Shane himself died of a drug overdose shortly after the film was shot, and two others died of heart attacks a few years later.”
“Kind of reminds me of what happened to Poltergeist’s alumni,” David murmured. Calvin got the hint and nodded. Four of the actors from that film had passed away mysteriously, or been murdered. Strange, but surely coincidental.
After the war, Justin moved to Los Angeles and tried to remain anonymous. He found work as a foreman in a factory, and tried moving back to his hometown in 1950. It didn’t last long. He took off for Florida six months later and lived on the streets of Miami for two years. After several stints in jail and alcohol rehabilitation centers, he saw the light and found Jesus. His sudden conversion to Christianity came as a surprise to Calvin, who revealed to David that Justin had always been an atheist. But his friend was glad Justin wasn’t “finding salvation in a bottle” anymore. Justin picked himself up with the meager cash from the sale of Watcher to film, and never made a cent beyond the initial advance. He married a girl from his church two years later, and the couple moved to Tampa Bay where they opened a hotel.
“He eased up on the religion stuff as the years went on,” Calvin said. He had brewed more coffee and they sat in the living room with fresh, steaming mugs. “And he started writing again in the sixties under the old name again, mainly for the mystery magazines. Nobody seemed to notice he was publishing fiction again. He’d been forgotten entirely, but it didn’t bother him.”
Eventually an enterprising young fan would discover that the Justin Grave writing cozy mysteries for Alfred Hitchcock’s, Ellery Queen’s and Mike Shayne’s Mystery Magazines was the same writer who wrote all those grisly horror stories for the pulps. The fan contacted Justin via one of the magazines, and a correspondence ensued. The fan persuaded Grave to return to the horror field. Grave’s first published horror story in almost thirty-five years, “Sleep No More,” appeared in Whispers three years later. More stories followed in a briefly revived Weird Tales, and in another little magazine called Weirdbook. Cloak of Darkness & Others appeared two years later, and once again Grave was back writing what he loved the most.
David knew the rest of the narrative by heart, having read Grave’s recent work and meeting the writer himself at various conventions; a string of successful paperback novels, a slew of short stories in the leading horror and fantasy magazines of the day—Twilight Zone, Night Cry, The Horror Show, and his old alma mater Weird Tales (resurrected yet again and so far still going strong) were only some of the publications his work appeared in. What he’d been unaware of was Grave’s past and the circumstances surrounding The Watcher from the Grave.
Now David popped the question that had been on his mind since he’d gotten Calvin’s letter. “You mentioned in your letter to me that part of the inspiration for Watcher was a Dr. John Dee, as well as the myth of several lost civilizations. Can you tell me a little more about that?”
Calvin heaved a big sigh. He seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “Are you familiar with ritual magic at all? Aleister Crowley, the Order of the Golden Dawn and the like?”
David shook his head. “Not really.”
“What about ancient Jewish myth or biblical mythology?”
“Only what was pounded into me in Catholic school.” David grinned.
Calvin sighed again and leaned forward. He managed a smile. “I take it you are pretty familiar with Lovecraft?”
“I am,” David said, his next question popping out of his mouth automatically. “And that’s the other thing I wanted to ask you about. You mention in your letter that the Necronomicon is actually referred to in a piece of fiction over fifty years before Lovecraft began using it in his work. What do you know about this?”
“It all ties in together, trust me,” Calvin said, taking a sip of coffee. “To give you the short version, the Necronomicon, according to Lovecraft, does not exist. However, the Necronomicon according to Dr. John Dee does exist.”
David blinked. “Say again?”
Calvin leaned forward. “The Necronomicon is not a myth. It is very much real. But the Necronomicon that you know of, that Lovecraft wrote about, is far from the real thing. I have my suspicions that Lovecraft heard about some of the particulars from his wife, Sonia Greene, back in 1921 or so, but then—”
“Wait, wait, wait,” David said, his heart beating hard. “Are you telling me all this Cthulhu Mythos stuff is real?”
Calvin smiled. “Not at all. Why don’t I start at the beginning?”
Which he did.
It was a fascinating tale, one that David found hard to believe. But the more Calvin spun the story out, the more it all began to make sense. After all, don’t all myths and legends have some kind of basis in facts?
“Let me begin with Lovecraft,” Calvin said, reclining in his chair and addressing David like a professor addressing a student. “But first, some brief back story. Aleister Crowley was a student, and some say, a master of the occult. One of the things that no doubt happened is that Crowley read Dee’s translation of the Necronomicon. I say this because it was Crowley who later translated and adopted Dee’s Enochian Keys into his own Law of Thelema. He probably read the Necronomicon while researching Dee’s manuscripts because there are too many passages in his Book of the Law that read like a transcription of passages in that translation. Anyway, Crowley himself never mentioned the Necronomicon in his works. I suspect it was an embarrassment to him when he realized the extent to which he had unconsciously incorporated passages from the Necronomicon into his own Book of the Law.
“But in any event, Crowley was in New York in 1918, where he was trying to establish a literary career. He was contributing to Vanity Fair and other magazines, and it was at a lecture when he first encountered Sonia Greene, who had literary ambitions of her own. Crowley described her as one of the most beautiful women he’d ever met. As we know from Crowley’s reputation with women, he wasted no time with her. They saw each other on an irregular basis for some months.
“In 1921 Sonia Greene met Lovecraft and it was in that same year that Lovecraft wrote ‘The Nameless City,’ where he first mentions Abdul Alhazred. The following year he mentions the Necronomicon in ‘The Hound.’ In 1924 he and Sonia married.”
David interrupted the narrative with a question. “So he found out about the Necronomicon from Sonia?”
“That’s what is believed,” Calvin answered. “We don’t know exactly what Crowley told Sonia Greene when they were seeing each other, and we don’t know what she told Lovecraft. But knowing that Sonia and Howard connected in so many ways philosophically, and in ways relating to literature and such, it’s only too easy to picture them talking one night and Sonia mentions some of the ideas she learned from Crowley. She wouldn’t even have to mention Crowley by name; she might have simply mentioned that she’d heard of this book called the Necronomicon, made mention of some of what it contained, and Lovecraft’s imagination could have come up with the rest.”
David nodded. From what he knew about Lovecraft it was very possible. Lovecraft would write that he’d invented the name Abdul Alhazred when he was five years old, but he could have simply confused the name with the intense dreams of the Arabian Nights he’d had at that early age. 
“So the long and short end of it is that Lovecraft’s fictitious Necronomicon is based on a real book called the Necronomicon.” David mused.
“That is correct,” Calvin said, his blue eyes dancing with amusement. “Not much is known of its author, Abdul Alhazred, who Lovecraft later dubbed ‘the Mad Arab’ for his tales. Abdul wasn’t mad, at least as far as we know, but he was probably rather eccentric. Also, unlike what Lovecraft wrote in his mythos stories, the Necronomicon was not a book of spells or a grimoire of ancient black arts. It was conceived as a history, and hence, a book of things now dead and gone. An alternative meaning of its name is  ‘the book of the customs of the dead’.”
“Wow,” David said, leaning forward in his chair. This was really interesting.
Calvin continued. “The book was written in Damascus in 730 A.D., by Abdul Alhazred. No Arabic manuscript is known to exist. A Latin translation was made in 1487 by a Dominican priest named Olaus Wormius, who was a secretary to the Spanish Grand Inquisitor Tomás de Torquemada. It’s likely the original Arabic manuscript of the Necronomicon came into his possession during the persecution of the Spanish Moors.
“Anyway, it must have been incredibly risky for Wormius to translate and print the Necronomicon during that time. It must have held an obsessive fascination for him, because he was finally charged with heresy and burned after sending a copy of the book to Johannes Trithemius, Abbot of Sponheim. The accompanying letter contained a detailed and blasphemous interpretation of certain passages of the Book of Genesis. All of Wormius’ translations were seized and burned with him, although I suspect that at least one copy must have found its way into the Vatican Library.”
David stroked his chin, nodding. “I’ve heard they keep tons of old manuscripts and stuff there. That they keep secrets in there they don’t want the world to know.”
“Exactly!” Calvin said. “If they revealed them it would crumble the hold they have on the world.”
Calvin paused for a moment to take a sip of coffee, then continued. “About one hundred years later, in 1586 I believe, a copy of Wormius’ Latin translation surfaced in Prague. Dr. John Dee was a famous English magician at the time, and he and his assistant Edward Kelly were at the court of the Emperor Rudolph II to discuss plans for making alchemical gold. Kelly brought the copy from the so-called Black Rabbi, the Kabbalist and alchemist Jacob Eliezer, who had fled to Prague from Italy after accusations of necromancy.
“The Necronomicon appears to have had a vast influence on both men. The character of Kelly’s scrying changed, which struck horror into the Dee household.”
“Scrying?” David was puzzled.
“Forgive me,” Calvin said. “The systems of magick now known as Enochian magick derive from the work of Dee and his seer Edward Kelly. Dee had a passion for discovering lost knowledge and spiritual truths. The method employed for these works was fairly standard for the time. Dee would act as the orator, directing fervent prayers to God and the archangels for 15 minutes to an hour. Then a scrying stone would be placed on a prepared table, and the angels were called to manifest a visible appearance. Kelly would watch the stone and report everything he saw and heard; Dee would sit at another table nearby and record everything that occurred. Kelly’s scrying technique changed when the two gained possession of the Latin translation of the Necronomicon.”
“How so?” David asked.
Calvin shrugged. “Kelly’s technique became more…hideous…monstrous in its nature. Crowley interpreted this as an abortive first attempt of an extra-human entity communicating the Thelemic Book of the Law. Very shortly afterward Kelly left Dee, who translated the Necronomicon to English. Contrary to Lovecraft, this translation was never printed. The manuscript passed into the collection of the great collector Elias Ashmole, and later to the Bodleian Library in Oxford.”
David perked up. “Does it still exist?”
Calvin shook his head. “I’m afraid Dee’s translation disappeared following a break-in in the spring of 1934. The British Museum suffered several burglaries and the Wormius edition was deleted from the catalogue and removed to an undergound repository in a converted slate mine in Wales. Other libraries lost their copies, and today there is no library with a genuine catalogue entry for the Necronomicon. In the mid 1930’s the few known copies of the Necronomicon just simply disappeared. It is believed that someone in the German SS government took an interest in obscure occult literature and began to obtain copies by fair means and foul.” He smiled ghoulishly. “It is believed there is a large wartime cache of occult and magickal documents in the mountains of Osterhorn near Salzburg that contains a copy of the Necronomicon. This may be connected to the rumor of a copy bound in the skin of concentration camp victims.”
David let this sink in. “You mentioned that the Necronomicon is supposed to be a history. What history is it supposed to be of?”
“Alhazred appears to have had access to many sources now lost, and events which are only hinted at in Genesis, or the Book of Enoch. Many of the legends he had access to are disguised as mythology in other sources, but are explained in great detail in the Necronomicon. It is also believed that Alhazred used magical techniques to clarify the past. Essentially, he believed that many intelligent species besides the human race had inhabited the Earth, and that much knowledge was passed to mankind in encounters with beings from ‘beyond the spheres.’ He shared with some Neoplatonists the belief that the stars are similar to our sun and have their own unseen planets with their own life forms, but elaborated this belief with a good deal of metaphysical speculation in which these beings were part of a cosmic hierarchy of spiritual evolution. He was also convinced that he’d contacted beings he called the ‘Old Ones’ using magical invocations, and warned of terrible powers waiting to return to reclaim the earth. He interpreted this belief in the light of the Apocalypse of St. John, but reversed the ending so that the Beast triumphs after a great war in which the earth is laid to waste.”
“The Old Ones sound very Lovecraftian,” David said, nodding. “You’re sure Lovecraft never read the book himself?”
“Quite sure. I’m even pretty sure he wasn’t familiar with James Smith Long’s work at all. And you’re right, the similarities are uncanny. They parallel each other tremendously. It is clear that Alhazred elaborated upon existing traditions of the Old Ones. According to Alhazred, the Old Ones were beings from ‘beyond the spheres,’ presumably the spheres of the planets, and in the cosmography of that period this would imply the region of the fixed stars or beyond. They were superhuman and extra-human. They mated with humans and beget monstrous offspring. They passed forbidden knowledge to humankind, and they were continuously striving to seek a channel into our plane of existence. And do you know something else?”
“What?”
“This is virtually identical to the Jewish tradition of the Nephilim, the giants mentioned in Genesis. The word Nephilim literally means ‘fallen ones.’ The story in Genesis is really only a fragment of a larger tradition, another piece that can be found in the Book of Enoch, which was never canonized in the Bible. According to this source, a group of angels sent to watch over the Earth saw the daughters of men and lusted after them. Unwilling to act individually, they swore an oath and bound themselves together, and two hundred of these ‘Watchers’ descended to earth and took themselves wives. The wives bore giant offspring, who then turned against nature and began to, and I quote, ‘sin against the birds and beasts and reptiles and fish, and to devour one another’s flesh and drink the blood’. That’s an exact quote from Enoch, by the way. The fallen angels taught man how to make weapons of war and sorceries and enchantments, and astrology and other secrets. These separate legends are elaborated in later Jewish sources such as the Talmud, which makes it clear that Enoch and Genesis refer to the same tradition. The great flood described in Genesis was a direct response to the evil caused by humankind’s commerce with fallen angels, who were cast out and bound.”
David said nothing. He was letting this sink in. It was so overwhelming. “In Lovecraft’s fiction, cults are formed in an attempt to summon the Old Ones. Is this…is this possible for what we’re talking about?”
Calvin nodded. “Of course. The Necronomicon strongly hints that there is a cult, or group of cults, that worships the Old Ones and seeks to aid them to gain control of this planet. One of the tactics attempted by this cult is to breed human and Old One offspring that will then multiply and ingress into terrestrial life until the Old Ones return to their pre-ordained position.”
David was silent, letting this sink in. Calvin continued: “It is now generally believed by occult scholars that the Enochian system of magic Dee and Kelly came up with was directly inspired by those sections of the Necronomicon that deal with Alhazred’s techniques for evoking the Old Ones. Remember, the Necronomicon was primarily intended as a history, and while it does provide some practical details and formulae, it is hardly a step-by-step beginner’s guide to summoning demons from beyond the gulfs of space and time. Dee and Kelly had to fill in many details themselves. It is believed that the scrying technique Kelly used was under the influence of the Old Ones. The very name of their system—Enochian—is a clue; it was inspired by the age-old traditions recorded in the Book of Enoch, and it was obviously Dee and Kelly’s intention to contact the Nephilim, or the Watchers. The manuscript of The Book of Enoch was lost until the late 17th century, so Dee would have had access to only a few fragments quoted in other manuscripts. Alhazred most likely had access to the Book of Enoch, as it was current throughout the Middle East in the eight century.”
“This Enochian stuff,” David said, “is it very common now?”
Calvin nodded. “Crowley translated the Enochian system in the early part of this century. He includes it in his Book of the Law. Others have attempted their own translations as well. Anton LaVey, the late founder of the Church of Satan, included a translation in his book The Satanic Bible, which can be found in any Borders bookstore.” Calvin smiled. “Hardly typical of what is supposed to be a system of forbidden magic, eh?”
“What is the difference between this James Smith Long’s work and that of Lovecraft?” David asked.
“Long utilizes the Necronomicon in its original meaning,” Calvin said, choosing his words carefully. “It isn’t mentioned very often, but in the one definitive book on the Necronomicon, Long’s work is quoted quite significantly. Obviously the author of the piece had gotten a hold of a copy of From Beyond, because he was able to describe the stories from it quite vividly. From what I could tell, the work is vastly different. Lovecraft merely hypothesizes the Necronomicon, and comes quite close to its contents. His Cthulhu Mythos is pure invention, whereas Long’s work is based on truth. As is The
Watcher from the Grave.”
David posed the next question, which had been on his mind since the interview commenced. “It’s a wild theory. And I can see why it’s been…suppressed for so long. It certainly goes against much modern Christian and Jewish myth. The question is why have they been suppressed?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. It’s been hypothesized that our present civilization is not the first time that man has risen through the ranks to become the most dominant animal species,” Calvin said, speaking slowly and carefully. “In fact, there is now ample proof that the earth is far older than scientists had originally thought. Modern science pegs the earth at 6 billion years old. But new theories estimate earth at being twice that age, with a prior civilization of man occupying much of the world seventy thousand years ago, a full fifty thousand years before most anthropologists believed the first Homo Sapiens appeared. This civilization had a completely different language and custom, their own mathematical system, their own government, their own science. And they all spoke of beings that came from beyond the spheres, beings who gave them wisdom, beings who ruled over them and were later banished to the outlying cosmos.” He grew quiet. “And they’re waiting for the right moment, when the stars are right, for the appropriate vessel—a man—to throw open the gates and allow them entry back into this world. Where they will once again rule the earth.” 
David eyed Calvin curiously. “You’ve researched this?”
Calvin nodded. “A little. Besides the Nazca and Mayan civilizations, which show ample proof to have been erected well before the Aztecs even showed up, there were the lost civilizations of Mesopotamia, Easter Island, and Atlantis. One thing I forgot to mention is that the original Arab translation of the Necronomicon comprised seven volumes and that the Latin translation ran to nine hundred pages. Much of the history contained in its pages was of this older world. It discussed the legend of the Old Ones, as well as the history and times of the people who existed before the great flood, which some archeologists have now attributed to a cataclysmic event that happened due to an alignment of the planets. It was this havoc that destroyed those older civilizations. According to the Necronomicon, the world was destroyed by the force of the Old Ones being banished to the outer cosmos. It suggests that upon their return, the world will once again be laid to waste as they swoop in for their rule. Of course Genesis and other books in the Bible paint the picture of an angry God destroying the world due to his anger at man or the Nephilim.”
“So why should I believe this?” David asked, still struggling with his thoughts. He was under the impression that Calvin believed every word of it, but he’d never known Justin Grave to believe anything as wacky as this. The man had always come across as being a very normal elderly man. A voice whispered in the back of his mind: but normalcy is a great front for concealing secrets. “There’s no hard, solid proof of any of this. Everything you’ve presented to me is all speculation. You say yourself that by all accounts the real Necronomicon is lost.  But even if it is truly lost, and has been lost since the 1930’s, surely there are survivors who have seen it, or been involved with a cult that may have used it. Are there any diaries or statements from former cult members? The only thing anybody who investigates this angle has to go on is pure speculation based on the writings of two or three men who are now not only dead, but who wrote horror fiction for a living.”
Calvin nodded. “You’re quite right. But then, people believed Whitley Strieber’s account of his alien abduction. And he was known as a writer of the fantastic before that supposedly happened to him.”
Calvin continued after draining the rest of his coffee. “If it’s bizarre and out of the ordinary and steeped in some kind of historical fact, people will believe it. Pure speculation presented with facts or evidence to support that speculation often results in bona fide belief. Take the common myths and superstitions of the world: the Loch Ness Monster, witchcraft rituals, hauntings. People will want to believe that Jack the Ripper was Queen Victoria’s grandson. Or that Amelia Earhart is still alive somewhere on the Fiji Islands.”
“Or that Elvis is still alive.” What a joke.
“Exactly! Elvis Presley was already larger than life before he passed on. Keeping him alive by reputed sightings only adds to the intrigue to the point where we want to believe he’s still alive.”
David’s eyes narrowed at the older man sitting across from him. “Okay, granted weird things happen, and I don’t doubt that they do. But even if a cult like the one you’re talking about did exist, and James Smith Long dug up some facts and fictionalized it, only to influence Lovecraft and a slew of others, why…” He grasped at the question. “Why would any of it matter now?”
“Suppose the work of James Smith Long wasn’t entirely fiction?” Calvin posed. “Suppose he was trying to…warn us of what was to come?”
“Which would be what?”
“Long’s fiction describes portions of the Necronomicon that Justin’s work barely scratches the surface of. Primarily the pre-history of earth, but also history of the outlying cosmos. Like Lovecraft’s fiction, it suggests that when the stars are right, when everything is in balance in the universe, that the lone Watcher and its followers will be able to summon up the occult power to throw open the gates. And that in order for this to happen, there must be a sacrifice from a willing victim, a victim who goes to the cult of their own free will. In Justin’s novel the protagonist does exactly that. When he begins uncovering the truth he is led into his own basement by his lover who, unbeknown to him, is a cult member. He is taken in sacrifice by the cult members and the Watcher at the appropriate date and time. And what follows is wide-spread chaos as the Nephilim return.”
“And if Justin’s novel resembles Long’s fiction, there are cult members somewhere in this world devoted to the emergence of what you call the Watchers?”
Calvin shrugged. “Something like that.”
David was silent for a moment, taking it all in. He finally put forth the second question that had been nagging at him, the one that, if the answer to his first question was true, was even scarier. “Do you think Justin Grave may have discovered something like this?”
Calvin sighed. He set his empty coffee cup down. “I’ve asked myself that question for the past fifty years or more. Justin never wanted me to see the inside of that house he lived in. And when I did visit him he was very skittish. Squeamish, almost. He steered me away from certain rooms and he just seemed jumpy. Watcher had already been published and I thought that its writing had terrified him in some way. After the chain of events that led to Justin’s downfall, I began to speculate more and more about his behavior during that afternoon visit. Maybe he had discovered something and Watcher held the key to all of it.” He broke off and chuckled slightly, his eyes lighting with some new memory. “He surely downgraded Lovecraft and others after that. Said that their stuff was too watered down, and that they were afraid to face the truth, that they devised all these stupid monsters to bury what he described as the truth. He surely appeared to be always on the run from his pulp past, especially The Watcher From the Grave. When Cloak of Darkness was in production, the publisher wanted to include the novel in the book, but Justin refused. He never wanted that novel in print ever again, and he never mentioned it in bibliographies after that. It was almost as if he were trying to distance himself from that work, as if he were trying to escape its influence. I sometimes got the impression that…he was worried there really was a cult out there, and that they were on to him. That by keeping a low profile, moving around a lot, it would keep them off his trail.” Calvin shook his head. “If I’d only known.”
David let this sink in. He was very intrigued by what Calvin had just told him, but a part of him was still skeptical. David didn’t believe in speculation and rumor; he needed the pure, hard facts to lean toward the angle Calvin was edging at.
Calvin shook his head. “I know it sounds hard to believe. But it’s what Justin told me the whole genesis of his story was based on. I only came up with what I’ve told you through investigation and my own theories.”
“Still it is an interesting theory, even for entertainment purposes. It’s still kind of wild though. The only thing different about it is that the Old Ones, or whatever, lack an organized following today.”
“Oh, but according to Long’s work there is a cult.” Calvin said. “They’re not as obvious as Lovecraft’s Mythos cult; they’re not some half-breed mulattos speaking broken English and chanting in weird tongues around a fire in some swamp. Far from it. Why, you remember what happens in Justin’s story at the end, don’t you?”
David nodded. It had slipped his mind and now it all came back to him. The protagonist’s love interest seduces him one night in his basement where he found evidence of the cult, and the place is suddenly swarming with strange shapes who later materialize as people…and strange beings. His lover holds him down and he knows now that he is in the hands of the cult. His death guarantees the gate to the other side will be thrown open, allowing the Watchers entry into this world.
Calvin rose and took David’s empty coffee cup, prompting David to start making his exit. He gathered his belongings, turned off the recorder and followed Calvin to the kitchen. “Do you think you could tell me where the house was that Justin lived in here in Lancaster County?”
Calvin looked at him with a mystifying expression. “I wish I could, but you’re about forty years too late. The place burned down one night and is nothing but an empty field now.”
Thus eliminating any chance for David to dig deeper into Justin’s life for the book, or the answers to the questions that were now gnawing at his mind.
VIII
Lancaster, Pennsylvania didn’t provide the clues David wanted now that his curiosity was piqued regarding the Watcher theory. He had drained all the information he could get out of Calvin Smyth and opted to make his next move: Seattle, Washington, home of rainy weather, stout beers, Ted Bundy, alternative-grunge music, and one deceased writer and a mystery that gnawed at David’s brain.
He touched down at Sea-Tac airport five days later and checked into a hotel. Most of his material on Grave was on one large legal pad and five micro-cassettes of interviews with whatever former colleagues and friends in Lancaster he could find that were still alive; one tape was of his afternoon with Smyth.
Once checked into his room he put the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door and crashed. He slept for twelve hours.
The following afternoon he drove a rental car to the house that was in the Nightshades business Rolodex. Justin Grave’s former residence before he bit-the-big-one was situated in a quiet tree-lined street at the foothills of green, rolling hills. Low clouds hung over the trees, shrouding them in fogs of intrigue. David parked in front of the ranch-style house and noted the FOR SALE sign erected on the lawn. The executor of Justin’s estate wasn’t wasting time in carrying things out.
A pleasant looking middle-aged woman met him at the door. Her smile downplayed the age lines on her face. She was dressed immaculately and professionally in a snug, gray burgundy suit and knee length skirt with a white blouse and tan pumps. Her legs were shapely. Her once blonde hair was turning gray, yet her eyes still sparkled with a youthful boisterousness. She had a full hourglass figure that was attractive. The sign outside stated that the sale of the house was being handled by Geri Sheller Realtors. David smiled as he approached the door. “Hi. You must be Ms. Sheller?”
“At your service.” She held out a hand in greeting and David took it. “Coming to take a look, or— ”
“Actually, I’m a friend and associate of the former owner of the house,” David said. “I’ve just been named his literary executor and I came by in the hopes of extracting whatever manuscripts or private papers he might have left behind.”
Geri nodded. She motioned for David to come inside. David followed her into the house, noting her figure. The woman looked almost old enough to be his mother but she hadn’t lost her attractiveness, or her sex appeal. She reminded David of an Ann Margaret or a Raquel Welch.
“The moving crew took everything out last week,” she said as she led him to the kitchen. The interior was stripped of furniture and knick-knacks. “Mr. Grave’s attorney arranged for his personal belongings to be stored at A-1 Storage. I’ll give you the address.” She reached a table in the kitchen where she was headquartered and jotted down a number on a piece of stationary. She handed it to David, who made a mental note of it before putting it into his shirt pocket.
David was just about to ask if he could have a look around the house, but was interrupted by the sound of the front door opening and a hollow, “Hello?” Geri whirled. “Duty calls,” she said, moving to the living room to greet a potential buyer. David checked his watch; it was two o’clock, which gave him time to swing by Justin’s physician, as well as pay a visit to the storage area. He let himself out of the house, making a mental note to come back and try to get a feel for the place at a later time. Right now he had other matters to attend to. 
IX
He exited Dr. William Johnson’s clinic an hour later, more puzzled and frightened than when he’d talked to Calvin Smyth five days ago. Johnson was very adamant about Calvin’s health up to the time of his death. At eight-nine years old, Justin was in better physical shape and health than most men half his age. His cholesterol level was normal, his blood pressure controlled by medication, his heart strong and fine. He had no respiratory problems, no back or joint ailments, and normal bowel movements. Well then, what had been the cause of his death? David asked.
A massive heart attack, was Dr. Johnson’s reply. It was as if a hand reached into his ribcage and squeezed the muscle until it burst. The news was shocking, but what bounced off David’s mind even more were Johnson’s final words. You should have seen the look on his face when the coroner brought him in. He had such a horrified look on him that you would have sworn he’d just seen something…that defines fear as we know it, before he passed on.
X
The clerk at the storage area unlocked the rental space for David and then let him get down to business. The rental space was the size of a one-car garage. It was crammed to the hilt with furniture, framed pictures, boxes, and two large spring mattresses. David maneuvered around the stuff until he came upon some boxes. Then he set to work in locating some of Justin Grave’s manuscripts, memorabilia, and anything else that he could use for the biography.
And he was also keeping his eye peeled for anything that looked out of the ordinary.
His search yielded two boxes of manuscripts consisting of Justin Grave’s published work from 1975 onward. Short stories, essays, and novels. All forty-one of them. Justin had proven to be extremely prolific in the eighties, at one point twelve of his novels seeing print as paperback originals in a two-year period alone. Most of them bore stupid cover art that was foil embossed, with evil skeletons or children; in short, the covers usually had nothing to do with the contents of the book. Once the books started selling on the basis of their actual content, rather than the stupid covers his publishers chose to adorn them with, the cover artwork actually improved.
He put those findings aside. They would be dealt with later.
Rummaging further, he turned up five of Justin’s notebooks with story ideas. He flipped through them eagerly and scanned the pages. Story ideas, dream synopses, and general observations and notes. Nothing about Watcher, or the horrors the story alleged.
Two hours later he stumbled on something in a crumpled, dusty box in the rear of the storage space. He sneezed as dust swirled around. He pulled the box to the center of the room where the light was better. He opened it and gasped down at the contents.
The big leather-bound book was old. Musty and cracked, it looked as old as God. It was bound in a pinkish gray leather that resembled skin. The spine was bound by two large steel clasps bolted into the leather. David opened the cover and glanced at the title page: Necronomicon.
The idea that it was a fake flashed through his mind. But how does one fake a disheveled, musty, old appearance? The Necronomicon looked ready to fall apart.
Beneath the book was another notebook, this one more frayed and weathered. He opened it. The spidery handwriting was unfamiliar, but the contents were shocking. David drew a sharp intake of breath as he read a few paragraphs.
Five minutes later he was racing out of the storage area grounds with the Necronomicon and the notebook under his arm.
XI
He decided to spin by Justin Grave’s former residence on a whim. The daylight was fading fast, and in another thirty minutes it would be dark. The house was on his way to the hotel in downtown Seattle. David hit interstate 5 and zoomed toward the house.
The notebook and the ancient book were the proof he wanted but never thought he would get. David’s heart raced with excitement as the realization of what he had just discovered thumped through his head. Occult scholars had long debated the existence of an accursed book as described by Lovecraft and others, but now David had the proof.
David hadn’t read much of the notebook, but what he’d perused was enough to convince him that something weird had been happening for decades, perhaps even centuries. The notebook was most likely written by a deranged cult follower. The author describes the unholy power the book has over him, and his own weakness to the pleasures that the Watcher showers upon him. My very will has evaporated since the discovery of that cursed book. I no longer have control over myself. Every time the Watcher visits me, I am compelled to commit unspeakable acts all in the name of my pleasure, and his demand that I bow down to him upon my relief. Another line farther down: With each victim he grows stronger, more physical in his strength. His thirst for blood is unstoppable! And farther down: Oh God, why did I even research this? My curiosity for the writings of James Long has proven to be disastrous! The man had discovered what had been sleeping for centuries: the demon of the undead himself!
David had flipped ahead to the rear of the notebook and found the last entry. His heart raced madly in his chest as he remembered the passage. I can no longer contain myself; these horrible murders must stop. The only way I can warn others is to make this story public and step out of the shadows I have sprung from. I now know the true reason behind Long’s death, and the tragic lives of his later contemporaries. It is good that those who came after Long and have tried to emulate him have never discovered the true secret—
But wait! The damp odor of rot invades my nostrils. They’ve found out what my plans are! I don’t know how, but they’ve found— 
 It is there that the journal ends.
And it was that which sent David racing to his car, the ancient book and journal in hand. His mind pieced together the events by pure speculation. Justin moved into the house outside of Lancaster in January of 1939, two months after the former resident suddenly disappeared. Was it possible he’d moved into the home of a curious researcher delving into the dark secrets of the Necronomicon, a researcher who’d gotten too close to the truth and was silenced, only to discover the same ancient book and become possessed by the Watcher himself?
It was this thought that rose in his mind as he drove through town. Justin obviously intended The Watcher from the Grave to be a warning, and his enlisting in the armed services was most likely an attempt at escaping the horrors in that rambling farmhouse. Likewise, his moving around the country, his degeneration into alcoholism, were all a result of the plans he now knew the Watcher had in store for earth. Dr. Johnson’s words rang in his mind. Was it possible that upon his death Justin had received some sort of revelation? Could it have been that which sent his heart into complete arrest?
He parked in front of Justin Grave’s former home. A single light glowed from the porch, along with a light from the kitchen. A tan BMW was parked in the driveway; it looked like the real estate agent was still there.
David strode up to the front door, his mind already formulating a story to pitch to Geri about his sudden return. The door opened immediately after he knocked, and Geri’s face smiled up at him. “Hi! Surprised to see you back in this neck of the woods.”
David stepped hesitantly inside. “I was just wondering if I could take a look around the place,” he said. “Get a feel for where Justin lived…you know.”
Geri nodded. “I understand. Help yourself.”
David nodded, relieved that she wasn’t putting up resistance. He moved into the barren living room with its large stone fireplace as Geri retreated to the kitchen. He could feel the cold mist of the night seeking its way inside the comfiness of the house. David stood and closed his eyes briefly, trying to get a feel for the room. He took a deep breath. He could imagine Justin living out his last days in this house, harboring the dark secrets that had plummeted him to depression and alcoholism, hiding the secrets that held the very fabric of sanity together. David exhaled and opened his eyes, taking a step toward the oak-paneled study off the living room. The room gave off a warm vibe, expelling the weird thoughts that had just clouded his mind. The hominess settled into his system, beckoning him to relax.
The sound of clicking heels on the bare floor caught his attention and he whirled around. Geri stood in the threshold of the study, a smoky silhouette that gained form and substance as she stepped into the room. “I was kind of hoping you’d come back,” she said, stepping into the room. David forced out a smile as she stepped into the light of the waning moon filtering through the trees outside and shining through the large French windows of the study. The top two buttons of her blouse were unbuttoned, exposing the creamy top of her luscious cleavage. Her lips were moist and slightly parted, her eyes holding a feral secret. She stood in front of him, smiling wanfully.
“Yeah, well, I’m kinda glad I came back, too,” David said. He thought that maybe after he checked the house out he would ask her to dinner or something, but she beat him to it.
She stepped closer to him, her hands reaching up to touch his chest lightly. “I was attracted to you the minute I saw you,” she whispered. David’s adrenaline surged, the breathing space in his jeans becoming uncomfortably tight. His mind fumbled for something else to say, like well, I think you’re attractive, too. Why don’t we split and have a drink, when his thoughts were obliterated by her kiss. He returned the kiss in surprise as her body melted into his. Before he knew it, her hands were roaming all over his body and his mind screamed for something rational to say.
As if reading his mind, she said, “It’s okay baby, nobody will disturb us.” Her fingers fumbled on the buttons of his cotton shirt as her lips kissed his chest. David was filled with an insane feeling that was beginning to make him feel a little stupid. Don’t you think we’d have the patience and maturity to wait till we get to her place, or my hotel room, before we commence the bone dance? But proper sexual etiquette seemed the furthest thing from Geri’s mind as she undid his jeans and took him hungrily in her mouth.
David groaned and a moment later they were both nude on the floor. Geri straddled him, riding him furiously. David cupped and kneaded her large breasts as he moved inside her, not caring about what was proper anymore, just going with the natural flow of sexual adrenaline. Geri moaned and bucked more frantically, impaling herself on him as they raced toward climax, spurring his orgasm on until sweet release came.
She collapsed on top of him in a heap, her face buried in the hollow of his shoulder. He held her, still inside her, his breath coming in ragged gasps. The sudden coolness of the night air pricked his skin, raising it to gooseflesh. The sudden change in the atmosphere raised a warning of awareness as Geri kissed his neck and raised herself up.
There were shadows materializing in the study.
David lifted his head at the sudden intrusion, an icy stab of fear penetrating his gut as Geri pushed him down, the expression on her face changed to an icy, cold mask. The shadowy shapes moved forward and David’s eyes grew wide with fright as he saw what entered the room.
Most of them were living, breathing human beings. But they were silent, unemotional and rigid. They stood staring down at him as a lone figure stepped forward from the circle. David’s mind reeled as recognition set in. His throat locked in a sudden scream.
Justin Grave’s rotting visage peered down at him with a leering grin. Twin orbs of blazing light from beyond the stars shone from the hollow eye sockets of his skull. The black suit he had been buried in was dirt-ridden and crusty with mold and white squirming things. He smelled of ripe, rotting flesh. A silent hiss escaped from his parted jaws. David’s mind reeled as his body tried to scramble to his feet. Geri slipped off him and pinned him down with her knees as two others moved in to assist her. A rag was stuffed in his mouth and David writhed and kicked at his attackers. The rotting remnants of Justin Grave hunkered down before him.
“The same thing almost happened to Justin fifty years ago,” Geri said, her voice dead to emotion. “Lucky for him, he chose to later embrace us rather than expose us. James Long wasn’t so lucky.”
David squirmed in his captor’s grip as the rest of the congregation moved forward. Geri’s regal features hovered over David, a grinning parody of evil. “When you become one with us, you become immortal. All it takes is the willingness to serve the Master.”
David squirmed more frantically as Geri moved aside to allow Justin Grave’s rotting corpse to shamble over him. It lowered its pasty, stinking bulk over him, its lichen gray hands grasping David firmly. David’s skin recoiled from their damp, sticky touch. His stomach lurched like a Tilt-A-Whirl, threatening to upheave its contents.
“And now,” Geri whispered, standing nude with the others who formed a rough semi-circle around David’s prostrate body struggling on the ground, “Justin Grave will make his sacrifice that will throw open the gates from beyond the spheres.”
Another muffled scream was launched out of David’s parched throat as Justin lowered his head to David’s throat. But it wasn’t Justin’s gaping jaws that made him scream; rather it was the sudden sense of recognition that flooded his senses. For the insane light that burned in the hollows of Justin Grave’s eye sockets had been described in The Watcher from the Grave and they were the livid, burning evil of the Watcher himself!
The last thing David felt was Justin sinking his rotting, yellow teeth into the tender meat of his throat as he began to feed.
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