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INTRODUCTION
Lois H. Gresh
 
This is the book of my dreams. I’ve always been fond of Innsmouth. Directly over my desk, a painting of Innsmouth hangs on an old hook left by the former inhabitants of my house. I spend most of my life at this desk, so Innsmouth is always with me. There’s something very appealing about the tottering village and its shambling denizens, the cults, the dreariness, the turbulence of the sea, and Devil Reef.
When I proposed this anthology to Pete Crowther at PS Publishing, I told him that I wanted to produce a book brimming with extraordinary Innsmouth stories. I wanted to produce a book that I would never grow tired of reading, a book that I would read every now and then for the rest of my life. I think that I succeeded.
I requested stories from all the top writers in the weird genre. I desperately wanted Ramsey Campbell, but alas, Pete had Ramsey squirreled away writing a trilogy of Lovecraftian novels, so Ramsey was a bit tanked out to pen a short Innsmouth tale. Almost everyone else is in this book—all the writers of weird fiction that readers go ape over. Given my obsession with Innsmouth, I was sorely tempted to add a story, but in the end, decided it would be poor form to write a story for an anthology of which I’m editor.
In short, this book is a killer. Every story supplies a knock-out punch.
Opening the book is John Shirley’s “Windows Underwater.” This is a fantastic fusion of everything that is classically Innsmouth but with an incredible bizarre and futuristic twist. Tight writing, a scene you won’t forget (I love it!), and a great finale. This is John Shirley at his best.
I’m a big fan of Lavie Tidhar’s work, so I figured, if Lavie writes an Innsmouth story, it’s bound to be radically different from everything else. I couldn’t have guessed more correctly. Lavie’s “Cold Blood” is unlike anything I’ve read about Innsmouth. Truman Capote as the Ultimate Outsider comes to Innsmouth with Nelle to determine the real truth behind murder. Lavie nails Capote’s character and also nails In Cold Blood—absolutely brilliant.
Approaching Innsmouth from an entirely different angle, Laird Barron’s “Fear Sun” is futuristic technopunk-weird. It reads as if it’s the beginning of a much longer tale, one that I would snatch up and read should it become available. “Fear Sun” gives us Innsmouth run by a tough-as-nuts heiress, and for good measure, Laird dishes up a super-secret mad scientist laboratory, a spook, and a Gray Eminence. The writing is pure Laird, perfect in every way.
Are you excited yet?
After reading the first three stories, you may need to calm down before continuing because the killer tales just keep coming. Or you can just plow through these gems, read to the end, then circle back and re-read the whole book.
In Paul Kane’s “Thicker Than Water,” a jittery young woman sets off with her fiancé to meet her future in-laws for the first time. Yes, they live in Innsmouth, and if you haven’t guessed, wedding bells are not exactly chiming. Paul’s depictions of Innsmouth, the water, the in-laws, and the “good provider” are spot-on. I wrote in the guidelines for this book that I wanted weird stories about water, and Paul certainly delivered.
In Tim Lebbon’s “Strange Currents,” a man is lost at sea, but does he really want to reach land? What is it about the ocean currents that drives his lifeboat? This story evokes a vague feeling of The Call of Cthulhu as well as Innsmouth.
In Nancy Kilpatrick’s “Mourning People,” a woman must tidy up her mother’s affairs and honor a promise that can only be fulfilled in Innsmouth. Nancy beautifully captures the chilling, weird, depressing mood of Innsmouth.
Richard Gavin’s “The Barnacle Daughter” asks the question, So who’s your Daddy, do you even know? Young Rose seeks her lost daddy—is he dead, is he alive, or is he something else? And assuming she finds him, what will happen?
Steve Rasnic Tem’s “Between the Pilings” gives us stunning images of Innsmouth and its inhabitants. In Steve’s story, a man returns to the site of a very strange childhood vacation, one that didn’t end particularly well.
In “The Imps of Innsmouth” by Wilum Pugmire, a girl awakens to the old ways of Innsmouth. Classic Innsmouth. Classic Wilum. What more could you want?
John Langan’s “The Open Mouth of Charybdis” feels a bit like a Twilight Zone tale. As I finished John’s story, the closing Twilight Zone music actually ran through my head. The moral of this story is: never vacation in Innsmouth. You can change the name of a place, but you can’t change its substance.
Tim Waggoner’s “Water’s Edge” is told in second person, an unusual approach to weird fiction. In this story, we learn what might have happened to the ordinary creatures of Innsmouth since the village’s destruction years ago. Extra bonus: guest appearance by Lord Dagon.
Also featured in Innsmouth Nightmares is a new story by the one and only William F. Nolan. “Dark Waters” is a bittersweet tale about a man who honeymoons in the wrong place. I mean, would you choose Innsmouth for your honeymoon?
Lisa Morton’s “A Girl’s Life” supplies yet another twist to Innsmouth. In Lisa’s story, a young girl enters puberty, but “the change” isn’t what you think it is.
James A. Moore dishes up dark romance in “The Sea Witch.” The poor love-sopped fellow in this tale should take a cue from the weird hag who runs the local diner, and he should run for the hills. But he doesn’t. Of course.
In Jason V Brock’s “Brood,” a local sheriff deals with bizarre corpses and a strange Area 51-like place called The Manuxet River Nuclear Complex.
Then in Jonathan Thomas’ “Gone to Doggerland,” elderly Fiona gibbers irrationally like any other senile crone—or wait, perhaps her gibbering is something else. Bonus appearance: Aquatic Ape Theory.
Next up is “The Scent of the Hammer and the Feather” by Joseph S. Pulver, Sr., whose poetic prose is unlike anybody else’s working in the weird genre today. Here, he beautifully captures adolescent angst: all the loneliness, the feelings of not belonging, the questioning of one’s very existence.
Nancy Holder’s “Baubles” is a story of teenage adventure and weird romance. As an aside, would you want a gift bought in Innsmouth? After all, it’s such a cool “hippie” town. Any gift from Innsmouth must be super-cool, right?
In Donald Tyson’s “The Waves Beckon,” a nurse is fired from the Arkham Hospital and finds work at Innsmouth’s Marsh Care Facility. Oh, need I say more? If you want a fun romp, this is it.
Caitlín R. Kiernan’s “The Cats of River Street (1925)” evokes the bizarre, bleak, and decaying nature of Innsmouth. This is a beautifully written story, with Caitín at her best.
The closing tale is S. T. Joshi’s novelette “Some Kind of Mistake,” in which a born-in-Innsmouth fellow returns home to seek Maxwell Gilman, a madman who threatens all of humanity. Beware of global warming. Beware of the technologies that pollute the Earth and its waters. But beware of Gilman? Perhaps, but perhaps not.
I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed editing it. If you like tales about Innsmouth, you’re in for a real treat.
Lois H. Gresh
March 2015



WINDOWS UNDERWATER
 
 
John Shirley
 
 
Dagon his name, sea-monster, upward man
And downward fish; yet had his temple high
Reared in Azatus, dreaded through the coast
—John Milton, Paradise Lost




 
 
1. Gilberto Lopez, Lymon Barnes. Summer 2014.
 
Lymon and Gil, both twenty-one, stood in the shade of the canopy over the festival picnic tables. Gil looked around with disgust.
Summer sunshine, green lawns, the smell of the marshes coming faintly from east of town. Tittering children eating frozen yogurt with sprinkles.
Gil was repelled by it.
“I’m sick of Rowley, man.” He didn’t say it too loud. That dickhead Curston was sitting at one of the picnic tables, maybe forty feet away, jawing about baseball. Deputy Curston was all full of smiles because his Red Sox had a clear road to the playoffs. He’d given Gil at least two completely unnecessary traffic tickets.
Lymon shrugged. “Rowley’s okay.” He was thoughtfully eating his extra large sprinkled cherry-chocolate frozen yogurt. He was the kind of guy who could eat anything and never get fat. Freckled, “pale as fishbelly, skinny as an eel”, was what Lymon’s dad said. Lymon’s dad had hinted that Lymon wasn’t actually his kid. True, Lymon didn’t look like his pop. Recessive genes, is all.
Gil was half Mexican, ran to chubby and always fighting it. “You got to eat that giant triple cone in front of me?”
“Surrender, surrender to the lure of the fro-gurt, Gil!”
Gil snorted. “Hell, It’s not just Rowley. I’m sick of Massachusetts too,” Gil muttered. “I don’t like the cops, I don’t like the tourists, I don’t like the ocean— especially around here. Water’s too fucking murky and dark. I want to go to one of those islands where the water is crystal clear. You can see whatever’s down there. And there’s some kinda real culture going on. You know? Like in Hollywood.”
“Kind of boring here,” Lymon admitted. “Nothing to do but…”
“But this,” Gil said. He waved a hand at the little tents and canopies and shade structures of the Rowley Arts and Crafts Festival. His other hand was holding a plastic wine glass from the “tasting booth”. Eight dollars for one glass of lame wine from Virginia.
“If you left Rowley where would you go? You got free rent with your folks here.”
“I’d go to California. Maybe L.A. Or San Diego. Get into film making or…”
Lymon looked at Gil and raised the red-blond eyebrow that was always half raised anyway. “Film making. Really.”
“Okay, listillo. I’ll start small—work for a videogame company. Do design, maybe direct cut scenes.” Gil drank some of his wine. “I got an uncle in L.A. He’s kind of a dick but he offered me a job. I could work there while I was getting my shit together to apply to Pixil Arts.”
“You mean that uncle who has the car repair shop? You don’t know anything about cars either. You’ve been studying to be a pharmacist, man.”
“He’d teach me. I hate being in a classroom. I want to be out doing something.”
“You could go back to work for your Pops.”
Gil made a face. “I don’t want to touch another goddamn fish. That’s why I took pharmacy—there’s nothing to do with fish. Dad still tries to get me to go out on Eddie’s boat.” His brother’s name was Edwardo but he went by Eddie. “I get seasick. And it’s all fished out, anyway, around here. Mostly jellyfish out there. Eddie’s getting desperate—starting to fish around Innsmouth. Those reefs out there.”
Lymon blinked at him, genuinely startled. “That even legal?”
“Sure it’s legal. Nobody does it much, is all—just a tradition not to fish there. I’m not going out on the boat, no way. I’m not even working at his fish market. The smell makes me sick.”
“Everything makes you sick today, man. I like fish.”
“I know you do. You and your fish tanks. Come on, Lymon, we should both go to L.A. Your dad’s trying to get you to move outta his place anyway. We can stay with my uncle.”
“I’m doing pretty good with the bookstore. Assistant manager.”
“They’re gonna close that store, man. Chain’s downsizing.”
“Maybe.” Lymon ate some more frozen yogurt. “You wanta come over, play some Skyrim? You can use my sister’s computer, we can meet online.”
Gil sighed. He drank a little wine. It was supposed to be cabernet but it tasted vinegary to him. “You and me used to talk about working in gaming. Gotta go to New York or L.A for that. You can code. I can draw. We can get a job at Pixil Arts.”
“Yeah right. And we could date Natalie Portman and Mila Kunis, drive em around in our new Porsches. Sure. You want some of this fro-gurt stuff? I bought too much.”
“No.”
“I’m playing Skyrim. You coming?”
Gil sighed. “I guess so. It’s that or this. But I’m telling you…”
“I know. You’re leaving town.”
 
2. Gilberto Lopez, Lymon Barnes. October 2028.
 
“How long you back for this time, Gil?”
They were standing on the top of the dike protecting Rowley from the ever-rising sea. Lymon had taken up cigarettes, Spirit Naturals, and he was blowing smoke upward to go with the breeze sucked toward the Atlantic as the tide went out.
Gil made a faint groan. “I don’t know. Maybe a long time. Lost that gig at Vapor Arts. Actually, I got mad and quit.”
“You ever get past designer assistant?”
“No. Finally they offered me a job in the cafeteria.”
“Christ.” Lymon shook his head. “Assholes. You’re a good artist.”
“I don’t know how to use the new e-pens, all that stuff.” Gil shrugged, and admitted, “That technology’s been around twenty years—I could’ve learned. I got all caught up in Melda and that just didn’t work out. Nothing much worked out. I feel like growing up here just sapped all the life out of me. And L.A. couldn’t give it back.”
“Well zip up your coat, and I’ll show you something to take your mind off all that.”
Gil zipped up his coat—not that easy to do. He was getting into his late thirties now and putting on significant weight, like his Pops. He glanced at the sky. “Getting dark.”
“Naw, won’t be dark for like three hours. It’s just how it is, now, lot of haze all the time, makes it murky out. Climate change. Florida’s half underwater, north Georgia’s turning into a desert. Carolinas it’s storms all the time. Here, it’s like this. And the ocean slopping right at our feet. But, do not despair, Gil, I got a pint of Hennessey on me too.”
“You know how to get to me. Offer me liquor. I’m a cheap date. It’s sad, dude.”
“Dude, he says. The legacy of L.A. Come on.”
Gil let himself be drawn along with Lymon. They tramped atop the curving seawall that kept Plum Sound from spilling over the lowlands. The dike was high and strong, the best the Army Corps of Engineers could put up as the rising seas threatened Rowley. But if the causeway cracked open, Rowley would be drowned.
Lymon handed him the pint of brandy. For something to say as he unscrewed the top—so he didn’t feel like such an alky—Gil asked, “So your job’s still going good?”
“Yeah. Have to learn new coding languages sometimes but—I like coding. Keeps my mind busy.”
Gil glanced at Lymon and thought, Getting fifteen years older hasn’t helped him out much. Lymon’s profile seemed bloated; his lips thicker; eyes popping. Did he have some kind of thyroid issues?
Walking along the top of the dike as if it were a sidewalk, they passed the pint of brandy and looked out over the water. Up ahead, the dike curved to follow the contours of Plum Island Sound; on their right, the mirrorlike water of the marshes reflected the dull sky; a sea gull skated through the reflection.
Soon they’d left the Sound behind. Now, the sea gnashed close to hand, to the left; it churned, slowly, like a colossal ruminant chewing at something. The dike curved on between sea and marsh squeezed to a thin charcoal-colored line that pointed at Innsmouth Harbor.
Gil glanced at his watch. It was low tide, but the water washed against the wall just ten feet below them. “How high’s it get on the dike when the tide’s full?”
“Runs over the top, sometimes, if there’s a storm.” Lymon sniffed, and wiped his nose with one hand. “So far, not enough to do much damage. But that dike wasn’t ever high enough. Sea’s rising even faster than they expected.”
He passed the brandy bottle.
They fell silent for a time. The dike was flat, the brandy warming, and the miles seemed to melt away. Finally Gil said, “I kind of wonder, sometimes, why I always hated living out here. Rowley’s not so bad I guess. People treated me okay. Mostly. But something was always telling me I didn’t belong and—how many Mexican families in Rowley? Almost none. A few Puerto Ricans, a few Cubans. Me, I’m half—not fish nor fowl. And I don’t like the fish part.”
Lymon gave him a sharp look.
Gil went on, “I had this, like, fantasy, when the ocean was rising and all the dikes were being built…that Rowley would screw up and the whole town would be sunken. I figured my folks would get away on their boats and…” He shrugged and chuckled in a nervous kind of way. “Sick, I know.”
“Huh. ‘kay. Kind of weird that you mentioned that but then again—You want to see a sunken town? You can pretend it’s Rowley.”
Gil started to answer—then his cell phone rang. He dug it out of his pants pocket, glanced at it, saw it was his brother’s number. He thumbed answer. “Eddie?” Gil listened. The phone crackled, then Eddie’s voice cut through. “…Gil? The… don’t…If they…that side…stay away…” Every third syllable was swallowed in a void. “They’re looking from…”
“Eddie, what’s up, I’m losing your signal, here, man. Can’t make out what you’re saying.”
“…looking up at me…windows underwater…their mouths…windows under the…just don’t…not with…”
A furious crackle arose on the phone, as if something in the air was angrily drowning the voice out. “Eddie?”
Eddie’s voice had fallen into a void of static. Then the static ended—there was only silence. Call ended, it said on the screen.
“Lousy reception out here, don’t even bother trying to call him back, it’s hopeless, man,” Lymon said. “Hey, you see that? Over there, look! There’s your drowned town, man…”
The sun was going down behind them; the sea in front, in this light, was strangely translucent, here; as if for a moment, just before it got dark out, it had chosen to disclose what was normally hidden.
They were looking out at the sunken harbor of Innsmouth; the water had covered the old ruins. The high, razor-wired fences that had kept people out were fallen and rusting; between the remains of the fences the old brick and granite buildings were mostly tumbled into shapeless heaps; here and there in the ruins were recognizable constructions; peaked gables and gambrel roofs, a few chimney pots, something that might have been a warehouse. A narrow shape almost like an obelisk was poking out of the water, just its sharp peak showing—Gil realized, as he stared at it, that it was the top of an old church spire. No cross adorned its tip.
The warehouse, if that’s what it was, had some recognizable windows, though their frames were skewed by the partial collapse of the building into rhomboids. Something moved, inside one of them—a large fish of some kind, looking back at him. Might be the face of a big moray eel.
“Holy fuck,” Gil murmured. “The water’s so clear! That’s…really not normal around here!”
“Normal for the time of day,” Lymon said. His voice sounded low, croakingly low, oddly melancholy. “It’s just—a trick of the light. The old town shows itself as the night comes.”
“I didn’t know the water had, like, totally swallowed it up. You remember when we used to come and look at the town through the fence?”
“Sure. The ruins of Innsmouth. Try to figure out which story was true. Some kind of dumping place for World War One mustard gas—that’s the story my old man used to repeat. Toxic dump. People had to be evacuated and the place destroyed, so stay away.”
“I always liked the devil worshipper story. That was cooler.”
Lymon chuckled—again his voice had that oddly low, silky intonation Gil wasn’t used to. “Devil Reef is just out there past the harbor…so maybe that’s how the story got started. But it was never about worshipping the Devil, whoever that may be.”
“I don’t think it was the Devil, like Lucifer. But—some other ‘devil’. Half fish and half man. From the Bible.”
“Sure. He was mentioned several times in the Old Testament. Like from Judges—Now the lords of the Philistines gathered to offer a great sacrifice to Dagon their God…”
Gil glanced at him. “Impressive, dude! You memorized it!”
Lymon gazed fixedly into the sea. “My favorite is from 1 Samuel—Then the Philistines took the ark of God and brought it into the house of Dagon and set it up beside Dagon…But when they rose early on the next morning, behold, Dagon had fallen face downward on the ground before the ark of the Lord, and the head of Dagon and both his hands were lying cut off on the threshold…”
Gil stared. “That’s…a long passage to memorize. When did you get all, uh, theological?”
“It’s nothing to do with theology. It’s about things that are old and powerful and different. Some creatures were simply powerful enough to be worshipped. That Bible story—a lot of propaganda. I don’t imagine the ark of the Covenant would have bothered Dagon much.”
Gil licked his lips and looked at his watch. “We got a long way to go back.
I need to find out what Eddie was all worked up about…”
“Sure. Here—you finish the brandy. I’m going out on the fishing platform for a minute.”
He handed Gil the brandy bottle and walked off down the dike, toward a flat wooden structure Gil hadn’t seen before. It was a kind of short jetty cantilevered from the dike, jutting out over the sunken remains of Innsmouth. The support beams were bolted into the dike below the water level.
As the sun went down, the sea breeze was rising, wet and cold, making Gil shiver. Good excuse as any, he thought, opening the brandy bottle. He drank down the last quarter of it, tossed the bottle in the water, and stuck his hands in his coat pockets to warm them as he walked over to the platform.
Lymon was standing right on the edge, looking down, as Gil joined him. “What’s up with this thing, Lymon? Something for tourists?”
“It’s for fishing.”
“Fishing here? Supposedly all the fish from here is toxic.”
Lymon didn’t respond. He just stared down into the water.
After a long moment he said, “You ready, Gil?”
“Yeah. We should get back. Hey, when the tide goes out, does it expose the town?”
“Only some of the higher bits. The water’s getting darker but you can still see…there! Look—you see that?” Lymon pointed.
“What?”
“Over by the spire…”
Something was moving toward them, making a rippling wake as it came. Gil thought it was a sea lion, probably. That was a head, sticking up out of the water, approaching them, not a fin.
“Is that a…” He broke off, and stepped closer to the edge to peer at the thing. “No. Not a seal—maybe a dolphin?”
“No. That’s my cousin,” Lymon said. “She’s been down there for years.”
Then Gil felt a painful punch in the middle of his back as Lymon knocked him headfirst into the water.
Gil’s mouth was open to shout and it filled with saltwater as he plunged down, toward sunken roofs, darting black shapes and rippling columns of yellow-red light.
He felt saltwater burning his throat, searing his lungs. Drowning. Got to get to the surface.
He flailed, but thrashing only sent him deeper.
Then a thick-bodied, naked woman rose up before him, a graceless bluewhite shape, intermittently scaly—was this indeed a woman? She was looking unblinkingly at him from enormous, bulging eyes set a little too widely. He could see the pink and blue gills respirating on her neck; he could see…
Nothing. Could see nothing. Darkness swirled around him, icy cold penetrated to his bones, water pressure squeezed him—and something gripped him tightly by the ankles, pulling him deeper, and he thought, Strange way to die…
 
Gil woke, and, after awhile, decided he was alive—in some fashion.
The six-sided chamber, perhaps thirty-five feet long and twenty wide, was cut from ancient layers of coral and stone; the smell made him think of his father’s fish market on a hot day. But it was cold in there, and misty.
Gil raised himself on one elbow to look around. Where was the light coming from? It pulsed softly from the corners of the room, hand-sized growths shaped something like mushrooms but filmy, transparent, laced with veins which glowed roseate-tinged blue.
On the wall to Gil’s left was a bas relief carving of a sort of bearded merman wearing a crown, rising up from the sea spreading his brutish claws in perverse benediction.
Dagon, Gil thought.
Now and then the walls shivered with a soft hollow booming—the sound of the sea, up above. Cracks in the ceiling dripped in rhythm with the boom.
Gil sat up, and after the throbbing in his head subsided, he found he was naked, except for a clean dry blanket. He had been laid upon a wet, plastic-wrapped mattress, probably dragged from some sunken boat; the mattress lay upon a stone slab. Where was the door to the room? He couldn’t see one.
“Hey!” he called out, his voice raspy from salt. He noticed a plastic bucket on the floor holding what looked like fresh water. And a terrible thirst took hold of him.
It could be drugged…
But he was soon crouching beside it, drinking clean water, clearing his throat.
“I’m glad you’re up,” said Lymon. Gil turned to see Lymon sauntering in. There was a deep shadow behind him, that emitted a grinding sound as it closed behind Lymon. Some sort of hidden door.
Gil stared at Lymon. A kind of slippery membrane oozed across Lymon’s otherwise naked skin. Gill-slits had opened in Lymon’s neck; his face was more elongated, now, his mouth rounder, thicker; his ears seemed to have vanished entirely; most of his hair was gone. There were only wisps of his orange hair remaining, hanging lankly to his thin shoulders. Some of the membrane had been pulled back from his head, flopped down his back like a hood made of jellyfish stuff. There were webbings of skin between his fingers.
Gil shook his head. “Jesus fuck, Lymon.”
Lymon smiled. His teeth had become needlelike. “Do you like my second skin? It’s alive, you know. It’s a symbiotic organism, feeding off wastes from my skin and body. It protects me from cold and water pressure and salt damage. For genetic humans like you, we have another sort of second skin. It extracts oxygen right from the water, takes your carbon dioxide and—”
“Lymon—shut the fuck up! You’re…you’ve…” Gil felt sick and the feeling overwhelmed him. He had to turn and heave out a bellyful of water.
“Yes,” Lymon said, calmly, as Gil coughed and spat. “I’ve changed.” His voice had that odd, low silkiness as he went on. “The faithful of Innsmouth were not all exterminated. Some were able to escape. They were not entirely changed, themselves. They intermarried…and those of us in whom the recessive gene is active—well, after a certain amount of time, as adults, we are called to the sea, and we begin to change.” Lymon took Gil’s elbow, helped him to sit on the mattress again. “He calls to us, Gil, and we hear him, when no one else does…”
The door grated again, and the female came into the room, the one who’d approached Gil underwater. She was carrying a stone jar; she wore the living ooze just as Lymon did.
“That is Darla Jane,” said Lymon.
“Eat,” she said, proffering the jar. Her voice had a reverberant lisp to it.
Gil looked into the jar. It looked like boiled spinach, with bits of fish; there was a rusty spoon in the jar too.
“Seaweed, a variety that will restore your strength,” Lymon said. “And some fish. You’d better get used to fish. I must insist you eat—otherwise, certain persons will enter, and you will be force-fed in a particularly unpleasant way.”
Gil felt heavy, weighted down by disorientation and despair. He had no strength in him to fight. He reached into the jar, scooped up some of the warm food with the spoon, and ate. It was salty, and its texture was revolting, but it restored hope and strength almost immediately.
Lymon and Darla Jane watched in silence. When he’d eaten enough, Lymon took the jar away and Darla Jane pushed him back onto the mattress.
“Breed,” she said. “We breed.”
“Oh…no, no, really, that’s not going to work,” Gil sputtered, looking away from her. The smell; the membrane slopping over her—unbearable. He tried to push her away. But it was like pushing away a mudslide.
“You don’t understand,” Lymon said. “It’s not…about arousal, really. Not at first. But—she will show you. We need your seed, Gil. We need human seed; we only do hybrids, as children, you see. That’s what works best.”
“But me—Lymon? I’m your friend!”
“And I would miss you, Gil! So you’ll be here with me. I wanted to give you a chance to live your dream. To be something that matters. To really have an impact on the world. We’ve been preparing the planet—encouraging climate change deniers, through our intermediaries…and certain industries. The damage humanity was doing to the sea could not be tolerated. We’ll end it our way. And yet, ironically, global warming is to our benefit! The sea rises! What it consumes, we too will consume. Now let Darla Jane have her way, Gil.”
“No—that’s completely…no.”
“It’s alright. You don’t have to kiss her.”
Lymon walked away, and the thing calling itself Darla Jane pressed him back, and straddled him—and the membrane parted at her groin.
Something emerged from her, there. From between her legs. Tendrils, thin and whipping and transparent, restless and seeking, tickling up his belly; then a red hose-like organ extruded from under the tendrils. The living hose opened itself wide, and slowly but inexorably sucked his private parts into itself—clasping testicles and all.
Gil writhed and shrieked and tried to push her away but she was far stronger than he was and he could get no grip on her slick limbs.
The hose-like organ squeezed peristaltically, milking his blood up into it, forcing his organ to become rigid. There was a kind of sickening pseudo pleasure in the process but he was gagging at her subaquatic reek, struggling against her clamp-like hands.
The tendrils to either side of the hose extruded spines—which stabbed into his thighs.
The pain was piercing, attenuated—but almost immediately vanished. Some biological anesthetic, he thought. Like mosquitoes use so you don’t feel them bite.
Then he felt a cold pulsing from the spines—and knew he was being injected. A thick, glutinous fluid was forced into his muscles. It carried a ghastly ecstasy, a vile delight that expanded through him from his pierced thighs…and he found himself bucking his hips, forcing his reproductive organs deeper into the externalized genitalia of the thing that held him down until…
 
3. Gilberto Lopez, Lymon Barnes. June 2037.
 
Gil delighted in the feeling of being a hand in the glove of the sea. He loved being out here, free of the oppressive weight of the temple hidden under the reefs—the freedom of the open sea, the infinite possibilities. He loved kicking easily along, warm and safe within his second skin. He envied Lymon his ability to breathe directly in water—Lymon didn’t have to look out through a bubble of the membrane. It blurred his vision, around the edges. But he could see well enough: the light wavering down from the surface; a school of striped fish swimming by. How had he ever felt that fish were repellent? They really were lovely—the way they all moved as one, in their school. Someday the interspecies council would move with such graceful unanimity.
The Atlantic Ocean had regained much of its ancient vitality with the awakening of Dagon and the hard work done by His people. The acidity from global warming had been much reduced, with the cultivation of the undersea forests of specially bred kelp. Mercury and other toxins were being sponged away. The council had destroyed many of the ships that had done so much damage; they had blocked the outflow from dirtwalker cities—all that had helped. The wars, too, on the surface, had helped. Struggling for resources in an overheated world, the dirtwalkers were reduced in numbers and thus in power to do harm.
It really was becoming a kind of paradise, along the northeast shore, underwater. But a number of foul dirtwalker settlements still festered on the coast.
Swimming toward the Plum Island Sound, Gil sighed, thinking that perhaps his father would have been proud of him, after all, if he could have shown him all this—his father had always loved the sea. But Pops and Mom were dead. Eddie too—Eduardo had gone a bit mad, after seeing Lymon and his brother Gil, on the trawler, that day.
I thought of him as my stronger older brother, but Eduardo was weak, and foolish, Gil thought. A person of no vision.
He had refused to be recruited. And Lymon’s spies on the surface had reported Eddie’s demise. Dead of a heroin overdose. Gil’s parents had each taken their own lonely path to death. Pops had died of cancer, Mom had crawled into a bottle and never gotten out. They’d wasted away in Rowley.
As he gazed out across the undersea-scape, Gil’s only real regret was that he had no artist’s supplies. How he’d love to find a way to paint this. The kelp forests; the sliding shark, the nosing dolphin. Blue-green water and diffused golden light; green going to black farther down. And the work crew, swimming briskly to the dike. What a sight they were—men and women transformed, merged with the sea.
The work was almost done, he saw, as they approached the dike. The undermining was finished. The chains were being locked into place.
Soon, the head engineer signaled to Gil—who was, now, high priest of the interspecies brotherhood—asking for permission to proceed.
Gil looked around, saw that the tide was high as it was going to be, and the others had drawn back to safety. He gestured, Proceed.
The engineer signaled Darla Jane—who gave that high keening call she had, that came from her vibrating gill-slits…
And soon the kraken came from their deep place of slumber.
Their massive oblong bodies stretched out; they turned in the water, their multiple limbs seeking, reaching for the chains; their tentacles entwined the thick steel bands. And the giant squids, bigger than any known to dirtwalker humanity, began to pull…
It took almost ten minutes…but the underpinnings at last collapsed, taking the dike with them. A great rumbling shuddered through the sea as the dike fell into it, ragged boulders of asphalt streaming bubbles as they plunged down.
But Gil was lifted up. With a cry of joy Gil felt himself carried up, bodily sluiced toward the land as the dike disintegrated into the Atlantic Ocean.
The great wave lifted him ever higher, over the sinking debris; up and up so that at last he broke the surface, and with Lymon and their companions he rode the tsunami in at dawn, the servants of Dagon astride the great wave that would be the first of many to crash down on Rowley, Massachusetts, drowning it as Innsmouth had been drowned, crushing buildings and choking the squirming dirtwalkers, so that the triumph of Dagon, and the glory of Gilberto Lopez and Lymon Barnes was complete…
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1.
 
The town of Innsmouth skulks on the inhospitable shore of the Atlantic Ocean in Essex County, Massachusetts, a lonesome area that other New Englanders seldom speak of. The air is murky and the water of the ocean tinged a sickly green. At night, strange fires can still be seen on Devil Reef. The local accent is nasal, and the men, many of them, wear long coats and wide-brimmed hats against the sun. The views are extensive if rather off-putting, and the sunsets are rich and dark as human blood.
What remains of Innsmouth can be seen as a fragmented shadow when one approaches on the bus from nearby Newburyport. The railroad bypasses Innsmouth, and no ships call at the ruined old harbor. It isn’t much of a town, but rather an amalgamation of oddly-shaped individualistic buildings that sprawl outwards like a malignant spider bite from the town square, many of them seemingly disused and lying in various states of disrepair. There is a mustiness to the town, and when the breeze blows cold from the sea it brings with it the sharpness of tar and salt and something else, a scent less easily identifiable, vital and wild yet strangely decayed.
The largest building is the Marsh Refinery, which lies on the bank of the Manuxet River, which itself bisects the town. Running perpendicular to the river is Innsmouth’s main street, Federal, which connects this isolated community, in theory at least, with Newburyport and Arkham.
It was on this road that we came that springtime of 1960, having traveled, first luxuriously, by train from New York and then, more plainly, in the old bus of which we were the only passengers. Though it was spring, there was no sign of it as we approached the town and the shadow of Innsmouth first fell on us. Truman, beside me, tightened the long scarf around his neck and looked pensive. “What wonderful architecture, Nelle,” he murmured.
I would not have called it that; not exactly. An aura of sinister mystery had surrounded the town since 1928, when the federal authorities swooped over Innsmouth, arrested most of its residents on suspicion of bootlegging, and set explosives to Devil Reef. The town had lain fallow for several years, yet gradually and quietly, began to fill up again.
Truman, when he first became interested in the murder, wrote to Miskatonic, where some of the more obscure records of the Innsmouth raid are stored. He did not share with me what he found there, though I knew it troubled him.
On the train, sharing a compartment, I was awakened in the night by his voice. Usually high-pitched, it had changed to a deep, resonant bass completely unlike him. He lay very still on his cot, and when I looked at him, I was startled, for though he was clearly asleep, his eyes were open, staring into some dark abyss. When he spoke, it was in gibberish, and I transcribed what I could make out of the “words.” He kept repeating the phrase “Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn” as though it meant something deep and profound to him: but what troubled me most was the almost unholy glee in his voice when he said it.
He had grown taciturn and withdrawn as we approached Innsmouth. His eyes were feverish and bright. As we drove into the town, we saw on either side of Federal ruined houses, broken windows, gardens grown wild with neglect. But they were not abandoned. Shadows moved behind the staring windows and skulked under the awnings of the roofs. They moved furtively but also self-assuredly, if such a thing is possible. They were like people waiting to take their proper place again in the world.
The smell of swamps filled the air, a smell of decay but also of wildlife untamed by human civilization. Our driver had not uttered a single word on the journey. He was a curious specimen himself, with bulging, staring eyes and a dripping nose, and he was wrapped up tightly despite the warmth of the car. Truman had tried asking him about the murder; but the man feigned no knowledge of the English language, though he took our money willingly enough.
I, too, stared out at the town; and, shudderingly, wondered what had brought me to this dismal place. Until one morning in mid-November of 1959, few Americans—in fact, few New Englanders—had ever heard of Innsmouth. What brought us here was a small notice published in The New York Times; and its understated horror drew Truman to this place like a fish caught in the powerful lure of hooked bait.
 
Innsmouth, Mass., Nov. 15 [1959] (UPI—A wealthy fisherman, his wife, and their two young children were found dead in their home. They had been killed by gutting knife after being bound and gagged…There were no signs of a struggle, and nothing had been stolen.
 
We drove past abandoned Baptist churches, and as we came to the river the smell of the sea came on the breeze as powerful as a punch and we saw, on our left, the Marsh Refinery. It had been an imposing building once, and I could imagine its dark grandeur when it was alive, the workers drawn from all over Innsmouth every morning before sunrise and the boats coming in from the sea. From here, too, I could still see the jagged outline of rocks out beyond the ruined lighthouse on the breakwater, which led into a coral-laden outcrop in the distant sea.
“I thought the Treasury Department dynamited Devil Reef,” Truman murmured beside me. I squinted, but I could see the black outcrop clearly still, and it seemed to me, though it was perhaps lunacy, that I saw distant shapes moving about its glistening rocks.
“Perhaps they had merely destroyed the shipments of whiskey,” I said.
“Yes…I am sure you’re right, Nelle.” I looked at him sharply. There was a distant gaze in his eyes, as though he were not seeing the sea at all, but what lay beyond it, or rather deep beneath. “In his house at R’lyeh, dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.”
“Excuse me?” I said—rather sharply. There was that curious name again, spoken in Truman’s dreams.
“Do you know what a cargo cult is, Nelle?” he said, apropos of nothing. We were crossing the river along the narrow bridge. I had the sense that our driver was listening keenly; had in fact startled awake from the wheel when that name was spoken. Cthulhu. It made me shiver with an illogical dread.
“Yes,” I said. “It’s a form of new religion from the South Pacific islands. Melanesia. I read an article about it, I believe. It’s based on the idea that if you build a simulacrum of a thing, the real thing will manifest itself. So the local people build mock runways in the hope planes land with magical cargo or little wharfs in the hope that great big ships will land. That sort of thing.”
“Yes,” Truman said, and there was that queer, bright look in his eyes again. “Only it’s not new, Nelle…it is the oldest form of ritual there is. Hello, I believe this is our hotel.”
We found ourselves in the town square, which seemed all but abandoned but for a drugstore and the offices of the Marsh Company, where to my surprise lights shone in the window. It was gloomy, though when we had left Newburyport it had been a cheery, bright spring day. Truman hopped off the bus with renewed enthusiasm. He seemed suddenly almost manic. He spoke a few words to the driver, who reacted as though Truman were poisonous. In moments we found ourselves standing alone in the square, the bus roaring away as fast as its old engine could take it. Overhead the clouds parted like a grotesque, leering mouth, and a ray of sunlight probed out like a sick tongue.
“What did you say to him?” I said, discomfited.
“I merely asked him where the old Order of Dagon hall was situated.”
Not for the first time I felt Truman had been keeping from me his true interest in the case. “What?” I said.
“A mystery cult rumored to have practiced in this area in days gone by,” Truman said placidly. “I came across it in the reference material from Miskatonic. Very interesting.”
“Has it any relevance to the murder?” I said. Though the square appeared deserted, I felt unseen eyes on us, and felt rather than saw shapes moving beyond the ruined buildings, alert and yet awkward, as though motion on land was somehow alien to them.
“I don’t know,” Truman said. “It’s probably of little account. Come on, Nelle, let’s see what delightful accommodation this charming little town has to offer the weary traveller—” and, leaving me to pick up the bags, he began to march towards a large and crumbling two-story house by the abandoned fire station. No doubt the chance of a fire in this eternally damp place was minimal. Sighing, I picked up our luggage and followed him, though every instinct I possessed told me to run after the bus and get out of Innsmouth as quickly as it would carry me.
Yet the bus was gone to Arkham, and was not due back for a day or two; and so the two of us, Truman and I, made our way to the hotel before the fall of night.
 
2.
 
The home of Jedediah Marsh and his family was set near the wharf. There were many descendants of old Obed Marsh in the town, but Jedediah, it was said, was of the direct lineage. He was well-respected in the town, of the first to return following the Treasury’s raid. Beside his work as a fisherman, he was ranked high in the Esoteric Order of Dagon, a curious effect of local folklore, for it was said that the town was founded by the men who traded with the islanders of the South Pacific and had brought back with them, from across the seas, some of the native inhabitants’ rituals and beliefs.
Beside Jedediah, there was Mary, his wife, a woman of delicate disposition; his son, Douglas, fifteen, who helped his father in the fishing business; and his daughter, Nancy, who was a year younger than her brother, a quiet girl much given to melancholy. Two older daughters had flown the coop: one trained as a nurse in Arkham, and the other had “gone to the sea,” as the local people of Innsmouth are liable to say when pressed.
They were found, the family Marsh, on the morning of November fourteen, 1959, by the sheriff. The house lay silent and still. On finding no sign in the rooms, the sheriff and his men at last went downstairs to the cellar. The walls were of sheer stone, yet the proximity of the house to the ocean resulted in salt tears, which formed spontaneously on the walls and dripped down. The air was cold and smelled of eternal damp. They found the Marshes in the cellar. They had been bound together around an ancient black stone, which dominated the center of the cellar and was its only feature. Each of them had been gutted with a sharp knife of the sort used to cut open large fish. Their blood on the flagstones had remained wet and its color seemed more green than red.
 
“Fish?” Truman said. He passed me the silver platter with relish. I stared with distaste at the creature that sat there on a bed of wilted lettuce, its belly sliced open, entrails removed. It had been fried some time back and was cooling fast, and the white meat seemed tinged with green.
“No, thanks.”
Truman ate with relish. We were the only guests in the hotel’s dining room that night.
The Gilman House, as this place was called, was a once-grand edifice, and recent refurbishment had clearly taken place. My room, adjoining Truman’s, was wide and spacious, though the window faced the harbor, and as night fell, I saw lights on the ocean, where Devil Reef still stood, and they made me ill at ease. I closed the window against the cold breeze and shut the blinds; yet I could still feel some malignant intelligence out there in the ocean, and pictured an eye as vast as a moon rising silently out of the waves and glaring balefully in my direction. Really, I had been having the most fanciful notions since we’d arrived.
“Delicious,” Truman said, chewing with his mouth half-open. I grimaced.
When I had met up with him earlier in his room, the window had been wide open, and that foreign breeze blew through the room. He had not noticed me come in.
He sat facing the window, his eyes wide open yet unseeing. He seemed in rapture, yet when I coughed he turned and spoke as though nothing was amiss. “Tomorrow, Nelle, we shall visit the Marsh house and see for ourselves the scene of the crime.”
The sheriff, it must be noted (himself a Marsh), had made little attempt to launch a murder investigation. A report was filed—and it was only the town’s bad luck that Truman’s inquisitive eye happened to catch the brief mention in the Times. It had fired his imagination. He was going to write an article about the murders—no, a book, he said, though when he had decided that I did not know.
On the wall of the empty dining room stood a brass etching of some enormous and malignant fish-man, possibly of some antiquity. Its eyes glared over us. The hotel’s clerk, or proprietor—it was hard to say for sure—was a back-bent, taciturn man, of the Gilman family, who are related to the Marshes by ancient blood and marriage. He welcomed us pleasantly enough, though his gaze never settled on us directly and kept sliding away to stare into corners.
“Do you believe the murders were committed by a drifter, as the sheriff suggests in his report?” I said. I had read the documentation on the train on our way to Newburyport.
Truman never stopped chewing. He picked the fish’s skeleton with his fingers and sucked on the fine translucent bones. The tips of his fingers shone slick with oil. “We shall attempt to find out, won’t we, Nelle?” was all he said.
“This is a strange town,” I said.
“All towns are strange to the stranger,” Truman said, a little smugly.
“Really, Truman!” I said. “You could do better than that, surely.”
He put down the bones, what was left of them. His eyes looked at me with pretend innocence, but I had known him for too long to be fooled. “Alright,” he said, quietly. “It is strange, Nelle! It feels haunted to me, but not by ghosts, far from it. It’s haunted by vitality, by power. I can hear the sea from my room, even here I can hear it, everywhere in Innsmouth we go I can hear the sea, calling!”
“You think the sea killed the Marshes?” I said, trying to make light of it. But Truman pursed his lips and said nothing; as though, inadvertently, I had hit too close to his real thoughts.
 
That night, in my bed, I tried to go over the manuscript of my novel again, but I could make no sense of events. Boo Radley had come out of his house at last, when Scout and Jem most needed him. But as he approached them, he did so with a wet squelching sound; and when he finally materialized before the children, he was a monstrous fish-man, resplendent in scales, with large predator teeth, and his impossibly-wide mouth opened in a terrible grin and he said, “In his house at R’lyeh, dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.”
I woke up, gasping for air. I must have fallen asleep, and the air was hot, stifling. I staggered from the bed and pulled open the window, and the breeze burst into the room. “Dagon! Dagon!” I said, and somehow I knew that was the name of the monstrous creature, an elder sea-god who was yet but a servant to other, greater beings. “But you’re being ridiculous, Nelle,” I whispered. I shook my head, trying to clear it. My stomach knotted with pain, and I regretted the food I had consumed earlier. In the tap, brackish water ran sluggishly. I cupped some in my hand and tried to sip it, but spat it back out. Looking out of the window, I saw shadowed figures moving down Federal Street and congregating in the town square. Beyond the wharves, I could see lights burning clearly out on the reef. The townspeople gathered in silence underneath the window. They stood almost motionless, as though waiting for something to happen. Then, to my horror, I saw Truman step out of the hotel doors.
He walked unhurriedly, a small, unimposing figure, and the silent townspeople parted before him. As he passed among them, they began to chant, their voices rising and falling like waves. They spoke those same awful, alien words I had last heard Truman speak on the train, in which only that name, Cthulhu, could be discerned clearly. Truman walked towards the water and I wanted to run after him, to shout, to stop him, and yet I did nothing but watch. He came to the edge of the water and simply walked into the sea, and was gone.
“Truman!” I cried. My voice felt thin in the enormous air. The chanting stopped. The townspeople, as one, turned and looked up at my window.
The light caught them clearly, for once. I choked back a sob as I saw their scaly, grotesque faces, grayish-green in the wan light, their malignant elongated skulls, with prodigious, bulging eyes that never closed. “Truman!” I cried. “Truman!”
“Nelle? Nelle!”
Truman stood above me in the daylight. The window was open and sunlight streamed through. In his hand, Truman was holding a fresh mug of coffee. “You were dreaming,” he said, handing me the mug. I sat up and took a sip. It was hot and cloyingly sweet.
“You smell as though you’ve been bathing in the seawater,” I said.
He smiled, unaffected. “Were you dreaming of me?” he said.
“Don’t be so vain.”
“Come on, Nelle!” he cried. He was quite ebullient. “We have much to do this morning. No time to waste!”
I sighed. The cobwebs of the dreams were being pulled down in the daytime. I finished my coffee and stood up. “Then let’s go,” I said.
 
3.
 
Sheriff Marsh met us outside the house. In the daytime, he seemed normal enough, a taciturn man, with the bulging eyes of Innsmouth but otherwise even a little handsome. He shook both our hands. “Mr Capote,” he said shyly. “I very much enjoyed Breakfast at Tiffany’s.”
“The book or the film?” Truman said.
“I liked them both,” the sheriff said, and Truman beamed, in that selfcentered way of his. He both knew how good he was and how he craved being told. “Audrey—” he meant Audrey Hepburn, of course, “is such a dear, you know.”
Of course, Sheriff Marsh didn’t know. And of course, Truman was happy to prattle on about his showbiz friends as we walked the short distance to the house. The Marsh House itself was a sturdy, recent construction. A jetty extended into the murky water, where a small wooden boat bobbed harmlessly. I saw that Truman noticed it. All the while he was speaking, his eyes were darting this way and that, recording, analyzing.
Something terrible had happened in this house. Something awful and inhuman. An aura of palpable alienness permeated the environs of the house, a sickly sun reflecting in the murky green-gray ocean water. The house itself was newly built and showed signs of being the product of a prosperity of a kind we had not seen in Innsmouth before. As the sheriff went to open the door, Truman and I conferred in low voices.
“Smuggling, you think?”
“The proximity to the water is suggestive.”
“But prohibition is long gone.”
“Something else, then, not whiskey. More exotic, perhaps.”
“Such as?”
But Truman just shrugged. He didn’t know—or wasn’t ready to say. The door opened. It was just an ordinary door. We followed the sheriff inside.
Care had been taken with the maintenance of the house. The mother, Mary, we were told, was a neurotic—a small, delicate woman from Arkham who had married into Innsmouth. Photos of the children showed them possessing the Marsh characteristics, however, bulging eyes and elongated skulls. It seemed to me, studying them, that both children seemed to have fine, webbed membranes between their fingers—though it could have been a trick of the light. The walls were decorated with curious South Pacific art. Again I saw that fish-man creature, Dagon, represented in sculpture and painting. A hanging tapestry showed fantastical underwater scenes, of graceful sea-dwellers interacting with human beings who came down from boats on the surface. When I touched the tapestry, it was wet and smelled of mildew. When I touched my fingers to my tongue, briefly, they were salty.
Sea water.
We descended into the cellar. It lay below the waterline. The bodies had been carted away to the morgue, though the sheriff was vague on the details. Truman’s request to see them was rebuffed, albeit politely. The blood had been soaked by rags and washed away. The room smelled of brine. In the center stood the black stone.
“Ah, yes,” Truman said, casually—too casually. I saw his eyes drawn almost reluctantly to the stone. It was made of some volcanic rock, roughly hewed, a head shorter than Truman was. When I touched it, the surface felt warm. When I squinted, I thought I could make out tiny, faded inscriptions, in some unknown script, etched into the face of the stone.
“Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu!” Truman said. “R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn!”
The sheriff turned his head sharply. Truman was transfixed on the spot, his eyes fixated horribly on the faded, ancient inscriptions. His lips moved now without sound and a white foam gathered at the corners of his mouth. “Truman!”
He collapsed soundlessly at the base of the rock before I could reach him. He lay there, a small, pathetic figure, like a rag doll thrown down in a fit of rage. “Truman!” We knelt beside him, the sheriff and I. Truman didn’t stir. I felt the warmth of the rock beside us like something alive, breathing. Its presence seemed to fill the room. And it made me think of eggs, of reptilian things hatching in cold blood.
“Truman? Truman, wake up!”
His eyes opened, but they didn’t see me. They were blinded to the day, saw into a dark chasm I could not picture. “The family,” he said. Whispered. His voice was hoarse. I felt his hand trembling in mine. I looked at the sheriff. We had to get Truman out of there. “They weren’t murdered,” Truman said. “They were sacrificed.”
And with that he sank back into unconsciousness.
 
4.
 
In my dream that night, the water of the harbor rose and continued to rise. A gibbous moon shone down on wet flagstones, on green moss that undulated in an unseen current, as though the town were already underwater. Shapes came out of the sea and into the town. They came not with stealth but with a mastery, as though it were already theirs: as though it had been theirs all along. I stood at the window and watched them, and I saw Truman step out of the doors of the hotel and come to greet them. I felt an overwhelming need to rush out to him, to take his hand, the way I had when we were children, to lead him away to safety. Dagon, Dagon. All is water. In my dream I heard the call of the deep, where dread Cthulhu lies dreaming. And I saw Truman look up at my window, and smile.
 
5.
 
Days, weeks had gone by. We spent mornings interviewing those few residents who would talk to us, nights dining alone in the hotel served by the taciturn Gilman. No other visitors, no other journalists. For all intents and purposes Innsmouth did not exist beyond itself.
After the incident in the cellar, the sheriff avoided us. We assumed he was in on the conspiracy. One day we rowed out to Devil Reef. It was a cold evil day. The water choppy. Truman threw up into the water. When I peered over the rim of the boat, I imagined lizard-like creatures lurking down below, watching us with huge deformed eyes. I wondered about the origin of our myth of the mermaids and shuddered. When we reached the reef, we saw the remnants of fires, ash still warm, but nothing else. Truman’s eyes shining so brightly. Fevered. I begged him to leave. We would not solve this murder. Begged him to go back to New York, to his real career. Begged him to write another novel. He dismissed me with a shrug.
My own novel was taking bizarre and unexpected turns. Boo Radley performing obscene rituals behind the closed doors of his house. Jem found a severed hand on Miss Maudie’s porch. When the kids went into the forest beyond the town they found the drunk, Bob Ewell, sacrificed upon a stone altar, his blood drained on the ground, his naked face open in a savage grin. The church ladies gathered to talk of missionary work in the South Seas, but their talk disturbed Scout, and they were no longer Baptists but members of the Esoteric Order of Dagon. My novel was fragmenting before my eyes, had become a Gothic romance out of the pulps. My dreams were filled with grotesqueries and stagnant water.
More and more, too, we became aware of a shadowy man following us at a distance. It began soon after we’d arrived. Perhaps it was when we came out of the cellar that I first noticed him properly. He wore a long coat, a wide-brimmed hat. He watched us from across the street. He followed us when we went on our long, futile rounds. I had the sense he wanted to talk to us, but didn’t dare approach. When I pointed the man out to Truman, his eyes shone with a predatory glint. He’d noticed our shadow, too.
It became obvious to us the investigation by the sheriff would lead nowhere. Whoever murdered the Marshes was not an outsider, a drifter intent on robbery. It was done by someone who knew them, someone who lived nearby. A townsman. Cables came from The New Yorker, asking where Truman’s copy was. But there was no copy. He had not written a single word in all that time.
 
6.
 
An old, deformed man, he was.
We’d cornered him at last. It had taken us weeks. When we did, we came on him unexpectedly from both sides, by the drugstore, startling him. He tried to flee, and when he did, his hat fell off and his elongated skull was revealed. It was bald of all hair, the skin fine and almost translucent. He stopped and faced us, then. He wore a scholar’s glasses, and his mouth had difficulty forming words.
“You are Robert Olmstead?” Truman said. His voice was kind. The creature—for surely that’s what he was!—looked at us and blinked myopically. “Yes,” he said. “How did you—”
“It was you who visited Innsmouth in 1927,” Truman said, interrupting him. “And it was you who first contacted the federal authorities regarding the town, resulting in the deadly raid a year later. Is it not so?”
“Yes!” said the creature. “Yes, it is!”
“Come,” Truman said. He put his hand to the creature and, a moment later, the creature took it. “Come with me.”
It was a touching gesture; it had reminded me of the young Truman, when I first met him. He was capable of the deepest of affections, just as he could be devious, cold, ruthless in pursuit of what he most desired. I did not understand that, then. Or perhaps I did, and I lied to myself, unwilling to believe in the ends he pursued. Regardless, that evening, for the first time, there were three of us, not two, dining in the Gilman House. And I have recorded the confession as best I can.
 
7.
 
Truman (cutting into fish flesh): “I found your diary in the archives of Miskatonic. You did not sign it.”
Olmstead (sucking bones hungrily—he looked famished): “The Shadow Over Innsmouth? I thought I had destroyed it.”
Truman: “I understand your memory has…altered, since that time?”
Olmstead: “The dreams—they were getting worse—for a time all was blank—the call of the deeps—the Deep Ones, you know—him!”
Truman: “Cthulhu?”
Olmstead: “Do not say that name!”
Truman (munching on a crispy bit of skin): “Your uncle, Douglas. He shot himself.”
Olmstead: “Yes. He was afraid he was going mad. But he knew. Deep down, he knew!”
Truman: “Your family came from Innsmouth.”
Olmstead: “Yes. We had intermarried with the Deep Ones. I saw—I saw! Shoggoths, Mr. Capote!”
“Shoggoths?”
Olmstead (shivering): “You have not seen them yet, then. In your dreams.”
Truman: “Who says I see anything?”
Olmstead (laughing): “You see! You see!”
Truman: “Tell me about your cousin. He was incarcerated?”
Olmstead: “Yes. They kept him in a madhouse. But he was not mad. He went farther than me. He was ready.”
Truman: “You attempted to free him.”
Olmstead: “Yes.” (laughs). “We traveled together to the town. It had been destroyed! The houses blown open to the wind, the locals scattered or arrested and kept in pens. The government knew—it was my fault—they held them all, they experimented on them!”
Truman: “What happened?”
Olmstead: “We came to Devil Reef. We stood upon it and performed the ritual. And they came. Mr. Capote—they came!”
Truman: “The Deep Ones?”
Olmstead: “My kin. And they took him, my cousin—yet they left me on the shore!”
(Olmstead cried bitterly and Truman sucked clean the remains of the fish. I bit into an apple—all I could stomach).
Truman: “They left you.”
Olmstead: “Yes.”
Truman: “And you have been here ever since?”
Olmstead: “Yes…yes!”
Truman: “Rejected by the world you craved, too changed for the world you left behind you.”
Olmstead: “Yes, damn you—yes!”
Truman: “And then they came back.”
Olmstead: “Yes.”
Truman: “The Marshes.”
Olmstead: “Yes. They came! The town returned. And I am doomed to walk amongst them, hated, despised, but their kin still. They know me.”
(His look changed, his eyes darting sideways then rapidly flicking in the other direction.)
Olmstead: “We can still get there. It can still work. I could go—I could take you with me!”
Truman: “You called to them, didn’t you.”
Olmstead: “I had to. I had to see Y’ha-nthlei, the city under the sea. I am dying, Mr. Capote. I must go under, must go deep, or I shall perish.”
Truman: “Is that why you did it?”
Olmstead: “But I had to, don’t you understand?”
Truman: “You had to kill them?”
Olmstead: “Yes. No! I made them free.”
(The Gilman man came and removed the dishes at this point. We were all silent. He gave Olmstead a look of pure loathing but said nothing. He knew. When he left we resumed).
Truman: “You killed them. You tied them up and bled them, against the stone.”
Olmstead: “It is an old foundation stone from R’lyeh. It called to them, to him. Only blood, Mr. Capote. Only blood sings to blood. I killed them, the girl first to stop her screaming, and then the parents, the boy last. He knew. I saw R’lyeh reflected in his eyes as he died. I saw…Please. I can take you with me.”
Truman: “Tell me how.”
(End of transcript).
 
8.
 
“Truman, no!” I said, horrified. “You mustn’t!”
His eyes shone fever-bright. “I must, Nelle. I must know.”
“This is madness,” I said.
“Yes,” he said. “Isn’t that how it always ends? The mind, having stared too long into the dark abyss, finds shelter in insanity. But it is no use, Nelle. I can hear them now. I hear the call of the deeps. They call to me. Who knows, Nelle? Who knows if the Faulks or the Persons—” he was referring to his parents’ families—”were not somehow related to the Marshes of Innsmouth?” His mouth formed a smile though it was absent from his eyes. “I see impossible things, Nelle. A city built of non-Euclidean geometry. A vast shape, tentacular. Eyes like pale moons, rising…”
“Truman, this man is a murderer!” I said. “He is mad, he would lead you to your doom.”
“That is a risk I must take.”
“I won’t allow it!”
“It is not your decision to make.”
We were arguing in low voices. Outside, I could hear a murmuring sound, like surf against the shore. The murderer, Olmstead, was standing meekly by the doors, looking out. The Gilman man was nowhere to be seen.
“Be rational,” I said. “There are no Deep Ones. There is no R’lyeh, no Cthulhu—these are impossible things!”
“Who is to say what is impossible, Nelle? In a decade or two man might land on the moon. And what would he find, when he got there?”
“I don’t know,” I said, “and more to the point, I don’t care. Truman, listen to me!”
Perhaps I got through to him, then. He smiled like his old self. I said, “Just sleep on it.”
“All right, Nelle.”
His meekness should have been my clue, but I was distraught. I saw him to his room. The murderer remained below. I did not find it reassuring. Yet I knew the sheriff would not arrest him, and he would never be convicted of a crime. The town was gripped in the force of a shared delusion. Tomorrow, I vowed, we would leave—leave it and never come back.
How wrong I was!
 
9.
 
At night I awoke as though from a dream and into another. The window was open, and a briny wind rattled through the room. The same sound of murmuring, of surf. I went to look.
As in my first nightmare, the square was full. The townsmen and townswomen stood there as they had before, but this time they were bare-faced. I saw them as they truly were: the hybrid race of humans and aquatic beings, alien, frightening, obscene.
And yet as I watched, I saw them differently, too. There was something beautiful, vital about the way they moved, and I could sense a deep longing hidden within them, for the sea, for the depths of the ocean. Who is to say what lives miles below the waves? What alien beings, what magic long thought lost, a fable? I watched, without surprise, a small, rotund figure, a scarf wound around his neck, step jauntily from the doors of the hotel. Truman stepped amongst the fish-men of Innsmouth, and they parted silently before him, acknowledging him as one of their own. He had never felt comfortable where he was, was always the outsider. Perhaps here, at last, he had found where he belonged.
Behind him came the murderer, Olmstead. A sad, pathetic figure, and I saw that he truly was pitiful, that he belonged nowhere: even here he was an outcast. He followed Truman meekly, almost reverentially. He had murdered those people, had sacrificed them, as Truman had claimed. And for what? I thought of the girl, Nancy, and what her aspirations might have been, who she wanted to become and now never could, and a loathing for Olmstead filled me, almost bursting.
I felt I was in a dream. I remained standing, watching out of the window. Truman passed a street light, and as the light hit him he turned, looked up at my window, and smiled his old boyish smile.
Together, he and Olmstead went to the water and into a waiting boat. They sailed out to Devil Reef and there, on an ancient stone raised from the deep, Truman cut Olmstead’s throat with an ancient blade on which cuneiform letters unknown to humankind were cruelly etched.
The murderer’s blood fell down into the sea.
 
10.
 
It rises. It rises from the waves.
 
11.
 
In the morning, when I woke up, Truman was gone.
 
Afterword
 
It has been many years now since I visited Innsmouth. The town is still there, I am told, though it is not much more than a curious ruin, and few dwell there.
 
 
 
The story of the Marsh family’s murder remained unwritten. The article for The New Yorker was never written, and while Truman’s disappearance caused a national stir, for a time, interest in the mysterious fate of the author of Breakfast at Tiffany’s, for which he remains best known today, eventually waned.
As for myself, in the morning, I caught the empty bus out of town. I went to Arkham first, and there boarded a train to New York. I live still in the small apartment in the East Village, and work still as a booking agent for British Airways.
On my return from Innsmouth, I attempted to continue work on my novel, but To Kill a Mockingbird never again took flight. At last I threw the pages from the window of my apartment, and let them flutter down to the ground below.
I often wonder if Truman found what he sought. I am still plagued by dreams of the sea and, more and more often now, I, too, hear the call of the deeps. Perhaps he’ll come for me, when the time arrives. I will step out of my apartment block and walk to the riverbank, and there he’ll be, Truman Capote, with that old, mischievous smile. We shall swim out on the Hudson river and to the open sea and, past Liberty, dive down into the black abyss and unimagined miracles, and dwell together once more like we did when we were children.
Lavie Tidhar is the author of A Man Lies Dreaming, The Violent Century, and the World Fantasy Award winning Osama. His other works include the Bookman Histories trilogy, several novellas, two collections, and a forthcoming comics mini-series, Adler. He currently lives in London.
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Click.
Wow, this is exciting.
BOO-ooom! goes the green-black surf against green-black rocks that jut crookedy-wookedy as the teeth of an English grand-uncle of mine. FAH-whoom! Ba-room! go the torpedoes bored into the reef like bullets from God’s six-shooter (in this case a borrowed nuclear submarine). Then the dockside warehouses on stilt legs fold into the churning drink. Fire, smoke, death. On schedule and more to come in act two of Innsmouth’s destruction. Daddy would have a hard-on for this action. Perhaps, in his frigid semi-after life, he does. I bet he does.
The red light means it’s on, lady. Let’s hurry this along. All hell is breaking loose as you can see on the monitors. You don’t need the gun, I’ll speak into the mike. We’ve never met, but I know who you are and why you’ve come. I like you, chick, you’ve got balls. My advice, run. This won’t lead anywhere pleasant. The Black Dog is loping closer. Gonna bite you, babe. Smoke on the water hides worse. Okay, okay, ease back on the hammer, girlfriend. I’ll satisfy your curiosity even though you’ll be sorry.
Speaking of, mind if I have a cigarette? Judging from your expression, it’ll be my last.
 
Okay, let’s start with last night and go from there.
Last evening went much the same as most of my nocturnal expeditions among the locals do: Cocktails and appetizers at the Harpy’s Nest. Bucket of blood on the Innsmouth docks and the closest thing to a lounge within fifty miles. Lobster entrée, ice cream dessert cake. Karaoke night with the locals, oh Jesus. I totally abhor karaoke. I made fat ass Mantooth get up on the dais and sweat his way through “Dang Me.” Not bad, not bad. Andi told me that Mantooth graduated from Juilliard’s drama division before he got into the muscle business. Huh. That goon has opened doors and twisted the arms of my stalkers since I escaped college. Surprising that I never knew.
My dress, a Dior original, cut low as sin. Better believe I danced with a whole bevy of rustic lads. The clodhoppers stood in line. Before the bar closed, my ass was bruised from all those clutching oafs and I got a rash from the beards rubbing my neck and tits.
For an encore, I balled a sailor in a shanty. A grizzled character actor named Zed whom the project team recruited from a St. Francis shelter and planted here in 2003. We shared a smoke and he recited the lore of this hapless burg and its doomed inhabitants.
“That’s not the script I gave you.” I stroked his dead white chest hair in warning. My nails alternated between red and black.
“It’s the truth, missy. The devil’s own.” His tone made it evident he hadn’t a clue with whom he conversed. Not a shocker—I eschew the public eye like nobody’s business. It’s also possible the drunken fool believed that theater had become life.
Zed’s perversion of the project script offended me. Granted, I’d done the equivalent of visiting Disney World, fucking Mickey Mouse and getting offended when the dude in the costume refused to break character. Call me fickle. I whistled and the boys waltzed in and beat him with a pipe. Got bored watching him crawl around like a crab with three legs broken. They pinned his arms while I exorcised a few of my demons with a stiletto heel. The actor gurgled and cussed, but he won’t tell. Know why? Because I stuffed a personal check covered in my bloody fingerprints into his shirt pocket. What was on that check? Plenty, although not nearly as much as you’d think.
That’s it for last night. Oh, oh, I had a Technicolor dream. Dream may be the wrong word—I seldom do and anyway, I was awake at the time and staring at the motel ceiling, trying to connect the water stain dots and I closed my eyes for a few seconds and had a vision. I got shrunk to three inches or so tall and Dad’s head loomed above me with the enormity of a Mount Rushmore bust. Icicles dangled from his ears and his flesh cycled from blinding white, to crimson, to midnight blue as the filament sun downshifted through the color spectrum. Dad said I made him proud and to keep on with the project. The seas will swallow the earth! And All the lights are going out! Beware the ants! His lips were frozen in place. He boomed his visions telepathically. Reminded me of my childhood.
 
Oh, Daddy.
Unless you’re a well-connected investor or an F.B.I. special agent, you probably haven’t heard of my father. His personal wealth exceeded eighty billion before I got my hooks into it as sole beneficiary. Super!
Most of his projects weren’t glamorous, and the sexy radio-ready ones have always operated through charismatic figureheads. Tooms? What etymological pedigree does that connote? We’ve got relatives all over the place, from East India to Alaska—don’t get me started on those North Pole, hillbilly assholes, my idiot cousin Zane especially. Anyway, he’s dead. The Mexican Army shot him full of holes and good riddance, says I.
Daddy dwelt in an exalted state that transcended mere wealth; he was supreme. He created worlds: futuristic amusement parks, intercontinental ballistic missile systems, and designer panties. He also destroyed worlds: rival companies and rivals; he hunted tame lions in special preserves for dudes too smart to let it all hang out on safari. He aced a few hookers and possibly his first wife, I am convinced. The earth trembled when he walked. Cancer ate him up. All the money in the world couldn’t, etcetera, etcetera. Per his request, the board froze his head and stored it in a vault at a Tooms-owned cryogenics lab—like Ted Williams and Walt Disney! Everybody thinks it’s an urban legend. Joke’s on them; I’ve seen that Folger’s freeze-dried melon with my own two eyes—the hazel and the brown. What’s more, he’s merely the ninth severed cranium to adorn the techno ice cave. Every Tooms patriarch has gotten the treatment since the 1890s.
Come Doomsday, Daddy and his cohort will return with a vengeance, heads bolted atop weaponized fifteen-story robot bodies to make the Antichrist wee his pants. For now, he dreams upon a baking rack throne beneath a filament that blazes frozen white light. This private sun blazes cold and emits fear. His favorite drug of them all.
Yes, Daddy was a true mogul.
Mother came from Laos. A firebrand. Nobody ever copped to how she hooked up with Daddy. Some say ambitious courtesan and those some may be as correct as they are eviscerated and scattered fish food. Not sure if she was one hundred percent Laotian, but I’m a gorgeous purée of whatever plus whatever else. She hated English, hated Daddy, and virulently hated my older brother Increase (the get of the mysteriously late first Mrs. Tooms). She called him Decrease. Doted on yours truly. Taught me how to be an all-pro bitch. Love ya, Moms. Mr. Tooms passed when I was sixteen. Mom died in a mysterious limo fire that same winter. Very traumatic for me, although splitting a fortune with my brothers eased the pain.
The family business putters on under the tyrannical thumb of Increase. He knows what’s good for him and leaves me to do as I please. No business woman am I.
My talents lie elsewhere. I revel with the merciless ferocity of a blood goddess. I settle for filthy rich, impossibly rich, which means anything is possible. Rich enough to buy a tropical island is rich enough to get a hold of a bag of Moon rocks on the black market is rich enough to turn this dying (dead) Massachusetts port town that time forgot into whatever I want. The people: sailors, peasants, moribund gentry, and their slothful cops, alder persons, zoning commissions, and chamber of commerce bureaucrats, mini moguls who measure up to Dad’s shoe laces, if I’m generous. I own them too.
 
Let’s step farther back to my vorpal teens.
Time was I aspired to be better than I am. Kinder, if not cleaner. Were I in the mood to justify a career of evil, I’d cite the head games (snicker) Daddy played with me and Increase, and that other one, the one who got away, the one we never speak of. I’d tell you about the Alsatian, Cheops, my best and only friend during adolescence, and how he drowned himself in the swan pond in a fit of despair. Took him three tries. I fished that waterlogged doggy corpse out myself because the gardener got shitfaced and fell asleep in the shed.
Mostly, though, I’m the way I am because I like it, love it, can’t get enough of it. Nature versus nurture? Why not some of both? It’s impossible to ever truly know the truth. You have to dig extra deep to churn the real muck. You have to afford a person an opportunity to sell her soul. Gods above and below, did I have opportunity to aggrandize an overheated imagination!
The idea for the Innsmouth Project has incubated in my brain since I was laid up with pneumonia at age twelve and somebody left a stack of moldy-oldies by the bed. The pinch-lipped ghost of HPL and his genteel madness made a new girl of me.
Great Granddad put ships in bottles. Dad made exquisite dioramas and model cities. Increase enjoyed ant farms. I read Lovecraft and a lot of history. Marie Antoinette’s little fake villages captivated me. It all coalesced in my imagination. A vast fortune helped make the dream someone else’s nightmare. Frankly, the U.S. government, or a shady subdivision of the government, deserves most of the credit.
Six months after my father passed away I graduated from high school, with honors, and treated myself to a weekend at a Catskill resort that had been a favorite of the Toomses since the Empire State came into existence. No ID required for booze; handsome servants kept the margaritas coming all the livelong day for me and a half-dozen girlfriends I’d flown in for company. Andromeda kept a watch on us. With Daddy out of the picture, there was no telling if Increase or some other wolf might try to erase me from the equation. Ahem, Andrew. Andromeda was Andrew then, and not too far removed from his own youth. I read his, her, dossier on a whim. She’d majored in paleontology. When I asked why she’d thrown away the chance to unearth dino bones for a security gig, she smiled and told me to mind my business. Most intelligent bodyguard I’ve ever had, although not necessarily smart.
A guy approached me in the salon and Andi almost broke his arm before I signaled. The dude, nondescript in a polo shirt and cargo pants, introduced himself as Rembrandt Tallen. He bought me a drink. I should have known from the ramrod posture and buzz cut that he was military. The next morning, upon coming to in a dungeon, blindfolded, chained to a wall, I also deduced that he was a spook. He removed the blindfold and made me an omelet. Pretty snazzy dungeon—it had a wet bar, plasma television, and the walls and ceiling were covered in crimson leather cushions.
Tallen kept mum regarding his team. The game was for me to assume C.I.A. or N.S.A., and that’s what I figured at first since our family was frenemies with those organizations. Black holes in the ocean was a topic I vaguely recalled. R&D at one of Daddy’s lesser known companies looked into this decades before it became kinda-sorta news on a backwater science scuttlebutt site. The military and commercial implications were astounding.
My captor turned on the TV and played a highlight reel of various improbable atrocities that no citizen, plump and secure in his or her suburban nest, had the first inkling of.
“Oh, my, goodness,” I said as in crystal clear wide-screen glory, a giant hydrocephalic baby jammed a man in a suit into its mouth and chewed. Tiny rifles popped and tinier bullets made scarcely a pinprick on the kid’s spongey hide. The action shifted to a satellite image of a village in a jungle. Streams of blackness surrounded the village as its inhabitants huddled at the center or atop the roofs of huts. The camera zoomed in as the flood poured over the buildings and the figures dispersed in apparent panic. Not that panicking or fleeing helped—the black rivulets pursued everywhere, into huts, onto roofs, up trees, and engulfed them.
“Beetles of an Ur species unknown to our entomologists until 2006. Vicious bastards. Although they refer to themselves as preservationists.” Tallen smiled and his ordinary, bland face transfigured in the jittery blue glow. “Bad things are happening out there, Skylark. How would you like to help us make them worse?”
Would I!
The seduction progressed over the course of a couple of years and numerous clandestine rendezvouses. He quizzed me about Majestic 12, MKULTRA, and Project Tallhat. Had I ever met Toshi Ryoko or Howard Campbell? Amanda Bole? No, no, and no, I’d never even heard of any of these persons or things. That pleased Tallen, and seemed to relax him. He confided his secrets.
“It’s not important, kiddo. Ryoko and Campbell are flakes. I’d love to see them erased, zero-one, zero-one. They have powerful friends, unfortunately. Forget I mentioned them. Servants of our enemies. Ms. Bole is open to an introduction, assuming you and I reach an accord. We think you’re exactly the person to help us with a project.”
“You mean my money can help with your project.”
“Money, honey. You funnel the cash, we supply the technical know-how and the cannon fodder. You have a vision. We have a vision. It’s a can’t miss proposition.”
Tallen was so smooth and charming. I crushed on him. That corn-fed blandness really grew on me, or the Satan-light dancing in his eyes grew on me, or the fact he believed in elaborate conspiracies excited me (he claimed insects were poised to overrun civilization and that the Apollo explorers found a cairn of bones on the Moon). At any rate, he broke out the maps, diagrams, and the slideshow prospectus. My jaw hit the floor.
His organization (I never did learn its name) had, sometime during the winter of 1975, allegedly established contact with an intelligence residing in a trench off the Atlantic shelf. As in an extraterrestrial intelligence that burrowed into the sediment around the time trilobites were the voting majority.
He laughed when I, unabashed Lovecraft enthusiast, blurted Dagon! Mother Hydra! and told me not to be stupid, this verged on Clark Ashton Smith weirdness. His associate in the deep requested some Grand Guignol theater in return for certain considerations that only an immortal terror of unconscionable power can offer.
Tallen, having researched my various childish predilections, proposed that we build and staff a life-model replica of Lovecraft’s Innsmouth. Inscrutable alien intelligences enjoy ant farms and aquariums too. Some of them also quite enjoy our trashiest dead white pulp authors. He claimed that this sort of behind the scenes activity was nothing new. In fact, his superiors had been in frequent contact with my father regarding unrelated, yet similar, undertakings.
“Let me consider your proposition,” I said. “Who is Bole? Why do I dislike her already?”
His smile thinned. “Mandy is the devil we know. It’s tricky, you see. She came to us from across the street, on loan from her people. Her people are overseas, so she’s here for the duration.” Later, I learned that across the street was code for a foreigner who hailed from an extraordinarily far-flung location. Off-planet, say, but within a few dozen light years. Overseas meant something else that I decided was best left unclear.
I did ask once if Bole bore some familial relationship with the “intelligence.” I was high on endorphins and bud.
So was Tallen. That didn’t keep him from slapping my mouth. “Are you trying to be funny? That’s asinine.” He relaxed and kissed away the bits of blood on my lip. “Let’s not do that again, eh?”
I smiled, wanting him to believe I liked it, no hard feelings while I privately reviewed all the ways to kill him slowly.
 
Surviving to majority as a Tooms heiress tempered my enthusiasm with a grain or two of skepticism. I hired world-class detectives—the best of the best. My bloodhounds tracked down scientists and sources within and without the government and from foreign countries. Results from this intelligence gathering dragnet convinced me of Tallen’s sincerity. Numerous reports indicated covert activity of unparalleled secrecy off the New England coast. The veracity of his most staggering claim would require personal investigation.
Meanwhile, my detectives and the scores of unfortunate people they contacted died in mysterious accidents or vanished. I did the math one day. Okay, Mantooth did it on the back of a napkin. Four hundred and sixty-three. That’s how many went poof because I asked the wrong questions. The number might be bigger; we were in the car on the way to a stockholder meeting.
“You gonna do it?” Only Andi would dare to ask.
Pointless question. She knew my capabilities. She knew I had to do it, because beneath the caviar slurping, bubblegum popping, jet setting façade throbbed a black hole that didn’t want to eat the light; it needed to.
 
This town had a different name when Protestant fisherman Jedidiah Marshal founded it in 1809. Always off the beaten path, always cloistered and clannish, even by New England standards, afflicted by economic vagaries and the consolidation of the fishing industry into mega corporations, this town proved easy to divide and conquer. I retain an army of lackeys to orchestrate these sorts of stunts. Corporate raiders, lawyers, feds on the take, blackmail specialists and assassins.
First, we drove out the monied and the learned. The peasants were re-educated, or, as Tallen preferred, made to vanish. Gradually more actors were introduced and the infrastructure perfected. Necessary elements within the U.S. government made the paperwork right. All it required was a nudge here and a bribe there from Tallen’s operatives. The town was wiped from road signs, maps, from the very record. With the groundwork laid, Innsmouth, my own private economy-sized diorama, raised its curtain.
Assuming you’re a casual observer, it’s a humdrum routine on the surface.
Children ride the bus to school. Housewives tidy and cook while soap operas numb the pain. Husbands toil in the factories or seek their fortune aboard fishing boats. Come dusk, men in suits, or coveralls or raincoats and galoshes, trudge into the taverns and lounges and slap down a goodly portion of the day’s wages on booze. At the lone strip club on the waterfront on the north edge of town, bored college girls and older women from trailer parks dance sluggishly. The House of the Revived Lord sees brisk trade Wednesday, Black Mass Friday, and by the numbers kiddie-friendly Sunday. I cherish the reactions of the occasional lost soul who accidentally detours through town: Some bluff day trader or officer worker tooling along Main Street with his uptight wife riding shotgun, her face scrunched in annoyance as she comes to grips with the lies the pocket map has fed her; and two point five kids in the back, overheated and embroiled in child warfare.
Annoyance gives way to confusion, which yields to revulsion at the decrepitude of the architecture and physiognomy of the locals, and ultimately, if the visitors prove sufficiently unwise as to partake of the diner, or gods help them, layover at one of Innsmouth’s fine hotels, horror will engulf the remainder of their brief existence.
Even I, maestro and chief benefactor, can see but the tip of this iceberg. Scientists and men in black lurk behind the grimy façades of Victorian row houses—the scientists’ purpose is to experiment upon the civilian populace as they might lab rats. Green lights flash through the murky windows, screams drift with the wind off the Atlantic. Ships and submarines come and go in the foggy dark. Andromeda and Mantooth worry about what they can’t detect. I don’t bother to order them to relax. Worrying is in their job description.
I acquired an estate in the hills. Fifteen minutes leisurely drive from town square. The gates are electrified, the house is locked tight, and guys with automatic weapons pace the grounds.
My first encounter with Miss Bole came when she wandered into my rec room unannounced. I sprawled across a giant beanbag while the news anchor recited his nightly soporific. I knew Bole to the core at first sight—kind of tall, black hair in a bob from the ‘50s, narrow shoulders, wide hips and thunder thighs. Pale and sickly, yet morbidly robust. Eyebrows too heavy, face too basic, too plastic, yet grotesquely alluring like a Celt fertility goddess cast from lumpen clay. She wore a green smock, yoga pants, and sandals. Sweat dripped from her, although she seemed relaxed.
“Hey there, Skylark Tooms. The Gray Eminence loves your style. I’m Amanda Bole. Call me Mandy.” Her voice was androgynous. She gripped my small hand in her large, damp hand and brushed my cheek with cool, over-ripe lips.
“Gray Eminence. Is that what you call…him?” Pleasure and terror made my heart skip, skip, skip. Sorry, Agent Tallen, but I think I’m in love.
“It, Skylark. It. I usually call it G.E. Confuses anybody at the N.S.A. we haven’t bought.” Her wide smile revealed white, formidable teeth.
I’m usually an ice bitch during introductions. Feels good to keep the opposition on the defensive. Her? I looked into her sparkling frigid eyes and couldn’t stop. Nothing in those shiny pebbles but my dopey face in stereoscope. “When will I meet it?”
“Assuming your luck holds? Never, my girl. G.E. has big plans for you.”
Mandy pulled me to my feet. We had tea on the front deck by the swimming pool. The deck has a view of the ocean, hazy and smudged in the twilight distance. Lights of town came on in twinkling clusters.
“I think I’ve seen enough,” she said, setting aside her cup.
She stripped and dove into the water. Reflections are funny—she kicked into the deeper end, her odd form elongating as it submerged. Ripples distorted my perspective and made her the length and width of a great white shark, gliding downward and gone as the tiles of the pool dilated to reveal a sinkhole.
Tallen called later. “I’m glad you’re all right.”
“Any reason I wouldn’t be?”
“Ms. Bole told me that she’d decided to terminate your involvement. That would involve being shaken from a fish food can over the Atlantic. It seems she changed her mind.”
“Uh, good, then?”
“Convenient! Now we can begin.”
 
Some of what comes next, you already know. The cold death mask of rage, the pistol in your hand, what comes next is why you’ve returned and looked me up. Here’s some context, some behind-the scenes magic:
“Who gets to escape?” Mandy and I were revolving in the sex swing in the rumpus room. Mantooth hadn’t seemed completely comfortable installing the equipment. I love that repressed New England prudishness about him.
“The narrator.” Mandy’s obsidian eyes reflected the light over my shoulder, or trapped it. Her eyes glazed, or shuttered (happened so fast), and reflected nothing from a patina of broken black vessels, a thousand scratches from infinitesimal webbed claws. “Our girl works for an amateur filmmaker. The source material is a trifle staid. Tallen made sure the filmmaker brought a camera crew, per G.E.’s request. Bubbly blonde, sensible, tough as nails brunette, strapping cinematographer, a weasel tech guy. That way there’s a bit of sex and murder to spice up the proceedings. Our heroine, the sensible brunette, will escape by the skin of her teeth. Over the next couple of years, we’ll shadow her, dangle the clues, and, ultimately, lure her back in for the explosive finale. Should be fun.”
Hard to tell whether Mandy actually relished the impending climax. She remained disinterested regardless the circumstances. I relished it for the two of us.
Earlier, she’d given me a tour of a factory that covered for a subterranean medical complex. Her scientists were busily splicing human and amphibian DNA with genetic material from the Gray Eminence and subjecting that simmering, somatically nucleated mess to electromagnetic waves generated by some kind of Tesla-inspired machine. They’d been at it since the ‘70s, moving the operation from South Sea lagoons to secret bunkers such as this one. According to the chief researcher, Dr. Shrike, the resultant test tube offspring teemed in the frigid waters along the coast. Allegedly, G.E. found them pleasing. It absorbed more and more fry every spawning cycle. That had to be a positive sign.
A few days later, I received an email. Man, I watched the footage of the pursuit and slaughter of that film crew (all but one) like a jillion times. The only downer, little miss tough as nails brunette stabbed the clerk at the wine shop through the eyeball. Too bad; he was sort of cute, and my god, what exquisite taste.
Point of fact, our heroine stabbed three guys, blew two major buildings to shit (with a few of our drone mercs inside), and steamrolled the Constable as she roared out of town in a wrecker. According to the goon in charge of the affair, at the end his minions weren’t even pulling their punches, they were trying to get the hell out of the chick’s way.
I was tempted to tell Mandy, sorry, babe, I’ve got the hots for another woman. Two reasons I kept my mouth shut—one, Mandy scared me oodles and oodles, and two, I suspected she didn’t give a damn, which scared me worse.
 
How do we arrive at this junction? The explosions, the chatter of machine guns, screams, and death? Innsmouth crashing into the sea in a ball of fire? All according to the master plan, the Punch and Judy show demanded by the torpid overlord in the deep. This is similar to what happened in the infamous story that HP wrote. I often wonder if he had help, a muse from the hadal zone, maybe.
Who can say where art ends and reality asserts primacy? Mandy’s script, our script, called for you, our dark-haired girl, to return at the van of a fleet of black government SUVs. I hired a mercenary company to dress in federal suits and Army camo and swoop in here and blow the town and the reef to smithereens. Much as you did your first time through, except big enough to warm the heart of a Hollywood exec.
And here we are, you and I.
Certainly I believed my privilege would shield me, that I could gleefully observe the immolation of Innsmouth from the comfort of my mansion’s control room. I figured when the smoke cleared and the cry was over, I’d pack my designer bags and flit off to the Caribbean for a change of scenery. Fun as it has been, nine months of cold salt air a year has murdered my complexion and my mood.
Guess you could say I was surprised when my guards were shot to pieces and an armor-piercing rocket blasted the front door. That’s what Mantooth said they hit us with before you waltzed in here and capped him. Through the eyeball, no less. Don’t you get it? All this destruction, Mandy and Tallen’s betrayal, you glowering down at me, poised to ram a dagger through my black little heart? A mix of prep and improv. Somewhere a dark god is laughing in delight, rapping his knuckles on the aquarium glass to get the fishies spinning.
The question is, do you want to live to see a curtain call. You’re the heroine and if we’re following the original plot, you have an unpleasant reckoning in your near future. I don’t think this version of the tale will see you transforming into a fish-woman and paddling into the sunset. No, this is major league awful. G.E. awaits your pleasure. I doubt even God knows what’s going to happen in the monster’s lair. Got to be boring, lying there and emoting telepathically eon after eon. You’ll make a pretty dolly, for a while.
Or, you could play it smart. My jet is fueled and idling at a strip just down the road. With my money, we can go damned near anywhere. Take your time and think it over. I’ll give you until I finish this cigarette.
BANG! from a gun. A body thuds on the floor off-screen.
GODDAMNIT, Andi! Why the fuck did you do that to the broad? It was under control. I had her in the palm of my hand. Shit. What do we do now? Mandy is gonna go nuclear. G.E. surely won’t be amused. Where do we find a metaphorical virgin sacrifice at this hour? Andi… ? Andi!
You bitch. You almost had me going. No, I’m not sure if anywhere is beyond the reach of our friends. But let’s hit the friendly skies and see, huh? Shut that down. I want to watch it later.
Click.
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Meeting the family, it was a big step: a watershed.
Was there any wonder Naomi was getting cold feet now? In spite of the fact it had been her who’d insisted they make this trip? That it was about time, after almost eight months of seeing Gerry? Only now the day was here, she wasn’t so sure. What if they didn’t like her? What if they hated her, in point of fact? Thought she was no good for him?
Calm down, Naomi told herself. Look at the scenery and relax. All greens and yellows, rolling by the passenger window of the car as they drove along country lanes. In a year which had seen one of the harshest winters this country could ever remember (followed by devastating floods in its wake), Spring had finally arrived.
She always did this, Naomi reminded herself. Built things up, imagined the worst case scenario. Couldn’t allow herself to think things might work out, because of all the crap she’d been through before. All the heartache…
The abandonment.
Losing both parents at an early age—one to a debilitating disease and the other to suicide—shook your confidence in the world. Then orphanages, foster carers (no real homes, no real families), and she was out there being battered by the cold, harsh reality of the world; always the outsider at university, then at work. Never getting into the madness of nightclubs, drink and drugs…or casual sex.
Saving herself, they used to call it. But she was also scared of the consequences of letting go, of losing herself, of opening up—opening her heart—to someone. There had been boys, naturally, but none had waited until she was ready to be with them; to give herself to them. And the few times she had been stupid enough to almost—
Let’s just say she’d learned her lesson, but good. Life wasn’t a fucking Disney movie. You put your trust in people, they invariably let you down, deserted you.
Until she’d found Gerry.
She looked across at him now, sitting there in the driving seat of his sporty silver BMW, shifting gears as they crested a hill, and Naomi couldn’t help smiling. He’d been good for her, Gerry. Was perfect for her. Naomi’s smile faded at the thought of that word. Nobody was perfect, let alone someone who might be interested in her…
Might be interested? He adores you, you idiot!
Still, nobody was perfect…but he was just so, so…perfect! She couldn’t think of another word that adequately described him. The fine blond hair, which matched his eyebrows. Perfect cheekbones, pouting lips any male model would think themselves lucky to be blessed with, such penetrating eyes. And that body of his…
It had been the first thing she’d seen of him. Sleek and lean, yet well-muscled, he was the only person Naomi had actually noticed as she’d walked out through the back doors of the hotel at the tail end of last summer; part of the holiday she’d promised herself and saved up for after another miserable few months.
In front of her was the pool she’d been intending to read and sunbathe beside—though she was hardly likely to get a tan when she was mostly covered by that sarong and floppy hat. When she looked up, she’d been expecting to see the usual gaggle of children messing about, the older folk splashing around as they did their lengths for exercise. But instead she’d seen him, Gerry, gliding through the water arm over arm, as fluid as the liquid he was immersed in; flesh glistening in the sunlight, making him look as oiled as those strippers she’d witnessed once at a colleague’s bachelorette party. But as impressive as those guys had been, they had nothing on Gerry—as she soon saw when he reached the other end of the pool and climbed out.
She’d continued on to a seat nearby, distracted, trying not to make those glimpses through her sunglasses so obvious. Stealing glances at Gerry (not that she’d known his name then), aware that many other ladies were doing the same. A woman walked past him with breasts that looked like they’d been pumped up at a garage, barely contained in that minuscule bikini top. But he’d hardly noticed that bimbo—continuing to towel himself down after the dip.
Naomi had settled down with her book, looking up a few times to see what the man was doing—sighing when she saw him heading to the bar on the other side of the pool. Resigning herself to the fact that he was probably meeting someone: girlfriend; fiancée; wife. Especially when she saw him with those two green cocktails.
But then he’d walked over in her direction. Oh no, she thought, please don’t be one of those cheesy chat-up guys…Don’t ruin such a perfect fantasy for me, that inside you’re something more. That beneath the surface you’re—
Then he’d walked right by her, and it had actually physically pained Naomi. She felt that loss so deeply…Worse than finding out he was a dick, would be not knowing him at all. So, when he’d skirted around, doubling back and placing one of the cocktails on the table beside her, she let out another sigh— this time of relief. When they talked about this afterwards, Gerry would always say that he’d been aware of her as soon as she appeared—though she knew he couldn’t have seen her. But that was his story and he was sticking to it.
During that first conversation, she’d found him confident but not overly so. Charming, though not to the point of nauseating. But, most importantly, very easy to talk to—and an extremely good listener. Hadn’t used any lines, hadn’t overly flattered her, he’d simply been Gerry. And Gerry had been lovely.
Between parting and the dinner date they’d arranged for later, she’d worried about all the things that might be wrong with him. He was cheating on a girlfriend, fiancée, wife—had kids, a neglected family. He was a rapist, a multiple murderer with a string of convictions to his name…He worked in the seedy underbelly of the city, pimping out his women to slavering perverts and was going to get her hooked on heroine so she could be next!
All ridiculous, as she’d discovered. Gerry worked in shipping, imports and exports, everything above board. He negotiated deals, traveled a fair bit—and was also doing very well for himself, thank you very much (she saw how well with that first piece of jewellry he eventually gave her, a gold necklace—an unusual design, but she liked it). He hadn’t needed to save up for the hotel, no siree! Naomi had never been impressed by wealth, though; it was simply a bonus that he might be a good provider.
She’d found out then that Gerry had been determined to succeed, to help out his family who—in a reversal of his fortunes—hadn’t been doing so well of late.
“Only just keeping their heads above water, in fact,” Gerry had told her sadly after finishing his salmon en croûte, staring down into his glass of Perrier as if to further illustrate his statement.
“Oh, I’m…I’m really sorry to hear that,” she’d told him, at the same time envious of this connection he had to them. That closeness when he talked about his mom and pop, his older brother. His childhood, being taught to fish from the jetty off the side of their house—it sounded idyllic. But she also felt his sadness when he’d had to go out into the world to make ends meet.
“You must be happy that you’re now in a position to help them out though, surely?” Naomi had said, starting her dessert of chocolate torte, and he’d nodded.
“Yeah, I guess…” But he’d shaken his head at that point and moved the conversation along, asking her more about herself; her life, her job, her hobbies. “I want to know everything about you, Naomi Jackson.” His smile spoke of genuine interest. Nobody had ever wanted to know everything about her. Nobody had ever been that bothered. So she’d talked, figuring what did she have to lose…
Hope? She could lose the hope that was starting to build inside of her, the hope that had continued to build all this time. Since she’d found Gerry; since they’d found each other.
Girlfriend, fiancée…wife? (Family?)
The hope she still had as she sat in the car, traveling towards their destination. But all that could be dashed if Gerry’s folks didn’t take to her. It could leave everything in ruins. She asked herself again, why had she insisted on this trip? Especially when Gerry had been so uncertain himself.
Maybe she shouldn’t have asked him what was wrong when he’d looked so down that day. But Naomi had to know, wanted to make sure it wasn’t something she’d done or said. “No, no…it’s just that…Well, my folks have been in touch and…Naomi, I hadn’t told them about you yet. I just wanted to keep you to myself a bit longer. Now they want to meet you.”
She’d be lying if she said she didn’t feel hurt by the first bit, but figured she could sort of understand it. All this time together, just the two of them, had been wonderful—the best of her life.
“I didn’t want to…Not till I was absolutely sure about you. About how I felt.”
“And…” she’d asked, biting her lip.
He’d looked at her blankly then, questioning.
“How do you feel?” she’d clarified.
“Oh…” He’d smiled. “That’s easy. I worship you, Princess—you know that.” The use of his nickname made her melt inside (just like Disney), especially used in that context. “You should do. I’ve never…well, I’ve never felt this way about anyone else.”
Anyone else, all the others she’d been instantly jealous of as soon as he’d told her. There had been girls before her, but Gerry promised they hadn’t really meant anything to him. Not like this. Now he was with her exclusively—which made her happy. She didn’t want to share him with anybody. And it had been his idea to wait, not rush her—though they’d come close a few times, really close; her closest yet—because, as Gerry said, they were about more than that.
Never felt this way about anyone else.
Now she just wanted to feel that connection to his family as well, that belonging. Wasn’t too much to ask, was it? But, as Gerry had warned her, meeting them would definitely “change things.” The next big step (girlfriend, fiancée…wife; giving her that family), which could go either way.
“It’s just that they can be a bit set in their ways,” Gerry had informed her again only the other day. “Old fashioned, holding on to the past.”
“Anybody would think you don’t want me to meet them or something?” Naomi had said.
“It’s not that, it’s…” Gerry nodded. “Hey, I’m sure they’ll love you as much as I do. You’re very special, you know.”
She’d beamed at that.
But here, now, those doubts—fueled by Gerry’s words—were resurfacing. Worst case scenarios: the mother thought she was a gold-digging whore; the father said they’d disown Gerry if he didn’t tell her to get lost; the brother was a monster, was everything she hated in a guy—
No! She willed away the dark thoughts. Easier said than done, when the weather seemed to be turning against her as well. Clear, bright blue skies had now given way to a dull gray horizon with ink-blot clouds that looked like shadows. Even the pretty fields that she’d been staring at in a daze had become strange bog-like stretches of land. When had that happened?
“Enjoy your nap?” asked Gerry.
Naomi didn’t even know she’d been asleep. She’d been worrying about what was going to happen when they arrived and then…Telling herself to relax, she’d obviously relaxed a little too much. Now she’d woken up and everything had taken on a strange dull cast, as if the film of her life had just switched from technicolor to black and white.
“How long was I… ?”
“Not long. But it’s actually not that far now,” Gerry informed her. She couldn’t tell if he was pleased about that or not. She knew he was looking forward to seeing the brood again, but maybe under different circumstances? Maybe not with her in tow. Perhaps they were mad that he’d kept Naomi from them all this time? Moms in particular could be like that, couldn’t they? Not that she’d know…Not that she’d ever really known her mom properly before she’d—
(Blood, water. The razor…How she always pictured it in her head.)
No, stop it. You’re doing it again. Stop that right now!
The car carried on, and through the window now she could see the coastline—the angry sea running parallel to them. Rain suddenly started up, striking the windscreen and causing her to jump in her seat.
Battered by cold, hard reality.
“You okay?” asked Gerry, flicking on the wipers, and she gave a small tip of the head.
But she wasn’t. Far from it. The downpour was making her even more anxious, doing little to calm her nerves. By the time they were driving down what Gerry called “Federal Street,” the rain had settled into a steady drizzle and it was almost dark—in spite of the fact it was only afternoon and the nights were supposed to be getting lighter by the day.
Dark clouds, dark thoughts…dark place.
Gerry was going to take her on a little guided tour first, he informed her. Naomi wondered if he was just putting off the crunch time, but that was okay—she wasn’t in any rush to sink their relationship (she’d already decided by now that this whole thing would be a washout). He pointed out landmarks such as the old churches that surrounded the New Church Green, the hall on her right where the townspeople used to hold gatherings, the old town square and what had once been the refinery, before they passed over the bridge which ran across the Manuxet River, and he drew her attention to the lighthouse in the distance. When he spoke about his hometown, it was with such a sense of pride, of belonging, and Naomi wished that she could experience that as well. Because all she saw was a place that might well have been really nice once, but was now in a state of disrepair and ruin.
Everything in ruins…
Gerry was clearly seeing all of this through rose-tinted glasses; as if through the eyes of a child. And that smell! Naomi did her best not to crinkle up her nose, but the aroma was so strong. A distinctive stench of the ocean, of fish.
Touring round the town square, Gerry showed her the old fire station, the Gilman House hotel, a couple of stores, and what had been his favourite restaurant when he’d lived here. “Makes the best calamari in the northeast,” Gerry stated; he did so love his seafood. It looked like a bit of a dive to Naomi, but she said nothing.
Gerry’s family lived down by the sea itself, she knew, and Naomi peered over when he pointed to exactly where. It looked like some of the worst houses were situated down there, their wood and brickwork plagued by rot. He hadn’t been kidding when he said they were barely keeping their heads above water…in every respect. She couldn’t help gaping across at him then.
“Your parents…live down there?”
“Ahuh,” he said simply.
She looked again, thinking maybe she was missing something—but she wasn’t. If anything, this closer scrutiny showed her that the problem was even more severe; some of the houses were tilting, as if they were about to simply fall into the waves and be swept away.
I know Gerry said they weren’t doing so well, but this is ridiculous, thought Naomi. And all that money he earned, how little must he have been sending back home for them to still be living in such squalor? In such a town as this?
A ghost town, for in all the time they’d been driving around, Naomi had yet to spot one person. Yes, it was raining and she didn’t blame anyone for staying indoors in such poor weather, but that didn’t explain why the buildings all looked deserted as well. There were no lights on, nothing. It was almost as if they wanted to purposefully give the impression here that nobody was home.
She was about to mention this to Gerry, when he suddenly turned and said, “I guess we’d better be heading off to see them then.”
Naomi nodded slowly, feeling her guts tying themselves into knots. Gerry steered the BMW down a couple more streets, then parked it up by the side of the road, telling her they’d have to walk from there.
“You’re kidding?” she said, looking up through the window. It was pouring and she hadn’t thought to bring either a coat or an umbrella with her; it had been such lovely weather when they’d set off. Her summer dress would be drenched in seconds. But Gerry didn’t appear to be thinking about that, probably more bothered about what his family would think of her—plus it wasn’t his fault he couldn’t get any closer. In any event, he was out of the car now, slamming the door, so she followed him.
Gerry had his head tilted back, eyes closed. He seemed to be relishing the water on his face, unlike her. She coughed and he finally noticed her, standing there soaking. “Sorry,” he said and came round to escort her down the path.
She almost slipped once or twice, especially in those shoes she’d chosen for the occasion—nothing too flashy, but they did have heels. Naomi was grabbing on to Gerry for dear life by the time they arrived at the house: a ramshackle affair that looked like it was on its last legs, with slates missing from the roof. While off to the side was the small jetty Gerry had mentioned: uneven and held up by posts, it dipped and tilted and apparently led nowhere but into the sea itself.
Once again it looked like there was nobody at home.
Naomi got under the cover of the porch, but the rain still wasn’t bothering Gerry. Her hair and make-up—which she’d taken so long over—would be pretty much ruined now; so much for first impressions. “Oh Gerry, whatever are they going to think of me?”
“You look wonderful to me,” he replied. “Perfect.”
Nobody was perfect, especially not her. She must look like a drowned dog.
“It’s just a bit of water, they won’t mind.”
Naomi stared at the battered door. “I’m not so sure this is a good id—” She began, but it was already opening with a creak. Or maybe it was just finally collapsing, hanging there as it was on one hinge. The thought crossed her mind again that Gerry should be sending them more money, either that or relocating them completely. Getting them out of this godforsaken hole.
The neglected family.
“Let me go in first,” said Gerry, which she had no problem with at all. Then he was gone, swallowed up inside that darkness…
Dark place, dark house…
…and Naomi realized she was standing on the doorstep, what little there was of it, on her own.
Abandoned.
When she did peer inside she saw that there was a light coming from somewhere, flickering and casting shadows. The faint glow of a candle? Maybe there had been a power failure? Or it had been cut off for lack of payment? The putrid paintwork of the place was peeling, or it was just trying to flee the walls—she knew how it felt. The carpet she was treading on was damp and squishy, but there was little wonder as the rain was finding its way into the house from above. Perhaps that was what had caused the power to go off?
“H-Hello?” she called out, her eyes readjusting to the gloom.
Then she saw them, standing there in the hallway, Gerry next to a woman who was smaller than him, her outline dumpy. Mom-shaped. The dress she had on covered most of her body, made from a thick material as it was. Her hair was tied up in a bun on top of her head, but various strands had leapt out and floated on the air—giving her a look of being submerged. Her smile was warm, though, welcoming. It was her who had the candle, stuck inside some kind of ornate holder.
“Over here,” Gerry said, unnecessarily.
Naomi continued to make her way inside, passing a set of what looked like the most rickety of stairs heading to an upper level.
“Mother, this is my…special friend. Miss Naomi Jackson.”
Naomi frowned. She’d been wondering how he would introduce her, when the time came. Is that what she was, then? His friend? You worshipped your friends, did you? She was savvy enough to know it was because of the old-fashioned thing, though, the being set in your ways. At least he’d called her special.
But still, friend?
The woman stepped forward, stooping, shambling almost in a way that made Naomi want to cover the distance between them to save her the trouble.
“Gerald’s teld us so much about yer,” said the woman, free hand out.
Naomi shook it tentatively. “Really?”
“Oh yes.” Her strange accent made it sound like “yersh.” Her eyes twinkled in the light from the candle, as she looked Naomi up and down.
“I’m really sorry about…I must look such a mess,” she said to the woman.
“Naw, yer beautiful dear,” said Gerry’s mother.
That made Naomi smile. “I hate to ask this when I’ve only just arrived, but I don’t suppose there’s anywhere I can…you know, freshen up at all?”
“Course,” said the woman. “Yer’ve had a long drive.” She pointed to the stairs. “Just at the top there, oh and yer’d better take this.”
She handed Naomi the candle, which she took with a thanks. Then they went off, leaving her alone again, standing there staring up the stairs she’d have to negotiate. Naomi took her time, very nearly putting her foot through one slat, but eventually she reached the top. The bathroom was opposite, just as Gerry’s mom had promised, so she carried the candle through and locked the door behind her.
Water was dripping on her from above, but ironically, when she’d placed the candle down and out of its reach, she couldn’t get any to come through the taps attached to the chipped sink. The pipes just rattled and gurgled. She sighed when she looked in the cracked mirror in front of her, it was like the Joker staring back. So she picked up a towel in an attempt to dry herself—only to realize that they were just as sopping as she was. Naomi could at least use it to wipe away the worst of the make-up, she told herself.
As she was putting it back on the rail, she found herself gazing across at the old bath in the corner. Her mind went immediately to her own mother, as she pictured her in one very similar, water slopping over the edge as she held up the razor. Drawing it across veins, redness dripping into—
Blood, water. Water, blood.
She shook her head, snatching up the candle again and leaving as quickly as she could. The whole exercise had been a bit of a waste of time really, she looked almost as bad as she had when she arrived.
Naomi had one foot on the step to come down, when a big splash from the ceiling put out the candle, with no way to relight it. She swallowed, hard—left the candle and its holder on the stairs, as she figured she’d definitely need both hands now. By the time she was halfway down, she was on the verge of tears. None of this was going right at all, and to make things worse she could hear raised voices coming from what had to be the lounge—where Gerry and his mom had retreated. She strained to listen, but couldn’t tell what the argument was about; all she could make out were male voices—one of them Gerry’s.
Though in her heart of hearts Naomi knew it had to be about her. Everything she feared was coming true.
When she reached the bottom and stepped off (a big step), her foot landed in a puddle of some kind. “What the…” she managed. Instead of just damp, the carpet was now under at least a couple of inches of water.
Naomi swished through this…
Was there any wonder she was getting cold feet now?
…feeling her way around into the corridor again: aiming for the lounge. The arguing stopped when she reached the doorway and turned the corner. There were a couple more candles in this room, but these were no match for the murk inside. She could just about make out the shapes in there: Gerry with his mom again; and next to her was a seated figure, a man. Naomi squinted, thought that he had no legs at first, then realized he had a blanket over his knees. He was sitting next to a table which had one candle on it, so he was better illuminated than the others.
He was dressed in a suit that looked like it had seen its better days in the previous century—early in the previous century. The skin on his face was tight and shiny, as if it was about to rip at any moment, especially at the corners of his down-turned mouth—except for the flesh underneath his eyes, which hung in bags below two white, bulging orbs. He was virtually hairless, didn’t even have eyebrows, but then what kind of hair could possibly grow on that head anyway? thought Naomi.
Gerry’s father, had to be.
“Come on in, girly, don’t be shy,” said the man, beckoning with a hand. He sounded like he’d been gargling with those words, before spitting them out. “Let’s have a look atch-yer.”
Gerry said nothing.
Naomi ventured in a little further, suddenly all too aware of how her dress was clinging to her, especially when the man’s bulbous eyes lingered a little too long on her breasts. What started off as folding her arms across her chest soon turned into a hug she was giving herself, and not just because she was freezing.
“Ahh,” gurgled the man. “Preddy you are.” He licked his lips; it made Naomi feel physically sick.
“Now, now, Benjamin,” said his wife. “Stop that.”
No, stop it. You’re doing it again. Stop that right now!
“Yer scaring the poor lass.”
“N-Not at all,” said Naomi, struggling to keep the hitch from her voice.
The woman picked something up from the table with a rattle and a clink. “Would yer like a cup of tea, dear?” she asked Naomi, obviously deciding that the girl was going to get one regardless. “I’ve just this minute made a pot.” Again she was shambling across the space, forcing Naomi to meet her halfway, taking the chipped cup and saucer from her hands.
Naomi looked down at the tea. It was thick and gelatinous…and though it was hard to tell, there looked to be a greenish tint to it. The woman was waiting there expectantly. Naomi grimaced, took a sip. It was cold—very cold—and tasted brackish, but she forced it down with another hard swallow. It almost came immediately back up when she saw how the remaining liquid had settled back in the base of the cup, like mud in a river.
“Somethin’ to eat, p’haps?”
Naomi thought of the calamari back at the restaurant Gerry had talked about and held up a hand. “Oh, no…no thank you. I’m really not—”
“So whet d’ya think of our little town then?” This from the father, who practically coughed out the last of his phlegmy question.
“Erm…it’s…er…”
“Bin around since the seventeenth century, it has. A hugely successful seaport at one time or annuther.”
“It…” Naomi was struggling for something to say. “Forgive me, but it seems to have fallen on…dark times of late.”
All three of them looked at her, almost in unison—and as if to silently say that they might never, ever forgive her.
“There’s bin darker,” said Gerry’s mother, pulling back to join her son and husband again, wading through the water.
The older folk splashing around…
“But we endure,” her husband added. “We endure. Like as after that nasty business back in the ‘30s, the persecutions. Some hid, some escaped. But if it hadn’t a bin for the War comin’ along when it did…people forgettin’.” He shook his head. “We survived those hardships anyway. What few of us were left, we endured.”
“Let’s not talk about all that,” Gerry’s mom cut in, trying to change the subject. “Let’s talk about you two. All very exciting, I have to say.”
More than just a friend then, if it was exciting?
“I’m…Gerry’s…” Naomi began. “You must be very proud of him, all he’s achieved.”
“Aye,” said the mother, “he’s a good lad. Loyal, y’know?”
She nodded; Naomi knew that. Everything else aside, all this aside, she was well aware of that. “Proud of how well he’s done for himself out there, with his business and everything?”
The man in the chair laughed suddenly then, a sort of strange gurgling noise. “For ‘imself?”
“Father,” said Gerry. “Please don’t.”
“You think ‘e did all that by ‘imself.”
“Benjamin!” This was the mother again. “Now’s not the time nor the place.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t go on pretendin’,” said the father. “‘im there thinkin’ he could just keep her to ‘imself like that.” He coughed that watery cough again.
Naomi was frowning once more. So they were mad about him keeping quiet? Had that been what the argument had been about?
“Thinkin’ we’d be all right about the two of ‘em!”
No, this was all about her not fitting in again, wasn’t it? Just like uni, like work. About her being an outsider, not being accepted. For God’s sake, if you couldn’t even be accepted here, by these people…But how would Gerry feel about that, she could see the way he…worshipped this place. Had basically been forced to leave it so he could try and bail his folks out—the water rising, up to her calves now—but what did his dad mean when he said Gerry hadn’t done it on his own?
Naomi was already going through what would happen now in her head. The long drive home in silence, promises to call her when they got back and then never seeing Gerry again. Her ringing and leaving messages on his phone, getting increasingly desperate. Alone, deserted.
No girlfriend, no fiancée, no wife…no family.
Taking the razor, following her mother’s lead?
Blood, water…
She couldn’t have been more wrong. Couldn’t have thought up this worst case scenario in a million years.
“Neglectin’ his duties, his responsibilities,” the father continued on with his rant. And Naomi found she couldn’t bite her tongue any longer, no matter how things transpired.
“Gerry is the most caring, responsible man I’ve ever known!” she blurted out. “I love him—and he loves me. Don’t you?”
Gerry remained silent.
“Caring?“ said his father. “Did yer care about them other lasses yer brought back here, eh? About what happened to ‘em?”
All the others, the ones she’d been so jealous of. So they’d been brought back here too? And what had happened with them, he’d dumped them when he got bored? (Hadn’t meant anything…) Gerry had told her she was special, that’s why she’d wanted his family’s approval so much. But now she wasn’t so sure, about him or them.
Life wasn’t a fucking Disney movie. You put your trust in people, they invariably let you down.
Their relationship was sinking…
“Naomi, it isn’t how you think,” said Gerry now, finally finding his voice.
Making to move towards her, then stopping.
“Aye, you know the way it has to be, boy. I teld yer. You’ve known all along how this ends, yer were just kiddin’ yerself.”
“Breedin’ or sacrifice,” said Gerry somberly, his tones starting to match his family’s.
Pimping out his women…His mother thinking she was a gold-digging whore…
Rapist…multiple murderer…
Yer scaring the poor lass.
“What?“ shouted Naomi, thinking she’d misheard.
“It’s just like I taught him, just like fishin’,” gargled the father. “‘Cept young Gerald’s the bait now. We sent him out there, funded him with what was left of the town’s gold. He brought back what we needed.”
A good provider.
Naomi looked across at Gerry’s mom now, and she nodded. “It’s true, I’m afraid, dear.”
Town’s gold…Naomi’s hand went to her necklace and its symbol.
“Well, we couldn’t very well send out his brother—lookin’ the way he does. As natural as that might be.” The father pointed behind her and Naomi turned, screamed when she saw what had risen up out of the water.
Never been one to mind her surroundings ….
Devastating floods in its wake…
Blood, water…
So close she could do nothing but see him: the naked thing in front of her. He had the same bulging eyes as the father, but these were much more prominent in the middle of a face that could only be described as hideous: framed by fine, slicked back hair. Lumps and bumps covered the skin, while a set of flapping gills opened and closed on his neck. The mouth was much wider than any normal person’s, framed by blubbery lips, and when the “man” parted these he revealed row upon row of needle-like teeth.
Gerry’s brother, the monster.
Natural-looking…
“Came on ‘im powerfully quick, it did,” Gerry’s pop continued. “But it gits us all in the end.”
Naomi tried to run past the brother, had to save herself, but he grabbed her, spun her around so she was facing the room again—then wrapped two strong arms around her, the webbed fingers gripping.
“Be careful!” shouted Gerry. “Don’t hurt her…”
“Yer still don’t get it, do you, she’s not yours!” snapped Gerry’s pop.
“Not just yours,” corrected Gerry’s mother.
Didn’t want to share her…
“You…” She pointed at Naomi. “You belong to all of us. And yet to none of us. He wasn’t lying when he said you were special, y’know.”
“You’re all insane!” shrieked Naomi. She was still asleep in the car, hadn’t woken up—and this was all some crazy dream, some nightmare brought on by her fears. Or something in that horrible tea she’d been given? Maybe she’d been poisoned?
“Can’t you feel it, child?” the woman asked her. (Inside you’re something more…Beneath the surface you’re…) “It’s how you two found each other, it’s why you felt the way you did.”
The connection? Was that what this crazy bitch was talking about?
Was aware of her as soon as she’d appeared.
Always the outsider…
“Your blood, dear. It’s in your blood! Your heritage is the same as Gerald’s.”
Her father’s disease? (“Natural as that might be…”) Her mother not being able to live with the consequences…?
Blood in the water…
Some hid, some escaped.
Escaped and carried on with their lives elsewhere, loving other people, having families, having children…She’d never known her grandparents, had barely known her parents, but what if—
The woman shambled back over again and held Naomi’s necklace up to examine it. “The symbol of The Order. He would be pleased…He will be pleased. The one you have been saving yourself for all this time.”
“What…what the fuck are you talking about?”
“You know. Deep down you know, child…Princess.”
Girlfriend, fiancée, wife…family.
Naomi fought against the knowledge, just as she fought against Gerry’s brother, but the woman was right. About the blood, about her family. She’d always wanted one and now she’d got it, hadn’t she? One who adored her, in fact. It just hadn’t been what she’d expected. And she realized then, that she hadn’t been abandoned after all.
“A fine catch,” burbled the father.
He’d done them proud...
She was perfect.
The older man’s blanket was slipping from his lap and now Naomi could see the many tentacles he had for legs, writhing and sliding over each other. She almost screamed again.
“And there is much to do,” said the mother. “A festival to prepare for, an end of the dark times to look forward to.”
Dark times, dark clouds. Dark shadows…They had hung over this place for such a long time, and would continue to do so for many years to come. Nothing they ever did would change that, not even giving her to—
A big step…a watershed…
She suddenly felt very, very scared: of letting go, of losing herself, of opening up to—
She’d feel the loss so deeply…
Naomi tried to imagine what would happen to her, the worst case scenario, but nothing would come. It couldn’t, it was beyond her imagination.
All she could see now in her mind’s eye was the redness, so thick. Thicker than—
Water…The water and the blood.
The blood and…
The water.
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Stephan didn’t think he could sleep, not when to close his eyes might mean death. But he was startled awake when two sea birds dropped into the boat, landing heavily, slumping to the fiberglass deck, displaying all the signs of exhaustion and on the verge of death themselves. He thought back to the dreams he’d had during the sleep he should have never let claim him. Dark dreams, where the sea rose up in vast towering shadows, and the hidden depths were crowded. His eyes hurt. His skin was rough and sore, as if burnt beneath alien eyes. Perhaps he hadn’t slept at all.
The two seagulls hobbled around the bow of the lifeboat. But their exhaustion was feigned, and when Stephan moved to catch them, they took flight. One of them flapped away across the waves and was soon lost to sight. The other circled a few times, caw-cawing laughter or a warning. Then it followed its cousin, and Stephan thought, They must have come from land.
The realization should have galvanized him. But he found it hard to move, to summon enthusiasm, even hope. Seven days ago the lifeboat’s entire encasing structure—support posts and rods, tarpaulin, fixing ropes—had been torn away when the craft capsized. It had been pure luck that Stephan’s foot had caught in a trailing cord, the twine twisting around his ankle while he’d been buffeted and spun in the raging water. When the boat righted itself again he had gone with it, tearing the muscles in his calf and injuring his knee, but saving his life. He’d been left draped over the boat’s side, staring down into the water at the dark, massive shape that seemed to fade away beneath him.
There had been no storm. Something had capsized the boat and caused the maelstrom, and he still thanked whatever luck had saved him that he had not been cast into the sea. The boat was tiny compared to what he had seen—
—A whale, that’s what it was, surfacing to breathe and finding him in the way, or perhaps simply curious—
Baling water with a plastic container he’d managed to save, he had kept the cord wrapped around his lower leg for another day before finally freeing himself.
Fifteen days exposed to the whims of the North Atlantic weather. Luckily it was summer, otherwise he would have frozen to death long before the impending starvation, dehydration and sunburn would take him. Yet though the winds in the daytime scorched his skin, night breezes blew in cutting and cold. Stephan’s will to survive was strong, but the reality of survival had been growing weaker.
Those birds came from somewhere.
Carefully, painfully, he knelt up and crawled the length of the boat. It was small, designed for a dozen people, and six inches of water swilled in the bottom. He’d stopped baling days ago. Most of the fixtures and fittings had been ripped away during the capsize, including his flares and the small bag containing food. He often wondered where that bag was now. He thought it would probably float, as the knot he’d tied in the neck had been strong, the drawstring tight. The food was all in packets, not tins, and there was little in there to give enough weight to counteract the air caught in the bag.
Maybe it would float forever. Caught on the tides, nudged by the violent winds, his food bag would likely survive him, drifting across the North Atlantic past Greenland, Iceland, back towards Europe where most of its contents had originated. A ship might run it down and thrash it to pieces beneath its propellor. A sea creature might take it; perhaps it would be swallowed whole unnoticed by a whale or chewed apart by a shark.
Perhaps it would float out here until the world came to an end and humanity was no more. A lonely voyage lasting forever.
“Wake up, Stephan!” he shouted. Tried, at least. But his throat was dry and swollen, his lips split from sun and salt spray, and his cry consisted mostly of blood spat into the bottom of the boat, and a groan of pain.
One of the boat’s four paddles was still clipped to the side, the metal fastenings bent by the force of the coverings being ripped off. He’d tried to loosen it soon after the capsize, found the task difficult, and left it. Now he needed the paddle more than ever. To follow the birds. To find land.
Perhaps he might even survive.
“Don’t think about it,” he whispered, and the high and lonesome sound of the constantly moving sea tried to swallow his words.
His hands were cracked and swollen, but he plucked at the oar’s fastenings for an hour, until his fingernails were split and the tips bleeding. At last the paddle sprung free and he cried out in delight.
It was cold and heavy in his hands, but it felt like taking action.
The birds were long gone, but he had taken a bearing from the sun when they flew away. Allowing for the time since they had flown, he took another visual bearing, sat on one of the raised seats at the side of the boat, and started paddling.
After fifteen days every action hurt, every movement denied the stillness and supplication his body demanded of him. He had never been so hungry and thirsty, and several times over the past few days he’d thought he was going to die. Sitting there, leaning against one of the seats cast into the structure of the vessel, he’d felt darkness closing in.
Something always pulled him through. Sometimes it was his wife’s voice, sweet Mandy beseeching him to survive. Once it was a memory of building a bonfire with the man who had adopted him and become his father, a time from his childhood long-since forgotten until now. And once it was something he could not identify. A strange sensation, a feeling of need and craving that reminded him of dreams he used to have when he was sick. He could not adequately describe them then, though they had been terrifying and made him scream himself awake. And he could not explain that feeling now. Only that it had saved him.
It was as if someone or something else wanted him to survive, and once he had surfaced from the darkness, that someone or something drew back once again, observing rather than intruding.
He shook his head. Foolish thoughts. He’d run the gamut of emotions since the ship had gone down, but now that he was taking action he promised never to be tempted by death again. Life was too precious. That preciousness had brought him here, in his attempt to discover where he had come from, who his true parents had been. His adoptive father had told him nothing of them, had refused to even speak of family. Only that they had brought him across the sea, abandoned him, and returned to some strange place.
He slapped the paddle into the water and pulled, slap and pull, and though he could not tell whether he was moving, or even in which direction, it felt like he was doing something positive at last.
The seascape was vast and unforgiving, the great swell bringing the horizon near and then drawing it out again, as if teasing him. The steady breeze sprayed salt water across his face and exposed arms and hands, making his raw wounds worse and offering a tantalizing taste of water that would only make him sick. Sometimes he thought he saw land across the heads of the swells, but the next sight would reveal it to be simply another wave in the distance. He heard the echoing hiss of the waves’ laughter as his hopes were dashed once again.
He pulled on the paddle. The boat was too big for him to move on his own, he knew that, it would have taken six people rowing to even hope to take charge of the vessel’s direction. But he had to try. His wife Mandy’s voice convinced him of that. His father’s face seen through the haze of bonfire smoke, the spit of knots in wood, the rich, sweet smell of burning branches from the evergreens growing around his grandparents’ garden.
“The birds came from somewhere,” he said again and again as he paddled. The words formed a chant, a song that the waves and wind sang along with him.
Something passed beneath the boat.
Stephan felt a pull on the oar as if a sudden, violent current was attempting to tug it from his hand. He held on tight and hauled the oar back into the boat. The sense of something huge passing beneath him was powerful, and he feared he was about to capsize again. The boat seemed gripped in a strong wake, drawing it up the face of an oncoming wave and down into the trough beyond. Stephan was powerless, and he waited for the moment when the thing below would rise up, break surface, show him secrets that had been hidden since the moment the ship had sunk.
But nothing happened, and the casual swell of the sea guided the boat once more.
Nothing had gripped the boat. Just the strange currents swirling here, flows of warm and cold water starting as a splash at the equator and taking on energy beyond measure by the time they made it this far north. Such was the way with the sea. Most people thought it was a silent mass, still and calm but for the waves texturing its surface. In reality the sea was a living thing, clasping the fixed continents in its smooth embrace and curling, twisting, abrading them over eons too vast for the human mind to contemplate.
Stephan had just gained a glimpse at that vastness. Rather than feeling awed, he was only scared.
He picked up the paddle to follow the birds once more.
If a distress signal had been sent, it had not been acted upon quickly enough to save him. If the lifeboat had a homing beacon, it had either failed or been washed overboard. He had seen plane trails several times since the sinking, but they were high in the stratosphere, passenger jets taking people across the wide ocean upon which they could not imagine such a story being played out.
He could remember little from that awful night, only that he had found himself in the lifeboat, darkness pressing heavy all around and the sea roaring and convulsing in a violence that terrified him to the core. Sea sickness had crippled him, curling him in a ball beneath the boat’s flapping covering. Fear refused to let him go. It grasped him in its wet, salty grip, squeezing hard, forcing more puke when there was nothing left to bring up.
He was only a passenger out here.
“The birds came from somewhere!” he said again, but already he was doubting his knowledge. Were such birds native to the sea or the land? Had he really read somewhere that seagulls were land-based? Or could the species he had seen cruise above oceans for weeks on end, landing on boats or debris for a brief rest, sleeping on the wing?
He didn’t know for sure, and such uncertainty angered him. He was an ignorant, thrown into an alien environment with no clue how to survive.
Yet survive he had, and his wife’s voice called him onward, and he glimpsed his father’s face through smoke.
An hour later, with Stephan still paddling, a shadow passed beneath the boat.
This time he was sure there was something there. He snatched the oar back on board and the surface of the sea rose, smoothing out as if an unimaginable bulk forced water up from the depths below. The surge was gentle rather than violent, carrying the lifeboat forwards and easing the way.
Against all instincts, Stephan leaned over the side of the boat and looked down. He saw only water, the surface now so smooth that his reflection looked back up at him, broken by ripples from the boat. He could not see any deeper.
Heart hammering with fear and a keen excitement, he had to fight against the urge to lean out further and plunge his face beneath the surface.
The surge ended as quickly as it had begun, dropping the boat into another valley between swelling waves, and he picked up the oar again. Just as he scrambled onto the plastic seat once more, he glimpsed something across the tips of the waves.
Land?
He gasped and dug the paddle in, trying to drive the boat towards the faint shadow he had seen. He feared he was hallucinating again, and that next time the boat was picked out of a trough he’d see a bank of dark clouds low to the horizon. But after splashing for what felt like eternity the boat rose again, bow first, until he was resting atop a giant swell.
“Yes!” he shouted. It was definitely land, a wide band of hills and beach on the horizon, lit by the afternoon sun and speckled with breakers. He must have been even closer than he realized if he could see breakers!
Stephan started paddling again, harder than before. He ignored the pain from his damaged hands, gritting his teeth against the sting of split lips and sunburn, and he started to believe he was going in the right direction. He had to believe that. No other outcome would be fair.
Mandy had died when the ship went down. She had still been in their cabin, miserable from sea sickness, and Stephan had gone on deck to smoke a cigarette. A jarring thud, a series of dull, inexplicable impacts below the waterline, and he had been flung over the handrail and into the sea, swimming frantically as the boat quickly sank beneath the waves. The only survivor.
Maybe the cabin had remained watertight for a while. Long enough for her to really think about what was happening and believe him dead. He hoped not.
Keep paddling, she said, her voice soft and imploring, though he could not see her face.
“I am,” he said, tears blurring his vision. “I’m paddling as hard…”
From the corner of his eye he saw something break surface to starboard, emerging like the smooth gray remnants of an ancient wave unspent. By the time he’d turned to look it had vanished, leaving behind a curious speckling luminescence that rose and fell with the swell.
“Keep paddling, keep paddling,” he said, hearing Mandy’s voice whispering the words beneath his own.
As the sun dipped towards the land in the distance, so he drew closer. The sea’s majestic swell lessened and the waves became rougher, breaking into white-tops and splashing into the boat. He should be baling, but then he would not be able to paddle. But if he kept paddling for too long, and the waves grew even worse, the boat would be swamped.
He was close enough now to start making out some detail. There was a small seaside town slouched along the dark strip of land, shadows striving for the sea from huddled rooftops, winding roads leading up from the shore and towards the hills much farther back. The hills were low, heavily wooded, seemingly immune to sunlight.
Something troubled him. Something about the town. He silently berated himself, concentrating on driving the paddle in, pulling, and again.
But the tide was taking him in anyway, so soon he stopped paddling and took a closer look.
A few lights had been lit in buildings close to the shore. They looked like beach huts of some kind, perhaps fishermen’s huts, and the lights pulsed like oil lamps. Down the beach, closer to the breaking waves, a dark line of seaweed seemed to mark the dividing line between ocean and land.
“I’ll cross that line,” Stephan said. He’d been talking to himself for days, keeping himself company, and he suddenly started crying at the uncertainty of his situation. More unfair than his wife, drowning slowly in their cabin. More unfair than his adoptive father, taken by cancer. He did not feel saved.
A heavy weight passed beneath the boat once again, drawing it more rapidly towards shore. He squinted in the dusky light. There was something strange about the little town. Something darker than the dusk, because although the sun was still in the sky it seemed to avoid the buildings and streets of that place.
The dark line of seaweed on the sand was moving. It quivered and flexed like a giant snake, but then Stephan made out what it really was. Not seaweed at all. People. Hundreds of people, standing in line along the beach that fronted their little town, not quite far enough forward to let the foaming water touch their feet.
Hundreds of people, waiting for him.
You’re going to be saved, Mandy said from somewhere deep in the ocean’s depths, where perhaps even after all this time her cabin had yet to flood. The man who had adopted him, dead for years, nodded in agreement, his old face lost behind a veil of smoke that wasn’t smoke at all, but salty spray thrown up by the strengthening wind blowing Stephan towards shore.
He reversed the paddle and started pushing it the other way. His lacerated hands bled into the water. His split lips pouted fiery pain at the sky. His paddling became more frantic as the town grew closer, and with that closeness came the unbearable, sickening realization that after days adrift on the cruel ocean, this was the last place on Earth he wanted to be.
The sea carried him landward. Another mass passed beneath the boat and it lurched on, and the paddle was suddenly ripped from his hands, disappearing beneath the waves even though it was made of hollow plastic and designed to float.
Stephan knelt in the middle of the lifeboat, helpless in the face of his own fate. He suddenly had no wish to be saved. As he felt the boat’s hull grinding against the first sandbank that signified the approach of land, he finally made out the staring, strange faces of those who waited. They had been expecting him, and he wondered whether he’d ever been on a ship at all. Perhaps he had always been out here being drawn, steadily and relentlessly, towards this terrible shore. Maybe he was being brought home.
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As Genna parked her car at the edge of town, she asked herself, and not for the first time: Isn’t there some magic formula to “get over it”? Why couldn’t she be one of those who just compartmentalized in that 1% of the brain that left 99% for living life? She felt cheated that she had never suffered ADD; the ability to concentrate had proven to be a curse rather than a blessing.
The pitted road that led in and out of town was empty, desolate in fact, but then it was late, and the citizens of Innsmouth rarely left their houses at twilight. She hadn’t been “home” in forty years, but nothing, it seemed, had changed. If anything, the decrepit place of her birth was in even worse shape than before. Trash and garbage strewn on the streets, cracked sidewalks, broken windows everywhere, walls spray-painted with indecipherable graffiti, boarded-up factories, houses blackened by fire, others derelict and choked by yards full of chest-high weeds…She passed the grade school where some of the grimmer concepts imbedded within her had been formed. From the looks of it, the red brick chimney must have fallen at least a decade ago, caving in parts of the roof on its way—and no one had bothered to fix it! Was this school still used? Were there still children coming here to learn the hideous history of this place? Did anyone still live here? She saw no lights in any windows. Maybe Innsmouth had turned into a ghost town! But its denizens had always been like this, hiding, secretive, creepy in ways that she only became acutely aware of after she escaped.
Her parents’ house sat at the dead end of a short street, isolated, the gables warped from wind and moisture, the porch sagging, wood rotting, paint so peeled and faded that the underlying wood showed through creating an ashgray exterior. She stopped to examine it, but from afar. Even a hundred yards away she felt the chill. Was that faint, mournful high-pitched wailing coming from the house? It sounded so familiar and the thought occurred to Genna: that might be my voice! Life had been crushed here. For that reason alone, she did not want to go inside. But, there was no need to enter; a gauzy death shroud blanketed her memories, one that could be lifted at any moment, the sharpened memories triggered by anything, by nothing.
Innsmouth was an old town, established in the 1600s as a trading port, and her tainted roots went deep. Her family had never kept up the house, and in her lifetime, at least, no one seemed to care about the town’s upkeep in general. It had been that way when she was a child—buildings, and people, falling apart before your eyes—right up to her sixteenth birthday when she ran away to the city to carve out a life despite the despair imbedded in her psyche. She had longed to inhale a deep and carefree breath for the first time in her young life, and had.
She turned away from the disturbing squalor and headed along the dirt-and-sand-embedded-with-gravel trail that led towards the sea. Footprints of generations of her ancestors were pressed one onto another into this path and as she walked, it felt like stepping on graves.
Coming back had been a torturous decision; thoughts of returning terrified her. But with the death of her mother, she had to return. The funeral—such as it was—took place without her; that, she could not have faced. Without being aware of the time, months went by and there were specific things that needed to be done: items to be given away, household furniture to be disposed of, papers to be found and read and preserved or destroyed, the aftermath of death to be taken care of. And there was no one else. The idea of being the last of her line left Genna hopeful. At least the madness will end with me, she thought, she hoped!
But she did not come back for the wrap up of a life. She’d had a company pack up everything that wasn’t furniture and send it to her office because she did not want these vestiges of the past infecting her home. She sorted through boxes and crates and locked containers that had to be broken into, the contents not worth finding let alone securing and saving, many items strange, unknowable, some so disgusting or hideous that she used gloves to hold those things that she immediately dumped into trash bags and put out on the curb. She’d sorted, filed, and mailed items to their ultimate destination, paid taxes, disposed of the land by gifting it to the town to do with as they wished. Everything was done but for one thing, and for that, she had no choice but to return.
The path led towards a cove that caressed the sea. This small portion of beach and water was not barriered by the strange black breakfront that mimicked the main harbor’s shoreline. Here, the water was free to come and go, the tides to ebb and flow naturally, and it was the only spot where Genna had found fragments of peace and comfort as a girl.
As she climbed the little hill, ahead, she saw the coldly blue Atlantic. She had spent many days here surrounded by the dead, sitting and staring at the water, watching the breaking waves shove towards shore, then pull back, dreaming under the hot sun of summer, bundled against the icy winds of winter, enduring the storms of every season when the clouds blackened and thunder surrounded her, sometimes lightning so threateningly near that her body trembled involuntarily from a mild shock.
When she was younger, her mother often found her here, scolding—, “Stupid, stupid girl, the ocean is not your friend! Nothing here is your friend!” She’d yell at Genna as she dragged her home, “This is a cursed place and ours a cursed existence. Take no comfort here. No comfort!” the words indoors followed by the hairbrush until she was taller than her mother and was punished only once more. But by the time she was old enough to escape physically, her psyche had been contaminated.
Leaving home left her breathless for years, half the time frightened, the other half exhilarated, but it provided a catalyst for insight after the fact. Her mother had been insane with misery, leaking bitterness and hatred into the world, a life wasted, her only joy destroying the lives of others. The woman who gave birth to Genna had never cared for village life, never liked the water, regretted marrying and bearing four children, one of whom had died at birth, two others passing before she did, left with only the troublesome daughter who would not readily obey, who often heard the mumbled words, “It should have been you who died!” In the quiet of the night as she rocked by the fireplace, the woman declared Genna’s rarely-home father, “That filthy monster! A god-forsaken demon from a place worse than hell!”
Genna had always found her father frightening. His grotesque features, jerky, inhuman mannerisms, the vileness that seeped from his pores and permeated his every action, every word, a man whose touch left her skin feeling diseased, whose very presence seemed to suck out her will, leaving her depleted and depressed. She avoided him as much as she could. And once she had gotten away from Innsmouth, she wondered if her crazy mother had had a point. And then the accident—or was it an accident?—that crippled him, and her mother had no way out until he died, and by then it was too late.
Genna longed for the city, with its opportunities for education, friends, entertainment. Love. And the metropolis she had chosen offered all of that and more. But like a trickle from a stream, she enjoyed a bare minimum of what was possible.
Even before all the deaths, with her first menstruation, Genna found herself attracted to this small family cemetery at the edge of the high cliff above the salty sea that she had just reached. A rusty twisted coat hanger held the gate precariously closed; she opened it and stepped onto the heavily-sanded soil riddled with sea shell shards that housed her ancestors, her siblings, her father, and now her mother. The bones of grandparents, great grandparents, great great grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins once, twice, three times removed were all interred in this rural plot. Lucky children that had died of cholera just after they were born. Hoary old men who had outlived their timid and frightened wives by decades to finally succumb after a century of ensuring misery for their offspring. Beastly women and their repugnant children buried together. Unknown relatives who had died old or young or middle-aged, their remains in coffins stacked atop one another because within the cast-iron fencing there was limited land in this prison of demise. Years ago, Genna measured the cemetery and determined the square footage to be 666, and was not surprised.
All totaled, just twenty-five headstones crammed the tight bone yard. Made of local stone, several names had been carved on each, the oldest and largest curving gently as befitted grave markers of another age, the more recent deaths inscribed on rectangles the size of a laptop computer. Long before Genna’s birth, the windy sea had eroded the earliest names and dates so there was no way to determine the total number of dead.
Her mother hated the cemetery. “Only a ghoul would want to go there!” she had shouted, her tone rising to the familiar shriek. “Wicked, you were born bad, of your father’s side!”
“My morbid one,” her father dubbed her in his monotonous tone, catching her arm with his icy hand, pulling her close, breathing his rank, stale breath of mold and rot into her ear like a worm crawling into the canal, infecting her brain. Words that might, from less of an alien being, have been an endearment. But from him they were tainted by the inhuman look in his rheumy eyes that spoke of dangerous realms where death and madness ruled. Had he been afraid of her or afraid for her? More likely, he was not afraid at all.
And now her mother lay buried in this stifling seaside cemetery, a place in which Genna had no intention of spending eternity, crushed between an unforgiving mother, a fiend of a father, dead siblings, and surrounded and suffocated by the negativity and hopelessness and pure evil of this long line of rotting corpses. As she stood over the marker already inscribed with her mother’s dates, she was well aware of her own name chiseled into the rock— date of birth, no date of death. Yet.
“No way!” she snapped. Genna had already made her wishes known, written a Will, prepaid funeral arrangements, bought a space for a cremation urn in a cemetery far from here, leaving whatever money she had to charity.
She turned away from the markers of death and walked to the south-eastern corner of the cemetery fence which overlooked the edge of the bluff, her eyes taking in the vast and relatively quiet sea beyond. The tide was in, the water very high up the cliff wall, and she knew it would only take one good storm at high tide for strong waves to overtake the sandy ground, flood the cemetery, and wash away graves. That had happened in the past, many times it was said, but apparently no waves had been powerful enough to completely decimate this little village of the dead. Genna hoped that would change. She would like nothing better than to see this testament to a ghastly family from a malevolent town in a world that was increasingly proving itself insane washed away forever. “Let the dead die,” she mumbled.
Suddenly, a wave crashed over the edge of the cliff, nearly knocking her off her feet, soaking her and the burial grounds. Startled, Genna braced for another onslaught. But the ocean regained its composure. For now. If there was one thing she had learned as a girl it was that the sea was mercurial— anything could happen at any moment and, like everyone in her family, the ocean could be merciless.
The south-western corner had not been drenched by the wave and she walked there to the little park-bench-like chair for one that she had sat in as a girl, the wood extremely weathered, the metal arms and legs rusted. She had loved to sit here facing the many dozens of enormous sandstone spires that had formed over the millennia, just beyond her reach.
Had they changed in four decades? She sat down and began to count them as she had done as a child, then stopped herself from enacting this useless ritual. Oddly, every death in her family produced a new limestone stack, or that’s what she thought when she was young and then later rationalized that she had miscounted, though she was not convinced that she had. These ‘people’ as she liked to think of them, were a curiosity. A fluke of nature. There had been no one to ask about this—certainly not her parents. After she left home she had done research on this phenomenon, but nothing she read explained why or how new spires could form so quickly. Like so many things in her life, she could only attribute this weirdness to the town itself. Her mother had been right about one thing: Innsmouth was cursed.
She threw back her head and looked up: the hardened conicals stretched higher than the burial grounds, higher than the town itself. Their pointed tips resembled fangs hell-bent on piercing the darkening sky, ten, twenty, fifty feet above the cliff, like children, women and men, tapering, and at the top a small head-like ball had formed. As a child she had talked to her “people”, but they never answered. That was probably just as well.
“You’ve been silent all this time,” she said now, and the towers said nothing. “Are you guardians? Watching over the graves? One for each of them, like sentinels, protecting from above the monsters that lie below? Or are you protecting me from the monsters? What are you?”
The morning of her sixteenth birthday, at low tide, she had descended the cliff and spent the day wandering the beach between these enormous pillars, stepping carefully over the jagged rocks connecting them. She touched every one, their porous surfaces like rough skin, mica sparkling jewel-like in the sun. That day, she became mesmerized by these ancient spires, connected to these “people” individually and as a “family”—and she lost track of time.
As the tide rolled in, water washed up to her ankles, then to her knees, hips, waist, up to her chest, chilling her skin and muscle and to the bone, until she shivered uncontrollably. “I could die here,” she told the spires, hoping that she would. Hoping to never return home. Longing to stay in this forest of sandstone people forever.
She imagined letting the water rise higher still until it swallowed her whole and the ocean flowed deep inside and she merged with the salty water and “Genna” was no more.
Suddenly she realized that she had sunk deeper and deeper with each retreating wave. The undertow had caught her to the thighs, her legs almost cemented in quicksand, and Genna had to struggle for her life as each wave drew her further down and threatened to engulf her. She ducked under the water to dig fast and deep into the saturated sand to extricate herself, swallowing brine, knowing she would be buried within a short time. Just as she managed to free both legs, the water rose above her head.
Gasping and choking—she did not know how to swim—she fought her way to the craggy rock face, pulling herself up the cliff with shaking arms, quaking as terror roiled through her. Finally, she reached the top and stood trembling, staring at the spires. Why had she gone down there? Had they enchanted her?—she didn’t believe that. But, she could have drowned! Maybe she should have!
Whatever lesson she had learned that day was reinforced when she arrived home wet and sandy. Her mother had broken the hairbrush—the worst and final beating of her life—and that night forty years ago, on her sixteenth birthday, she ran away.
“Did you pull me in that day?” she asked the spires now, their silent, dark forms outlined against a gray sky deserted by the sun. “Did you want me to join you? Were you trying to save me? Why are you here?”
Like a response, the wind gusted hard, whipping her hair into her face, snapping her coat around her legs, rattling the leaves on nearby trees. The waves were building and she sensed a storm rushing towards shore. She turned to leave.
Suddenly a sound stopped her.
Genna…
Had someone called her name? She turned in all directions, finally her eyes settling on the motionless pillars. That sound was joined by other sounds, confusing her. At first two, then more, then many, a syncopated harmony, a high-pitched choir of discordant voices—no, not voices! The sounds reminded her of steam whistles, haunting, otherworldly, but each one a different tone, shrilling, shrieking out her name.
It must be the wind, crying through the pores of the obelisks, she told herself. But the mournful wailing built to a scream. Genna covered her ears; it didn’t help. Soon her own cries join the others: “Stop. Please, stop! I just want this to stop!”
Genna… the otherworld whistled, Genna…
Tears gushed from her eyes. “Is this my fate?” she cried. “To be with you? To be like you? To die here? Is this what you all want from me, what you’ve always wanted from me?”
The mournful whistling grew louder, sending chills racing up her spine, and her body quaked in terror. These haunting ghosts demanded she capitulate to a preordained destiny. Her feet felt planted in the soil of the dead and she could only sob and scream in horror as a new spire rose above the cliff before her eyes, one that seemed all too familiar.
She had been obligated by a promise made to her mother, who insisted on it over and over for sixteen years. Return. To the cemetery. To the graves. To visit my grave. And Genna had kept her promise. That was all. She could go now. But her mother was shrewd and knew she would wait, watching the water, mesmerized as always by the spires, because her mother had found her here so often. But couldn’t she go home now? Leave this cursed place forever, and…
An immense wave crashed over the cliff, pulling back hard, dragging her towards the sea. She grabbed a post of the fencing and felt it give. She let go of the metal, staggering to keep her footing, and watched the iron fly into the air then plunge down into the sea. The second the waves and wind lulled enough, she turned and ran, even as another enormous wave crested and tried to snag her from behind. But, she had reached the gate.
Genna…The monster monoliths whistled. A mournful sound from beyond the grave. Genna… Her name, her mother’s voice, her father’s voice. All the generations calling as one.
She raced back along the path through darkness and ferocious wind, the sea crashing in her wake. She fled through the town, past her fearful childhood home, to the safety of her car. Even inside, with the windows closed, she heard the morbid whistles beckoning her to a grave.
Shivering, hair and clothing dripping, her trembling hands so wet they slid along the steering wheel, she started the engine and drove out of town quickly, gasping at a pace synchronized with the thudding of her heart, the eerie sounds now imbedded in her brain.
Drive carefully, she warned herself. The storm was chasing her. The whistling acted like an audio vortex, trying to suck her back. If she had an accident, if she died here…they would bury her with her ancestors!
She risked a glance in the rearview. Through the gathering fog of night, the spires stood like rigid mourners at a funeral, patiently waiting for the corpse. She could still hear their wailing, the cries of loss, and suspected she always would.
Genna floored the gas pedal then watched until the black mist had devoured all trace of Innsmouth, and its mourning people.
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1. Leaves
 
Grief blooms within the girl. It sprouts up from the once-fallow acre of confusion that padded her heart. To her, death was but a word, something distant and vague and ill-defined. “Your father has died, Rose,” her aunt had said. “He’s left this world, gone to live with the angels.”
Though the reality of death was new to her, Rose could appreciate its mystery notwithstanding. Born and raised in this smallish town that hemmed the sea, it was not difficult to experience the ineffable, for the water was wide and deep and reposed darkly, even on the sunniest of days. Rose had been taught inside the tiny chapel (which served as a primary school on secular weekdays) that the water tables had shifted over great spans of time. Parts of the entire continent had been slowly ingested by the sea, taken below into the churning unknown. Since learning this, even after the teacher had assured her that such changes occur in what he called “deep time”, Rose felt that the ground beneath her feet was not so stable after all.
To say nothing of the daily rituals that took place far from shore, when Innsmouth’s trappers and fishermen would press out in their boats (all of which seemed battered, brittle, and ancient) to plunge nets and wooden traps and threaded hooks into that heaving expanse in order to trawl up strange and wriggling things that dwelt beneath the surface. These living prizes would be carted back each day, delivered to the lines of women and men with their aprons of soiled rubber and their knives that were marred with rust or old blood or both.
Only once had Rose gone to the pier in order to watch her father work. The sight of those creatures scurrying sideways, or groping their surroundings with antennae, or flogging the gutting table with their ropey tentacles, was too much. She not only shunned the docks where the moored fishing boats bobbed like tethered coffins awaiting burial at sea, Rose also refused to ever swim at Innsmouth Beach.
There was a world out there below those waves of bottle-green, of midnight-blue. What were its laws, Rose wondered? How did those alien things make sense of their world? Did they also have customs, a faith?
Sailing out to snatch away these creatures from their habitat seemed not only wrong but dangerous.
And so it was. For now the water had taken her father. He had been deemed lost at sea, but Rose’s fertile imagination had been assailing her with images of her father being hooked and dragged downward; fished away from the world of men.
 
2. Auld Wytcherie
 
Whenever the mist rolled in off the water, it would smudge the boundary between sea and land. On such days Rose liked to play a little game where she would close her eyes and creep deeper into the fog, trying to guess where the waves began. Never once had she guessed accurately. The tide was always playful, ebbing farther than she’d anticipated, or pressing too near too soon.
If the mist could blur these things, why not others?
It was a child’s reasoning, to be sure. But it was enough to inspire Rose to escape from the wake in her aunt’s cottage and make her way to Elmira, the gray witch of Innsmouth.
Everyone in Innsmouth knew of Elmira, and though many scoffed at the bulk of the lore that circulated around her, caregivers were uncertain enough to warn their charges to steer clear of her shack on the bluffs.
Rose was confident that if even one tenth of the things she’d heard about Elmira’s powers were true, her father could well be brought back.
She went to the shack and she knocked. Elmira answered, but refused to hear the girl’s story until a tariff was paid. Rose gave what little money she had in her pocket; two silver coins of the lowest denomination. They sufficed.
Elmira listened as the child expressed her desire.
From a battered sea trunk Elmira produced a bundle of netted rope, and from this, a conch shell.
“On the new moon, face the sea and blow into this horn. It will rouse your father from the deeps.”
Unaware of what a new moon was, Rose asked for clarification and received a cursory explanation complete with appointed time.
Elmira then looked hard at Rose and gave her the requisite warning that came with this form of incantation. Rose nodded, but the old witch was cunning enough to see that the child neither understood nor cared about negative consequences.
One week later the time came ‘round and Rose heeded it, sneaking away from her aunt’s cottage (her home just until Father returned) while her aunt snored upon the living room sofa bed.
The beach was springtime vacant. Rose shivered as she crept along the lunar-dappled sand banks. The chloral stench of high tide was especially strong tonight, or perhaps it was the nature of the girl’s task that made the night unseemly.
Rose had hoped for a fog-laden atmosphere tonight, so that the boundary between sea and land, between dead and quick, would not feel so harsh, so impassable. But the new moon’s glow was untrammelled by mist or cloud. Even the stars seemed nearer and clearer, glinting at the child’s work as if conscious, maybe even judgmental.
A cluster of night-fishing boats moved in the far distance, their spotlights gleaming like low-lying embryonic moons. Rose knew they were too far from shore to see her as she freed the conch shell from its netting. Beside this she set a photograph of her and her father, along with a bottle of his favorite cologne and one of his caps.
Rose righted herself, brought the shell to her mouth. The rim of its horn was spiky. It cut her unsteady lip. She closed her eyes and blew.
What emitted from the twisted shell was a faint and strangled sound. It was not musical, nor shrill; simply a gust of squeaky air that came and went. Rose tried to blow a second call, but this time, her breath could not muster any noise at all. Disappointment scooped at her insides. She slumped down before her hurried and haphazard shrine.
She thought back to the warning the old witch had given her: “when one is called back from the deep, they do not always return alone…”
Rose gathered her items and snuck back home. Though she was deflated, she still could not bring herself to glance back over her shoulder to see what, if anything, might have begun a shoreward journey.
 
3. The Incanted
 
The Deep has its cities, its customs, its denizens. To the eyes of the living, the ocean near Innsmouth’s shore appeared as anything but uncommon, an expanse of lilting weeds, sea-life great and small, and human wreckage.
Those who perceive with the eyes of the heart, however, witness an altogether more phantastical scene. For there, in the submerged city of Y’ha-nthlei, stood temples whose grandeur was scarcely conceivable, columned galleries where all the knowledge of this Deep race was preserved in a seemingly endless epic narrative that had been carved into the walls of drowned marble. Theirs was a wisdom too nuanced and un-human to ever be grasped by the tender gray matter of humankind, and because of this, a great wedge was placed between their world and yours. To the landlubber, the Deep Ones were rare enough to become mere myth. Their gods, their labyrinthine city, their treasures, all became tall tales with which the sea-hardened regaled the fresh-faced youths. As with all yarns of the water, most were nothing more than products of the imagination of dullards. A keen ear can perceive the all too human yearnings embedded within such stories: the lust for great riches, for the touch of an exotic and impossibly beautiful feminine creature, for battles befitting The Eddas.
Occasionally warnings would surface about the dangers of those who heeded the Siren song and mated with one of the denizens of Y’ha-nthlei. It’s been said that their progeny are misshapen hybrids, things that suggest two worlds but do not fully belong in either. It is this taint that gives the locals what has been dubbed “that Innsmouth look.” This taint also could explain how certain landlubbers, such as the witch Elmira, developed the powers that were deemed uncanny to those who lacked them.
But the Sirens beckon still. And sailors are often only too willing to answer.
How exquisitely rare it is for the call to come from shore!
To hear that shrill and extended note sail from the land, dive down and down and down to romance the dwellers of the sunken city.
This particular call was born of a heart that had been broken in a specific way. Each pain bends the call in a unique manner. The wail of a desolate lover differs from that of a mourning mother. This newest call was unmistakably child-like. Thus, what responded was a parental soul.
This soul rose up, clothing itself in the debris of the ocean floor; coral for its bones, its flesh; crustaceans and seaweed. Fine anemones formed a nervous system.
The father rose, swam, climbed, and eventually shambled across the fog-smeared terra firma.
 
4. Wayfaring
 
It took the father a day-and-a-half to reach shore. Thule Fog swirled about all of Innsmouth, obscuring the creature as he went wayfaring among the dunes that lay past the sea.
In time he found the oblong cabin. Only nominally more auspicious than a shed, this clapboard structure was home to an old woman who introduced herself as Elmira. Her face, which resembled withered fruit, seemed forever in danger of sliding free from its skull-mount. Her fingers were unnaturally long and resembled the boughs of a willow tree; all knotty with arthritis. Her voice was akin to the sound of water struggling down a clogged drain. Her breath smelled strongly of anise.
The father had ventured to Elmira’s hovel because of its window light. Through those endless banks of pale mist, the guttering light through the grimy pane of the cabin’s only window seemed as bright and rare as a fallen star. The cabin door was suddenly flung open and the father saw the spindle-thin woman, her arm scooping the air again and again in a desperate gesture of beckoning. Elmira was backlit by several wan candles or lamps; a crude and crooked impression of some haloed saint.
The incline was steep. His waterlogged feet worried across deep divots and stones made greasy by rain and moss. One of these rocks caught him mid-step, forcing him to practically stumble right into the old woman’s home. Immediately Elmira pressed the door closed behind her and guided the father to an upturned crate on the floor.
“Rest now,” she urged in that brackish voice of hers. Elmira curled her willow fingers around the father’s arm. “Rest…”
Proper rest was difficult to achieve while he was hunched upon that bowed and splintery box. He did what he could to tame his shivering and tried to pretend that the few sputtering candles that sat about the room were actually warming. Those tin can lamps were crude to the point of ugliness, but the father was grateful for their light, for it had been so long since he’d seen light. He also enjoyed the curiously cozy fragrance they emitted, so much as his altered nostrils would allow.
“That’s it, my child,” she said, “breathe it all in, let it nourish you.”
The scent was reminiscent of cooking meat. The candles were in fact cans of congealed meat dripping, which the old woman had collected and fastened with slow burning wicks. There were greasy hisses of the warmed animal fat.
Elmira settled into a rocking chair with a cracked runner. She began to rock, slowly, like a creaking pendulum.
“You know why you’re here?” she asked the father.
She pointed to the wall. He noticed the water stains and the rivulets of rain that were breaching the cabin with ease. “In that lighthouse out there, right on the point, that’s where it’s gonna happen, where she’ll come to you.”
 
5. Lighthouse
 
The old woman had taken her leave. The tin can lanterns had been snuffed by the pooled fat, and the rain seemed to have ceased. The father gazed out the window, using what were only nominally eyes to study the brackish glimmer that radiated through the fog. He rose and shuffled to the door.
The mist was still settled over the heath. For all the father knew, it covered every inch of the world. Somewhere beyond this pulsating shroud, the sun struggled to shine.
He stood and allowed the noises of the terrain to be collected and amplified within his seashell ears. All he could hear was the susurrus of the distant surf calling him back to his deep home.
The father knew nothing of this village, but Elmira had mentioned the lighthouse last night, with its beacon that swept the water with a wand of white light.
The land was even more treacherous in the fog than it would have already been for the father’s naïve feet. He went wayfaring for hours, unsure which way to go. He did not spot a single living soul.
Only after he heard the sound of a foghorn, that deep lamenting wail, did he begin to navigate. The low sonorous call gave a primordial voice to the mist.
At length, he found the lighthouse.
With great care he made his way to the end of the stout pier and searched for the door.
It was hanging ajar. The damp gusts rolling in off the water wobbled the iron door back and forth, but were not strong enough to slam it shut. The father slipped through the opening and stood within the cone-shaped hull of the lighthouse, listening. A loaded, anticipatory silence held fast within the oblong chamber.
His tedious ascent up the staircase of spiraling iron ended in a welcome increase of light. For although the fog was just as thick at this perch, the lighthouse chamber was paneled almost entirely in windows, allowing much of the stormy glow to illuminate the wooden console with its primitive gauges and switches, a table hosting a metal coffee urn and hot plate, and a cot. The lighthouse was abandoned. Here the foghorn was uncomfortably loud. Its two-tone signal made his chest ache.
The father moved to the cot and noticed that the pillow was soaked with water. It was also brightened with an artifact, a curled thing like a stillborn seahorse. A shell, its inner folds the colour of a warm living flesh.
He raised it to where his mouth should be.
 
6. Roused
 
A cry like the trilling of a thousand mad birds wrenched Rose off the wave of beige sleep she’d been savoring for what seemed to be years. Grief often swaddles its victims in a soothing oblivion, protecting them from assailing dreams. So when Rose roused to a darkened bedroom, she was certain that the noise was not a product of her imagination.
She slipped out of her bed and passed by her snoring aunt.
Out the back door and across the dewy lawn, Rose moved like a rat of Hamelin, lured and lulled by a monotonous music only her charmed ears could perceive.
She shuffled toward the waterfront, where none of the drunken revelers or the whores even noticed the barefooted form dressed in a nightgown that was almost phosphorescent within the unsavory shadows of the wharf.
The lighthouse soon met her gaze. It was enrobed in a strange fog, luminous and animated. As the damp wind teased out thin tendrils of smoke from the vertical fog bank, they curled like fingers in a gesture of beckoning. Rose heeded, hooked upon those curling clouds until she found herself standing at the tower’s open door.
By now the high note had ceased and all was silent, save for the tides that plopped and clapped against the floodwall and the pillars of the docks.
She entered and looked up the fog-brightened staircase. A mannish silhouette stared back at her. It raised the shell.
Rose raced up the steps, crying, “Daddy! Daddy!”
Breathless, she reached the summit and ran toward the figure that stood with open arms.
Or things like arms.
The first warning Rose received was olfactory; the chloral stench of decaying marine life, the cloying smell of brine.
What stood before her was a patchwork thing, a doll of flotsam and squirming membranes of sea life. The eyes were pits that pulsed with gray oysters and the flesh was an armor of shellfish and other scuttling things. The mouth was an aspect of jellyfish that flexed like a yoni. Rose was horrified to hear that the creature was trying to speak.
The father-thing scooped her up with ease and carried her limp form down the coiling steps. Somewhere deep in her consciousness, like the memory of a distant dream, images of an impossible city began to flower before her mind’s eye. It was as if whatever fell intelligence animated this abomination was attempting to reassure her, to tempt her with the glories of what laid in wait for her many leagues below.
Rose wondered if this was in fact her father after all, transformed by the taint of Y’ha-nthlei. She hoped the city was as glorious as it seemed. And then she thought no more.
 
7. Requiem
 
Rory O’Fey had scarcely been conscious for the better part of a week once the crew of the S.S. Imperium had fished him out of the waters. They’d spotted him at the last possible second. The surging bow of their great ship would have halved him had some of the men not rushed to the side of the vessel and frantically pushed the prostrate man aside with their oars.
Exactly how long he’d been floating upon the slab of driftwood the men of the Imperium never did ascertain. The man had only the shorn clothes on his back and nothing in way of identification.
The medic estimated by Rory’s severe dehydration, his blistered and near-purple flesh, and general delirium that he’d been adrift for approximately a week. It took ten days of near-constant care to bring the rescued man back to a state of lucidity, at which time he told the captain and medic his story. He’d been night fishing off the shore of Innsmouth when a freak gale assailed the tiny schooner he and his friend had been in. The boat had not only capsized but had actually cracked in two. Rory had managed to cling to one of the wooden shards, but his partner, he knew, was gone. He floated, he prayed that the good Lord send an angel to watch over his daughter Rose, and he waited for his inevitable demise.
The Imperium was unable to reroute its course back to Innsmouth, so instead they messaged the nearest port and arranged for Rory O’Fey’s transport back to his New England fishing village.
The exaltation of his homecoming was short-lived. Rory’s sister broke the news to him as soon as he stepped off the bus. Dear Rose had also gone missing.
As to what came next, one can only go by the local gossip and the eventual published obituary.
Rory O’Fey was committed to the State Lunatic Hospital at Danvers just seventy-two hours after returning home to Innsmouth and learning of his daughter’s disappearance. That first night, after having imbibed a great quantity of rum, Rory claimed that he had heard his daughter calling to him from the pier. He rushed to the waterfront to meet her.
Rory was discovered at dawn the next day, laughing and gibbering nonsense. He claimed that he had seen his Rose rise up from the churning sea. She had reached for him with arms of limp, dripping kelp. Her hair was a tangled mass of seaweed, her eyes the wide doll-dead orbs of a beached fish. Her face was a pattern of crustaceans, her mouth a pulsing barnacle that sang to him, that beckoned him, that yearned to kiss his cheek and begged him to return with her to her new home.
Rory O’Fey died laughing in a padded cell. Rose was never discovered; her fate yet another of the secrets that swim into the cold deeps of legend.
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The dark blue neon scribble was so faint he had to stare awhile to determine if it said VACANCY or not. Finally Whitcomb decided to take a chance. He went up to the battered screen door beneath the water-damaged sign: Between the Pilings, and in smaller letters Innsmouth Beach, and in even smaller letters, an afterthought, worn almost to illegibility, Accommodations.
A light was on inside over a small counter, no brighter than a nightlight, really, and he couldn’t tell if the hunched shape beneath it was a person or the back of a chair. But the door was unlocked, so he went inside.
He didn’t see the clerk. Indeed it was just a counter with a battered surface and the rounded top of a chair behind. He gazed around the shabby, antiqued room. The lichen green wallpaper appeared to be dotted with tiny pale flowers, but they were so faded they might have been random stains. The armchairs and the couch might have originally been of high quality, but were now so scraped and worn it was hard to believe a business would countenance their use. The rug sparkled, but he determined it was from the grains of sand worked into its fibers. There might have been a central pattern, but the design was thoroughly obscured in grime.
Because of the numerous faded rectangles on the walls, he decided a number of pictures had been taken down. He had vague memories that it had been a fairly full gallery of past patrons displayed here. He didn’t remember this room being so dilapidated. But he’d been barely eight years old when last he’d been here, so how could he know? He’d had no standards. He’d been happy just to be alive, to swim and play and watch television. And to eat cake. Oh, how he’d loved his cakes, the strawberry ones his mother used to make, the slices delivered to him on sparkling white plates, with a kiss on the cheek.
“Room?”
The word was so low-pitched and faint it might have come from the floor. Whitcomb looked more closely at the counter, the door behind it. The bluish glow coming from somewhere below the counter’s edge. Had someone just come through the door? But he still didn’t see them. He moved closer, peering over the edge.
He didn’t believe in staring at people with disabilities—people all had differences, and we were all better off for it, in his opinion. But because he couldn’t quite grasp the young man’s malady, Whitcomb’s gaze was fully engaged in staring.
The body on the wide chair was relatively short, fat and lopsided, and he thought, collapsed as if the spine or a portion of the spine had been removed, allowing the rest of the young man to fall down in a clump because now there was too much flesh for the available height. The head was pushed forward by the swollen neck so that it was easier for the young man to look at the small computer screen in front of him than to look at Whitcomb above him. His too-fleshy fingers flapped against the keys. His skin was pale and oily, and poorly washed. Whitcomb thought of a giant frog that had once frightened him as a boy.
“Yes. I would like to rent a room. For three days, perhaps four.”
“That’ll be two days in advance then,” the young man said, still without looking up. “Forty-five dollars on the counter please.”
Whitcomb put his money down. The clerk used a pole with a hook on it to transfer keys from a pegboard to the counter, all without taking his eyes off the screen. “Number eight. You been here before?”
“A long time ago. I was a child.”
“Won’t have changed much, ‘cept the beach is a tad closer. You have to leave your car parked up here on the street. Nobody’ll bother it—Innsmouth isn’t like other places. There’s some steps at the end of the building. You take those down under the boardwalk and out to the beach. The rooms are built around the timber pilings.”
“I remember that part. It’s unusual.”
“It’s why we have the name. Number eight is near the middle. But you’ll have to wait up here a bit while the maid sweeps it out.”
“Sweeps it out?”
“We have a sand problem.”
Whitcomb didn’t remember a sand problem, nor was he exactly sure what that phrase meant. But children often didn’t notice the things adults classified as disastrous. The opposite, Whitcomb thought, was also true.
He looked for a place to sit. The couch looked like it might sink and fold itself around him, and the seats of all the chairs were thoroughly, darkly stained. He picked the least objectionable one, closed his eyes, and sat down. It made a squishing sound, as of rotting fruit.
The room was silent for a time except for the flap-clicking of the keys on the other side of the counter and the occasional sigh or struggle of breath from the clerk. Whitcomb could see out the dingy front window and down the street: spare of street lamps or even the usual illuminations leaked from windows or car headlights. Still, a bit of parchment glow made the shadows deeper and fuzzy-edged and sometimes runny, as darkness flowed from door to door, from one side of the street to the other. Feet and fingers and faces turned away. It was probably just him and his softly dying memories, but they might have been real. Had it been this way when he was a child? But everything was some bright adventure in a child’s eyes, especially on vacation. His mother had hated it, he remembered that much, right up until the end.
That summer, his mother had wanted to return to the Southern seacoast where she’d been raised, to the extensive sands of Myrtle Beach or at least Virginia Beach so that their son could have “a proper beach experience,” but his father insisted they had to stay in New England—they couldn’t afford to travel farther than that. His father had won—as he did all arguments in which money was involved. At that point Mother wanted nothing more to do with the planning.
He hated those old men who babbled all the time, who had to fill up every silence with their voices, but there was so much to talk about, and no one to talk to.
“The billboards on the highway going in? I remember them as being so much brighter. That first one, Visit Historic Innsmouth, with a collage of quaint Victorian buildings. You can barely make out the details now.”
The clerk said nothing. But even when Whitcomb had been a child and saw that billboard for the first time, the colors had seemed off, shaded into dirty grays. Far more bothersome had been the cartoon character who was supposedly speaking those words. Whitcomb had guessed it was meant to be a fish. But the eyes were wrong, the pupils appearing fixed and dilated. Perhaps he was editing it in the remembering, but he recalled them as the eyes of a dead human being. On this trip that figure was missing completely, that side of the billboard scratched out.
“The second billboard, well, there’s not much of an image left at all, is there? I remember this lovely picture of the Innsmouth pier with a wide shot of the ocean. Now everything is so heavily graffitied—loops and swirls and all kinds of nastiness emerging from the waves.”
“I’ve never been to the highway,” the clerk murmured. “I’ve never seen them.”
“Oh, sorry.” Whitcomb thought perhaps he’d been rude to the young man, insensitive to his disability, whatever its specifics. He would not ask him, then, about the final billboard, now completely blank. Worse than blank, actually— scoured down to gray, flaking wood. He couldn’t imagine how the damage had occurred—even a hurricane wouldn’t have created such complete erasure.
He tried to remember what it had looked like before, but he had never understood what it had been intended to depict. It had been in the process of being changed at the time, he thought, newer strips pasted over older ones, or perhaps the newer bits torn off to reveal what lay underneath: the legs of a sun-bathing beauty married to a beached sea lion or something similar, a chaos of torn and frayed buildings collapsing over them.
He felt a cold draft and glanced at the front door. He saw no obvious gap at the bottom, but there was sand there, fingers of it flowing his way as if blown. Suddenly the door banged open, and a squat gray woman stood there holding the largest broom he had ever seen, the thick shaft of it filling her hand. “The Mister’s room is ready!” she proclaimed, and glared at him. He came quickly off the chair and squeezed past her, dashing to his car to retrieve a small suitcase.
The trip down the stairs was long, and Whitcomb was glad not to have a steamer trunk to drag. It was also dark and the railing minimal, so he took the steps slowly. In fact, it was so deeply in shadow in places that the only illumination was a sliver of moonlight reflected off the damp edges of scattered timbers.
He remembered negotiating these steps as a child. Of course it had been daylight and mid-summer then. He remembered alternating areas of sunlight so bright it glazed the gray boards a brilliant white between shadows so dark he disappeared stepping into them. His mother behind him had been hysterical, sure he would kill himself flying down those rickety stairs.
Now at the bottom Whitcomb was confused. He remembered how it had been when he was eight: a broad strip of grass with a fountain and a bordering walk that shimmered from all the sea shells embedded in the concrete, and beyond that the gleaming white beach. It would never look as good as it had on that first glimpse, and over the years he would wonder if his imagination had simply embellished it, because every day after that while they were there it had appeared a bit grayer, a bit shabbier.
Now there was no grass at all—he had stepped off into sand. And a few feet away were the piles of rubble, broken concrete, and other rubbish. And looking around him, he didn’t see the rooms. Certainly the few closest to the staircase were gone, leaving only hollow dark cavities filled with more sand.
He started walking parallel to the pilings, peering into the darkness for some sign of the old motel and finding none. It was hard to fathom how the young man up in that office at street level could believe he could get away with such a blatant con, taking money for rooms which no longer existed, but Whitcomb had his own eyes and the memory of what had once been here. He even ventured into the deeper shadows beneath the boardwalk thinking the rooms might have been set back further into the seaside structure than he remembered, but the area was wiped clean.
Then he passed one of the thicker pilings and there was what was left of the old motel: a short stretch of rooms with battered screen doors and a single window each. He remembered the walls as a bright coral red, but these were a pale salmon color, repaired here and there with gray cement like disease spots or patches of dead skin.
A small light glowed above each door along with a number. The first he saw was number six. He paused in front of eight before trying the key.
He remembered following his father into the room all those years ago. He had no idea which number it had been—it hadn’t been important to him and they had all looked the same. There had been a bright multicolored oval rug inside, some blonde furniture, and one large bed. He’d gazed at that bed in dismay until he’d seen the rollaway they’d rented just for him. He’d sat on that bed and bounced, declaring it perfect.
His mother had come in slowly, her face drawn. She was rubbing her arms. “This sand, the wind blows it everywhere. It’s burning my arms.”
“It’s just ordinary sand, dear,” Whitcomb’s father had said. “You probably just have a sunburn.”
“We’ve barely arrived, how could I—”
“The drive in, all those miles. You had your window rolled down, remember? And your arm resting on the frame? I told you you should have put on sunblock when the trip began.”
“I’m wearing long sleeves.” She’d said it crossly. She hadn’t wanted to come here at all.
“Lightweight fabric. You can practically see your arms through the cloth.
It doesn’t take much, a hot day like this.”
His father had never thought his mother intelligent. That was why he’d always been explaining things to her, trying to explain why she shouldn’t feel upset, why she shouldn’t be disappointed or angry. Everything was always fine, the way his father had explained things, even when Whitcomb didn’t understand the explanations.
Obviously his mother didn’t understand them either, because as far as Whitcomb could remember, they had never helped. He’d resented that sometimes. She could have at least pretended to be happy. She could have been a good sport. Part of being happy, as he remembered from his childhood, was being able to pretend.
Whitcomb felt strangely hesitant to enter number eight. He was afraid to be disappointed in what he found inside. Sand as white, as pure-looking as snow, had drifted out of the shadowland fronting the ocean and up to the concrete step in front of each door. It required only the dim light above each number to bring out the sand’s unusual brilliance, its eerie luminescence. He looked down at his feet—of course, he was standing in it. There was no grass or sidewalk anymore. From above it looked oddly liquid, milk-like, rising and falling around his shoes—nothing like sand at all.
But he was tired, and he was drunk with memory. He fixed his eyes on the door and stepped forward. It was late, and the world was always a different place in the morning.
The key made a scraping sound as it went into the keyhole. It felt like there might be debris inside. He turned the key and tiny particles drifted out of the hole and down to the threshold, joining the fingers of sand that had already blown onto the recently-swept step. He pushed the door open.
It was dark and chilly in the room, as if instead of going inside he’d actually gone out. He reached for a light switch and found it, coated in grit, so was not optimistic about the maid’s cleaning job. But when the lights came on he was pleasantly surprised.
The room brought back vividly the one from decades before. The furniture was the same or of a similar style, blonde wood with clean lines, typical of the fifties. There was even a rollaway, although the mattress was grayish, the frame spotted with rust. But the floor was clean, and the rug, although it wasn’t the colorful one from years before. The colors were more muted, as were the colors throughout, he realized, shaded toward graying pastels. The blonde wood duller. The ceiling white less white. But there was a comfort in all that. After all, if it had been exactly the same he might have been terrified.
But that was all quite enough. Whitcomb thought he could not bear to be awake any longer. He dressed into his pajamas quickly, turned off the light, and slipped into bed. The sheets didn’t feel crisp, but at least they weren’t sandy. He didn’t bother to set the alarm clock—he hadn’t even noticed if there was one. He was content with awakening whenever.
He had no idea how long he had slept when he first awakened. It was still dark out, according to his window, but he hadn’t slept through the night in years, so that wasn’t surprising. Wind scratched and occasionally beat on the door. He thought it might be raining because he could hear the spray against the glass. Surely the ocean was too far away for it to be the advance spray of a wave, but he could not bring himself to check. Better not to know if he was about to drown.
He leaned over the side of the bed to get a good view of the door—white had eased through the bottom, a few threads of it. Sand. But perhaps he’d just tracked that in when he first came inside.
His mother had complained of the sand, the way it burned, the whole time they had been here. Whitcomb hadn’t understood—he’d loved it, couldn’t get enough of it, the way it squeezed between the toes. It frightened him that she should have such a strong reaction. For years afterward he would think of her when he met anyone with allergies or peculiar sensitivities. Some people lived in an unfriendly world. Certainly, no one lived in his world, and he was uncomfortable whenever he ventured out of it.
“You’re supposed to drive your life, not let your life drive you.” Jane had shared that bit of insight the last time she’d consented to see him. “Do something spontaneous for once!” It was goodbye advice, but at least she had been sincere. She might have liked him more if he’d managed to be someone else.
He might have pretended to her that his return visit to Innsmouth was a spontaneous act, but of course it was not—it had been coming for years. He’d just been gathering his nerve.
Over the years, he’d tried to remember every detail of that vacation when he’d been eight, and although he’d recreated much of it, a great many moments were still missing. It angered him, the way the bits wore off, and he could not decide if it was the mind’s normal decay or the old realities themselves which were going away. Something about the process seemed deliberate, as if the universe didn’t want him to remember everything.
He did not feel sorry for himself—he’d made his choices, but he realized not everyone had a choice. Eventually all the bits of a life wore off, and for some even the memories went away. His father had gone on with his life, using drink to wipe the memory. But Whitcomb would remember his mother until the end.
He must have dozed off, because when he opened his eyes again the window was burning up with sun. He dressed himself in the sweats he’d bought for the occasion—he’d never owned a pair before. The door refused to open. He supposed the dampness had made it swell. He kept pulling until it came loose with a pop sound. A rain of grit poured from the jamb.
He stepped out into an intense scouring of sky and sand, so much blue and white he had to close his eyes, opening them slowly again using his hand as a shield. The beach looked ravaged, a churning of tiny white dunes and pitted places, black timbers and rocks showing ragged edges as if chewed. Streamers of rotting seaweed laced the beach, gulls landing to snatch tidbits, swiftly leaving as if the sand were too hot or corrosive to touch. Large amounts of fish flesh lay in partially digested chunks, the reek of it so foul his nose refused to process the smell. He gagged and turned to go back inside, but deciding he would not be so easily defeated, struck off down the line of pilings again, thinking he would see what remained here from his memories.
There appeared to be no one else about, and given the unpleasant state of the shore here, he supposed that should come as no surprise. In bright daylight, he had a good look at what was left of the motel—eight units, with the last two missing numbers and doors. He couldn’t imagine who might rent such lodgings, unless they were beyond desperate or ignorant like himself. Perhaps they did all their renting after dark, when the extent of the damage could not be seen. He was curious if he had neighbors, but wouldn’t go out of his way to meet them.
The place hadn’t been that busy when he’d been here before, when things were painted, in good repair, and at the height of summer. At best there had been five or six other family groupings, and a few isolated stragglers, tall figures in rain gear with large hats pulled down over their features, strolling the beach. And not all the family members made use of the beach—some, like his mother, made only rare forays past their motel doors or the grassy areas in front.
But vacations weren’t for everyone, or so he had heard. There were always some who felt safer, if not happier, at home.
He gazed down the beach to where it narrowed, eventually disappearing into a tumble of stone. There was the main part of Innsmouth, the old docks, the church towers and the sprawling meeting halls. Several buildings near the edge had actually tumbled into the sea, leaving a slope of woody debris soaking up the ocean salt and a splay of broken uprights. Surely he was mistaken, but he had a vague memory of the same ruins, the same collapse, present when he’d been here as a child.
A broken chorus of voices rose with a sudden flight of black birds as if riding their backs into the air. The voices dissipated with the scattering paths of wings. Whitcomb had no desire to venture into that part of town, thinking it a far more dangerous place than this poor strip of sand.
He caught sight of a familiar sign and, walking closer, caught himself in a tease of a smile. By the Sands: Miniature Golf. His family had discovered the place their second day there, and even his mother had seemed to enjoy herself. It appeared to still be in business. He found himself passing through the gate without considering.
At first he thought the fellow taking money was the motel clerk from the night before. They might have been twins. Then he saw that this one was a little taller, not as fat, and he hid one arm inside a voluminous sleeve. He handed the fellow a dollar and was pointed to a rack of balls and clubs beside Hole #1.
It was the usual layout of obstacles, ramps, windmills, passages through miniature buildings, and wide metal curves the ball could cling to for a left or right-hand turn. But there were local touches as well: a giant brass frog with a wide mouth—a ball entered the mouth and shot out the anus in some random direction. A water obstacle with leaping mechanical fish—periodically a fish would alter its trajectory by some mysterious means and snag the ball. An array of dilapidated buildings—he couldn’t really tell if the destruction was cosmetic and faked, or actual damage incurred by the miniature buildings because of exposure and lack of care. He didn’t remember many specifics about this miniature golf course from his previous visits decades ago, but it seemed that some of these features might be new to him—except for the frog. Now that he thought about it, the brass frog had been here before.
The last few holes had been invaded by sand. But that fit the golfing theme, did it not? Sand traps designed to defeat even the most professional of golfers. At hole fifteen the sand trap moved, and the ball dissolved amidst a swirl of greedy silvery grit, ending his game.
As he left the golf course, he found himself staring at the ocean, the endless repeating waves, the long curving edges of foam, that meandering line where dark gray sea met an only slightly softer sky. As a boy, he’d thought that line dividing the air and water impossibly high, an instability that threatened everything he held dear. Now it seemed worse, and he thought he could detect structures inside it, only vaguely covered by the water—long reticulating lines, horizontal and vertical edges, the boxy shapes of some lost city drowned beneath the waves.
It made him feel empty, void of substance, and he realized he hadn’t yet eaten and had gone to bed without dinner the night before. There had been a few small cafés, he remembered, accessible only from the beach, and he continued walking in the direction of that denser part of Innsmouth, hoping one might still be in business.
He closed his eyes at one point, having walked far longer than he had hoped, and near to exhaustion. He did not remember finding the restaurant, or sitting down, or ordering. But the next thing he knew he was blinking rapidly, and he was holding a large spoon, and warm and slippery things were washing down his throat. He almost choked when he realized it, and had to down a large glass of water which tasted a bit too salty and whose color was less than assuring. His teeth felt unstable, his tongue sore, the inside of his mouth scraped.
He only vaguely remembered the meals he’d had when his parents brought him here as a child. He remembered feeling ravenous the whole time, and devouring hotdogs and something else—some sort of pita-like concoction— from beach-side stands. His parents ate hardly anything at all. His father had been drinking, not as committedly as he would after that vacation, but enough that it made him quiet, grumpy, and without appetite. His mother—he was never sure if his mother ate anything during that trip. He vaguely remembered sitting with them in a small restaurant like this one, only cleaner, brighter, and watching her dab at her mouth with a cloth napkin, always dabbing, touching her lips with it, her teeth, and a redness coming away on the cloth.
He looked down into his soup, or stew. Very little was left, a small bit of tail sticking out of a thick, gray broth. He pushed the bowl away, looked around him. There were other patrons in the small café. This shouldn’t have surprised him, except that he had seen no one except the motel clerk and his near—doppleganger, the golf attendant, since his arrival the night before.
There were five, no, six others, huddled over their food. Thickly dressed in layers, high collars, some with weedy mats of hair slapped on top their heads. Some with stocking caps, despite the warm day. All looked vaguely ill or hung over, here to recover, perhaps, from the night before. The fellow closest to Whitcomb had a similar soup bowl in front of him, filled with gray. Periodically he jabbed his fork into the liquid as if attacking.
The walls looked greasy, with large spots by the tables along the perimeter, as if people had rested their heads there, soiling the dingy green paint. He saw a tall man in a muscle shirt asleep at one of those tables, perhaps a sailor given the theme of his tattoos—fish and whales and frogs and waves and some things tendrilled, perhaps vegetation, perhaps not. His torso leaned against the wall, one arm pressed beneath his chest, his head lolling, cheek smeared flat.
The sailor suddenly woke up, startled, glared at Whitcomb, and pulled his head and arm away from the wall. Sticky pale threads ran from his flesh to where bits of him still clung to the wall, including part of a bluish anchor design.
Whitcomb stumbled out of his chair and went through the door. Had he paid? No one shouted, no one chased him. But he stopped himself out on the beach, thinking that if he hadn’t paid, the proprietor would catch up to him and he could apologize, explain that it was a mistake, and pay what he owed, pay double what he owed. But no one came.
He looked back down the beach searching for his motel. He had no idea how far he had come. He also hadn’t realized that he’d been walking up a slope, this part of the beach being noticeably higher than from where he’d come. From here he could see the entire stretch of it, hundreds of yards, and the way the waves came in, taking greedy nibbles. And all that had been ruined. And how the sand moved, minutely, but seeing it all together like this, multiplied, so that for the first time he could be sure, all that sand, everywhere, was moving.
He must have fallen quite hard, because he was suddenly on the ground, eyes and mouth gaping. The sand edged around him. He shut his eyes, trying to force it out.
He’d awakened that night, all those years ago, because of a noise or a dream of a noise. Someone crying, someone lost. Bits of his memory from that time had wandered off, but this memory, at least, he had found.
His father lay passed out on the bed. Whitcomb was on the rollaway, shivering—he’d always been so skinny as a boy, and easy to chill. As he sat up he’d realized it was because the motel room door was open, and the ocean breeze was coming in, and the sand. He’d looked around for his mother then, but she was nowhere to be seen.
He’d wandered out. His feet must have been damp, because he could remember the sand sticking to them. He remembered looking down, all that clinging sand making his feet look frosted, sparkling in the moonlight.
Out on the beach there was a tall, thin form. He’d recognized his mother’s pale yellow gown. She was swaying, and the wind was lifting her gown, and he’d thought he should turn away because he shouldn’t be seeing this.
She’d turned her head then, and her mouth was so red, and he’d thought she was looking at him, but it quickly became clear she was gazing at the ground behind her, the sandy beach, which was moving.
She’d tried to get away from it. She never would have left him if she could have helped it. She’d always been devoted to him, despite her flaws.
He didn’t know where she was running. He’d only been eight, but even then he’d understood that the ocean wouldn’t have helped her.
The sand trailed up and her gown began to fall away. He was embarrassed and closed his eyes, but forced them open again as the hazy softness of her went dark. Later his father would hold the empty gown and ask him if he had seen anything. And he would say he had not, because he had not.
Whitcomb opened his eyes and saw the drift of tiny particles on the beach in front of him; felt them float in and out of his mouth, in and out of his ears. Red bits and soft bits, and an endless streaming of sand.
A lifetime later he sat out in front of his room, taking in the ocean, taking in all the sand. He was missing pieces. He could not remember why he had come here, just that it had been a compulsion, beyond important, but that memory was useless to him now. As were all other memories, scoured and taken and blown away by the wind. But it was almost a relief to see them go.
He gazed down at his sweatpants, which were almost empty now. He began to smile, but could feel that even bits of his smile were gone.
 
 
 
Steve Rasnic Tem’s latest novel Blood Kin (Solaris), alternating between the 1930s and the present day, is a Southern Gothic/Horror blend of snake handling, ghosts, kudzu, and Melungeons. His previous Solaris novel was Deadfall Hotel. Coming late Spring of 2015: In the Lovecraft Museum, a standalone novella from PS Publishing. Later this year Centipede Press will be collecting the best of his uncollected horror stories in Out of the Dark: A Storybook of Horrors. And in 2016 Solaris will present his dark SF novel Ubo, a meditation on violence as seen through the eyes of some of history’s most disreputable figures.



THE IMPS OF INNSMOUTH
 
 
W. H. Pugmire




 
 
Kasumi Mizu felt the dilapidated pier on which she stood sway in the force of wind and waves. Dark water churned before her, beneath an equally murky sky; and although she knew that the large reef was out there somewhere, she could not catch sight of it. She soaked in the spray as the waves crashed against the rotting wood, and she moaned in accompaniment to the wind that chortled at her ear. The stench of Innsmouth was like some sinister bouquet, and she sucked in the liquid air through mouth and nostrils. A sudden gust of potent gale assailed her, and Kasumi had to fight to keep her balance on the moist pier. Behind her came a pounding of wood on wood that echoed beneath the bawl of windstorm.
“We cannot accomplish our task if you drown. Come off that wharf and follow me.” The younger woman turned to face the crone, and her sense of wonder was triggered once again by the sight of the elder woman. Edith Whorl’s long gray robe and cloak flapped in the frenzied windstorm, as did those strands of white hair that spilled from underneath her garment’s hood. The eyes behind her thin mask reflected the darkness of water and sky; and Kasumi wondered how old that mask was, for its frail texture had cracked in places, giving the faux countenance a fantastic façade, like a face that was beginning to split in ruin. One gnarled and scarred hand grasped the solid cane on which the woman leaned, and the other hand reached toward the girl on the pier. Kasumi sighed and walked to the beckoning one, who led her off the structure of decaying wood; but before she took the other woman’s hand, she turned once more to gaze at the movement of sea.
“I’ve never been before such a body of water—it’s overwhelming! I’ve always lived so entirely in the city. I seem to feel the flow of tides inside my veins, mingled with my blood. The fishy smell of rot in the air is nauseating, but I keep wanting to suck it in deeper and deeper.” Bending, she poked a finger into the marl on which they stood, then rose and admired the thick black substance that stained her flesh. “Even the mud smells vile—and yet I want to scoop it up and plaster it all over my face and let it sink into my pores.” Gazing directly at the older woman, she laughed. “I feel kind of crazy.”
Edith took hold of the young woman’s finger and pressed it to the flesh over her breastbone, transporting the filthy stain into the sallow wrinkles of her skin. “Smooth, cool, ancient, this substance. Let us go.” She moved away, into the misty air, until her figure took on the aspect of a cloud of sentient smoke. Kasumi rushed to her companion and clutched a portion of the woman’s cloak. She let the woman guide her through the empty streets until they came upon the shop that was their destination. They stepped through the threshold, out of the wind, into a dusky realm of smoke and silhouette. Kasumi drank in the fragrance of scented candles and pungent powders, of ancient wood and artifacts of the past. She heard the subtle grinding sound before she espied the black woman who, seated at a table, worked with mortar and pestle.
“Sit, child,” the woman said, motioning to a vacant chair. “Your eyes will adjust to the gloom of this chamber. I am just preparing the paste. The seaweed that I crush is especial to this region; but this pill of crimson chalk is of a far more esoteric substance, herbs from Africa and Egypt compacted with elements of Innsmouth clay.” She suddenly ceased her working of the club-shaped instrument and lifted her head so as to peer into Kasumi’s eyes. “How youthful, your eyes, so brimming with wonder. Your brain, bewitched by what have seemed memories, has dreamed of rare weird things, visions that have led you to us. What a curious thing is Time. We exist in cycles, our chemistry subject to their ways and rules. We are pawns to unseen powers, just as the tides are disciplined by pull of moon. It is excellent that it is so. Now then, this is ready. Edith, come mark her. It must be worked by one of Innsmouth blood.”
There came the sound of the elder woman’s cane hitting the chamber’s wooden floor; and with the thud came a shifting of light, for Edith had taken up one stout candle and carried it to the table. “My eyes are not as functional as your young orbs. Let me set this candle just there.” She bent toward Kasumi and placed a withered hand under her chin. “How fair, your face. The candlelight plays beautifully in the green and gold of your eyes. But shut your eyes now, as I anoint ye.” Kasumi did as she was instructed, and when the cool semi-liquid paste was applied to her forehead she made a little moan of pleasure. When antique fingers touched her mouth, she parted her lips so that those fingers could smooth the mortar’s ingredients to the roof of her mouth. She listened to the force of the wind at windows, and thought she could hear the other women breathing alien words beneath that sound of storm.
“Let us go and walk in the wind, Dolores, and leave our daughter to her dreaming.” Kasumi heard movement in the room, but did not care to open her eyes. She was too enamored of the shapes that moved across her eyelids, and of the smells of Innsmouth that seemed to seep into her from all around. There was the smell of the sea, and of the peculiar properties of Innsmouth mud. These odors mingled with the fragrance of olden things with which the curious shop had been infused. Kasumi could feel her brain unfold its wings and knew that she was dreaming; but this was a dream of sensations only, for in this vision she existed within a void of blurred mists and fogs. A sudden sensation, potent and unyielding, encased her—the surging of the tides of Innsmouth, and the graceful movement of the denizens of those waters. She swallowed, tasting the mixture with which the roof of her mouth had been coated as it oozed down her throat.
The smell of smoke sank into her nostrils, and when at last she opened her eyes, Kasumi saw the other women standing beside her at the table. The candle’s flame had been extinguished, and although the room was dark she could just make out the thin wisps of smoke that coiled from the candle’s wick. The door to the shop had not been shut, and looking past it to the outside, she noted that night had fallen. There was no longer any movement of wind, and the only sound was the whimper of winged things that glided over the wide expanse of sea. Looking at the oldest one among them, Kasumi thought that the woman’s thin mask looked more weathered than before, and she noticed a newborn crack in its surface, just below the left eye.
“Come with me now,” Edith whispered, “to the place where you belong. You have tasted it in deepest dreaming, and your senses have brought you to Innsmouth at last. Come claim your heritage of slime and rapture.” Not waiting for any response, Edith turned and passed through the doorway, leaning heavily on her solid walking stick as she moved beneath soft moonlight. Kasumi followed, looking at the night sky with its scattered clouds and scant starlight. The atmosphere of the venerable seaport had altered absolutely. Everything was still and silent, and the young woman felt as though she wandered as a spirit in some forsaken ghost town. How chilly the moonlight felt upon her eyes. That distant sphere had never looked so white, so near. It appeared as a daemon that called to her tides of blood, that pulled her to whatever destiny awaited her. They walked to what remained of a neighborhood north of the river, and Kasumi’s heart sank at the sight of the charred remnants of what were once habitations. Portions of burned buildings tilted beneath the moonlight, resembling scorched skeletons of primordial beasts that had been caught within some holocaust.
Edith had stopped and was looking at the ruins, and her mask looked awful in the bright moonlight. Going to her, Kasumi took hold of the woman’s hand. “Won’t you remove your mask and show me your face?” The elder creature shook her head slowly; and then, lifting her heavy cane, she pointed it to the burnt ruins.
“There is my face, before you. I was still young, not quite thirteen in mortal years, when they came to annihilate Innsmouth, when they herded those of us they did not find impossibly repellent. The others, in man’s superior judgment, deserved no less than utter obliteration. They did not bother to remove my kindred from the rotting old habitations, did not hesitate with their bombs and burnings. I hid in a closet—but fire has a way of finding one. I was able to wind wet protective cloth around my hands, so they are but lightly scarred. My face was not so fortunate. You find my camouflage grotesque, I know—but you would find what lies beneath it far more monstrous.”
Edith continued her trek, leading the way to the harbor. Kasumi walked behind her, down a series of rough-hewn stone steps, onto sand; and she wondered at the stone archway toward which they walked, an erection that seemed unnatural in this setting. Vivid moonlight drenched the structure, and Kasumi gaped incredulously at the circular design that had been carved onto its highest point. Unhurriedly, she began to unbutton her blouse, and when she turned to Edith the lunar illumination revealed the symbol that formed a raised scar above her breasts—an emblem that resembled exactly the sigil etched onto the arch.
Leaning heavily on her stick, Edith pondered the silence of the place. “Everything is so silent. Not like the olden days of my youth. Then Beltane was a time of ceremony, of sacrificial fire and spilt blood. We moved in morbid danse and collided in lust.” She nodded her head and emitted a low chuckle. “Oh yes, there were good reasons to avoid Innsmouth in those times, if one was from outside. But then the prosaic-minded men arrived, and the order of Innsmouth ways was dismantled. How unimaginatively they murdered us. Our various breeds were stolen from us, or fled to far-flung regions. Some may never find their way back.” She turned to gaze at Kasumi, and her eyes smiled. “But others have returned, drawn by the tatters of magical influence that could not be exploded or set on fire. Our city beneath the sea could never be destroyed by paltry humanity. We dream there still, and our dreams are conjoined to the Lord of R’lyeh. Yes, they have, in their way, destroyed Innsmouth; yet in so doing they will reap a greater harvest of extinction. We will know again their cries of horror and the sweet perfume of their slaughter, magnified and magnificent. My kindred will celebrate on Devil Reef, and your kind will rise from the slime and dance beneath the dead moonlight, as you will dance tonight.”
There was a rising of wind, and the hushed sound of waves crawling onto land. Impossibly, the moon grew brighter in hue as Edith began to hum an outré melody, as she stepped to the archway and kissed its aged stone. Dropping her walking stick, the elder creature fell to her knees and began to etch sigils in the moist sand. She clawed into the silt and brought a segment upward, forming the stuff into a ball. Tenderly, she set the ball down and lifted her arm over it. Sharp moonlight shone on the talons of her other hand, those pointed implements with which she pierced the flesh of her out-flung wrist. Hot liquid spilled from her wound onto the ball of sand. She then held out both hands to Kasumi. Instinctively, the young woman removed her clothing and let them fall on the ground. Steadily, she stepped to the archway and passed through it.
The wind grew powerful, and the smells of Innsmouth intensified. Oh, how the young woman could feel the movement of the tides inside her. A memory of dreaming flexed inside her skull, bringing rare language to her lips. She sang a song of Innsmouth alchemy, and the muck around her began to respond. Something moved beneath the ball of silt that Edith had formed— something elfin that stretched upward out of the moist sand. Edith clapped and laughed, and then she dug her talons once more into her flesh so that hot blood spilled onto the creature. Kasumi saw the other places of movement beneath the sand. Making an inhuman sound, she crept to Edith, grabbed one of the woman’s hands, and raked its talons over the flesh of her arm. How liberating it was, to watch her mortality spill from her.
They manifested around her, out of the dark sand, the wee gray things that shuddered as they took on solid form. Kasumi hunkered onto the sand so that she could kiss the nearest creature, and she laughed to find that it tasted similar to the paste with which her mouth and forehead had been anointed, that stuff of which Innsmouth seaweed was one essential substance. She wallowed in the muck as the small beings crawled over her and coated her tingling flesh with Innsmouth clay. Her mind was hot with awe as she saw Edith tilt over her, as she realized how gigantic the ancient woman had become. Happily, she raised her transfigured arms into the air and struggled onto her tiny legs. Joyously, she moved with her newfound kindred in the harbor, beneath the tremendous brilliance of lunar light, around the hoary child of doom-shadowed Innsmouth, the fabulous creature who finally removed her mask and howled ecstatically at the moon
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You know how the story ends before it’s even begun. No one had any memory of my brother, Edward, except me. Instead of five children, three boys and two girls, my parents had an equal number of sons and daughters. Photos in which Edward was sandwiched between our brother, Henry, and our sister, Jane, now showed Henry and Jane smiling beside one another. Drawings for which he had won the CYO art contest year after year, their accompanying gold medals, were gone from their position in the hallway, with no difference in the paint to mark where they’d hung. The silver maple in the backyard, whose trunk Edward had attempted to saw through, as revenge for Jane falling off one of its lower boughs and breaking her arm, showed no grooves at its base. Henry and I shared a room in which each of us had a single bed, not the bunkbed and single bed the three of us had argued over for years. Our room was still too small for all our possessions, but without Edward’s drawing table filling one of its corners, there was space for a bookcase for me and a desk for Henry.
More had changed, besides. It seemed I was the artistic one now, while Henry was the academic prodigy. Jane was suddenly famous for her stubbornness at the dinner table, and Victoria, the youngest, was known for her intense Catholicism. Gone were my years as a wide receiver for my high school’s junior varsity and varsity football teams. Gone was Henry’s ability on the guitar. Gone was Jane’s facility with foreign languages, Victoria’s knack for the mechanical. Our parents were different, too. Dad was no longer a manager at IBM, which meant he was home earlier, but the family budget was tighter. Mom was prone to more and worse migraines, spending her days behind a pair of large sunglasses. Four kids still meant a busy household, but there was a current of melancholy threading through our relations, impossible to account for, almost as if it was a collective response to an absence no one was aware of.
My younger brother vanished from existence while the family was on a trip to a place of which there is also no trace. Ask the rest of them where we passed the last week of July, the first of August, during the summer of my senior year of high school, and they will tell you Maine, a town called Bucksport, on the Penobscot River. They’ll describe day trips to Bar Harbor, to Acadia National Park; they’ll talk about the night our parents took us to dinner at Jed Prouty’s, the nicest restaurant in town. None of them will have anything to say about spending the same two weeks north of Boston, in and around Gloucester. They won’t recall taking the train into Boston to visit the Aquarium. They’ll have no recollection of driving through Newburyport to the village of Mason, on the northeastern end of Plum Island.
But we did, all of it. We went on a whale watch out of Gloucester, and Mom became seasick, and had to take a Dramamine and lie down on one of the ship’s benches. We followed the walkway that wound up and around the Aquarium’s enormous cylindrical fishtank, waving to the divers floating within, feeding the fish. We parked in Mason’s single municipal lot, which was located next to its dilapidated docks, and Edward, Henry, and I set off in search of the Marsh House, the museum Edward had asked to visit, because it had a small painting by Paul Gauguin, with whose art he was obsessed. Our parents, who elected to browse the waterfront’s abbreviated row of shops with our sisters, told us to meet them back at the car in two hours, which seemed like more than enough time. The village was little more than a few dozen narrow streets, and the museum was not far. At seventeen, I was in charge of Henry (fifteen) and Edward (fourteen), a position I made certain to verify with our parents. “Just behave yourselves,” Dad said.
Although open to the public, the Marsh House was a private museum. It had been founded by the family who had given what was actually a mansion their name. Four stories tall, red brick with white trim, the residence had been built in the Federal style. It stood, simple and austere, amidst a scattering of large trees on the ocean side of the island, at the dead end of a cobbled street whose sidewalks had buckled with the decades’ weather. A threadbare lawn stretched from the house’s back door to the short drop off to the shoreline. The three of us walked to its edge. Amidst the rocks crowding the sand, a half-dozen posts, broken and weatherbeaten, marked points on a line receding into the waves. The remains of the family’s private dock, Edward said. According to him, the Marshes had been one of the major families in Mason during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. That was when the village had gone by a different name, Innsmouth.
“Why’d they change it?” Henry said.
“Some kind of disease broke out in the early thirties,” Edward said, “or maybe it was the late twenties. Whatever it was was pretty bad, virulent. The place was quarantined; there were actual soldiers stationed on the road to keep people out.”
“Or in,” I said.
“Yeah,” Edward said. “Something else went on, too, about the same time. Government raids—like, the F.B.I.. The village used to be a lot bigger. The docks extended pretty far over the water. There were a lot of warehouses built on them—houses, too, like, half the village. The federal agents were interested in the warehouses. Supposedly, they arrested a lot of people.”
“Smugglers,” I said. “Had to be.”
“Could be,” Edward said. He turned, and Henry and I followed him around to the front of the house and the museum’s entrance. A kid somewhere in our age range, wearing an oversized Red Sox jersey and perched on a tall chair, raised his eyes from the swimsuit issue of Sports Illustrated he was lingering over and asked how many. I said, “Three.” As I did, I heard a tremendous crash, as if two enormous gears had clashed together. The kid, his chair, the wall behind him, were suddenly clear, transparent, as if made of glass. Through a series of ghostly layers, I glimpsed the lawn behind the mansion, the ocean. Head wheeling, I jerked my hand to my eyes. Behind me, Edward said, “What is it?”
“Nothing,” I said, because what else was I going to say? I lowered my hand, hoping I’d spoken truthfully.
It appeared I had. The kid, the house, were once more solid. Whatever had just happened to me was, to put it mildly, disorienting, but Edward gave me no time to dwell on it. Pushing in front of me, he asked where the Gauguin painting was. The exhibit was on the main floor, the kid said, in the dining room, which was located on the ocean side of the museum. He pointed us to a stack of photocopied guides sloping on top of a low table across from him. Next to the folded sheets sat an undersized caricature of a pirate’s treasure chest with a slot through its lid and the word DONATIONS stenciled on its side. Henry extracted a couple of crumpled dollar bills from the front pocket of his jeans and pushed them through the slot, which guilted me into doing the same. Edward was already off ahead of us, making his way into the house.
Though high-ceilinged, its rooms were smaller than its exterior implied. Each one was crammed full of what I assumed was its original furniture, plus a selection of objects associated by a common theme. The first room we entered was decorated with a dozen ships in bottles, the containers ranging in size from a small, green-tinted medicine bottle to a large, clear bottle whose contents would have served a sizable dinner party. All of the model ships were sailing vessels, two and three masters. I didn’t see their names anywhere on the bottles. The bottled ships went with the harpoons leaning against one corner of the room, the cutlasses laddered on the wall opposite. An assortment of sextants and compasses covered the top of one side table, while a collection of carved pieces of what I thought were bone had been laid on top of another. “This was how the Marshes made their fortune,” Edward said, “on the sea. They did some piracy during the Revolution, and some whaling later on, but mostly, they were into trading.”
Neither Henry nor I doubted Edward’s information. Especially when he wanted to go someplace, do something, he researched it as thoroughly as if he were going to present a lecture on it—which he often did to Henry and me, and sometimes to our sisters. Henry said, “What did they trade?”
“All kinds of stuff,” Edward said. We followed him into the next room. Sitting on its high-backed chairs, a pair of complete suits of samurai armor greeted us. A sheathed katana spanned the knees of each one. A folding screen whose panels were painted with koi had been positioned slightly behind the chairs and their armor. More swords were displayed on the room’s walls, alongside elaborately embroidered kimonos whose flattened sleeves reminded me of pressed flowers. Clusters of side tables held sets of china cups, saucers, and plates. “All right,” Henry said, “this is pretty cool.”
“Yeah,” I said.
That room opened onto a hallway which ran left toward the back of the mansion. Sneakers squeaking on the floor’s polished wood, the three of us passed portraits of old and old-looking men and women, wearing the fashions and expressions of a century or more in the past. “Hey,” Henry said, “you didn’t finish telling us why they changed this place’s name.”
“Oh,” Edward said, “no big mystery. The village never recovered from the epidemic and the government raids. Did I mention the fire? There was a big fire—maybe in 1942? Burned almost all of the docks, the warehouses, pretty much everything over the water. People thought the Germans had set it—you know, saboteurs, on account of the war. There was some kind of massive chemical spill—something that had been stored in one of the warehouses. It poisoned the sea pretty far out. Things kept going downhill until the late sixties, when there was a move to revitalize the area, bring it back to prosperity. As part of that, the local officials decided to change the name to Mason, which was what the English called it when they first wrote about it. They cleaned up the shore, which was full of wreckage from the fire, and knocked down pretty much all the remaining piers, which weren’t in great shape. I guess it worked for a little while, but there wasn’t anything out here you couldn’t find in Newburyport. Unless they have a specific reason to visit here, people don’t.”
“Like a ghost town,” Henry said.
“A ghost town that can’t disappear,” Edward said. “Although, there’s a story—”
The rest of the sentence stayed in his mouth, kept there by his first sight of the painting that met us when we turned right at the end of the hall. The picture had been propped on an easel, set up near the French doors that gave a view of the back lawn and the ocean. The mid-afternoon light pouring through the glass was the only illumination in the room; though I noticed a row of track lighting on the ceiling whose lights were all turned in the painting’s direction. A pair of short brass poles held a thick purple rope to mark the limit of our approach. Despite them, the effect of the display was casual, as if the artist might have stepped away from the canvas only a moment or two before.
The painting itself was smaller than I was anticipating. Since it was a work by a famous artist, I assumed the piece would be at minimum the size of the portraits we had just passed, three feet or so high, two feet or so wide. This picture was half as large. It showed a beach scene, done in the simple lines and rich colors that defined Gauguin’s later style. At its center, a figure executed in dark blues and black stood on a slight sandy rise, its thin arms held to either side, palms out. Its head was an exaggerated oval, the eyes blank, the features heavy, and was crowned with a pair of wings that swept down behind its torso. At its feet, a trio of figures lay on their sides, their backs to the viewer, their arms and legs tucked in front of them in what could have been positions of birth or death. Their skin was pale white, ruddy in places. Below them, a pool of water, possibly an ocean inlet, was busy with dark green and yellow reflections that suggested forms swimming beneath its surface. In the distance behind the blue figure, the ocean rolled in white waves from left to right, toward a yellow shore curving to receive them.
What drew the eye, however, more than the strange blue form, which I assumed was either an idol or a priest, or the patches of green and yellow, which appeared to outline figures whose arms and legs were long, serpentine, was a patch of canvas to the right of center. There, what had been a tall figure rendered in dark greens and yellow-white had been smeared until unrecognizable, apparently by someone who had taken a cloth soaked in turpentine or a similar fluid and done their best to rub out whatever had been painted there.
Almost simultaneously, Edward said, “There it is,” and Henry and I said, “What happened to it?”
“It was defaced,” Henry said.
“No duh,” I said. “Who did it?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “No one’s sure. Gauguin himself never said that much about the picture. He was living in Tahiti when he painted it. He had finished this huge painting, one he called, Where Do We Come From? Who Are We? Where Are We Going? It was supposed to be his magnum opus, his crowning achievement as an artist. He told a couple of friends he was going to commit suicide once it was done. According to Gauguin, he kept his pledge. He went into the mountains, took some arsenic, and lay down so, he said, the ants could have him.”
“Obviously,” I said, “he didn’t.”
“Or the poison didn’t work,” Edward said, “which was what he said had happened. Supposedly, when he realized he wasn’t going to die, he wandered down to the beach and saw…something.”
“What?” Henry said.
“He didn’t say,” Edward said. “But he returned to his home, located a piece of canvas, and set to work on this painting. He was done in a week. In part, that was because he recycled elements from an earlier painting, Day of the Gods. That one has the same composition, the idol in the middle of the beach setting. Day of the Gods, though, is full of people, mostly women, and they’re all part of a celebration of the blue idol, the god. There’s all kinds of symbolism in it, but it’s basically a happy painting. This one…” He shook his head. “Not so much.”
“What’s it called?” I said.
“What the Sea Gave.”
“Who’s the blue guy supposed to be?” Henry said.
“Gauguin called him an image of the Beyond,” Edward said. “I read one critic who said he represents a Polynesian god whose name I can’t remember. I read another guy who said Gauguin had transplanted the figure from a Buddhist temple he’d seen somewhere. He’s some kind of divinity.”
“Why is he holding out his hands like that?” Henry said.
Edward shrugged. “Beats me.”
“It looks like he’s separating things,” I said, “keeping them apart.”
“Could be,” Edward said.
“What about the damaged part?” Henry said.
“There’s no mention of anything wrong with it in Gauguin’s letters,” Edward said, “which you’d think there would be if anyone had defaced it while he was still alive. Although…most of the stuff he painted, he sent to Paris to be sold. It doesn’t seem like he did that with this picture.”
“Could he have rubbed out the spot?” I said.
“I guess,” Edward said, “but you wonder why he wouldn’t paint over it, or trash the painting, if he felt that strongly about it.”
“How did these guys get hold of it?” I said, “The Marshes?”
“Their ships were pretty busy in that part of the world. Somehow, after Gauguin died, the painting found its way onto one of their vessels. It had been wrapped in brown paper, with no destination written on it. It ended up in one of their warehouses here, where it stayed for years, until someone decided to take a peek under the wrapping. The family wasn’t sure what to make of it; a few more years passed before a guy from the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston came to examine it and tell them what they had. For a long time, they kept the painting to themselves, until they decided to turn their old home into a museum, and realized the picture could be an important part of it.”
“Huh,” I said. For a moment, the three of us stared at the canvas. I was struck by its physicality, by the brushstrokes visible at the edges of the figures, by the minute rises and falls of the paint’s surface, by the furious spiral someone had rubbed into the picture. “What do you think was there?” I said to Edward.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe another idol, like the one in the middle.”
“Huh.”
We didn’t stay much longer. On our way out, we checked the closet-sized gift shop, where the kid in the Red Sox shirt sold the three of us cheap plastic samurai swords and Edward a postcard reproduction of the painting. As we meandered toward our rendezvous with our parents, Edward said, “It’s funny: when the Marshes were sailing all over the globe, there were crazy stories about them having made a deal with the Devil—but, like, a sea-Devil. Wouldn’t it be weird if that was what Gauguin had painted, a sea-Devil?”
The reply I was about to offer was cut off by a blast of sound. The same grinding noise I had heard in the museum roared in my ears. At the same time, everything around me, the flat-faced houses, the narrow sidewalk, the potholed main street, lost its color, draining to transparency. I looked for my brothers and saw Edward beside me, translucent, the distant ocean visible through him. A feeling of immense helplessness swept over me, as if something crucial had buckled within me. I knew Henry must be behind me, but I didn’t want to turn around, in case he too was fading, and in case, in the time he was out of my sight, Edward disappeared completely. Already he, the surrounding buildings, the street, were filling with light, as if the sun had reached the exact position in the sky necessary for its rays to catch on them. My ears, my skull, rang with the slow clashing and crashing of titanic gears, of machinery vast enough to turn the sky above. Edward blazed with a brilliance that forced tears to my eyes. I fought against closing them, because I knew with terrible certainty that were I to do so, the instant I opened them, my brother would be gone.
In the end, I did close them. They shut themselves, despite my best efforts, the pain overriding my intentions. The enormous sound continued for what felt like hours, concluding sharply, as if those gigantic gears had locked into a new position. I waited with my eyes closed until the echoes of the noise had subsided enough to admit other sounds, the boom and hiss of the surf on rock, the cries of gulls overhead, the murmur of distant voices. I opened my eyes to the great rocks of Acadia National Park jutting out into the Atlantic’s waves, to white birds hanging in the breeze, to families and couples picnicking on the rock around me. Along with the new surroundings came knowledge of the new life of which they were part. I call it new, but I apprehended this existence as the unbroken record of my experiences to that point. Except that, layered beneath this life was another, which intersected it in some places, diverged from it in more, the most significant of which was Edward, who had been erased from my family completely.
That night, I dreamed about him. I had been quiet the long car ride back to the house my parents had rented, which I explained with an appeal to too much time in the sun. After dinner, I sat with my (diminished) family while we played cards at the kitchen table and listened to WBZ out of Boston on the radio. I lost a couple of hands of gin rummy before excusing myself. My face was flushed. I felt feverish, and took the ibuprofen my mother recommended. For a short time, I lay in my bed, listening to my parents and (one) brother and sisters continuing the game, then dropped into unconsciousness.
My dream occurred within the painting we had viewed in the Marsh House. Edward was there, but he appeared as one of the figures in the picture, his features simplified, stylized, his hair a mass of shifting color. Behind and to his left, the blue god held its hands to either side, palms-out. Behind and to his right, a dark smear in the air occulted something whose eyes were too big and a deep, fiery yellow. The joy that rushed through me at the sight of my brother—however strange that sight might be—was tempered by unease at the veiled form.
Smiling, Edward said, “You’re here.”
“Of course,” I said.
“They hid it,” he said.
“What?”
“The town, Innsmouth. Changing its name wasn’t enough. The problems were too extensive. They decided more drastic measures were called for.”
“Who did?”
“The Marshes. And others.” He gestured at the dark patch in the air.
I kept my gaze from it. “What—”
“You don’t need to know. They helped, that’s all.”
“Helped with what?” I said.
“Shifting the village. They excised it from this space and hid it in others.”
“Others? What others?”
“Stories, mostly, although a couple of novels and some comics, too. A few paintings, movies. They used the zones that are created when you’re reading, or watching a movie, those imaginative locations. They figured out a way to align enough of them to hold the village and its residents. There’s a lot of higher math involved; I don’t understand most of it.”
“But what about you? You didn’t live there.”
“I got caught in the process. It’s like these guys created a whirlpool in space and time, and I was standing too close to it. The same thing happened to a lot of people—to a lot of things, too. All of us dragged out of our old lives and washed up in a new one.”
“I’ll save you,” I said. “Hang on. I’ll work something out.”
“It’s too late,” Edward said. “At least, I’m pretty sure it is. Reality—your reality—has already been rewritten. I bet you have a whole new set of memories—a whole new life, don’t you?”
“Yeah, but—”
“Is everyone okay? Mom, Dad, Henry, the girls? Are you okay?”
“Yes,” I said, and knew it was substantially true—as true as it had been in our previous existence, the one Edward had shared. The statement’s truth, of course, depended on me ignoring the fact of my brother’s disappearance.
“Well,” Edward said.
“Where are you?” I said. “I still don’t understand. Are you all right?”
“It’s different,” Edward said. “There are things, here…”
“What?” I said, “What things?”
He nodded toward the form obscured behind him. “It’s awful,” he said, his voice flaring with anger. “It’s worse than anything I could have imagined. And I think I love it. God forgive me, but I do.”
Those were his final words to me. He did an about-face, and started walking in the opposite direction. As he drew up next to the disturbance in the air, a hand stretched out of the tumult. The fingers were long, with too many joints, capped with talons. The skin was rough, dark green spotted with whitish patches like blooms of algae. I thought it was trying to grab him, and went to shout a warning. But without looking at it, my brother, my now hopelessly lost little brother, raised his hand and took hold of the monstrous one, much as he had caught my hand when we were younger, and he was afraid.
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You approach from the southwest, traveling on foot. How long you’ve walked, you’re not sure. In the end, it doesn’t matter. All that’s important is that you’re here, or nearly so.
The town isn’t on any map, at least not any modern ones, but knowledge of it is not unknown to certain parties. Those versed in archaic and esoteric lore, for example, and of course the military. They came here early in the last century, almost a hundred years ago now. They cleansed the town, and more importantly, the waters near its shores. After that, the town was left to the less-than-tender mercies of time and the elements. You wonder why the military didn’t raze the town—bulldoze, burn, or even bomb it—and then salt the barren earth afterward. Perhaps they’d thought their efforts offshore had been sufficient. Or perhaps they’d been so sickened by what they’d found living in the town that they hadn’t wished to spend any more time in it than their orders required. Perhaps it was a combination of both. At any rate, the town, or at least the remnants thereof, still stands.
Why it has remained abandoned so long is difficult to say. Perhaps the government has endeavored to keep it so. Perhaps the citizens of nearby towns and villages have worked hard for several generations to blot the knowledge of this place from their collective memories. Or perhaps it’s because this land exudes an aura of despoilment, of wrongness, that induces an atavistic repulsion which keeps everyone who senses it away.
Everyone but you, that is.
You detect the smell before you physically reach the western outskirts. It’s coming from the river that flows through the town to empty into the Atlantic. It’s an odor of rank mud combined with decaying plant matter, one you find not altogether unpleasant. The odor intensifies the closer to the river you come. You encounter long-abandoned rail lines, their metal so corroded by neglect and the salt air that you imagine that they might crumble beneath your weight should you step on them. A road parallels the tracks, in no better condition than they are, the bricked surface cracked and buckled.
Up to this point, the air has been still, but now a breeze kicks up as you mount the broken road and begin to proceed into the town proper. The wind comes from the east, off the ocean, the air cold and damp. It’s the kind of cold that seeps into the bone, chilling from the inside out. The sky is overcast, the clouds thick, heavy, and bruise-purple. You feel a raindrop kiss the back of your hand, and while the water fell from the sky, you know its origins are out there, beyond the town, in the gunmetal-gray waters that lap the shore. There’s history in this water, history beyond history, what geologists call Deep Time. You can feel it, hear it whispering to you across the aeons, even in this one tiny droplet. You pause to raise your hand to your face. You inhale the water’s scent—traces of stagnation, rot, and old blood—then you unfurl your tongue and touch the tip to the drop, tasting it.
The water speaks not of life or death. To Deep Time these things are so fleeting as to be virtually without meaning. Instead, the water speaks of the movement of tectonic plates, of ocean tides shaping and reshaping the land’s contours, of stars wheeling overhead, their light traveling across vast gulfs that are not as empty as humanity might wish.
This water is ancient, but more than that, it’s seasoned, altered by forces dark and alien—alien not just to life on land, but to all natural life on this planet.
Your tongue—which is far longer and more slender than a human tongue should be—withdraws into your mouth and you grin. Splendid. Even better than you’d hoped for.
More droplets fall, not a full-fledged rain yet, but definitely more than a sprinkle. A light shower might be the best term for it. The wind picks up strength, and the drops pelt you like spiked balls of ice. You’re only mildly aware of the sensation, but it doesn’t bother you overmuch. After all, water is water.
Now that you’re well into the town, there’s a distinct odor in the air, one psychic as much as physical, a nauseous piscine smell that lingers despite the fishery having been shut down so long ago. Not that the fishery was solely responsible for the stink, but the obscenities that once called this place home have not moved through these streets with their ungainly bodies and labored wet breathing for the better part of a century. And yet their scent remains. You suppose that during the long years they were here, this smell seeped into the wood and stone, and into the very earth upon which the town rested, and the passage of a hundred years has done little to blunt its edge.
You pass long-deserted houses and businesses, many windowless or boarded up, roofs sagging or more often collapsed. The wood is weather-damaged to the point where it’s falling apart in wet threads. Friable stone and brick are covered with greenish-black mold that appears to be the only thing preventing them from crumbling away to dust. Despite the dissolution that surrounds you, all is not silence. There’s the sound of the wind and the rain, of course, but beyond that you can hear the distant cry of seabirds coupled with lapping waves.
You detect occasional movement in your peripheral vision, and you sense more than see shadowy forms shuffling, limping, hopping, their awkward, clumsy and sometimes spastic movements a grotesque parody of physical motion. But when you turn your head to bring the figures into sharper focus, nothing is there. They are shadows, you think. Echoes of what once was. But you’re not certain of this, and it makes you uneasy.
You spy a patch of bare earth next to the broken road, and you walk over to it. You crouch down and push your fingers into the moist, yielding soil. You leave them there for several moments before withdrawing them. Your fingers are coated with blackish-gray slime, and you hold them up to your nose and inhale deeply, like a gourmand breathing in the scent of a fine wine. It’s the smell of corruption, and it suffuses the muck down to the molecular level. Perfection.
You extend your hand and let the rain wash away the slime. Your flesh is not cleansed, though. It would take much more than water to remove the foul residue. Not that it troubles you. This soil—this soiled soil—is, after all, why you’ve come here.
The rain intensifies and the wind blowing in off the ocean gains in strength. It becomes an effort to continue pushing forward, but you know that’s the point, and you don’t let it deter you. You did not travel so far to be easily discouraged.
As you continue past mounds of splintered wood and cracked stone that used to be houses and businesses, you hear—despite the noise of wind and rain—a skittering, as of something, a number of somethings, moving through the debris that surrounds you. The residents of this town may have long since departed, but that doesn’t mean the place is uninhabited. When a vacuum occurs, whether naturally or not, something will arrive to fill it. It is the way of things. After all, you’re here, aren’t you?
Whatever the creatures are, they are small. One, perhaps two feet in length. But what they lack in size, they more than make up for in numbers. You judge that there are dozens around you, perhaps hundreds. For now they are keeping their distance, which suits you just fine. You’d prefer not to deal with them unless and until it’s absolutely necessary.
Several times you catch glimpses of the creatures as they dart through the fallen remnants of buildings. The light is exceedingly dim thanks to the dark clouds hanging overhead. Almost as black as night, and the rain decreases visibility even more. You catch only flashes of detail—hairless mottled hides, misshapen limbs, gnarled claws, twisted tails…And of course teeth: large, sharp, and numerous.
You sense movement in the sky above you, and you look upward, rain pelting your face, striking your eyes. You blink to clear them and detect shadowy shapes gliding overhead, circling, swaying this way and that as they work to navigate turbulent air currents. You can’t make out much detail beyond their general shape—wings, beaks, legs. You hear their cries over the gusting wind, but they don’t sound like the call of gulls, rather like the angry screams of newborn babies demanding to be fed. Periodically, one of the birds dips lower, as if to get a closer look at you, but it never comes within arm’s reach.
You lower your head and continue pushing forward against the wind. Your verminous escorts have shown no sign of aggression yet, but you know that will change, and sooner rather than later.
At length you reach the harbor. The structures here are in worse condition than any you have seen so far in your journey through this town. More than the passage of years has been at work here, you think. Judging from the condition of the wood—what little remains, that is—you wager fire set by the hand of men was responsible. These buildings were too close to the water, too close to the contagion the military had come to eradicate, and they could not be left standing to fall apart on their own. There are no docks, and no indication that any ever existed. The military destroyed them as well.
You can see the ocean now, water so gray it’s almost black, turbulent waves surging, leaping into the air like things alive. The storm clouds over the water are thicker and darker, and lightning coruscates over the waves, followed almost instantly by shattering thunder. Once there was a reef black as night beyond the shore, a formation that stood for centuries. There is no sign of it now. Another remnant of the past erased by the military.
Your arrival has not gone unnoticed.
The wind coming off the ocean doubles, triples in strength, and it’s all you can do to remain on your feet. The rain becomes a torrent, the water striking you like blades of ice. The small creatures that accompanied you as you made your way through town come slinking out of hiding now. They ignore the wind and rain as they gather in large groups, forming a circle around you, crawling over one another, snapping and snarling, biting and clawing. There is no name for these small monstrosities. They are what the town’s dogs, cats, and rats became over the course of the last century, bodies and natures warped by the corrupt ground beneath their feet. They are little more than tooth, claw, and appetite, but mindless as they are, they nonetheless heed their master’s voice, and you know they have been commanded to stop you here.
The birds descend, the wind and rain far too strong for them to remain aloft. They fill the space left by the distorted vermin until no room remains for you to move. These creatures might have been gulls once, but their beaks are twisted, their feet more like crustacean claws, and barnacle-like growths protrude between slime-coated feathers. Tendrils emerge from the growths, wave in the air as if tasting its scent, and then retract.
The assembled creatures make no move to attack you. They merely regard you with eyes of deep, endless black, but you can feel something else gazing at you through them. A vast intelligence, uncaring, unfeeling. Not malicious— not in the way humans use the word, anyway—but merely curious. And cautious.
You look into those eyes and say, “I request an audience.”
Despite the wind, rain, and thunder, you don’t raise your voice. There is no need. The creatures can hear you just fine.
You turn your gaze seaward and wait. For several long moments nothing happens, but then you detect a bulge in the water, growing larger as it moves closer to shore. Something is coming. Something large. It moves past the spot where the reef once lay and keeps coming. When it is only a few hundred feet off shore, it breaks water and rises into the air. The vermin chitter with excitement and the birds let out their angry-baby cries. Their master has arrived.
He has not come in his true flesh, but instead in the form of an avatar, a gargantuan body comprised of rock, sea plant, ancient bone, the splintered remains of sunken ships, and the decaying bodies of dead whale, shark, and squid. Gold threads run throughout the conglomerate nightmare like metallic veins, and despite the absence of light—or perhaps in a way because of it—those veins glow and shimmer, as if giving off the same bioluminescence of the denizens born to the deepest, darkest ocean depths.
A bluish-white mound forms the head of the leviathan, and as you look closer, you see that it is made from the naked, bloated bodies of men and women who have drowned at sea. They cling to one another to keep from falling apart, their dead white eyes focused on you, mouths opening and closing soundlessly, like fish out of water.
One thing you’ve always appreciated about the Old Ones is their sense of style, and this one doesn’t disappoint.
“My lord Dagon,” you begin. “My most humble thanks for deigning to meet with me. This place—” you spread your arms—”is yours and ever shall it remain. I make no claim upon it, nor shall I ever. But the land is rich with foulness and decay, and since you’re not at present making use of it, I thought I might…borrow it for a time?”
The avatar’s dead-white eyes gaze upon you unblinkingly. And then, without any apparent signal being given, one of the vermin shoulders its way through the mass of birds toward you. When the creature reaches you, it raises up on its hind legs, opens its tooth-filled mouth, and with a single sharp motion lunges forward and bites a chunk of flesh from the back of your hand. It hurts, but the pain is tolerable. A thick green substance oozes forth from the wound, but you pay it no mind. Instead you watch the vermin fall back down on all four feet and chew in a way that strikes you as thoughtful.
This is it, you think. If the Lord decides against you, his servants will fall upon you and tear you apart before you have a chance to defend yourself. You are powerful, yes, but not that powerful. Not yet. There is no way you could survive such an attack, and you know it.
The vermin chews, chews…At one point its snout wrinkles in what seems like disgust, and you fear it’s going to spit you out. But it doesn’t, and at last it swallows. The small beast looks up at you for a moment before turning and slinking away. The other vermin turn and begin moving off, and the birds launch themselves into the air and allow the wind to carry them off. You stand alone, facing the avatar. It remains motionless for several moments, but then it slowly nods once, dislodging several of the drowned men and women who fall soundlessly to the water. And then the avatar slowly recedes into the harbor until it is gone, with only a handful of floating bodies left behind to indicate it had ever been there. The lightning and thunder cease then, and the rain lets up, although it doesn’t stop entirely. The wind dies down, becoming a gentle breeze once more.
You have your answer.
Smiling, and in truth more than a little relieved, you turn and start walking in the direction of the town square. It seems as good a place as any to begin. The streets there are as broken and buckled as anywhere else in town, and there are numerous places where earth is exposed. You choose one such place and crouch down next to it. The wound on the back of your hand still oozes thick green, and it is this hand which you plunge into the ground, shoving deeper, deeper, until your arm is buried to the elbow. Now you wait. It doesn’t take long.
Soon thin tendrils begin to push their way up through the cracks in the street, stretching toward the overcast sky from which nourishing rain continues to fall. The tendrils are a mottled, sickly green, misshapen and covered with tiny thorn-like spines. They are small now, yes, but in this ground they will grow large and strong, and they will spread far beyond the confines of this town, this region, this country. And who knows? Perhaps one day, even beyond this world.
Say what you like about the Old Ones, you think, your substance dwindling as it’s drawn into the earth to feed your children. They may be set in their ways, but they’re not opposed to new growth.
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“Oh, David, it’s so beautiful here!” Ellen said, squeezing his arm. Through the open window, the brisk air from the coast smelled of salt as a flock of gulls winged their way past their rental car. It had been a long journey from Charleston, but the drive was spectacular. “I can’t wait to see Devil Reef. The tourist website noted that Lovecraft used it as a location in a story once. But even he didn’t know about Cassie, the local sea monster.”
He smiled at her. “I don’t know why you like that old hack’s writing so much!”
Ellen frowned. “I think it’s terrible the way they call Cassie a ‘monster’ when she’s never harmed a soul that they know of.”
David nodded, saying nothing. Ellen had a real obsession with Cassie. The legend held that it was some sea serpent originally sighted in Casco Bay near the city of Portland, Maine in the late 1700s, hence the “Cassie” nickname. It was like America’s version of the Loch Ness Monster. In intervening years, the alleged cryptid had been seen lurking offshore in several other parts of coastal New England, even as far south as Providence, Rhode Island.
“You still don’t believe in her, do you?”
“I will if she shows.”
“Lots and lots of people have seen her over the years,” Ellen declared. “I’m sure she’s down there, deep in the water somewhere.” Ellen leaned over to kiss his cheek. “You’re a darling to indulge my dream of seeing her!”
He glanced over at her. “Hey, maybe we’ll get lucky and she’ll pop up for us.
Even if she doesn’t show it’s been a great honeymoon.”


“Better than great. Perfect.”
And she kissed him again.
 
Innsmouth, Massachusetts. Home.
After everything that had happened, I simply wanted to put it all behind me—but recent events, namely my therapist’s admonishment to address my escalating night terrors, had finally convinced me to return to the city of my birth. That’s one reason why I began writing this journal, to track my nightmares, but the notes only forced me to realize I had to go back one last time.
After all these years, I packed a bag and headed east. It was a several-hour drive to the coast, well over three hundred miles. The roads wound through small villages, along narrow avenues of trees, past lush green hills pushing skyward, but which grew bleaker and flatter as I approached the sea. Some of the trip was through visually rich country, but I had no eye for scenic splendors. Even after all these years, the place reflected only darkness for me. The shade of Ellen’s death had rendered the terrain stark and menacing.
It was late evening when I arrived at the seaside just on the outskirts of Innsmouth. I rented a room for the night at a local hotel in town, the Gilman House, girding myself for the morning trip to Devil Reef, a small island not too far off at sea.
The place where it happened.
Where Ellen died.
In the spectral silence of the hotel, I slept fitfully, her screams echoing in my mind.
 
Distantly, thunder rolled.
“I hope the weather holds,” she said. “There’s a ruin on the island we can explore, then I want to take a long boat ride along the coastline. They say the water near the island has magical powers.”
David shrugged. “Fine with me. They have sudden storms here sometimes, but let’s have positive thoughts.”
 
As I motored the boat across the narrow channel to the Reef, I recalled that fateful day, all those years before.
She had planned our day at Devil Reef to the last detail. The only residence on the island—rumored by superstitious locals to be haunted by a very rich industrialist whose wife had drowned herself after the death of their son—was a ruined house. They claimed he later hanged himself. The place fell into disrepair, and was now apparently a dilapidated, robber baron-style mock Tudor château dating back to the late 19th century, at the southern end of the Reef; Ellen had insisted we explore every inch of it. To me, it sounded like little more than a huge, spooky old house with an overgrown yard, but Ellen said it was like taking a time machine back to a world of Damsels and Gentlemen.
Now, standing on the boat, I regarded the menacing portico of the crumbling manor through the waning light of a cool autumn day with dread. My eyes teared as I remembered her girlish excitement that day, her beaming face.
My therapist had been wrong: There was no closure to be found here—only sharp pangs of remembrance and regret.
 
Ellen had packed a lunch to take with them when they set out for Devil Reef. The weather had held, but the sky was a cold slate gray, promising rain. A wind was rising, and had grown in strength by the time they were on the water.
But it all went horribly wrong.
 
Standing on the rock-strewn shore of the Reef, I was reliving each dreadful moment of that terrible afternoon anew. The long years melted away; I felt weak, my mouth dry…I could almost hear my darling Ellen on the wind.
 
“Wind’s pretty severe,” said David. “Better let me take over.”
They were nearly across the narrows, choppy gusts rocking the motorboat; Ellen fought the rising waves as she steered the craft.
“No, no,” Ellen replied over the noise of the engine. “We’re almost there. I can make it.”
The gloomy waters of the island were roiling around them, and a steady rain had begun.
“Cassie’s not likely to show up in weather like this,” he joked, trying to lighten what was rapidly becoming a dire situation.
“The storm’s getting worse,” Ellen admitted, “but we’ll be on the island soon.
If things get too bad we can shelter in the mansion.”
“Good idea,” he said, pulling the collar of his coat tighter. “Maybe we should have waited another day to come here.”
“This storm isn’t going to last,” she said, tugging at the wheel. “Bet the sun’s out by the time we finish lunch.”


David smiled. “A born optimist. Let’s hope you’re right.”
“Consider it an adventure,” she declared, smiling back at him. “We’re like Washington crossing the Delaware.”
“Yeah,” he replied, “but without the snow.”
 
That’s when it happened. So clear…so horribly vivid…
 
They were closer to shore now, the demonic wind shrieking, the rain slicing the water like swords.
Ellen abruptly killed the motor. “Look!” she shouted, pointing ahead.
A massive tree limb had snapped off in the storm; the current was driving it toward them. Like a rolling spear, it slammed into their boat, penetrating the hull, allowing the black waters to rush in.
David yelled above the raging whitecaps and squall: “The boat’s going! We’ll have to swim for it!”
As the crippled boat sank behind them, they swam desperately for the shore of Devil Reef. The wind struck hard, like a giant fist, pushing them back, deeper into the churn.
“Exhausted…can’t…can’t go on,” gasped Ellen, barely able to keep her head above the raging ocean.
She was flailing wildly when David reached her. “Just hold my belt! We’ll make it.”
Ellen was reaching for him when another broken tree branch smashed into them. He heard her scream his name; then, still screaming, she was swept away in a lethal swirl of seawater.
David blacked out.
When he regained consciousness, he was lying on his back on the black sand beach of Devil Reef, not far from ruins of the old house. He was badly bruised, with a bleeding cut below his left knee, but he’d survived. The storm had abated, and the gray sky was clear of rain.
Ellen was gone.
 
Gone. Lost to me. My beloved Ellen.
I was trembling, sweating; my hands were shaking as I relived her last agonized cry. But no…suddenly, her voice was here, with me, on the island. She was calling my name!
I swung toward the sound of her voice. “Ellen…You’re alive! You can’t be!”
“But I am,” she said. “Just believe it, David.”
She was radiant, standing on the decayed porch of the weathered house, her milk-white body shimmering like spider silk. She seemed possessed of an inner fire.
“Come to me, David.” She beckoned, urging me forward. “Hold me! We belong together.”
Numbly, staring at her, I had crossed the distance from the shore to the porch and mounted the steps to take her lithe figure into my embrace. Her skin was smooth, like chilled marble.
“Come, my darling.” Closing her hand over mine, she led me back to the beach. The waters of Devil Reef swirled around my ankles.
“Where…where are you taking us?”
“To our new home,” she whispered. “We’ll be together. Always.“
I drew back. This creature was not, could not, be my Ellen. She was a ghost; a phantom conjured up by my need for her, my hunger. I pulled away, fearful of this glowing apparition—and as I did her arm jerked free of her body. Green, quivering tendrils of kelp wavered inside the bloodless socket.
“Great God! Your arm!”
She smiled at me as one might smile at a child. “It will grow back. The waters will restore it.”
“You can’t be real,” I said. “None of this is real!“
“Come with me, David and you’ll understand. I’m one with Cassie now— together at the bottom of the sea. She’ll be our guardian, make us immortal, as she is. Our life will be perfect!”
“No…no!“ I twisted abruptly away from her and stumbled back to the waiting powerboat.
She watched me from the shore, unmoving, unblinking, a luminous form framed by the ramshackle architecture of a bygone era. “Goodbye, David. We’ll always remember you.”
I scrambled into the anchored boat as rain began to pummel the acrylic deck of the vessel. The cloud cover had dropped very low, creating a patchy froth of cold fog. The sun was on the horizon, detached, wan. Far away, I thought I heard a low rumble, as of some huge creature rousing from a deep slumber. As I watched, Ellen—her arm now almost completely refashioned— pointed just above me, tears streaming down her face. I turned to look. Through the fog, I could just make out the dim silhouette of—something. Something huge. Rising from the water, it moved with serpentine grace, but was largely obscured in the fog and darkness.
I don’t remember anything after that except waking up in a chilly sunrise, still inside the modest cabin of the boat. On the Reef, the house had vanished, with only a few pieces of chunky gray foundation breaking through the loamy earth.
As the sun dawned, I saw no trace of Ellen, and the golden light was a relief as it warmed my body from a cloudless sky. I started the boat, my hands steady. I’d had no nightmares. I felt at peace. As I made my way back toward Innsmouth and away from Devil Reef, I knew two things: One, that I would never be back again…
And two, Christ help me, that I’d love Ellen forever.
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Fishing with Father.
The sea was vast, impenetrable, its surface rolling dark gray hills. White mist connected directly to water, no land to be seen in any direction. Their boat felt impossibly small. The motor’s fumes combined with the rocking motion to make her nauseous.
But none of that mattered now, because something was tugging at Ammie’s line. She began reeling, and it was so hard—how big was this fish? She cranked the line, her small girl muscles straining, her right hand going round and round, the distinctive buzzing sound of the reel louder than either the boat’s engine or the sea. She wondered where Father was; what if she couldn’t keep reeling? What if her arms gave out before the fish did?
She saw something coming up, something pale flashing just beneath the translucent top of the ocean, and she felt a wave of relief…but as she kept reeling, she saw the catch was pink and not fish-shaped. When Ammie realized what was on the end of her line, relief turned to terror.
It was a severed human hand.
She gave the line a tug and the thing flipped up onto the deck of the boat. Where was Father? What was she supposed to do? She looked down at the hand and saw the deck of the boat was awash in blood. She felt sick, and she—
Ammie woke up.
For a moment she really thought she might be sick; but after a few seconds she was able to shake off the dream’s queasiness.
She’d had the dream off and on for years, with slight variations. Sometimes she never actually saw the thing on the end of the line, but she knew. Sometimes it was a head, or a foot. But there were constants, too: The gray water. The first sight of pale skin flashing through the water. The grind on her muscles. Her missing father.
Ammie debated trying to go back to sleep, but her tablet showed that it was almost six, and the sun was already painting the sky. She pushed aside her window blinds and glanced out; unlike her dream, today would be clear and hot, the water of Innsmouth Harbor clear and quiet. A mile beyond the shore, she could just make out the tiny black line that marked the top of Devil Reef.
The semester had ended last week, Ammie had graduated elementary school, and now she had six weeks to herself. Her best friend Martin was off on a trip with his family, or she would have hung out with him, watching movies and going down to the convenience store for ice cream. She decided she wanted to go to the library today. It was on the other side of town, along Federal Street, and meant a two-mile walk, but Ammie didn’t mind. She liked walking through Innsmouth; she liked looking at the old Victorian houses and the old people who lived in them. Sometimes she saw them, the aged ones, with their skin like crumpled paper and their glasses and canes, and they saw her. They never smiled or waved; some of them gazed at her sadly.
Ammie had once asked her mother about Innsmouth’s senior citizens. “Why are there so few couples? I always see just one old man or woman around the houses, but never both.”
“Old people die, honey,” her mom had told her. “It’s rare to find an elderly couple anywhere.”
But Ammie spent a lot of time on the computer, talking to friends she hadn’t met in faraway places she’d never been to, and she saw lots of old couples. Sometimes they posed with grandchildren; they looked happy.
She also saw lots of people her age who knew what their parents did for a living. Martin’s father drove a truck, and his mother taught kindergarten. Ammie knew only that her mother didn’t work. She had no idea what her father did. He was gone for days or weeks; he said he was fishing. He brought home fresh salmon and crab as if to prove that. He talked about adventures wrangling big ones, or spotting a shark, or a whale that bumped the boat.
But they had a big two-story house in a small town. Ammie knew their house was huge compared to a lot of houses around the country; most of the houses in Innsmouth were big. She’d never seen a house for sale in Innsmouth, but she knew they must be valuable, worth more than a single fisherman with a thirty-foot cabin cruiser could make.
Her father had never actually told her that he made his living as a fisherman; it was simply all he ever talked about, on the rare occasions when he was home. She’d asked her mother what he did for a living, and Mother had told her that Father’s family had money and he didn’t have to work.
Ammie wondered why he was gone so long, if he didn’t have to work.
“Maybe he’s a spy,” Martin had told her once, when they were playing videogames at his house. “That’s why he can’t talk about it.”
Ammie tried to imagine her father as James Bond or Jason Bourne, a fast-thinking man of action.
She couldn’t. She couldn’t, in fact, imagine him as anything.
She’d been fishing with him, at least. He’d taken her out several times a year for as long as she could remember. He’d almost been like a normal father, then, showing her how to bait her hook, helping her lower her line, teaching her how to watch for the giveaway snap that meant a fish was on. And then, when she’d reeled her fish in, she’d tried not to watch as he’d hauled it up with the cruel gaff, then clubbed it senseless and thrown it into the catch box while fish blood and sea water swirled around her tiny sneakers. Later, he’d clean the fish, swiftly scraping aside scales and tossing aside glistening pink innards.
It wasn’t until she’d posted photos of herself with Father and dead fish to her circle of unmet friends that she’d realized most children hadn’t grown up surrounded by blood. “Gross,” one had posted. “Why aren’t you hurling?” asked another.
She didn’t know. It had never occurred to her that other kids thought all fish naturally looked like Mrs. Paul’s Fish Sticks. They hadn’t been raised to accept that death and blood were part of their lives.
Sometimes they asked about Innsmouth. “Is that place as weird as they say?” Ammie had heard some of the rumors, old stories about things that had happened in the town long ago, but she thought things she saw in New York or Los Angeles were much weirder.
Ammie checked her tablet for e-mail, and then left her bedroom at just after 6:30. Father had been gone for three days, and Mother would probably be up in another hour. She went into her own bathroom, having decided to shower quickly and leave the house on her library expedition before Mother could come up with chores for her instead.
She pulled her pajama bottoms down—and stared at the red spots that dotted the crotch.
Red spots?
Mother had taken her aside a few months ago and given her “The Talk”, about the differences between boys and girls, and how babies were made, and how she would soon bleed for five days a month. “Menstruation,” it was called. Or “having a period.”
Was that happening to her now? She searched her body for other signs, and remembered the dream. She’d never been nauseous from it before; she was still unsettled now. And the blood around her feet…
She felt something warm and looked down. A trickle of red appeared on the inside of one thigh.
“Mom!”
Ammie ran out of the bathroom, no longer caring whether Mother kept her home with housework or not. She opened the door of the master bedroom and saw the form of her sleeping mother beneath the covers.
“Mom!”
Her mother stirred and looked at her, bleary-eyed but concerned. “What’s the matter, Ammie, what’s -?”
Ammie thrust her stained pajamas out. “Is that…am I…?”
Mother squinted at the pink flannel, and she turned ashen. She stared until Ammie asked, “Am I okay, Mom?”
“Oh, yes, honey, it’s just your first period. Let’s get you cleaned up.”
Mother led her into the bathroom and showed her how to use sanitary napkins. At some point Ammie realized her mother was crying. “What’s wrong?”
“I just…” Mother hugged her. “You’re so grown up now.”
They held each other a long time; there was something fierce in Mother’s embrace, as if she feared Ammie would vanish should she release her.
But she did release her, and Ammie didn’t vanish. Instead they spent the day together, chatting and cleaning and shopping and eating.
Almost like normal people.
 
Father came home a week later. As usual, he arrived smelling of brine and fish, carrying a bulging plastic trash bag. “Good catch,” he announced, smiling.
Mother gave him a polite kiss and then whispered something to him. He turned to Ammie, his smile gone. “Well, then,” he said. Nothing more.
But he had the same look she’d seen on the faces of some of the older people when she walked by.
 
Early that evening, while Mother prepared fresh fish fillets for dinner, Father came to see Ammie on the couch as she played a game on her tablet. “How’d you like to go out with me tomorrow?”
“You mean fishing?”
“Sure. We’ll have to leave early, though, so I’ll get you up about five.”
She didn’t want to go. She had a stack of new books from the library, she had new music she’d downloaded, and Martin was bored on his vacation (visiting family in Ohio) and spent most of his day texting Ammie. Today he’d sent her a picture of himself in his swimsuit. Ammie thought he looked cute.
“You should probably try to get to bed early tonight,” Father said, before walking away. She couldn’t argue with him. She wanted to scream, to tell him, I’m almost an adult now, and I don’t like fishing, and it scares me, so why can’t I just stay home? But she didn’t. She knew she never would.
 
She was already awake when Father knocked on her door at five a.m. sharp. “Ammie?”
“I’ll be right down.”
She got up, dressed, brushed her teeth. Her mother was waiting for her in the kitchen; that was strange, because usually Mother didn’t bother to get up when Father dragged Ammie out of bed for their fishing trips.
Mother handed her a cup of hot chocolate (Ammie’s favorite) and a bag. “I made you lunch for…later.”
Ammie sipped the hot chocolate, but was looking at her parents. They were glaring at each other in a way Ammie had never seen before: Mother almost furious, Father warning.
Finally Mother blurted out, “Do you -?”
Father cut her off. “You know we talked about this.”
That was all they said. Mother gave Ammie a silent hug before leaving the kitchen. Father led the way out the front door. “Let’s go.”
Ammie had never quite understood why these fishing trips had to start so early. Father had claimed that it had something to do with the tides, but Ammie couldn’t comprehend what or why. The hot chocolate had worked some magic to perk her up, but she was still moving slowly, not fully awake. Father, however, moved with energetic determination, even more than usual.
They piled into Father’s pick-up, Ammie bundled in a heavy jacket, and Father pulled out of the driveway and headed for the wharf, only a few miles away. As they drove through the early morning, the horizon just beginning to turn a blue so deep it almost hurt to look at, Ammie saw that the old people, all the ones in the Victorian gingerbread houses she passed on her walks, were out on their porches or front sidewalks.
What on earth are they doing…?
As they drove through town, Ammie realized: They were all watching her. At first she thought it was just an illusion, that it was still too dark to see where their eyes were really turned, but after a few blocks she knew. Their faces were tilting in her direction as the truck passed; she could almost feel their eyes on her, measuring.
Father drove in silence until they reached the wharf. By then Ammie was glad to be away from the houses and the elderly stares.
The Atlantic Ocean was turning gold where the sun was cresting it, and Ammie was pleased to know that at least the day would be spent beneath blue sky and sunshine, not the colorless mist of her nightmares. They made their way around the wharf until they reached Father’s boat, the Nereid. There were other fishermen going out early, but Ammie felt separate from them, isolated. Of course she was the only girl she saw, but even beyond that…only one man nodded to her father, and then gave Ammie a look of frank appraisal that made her blood freeze. She was relieved when the Nereid was untied, the motor started, and they were picking up speed as they headed away from shore.
For a while Ammie sat by the side of the boat, losing herself in the sight of the white froth their passage kicked up. The shore grew smaller behind them as they veered away from other boats. Father steered carefully around Devil Reef, and Ammie eyed its uneven dark gray surface uneasily. She’d heard stories about people dying on the reef, that the bottom of the ocean fell away to unmeasurable depths just past the reef. She was always glad when they’d left it behind.
Unfortunately, the bright weather didn’t hold. Ammie looked up and saw a bank of mist ahead of them to the east. Father drove the boat into it, and soon the sun was hidden and the world was white and gray.
Like the dream.
Father slowed the boat’s speed down, checking a fish-finder scope mounted next to the wheel. They drove for a few more moments, slower, slower, until finally he cut the engine altogether. They drifted, the only sound the slap of water of on the sides of the Nereid.
“You ready to fish?” Father was already getting a pole for her.
Ammie peered down into the water. “What are we fishing for today?”
Father didn’t look up from the hook and lead weight he was tying to her line. “Something special.” He finished and handed her the rod. He went to his big red tackle box, opened it, and retrieved an object. “Even the bait is special.”
He showed her what he held: it was a tiny box, about the size of one that might hold a ring; it was made of burnished metal, and had some sort of swirling symbol carved onto the top.
“Is that gold?”
Father nodded, and then opened the lid. What Ammie saw inside made her gasp.
The box held a small semi-translucent grayish blob, about the size of a marble. Within the organic jelly, Ammie thought she saw something moving, no bigger than an ant. “What is it?”
“I told you—it’s special bait.”
Father continued to hold the box out, and Ammie realized he expected something of her. She looked up at him, uncertainly.
“You have to bait the hook yourself.”
“Oh.” She started to reach up for the quivering ball, but hesitated before she touched it. Father nodded, and she picked it up. It felt oddly warm in her fingers, and vibrated slightly. She held it in her right hand, and ran her left fingers down the length of her line until she found the hook. She lifted the hook gingerly, afraid it would kill whatever the little egg-like mass held.
“Go on,” Father urged her.
She swallowed, lifted the hook, and ran it through the center of the blob. It seated firmly on the hook, but continued to tremble slightly. Father smiled, pleased.
“Good job. Now get it into the water, quick.”
Ammie moved the tip of her rod out over the water, released the catch on the reel, and held her thumb on the line as it unspooled. “How far?”
“About a hundred feet.”
The line continued to unwind, sinking, as Ammie watched the depth meter mounted on the reel. She wondered how close they were to Devil Reef, and how deep the ocean really was here. Finally the meter reached 100, and Ammie gave it a wind back to stop the release, then waited.
The boat rocked gently, and she was aware of the presence of her father behind her. She asked, “Aren’t you going to fish, too?”
“In a bit. But I want you to get the first one today.”
She waited, keeping a thumb on the line, feeling for telltale jerks. She tried not to imagine what might be at the bottom of the ocean, tangled in the weeds and rocks: bodies, battered by water and predators, torn apart, mere pieces to be hooked and pulled up…
The mist around the boat thickened, cutting out more light. The water darkened as well, going from gray to almost obsidian, polished black that rolled slightly more, hitting the sides of the cruiser with wet smacks.
Ammie asked, “Is there a storm coming?”
“Just keep your attention on your line.” The force of her father’s tone shocked her. He sounded almost threatening, and Ammie wished she was anywhere but here, on this boat, with him, with this line—
The line jerked.
“That’s it,” Father said. “Pull it up!”
Ammie started reeling. At first it seemed easier than she’d expected—easier than in the dream—but it went on, and her muscles began to feel the weight of whatever was on the line. She cranked, and knew she was sweating even in the chill mist, her arms starting to ache. She paused for a second, and her father’s voice was right behind her, close enough that she felt the warmth of his breath on her ear. “Don’t stop, Ammie—it’s almost here.”
She breathed in and continued to reel up the line; at last she thought she saw something in the water, flashing just below the surface. She felt relief that it wasn’t something pink and gray and human, but it wasn’t fish, either. She saw the silver of the lead weight, but just below it, where there should have been the shimmer of scales, was nothing.
Her father was leaning over the side of the boat now, not with the gaff hook but with a net. “Pull it up…just a little more…”
She thought her arms would surely explode, but she gave one last crank, leaning back, and then something was in Father’s net. He lifted it and opened the catch box at the rear of the boat and lowered the net in, then withdrew it, now empty.
Ammie kept the line taut as Father moved quickly to grab a long pair of needle-nosed pliers from his tackle box, which he used to remove the hook from her catch. He took the rod from her, and she fell back, exhausted, as he secured it in one of the holders attached to the sides of the boat. Then he nodded at the catch box. “Go see what you got.”
Ammie rose and walked over to look down.
The catch box had been filled with about a foot of sea water, and something floated in there now, a black mass plainly visible against the white plastic sides. It was about the size of a large tumor, and was covered with tentacles, dozens of them, jet black and each finished with a long, barbed hook. Even though Ammie couldn’t make out an eye, she had the sense that the thing was watching her. She felt this morning’s cup of chocolate churning inside her, she smelled the engine fumes, and thought she might be sick. Instead she sank to her knees by the catch box, staring at the glistening black thing.
“What is it?”
“Do you trust me, Ammie?”
She wanted to turn and look at her father then, but she had the terrible thought that if she did, the creature in the box might leap up at her, attach itself to her. She saw that it was using its barbed arms to pull itself along the bottom of the box, and she wondered if it would eventually pull itself up and out—
“Ammie?”
“Yes.”
“Yes, you trust me?”
She didn’t. She wasn’t sure she ever had, but she did what she thought her mother had always done, what she thought maybe all women had done: she lied. “Yes, I trust you.”
“I want you to put your hand in the water.”
Ammie looked down again, saw the clawed tentacles, the way the thing seemed to be trying to draw itself toward her. “Won’t it hurt me?”
“It’ll hurt for a second. But after that…”
Maybe this was some sort of test, and she was supposed to say, no. For the first time, she would say, no, to her father, and he would nod approvingly. Or she would reach her hand forward, and he would stop her just in time, and then turn the boat around to take them home.
Because she wanted to go home, she pulled back the sleeve of her jacket and started to reach toward the black thing.
Father didn’t stop her. In fact, she saw determination, even anticipation, on his face. Her hand inched closer to the waiting monstrosity, and still he didn’t call out or rush forward. He wasn’t going to, and she was about to snatch her hand back when pain penetrated her fingers. She stared, dread flooding her, at the mass clamped around her hand, which was engulfed to the wrist. Tentacles throbbed and writhed, and she saw drops of blood—her blood—spray into the catch box. She screamed, shook her hand, but still it clung to her. She tripped and fell back, landing hard against the side of the boat. Her father was calling her name and saying something, but she didn’t care what, she only cared about getting the thing off her, ending the pain—
And then it was done. The creature fell from her hand to the deck, dead. The pain vanished, leaving her to stare at her hand, at the dozens of pinpricks that oozed crimson, and she watched as the drops fell in slow-motion around her feet…wait, were those her feet? Those clumsy parts bound in rubber and canvas, laced with strings? And that bleeding mass at the end of her arm—how could that be her hand?
Her head spun, and she instinctively reached out for the side of the boat. She had a flash of panic—I’ve been poisoned!—before her consciousness somehow detached itself and floated, calm. She was disconnected from herself…or was truly connected for the first time. She saw the water around the boat not as a lightless seething danger, but as a comforting blanket, something a mother would wrap an infant in.
“Ammonite.”
She heard her name—her real name, not that ridiculous short version— and she understood it at last: an ancient sea creature, beautiful and strong and protected, thought to be extinct…but it was not. She stood, trying to grasp it all. One thing rose above the rest: she wanted to be in the water.
“Take off your clothes,” her father said.
She did. They were no longer necessary, and she was happy to be rid of them. She was happier still when she leapt from the side of the boat and the sea received her like a lost lover. She swam down, her new sight adjusting as she dove lower and lower, her strokes sure and powerful. As the light from overhead dimmed, she saw more of her kind—the older ones, the ones who had spent their time on land (just as she would) and had finally returned to the sea, leaving behind the mammals, the ones they bred with who would never change.
She swam toward the black mass that was called Devil Reef, down and down along its length, until she saw the ruined temples, and she understood that their gods (her gods) had died, and they were a failing race. They diluted their blood by mixing it with the land-dwellers; soon, their descendants would no longer be able to return to the sea. She wondered if she were the last of her father’s family who would know this change.
But the grieving could wait. She swam past one that looked familiar, and asked how long they could stay. “For weeks, if you want to,” Father answered.
“Yes,” she said, and wondered how far she could go.
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“They have the best damned lobster bisque I’ve ever tried.” Lianne was talking but I was having a bit of trouble believing the words I was hearing coming from her mouth. Lianne, who hated seafood, was telling me about her new favorite seafood place.
“So you’ve taken up smoking illegal substances as a hobby then?” I looked her way. Same great smile, same green eyes, reddish blonde hair pulled back from her high forehead, though her tresses were a few inches shorter. Same intoxicating freckles.
Sometimes I hated that we were friends. Okay, most times. Being in the “friend zone” meant she told me her sorrows and I listened, because I was too damned stupid to walk away.
She rolled her eyes and shot me a one-fingered salute.
“I’m all good with seafood, Lianne. It was you that made that face the first time I mentioned going to a seafood buffet.”
She looked out over the shoreline as the wind caught the tops of the waves and pushed them into a shimmying dance. A distance out in the waters the black blade of the Devil Reef broke the waves. These days they’d finally gotten smart and put a lighthouse out there to avoid any more accidents.
“People change.” She smiled as she said the words.
Lianne and her family had moved to Golden Cove five years earlier. I think part of me died that day. I remember helping her pack the truck and doing my best to keep calm through the entire thing and then I went home and stared at the walls of my bedroom, knowing I’d never see her again. I mean, yeah, it’s only a few hours drive from Boston to Golden Cove, but we were in high school and I didn’t own a car. The idea that my parents would ever let me borrow theirs for that sort of trip was a sad little joke.
I guess once upon a time that would have been the end of our friendship but, between the Internet and cell phones, the world has changed. Believe me, I was grateful for that.
There are some people where, it seems to me, a conversation can be put on hold for a decade and you still have no problem picking it back up. I have a few cousins like that. And I have Lianne.
After almost three years of talking through text messages and the occasional phone call, we finally saw each other in person a couple of summers back. I fell in love all over again as soon as I saw her.
It was only for a weekend that time. That was all I could afford by way of hotel rooms and there was no way in hell her folks were letting me stay at their place. They knew we were in the friend zone. They also were smart enough to know I didn’t want to stay there.
Two years later we were together again.
After hugging each other hard enough to make our ribs creak, we went through ten minutes of studying each other with little glances and from the corner of the eye and we started walking.
The boardwalk in Golden Cove is perfect. It’s one of those places designed to look like it belongs to the early part of the last century, while carefully hiding all of the modern conveniences.
Lianne could tell me the whole history of the city and she had a few times. She had fallen in love with the place and I could see why. The roads were twisting, serpentine messes that went nowhere or circled back on themselves instead of going in anything like a straight line. As she had always loved mazes she surely felt like she was coming home. The town had been razed back in the twenties. Years and years later some corporate types decided it needed to be rebuilt and spent a few million making it happen. The end result was Golden Cove.
Despite the screwy layout, it had a lot of charm. It also had Lianne, which meant I was immediately fond of it.
“The problem with your buffets,” she told me, “is that the seafood isn’t fresh. It doesn’t get fresher than straight off the boat.” She pointed and I saw the restaurant she had been moving us toward. It was at the end of one of the three piers along the boardwalk and looked as new and shiny as all of the other structures around it. Behind the place I could see a few boats that were docked and unloading bins filled with ice and fish.
Painted on the side of the single story house-like structure was a mermaid with an incredibly long tail and red hair to match.
I looked at the painting as we walked closer. The mermaid should have been pretty, but there was something off about the features. Eyes too large, lips too broad, nothing I could easily place. Despite the unattractive face I could admire the craftsmanship that had gone into the painting. Written under the illustration in elaborate script were the words The Sea Hag.
I guess that explained the unusual looks.
“Nice place,” what else could I say?
“Don’t be that way. Come inside and sit with me and have food. You won’t regret it.” She smiled and I melted a bit. Not that I’d planned on saying, no, in any case. I’d driven close to three hours and I’d have driven a lot farther. Besides, I wasn’t the one who didn’t like seafood.
“I’m just not sure that would have been the name I picked for a restaurant.” I was grinning when I said it and she took it in the nature it was meant.
“Whatevs, Richie.”
There was exactly one person on the planet I ever let call me Richie.
Despite the nearly perfect weather, despite the amazing view, there weren’t very many people in the restaurant. It was a little after two in the afternoon, so that didn’t surprise me all that much.
The hostess was a frumpy looking woman in her mid-fifties who apparently was the model for the mermaid out front. Red hair, bulging eyes and all, but she was pleasant enough.
The waiter was much younger and dressed in what I always thought of as a poor man’s tux. Black slacks, black suit, and a tuxedo shirt with a bowtie that I had no doubt was a clip-on.
I had the same sort of outfit in my closet at home, because saving up for a car had meant working at a job. College was paid for by the same job, and I was glad of it. We looked over the menu, and I listened with mild awe as Lianne ordered scallops au gratin and lobster bisque as a starter. I ordered the same. When in doubt, trust the locals to know the best food. The rolls they set down were drowning in garlic and butter, and I would have never considered eating them but Lianne attacked them and that meant she’d have bad breath, too. Besides, I had breath mints for just such emergencies.
While we waited, we talked. More accurately, she talked and I listened. Lianne asked me endless questions and I answered them in something of a daze. I hadn’t seen her in so damned long, and being with her, looking into her eyes and seeing her smile, it was enough to make me fall for her all over.
I’d told myself that I’d keep my calm when I saw her. I promised myself a dozen times that no matter what happened, I was not going to let myself bleed for her again. It was one thing to want to be friends with her and another thing entirely to see her. On the phone, online, we could be friends and I could keep my heart well away from her, but in person I felt like I was Superman exposed to kryptonite. She was the source of all my strength. She made me horribly weak.
After we’d finished eating Lianne patted her washboard abs and stood up. “Right back,” she looked around and spotted the sign for the restrooms. “Nature calls.”
“Pee for me, will ya?”
She shook her head and smiled that same old, amazing smile before heading away. I admit I spent the time doing my best to memorize the way her hips moved.
And while I was watching her walk away, the redhead came over and looked at me.
“You have it bad for that one.” Her voice was soft. She was smart enough not to talk that way and share it with Lianne, even by accident.
I looked at her. I’d thought she was unattractive before, but she wasn’t. She was, at worst, plain. She was also either younger than I had thought, or the shadows in the room took off a few decades. I’d have said no older than thirty on a second viewing.
“That obvious?” What can you do when you’re confronted with the truth? I could have lied, or gotten indignant, but no. She had me dead to rights and now and then it’s nice to admit truths to strangers. Easier, I guess, than telling the truth to the people you love.
The redhead’s eyes glittered in the odd light. I think we’d spent longer in there than I’d given credit for, because the sun was on the way down and the light had taken on a reddish hue that accented the woman’s hair.
“We all do it a few times, don’t we?” It wasn’t really a question, but I nodded anyway.
“I shouldn’t have come here.” I didn’t really mean for the words to pop out, but they did. I’d had one glass of wine with our late lunch, not because I liked wine, but because Lianne was doing it and it seemed a good notion at the time. I guess it had been enough to make me chatty.
“Why not?”
I shook my head as I looked at the opening leading to the restrooms. “I was almost over her. Again.”
My ears rang with a bright, clear note. I squinted because the sunlight was exactly too bright and that damned noise was loud enough to distract me.
And the redhead was leaning over, close enough that I could feel her breath against my face. I looked her way, only moderately surprised that she was so close, her lips inches from my ear, her breath warm and salty against the side of my face.
“She could be yours, you know. For a price.”
The words were conversational, as if she were chatting about the weather. I looked at her and really studied her face. Her skin was fine and dusted with freckles. Her face was broader than Lianne’s, and her features were very different, but not at all unpleasing. I wondered where I’d ever gotten the idea that she was older. She was late twenties, tops, and that appearance might have only been caused by the wind on her flesh season after season. Coastal living could be harsh, especially in New England.
“I don’t have much in my account.” I tried to make a joke of it. My ears still rang, and my eyes threatened to water as I squinted against the sun’s light.
“You are known to me, Richard.” I looked into her eyes. They were the most amazing shade of gray, like the sea when a storm is coming in. “I know your family name, and I know your family.”
I admit I wasn’t taken by surprise. My family is well known. They’ve been involved in Massachusetts politics for a very long time. Judges, mayors, a governor, and enough influence in Boston to make most people glad to stay on our good side. My branch of the family was as well off as any, but my parents had no intention of giving me an easy start. I had to earn my way through college and earn my way in life before I got anything.
I was okay with that. It stopped me from being too stupid. See, if I’d had money, I would have gleefully given the redhead whatever she wanted if it meant Lianne would be mine. My parents knew me that well, I guess.
I shook my head, trying to stop the damned ringing. “I barely have enough to pay for this meal.”
Her lips brushed my ear. My head was pounding, and my eyes ached. My ears kept singing notes inside my skull that echoed until I could barely think, but I felt a warmth run through me just the same when her lips touched my earlobe and my body reacted as surely as if she’d offered herself to me.
“Not every payment requires cash, young Richard.”
I opened my mouth to say something. I would like to claim it was a protest, but in that moment I’m not sure that was even close to the truth.
She kissed me hard and deep and I felt her tongue brush past my teeth. My skull was ready to split but she didn’t care. Her hand pulled at the buckle of my belt and I moaned into her mouth and
 
2.
 
It was a damned peculiar little daydream, and I snapped myself out of it.
I drank the rest of my wine and shook my head. Lianne was heading back from the restrooms and I stood up, desperate to relieve myself. My bladder ached as much as my head had for a moment.
The sun was back where it belonged and no longer trying to spear my eyes from their usual resting place.
“Trend setter,” I said. “See what you started?”
Lianne studied me for a long second and then smiled as brightly as I have ever seen her smile.
“Don’t get lost on the way.”
The good news was the men’s room was clearly marked. My headache was gone. The ringing in my ears was a thing of the past.
The dowdy redhead was wiping down the long oak bar and barely noticed me as I passed her. I resisted the temptation to shake my head at the notions that had gone through it. She was hardly my type and probably old enough to be my mother.
When I came back from the restroom, she was gone.
Lianne had pulled a fast one and paid the bill while I was gone. Despite my best arguments, she refused to let me compensate her.
The plan for the day had been simple enough. Walk, talk, and get to know each other again.
Somehow we wound up walking all the way back to my hotel room.
Here’s the way I had planned this. I had a week in town. I’d spend as much time with Lianne as she could tolerate. Then around day six, I’d make a comment about how well we seemed to fit together. In my mind’s eye, that would lead to a discussion about how neither of us was seeing anyone and how, maybe, after all these damned years of dancing around the notion, we should try being together.
I was graduating college. I had enough connections that honestly, it wasn’t going to take much of an effort for me to find a job, and hell, I’d even go crazy and move to Golden Cove if that was what she wanted. She could be near her family. We could be together.
I figured, in my special dreams, that in day seven we’d have the long and serious discussions, and in a perfect world, we would be an item at last. All my patience would have paid off.
The reality was a bit different.
We stopped long enough to buy a twelve pack of beer at the Milk Jug convenience store. There wasn’t really much discussion about it. We were too busy catching up on old times, discussing who we’d run across from high school and where. Mostly we ran across them on Facebook and mostly they were being idiots. I was really amazed at how much drama people were willing to put about themselves in a public forum.
The sun really was setting this time around, and we settled outside the room for a while and then went inside.
Five minutes after I closed the hotel room door, we were on the king-sized bed and shoving my suitcase to the floor, where it spilled out all of my clothes in a rain of cotton blend entrails.
Once again, there was no real discussion. Things just progressed.
Part of me wanted to slow down. Most of me thought that was the dumbest idea I’d ever had.
The majority won.
 
3.
 
Three months passed, and then it was six. In no time at all, I had spent most of a year in Golden Cove. My beliefs about family connections proved true enough. I was hardly a mover or a shaker, but I wrangled a job at the mayor’s offices without much difficulty. The job was not exciting. It didn’t need to be. What it needed to be was a good excuse to stay near Lianne, and it handled that task very well indeed.
Part of my duties simply came down to procuring new sources of revenue for the town. Golden Cove made a living as a tourist spot. It had been built on the ruins of old, abandoned Innsmouth and been given new life and since then it had thrived, but there was every reason to believe that it could do even better.
There were several companies interested in investing, and that was where I came in. Lunches with the right people, shaking hands and telling tales about how wonderful the town was. That might have been hard for some people, but Lianne had rubbed off on me. She loved Golden Cove, and as an extension, I now loved it.
Mike Marshall was with a British investment group that was looking to expand to the United States. One of the aspects they found fascinating was the very notion of creating pre-made towns for tourism. As a result he was visiting Golden Cove, and we were discussing the ways in which his firm and the Golden Cove Limited—better known to most people as the town council—might work together on new projects.
Because he wanted fresh seafood, we wound up at The Sea Hag. The place had not changed, and after ten minutes of sipping at drinks in the bar, they found a spot for us.
Lianne and I ate there a lot of nights, but I was seldom there for the lunch rush. I was rather surprised when I saw the redhead. She looked much the same as she had the last time I’d run across her; in her fifties, tired and not nearly as pretty as she’d been in my one preposterous fantasy.
She also looked heavy with child. As in very pregnant.
She barely acknowledged my existence. I did my best not to do a spit take with my beer when I realized how far along she was. There was a nasty voice in the back of my head that wondered how she could even get pregnant at her age. I’ll be honest and admit another voice wondered who would ever even consider her as a partner. I’m not proud of that voice, but it was there. That one shut down even faster when I remembered my fantasy. I stopped being much of a drinker after I graduated high school. The entire mess lost its appeal around the same time I had to start paying my own way in the world.
One glass of wine does not normally leave me fantasizing. That cynical voice told me it must have been a helluva vintage every time I thought about the intense fantasies that single glass had facilitated.
Mike stood up and looked around for a moment. Before he could ask, I pointed to the alcove that hid the restrooms.
He smiled his thanks and headed that way, and I signaled the waiter. I wanted to pay the tab before he got back.
The redhead came over and placed her hands on the edge of the table.
I looked at her and tried to smile. Her skin was patchy and her hair looked unkempt. I knew just looking at her that it was the pregnancy. Some women are supposed to glow when they are with child. Some don’t glow. They look sickly, like they’re fighting off a cold, or supporting a parasitic life form that is sucking all the vitality from them. Maybe that sounds harsh, but it’s my observation and I’m sticking to it.
“She’s happy with you now, isn’t she? Your girl who didn’t love you back?”
I blinked at that. The words were from a conversation we’d had, yes, but the conversation had been a part of my daydream and nothing more.
She smiled at me. Her teeth were a nightmare of uneven and yellowed dental opportunities. Her eyes were the same. That much was true. The same stormy gray I’d seen before.
That ringing came back to my ears, so sudden that it was painful enough to make me wince. I closed my eyes and looked away for a moment as bright flares erupted behind my closed lids.
“They’ll go away in time.”
“What will?” I didn’t want to sound rude, but my eyes ached, my head hurt, my ears wouldn’t stop keening out that singular note.
“The side effects.”
I opened my eyes and made myself look at her. She was young again, and lovely, and her belly was out in front of her, heavy with child.
“What are you talking about?” My voice faded a bit as I looked at her. Had I thought for even a moment she was suffering in her pregnancy? She was more alive and vital than most women I’d ever seen. The pregnancy agreed with her. She had a glow of vigor about her.
“They’ll be fine, healthy lads.” She touched the swell of her stomach. “Strong boys to keep up the family line.”
I frowned. Why would I care at all about her children?
I said nothing. I had no possible response for her.
“Our children, Richard. Our fine, strong boys.”
I blinked my eyes and shook my head.
“Come back again in a few months, Richard. We can do this again. We can make new deals for your prosperity and happiness. You want to be happy, don’t you, Richard? You and your fine young lady? Come again, Richard, and we’ll make everything happily ever after.”
When I opened my eyes, Mike was coming my way and smiling cordially enough. The redhead, dour and obviously uncomfortable, waddled toward the Staff Only sign past the restrooms.
My headache was gone again.
I managed a smile for Mike, though truth be told, I was feeling a bit sickly.
Another hour of pleasant conversation and our business was concluded. Papers were signed and there were handshakes.
An hour after that, I was dropping Mike off at his hotel and wishing him a safe trip.
The company was pleased, of course. Sometimes it felt like I could do no wrong.
Lianne was happy to hear about the deal for a couple of reasons. First, because anything that makes Golden Cove successful makes her happy. She loves the town and wants to see it succeed. Second, because I’d already told her that, if the deal went through, there was going to be mighty handsome bonus for me. A bonus, and possibly a promotion.
Either way, the end result was the same.
When I met with her that night, I did so with a very nice diamond ring for her left hand and with a promise that we would be together till death do we part.
She wants to have the wedding and reception alike at The Sea Hag. I can’t think of a better place. All of my memories of that silly little restaurant are pleasant ones and the staff practically feels like family.
Lianne and I have discussed it. Golden Cove is the place for us. There’s a Cape Cod I’ve been looking at along the shore, and the price is right. The advantage of working for the company is the price is always right. They have an amazing incentive package.
Sometimes you get lucky. Sometimes you get the girl.
The wedding is set for June.
We could have waited, but we both agree that we want kids. Lots of kids. We want to share our paradise with our children, and live happily ever after.
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1.
 
This is a bad sign…The surf hissed into the sand, depositing lacy foam on the tideline. Sheriff Allen looked from the twisted body on the shore to the sea; the sun had just vanished below the gray horizon, touching the stark early October air with orange as gulls weaved and bobbed in the chilly, cloudless sky. Normally he loved this time of year on the coast but today, the thing that had washed ashore filled him with a dread he had not experienced since … Since—
“Sheriff Allen?” The man’s voice was gruff, deep, yet distant. The fishy smell of the body mingling with the briny sea mist was strong in the officer’s nose as he snapped out of his thoughts. Overhead, seagulls cried in response, ready to swoop in on the carcass being tended to by the crime scene technicians.
“Yeah?” Allen turned away from the creature on the strand to the voice of the man approaching him—tall, fifties, in a gray felt hat and black duster.
“T. K. Potter, WMTE news.” The reporter was out of breath as he struggled against the wind in the fiery afterglow of sunset.
Sheriff Allen resisted the urge to grimace or roll his eyes. “Yes, Mr. Potter.
We have no official statement at this—”
“Is it another shark attack?”
“Now just hold on, Potter. No one’s concluded anything yet. You’ll know what I know when we convene the press con—”
“So you think it is, I take it.” Potter glanced over to where the crime lab was working. Though cordoned off, the body was clearly visible: small, with a strange iridescence on the patches of visible skin; the thing’s face was vaguely human in its cluster of features—eyes, mouth, nose—but flatter. The teeth and hairless skull were exposed in part; one of the eyes was missing, the other was shriveled and seemed to stare at the technicians. The body was swathed in a dark covering, not unlike a robe, which covered the legs, though one skeletonized foot was visible. The arms appeared unusually long and thin, the flesh rough and a ghastly pale blue-green hue; likely this was due to the process of decay, and the change of soft tissues into adipocere, but the appearance was freakish and strange.
Sheriff Allen pulled his collar together as the wind gusted again; the water was getting choppier as daylight faded into darkness. “I don’t know what’s happening.”
Potter looked at the sheriff once more. “Looks bad. When do you expect to release any details? Can I get an exclusive with you?”
One of the technicians waved a rubber-gloved hand at the sheriff, motioning him over.
“Excuse me, Mr. Potter.” Turning his back on the reporter, Allen switched on his flashlight and trudged several yards toward the scene, ducking under the tape barrier. As he converged on the body, the smell was more pungent, causing his eyes to water. He nodded a greeting to the two technicians, Randy Searles and Christy Wright. “Don’t talk to that guy. He’s that damned newscaster from WMTE. What’s the situation?”
Dressed in bulky overcoats and jeans, both of them regarded one another, unsure of what to say at first. Christy pushed a straggle of dirty-blonde hair behind her ear. “Well, not sure what’s going on, not exactly. I mean, it appears to be human. Sort of.” Playing her torch over the remains, she looked from the sheriff to Randy, the scene supervisor.
“I think what Christy means is that we looked it over, and it’s too decayed to really know who—or what—it might be. No ID on the body, either. Hard to tell if it’s human, or maybe a hoax, sort of like that thing in New York from a few years ago—the Montauk Monster.” The senior technician paused as the sheriff nodded in recollection, stroking his mustache. Randy continued: “Seems to have trauma from fish bites and weather, so I’d say it’s been around awhile…but there’s no way to definitively figure out if it’s a prank or something, especially out here. We need to take the garments off, maybe do X-rays and stuff. We did take a bunch of samples for the Massachusetts State Crime Lab. They have better facilities than we do in Marsh-by-the-Sea.”
Sheriff Allen nodded his comprehension. It was nearly dark and the temperature was dropping rapidly. “You got all the pictures and video you need?” The technicians nodded, their flashlights creating nightmarish shadows against the hollows and planes of the corpse. “Okay. Call Niels and let’s get the M.E. here to pick up the body. Doc’ll need to do the autopsy in the morning. I want to see if we can rule out another shark attack.” He looked out to the ocean, which was now just a great stretch of empty bleakness. In the distance, the flash of Annisquam Harbor Lighthouse brought momentary comfort to the scene of starless and bible black horror which Sheriff Allen always felt when he contemplated the bottomless depths at night. He breathed the frigid air in deeply, causing his lungs to ache as he tried to release the foreboding celestial irrelevance that crept past his subconscious and into his waking mind when he considered how powerless humans were against the immense, alien, powerful sea. And, beyond that, the trivial Earth as it spins around an insignificant star in an inconsequential galaxy…All of this in turn engulfed by the claustrophobic vastness of an indifferent universe…
“One thing that’s a bit odd, Sheriff Allen,” Christy said as she stripped off a glove and brought her camera up to show him the digital display. “We found some strange…glyphs, I might call them, on the clothing.” She swiped through several images before finding the shots in question. “See here?”
Allen studied the picture on the camera’s monitor, not sure what it meant. Very strange indeed. The image was of the black material enrobing the torso, but there was an odd symbol in red stitched into the threadbare fabric. It reminded him of something…something from his childhood perhaps: an oblong circle with a trident bifurcating it. Underneath this were parts of more symbols in yellow—hieroglyphic in style—but which, like the rest of the embroidery, had frayed and begun to unravel from the garment due to exposure. “Weird. Reminds me of something I can’t quite place.”
“Me, too, Sheriff,” Randy said. “You know, a lot of strange stuff has been washing up since Hurricane Sandy rolled through the area around us in 2012. Even though we were spared a direct hit, it changed some of the currents, I read. The fishermen have told me that in town, too—weird bycatch, animals they’ve never seen before swimming around out there. Big animals.”
Sheriff Allen nodded, recalling the increase in shark sightings over the summer. “Yeah, a few of those old salts told me the same thing. Not just that, either. More fish, especially up north near the old plant.” The bellow of the foghorn at the lighthouse floated toward them; the tide was beginning to come in.
“Great work, you two. Button it up here. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
2.
 
The following day, as he waited on hold with the Medical Examiner’s office, Sheriff Allen sat back in his office chair at the station, observing dust motes as they floated in the morning rays of sun slanting though the blinds. It occurred to him that the unsettling display from the previous night had unearthed some long-forgotten uneasiness about the history of the area.
He’d seen it all, at least as far as recent local changes were concerned. Some had been good, others less successful.
As a kid, he had not understood the realities faced by his parents before their divorce. Marsh-by-the-Sea, Massachusetts then was more like a failed nation-state than a town; it was communal, an enclave for proto-hippies and hipsters seeking refuge from the conformity and size of late-1950s Boston, and a break from the horror and shock of a post-Holocaust, Cold War world. In the ensuing years, the place’s fortunes had waxed and waned based largely on climate, both meteorological and political.
By the time he was a young man in the 1970s, the proximity to Boston and New York City had changed the place from a backwater with crumbling infrastructure and countercultural ties to a kind of New England Riviera, albeit colder. Most of the natives had been priced out by the boom created from inexpensive property, which was promptly demolished and refashioned into McMansions. Marsh-by-the-Sea had exploded from a sleepy village of less than 1,100 when Sheriff Allen was a boy to a bustling tourist destination of more than 10,000 full-time residents—a mecca and playground for the idle wealthy from the megalopolises of the Eastern Seaboard.
Of course, prosperity like that always comes with a price. Nearby Portsmouth had been prosperous once, too, but after its power station—the Manuxet River Nuclear Complex—and the surrounding working-class community had been decommissioned due to an accident, the place dried up. The Feds had imposed the terrifying perimeter of an Exclusion Zone to seal off the area from permanent habitation, which was part of the reason for the improved fortunes of Marsh-by-the-Sea. There was still occasional trouble—squatters, religious cults, people attracted to the deserted old town of Portsmouth, not Newburyport, as the possible site of inspiration by the pulpsmith H. P. Lovecraft for his tale The Shadow over Innsmouth—but nothing too major.
“Doctor Heidegger,” said a voice on the phone.
Sheriff Allen sat forward, turning his attention to the notes on his desk. “Hi, Doc, it’s Ed Allen.”
“Hi, Ed. Glad you called. I was going to give you a ring after I closed up this car accident—”
“Do you need to go?”
“No, I’ve got Randy covering. Listen, that body from last night—”
“That’s why I’m calling, Doc. Have you had a chance to take a look?” The doctor cleared his throat. “I have. Pretty interesting specimen.”
“I thought so, too. Sort of creepy. What do you make of it? Think it’s a hoax, or—”
“Oh, no. It’s real all right. It’s an animal, and it has some peculiar qualities.
The techs said it washed up?”
“That’s right.”
“Well, it’s been dead a long time. The tissue has turned into adipocere— corpse wax. Another strange thing: under the scope, some of the tissues are still active, at least microscopically. They’re alive, dividing, but barely.”
Sheriff Allen’s brow furrowed. “Is that…is that normal?“
“Definitely not. Another thing: the composition of tissues that hadn’t solidified are non-human and human. Randy made a good call forwarding those samples to the State Lab. In fact, we added more from the viscera, which was all well-preserved as a result of the adipocere. Even stranger, however, was the fact that the heart had only three chambers, like a reptile or amphibian, but was much larger—the size of a six or seven year-old child.”
Allen scribbled notes onto his writing tablet. “That’s really bizarre.”
“I’ll say it is. And the way the arms, legs, and head are proportioned is interesting. If this is a hoax, it’s the damnest one I’ve seen in twenty-seven years as a pathologist. And the X-rays? Oh, boy.”
Allen leaned back in his chair again and stroked his mustache as he considered the doctor’s assessment. “Okay. Weird.” He ran a calloused hand through his shock of curly brown hair. “So, what do we do now?”
After a pause, Doctor Heidegger replied: “Well, I say we wait on the State Lab. That’ll take a few days. It might take longer if they have trouble or they decide to forward anything to the DNA Casework Unit at the F.B.I.. We’ll have to see.”
“Got it. I appreciate the update, Doc. Any idea if this could have been another shark situation?” Over the summer, tourists were spooked by a series of minor attacks just off the shore, and even two in a brackish creek feeding into the sea. After a period of intense searching, the attacks dissipated; the local fishermen suspected a rogue Bull Shark, not unlike the 1916 attacks in New Jersey, the inspiration for the book and film Jaws.
“Hard to say, Sheriff. Could be. Quite a bit of damage to the cadaver. It’s possible.”
This was not what the sheriff wanted to hear, now that the town’s attention had turned to the annual Founders’ Day Festival, which with the more recent celebrations of the area’s burgeoning service industry immigrants in the form of Día de Muertos. It was bad enough to contend with the nor’easter that was due to hit the seaboard around the same week; a body with a mystery attached only added to his stress.
“Understand, Doc. Keep me in the loop, would you?”
 
3.
 
Two days before the Founders’ Day Festival, another body washed up.
An elderly couple out for their morning stroll on the beach had discovered it as they combed for shells. Sheriff Allen was shocked by the appearance of it. Much fresher than the other carcass, it was about the size of a pre-teen human, but with mixed features. Once again, the figure was wrapped in an embroidered, black cloth with bits of rubbery seaweed still clinging to it. The skin had the same scaly iridescence as the other, but in darker hues of brown and green. Great chunks of flesh had been torn from the thing’s body, as though bitten off by a large animal, and one of its legs had been severed at the knee joint, causing white bone to protrude from the meaty, stringy stump. Even as he watched, the remnant appeared to be pulsing, reshaping—as if the limb were trying to grow back. The flattened, soft face was twisted into a surreal parody of laughter, displaying rows of small, serrated teeth. The bulbous, half-lidded eyes had no whites—they were simply large black orbs with gold flecks. Though the arms were drawn up toward the body in a pugilistic fashion, in one of the clawed, long-fingered hands was wrapped a golden amulet on a frayed cord: an oblong circle with a trident through it.
Randy, the crime scene technician, walked over to Allen. Standing over the body, the wind whipping their pant legs like flags, they studied the form as it lolled in the gentle ebb and flow of the tide.
After exhaling a lungful of the salty air, he finally said: “I think I know what’s happening, Randy.”
That afternoon, Sheriff Allen requested permission to enter the Exclusion Zone.
 
4.
 
Though still early evening, it was dark by the time Sheriff Allen, two of his best deputies—Rick Mattison and Rob Sterling—and a Zone Guide named Marc entered the Exclusion Zone. As usual, red tape had created multiple delays. While waiting for an official reply from the Massachusetts Exclusion Zone Authority, he was able to follow-up with Doctor Heidegger and the tissue samples from both bodies. Just as Heidegger had predicted, the State Crime Lab had been forced to send the samples on to the F.B.I. labs. The results had been sobering: the tissues were part human, part amphibian—a chimeric hybrid of DNA that they deemed Cryptobranchus dagoni. It was their intention to send other forensic experts to study the cadavers still warehoused at Marsh-by-the-Sea and prepare them for more extensive testing in Washington. The Feds would be arriving shortly after the Festival had concluded.
As the patrol car jolted along the unkempt asphalt road approaching the boundary fence surrounding the Exclusion Zone, Allen was struck by how rundown the place was. Looming ahead were the huge towers, their lights slowly flashing in syncopated rhythm in the awful nightscape; it was an ominous vision, a real-life version of the Last Redoubt out of William Hope Hodgson’s The Night Land. Allen had always been leery of going into the Zone because of the health risks and had never visited the place at night. They would have limited time, as there was still a real possibility of contamination if they remained longer than a few hours. No one spoke.
Finally the car’s headlights illuminated the main entrance gate. Now it struck Allen why the symbol on the clothing that the bodies had been wrapped in was so familiar. The stitching had been a crude representation of the official logo of the Manuxet River Nuclear Complex—a red, oblong circle with a trident dividing it, except the apparel was missing another part of the image: an otherworldly galactic vortex with a stylized human eye in the center suspended above the tines of the trident.
The patrol car stopped, and Marc got out to open the gate. Once the car was past the boundary, Marc locked it behind them before leaning into the driver’s side window where the sheriff was seated. “Far as I go. You have a maximum of two hours before you need to return. I’ll be at this guard shack waiting on you. This is the only road in or out, so you won’t miss it. Remember, cell phones might be dodgy in the Zone due to radioactive interference. Know what you’re looking for?” The wind was kicking up. The nor’easter was due to strike near midnight, right during the highpoint of the Festival in Marsh-by-the-Sea.
Allen huffed. “I wish I did, but I just need to investigate a hunch. There’ve been gangs and pseudo-religious cults that have tried to claim this area in the past. I basically need to set my mind at ease about those two cases I mentioned to you, make sure nothing bad’s happening here.”
Marc nodded. “See you in a couple hours, Sheriff.”
 
5.
 
“Look at that, Sheriff,” Deputy Mattison said, pointing to a road sign as they slowly wheeled past the ghostly remnants of Portsmouth. The cloud cover was heavy as the storm began to gather out in the Atlantic. A full moon peered down through infrequent breaks, shining on the ethereal shanties of the old sea village, creating the disquieting impression that the ramshackle buildings were the vaguely glowing skeletons of a race of dead giants. Fog had begun to roll in from the heaving, white-capped ocean just a few yards away, diffusing the scene with a diaphanous haze as it filled the narrow streets and spilled into the intersections of the darkened town, driven by the bluster whipping in from the rising nor’easter.
In the headlights, Allen could just make out the sign as they passed it, a distressed notice that once had read:
 
WELCOME TO BEAUTIFUL PORTSMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS
 
However, the lower portion of the sign had been plastered over by a decaying driftwood board with hastily scrawled red letters, which changed the message to:
 
WELCOME TO BEAUTIFUL INNSMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS
 
Allen glanced over at Deputy Mattison in the passenger’s seat, then to Deputy Sterling in the rearview mirror. “That’s odd.” A gust of wind rocked the squad car as they motored by the sign, bringing fat drops of icy rain that drummed the metal roof of the car in an arrhythmical tattoo. The sheriff flipped on the tattered wipers as the downpour began in earnest, smearing the accumulation into oily streaks on the glass. Offshore lightning distantly flashed, interrupting the inky darkness with shocks of spidery electricity, adding to the spectral ambiance of their bumpy journey.
Up ahead, they were inching ever closer to their goal: the Manuxet Nuclear Complex. Dominating the heart of old Portsmouth, the structures—especially the awesome hyperboloid cooling towers—revealed themselves before the officers like an assemblage of massive pyramids on a shimmering, black horizon.
“Jesus, this place is freaky,” Deputy Sterling said, breaking the tension.
 
6.
 
Leaving the car, the headlights of the vehicle distorted the men’s shadows into monstrous, converging shapes against the peeling, weather-beaten entrance to the dreary Complex. Allen, his words disappearing as mist in the cold: “This is where we found a bunch of squatters before, a few years ago.” The deputies nodded. The sheriff continued, raising his voice over the rain and the violent crashing of the surf just a few hundred feet away. “We want to take notes, see what’s happening here, if anything. We can always bring reinforcements and clear it out. Keep your eyes open for evidence of the clothing with the red needlework. Be careful. You find somebody, use your whistle and we’ll muster here at the office, got it?” The others agreed.
Breaking the heavy chain on the entrance with bolt cutters, they yanked the door open and were assaulted by a wave of humid, sickly stench, like rotted flesh mingled with vanilla. While they recovered from the nauseating blast of smell, the men pulled their weapons as they steeled themselves for what might be inside.
Moving past the lobby, they carefully approached a row of massively over-sized entryways. Intense, color-shifting light radiated around the seams of the doorframe. Muffled by the heavy wood of the doors, a thunderous pounding of machinery punctuated with foreign-sounding yells shook the ground. Getting into position, Sheriff Allen and the deputies prepared to open the entry. Allen cocked his head to signal the others to wrest the doors open: “Now!“
The vision on the other side was something beyond anything they could have imagined.
Inside the enormous room, the roof seemed to disappear into a limitless dome; inside the dome was a miniature galaxy. The brilliant light emanating from the cluster of stars and planets was dazzling, blinding. They stood in awe, gawking at a spectacle billions of years in the making: superheated gases and nebulae expanding at titanic speeds in all directions, glittering in fantastic hues of translucent green, mauve, yellow, blue. At the center, there was a depression which bent the light into a limitless, spiraling singularity: a black hole.
Below this cosmic display, hordes of black-shirted mutants were busily shuffling from point-to-point within the gigantic building. Some had great baskets of fish that they were moving from an area in the far back of the structure to be distributed to a line of other, larger beings that resided in the front. These latter were little more than sprawling mounds of slime-covered, warty flesh with hundreds of beady eyes, and mouths resembling spiky toothed, pulsating anuses which prolapsed outward in noisy belches to receive huge dumps of fish from the obedient feeders. The servants appeared to be humanoids similar to the things that had been washing up on the shore near Marsh-by-the-Sea.
You are intruding, Allen. The calm, toneless voice was originating from deep inside the sheriff ‘s head, splitting into his consciousness like a knife through steak, fragmenting his mind. He was unable to reply, and crumbled to the ground in agony. The two deputies were writhing on the floor, viciously clawing their faces as they soundlessly screamed in the sense-shattering cacophony.
You are interfering. We are running out of food. Your town has selfishly taken our sustenance as it has grown. Now, the storm we called is approaching, and we shall strike; our sacrifices have brought the attention of the deities, and we shall destroy your worthless city. No longer may we co-exist.
After all these long years, we shall take back what was stolen.
Allen looked to the black hole, his eyes pulsing hotly, the pressure in his head building. As his vision began to recede, he asked: “Who…are …”
We were here before your kind, and will be here well after you have returned to oblivion. Lovecraft’s book was a tool for us. I controlled the tempestuous in our midst and rebuilt our brood. With his story of Olmstead and Innsmouth, I used the lore to soothe the impatient masses—until we were ready.
The time has arrived to settle accounts, and to feast…
With that, Allen’s head exploded in a crimson shower of brain matter, blood, and bone shards; the other men had long since stopped moving, their bodies condensed to stiffened effigies coated in a balsamic reduction of clotted blood and suppurated flesh.
 
7.
 
As an unearthly procession of ghouls, specters, harlequins, and skeletons congregated that evening for the Founders’ Day Festival in the grimly decorated downtown of Marsh-by-the-Sea, the power failed.
Though the assembled crowd had an assortment of flashlights, cell phones, and candles, the storm was making it difficult to continue their solemn trek from the Olde Courthouse plaza to Founders’ Cemetery. At the edges of the throng, vendors hawking sugar skulls, statues of saints, and other trinkets were lashed by the fierce and intensifying wind and rain from the gale. Just at the stroke of midnight, the storm slammed the town in its full-throated fury, blowing down buildings, deluging the region, and causing a storm surge that rushed through the once placid avenues of the hamlet. While the angry sea flooded the area with nearly five feet of frigid, dark water, few survivors in the immediate aftermath of the disaster grasped the significance of the numerous husky, black-clad figures wading through the devastated town. At first, the luckless inhabitants of the demolished burg cried out for assistance from the uniformed patrols, believing they were rescuers—perhaps emergency personnel from the nearby Coast Guard. Only as the figures drew closer could the victims see that something was decidedly uncanny about them: tall, batrachian creatures with unusually long arms, flat faces, webbed hands, dimly glowing skin, and bulging eyes.
Into such a dreadful scenario, when the assembled masses were at their most vulnerable due to nature’s wrath and the frailty of civilization’s trappings, the creatures stalked the unlit streets, croaking loudly with sadistic delight. Mercilessly silencing the remaining terrified masses by spearing them with huge, triple-pronged pitchforks, the beasts savagely harvested the costumed revelers for shadowy, primordial masters that no one in the throng would ever understand, ever know, or by any means accept…destined to become the stuff of nightmares and future legend—ancient hunters perfectly at ease as they worked.
As they toiled at correcting cold equations that had been so unbalanced for so long, these conquerors fit in with all the other grotesques on this fateful evening—the last Festival of Marsh-by-the-Sea.
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Nobody much liked Grandma Fiona toward the end. Among themselves and to our faces, social workers, nurses, housecleaners, therapists labeled her pigheaded, dotty, combative. Millie and I let it slide. For months, out of general earshot, we’d been calling her worse. And most others had better cause for acrimony. Rather than tackle the messy, unhygienic side of eldercare, we lived rent-free in return for shopping, cooking, keeping up with bills and dividend checks, providing 24-7 company and a semblance of continuity.
Given our wretched job outlook during chronic recession, we were grateful of course for no-cost shelter, and would it have killed her to reciprocate, to express some gratitude for unstinting efforts on her behalf? Instead we, her last worldly vestige of family and well-wishers, rated the same paranoid accusations of theft and shiftlessness as her other help-mates. Too bad we were only human, as apt as anyone to repay negativity in kind, and I at least regretted how soon we stooped to name-calling, in effect objectifying, dehumanizing ninety-odd years of Yankee character. But really, so little personhood shone through prickly disposition, arid patina.
I always imagined she’d die more or less compos mentis in her sleep like my paternal grandparents, and with morbid confidence and somber resignation, steeled myself each dawn for the expected shock; yet she celebrated one birthday, and another, till Millie and I started considering the house ours as much as Fiona’s, and why not? To whom else would it go?
Not that we’d be reluctant heirs, any more than she at entering middle-aged widowhood. In the meantime, dwelling under the same roof would’ve been unbearable if not for the buffer zone of empty rooms between her and us, the precious illusion of separate quarters. Her saltbox cottage was among the eccentric few to qualify as “sprawling.” Generations of owners, dissatisfied with the extra space of traditional lean-to spanning rear wall, had added ells to the sides and back and then ells to the ells, for a floor-plan resembling Lego dendrites, with a mansion’s worth of elbowroom.
At the terminus of several ells, Millie and I took refuge in the former carriage house, converted to a tourist rental in the 1920s. It afforded the property’s best view of stark, alluvial Heron Beach, and was in fact doubly secluded because Fiona’s in-laws had wielded the clout to preserve their homestead when neighboring premises too near the dunes were demolished for a conservation area. Based on the vista from any window, ours could have been the only house in the world.
Independent to a fault, Fiona disdained intrusive video monitors or intercoms, and declared she’d summon us during an emergency via her medic alert necklace and have a switchboard operator, maybe thousands of miles away, phone us six rooms over. For months she bickered about the expense of unused lifeline, and somehow dragged herself from bed each day and inched the walker ahead of her into the breakfast nook. We never suspected how perniciously far she’d declined till the incident that would’ve justified a galling outlay for the lifeline system, had she actually been wearing it.
Her oatmeal and coffee were on the table at ironclad 7:30 a.m., and untouched at 7:40. Uh-oh! Millie and I trooped through the front hall and parlor to no-show Fiona’s bedroom, where the shock in store wasn’t the one we’d expected. She was on the floor, hoarsely moaning and cussing. She’d taken the plunge into dementia by rolling out of bed.
Millie sprinted to the nightstand landline and dialed 911. I kind of fluttered around Fiona, afraid to move her, afraid not to, exclaiming her name and waving frantically to penetrate her cloud of muttering incoherence. She was scrunched up on her side, cotton nightgown like a full-length caul, fixated on jabbing her gristly thumb at the carmine disk within the white-gold medallion on a gold chain around her crinkly throat.
The emergency pendant was nowhere in evidence, and the neckwear she’d somehow swapped for it was like nothing I’d previously seen on her, or anywhere. It captured the supple power of a moray eel, flexing into a circle to catch a fleshy tail in bolt-cutter jaws. Stippled skin and jagged teeth were impeccably realistic, whereas overall lines and features, like its Mohawk of a dorsal fin, suggested the unearthly vigor, the wanton mysticism, of art nouveau, Maori tattoos, Mayan frescoes; sundry appraisers have remarked on these similarities, but none can pinpoint age or provenance.
On that pivotal morning, though, Fiona finally glared up at me and squalled, “Why’d you ignore me when I was down here buzzing and buzzing for you all night?”
Where to begin addressing that? I was flustered speechless, while more decisive Millie knelt beside Fiona and coaxed her into sitting up, resting her back against the bedframe. Naturally, Grandma was spitting mad when rescue workers rang. After they’d examined her, picked her up, dusted her off, she carped, “You had no right letting in strangers to manhandle me! I wasn’t even dressed!”
Yes, physically she was none the worse, with a hearty appetite for reheated oatmeal. The health aide and massage therapist reported no “senior moments” to us, but during a supper of Welsh rarebit and canned asparagus, her deterioration became obvious. “Where was the smoke damage?” she demanded.
What smoke damage? She’d never suffered dunces gladly. Jesus Christmas, she railed, wasn’t I there when those firemen rousted her out of bed? Weren’t they the nervous Norrises? Nothing was even singed! Was it grease in a skillet? Lit match in the wastebasket? The worry on Millie’s face mirrored mine. Whether memory, cognitive, or language impairment was shaping this outburst, it was a signpost writ large of a scary slope ahead.
“I see you have your emergency necklace again,” I noted, thankful for an excuse to change the subject. “Where had it got off to, when you had that other jewelry on?”
“What do you mean?” she snapped. “I always wear this damn whoozis. I pay too much not to.”
Conversations ever after with Fiona tended toward such no-win dead ends. The ongoing round of suits and uniforms assisting her took non-sequiturs in stride, outwardly deaf to them, probably accustomed to loopier. They seemingly thought no less of her than when she was merely crotchety.
Genuine communication occurred more and more rarely, on her emergence from stream of fragmentary consciousness, that isolated realm where she’d first landed upon tumbling from bed. By and large she’d slipped the moorings of circadian rhythm, floating adrift through her life story. She threatened to spank me for busting in before dawn when I woke her from her La-Z-Boy nap at suppertime. Or she’d denounce me as an impostor, since everyone knew I was stationed in Italy! It eventually clicked that she’d conflated me with her wartime casualty husband.
No, Fiona was by no measure competent and belonged in a long-term facility, however strident her denials. Unfortunately, the law was on her side. We had no power of attorney, and obtaining it, warned our health-industry professionals, was complicated, costly, and protracted. As next of kin, we were entitled at best to approve procedures ad hoc, such as treatment for Fiona’s fast-spreading, sudden-onset psoriasis, and slow-healing lesions sustained in bedroom mishaps.
Hence two or three new specialists joined Fiona’s daily carousel of care-givers, the more the merrier for Millie and me. How fortuitous that we had more time to ourselves even as Fiona became more unmanageable, and to clear our heads, where better than the beach? But this wasn’t the enchanting seascape of my boyhood, despite its abiding features of tidal flats, dunes, and seawalls, any more than Fiona was the same charming hostess.
Out there was a surface that might be placid or agitated or foggy, with no indications of what went on underneath, just as Fiona’s past was hidden by her changeable surface and always had been, except in broadest strokes. She’d married my late mother’s father and had always lived by the ocean. It was impossible to picture her anywhere landlocked, even one town inland. Of where she grew up, of her people, I knew nothing, except they weren’t from the spousal stomping grounds of Ipswich and Gloucester.
Ironic, wasn’t it, Millie proposed, that here was our gilt-edged chance to really get acquainted with Fiona, when she was about as forthcoming as an oyster? Surreal utterances aside, Fiona had severed contact with this world, none the wiser if we invested our idle hours organizing and purging nine decades of her biographic clutter, like spelunking from storeroom to storeroom in the chambered nautilus encasing her soul. Who could say it was too soon to locate the will, the deed to the Colonial saltbox, the title to the classic Eldorado?
We’d hardly lifted a naive finger before the magnitude of crushing labor hit us. To archive photos alone involved rummaging for albums on shelves behind dusty sofas, through drawers of framed portraits in the guestroom’s bed, in kitchen cupboards with Fotomat packets accordioned between bookends of chipped mugs, or in slots meant for 78s beneath the turntable of an archaic clawfoot Victrola. Further hundreds languished even more obscurely. I had to revise my opinion that ours was the most overdocumented era thanks to smartphones, Facebook, CCTV, the N.S.A. Nope, cheap cameras had opened the informational floodgates by 1900.
Here were snapshot annals of forebears from cradle to coffin, literally in some cases. Citizens of Gilded Age, Roaring ‘20s, New Deal, Greatest Generation wore boaters or cloche hats, lace collars or celluloid, pince-nez or aviator shades, ball gowns or bomber jackets, in regal stances or equally stagey horseplay, against backdrops of picnic grounds, picket fences, snowdrifts, carny midways, yachting marinas. Too late to learn who and where these people were; all of that was forever sealed away in the skull of the sole surviving informant.
In her spritely prime, Fiona had cut a modish figure, sporting a mid-length black sheepskin coat on an autumn holiday in a squalid, decrepit townscape. Where the devil was she, and why did she seem okay about it? Her smile partook of Mona Lisa ambiguity, shading toward tolerant in more guarded poses, mischievous as if putting one over on somebody, or conspiratorial, in cahoots with the shutterbug or others out of frame.
She stood with hands in pockets or arm draped along a rusty wrought-iron fence, in classy counterpoint to façades of shabby Georgian mansions with rags stuffed in broken fanlight panes, or of a rickety gingerbread hotel where only “Gilm” remained of gilt letters above the portico.
In one shot, Fiona, with her most reserved smile, accompanied a presumptive native in front of a dingy lunchroom window peppered with flyspecks. No brainteaser to see why she’d be leery; his sentiments were unreadable. His eyes goggled, blubbery lips gaped open. Whatever his connection with her, I had to hope this slump-shouldered, bloated specimen in baggy overalls wasn’t typical of his hardscrabble environs. Maybe he was a destitute victim of the Depression or of chromosomal defects.
Humoring our optimism, we liberated these photos from a copper-clad firewood box for Fiona to comment upon. She was nodding the afternoon away like a hothouse orchid in the solarium, where a health aide jotted down vital signs. “She’s doing great!” was the professional assessment. Heaven help anyone doing poorly! Grandma, conveniently for us, was in high-functioning fettle, berating the departed nurse’s bossy attitude. I promised with the usual bad faith to discuss it with the agency, and Millie had her leaf through the pictures, and winced as Grandma plastered fingerprints all over them.
She was seemingly on autopilot, unmindful of the images she pawed at, and after she’d stared vacantly past the last, Millie, a conservator at heart, snatched them off the fleece blanket on Fiona’s lap.
Fiona recited, “The frog’s plug-ugly to the tadpole, and they’re both plug-ugly to the devilfish!”
The oracle had spoken and favored us with no more. Back to the geriatric deeps! However, the photo tour of the New England bidonville must have registered on some psychic level because her erratic behavior immediately escalated. When she demanded her “rightful tiara” at dinner, Millie cleverly prevented a scene by plucking a silver cardboard coronet from around a candlestick holder on the buffet. The Party Store trinket had “Birthday Babe” emblazoned across it and had sat there since Fiona’s eightieth. It did the trick, thank God, and henceforth adorned Fiona’s wondrously luxurious hair, morning till night.
The amateur shrink in me diagnosed ensuing quirks as a reversion to childhood, and squinting between the lines, I gathered she’d spent that childhood in the derelict setting of those Kodak moments. From out of the blue she channeled preteen trauma, histrionic adolescence. Won’t Grandpa ever come out of the water again? I don’t wanna go to school, they’re mean on the bus to Rowley! Those goddamned G-men, I hate ‘em, they burnt down Uncle Eb’s cannery! Daddy, will Grandpa be okay? They said they’re gonna torpedo the reef! Jesus, I grimaced, were these flashbacks to a real and ghastly upbringing, or to highlights of radio dramas?
Either way, plain English was rare amidst pure gabbling. She often regressed to baby talk or a facsimile thereof, except that she repeated nonsense syllables with increasing vexation, till she clamped her dentures together and glared in disgust at our stupid lack of comprehension. Or during cheerier spells, the gibberish better resembled uncouth language because it supplied the lyrics to quavery, keyless songs.
Once, in the kitchen, a girl from social services removed Fiona’s coronet to brush her hair, then recrowned her and held up a mirror for Fiona’s approval. She promptly broke into a sort of jaunty revival-tent hymn in articulate English, which made it no more intelligible. Offhand I recall the couplet, “We’ll all wear the gold tiara by and by, in the kingdom hidden from the sky.” The helper found this performance “cute.” I refrained from disagreeing, as I had no handier term for it.
I also had to admit my poor grasp of the aging process. Physical and cognitive signs had been advancing in tandem, but were bulging eyes, hoarse mouth-breathing, and wattles spreading from under her chin to encompass her carotids “normal,” no big deal? A spot check by an R.N. ruled out circulatory, ocular, or respiratory degeneration, though I’d say she was a tad glib dismissing my concerns as nothing that couldn’t wait till a regular office visit.
Supposing Fiona were technically “fine,” she could linger indefinitely, a strong heartbeat in a soulless vessel. And supposing she outlasted her trust fund? The house and assets would be forfeit, she’d vegetate in “assisted living,” and we’d be out on our ears. The lesser evil, our best option, boiled down to strengthening our joint bank account with Fiona via our family friend Mr. Crocker, an antiques dealer who’d been after Fiona’s heirlooms for decades. A stop-gap measure, but an extra month or two of solvency might prove key in deciding where Fiona died, in whether we’d be homeless or not.
Granted, in selling Fiona’s valuables, we’d be going over her unsound head, and it was in Mr. Crocker’s interests not to question she was in no condition to receive guests. He let us sell him Civil War swords, Bakelite radios, and first editions of Washington Irving and William Cullen Bryant from rooms off Fiona’s beaten path, and then the tic possessed him, as it did at fraught moments, of flexing his Adam’s apple as if his turtleneck collar constricted it.
“You know, I was just curious,” he hemmed, “about your grandmother’s jewelry, specifically some artifacts in white gold with designs of marine animals. I saw a necklace, a brooch, and a bracelet once upon a time, but she never wanted to discuss them again.” The corners of his mouth flicked up and down, as if smiling might be inappropriate.
I, meanwhile, could scarcely mask my amazement at his want-list duplicating ours, singling out the moray pendant among countless items. It was the jackpot whenever Millie and I went ferreting, but had evaded us in Fiona’s bedroom bureau, nightstand, and vanity, every logical nook where she might have switched it with her lifeline necklace. Ergo, it had to be somewhere illogical, and our search widened till nowhere indoors was too far-fetched. Except now, our singular treasure had become part of a trove.
“You can see what it’s like here,” Millie leapt in. “We’ve no idea where to hunt for anything.” She shot me a cautionary glance, and I scowled right back. Like I’d blab about the pendant before he volunteered why it was so special! “We’ll be on the lookout, though I’m not sure we have enough to go on,” she hinted.
“Well, if any of it comes to light, I’d be interested,” parried Mr. Crocker, who perhaps had no more to say on the subject simply because we wanted him to say more. The subtle old hustler would’ve been delighted at steering us into redoubling our search efforts. Amidst mounting frustration, I entertained possibilities rejected as harebrained days ago, such as inspecting the musty stack of books and magazines in a corner of Fiona’s bedroom for cavities carved out of pages.
Not halfway through Edwardian bodice-rippers and flaking Harper’s Bazaars, the cover of a quarto-sized scrapbook was repulsively tacky, but within its frame of tooled-leather cherubs and garlands a square of cardboard had been pasted, containing in graceful calligraphy, “My Cape Ann Atlantis.” The yellow clippings on black cardstock paper were from Newburyport, Gloucester, and Salem dailies of the 1930s and surrounded Fiona with a wealth of context, as priceless in its own right, and as baffling, as her elusive jewelry.
Above the first articles, a heading in glittery silver ink was cribbed from racially insensitive lyrics, revealing not only that Fiona was a child of a less enlightened era, but that she no longer dwelt “Way Down on de Manuxet Ribber, Far, Far Away.” Had teenage Fiona been collating news to remind her why, or make her grateful, the folks had pulled up stakes from their native turf? A recent Highway Department map of Massachusetts confirmed my lifelong perception of no towns whatsoever on the Manuxet, which we crossed on drives between Ipswich and Gloucester.
Nonetheless, area journalists used to situate benighted Innsmouth on the river’s estuary, and Fiona’s snapshots of Swamp Yankee slums fit verbal descriptions to a T. An undertone of bluenose disapproval united all the reportage, along with mention of a 1927 bootlegging raid by the Feds implicating virtually every resident. The stories, to me, smacked of kicking the populace while it was down, all but gloating at labor-law violations, gold smuggling, “miscegenation,” vice-squad raids, and barbaric occultism among a skid-row minority who hadn’t joined the exodus with Fiona’s people.
The last block of column inches, followed by a slew of blank sheets, explained Fiona’s reference to Atlantis and the town’s absence from modern records. The severest mayhem from the infamous Hurricane of ‘38 rated only tardy, indifferent shrift, almost as an afterthought, buried next to the funnies, as slapdash scissoring attested. Just up the coast from Gloucester, which had withstood an unprecedented 50-foot wave, corrupt, fading Innsmouth had been annihilated, swallowed whole by the storm surge, muck and shallows in its stead. The authorities, busy in more respectable locales, hadn’t noticed, or chosen to notice, for weeks.
In the same silver penmanship, the remark “Alas!” below the write-up may or may not have been ironic. Regardless, it was probably the most sympathy Innsmouth ever garnered. Fiona must have disavowed her unsavory roots successfully enough to marry into Brahmins, yet kept tabs on her former co-citizens. She’d also retained black-and-white proof of at least one excursion to her ancestral seat. To whatever purpose, Fiona had done her bit, ambivalent as it was, to commemorate Innsmouth, when everyone else was gleefully consigning it to oblivion.
As if merely pronouncing “Innsmouth” in Fiona’s house had worked grotesque magic, come suppertime she bore unnerving new resemblance to her companion in the photo. Beyond the scaly inflammation and bug eyes they already shared, her lips mimicked the rubbery swelling of excess Botox, and she acted unused to them, making us cringe at half-chewed calf ‘s liver and Brussels sprouts that plopped from her clumsy mouth. And the Innsmouth yokel’s bloat was manifest in Fiona’s cheeks and hands, rendering her hamfisted with the cutlery. Millie discerned hypoxic blue finger above Fiona’s gold wedding band, screeched, and ran for the hacksaw.
For once, inspiration blossomed in a timely fashion versus hours later. I fetched the hand mirror and held it for Fiona to admire herself, while Millie pinned down one flaccid wrist, and with gliding, precise strokes, notched the ring deep enough to snap it off with pliers. Fiona’s reflection distracted her throughout the procedure, and in rhythm with the sawteeth she warbled, “Fare thee well to the tadpole tail, soon you’ll change your skin for scales.”
The tune would have been more at home in a log cabin than a saltbox, and the lyrics more with Moondog than Grandma. Then predictably, the notes went minor-key haywire, and folksy vernacular lapsed into drivel. The performance continued as long as the mirror confronted her, and she was blithely unaware of the severed ring snatched from her finger, and then of her finger sluggishly reverting to its normal pallor.
Afterward, she cussed out whoever had just been around for stealing the unwearable ring, till we risked making it one more object to confuse with the emergency pendant by attaching it to a chain around her neck. There it was in plain view and constant contact, but not even that curbed the accusations.
For all our piecemeal insights into Fiona’s ill-starred birthplace and its obliteration, we had yet to get a cogent handle on the reality of Innsmouth. Metamorphosis and marine allusions figured in its arcane creed, conceivably grounded in a genetic disorder bequeathing froglike features, as extrapolated from a single snapshot. And into what overall vision could we connect these few dots? As young Fiona might have sighed, Alas! Potential revelations about my family, about this region, maybe about mermaids and mythic seaside ilk sank as irretrievably in A.D. 1938 as they would have in 1,000,000 B.C.
At best we can deduce and speculate and grasp at straws spewed from grudging fathoms, at taunting glimpses of submerged eons. What vexing gaps in human evolution, in cultural milestones, might be bridged if the ocean bed that had been coastlands in the past two million years were accessible? Before my stint as a librarian was defunded, examples to this effect in Scientific American captivated me for no explicit reason.
I daydreamed of touring Doggerland, prime real estate between England and Denmark for millennia after the Ice Age, that is, until the rising oceans put it under 400 feet of North Sea. A few flint tools and butchered soupbones caught in trawler nets couldn’t begin to flesh out the impact that Doggerland had made on modern societies, technologies, and bloodlines. Cruelly, sixty-odd fathoms blot out any credit Doggerland deserves for paving the way toward civilization.
Even more fascinating for its novel perspective on human origins was the infamous “aquatic ape theory,” which posited a water-dwelling phase among our precursors to account for otherwise pointless adaptations in Homo sapiens, such as distribution of body hair, a layer of buoyant fat, the ability of newborns to swim. Anthropologists were content to ignore rather than confute the theory, partly because lowly amateurs had propounded it, partly because it lacked fossil proof. And this in a discipline with the caveat, “Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence!”
That evidence might well be entombed off East Africa, India, China. Of course, science stands a better chance of discovering archaic germs on Mars than of ever unlocking secrets in offshore silt. But to play out schismatic implications, how profoundly could aquatic apes have acclimated to high seas? Could some have swum out past the tidal zone, never to return except in legendary encounters with earthbound cousins? And to brainstorm recklessly, could recessive genes from the pre-human epoch still regroup in especially inbred backwaters like Innsmouth?
Not that mapping the genes behind ostensible Innsmouth Syndrome would help identify the artisans of Fiona’s marine-themed jewelry or her hideyhole for it. And the pressure was on, as her voluble phase of senility was already proving a false bottom. Despite spillage from uncooperative lips, that supper of calf ‘s liver had been the last she’d attacked with robust appetite. Every meal thereafter, however much we harangued or enticed her with surefire favorites, met with a few halfhearted bites, and she pushed the rest around with her fork.
What’s more, no matter the menu, the dining room or anywhere she occupied for a minute smelled of acrid fish, killing our appetites, too. Chalk it up to undermanaged hygiene or progressive disease or the increasingly protean face of “normal aging,” the reek served as a miserable reminder of how ill-equipped we were for dealing with, bluntly expressed, a basket case, maybe for a week, maybe months. Who could tell, when we hadn’t a clue why she’d survived this long?
Up to now we only thought we’d felt trapped and desperate, and going forward, our meager plan amounted to begging social services for more expert, full-time reinforcements. True to bureaucratic stereotype, they hedged and stalled, but at least we’d made such conscientious noises they couldn’t charge us outright with elder neglect, could they? Meanwhile, the party unlikeliest to denounce us was Fiona, who spoke more seldom than she ate.
She had turned yet further inward, circling the eleventh-hour wagons, as if showing mortality her disdainful back. Hers, for all I knew, was an enviably rich and happy dream state, wishes fulfilled, absent friends resurrected. Or recalling the daftness she’d been wont to spout, was she a crazed Alice confined to a looking-glass realm of distorted, harrowing memories? None of it was readable in her slack jaw, lolling neck, and palsied shuffle.
At odd intervals, Millie gaped into nowhere or perhaps into a boundless gulf of more intimate caregiving than she’d signed on for, potentially a marital deal-breaker, or so I parsed from nonstop petulance, one-word answers to my attempts at reaching out. I resented Fiona no less on musing that, with my luck, she’d die the same day Millie procured a divorce decree.
I guess neither of us could clamp a lid forever on seething resentment by badmouthing Fiona in the privacy of the carriage house. And I don’t fault Millie for her role in the greater good, really, of hastening the inevitable. She’d been lobbying to cut down on one expense anyway by canceling the lifeline contract, since Fiona, we agreed, no longer realized she had the pendant. It’s only that if Millie had maybe set a less imperious tone, I’d have behaved differently too.
Fiona had performed the daily miracle of inching her walker into the breakfast nook, and then she went through the autopilot motions of downing a spoonful of oatmeal, a sip of coffee. I was thoroughly convinced that Fiona’s hands and wattled neck on her starvation diet were contrarily fatter and not just swollen, though Millie was incredulous. She can be so blinkered by preconceptions, and worse, harbors no faith that seeing is believing.
Fiona had already subsided into a morose, wilting stupor, and the contrast with her vibrant girlhood, with everyone’s halcyon mood, feigned or not, in olden photos, sent a pang through my heart, a lump to my throat. Could none of that sunny outlook withstand the decades, nary a mote of happiness once in a blue moon to alleviate the bitterness, the lethargy? Today’s Fiona was like a betrayal, an affront to the youth in black sheepskin, a morbid shadow of doubt marring my confidence in aging gracefully.
My anger at her, I’ll freely admit, was misguided, as was Millie’s impromptu bid to achieve our cost-saving measure. She loomed over the unblinking matriarch and went to grab the necklace chain, announcing, “Grandma Fiona, I think you’re right. That whoozis isn’t doing you any good. Let’s not waste money on it.”
Fiona came to alarming life, clutching at the plastic pendant with animal ferocity. “This is my birthright!” she bawled, glaring white heat at us, the most engaged with anybody she’d been all summer. “This goes home with me!”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I exploded, as if at a willfully oppositional child. Millie lurched back from the both of us, unprepared for the fireworks she’d sparked. “Yes or no, are you really out of it or would you be able to use your damn whoozis if you had to?”
“You’re not one of us! You’re not entitled! Get out of my purview, you and your lousy groundling wife!” Huh? To what exactly, besides my vitriol, was Fiona responding? What words had she hallucinated issuing from my mouth?
“Come on,” my wife urged, “if Fiona wants quiet time, we can accommodate her.” Millie reached out to take my arm till something in my face stopped her. I was pissed off, yes, but I don’t remember feeling as formidable as all that. And I did oblige her.
“Ugly little tadpoles!” Fiona snarled at us. “Begone!” Those few steps to the doorway lowered my blood pressure appreciably, and I sighed in resignation at Fiona sitting up straight, supercharged with indignation, a queenly degree of resolve suffusing her ruddy countenance. How sad that derangement alone had the power to revitalize her.
At noon she hadn’t budged, marble-statue focus intact, ignoring cold oatmeal and coffee and me. Incredibly, the pathetic Party Shop tiara designating Fiona a “Birthday Babe” didn’t undercut her regality. After lunch, from the study where I wrote checks for utilities, I overheard arrivals of a nurse’s aide and of a lesion-care specialist. They didn’t seek me out, so Millie must have fielded their complaints about Fiona’s noncompliance. The wife, in any event, was hurling fed-up invective, muffled by the intervening walls, at 1:40 p.m.; Grandma made no audible reply.
Mid-afternoon, Millie barged into the walk-in closet where I was stuffing Fiona’s more mildewy vintage gowns into garbage bags, and history repeated itself, i.e., the shock in store wasn’t the one we’d expected. Fiona hadn’t simply died at the table while sticking to her inscrutable guns, no, she’d disappeared from the house altogether.
How literal a disappearance was this? The walker was still beside the breakfast-nook chair. The emergency necklace was bunched up on the walker’s plastic shelf. The tiara she’d kept. For her to surrender her fiercely defended “birthright” was perplexing; clinging to the chintzy cardboard headgear was poignant. I was also more heartsick about her than anticipated, considering our decayed relations, but not heartsick enough to stall the wheels spinning between my ears, buzzing that if Fiona wasn’t indoors, she had to be outside, absurd, yes, but true.
I lit out back and toward the ocean as if no other direction existed, Millie at my heels. I overlooked her insolence in shouting, “What makes you so sure she went this way?” Nor did I ponder why that was insolent, or why my certainty grew at beholding at daytime a full moon, low above the seaward horizon, whitish gold like a medallion. Both of us had plainly suspended disbelief in Fiona covering this much distance, even if on all fours.
We scrambled across hard-packed sand rootbound by coarse, shin-high grass, down the zigzag path among compact dunes, and onto broad pungent flats, soon after ebbtide. Millie wisely forbore harping on the absence of evidence Fiona had preceded us. Maybe the geriatric husk was airborne on westerly gusts? Ahead, the berm became piebald with smooth, flat outcrops of bluish stone. A tidal pool in one of these was minutes from inundation by advancing wavelets.
At first I presumed its surface mirrored the 14-karat moon, but no, genuine gold shone below, entangled by a clump of ultrafine seaweed, which was actually gray bouffant. And embedded within, sodden shiny cardboard established that Fiona had indeed been here and had sported a hefty wig, night and day, for years. “What the hell,” muttered Millie, gawking into the pool. I bet she too was mystified that we’d never caught the scent of an unwashed hairpiece. Or had Fiona shed a portion of her tadpole phase, in favor of new flesh incompatible with a scalp?
I was of two minds about this notion, which struck me equally as fair interpretation and obtrusive lunacy. My wife, the diehard pragmatist, was kneeling poolside and gingerly teasing submerged gold from the sopping hair with one stalwart finger. She sprang up with the moray pendant on its gleaming chain, wagging it dry between her thumb and forefinger, her grin an unflattering cross of triumph and avarice. Fiona, in confusion, haste, or excitement, must have accidentally forsaken the necklace along with the coiffure that had ingeniously concealed it.
I was glad to have the artifact safe, but more compelling was the jumble of Fiona’s flannel housedress and sweatpants and fuzzy slippers, some yards farther out, where the tide had risen so that each incoming ripple floated them for a second. The sea, from which she’d never strayed beyond earshot, had beckoned irresistibly, might well have dissolved her save for these nonbodily vestiges.
I soaked my loafers sloshing over for a closer look, though I shied from touching her clothes, even with my foot. “Jesus,” Millie murmured, slipping her free hand in mine. “Fiona wanted to die pretty badly, didn’t she?” Her other hand, I noted, was in her blouse pocket, firmly gripping the necklace.
These grasping petty groundlings, I found myself brooding, and then no less enigmatically I blurted, “Or she wanted so badly to live, and she’s gone to be rejuvenated.”
Millie had the gall to lean in and sniff my breath. I couldn’t decide if she were joking, and maybe she couldn’t either. I did know I was almost irritated enough to say something regrettable. Often nowadays, I can only stare askance at her and debate whether she and I aren’t breeds apart.
It was just as well our cell phones were in the house. To babble at 911 while contemplating the earthly last of Fiona would have felt irreverent, disrespectful. Millie trotted off to summon the authorities and left me on guard duty. They pulled in a minute after I dragged the garments to the lip of the tidal pool to prevent them washing away. They formed a dam protecting the wig, which I still refused to handle.
Luckily for Millie and me, an exercise therapist had parked by the saltbox at the right moment to witness us dashing toward the beach, supporting our story of Fiona’s incredible “death march,” helping to eliminate us as “persons of interest.” The cops could have been nicer searching the property for signs of foul play; to this day, Fiona’s body remains MIA.
The brooch and bracelet remain missing, too, and we’ve offered Mr. Crocker first-refusal privileges on them via voicemail invitations to come ransack the place. We suspect the ambiguity of her parting spooks him out of returning our calls.
The everyday side of me is sorry for poor, batty Fiona, expending a super-human effort to drown herself. That side of me is reconciled to a marriage that could be worse, and waits with patient optimism for the probate court to award us the house and assets. That side is despondent solely because it looked forward to a glorious head of nonagenarian hair, but Fiona’s wig bodes otherwise.
Another nascent side of me relishes pernicious fantasies that Fiona waded to freedom and transformation, envies whatever she’s become, has coined the trope “she’s gone to Doggerland.” We were fools to dream that we knew Fiona due to photos and ephemera that definitely couldn’t begin to reconstruct her total self. And what might it portend, when that nascent side of me can’t go bald soon enough? The house and assets may prove the least of my inheritance.
Though Jonathan Thomas is not intimately familiar with Cape Ann and environs, his folks did rent a cottage one week every summer in Chatham on Cape Cod, where he early acquired a wariness, if not paranoia, about the mysteries of the deep, based partly on an unfortunate taste for monster movies (Attack of the Crab Monsters, Giant Behemoth, etc.). Nowadays, of course, he can easily laugh off the likelihood of giant crab claws skewering the motorboat as he and his dad fished for flounder in the bay. Dreams of Ys and Other Invisible Worlds (Hippocampus Press, 2015) is his latest.
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The Sea is full of legends, and wounds, and lies…
and errors.
And so are men.
The cadences of the cold blue deeps are energized by vigorous powers, and the labors and secrets of ancient consciousness. As they sail over them, having crawled from the dust of their ruin-scented harbors in their small wild boats, men hold reels in their hands, and often, fear in their hearts.
On a warm summer night near Innsmouth, Massachusetts, it was not the swelled thumping of fear that rolled across the sea and thundered across the water from the deck of the yacht. It was the bass-heavy rhythms of today’s sexmusic creating waves of desire. It spoke of lovegames and vogue’s NOW. Meshed among the riffs of napalm and big fun, the technicolor laughter of youth stretching their desire was wide open.
One hundred yards from the floating party, something breached. Heard laughter. Turned and faced the simian zeal. The fire of things not tainted with salt and the icy depths below Devil Reef contacted the eyes of the aquatic onlooker.
A beer bottle, not-so-carelessly cast overboard, floated by, and with it came human odors.
Perfume. Sweat.
Cigarette smoke.
Silly and unashamed drifted from the 90-foot yacht with other scents and sights of the land creatures. Dormant things within Oth’rnya-l’yi were reanimated as Danny Eliot, the human-name he carried decades ago, stared and listened to the incestuous urges of humanity.
Human. His thoughts played with the word he had not clutched in decades. Sections and scraps of evicted horizons flickered; BBBRRROOOOM was the baptism of fire on the Huntley-Brinkley Report every night as the true cost of The Nam came home in body bags; the good vibrations of sunshine-gurus couldn’t avoid the strangulation of the Stones’ satanic meltdown; hotdogs and Coke at the Friday night football pep-rally; a girl, he knew, watched, liked, wanted to ask out, all in blue, exiting her father’s Fleetwood Brougham at a formal high school dance; EXIT Bobby and Dr. King.
College seniors. Fashionably pretty. Moneyed-upbringings appraised with social efficiency and the spiders of hidden-away and unlaced hungers, and what she might offer after the Gray Goose or what he could render if his Daddy hadn’t (temporarily) snatched the AMEX, that’s what the sunshine-and-sex weekenders on the boat brought. They had weed and wine, and beer, and Dad’s well-stocked bar below. Needing “something that’s going to tighten it up, something fueled by the devil’s tantrums” and the heft of spiced heat, they’d brought their emotionally-ornamented music of sex and drugs and lies-money-whim. Warm summer night far from skeletons and symbols and the cobwebs spun by noble bearing, they wore swimsuits and, without a thought for fair share, were ready for the weekend.
Dad’s boat was loaded for the party and the blisterless weren’t wasting time getting it started. Phil Reed bitched about the only-half-a-pie moon as he tossed another beer bottle overboard. Jonathan Randall Morris III told him the only moon he needed was attached to Ally, just pick top or bottom, back or “that frontage.” Ally shook the abundance her bikini top was trying to contain and didn’t quite harmonize with Lady Gaga’s “Lovegame” as she sang at Phil’s dose of spice.
The sounds of the festivities stretched out over the calm sea.
Mortal clay, bellies acclimated to expressions of street and concrete hive, he’d been there. Chunks of Then were rising. Yesterday and hopes of what might come. Thoughts of what to have for dinner and moments where you were ready to sail independently. All the oft-repeated expressions of self, I think/”I matter. I do”/I am. Human reverberations, slices and shadows and stairways, colors and cuts, glimmering, out of chances to bargain with forever, stained him.
Fools.
He was once human—pink and weak and small, afraid of the thing in his mirror, once a fool, friendless, searching for ease and access. He wanted to matter, wanted to matter to a girl with soft eyes and a warm smile.
In high school, Mallory’s locker was two to the right of his. She looked at him. Didn’t smile. Danny Eliot didn’t know if he was going to say something. He wanted to, if he could figure out what you were supposed to (or allowed to) say to a girl you liked, or how to. Didn’t know anything other than he had feelings for her. Liked her a lot.
Lady Gaga wanted to play another love game. Ally danced, purred, “I want it bad“.
Love. Games. Only fools.
He was uncomfortable with the memory of wanting it bad. Always was, but then when he was a creature of solid ground, a snail on the dung of grave, all the times before when her face appeared in his thoughts, they were about him and her, but this time was about having a human feeling.
Human.
It was the mirror of a madman he hadn’t looked in for a very long time. The eyes he saw in it—the bitter, frightened outsider, the expression—they were unnatural, foreign. They had a cannibal quality.
Interaction. With girls. With peers. That felt as foreign then, as what looking at the kids on the boat did now.
There but for fortune.
Did a poet write that? Eliot played with names of poets he liked in school. When Dylan popped into his head, he thought it might have been a line in a song? Maybe it was a feeling he latched on to after reading Essays on Alienation or Western Ideas That Shaped Our Minds? He remembered owning and reading the paperbacks, but little else. Human, not alien, what if he’d waited? What if the young steppenwolf he was had found a way to wear the skin, to deal with the froth and frenzy and get beyond the bouts of anxiety that left him sweating in disarray? Could chance or necessity have led him to discover magic in the human theater?
Does pain stop for a man? Are there escapes, roads where the laughter and the girls offering smiles are real, possible? Do the embarrassments fade? Could I have buried them?
The force of mental pictures—recollections, blurred bits and snippets, singing, yelling, took him. Like a thing completely formed of water, he moved in the pressure but could not find a handhold.
Ally bounced, shifted a tanned hip, pressed it to Phil’s crotch. “Little. Love. Games.”
Phil’s pleasure sprayed the stage. “Let’s play some!”
Two of the young women tittered, but did not back away as their beaus lapped at thoughts of feasting. “Yeah. Love—for everybody.”
Everybody. Was I ever part of that collective?
High school hallways, taunted, against the wall, pierced. Self-hip cafeteria cliques.
Football games.
Mallory was a cheerleader. The short white skirt, crisp against firm thighs. The red sweater, hugging her gentle curves, accenting his desires. She did cartwheels on the other side of the gymnasium—
Breathless. He’d stare
…covet, shiver, in pain, with pleasure, his darkness crying and screaming,
then run—
If he hadn’t run, found his way here with his ancestors, what then? If he’d found a way to climb over his inhibitions, and the damnation of his unworthiness, what elements of the life he was observing on the yacht would he have encountered?
Standing apart from the uncorked celebrants, the profile of a girl smoking a cigarette held him. Thick dark tresses and round breasts, uncovered legs— dancer’s or cheerleader’s legs, he strained to see the girl.
She had Mallory’s legs, and her face—those cheekbones—bore a slight familial resemblance; seen together on a street, they might be viewed as cousins. Her dark hair in the breeze…All of her standing there, standing apart. Were her thoughts bent by the currents of a sensual medicine?
Inching closer. Ingesting.
Could Danny have stood somewhere and looked across a room, in a bar or at a party, maybe near the bandstand in Central Park, and seen Mallory standing there alone, waiting to dance, or for someone to talk to? Maybe waiting for him? Maybe Mallory’s face, the face with the soft dark eyes he believed could speak with a thousand voices, would have held a smile for him?
Waves.
Water.
Mallory. Deep in a name no longer buried, an ocean to drown in.
Memory becoming—
Danny moved closer to the boat. He needed to see this girl better. Need to touch the distinctiveness of things he’d given up.
How?
He’d left all of sixteen and the scene, and complications, even those he’d been unable to touch, behind. Bolted, hell-spawned bats couldn’t have kept pace. Traded inept for immortal, to serve Her Glory, to leave the dilemmas of man, flee the politics of being-in-the-world that bit and bit and chewed the bone and tissue of human.
Beyond it.
Altered.
Immortal.
I will not die.
But Danny Eliot did. Most of him. At sixteen, he traded the possibility he couldn’t wait for, couldn’t believe he could clutch, to be the hands of Ancient Glory for the salt, the life, and the towers of the city below Devil Reef.
The watery concerns of the elders below cared not for this or any other human-centric vortex, yet something in the freedom, in the stew of desire swaying on the deck of the boat, brushed Oth’rnya-l’yi when he breached. The bridgewords of youth touched his hidden scars. All he contained before wakening to Her Glory hurt. Hurt. Those steel-tipped struggles, each a riot.
Longing, old songs on the mind’s radio, the sour cream of desire, the routes of despair. Four decades free of confinement and its trembling arpeggios of stormy-questions found their way back, took center stage in this theater of calm water.
The extraordinary compass of Her Glory Mother Hydra’s countenance slipped away. The lessons he received and instantly accepted from Pht’thyal’yi, vanished, beyond recovery. Oth’rnya-l’yi, the eternity he’d become, was running.
Stumbling.
The tugging. Old self swirling in mortal issues. Lonesomeness. Same train. Loathing the brutish-thing in the mirror. Same track. The Outsider’s one remote chance at victory nicked, plucked at, open—suffering and broken.
One of the girls on the boat laughed again. Fun. Summertime. All day all weekend, the waves of life, swelling, rolling…
No hope. Then.
No use for hope now. Not this kind.
A beachball more suited for dialogue with sunnynoon swells flew over the side. The waves played with it. Oth’rnya-l’yi closed his eyes. If he’d waited two more years, or five, could he have outrun, or sidestepped, the aches?
On the boat a couple had their arms around each other, had their hands on each other—his was on her ass pulling her closer, and she let him. They kissed, open mouth to open mouth, each breath rippling devouring. Happiness—passion. Freedom, no indictments, no poisoned almosts. Struck by the heat, Oth’rnya-l’yi was glued to the sight.
The fingers of his right hand stroked the scaly-webbing between those of his left as he stared at the couple, at their math of flesh. Again he came back to Danny unspooling, Danny his pieces of unbearable. Danny that was hurt and wasn’t happy in the thin, pale skin of his fragile human state. Would the universe or the coherence below have cared if he had not come home to Innsmouth? Could he have grown into manhood in the human world and discovered his hands holding something of value?
On the yacht, Phil, speaking with wild hands, sailed Ally’s curves. Ally’s luscious mouth brightly widened as it painted a responsive yes.
Oth’rnya-l’yi bobbed and watched the wild dance; the hunger of man-boy curtained by his face sunk its teeth into the erotic vision and would not abdicate. Bitty piece of moon got swallowed by a bank of clouds; he eased closer and aft to view the kids better. He needed to see.
Touch.
The vivid of a gorgeous roulette assailed him. Acrobatics, cheerleader’s thighs, upside-down, panties. Mallory, shining and sweet. Cartwheels.
The titter of abundant Ally stole his gaze.
Details. Her black hair. Her forearm. Her long thin fingers, dancer’s legs. How her profile seized the light, and from this angle, the avalanche of her poetry ripped open his blurs of hopeless. Her lips parted slightly to accept the filtered-tip of her cigarette, and even this slow undecorated motion was lavish. Lips…exhale, cherry ice cream, their invitation amplified by not moving. The first time he viewed the sea, at hightide, he let the view stab his heart with its heightened tableaux, and was changed forever by its authority and its beauty. She was as powerful.
Heat.
Craving—
cherry ice cream lips, her forearm,
her soft fingers gently holding
the cigarette.
Mallory. Silk-smooth and smiling, both a hammer and a feather. His last glimpse of human before he dove into the waves under the vast cloak of blue that had become so strange to him and embraced his ancestry in the city below Devil Reef.
Beyond the broken shells and the feathers in the little rivers in the wet sand, that first step, contact with the sea. Cold foam that was only frigid for a second. The water rose, the wave splashed over his ankles. The next higher. He stood there, accepting, waiting. Then the soft and salt was over his knees, then up to his crotch.
Stood there.
No longer a prisoner, no longer formed of inconsistencies and the battering rains of landlocked. All the expressionless Thursdays stockpiled with dead bodies…gone.
Left the surface for liquid articulations of surfaceless. Didn’t look back.
No lurching. Not shunned, not a broken inadequate thing lost in the morgue of fear.
Below. Quicker than the night’s black cloak fleeing a vivid morning sun, he returned home. Turned and dove and left the victims of the wrecked promises of dark-voiced streets.
Far from the North Shore and the seedy docks of Innsmouth, rotted and shunned by tourists hoping to enjoy the Massachusetts coastline, and far below the waves of Devil Reef was Y’ha-ntlei. Closed to the sun and air and human pollutants, the city of the Deep Ones thrived.
Early on, Oth’rnya-l’yi wondered about the huge architectural constructions that were perched atop the giant columns. Why do they look like sundials when there’s no sunlight down here? Other questions arose, and over time, all were answered. Slowly discovering his new realm, the purpose of each mega-structure and jewel and hieroglyph-covered pillar and the grand design of the boulevards and antechambers that defied the relentless abrasions of countless ages, he found his way and his place. Disregarding specialization and innovation, and the decline and growth of millennia, never-silent salt dented nothing here.
Immortal, never frustrated by waiting in the shadows of fear, to wither or fall prey to the ills of aging. Growing stronger in the body, he never looked back at human. His days and years here, below, had healed one thing, but neurologically and spiritually, slain another. These young humans, laughing victors on celebration day—with intense fingers, there on the lamp-lit deck swaying, showed him all his waiting all his unsaid, he, a sailor with no brave flag and many holes in his tiny boat.
Youth, some days a dumping ground where he struggled with bewilderments and all the institutions of afraid. Youth, harder without compatriots.
His to and fro
(hands too small to play
or hold the dream)
going to and
toward
(carrying his cellars of not,
and no, and wrong)
Feverish.
These beautiful kids. Painted in joy.


Joy. Is it that easy?
Danny never kissed a girl, never held a hand. Never looked into a mirror without seeing a beast. He read poetry, knew and sang along with the hopeful songs of the day.
Could Danny pilot his future away from the rain in this cave? Could a person, a woman trumpeting darling invitations present a route away from being pronounced dead? In silence he searched for an orchard.
He wanted fire, wanted vertical.
Looked
saw his hands.
Asked his tongue to set aside winter and create a ripple to possible.
The girl on the boat was beautiful. Hypnotic. She was that crazy ray of moonlight coming ashore that causes the heart to send its exclamations into the dell of soul and flesh.
She was powerful.
Her naked shoulder bewitching.
Her tummy an atoll.
Chills of delight leapt from his chest to his hips when her lashes beat.
She was freedom.
The scent of her, its prowess, unlocked memories of the shore, all the things that slipped through the door and his fingers.
The fingers of his left hand stroked the webbing between those of his right. Could he have grown into it? The kids on the boat were young and wild, but he’d seen others when he first came to Innsmouth, mature humans, quietly comfortable with their lives. They’d sailed without suffering and didn’t need to fathom the mysteries of the Great Above and the Great Below.
His mother had died of a stroke at thirty-six and the authorities put him in the county home. Danny in a 14-bed gallery of undebatable rules and stern regulations. Frightened. Not knowing his place, not able to sleep. Disdained. Flesh in a river of agony. Danny in a non-human world of frigid mechanisms and hard facts…and bed checks.
A prisoner in the county home. The whole first month of April, he felt like a target. May arrived, but there was no motion of feathers to climb to a balcony where Juliette had opened the curtains and stood, every drop of her blood steady with yes and more.
Days.
Weeks.
The hallways of the prison.
Eyes—
constant weapons aimed at him
and no shelter.
Glancing at the massive old clock on the mantelpiece in the dour community room, wanting to trick its streaming NO. No good days. Put to bed, never tucked in with happy little dreams. Thinking EXIT.
Seven weeks later, the prisoner bolted from the deadends of Schenectady. Hitchhiked, sat on a bus when he thought it safe, and walked east. Massachusetts. Innsmouth. Toward a place his mother had mentioned when she was taken by a long bout of fever before her passing. Innsmouth. “A tangle of chimney-pots and unpainted steeples. The harbor and the white belfry. Decay, and gold. My father’s house…My oath to Mother Hydra.” Whispered, “Innsmouth. The blue expanse of the Atlantic.” Cried as she said, “Cousin Ida said, wait and you’ll find purpose. Maybe I should not have run?”
Home? A place for a chance to breathe?
Family?
A place away from the shipwreck.
A prayer.
A place outside fear.
A vision of the sea consumed him. He could smell the perfume of salt, see the gulls arc, hear them oboe their song above the soft waves. The sea was full of live, a bosom under a sky that pinned no calendar to pleasurable.
Home. Hope on the husk of his limbs.
The siren-waves sang in him, stole his senses, declared peril would vanish.
The trek from desolation. It was a long trip. Close to a month on bark-bordered backroads and despair-lined streets, across fields, through wooded acres of pine and maple, headed East, dry or wet, outside the standards of style and etiquette. Danny slept where he could, stole bread and a roll of quarters from an unlocked Chevy in the parking lot of Sears, Roebuck & Company, took garden vegetables, ate wild berries and many rural apples, passed the nest of a robin. Ran and ran.
Wind. Windows. Morning followed by a long day. Hitchhiking. Hiding followed by a long night. Mile markers. It was a long trip. Road signs. Pieces of tires that could not make the trip. Rain. Innsmouth. Innsmouth. The sea of dark water called him and blinded him to events and shapes framed by brick and mortar and green.
He came to the ocean. Innsmouth, air thick with the smell of fish, the reef ‘s breakers playing in the rocks. Houses filled with Marshs and Gilmans, Waites and Hoggs. Uncle Sebastian looked him over and shook his hand. They knew his name. Taken in by cousins. Accepted.
A new geography and new modes of reasoning. Accounts and addresses came from mouths. Scaly hands opened grimoires, demonologies, and scriptures. Instructions given. Ancient histories of Old Times and Old Things still lurking, the conceptualization of unaussprechlich and incomprehensible.
Rites.
Choosing the gifts of the tides and shoal. Otter-like, playing in the reef, diving in the kelp.
Fear’s weeds became ghosts ignored.
Transition—leaving human, warm blood to cold blood, new eyes, gills, his shape and skin and musculature and its behavior, his consciousness, illuminated, altered.
Truth.
From poverty and defeat, he left air and went into the immortal blue, to the Kingdom that had no North or midnight.
Glory.
Y’ha-nthlei.
The city of the mapless deeps. 
Home.
In the canyons hidden below the cold dark waves, in the icy, cloistered deeps. Home. Among his kind. The outsider’s commotion of fears no longer a shattering bane, weakening his posture and musculature. A celebrant of Her Glory Mother Hydra, Oth’rnya-l’yi had become an unmovable thing, human expunged from his devotions as the other Deep Ones intertwined with the inhabitants of Innsmouth. The fear that pushed him to the town of his forbearers and the tugging that placed him among the columns and traditions of Y’ha-nthlei, were swept away by the unnamed girl on the yacht sipping from a wine glass.
He leaned.
She looked from the rim of her glass to the moon.
He was a poet. She was an angel. In his trance, she was making him, remodeling from his memories and reborn desperation.
Her image, how the moonlight painted it, tapped at him. He moved closer. She exhaled; he strained to catch her breath, any trace of her perfume.
He hoped she’d speak, even a single word. Just her voice—
He pushed aside salt to allow the scent of her light to kiss his lonely.
She was an artist and he was in progress, giving his whole. He wanted to do, or offer, something that would catch her eye..
Closer.
The curve behind her knee possessed his control.
Should I wave, splash about, or offer, hello?
Closer.
Dredged up, love songs he never got to try on and books of obsession that bedded down with his iron misery. The pressure of the deep supplanted by the insist of his memories. He was caught in her cage and weaving.
Closer.
Sparks of primal fun. Sexmusic rustles. Sugar and uncorked genies purred across the deck. Dancing, rubbing essence, a smooth leg, urgent, deliberation gone in the snap of fingers. Pausing to drink. Laughing at you, laughing at me. Hands touching, willing, guiding, darling. A kiss.
Closer
seeing.
Clinging.
Back to Earth and the soft things of land. Danny sighed, parted his lips to push out the flower of his I will in language—
She turned. Moved her foot, dropped her glass, wanted to refuse what she saw.
Other Deep Ones had risen and were beside him. They moved toward the boat—
Blood in the water.
Floating. The man Danny might have become shredding.
 
(for a kind and lovely lady in Providence)
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“Let me see it again,” Eric said, reaching between the seats of August’s Fiat to grab Mia’s arm. He practically wrenched it out of the socket as he held it up to the lowering sunlight and cocked his head, examining the gold cuff on her wrist. “I so want one of these. What if they’re all gone?”
“I told you, man. They had at least a dozen.” August’s smile was the same one that had captivated Mia on the first day of senior year, an affectionate smirk, a little bit superior, but very warm, tinged with worldly-wise compassion. It represented the many layers that were August Magnusen. He was a complicated person. She liked to think that she was too, and that that was why he’d given her the cuff for her birthday, November first. She was finally eighteen, a legal adult.
It was nearly Christmas now, and snow piled at the bases of endless humpbacked, arthritic pine trees plagued with flaking trunks; the sky was dark for early afternoon even in New England. He was driving a little too fast for the unfamiliar, twisty, one-lane road and Mia’s other hand was glued to the armrest. Her stomach was jumping and she was just about to ask Eric to let go of her when August slid a glance into the rearview mirror and said with mock anger, “And stop manhandling my woman.”
Eric did not stop. “I want to get one of these for Jane.” He ran a finger over the ornate surface. “It’s so…so weird. But cool-weird. When you move it around…” His voice trailed off “… I almost can’t see it anymore.”
August’s smug smile widened. “I know, right?” He mouthed “Jane,” at Mia, and Mia managed a little smile in response. She was trying not to be judgmental, but everyone knew that “Jane” was “Jack” and that he lived in Gloucester. And that despite Jack, Eric had his eye on someone closer to home. A lot closer. In the car, in fact. And it wasn’t Mia.
As they careened around a corner, a faded sign frosted with ice read “INNSMOUTH 2 MILES” and her grip on the armrest tightened. The momentum threw Eric off balance, and he released her arm. She wrapped her fingers around her shoulder seat belt. The car’s tires stuttered for purchase, and for one second, Mia thought they were going to spin out. August slowed down and his smile vanished. He hunkered forward and gazed intently through the windshield. The mood in the car changed along with him, tense now. As if it was time to get serious.
“Jesus, don’t kill us,” Eric muttered.
The road cut sharply to the right, leading the car into a maze of shadowy forest that blanked out the sunlight. Despite the lack of light, Mia’s gold cuff bounced reflections off the roof and the dashboard, kaleidoscoping, dervishing. Golden bubbles formed, popped, became cobalt silver pearlescent purple acid green swirled, danced, disappeared, blossomed.
Alex turned on his high beams, and they illuminated a greenish-white fog drifting across the road. Dark shapes lurched into the woods as if avoiding the headlights; as Mia turned her head and narrowed her eyes to make them out, Eric blurted, “Shit.”
They had escaped the forest, and the car balanced on the crest of a hill. Below, beyond a derelict bridge spanning an ebony river, the ruined town of Innsmouth—or what remained of it—lay before them. Nearly every wooden structure, many dating from Colonial times, had burned to the ground in the 1930s, and a mere scattering of those had been rebuilt. For the most part, only stone buildings remained, wearing blackened stripes as if eighty years of winters had not weathered away the soot. Ramshackle roofs hung at canted angles so that the top stories nearly touched over narrow alleys. Two weddingcake steeples cut silhouettes into the horizon.
“Dude, are you kidding?” Eric sounded pissed off. “This is it?”
August eased the Fiat down the grade, and they began to trundle across the bridge. The rhythmic jostling suggested that it had once served as a train trestle and minimal effort had been expended to retrofit the bridge for cars. The waters churned; to Mia’s left, rocks jutted, forming a reef.
On the other side of the bridge, August pulled the car into a snowy expanse that might once have served as a parking lot. Eric was sputtering under his breath as August killed the engine. Mia opened her car door and got out, slipping on her coat. Beneath the snow there was gravel. A sharp wind slapped her cheek, and she rewrapped her bright red woolen scarf around her chin and cheeks. The air reeked of decay: stinking seaweed, rotting fish. The stench was thick enough to coat her skin. She pulled her matching red gloves from her coat pocket and slipped them on.
August joined her and took her hand. He was carrying a flashlight, which he flicked on. He and Mia began to walk, kicking up a billow of the seemingly phosphorescent mist while Eric, swearing about the cold and the smell, caught up to them.
“Your jewelry store is here, right?” Eric said. “This isn’t some kind of joke?”
“It’s not all like this,” August rejoined. “There’s businesses and people and stuff.” He took a beat, and then he added, “The people are a little weird.”
“Weird how?” Eric’s voice rose.
“They just look kind of weird.” August smiled reassuringly at Mia. “But they aren’t dangerous or anything.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Eric said. “Dangerous? You said this was going to be like a treasure hunt. Something fun. This is seriously fucked up, man.”
“You’ve never had any sense of adventure.” August’s fingers ran over Mia’s beautiful cuff. “Did you think I bought this thing at a mall?”
That silenced Eric. August slowed and Eric came up beside him on the right, so that August was sandwiched between him and Mia. Which was symbolic of their relationship. Eric didn’t like her. She knew that August didn’t usually date long-term; he hooked up and then tossed you back like a fish. When he had presented her with the cuff, she had held back her emotions, assuming he intended it as bait for the famously untouchable Mia Brienne. Though she hadn’t shown it, the gift had meant something far different to her.
August took her hand, and her heart leapt. The hard snow crunched beneath her boots as they walked into the town. Windows were boarded up. The ground was littered. A dog barked.
“Fuck,” Eric blurted.
“This way.” August pointed to the left, toward the ocean. They approached a cobbled path that angled downward. Beyond the path lay tumbled-down bricks and crumbles of mortar; still farther, beneath, the ocean rolled; the reef was closer now, a platform of rocks surrounded as if by sentries of large, stalwart boulders.
Mia’s hair streamed in the strengthening wind and she sensed August’s gaze on her. She looked at him, and something glinted in his eye.
“That’s called Devil Reef,” he told her. “I read up on this place.”
She nodded because she wasn’t sure what to say. His hand was tight around hers, and he walked briskly. Clouds were moving across what little sun peeked out; the wedding-cake spires were wrapped in ribbons of mist.
“We’re going to the store now, right?” Eric said. “Where they have the cuffs? Because, Jesus.”
“There are stores down here,” August affirmed. “They make the jewelry here.”
“Who does? How?” Eric asked. “There’s no one anywhere.” He looked back over his shoulder at the car. “This is bogus.”
“Do you want one or not?” August asked. “For Jane?” He gave Mia’s hand a conspiratorial squeeze. She tried to squeeze back, but she didn’t manage it. Instead she gazed down at the baroque cuff; if she stared at it for long enough, the swirls and whorls became elongated faces with flat noses and chinless, thick, open mouths that drooped at the corners. Had August seen those faces? Or was it something only she could see?
“Are you mocking me?” Eric snapped. “What’s the deal, Aug?” Yes, August hooked up with girls and then threw them back, but Eric was always his best friend. His constant. It was no surprise to her that Eric resented her. She had fully expected it. She just hadn’t known how to factor in his hostility—and his constant presence—while attempting to forge something different with August. Her own form of bait, if you wanted to put it that way.
Using her heart.
“Eric, come on,” August began. “Everyone knows that Jane—”
Mia faked a stumble to change the subject. Her hand jerked August’s and he pulled up to keep her from tumbling to the ground.
“Whoa,” he said. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, thanks.” She smiled gratefully up at him. Eric, with his hands in his pockets, stomped ahead, then slowed and huffed, as if he had realized that there was no value in storming off. He didn’t know the town and had no idea where to go. August had the car keys. August was in charge. Maybe if Eric arranged to slip and slide on the wet stones, he would get the attention he craved, at least for a little while.
The street continued downward, bringing them closer to the level of the cliff that overlooked Devil Reef. It wasn’t that far out to sea. Geometric shapes like runes had been carved into the rocks, then filled in with something that made them white. Dark streaks and blotches broke up the lines and whorls.
“There’s a story,” August said, following her gaze, “that a long time ago, the people who lived here performed human sacrifices out there on that reef.”
“That’s cool. Like in Salem times?” Eric said. “Or earlier, like Indians?”
August’s trademark smirking-affectionate smile blazed across his face. “It scares me that you’re going to graduate in six months. You don’t really know much, do you?”
“Hey, fuck off,” Eric said, stung. “I got all As in history.”
August rolled his eyes. “Public education at its finest. And anyway, the human sacrifices went on until the thirties. Then there was a standoff with the government, and they burned out the leaders of the local cult. Like that stuff with Mormons or whatever.”
“What the hell are you talking about? What Mormons?” Eric huffed.
“That guy who was marrying fifth graders.” August looked at Mia as if she could fill in the blanks. “In Arizona or Utah, right?”
“Something like that,” she said. “I read about it, too.”
Eric mimicked throwing up. “That’s sick, marrying little girls. They do that in those African countries, but in America?”
“In America,” August said.
Eric gestured to Mia. “How old are you? Sixteen? Would you want to marry some old geezer?”
Eric knew very well that she was eighteen. He’d made all kinds of cracks about her being legal at the Halloween party the night before her birthday.
“No,” she said. “I wouldn’t. But you know, girls used to get married at eighteen, right out of high school.” She didn’t look at August when she spoke. She didn’t want him to think she was hinting or anything.
“But not at twelve. I hope they castrated him. That’s disgusting,” Eric said. “How the hell could he have gotten away with that?”
August shrugged as if the answer were obvious. “Well, he had a shitpile of followers who kept his secret. He told them that anyone who told would die.”
“He would murder them?” Eric said.
“Or there would be retribution. I’m not sure. I mean, does it matter?” August smiled reassuringly at Mia. “Anyway, that’s all in the past here in Innsmouth. They had this crazy religion, but the government shut it down, and now all that’s left here is some cool stores. Like jewelry and stained glass and herbs. Hippie stuff.”
At that moment the sun poked through the cloud cover and illuminated the glint in August’s eye. His face…his smile was not genuine. He was gazing at her the way a cat stares at a mouse.
He was lying to her. The smile she had thought was so good-humored…it was not. It was mean. It was a leer.
But when he took her mittened hand and laced their fingers together, his scary smile melted away and he was sweet August again.
Complex.
They sidled on down the path; sprinkles of snow were tossed by the wind like confetti. August laughed and did a little dance, completely endearing.
Eric kept up a litany of nervous complaining; they reached the end of the walk. To the right, as if carved into rock, wooden window frames bordered simple doors with painted signs tacked on them. One read TAVERN; the next one over said INNSMOUTH SOUVENIRS.
“That’s it,” August announced, and he walked boldly up to the door of Innsmouth Souvenirs and opened it. He started to go in, and then he halted, stepping aside to let Mia enter first.
The room was poorly lit, a flickering Tiffany-style lamp hanging from the rafters. The glass panels were decorated with what appeared to be octopi, but on second glance, resembled the queerly changeable visions of her gold cuff.
Her boots almost slid out from underneath her as she stepped over the transom. The floor was not only wet but slimy; she grabbed onto August for purchase and he eased her inside. Eric brought up the rear, grousing about the stink. It was no different from what they’d already encountered, simply more concentrated. The walls were painted; sections of a seascape were vaguely visible, huge, bulging eyes staring out from elongated faces.
A young man with black hair and a cleft in his chin stepped from the gloom and placed his hands on a varnished wood counter. His gaze swept over the threesome, then rested on Mia. He smiled briefly, and then he caught sight of her cuff.
“Oh,” he said. He looked first at August, then at Eric, and raised his brows. As if on cue, August moved past Eric and turned the lock on the door. The deadbolt slammed shut.
Eric said, “What the hell?”
“This is secret. They’re not supposed to sell them to just anybody.” August puffed out his chest. The black-haired man smiled.
“Indeed,” he said. “Very few can pay the price.”
“I can.” August darted toward Mia and put his hand around her forearm much as Eric had in the Fiat. He steered her toward the man. “Here. As promised.”
The man reached for Mia, molding a hand on her shoulder. Eric said, “The fuck? Let go of her!” He turned the lock but the deadbolt didn’t slide back. He stared at August. “What’s going on?” A sound came from the deeper recesses of the darkness, impossible to discern. The man lifted up a section of the counter and pulled Mia through the space. The counter fwopped back down and the distant sound grew louder, more distinct: something that squished and flopped. Something that created suction, then pulled and strained until there was a large pop of released pressure.
“Oh, my God, what is that? What’s that smell?” Eric doubled over and clamped a hand to his mouth. August’s eyes jittered back and forth and his fists were balled together. Tense, eager. Frightened, resolute.
“It’s just the ocean, man.”
But the sounds echoed through the room, slurping and rolling and trundling. Eric threw himself against the door; less certain now, August stared into the darkness. Mia’s heart pounded.
The smell coalesced around them, became green mist that billowed and contracted like breath. The black-haired man looked at Mia and said, “Not long now.”
“Fuck this!” Eric shouted, and he whipped out his cell phone.
“Secret,” August said. Then made a fist, reached back, and slammed it into Eric’s nose. Blood spurted as Eric gasped and fell against the door, his phone sliding across the wet, viscous floor. He tried to get up but he was held in place. August took advantage and kicked him in the stomach, then his face. With a wheeze, Eric collapsed.
“Easy,” the black-haired man cautioned Mia as she prepared to rush to Eric’s aid.
August wiped blood off his face as he looked at Mia, too. “I’m really sorry.”
She remained calm, although her nerves were firing, her hands trembling. She said, “For what?”
“Well, see,” he said, “they still do all that stuff. The sacrifices.” He looked at the black-haired man. “They promised me gold. Treasure. Like that bracelet. All I needed was to bring someone.” He kicked Eric, who did not move. “I brought them two.”
“Did you,” said the black-haired man.
August’s eyes widened. He took a step backward and let out a shriek so loaded with terror that it sounded inhuman. But it was human.
It was the black-haired man who was not. Not completely. He pulled rubbery appliances off his cheeks and forehead—rubbery things—and from around his eyes—the telltale eyes of the people of Innsmouth, descendants of the Deep Ones—the gods who dwelled beneath the waves and mated with the children of men. Gray-complected, his gills working overtime because he was excited.
August completely lost it. He screamed and pawed at the door, tripping over Eric’s still form. Slipping in blood and a slime that was seeping across the floor like a living thing.
In the distance, bells pealed in the wedding-cake steeples and Mia closed her eyes.
The black-haired fish-man raised a long, bronze gun from behind the counter and pointed it at August. He said, “Silence, or I will shoot off your arms.”
August threw up. The man cocked the gun and walked toward him, aiming it at August’s shoulder.
“Stop it now,” the man said. “Stop or I’ll do it.”
Mia lifted up her hand, showing the golden cuff, and said to August, “Where did you find this?”
August opened his mouth, blinked, shook his head. He began to sob. “I don’t remember. I don’t know! I’m sorry. Jesus, Mia! Jesus! I wouldn’t have really done it. You know me. You know I love you!”
“Iä-R’lyeh! Cthulhu fhtagn! Iä! Iä!” the black-haired man said. He turned to Mia and said, “The Deep Ones called him. And he has answered.”
She smiled, then, beatifically. She raised her wrist and said, “August, you’re not the one who brought a sacrifice. And it’s not a bracelet.
“It’s a wedding ring.”
The colors kaleidoscoping, dervishing. Golden bubbles forming, popping, cobalt silver pearlescent purple acid green swirling, dancing, blossoming. Green mist pouring down from behind her like a warm coat, a waterfall. She was eighteen now.
Old enough to get married.
“Iä-R’lyeh! Cthulhu fhtagn! Iä! Iä!” she cried.
Her wedding vow.
August screamed as tentacles slithered around Mia’s legs and twined around her waist. Green and purple, and black and ochre. Wet and slick, smelling of the world below.
Her bridegroom.
“You will be showered with gold, and jewels,” the black-haired man said to Mia.
“And love,” she whispered.
Then the appendages and the great weight and the smell overpowered her as she slipped the ring onto her beloved’s appropriate tentacle. Her mate raised into the air and came crashing down on her; the floor gave way and they plunged into the waters that crashed and smashed against black Devil Reef.
On their honeymoon.
“You will rise again,” she promised him. “You will be mighty.”
Beneath the waves, as they dove toward the ruined sea kingdom of Y’ha-nthlei, and all the bells in Innsmouth caroled her joy, and her imminent human destruction.
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“If you ask me, this is a terrible idea,” Nurse Eunice Waite said to Head Nurse Sarah Cork.
“It’s the Director’s idea,” Sarah told her with a thin smile. “Why don’t you tell him how terrible it is?”
Eunice sniffed and squared her shoulders. She was a big woman. Her enormous breasts jiggled beneath her white top in spite of her orthopaedic brassiere.
“I thought not,” Sarah said. “Now get back to work and let me do my job.”
Eunice leaned over the desk and glared down at the round, fleshy face of her supervisor.
“I’ll say only this—nothing good comes from hiring outsiders.”
She turned on the low heel of her sensible white nurse’s shoe and stalked out of the office, slamming the door behind her.
After allowing a decorous interval of silence, Sarah got up and opened the door.
“You can come in now, Miss Bowers. I’m ready for your interview.”
The woman who walked in from the waiting room was tall and thin, with a long face and a small mouth bracketed by habitual frown lines. Her dark hair was pulled back from her ears in a severe bun. She wore no makeup to accentuate her brown eyes, which were her best feature in Sarah’s opinion. Her drab gray dress looked handmade. A small silver crucifix hung around her neck on a delicate chain. That was her only piece of jewelry. When Sarah accepted her hand in greeting, she felt the fingers of the other woman tremble.
“Sit down, Miss Bowers.”
“Please, call me Ruth.”
“If you wish.”
She returned to her place behind the desk while the woman in gray perched on the edge of a chair. She kept her small black leather purse balanced upright on her knees in both hands.
“I’ve been going over your résumé,” Sarah said, indicating the open brown file folder on her desk. “It says you had five years of experience caring for the severely disabled at Arkham Hospital.”
“That’s right.” The other woman’s voice was surprisingly mild.
“You didn’t indicate why you left.”
The woman shifted in her chair and dropped her gaze.
“I just felt it was time to expand my horizons and move on. I didn’t want my life to stagnate.”
Sarah nodded, watching her.
“One of my cousins works at Arkham Hospital. She told me you left under a black cloud. She said there were charges made of gross incompetence.”
“No formal charge was ever laid,” Ruth said sharply.
“No, of course not, or you wouldn’t still have your nursing license, would you?”
The other woman met her gaze defiantly. Sarah heaved a sigh and closed the file folder. She laced her chubby fingers together over it.
“I’m going to be honest with you, Ruth. The Marsh Care Facility is grossly understaffed. We need more nurses, and it is hard to lure them away from the bright lights of the big cities to work in a small town such as Innsmouth, where there is so little to do for recreation.”
“I imagine that would be the case,” Ruth said.
“You’re here because no one else will hire you, isn’t that the truth?”
After a moment’s hesitation, the other woman nodded.
“Now we understand each other. We need nurses and you need a job. I’m willing to overlook the rumors surrounding your resignation from Arkham Hospital and give you a chance.”
The other woman’s dour face flickered briefly into a shy smile.
“Thank you, Miss Cork. You won’t regret this decision, I promise.”
“I’ll be watching you closely for the first few weeks, so don’t screw up, or out you go. There’s no second chance for you.”
“I understand.”
Sarah stood up.
“Come with me. I’ll give you a quick tour of the Facility.”
She left the administration office and walked briskly down the hall on her short legs, with Ruth at her side and half a pace behind.
“This Facility exists in its present form because of the generous bequest of Obed Marsh, who funded the construction of the original building on this very site in the mid-1800s. When the original building burned down after a lightning strike, the present structure was erected in the 1920s to replace it.”
“It’s very impressive,” Ruth murmured.
Sarah gave no sign that she had heard the other woman speak.
“We have three wards. All our patients are funded by the yearly investment income from the Marsh endowment. Some have been abandoned by their families and are wards of the institution. Others have families too poor to pay for private medical care.”
She stopped beside a double door, which stood open.
“This is Ward One. The patients here all suffer from mental disabilities such as severe retardation. In almost every case the disability is congenital.”
Ruth peered into the ward, and had to resist the urge to flinch back. Men and women of various ages sat on the beds or at small tables, rocking back and forth. A few stood leaning against the wall. There was a curious similarity in the appearance of their vacant faces, a flatness of the nose and a prominence of the eyes. Their mouths appeared unnaturally wide and their necks were short.
“What you are observing is referred to as the Innsmouth Look. It’s been the subject of several articles in prominent medical journals.”
“What causes it?” Ruth asked.
“When Innsmouth was a fishing village, many generations ago, it was isolated from the rest of Massachusetts by the poor roads that served the community. There was a tendency for the inhabitants to intermarry, and eventually this produced the curious facial deformities that you will encounter throughout the Facility.” She laughed lightly. “You’ll even see it among some of the staff.”
Now that she mentioned it, Ruth noticed that the head nurse had uncommonly protuberant eyes, round and heavy-lidded like those of a frog, and her thick neck was quite short.
“I have some Innsmouth blood myself,” Sarah said.
“I never would have known,” Ruth murmured.
They continued down the hall and stopped again at the next doorway.
“Ward Two is occupied by those with more severe physical deformities. Some of these patients also have mental problems, but they are not so limiting as those in the first ward. They can feed themselves, those that have the use of their hands, and some can even go to the toilet unattended.”
The deformities seemed to consist of a general thickening of the neck and torso, and a distortion in the legs that prevented walking upright. Some of the patients were missing limbs or parts of limbs. Their facial disfigurements were more severe than those in the first ward.
She hurried after the head nurse, who had started down the hall without waiting for her. They stopped at the third doorway and looked into the room beyond.
“Ward Three contains the most severe cases of congenital deformity,” Sarah said calmly, pretending not to notice Ruth’s grimace of horror. “These poor people can’t walk. Some of them are able to crawl or hop along the floor on their stumps. We encourage them to be as active as their physical condition allows.”
Ruth stared at the things that sat on the beds or crawled on the floor. She had cared for the severely disabled, but she had never looked after the needs of monsters. She wondered if she had made the right decision, coming to Innsmouth.
“Let’s go upstairs,” Sarah said. “I’ll show you the nurse’s cafeteria and lounge, and the apartments for residents. You’ll be living here at the facility, is that right?”
“Well, I hadn’t really thought about it, but I assumed I’d be taking a room somewhere in town.”
The little head nurse laughed.
“You don’t know Innsmouth, Ruth. The people here are wonderful, but they are suspicious of strangers. I doubt anyone would rent you a room. As for the Gilman House, stay away from that hotel. It’s in a terrible state of disrepair. You’re much better off living here with us, and the rent is very reasonable.”
“There are no wards on the upper floor, are there?”
“No, all the patients live down here. Our resident nurses and attendants live upstairs. It’s like night and day. You won’t even know you’re still in the building.”
 
2.
 
Ruth unpacked her suitcase in her apartment, which consisted of a kitchenette, a combined living room and bedroom, and a full bathroom. She was surprised how nice it was. The entire second level of the Marsh Facility was decorated in bright colors and lively patterns, as though in an attempt to deny what lurked below, and to a large extent it succeeded. True, there was still the smell of antiseptic in the air, and it was possible to hear the public address system echoing up through the floor when things were quiet, but overall she might as well have been in her own apartment building. It was much better than the single room she had imagined renting in the town.
About two dozen nurses and orderlies lived on the second level with her. They were standoffish, but that was to be expected in so small a place as Innsmouth. Many of them had the Look, but not in its advanced stages. They would probably warm up to her after she worked with them for a few weeks, she decided.
She took out her Bible and placed it on the bureau, then took her crucifix and hung it over her bed, where the previous occupant had hung a dreary painting of a storm at sea. She slid the small painting behind the bureau to get it out of the way. The Facility was located not far from the coastline, but she didn’t need to be reminded of that every minute. It seemed that the halls of the Facility, both lower and upper floors, were filled with pictures and carvings related to sailing ships and fishing boats and the ocean. It was almost obsessive. She had always hated the ocean. Fortunately, her windows faced the hills. At least in her own apartment she could avoid looking at the Atlantic.
Kneeling at the side of her bed, she folded her hands together and began to pray.
“O Lord, watch over me, your foolish daughter in faith, and keep me from harm. Strengthen my resolve to do your work so that I remain steadfast when the moment of crisis comes. Inform me of your will, O Lord, that I may be your instrument of mercy on this earth. Amen.”
The prayer was her own composition, and she recited it three times a day—on waking, at noon, and before going to bed. She had evolved past the need to use more conventional forms of prayer. The guiding hand of Jesus was upon her, and she felt it as a physical touch upon the top of her head.
Since she had not been assigned any work on her first day at the Marsh Facility, she decided to take a walking tour of Innsmouth and acquaint herself with its streets. She put on her good pair of hiking shoes. They were the most expensive article of clothing she owned, but nurses were always careful about protecting their feet. On the average nursing shift, they walked for miles and spent hours standing. She couldn’t afford feet that hurt.
The Facility was no great distance beyond the outskirts of Innsmouth. She followed its tree-lined drive and found herself in the town. What a shocking experience it was. She had heard that Innsmouth was one of the more depressed communities of Massachusetts, but she had not imagined such advanced decay. It might as well have been a suburb of Detroit. The houses constructed in the grand Victorian style looked ready to collapse under their own weight. There were holes in the roofs, tumbled chimneys, broken and boarded up windows. None of those she passed had seen a new coat of paint in decades.
It was a singular feature of Innsmouth that a small river ran through the town, crossed at intervals by quaint wooden bridges. In between these bridges, the water fell over a series of geological faults in the landscape that produced cascades. She traced the river down toward the harbor, enjoying the sound of the rushing water. Now and then, she saw a curtain move in the window of a house as she passed. Innsmouth was not uninhabited, it only appeared so. When she stopped and looked across the town, she could see only three figures on the streets. One of them appeared hardly human, it was so bent over, and it moved with a kind of hopping motion, but it was too far away to see clearly. She squinted at it, shading her eyes from glare of the sun, until the curious figure moved behind the corner of a building and was lost from view.
As she drew nearer the waterfront of the town, the houses became smaller and meaner in appearance. The smells of salt and fish grew stronger. A flock of seagulls filled the air, their frantic screams sounding almost human. They hovered over a dirty fishing trawler that made its tortuous way into the harbor along the narrow dredged channel. It seemed to be the only active fishing boat on the wharf, although several other rundown vessels were tied up there.
She passed a large, brooding building that was shuttered up. Weathered lettering on the front above the doors read Marsh Refinery. There was no activity around the building, which did not appear to have been used for years, or even decades. This must be where the Marshes had smelted down the gold the family was reputed to have brought to Innsmouth in trading schooners from the South Seas, or some folklore asserted, from the depths of the sea itself. But that was long ago.
As she stood in front of the refinery, the sound of a conversation drifted up the alley at its side. It was in some guttural foreign language she did not recognize. Listening to it, she wondered how such gulping, slopping sounds could issue from a normal human throat. Curiosity drew her toward the mouth of the alley. As she reached it, something large and close to the ground at the far end flopped its way around the corner of the old brickwork. She caught no more than a glimpse of its shadow, and wasn’t sure whether it was a man with his back hunched or a large dog with a bad leg.
She started to go down the alley to investigate, but caution got the better of her curiosity. This was a rough section of town, even for so rough a town as this. She had no wish to be trapped in some enclosed courtyard by tramps or criminals. She decided that she had seen enough of Innsmouth for one day, and backed out of the alley.
 
3.
 
Ruth’s life soon fell into a predictable routine. She was assigned to work in Ward Two under the oversight of Nurse Eunice Waite, a large and very loud woman who made her dislike of Ruth clear on their first shift together. Sarah Cork appeared to derive some sort of amusement from ordering Eunice to teach Ruth the routine. The corners of her broad slit of a mouth twitched and her froggy eyes sparkled as she spoke to the other nurse. Eunice was sullen to work beside, but to her credit she did not neglect her duties and was an excellent nurse. She had the muscle mass to lift and roll over the heavier patients who could not help themselves in their beds.
Most of the work was boring and repetitive, but Ruth had never minded repetition. Her father had been a strict disciplinarian and had used his belt to teach her the virtue of honest toil. She washed her patients, helped them to the bathroom when they could walk or gave them bedpans when they could not, and tended to their bedsores, which were a chronic problem throughout the second and third wards.
It was surprising how quickly she became accustomed to their deformities. Some of them had strange flaps of skin in rows on the sides of their necks, and the texture of their skin was moist and almost scaly. The skin flaked off in patches, as though shedding, when she scrubbed them with the wash cloth. Between the fingers and toes of many of them there was a kind of webbing, and the toes were oddly elongated, making normal walking very difficult when coupled with their bent backs.
On Friday afternoon, she was summoned into the administration office. Head Nurse Sarah Cork flashed her a momentary smile of greeting across the desk and motioned for her to sit.
“How has your first week with us been going, Ruth?”
“Very well. Eunice has been teaching me the way things are done at the Marsh Facility.”
“I’m delighted to hear it.” She folded her chubby fingers together on the desk and her face became more serious. “The reason I called you in here today was to inform you that the family members of our patients will be visiting this evening. Friday is visiting night.”
As yet, Ruth had not encountered a single family member visiting a patent.
“Only Friday night?”
“That’s right. It may seem unduly restrictive, but we find that the patients accept the routine of the Facility better when not disrupted by frequent visitors.”
“They come in the evening?”
“After dark, yes.”
“My shift will be over by then.”
“I know, but there is something you need to know. It’s our policy to allow the family members complete privacy with the patients. Under no circumstances are you to go down to the first floor after dark. Do you understand?”
Ruth blinked at the emphatic tone in the other woman’s voice.
“Yes, I understand.”
“What are you to do?”
“I’m not to go down to the first floor after dark.”
“For any reason.”
“For any reason,” Ruth repeated.
Sarah Cork sat back in her chair and relaxed. She smiled again, and Ruth could not help thinking of a bullfrog that had just swallowed a fly.
“That will be all.”
Ruth returned to Ward Two. Eunice eyed her up and down.
“Did Cork tell you about visitors’ night?”
Ruth nodded.
“Doesn’t it seem a little strange to you?” she asked the big woman. Eunice shook her head.
“Only one visiting night a week, after dark, and we’re not even allowed to be there in case anyone needs anything?”
“The families have been coming here for years. They know what to do if one of the patients needs anything.”
“What if there’s an emergency, like a Code Red?”
Eunice shrugged.
“The night doctor would take care of it, I expect. It’s never happened since I’ve been here.”
“It just seems really weird, that’s all.”
“My girl, if weird bothers you, then you’ve come to the wrong place.”
Ruth didn’t argue. As the shift wore on she forgot about the words of Sarah Cork. The shift ended and she went upstairs to relax and pray while the meatloaf that was to be her dinner baked in the oven.
As dusk began to darken outside her window, her curiosity returned. She wondered what the visitors would look like. Would they have the Innsmouth Look, as well? Every so often she peeked out her window, but they weren’t arriving by the back door.
Below the sound of the television from the nurse’s lounge, she heard muffled, deep voices. The visitors must be here already, she realized. She went to the cast-iron radiator and sat on the floor beside it, then put her ear to the pipe. The weather was still mild enough in the evenings that the furnace had not been turned on. The chill iron pipe against her ear channelled the voices from below, but she could not quite make out what they were saying. It was as though they spoke in some foreign language. She remembered the voices behind the Marsh Refinery. These were similar, but there were both male and female voices.
She wanted to sneak down the stairs and have a look at the visitors, but knew that if she were caught, it would mean dismissal. Nurse Cork would probably be watching for her. Instead, she contented herself with crossing the hall to the cafeteria, which was empty. Its windows overlooked the front of the building.
It was almost an hour before someone came out of the doors below the window where she sat. From the back it looked like an elderly woman. She was fat and walked with the aid of two white canes. Her long black dress trailed on the gravel of the walkway and she seemed to be wearing a hat with a veil, although Ruth could not be sure of this because the old woman kept her back turned. She must be crippled with arthritis, Ruth thought as she watched the woman, who did not so much walk as hop by means of the two canes.
The overhead light snapped on.
“What are you doing in here?”
Sarah Cork stood in the doorway, her hand on the light switch.
“I ran out of milk. I thought there might be some left over in the fridge.”
“Was there?”
“No.”
The little fat nurse studied her for several seconds.
“Go back to your rooms.”
Ruth left the cafeteria without speaking another word and returned to her apartment. She had not actually violated any of Nurse Cork’s instructions, but it was clear that Sarah knew why she had been sitting in the lunch room and didn’t like it.
 
4.
 
It was a little more than two weeks after Ruth started work at the Marsh Facility that Eunice came into her apartment in the wee hours of the morning and shook her shoulder. The nurses living there never bothered to lock their doors at night. She opened dry eyelids and squinted against the light from the bedside lamp that the other nurse had switched on.
“What do you want?”
“You’ve got to get up and get dressed, my girl. You’re needed outside.”
Something in the other woman’s voice stopped the questions Ruth might have asked. She got dressed quickly while the other waited with her arms crossed, tapping her toe on the floor. They hurried downstairs and out the front door.
“Will you tell me what’s going on?”
“Some of the patients got out. We need to round them up and bring them back.”
“Got out? Isn’t the outer door locked at night? How could they get out?”
“Some of them are brighter than they look,” Eunice said grimly.
“Does this happen often?”
The big woman grabbed her arm and stopped her on the gravel path they were following through the trees.
“Listen. Do you hear that?”
Ruth listened. The rhythmic sound of waves breaking on the sands of a beach reached her ears. Mingled with it was the murmur of many voices.
“If the wind is just right, it carries the sound of the waves into the Facility at night, when it’s dead quiet. The patients hear them.”
“Hear what? You mean the waves?”
“The waves draw them outside and down to the beach. That’s where they’ll be. Don’t worry, the rest of us know what to do. This happens three or four times a year.”
The nearly full moon made walking easy as they descended the winding path. The beach lay outside the claustrophobic bounds of Innsmouth Harbor. Waves ran in freely from the open ocean, turning to white foam as they tumbled across the broad crescent of sand.
Ruth paused at the top of the sand dune in horror. The scene was like something out of Dante. Dozens of patients who possessed the power of locomotion stood or knelt or rolled in the waves as they curled across the sand. The patients were all naked. Their hospital gowns and Johnny shirts lay scattered around them or floated in the sea foam. The patients danced or flopped up and down, some standing as deep as their chests, and chanted in a rhythmic but inarticulate way, as though calling out to the waves that rolled to greet them.
Several of the staff were already on the beach, trying to get the more severely disabled out of the water, but the patients resisted their efforts with aggressive determination. They grunted like animals and struck out with their fists, or bit the hands that touched them.
“Someone’s going to drown if we don’t get them out,” Ruth said.
She and Eunice hurried down the sloping sand as more staff arrived.
They managed to drag the less violent out of the water a few at a time and led them back to the Facility in relays. Then they concentrated on the more difficult patients one by one, pulling them from the clinging waves as they fought and chanted their wordless chant. Some of the deformed men were enormously strong in the upper body. Ruth managed to avoid getting bitten, but a flailing fist caught her above the eye and made her see stars for a few moments.
“Are you all right?” Eunice demanded.
“It’s nothing,” Ruth said. “It’s not the first time.”
Eunice laughed and nodded. Those who cared for the mentally disabled or demented became accustomed to watching out for stray fists, but it was impossible to avoid them all. It was a hazard that went with the job.
“Be glad he missed your nose,” Eunice said, wrestling the grunting, gulping man down with her thick arm around his neck. A male nurse helped her drag him out of the water.
When Ruth was helping another male nurse lift a patient from Ward Three into a wheel chair, she noticed a head with white hair bobbing in the waves some distance out from the beach, watching her. She called to Eunice.
“That man is going to drown unless someone goes in and gets him.”
Eunice looked, then smiled.
“That’s Lucas Crowley. Don’t worry about him. He’s real good in the water.”
The white-haired man turned lazily and swam further out with slow strokes of his arms. He swam as though he were swimming toward something, but there was nothing in front of him except waves. As Ruth watched in mounting alarm, unable to turn away, she saw a hand lift from one of those waves and beckon to the swimmer. Its unnaturally elongated fingers were webbed. She blinked and it was gone.
“Did you see that?”
“See what?” Eunice asked, turning from a woman she had just wrapped in a dry towel.
“There was something in the water. It looked like a hand.”
The big nurse squinted and shook her head.
“I don’t see anything but Lucas.”
The white head began to bob up and down, then disappeared beneath the waves.
“He went under,” Ruth said frantically. She could not swim, but even so she had to resist the insane urge to run into the water. “Someone, please, get him out.”
The rest of the staff glanced at her but made no move to enter the sea. They seemed amused by her concern.
“Lucas will come out when he’s good and ready. He’s done this before,” Eunice told her. “You just see that the others get dried off and back to their beds.”
Ruth could not turn away. She stood staring out to sea, waiting for the swimmer’s head to come up, but it never did.
“I’ll pray for your soul, Lucas,” she murmured. It was all she could do for him.
 
5.
 
The next morning when she came down to work, she was assigned to Ward Three for the first time. As she entered the ward, she saw Lucas Crowley sitting on one of the beds. He wore a kind of tent-like garment of white cotton that looked handmade. No store-bought article of clothing would have fitted over his squat, broad body. His shoulders were massive, but his legs were so short, they disappeared under his prominent belly. She recognized him by the shock of snow-white hair that covered his misshapen skull, which was elongated and flattened. His eyes projected from his head like ping-pong balls, but his nose was so flat it was almost absent, and the broad slash of his mouth had no lips.
He felt her gaze upon him and turned to look at her with a vacant expression. The flaps of skin on either side of his neck moved up and down.
“I thought you were drowned for sure, Lucas,” she said to him.
He tilted back his grotesque head and made a gulping noise in his throat. After a while she realized it was a kind of laughter. He was laughing at her.
“I’m your new nurse,” she said, controlling her annoyance. “My name’s Ruth Bowers. I’ll be taking care of you.”
He raised his hand and flicked his long fingers in a dismissive gesture of contempt. There was a web of skin between them.
“Can you speak? Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”
He began to grunt and bob his head at her, glaring at her with his strange eyes, until at last she moved away from him to the next bed. Almost at once he went back to staring at the blank wall in front of him, like some monstrous caricature of the Buddha.
Ward Three was a difficult ward. All of the patients were severely deformed, and most of them were retarded as well. They couldn’t use the toilet on their own, or wash themselves, or even feed themselves. A few, like Lucas, could move around on their deformed limbs. He could not walk, but he could hop. Fortunately for the nurses, he seldom left his bed.
As she bathed him and fed him day after day, she began to feel an irrational aversion. Her skin crawled when she was forced to roll him over to apply the ointment that prevented bed sores. Handling his bed pans was particularly disgusting.
She knew she should not feel this way, that it was both unprofessional and un-Christian of her, and she tried to be pleasant toward him when she attended to his needs, but the trollish creature seemed to sense how she really felt and showed his dislike for her in subtle ways. He would mock her with his gulping laugh and stare at her with an almost palpable malice in his frog-like eyes.
At night, Ruth knelt at the side of her bed and prayed for guidance.
“What am I to do to help Lucas Crowley, O Lord?” she asked.
For several weeks, God did not answer her. Then one night he laid his hand on her head, and she knew his will. It was to be the same blessing she had administered at Arkham Hospital. Lucas Crowley was to be the first who received it at the Marsh Care Facility. Her heart filled with pure joy.
“Yes, Lord, I understand. Thy will be done.”
She kissed the cross around her neck and went to bed content that once again she was to become God’s instrument.
Because of his broadness, Lucas could not fit into a conventional shower stall. It was necessary to lower him into a special stainless steel bathtub to bathe him, which was much wider and deeper than an ordinary tub. He seemed to enjoy the water, to judge by the mewling sounds he made in his throat. Ruth hated washing him. It forced her to put both her arms deep into the tub, which brought her face down until it almost touched his.
The day after her revelation in prayer, when she was lowering Lucas into the tub using the special electric hoist with its lifting harness, she deliberately tipped the machine into the tub. Lucas went under the water with the full weight of the heavy machine pressing down on him, and the harness around his body prevented him from working himself loose. To be certain, Ruth leaned her full weight on the tipped machine. This brought her over the tub, where she was able to watch Lucas drown. She remained on top of the lifting hoist for a full ten minutes. At the end of this period, she studied the grotesque face under the water.
His eyes were still open, which was to be expected. They seemed to stare at her with hatred, but she knew this was only an illusion. He did not move. He was dead, and she had fulfilled the will of God to release his tortured soul from its prison of deformed flesh. Now he could know peace. She unbuckled the lifting harness from around his body and replaced the hoist in its usual upright position, then left the tub room with a happy heart. Someone else would find him in the tub and assume his death to be an accident.
She was always very clever when she liberated the souls of those who suffered. She made certain there were no witnesses, and no evidence that could be turned against her. Any accusations were circumstantial and easy to deny. Too many of them had accumulated at Arkham Hospital, forcing her to resign her job, but before she left she had managed to help dozens of suffering souls find peace. With the divine grace of Jesus resting on her head, she knew she would have equal success at Innsmouth. So many of these poor tormented monsters needed her blessing.
It was almost lunch time when she left the tub room. She took her lunch break with a happy heart. When she returned to Ward Three with the insulin injections needed by two of the patients, the first thing she saw was Lucas Crowley, sitting on his bed in his white tent of a gown, staring at the blank wall. The shock was so great, she dropped the plastic tray with the empty syringes.
“Clean up your mess, Nurse Bowers,” Head Nurse Sarah Cork said tartly from behind her.
Ruth felt the blood leave her face. She turned and nodded, avoiding eye contact with the other woman. Several of the patients laughed mindlessly at her mishap, but Lucas did not even turn his head.
 
6.
 
Ruth’s failed attempt to give Lucas Crowley peace with the Lord took place on a Friday. After her shift, she went to her little apartment and settled down for a quiet night of Scripture study and prayer. Just after nine o’clock, a rap sounded on her door.
“The Director wants to see you downstairs,” Sarah Cork said to her when she opened the door.
“The Director?”
“The Director of the Facility. He wants to see you in Conference Room B.”
Ruth stared at the head nurse with surprise. This was the first time the Director had ever been mentioned.
“You said we were never to go downstairs on visiting night.”
“The Director wants to see you now. Immediately.” Her voice held the snap of authority.
Ruth left her apartment and shut the door behind her.
“What do you suppose he wants?” she asked in a nervous voice.
The shorter woman stared up at her with bright eyes.
“I’m sure he’ll tell you himself, when you talk to him.”
“Are you coming with me?”
“I haven’t been summoned.”
“I hope no one’s filed a complaint against me?”
Sarah stopped beside the open door to the nurse’s lounge.
“Do you remember what I told you when I gave you this job?”
“What?”
“You don’t get a second chance.”
With this cryptic remark, she left Ruth in the hall and went into the lounge, from which emanated the laugh track of some television sitcom.
The conference rooms were at the end of the hall. She was able to reach them from the stairwell without passing the three wards. This was a relief. She had no wish to confront any members of the visiting families. She felt an instinctive aversion to them that was almost a phobia. Her palms began to sweat when she imagined meeting them.
She hesitated outside the conference room door, wiped her palms on the sides of her dress, and went in. The overhead spot lights were turned low on the dimmer and shed a reddish glow over the long conference table. All the chairs along both sides of the table were occupied. As they turned their faces to look at her, she gasped with surprise. All of them had the Innsmouth Look in its most advanced stages. The women wore broad hats with black lace veils that partially obscured their features, but the faces of the men were plainly visible. They stared at her with their protruding eyes. They were dressed in suits of an archaic cut that must have been tailor-fitted to their squat, broad bodies. The sides of their thick necks rippled.
The man at the head of the table stood on his short legs, leaning forward so that the weight of his massive torso was supported on his powerful arms. His hands were enormous, their long fingers webbed. He had no neck, and his elongated skull was hairless. His mouth was grotesquely broad, like the mouth of a frog. He wore a three-piece suit, with a gold watch chain across his striped vest.
“Come in, Nurse Bowers. Take a seat,” he said in a voice both deep and wet.
She advanced timidly and sat on the edge of the chair at the foot of the table. There was a strange smell in the air, a kind of fishy odor. She resisted the impulse to wrinkle her nose in disgust.
“The town council has just been discussing your case.”
Ruth realized these antique horrors must be the leaders of Innsmouth.
“Are you the Director?”
“Forgive me for not introducing myself. I am Jonah Pyke, the Director of the Marsh Care Facility.”
“Why have you called me here?”
“Isn’t that self-evident? You tried to murder one of our patients today.”
“Nonsense. I did no such thing,” she replied tartly.
He turned his head and said something in a gulping language she did not understand. A door opened behind him, and an orderly who also had the Innsmouth Look, though not to any advanced degree, wheeled in a metal table on which sat Lucas Crowley. The Director made gulping noises at him, and Lucas responded with similar wet sounds in his throat.
“My nephew tells me that you held his head under the water of the bath tub for ten minutes in an effort to drown him.”
The men and women seated at the table laughed, as though Pyke had made some extremely funny joke.
“Lucas can’t talk,” Ruth said.
“There you are wrong, Nurse Bowers,” Pyke told her. “He cannot form the words of English because his vocal apparatus has evolved beyond it, but he can speak very well in the language of the Deep Ones.”
“I don’t believe you,” she sniffed. “This is a trick. You’re trying to make me betray myself.”
Lucas stared at her with his bulbous eyes, and she felt his mockery.
“It doesn’t matter what you believe, Nurse Bowers. My nephew never lies. He may be handicapped, but he is perfectly capable of describing what you did to him.”
“If I had held him under the water for ten minutes, he would be dead.”
Again those seated at the table laughed, and Lucas joined in with his gulping.
“You can’t drown a man with gills, Nurse Bowers,” Pyke said.
Lucas leaned forward and caused the flaps of skin at the sides of his neck to expand and collapse rhythmically.
“You’re all insane. I don’t have to listen to any more of this.”
She felt strong hands on her shoulders, forcing her back down into her chair. A male attendant had crept up behind her unseen.
“We’ve already come to our decision,” Pyke said. “We can’t allow you to continue to work here. Nor can we release you, now that you know so much about our town. You will have to remain as a ward of the Facility.”
She stared at him, unable to believe that she had heard him correctly.
“You want to keep me here as a patient?”
“To make you more accepting of your new circumstances, a small operation will be performed on the frontal lobe of your brain. Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe.”
“A lobotomy,” she said in a weak voice. “You’re talking about a lobotomy.”
“That’s correct. I’m told that after you’ve had the operation you will be happy living at the Facility.”
“You’re insane.” She looked around the table, and the room seemed to spin under her chair. “You’re all insane.”
“Naturally we will have to modify your body so that you will blend in with the other patients,” Pyke told her.
Ruth didn’t hear the rest of what he said. She was too busy screaming.
 
7.
 
She woke up lying in a bed in Ward Three, but it was some time before she realized where she was. A white gauze bandage wrapped around her head and over her face. Her face felt as though it were on fire. She lifted her arms to touch the bandages and saw that similar bandages covered the ends of her wrists, which terminated in stumps. She pressed the stump of her right arm to her cheek, and it left blood on the bandage. This caused her no great distress. It seemed unimportant.
Across the ward, Lucas Crowley watched her from his Buddha posture. When he saw that she was awake, he squirmed off his bed and dropped to the floor on his long arms, then hopped across to the side of her bed.
For some reason Ruth could not explain, she felt a vague dread at his approach. She tried to say something, but only bleats came from her mouth. Her throat hurt almost as much as her face.
A shadow rose up on the side of the bed as Lucas lifted himself on his arms so that his broad, flat face hung over hers. She smelled a rank fishy odor and realized it was his breath. He stared down at her from only a few inches away with his frog-like eyes, the gill flaps on the sides of his neck opening and closing. Her anxiety increased, even though she could not have explained why she felt anxious. Her thoughts were so slow and dull. Nothing seemed to be working right in her head. She tried to cry out for help, but no sound came from her lips. Tear of frustration formed in the corners of her eyes.
Lucas opened his slit of a mouth. Extending his tongue, so much like the tongue of a bullfrog, he licked her tears.
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1.
 
Essie Babson lies awake, listening to the soft, soft murmur of the Manuxet flowing by, on its way down to the harbor and the sea beyond. Unable to find sleep, or unable to be found by sleep, she listens to the voice of the river and thinks about the long trip the waters have made, all the way from the confluence of the Pemigewasset and the Winnipesaukee, and before that, the headwaters at Franconia Notch and faraway Profile Lake in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. The waters have traveled hundreds of miles just to keep her company in the stillness of this too-warm last night of July. Or so she briefly chooses to pretend. Of course, the waters of the river, like all the rest of the wide world, neither know nor care about this sleepless spinster woman, but it’s a pretty thought, all the same, and she holds tightly to it.
Some insomniacs count sheep; Essie traces the courses of rivers.
“You’re still awake?” asks her sister, Emiline.
“I thought you were asleep,” Essie sighs and turns over onto her right side, rolling over to face Emiline.
“No, no, it’s too hot to sleep,” Emiline replies. “I’m so tired, but it’s really much too hot. I’m sweating on my sheets. They’re soaked right through with sweat.”
“Me, too,” says Essie. “Mine, too.”
There’s only a single window in the second-story bedroom, and both storm shutters are open and the sash is raised. But the night is so still there’s no breeze to bring relief, to stir the stagnant air trapped inside the room with the two women.
“Think about the river,” Essie tells her sister. “Shut your eyes and think about the river and how cool it must be, out there in the night. Think about the harbor and the bay.”
“No, I won’t do that,” Emiline says. “You know I won’t do that. Why would you even suggest such a thing, when you know I won’t.”
Essie shuts her eyes. The room smells of perspiration and dust, talcum powder, tea rose perfume, and the potpourri they order from a shop in Boston. The latter sits in a bowl on the chifforobe: a salmagundi of allspice, marjoram leaves, rose hips, lavender, juniper and cinnamon bark, with a little mugwort thrown in to help keep the moths at bay. Emiline insists on having a bowl of the potpourri in every room in the high old house on River Street. She dislikes the smell of the Manuxet and the fishy, low-tide smells of the bay, whenever the wind blows from the east, and also the muddy odor of the salt-marshes, whenever the wind blows from the west or south or north. Essie has never minded these smells, and sometimes they even comfort her, the way the sound of the river sometimes comforts her. But she also rarely minds the scent of the potpourri. Tonight, though, the potpourri is cloying and unwelcome, and it almost seems as if it could smother her, as if it means to seep up her nostrils and drown her.
Emiline is deathly afraid of drowning, which, of course, is why it was foolishness to suggest that thinking on the river might help her to sleep.
Essie rolls onto her back once more, and the box springs squeak like a bucket of angry mice.
“I’m going to buy a new mattress,” she says.
And, again, Emiline says, “It’s much too hot to sleep.” Then she adds, “It’s very silly, lying here, not sleeping, when there’s work to be done.”
“Yes, in the autumn, I think I will definitely buy a new mattress.”
“There’s really nothing wrong with the mattress you have,” says Emiline.
“You don’t know,” Essie replies. “You don’t have to sleep on it. Sometimes I think there are stones sewn up inside it.”
“I should get up,” whispers Emiline, and Essie isn’t sure if her sister is speaking to her or speaking to herself. “I could get some baking done. A pie, some biscuits. It’ll be too hot to bake after sunrise.”
“Em, it’s too hot to bake now. Try to sleep.”
Then the door creaks open, just enough to admit their striped ginger tom Horace into the bedroom, and Essie listens to the not-quite inaudible padding of velvet paws against the white-pine floorboards. Horace reaches the space between the women’s beds, and he pauses there a moment, deciding which sister he’s in the mood to curl up with. The moonlight coming in through the open window is bright, and Essie can plainly see the cat, sitting back on its haunches, watching her.
“Well, where have you been?” she asks the ginger tom. “Making certain we’re safe from marauding rodents?”
The cat glances her way, then turns its head towards Emiline.
Emiline calls Horace their “tough old gentleman.” His ears are tattered, and there are ugly scars crisscrossing his broad nose and marring his flanks and shoulders, souvenirs of the battles he’s won and lost. The sisters have had him for almost seventeen years now, since he was a tiny kitten, since they were both still young women. They found him one afternoon in the alley out back of the Gilman House, hiding behind an empty produce crate, and Emiline named him Horace, after Horace Greeley. It seemed an odd choice to Essie, but she’s never asked her sister to explain herself. It isn’t a bad name for a cat, and the kitten seemed to grow into it.
“Well, make up your mind,” Essie says. “Don’t take all night.”
“Don’t rush him,” Emiline tells her. “What’s the hurry? It’s not as if we’re going anywhere.”
Downstairs, the grandfather clock in the front parlor chimes midnight.
And then Horace chooses Emiline. He jumps—a little stiffly—up onto her bed and, after sniffing about the quilt and sheets for a bit, lies down near her knees. Essie feels slightly disappointed, but then the cat has always preferred her sister. She sighs and stares up at the fine cracks in the ceiling plaster, concentrating once again on the soft, wet sound of the Manuxet flowing between River and Paine streets. Across from her, Horace purrs himself and Emiline to sleep. After another hour or so, Essie also drifts off to sleep, and she dreams of tall ships and the sea.
 
2.
 
The brass bell hung over the shop door jingles, and Bertrand Cowlishaw— proprietor of River Street Grocery and Dry Goods—looks up from his newspaper just long enough to note that it’s the elder Miss Babson who’s come in. He nods to the woman as she eases the door shut behind her. Though the shades are drawn against the noonday heat, and despite the slowly spinning electric ceiling fan, it’s stifling inside the dusty, dimly-lit shop.
“And how are you today, Miss Babson,” he asks, then turns his attention back to the front page of a two-week old edition of the Gloucester Daily Times. Bertrand is old enough to remember when it wasn’t so hard to get newspapers from Gloucester and Newburyport, and even as far away as Boston, in a timely fashion. He’s old enough to remember when the offices of the Innsmouth Courier were still in business, and also he remembers when it quietly folded amid rumors of threats from elders of the Esoteric Order, of which it had frequently been openly critical.
“A bit out of sorts, Bert,” she replies. “Emiline and me, we’re having trouble sleeping again. It’s the heat, I suppose. You’d think it would rain, wouldn’t you? I can’t recall such a dry summer.” And then she picks up a can of peaches in heavy syrup and stares at the label a moment before setting it back on the shelf.
“Hot as Hades,” Bertrand agrees, “and dry as a bone, to boot. You got a list there, Miss Babson?”
She tells him yes, she certainly does, and takes her neatly-penned grocery list from a pocket of her gingham dress. It’s written on the back of a letter from a cousin who moved away to Gary, Indiana several years ago. Essie goes to the counter, stepping around a barrel of apples piled so high it’s a marvel they haven’t spilled out across the floor, and she gives the envelope to Bertrand.
“I confess, we haven’t had much of an appetite,” she tells the grocer. “And neither of us wants to cook, the house being as terribly hot as it is.”
While Bertrand examines the list, Essie steals a glance at his newspaper, reading it upside down. The headline declares SCOPES FOUND GUILTY OF TEACHING EVOLUTION, and there’s a photograph of William Jennings Bryan, smug and smiling for the press. Farther down the page, there’s an article on a coal strike in West Virginia and another on the great-grandnephew of Napoleon Bonaparte. Essie Babson tends to avoid news of the world outside of Innsmouth, as it never seems to be anything but unpleasant. In all her forty years, she’s not traveled farther from home than Ipswich and Hamilton, neither more than six miles away, as the crow flies.
“Let’s see,” says Bertrand, as he gathers the items from her shopping list and places them in a cardboard box. “Condensed milk, icing sugar, one can of lime juice, baking powder, raspberry jam, a dozen eggs, a can of lima beans. We do have some nice fresh blueberries, as it happens, if you and—”
“No, no,” she tells him. “Just what’s on the list, please.”
“Very well, Miss Babson. Just thought I’d mention the blueberries. They’re quite nice, for baking and canning.”
“It’s really much too hot for either.”
“Can’t argue with you there.”
“You’d think,” she says, glancing again at the July 22nd Gloucester Daily Times, “ in this day and age people would want to be properly educated. Even in Tennessee, you’d think people wouldn’t put up such a ridiculous fuss over a man just trying to teach his students science.”
“Folks can be peculiar,” he says, reaching for a box of elbow macaroni. “And when it comes down to religion, people get pigheaded and don’t seem to mind how ignorant they might look to the rest of the world. Five cans of sardines, yes?”
“Yes, five cans. Emiline and I enjoy them for our luncheon. And soda crackers, please. Mother and Father, they were Presbyterians, you know. But they prided themselves on being enlightened people.”
“Folks can be very peculiar,” he says again, adding an orange tin of Y & S licorice wafers to the cardboard box. “And we are talking about Tennessee, after all.”
“Still,” says Essie Babson.
Just then, Bertrand Cowlishaw’s fat calico cat—whose name is Terrapin— leaps from the shadows onto the counter, landing silently next to the cash register. Terrapin isn’t as old as Horace, but she isn’t a youngster, either. Bertrand has been known to boast that she’s the best mouser in all of Essex County. Whether or not that is strictly true, there’s no denying she’s a fine cat.
“And what about you, Turtle,” says Essie Babson. “Has the weather got you out of sorts, as well?” She always calls the cat Turtle, because she can never remember it’s name is actually Terrapin.
The cat crosses the counter to Essie, walking over Bertrand’s paper and the smug newsprint portrait of William Jennings Bryan. Terrapin purrs loudly and gently butts Essie in the arm with its head.
“Well, then I’m glad to see you, too.”
“Molasses? I don’t see it on the list, but—”
“Oh, yes please. I must have forgotten to write it down.”
Essie scratches behind Terrapin’s ears, and the cat purrs even louder. Then, apparently tired of the woman’s affection, she retreats to the register and begins washing her front paws.
“Horace,” says Essie, “has been acting a little odd.”
“Maybe it’s the full moon coming on,” replies Bertrand. “The Hay Moon’s tonight. The tide’ll be high.”
“Maybe.”
“Animals, you know, they’re more sensitive to the moon and the tides and whatnot than we are.”
“Maybe,” Essie says again, watching the cat as it fastidiously grooms itself.
“Well, I’m pretty sure I have everything you needed. If you’re absolutely certain I can’t interest you in a pint or two of these blueberries.”
“No, that’s all, thank you.”
Bertrand Cowlishaw brings the box to the counter, and Essie checks it over, checking it against her list to be certain nothing’s been overlooked. The cat meows at Bertrand, and he strokes its back and waits patiently until Essie is satisfied.
“I’ll have Matthew bring these around to you just as soon as he gets back,” the grocer tells her. “He had a delivery over on Lafayette, but he shouldn’t be long.”
Matthew Cowlishaw is Bertrand’s only son. Next year, he goes away to college in Arkham to study mathematics, astronomy, and physics, which has always been the boy’s dream, and Bertrand has reluctantly given up his own dream that Matthew would one day take over the store when his father retired. His son is much too bright, Bertrand knows, to spend his life selling groceries in a withering North Shore seaport.
“When it’s cooler,” Essie Babson says, “I’ll bake some sugar cookies and bring some around to you. I will, or I’ll have Emiline do it. She needs to get out more often. But it’s much too hot to bake in this heat. It surely won’t last much longer.”
“One can only hope,” replies Bertrand. He licks the tip of his pencil, tallies up her bill, and writes it down in his ledger book. He rarely ever uses the fancy new nickel-plated machine he bought last year from the National Cash Register Company in Dayton, Ohio. It’s noisy, and the keys make his fingers ache.
Essie gives Terrapin a parting scratch beneath the chin, and the cat shuts its eyes and looks as content as any cat ever has.
“You take care,” says Bertrand Cowlishaw.
“Just hope we get a break in this weather,” she says, then leaves the shop, and the brass bell jingles as the door opens and swings shut behind her. Bertrand goes back to his newspaper, and Terrapin, having gotten her fill of humans for the time being, leaps off the counter to prowl among the aisles and barrels and bushel baskets.
 
3.
 
Frank Buckles sits in his rocking chair on the front porch of his narrow yellow house on River Street, sweating and smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and drinking the bootlegged Canadian whiskey he buys down on the docks near the jetty. He stares at the green-black river flowing between the gray granite-and-mortar quay walls built half a century ago to contain it and keep the water flowing straight down to the harbor, a bulwark against spring floods. The river glistens brightly beneath the summer sun. He dislikes the river and often thinks of selling the house his grandfather built and getting a place set farther back from the Manuxet. Or, better yet, moving away from Innsmouth altogether, maybe all the way up to Portland or Bangor. Sometimes, he thinks he wouldn’t stop until he was safely in the Maritimes, where no one has ever heard of Innsmouth or Obed Marsh or the Esoteric fucking Order of Dagon. But he isn’t going anywhere, because he lacks the resolve, and what few tenuous roots he has, they’re here, in this rotting town the outside world has done an admirable job of forgetting.
Lucky them, thinks Frank Buckles, as he shakes out a fresh line of Prince Albert, then licks the paper and twists it closed. He lights the cigarette with a kitchen match struck on the side of his chair, and for a few merciful seconds the smell of sulfur masks the musky stink of the river. It isn’t so bad up above the falls, back in the marshes towards Choate and Corn and Dilly islands, where the waters are broad and still. When he was young, he and his brother Joe would often spend their days in those marshes, digging for quahogs and fishing for white perch, steelhead, and shad. Back there, away from the sewers that spill into the Manuxet below the falls, it was easy to pretend Innsmouth was only a bad dream.
In April of ‘18, both he and his brother were drafted, and they were sent off to the French trenches to fight the Huns. Joe died less than five months later in the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, blown limb from limb by a mortar round. The very next week, at the Battle of Blanc Mont Ridge, Frank lost his left foot and his right eye, and they shipped what was left of him back home to Massachusetts. Joe’s remains were buried in Lorraine, in the American cemetery at Romagne-sous-Montfaucon, in a grave that Frank has never seen and never expects to see. That his brother was killed and he was mangled only weeks before the end of the war to end all wars is a horrible irony that isn’t lost on Frank. And now, seven years have gone by, and both his mother and father have passed, and Frank spends his days sitting on the porch, drinking himself numb, watching the filthy river roll by. He spends his nights tossing and turning, lying awake or dreaming of murdered men tangled in barbed wire and of skies burning red as blood and roses. Sometimes, he sits with a shotgun pressed to his forehead or his mouth around the muzzle, but he hasn’t got that much courage left anywhere in him. He wonders if there would be time to smell the cordite before his soul winked out, if he would taste it, how much pain there would be in the split second before his brains were sprayed across the wall. He has a stingy inheritance that might or might not be enough to see him through however many years he’s left to suffer, and he has the narrow yellow house on River Street. Sometimes, he sobers up enough to do odd jobs about town.
Frank exhales a steel-gray cloud of smoke, and the breeze off the river immediately picks it apart. The breeze smells oily, of dead fish and human waste; it smells of rot.
This is Hell, he thinks. I’m alive, and this is Hell. It’s an old thought, worn smooth as the cobbles along the breakwater.
“Is it better to be a living coward,
Or thrice a hero dead?”
“It’s better to go to sleep, my lad,”
The Colour Sergeant said.
One of the three tortoiseshell kittens—two female, one male—that have recently taken up residence beneath his porch scrambles clumsily up the steps and mews at him. It can’t be more than a couple or three months old. He has no idea where the kittens came from, whether they were abandoned by their mother, or if the mother were killed. She might have gotten a belly full of poison left out for the rats. She might have perished under the wheels of an automobile. It could have been a hungry dog, or she might have run afoul of the tribes of half-feral boys that roam the streets and alleys and the wharves, happy for any opportunity to do mischief or cruelty that comes their way. It might simply have been her time. But it hardly matters. Now, the kittens live beneath the porch of his narrow yellow house.
The first is followed by a second, and then the third, the brother, comes scrambling up. The trio is thin and crawling with fleas. The little tom has already lost an eye to some infection or parasite. To Frank, that makes him a sort of comrade in the great shitstorm of the world. Frank has been told that a male tortoiseshell is a rare thing.
“What’s it you three want, eh?” he asks them, and they loudly mewl in tandem. “That so?” he replies. “Well, people in Hell want ice water, or so I’ve heard.”
One of the tortoiseshell girls parks herself between his boots, and she begins playing with the tattered laces. When the kittens first showed up, he seriously considered herding them all into an empty burlap potato sack from the pantry, putting a few stones in there to keep them company and weight it down, then dropping the sack into the river. It’s what his father would have done with the strays. But the thought passed almost as soon as it had come. Frank Buckles knows he’s a sorry son of a bitch, but he’s not so heartless that he’d send anything to its death in those foul waters.
He scratches at the stubble on the chin he hasn’t bothered to shave in days and stares down at the kitten. Ash falls from his cigarette, but it misses the cat.
“Yeah, okay,” he says. “How about you moochers just give me a goddamn minute.” Then he gets up and goes inside the dark house. The kittens all line up at the screen door, waiting and watching for Frank’s return. After only five minutes or so, he comes back with a third of a tin of Holly-brand canned salmon and a chipped china saucer. He empties what’s left into the dish and gives it to the hungry kittens. They fall upon it with as much ferocity as any cat has ever shown a fish, living or dead. In only a few moments, the saucer is licked clean.
“Greedy little shits,” Frank mutters, tossing the empty tin at the Manuxet before sitting back down in the rocker. The chair was built by his paternal grandfather, as a gift to his grandmother, before he signed up with the 8th Massachusetts Volunteer Militia, left his pregnant wife behind, and marched off to die at the hands of a pro-succession mob in Baltimore, on the 19th day of April, 1861. His great grandfather made many chairs and cabinets and tables, and sometimes Frank Buckle wonders where they’ve all gone, how many have survived the sixty-four years since the man’s untimely death.
The kittens, their hunger sated for the time being, have all disappeared back beneath the porch, to the cool shadows below.
“Yeah,” Frank mutters, “beat it. The lot of you. Stuff your faces and leave me here holding an empty can. Lotta gratitude that is, you bums.”
Lithe and supple lads they were
Marching merrily away—
Was it only yesterday?
Frank Buckle, he sips his illegal whiskey, and he rocks in his grandmother’s chair, and he watches the demon sun shining bright as diamonds off the greasy river. He reminds himself that there’s always the shotgun he keeps beside his bed, and he tries not to think about where that burning river leads.
 
4.
 
She was only fourteen years of age when Annie Phelps took a keen interest in the things that wash up along the sands and shingle beaches of Innsmouth Harbor, the breakwater, and the marshy shorelines to the north and south of the port. The strandings and junk, the flotsam and jetsam of commerce and mishap, the remains of dead and dying creatures, fronds and branches of the kelp and algae forests that grow below the waves. When she was a child, her parents didn’t exactly encourage her boyish fascinations, but neither did they discourage them. When she was eighteen, she would have gone away to study natural history and anatomy and chemistry at a university in Arkham, maybe, or Boston, or even Providence. But there wasn’t the money for her tuition. So, she stayed at home, instead, and cared for her ailing mother and father.
Annie didn’t marry, preferring always the company of women to that of men. There is talk that she enjoys much more than their platonic company. However, in a shadowed and ill-starred place like Innsmouth, there are always far darker rumors than whispers of Sapphic passion to provide the grist for clothesline gossips. She was twenty-eight years when the influenza of ‘18 claimed Charles and Beulah Phelps, and afterwards she sold their listing Georgian house on Hancock Street and took up residence in three adjoining rooms in Hephzibah Peabody’s boarding house on River Street. Her study and bedroom both have excellent views of the gurgling Manuxet.
Annie Phelps makes a modest living as a seamstress and a typist, keeping back most of the income from the sales of the house on Hancock for that proverbial rainy day. But her passion has remained for those treasures she finds on the shore, and hardly three days pass that she doesn’t find time to make her way down to the fish markets or past the waterfront, where few women dare to venture alone, to see what the boats or the tides or a fortuitous storm have hauled in to arouse her curiosity. Most of the fishermen and fishmongers, the sailors, boatwrights, deckhands, and dockworkers, know her by sight and leave her be.
This day, this sweltering late Monday afternoon in July, she sits at her father’s old roll-top desk, in her study, a small room lined with shelves loaded down with books and jars of biological specimens she’s pickled in solutions of formaldehyde. There are squid and sea cucumbers, eels and baby dogfish. Among the books and jars, there are also the bones of whales and dolphins, the jaws of a Great White shark, the skull and shell of a loggerhead sea turtle. There are also fossils and minerals sent to her by correspondents—of which she has many—from as far away as Montana, California, and Mexico. The pride of her collection is an enormous petrified whale vertebra from the Eocene of Alabama, fully two feet long. She pays Mrs. Peabody a little extra to allow her to keep this cabinet of oddities, but that doesn’t prevent the old woman from regularly grousing about Annie’s peculiar collection or the unpleasant odors that sometimes leak from beneath her door.
Annie Phelps has four cats: a black-and-white tom she’s named Huxley; a fat gray tom with one yellow eye and one blue eye, whom she’s named Darwin; a perpetually thin calico lady, Mary Anning; and, finally, the skittish young girl she christened Rowena after a Saxon woman in Ivanhoe. When she’s not entertaining a friend or a lover, the cats are all the companionship she needs, even if the apartment is rather too small for all five of them, and even though they claw her mother’s already threadbare heirlooms and leave the rooms smelling of piss. The cats are another thing she pays Mrs. Peabody extra to overlook. Were it not for the fact that it’s getting harder and harder to find lodgers, the landlady likely would not be willing to make these concessions to Annie’s eccentricities.
On this afternoon, she sits drinking a lukewarm glass of lemonade, spiked with a dash of Jamaican ginger, the jake she gets from a pharmacist over on Federal. Annie is very careful how often she imbibes, because she’s well aware of the cases of paralysis, and even death, that have resulted from excessive use of the extract.
Darwin and Huxley are both perched on the back of the roll-top. Darwin has scaled a stack of monographs on malacology and the hydromedusae of coastal New England. Meanwhile, Huxley has wedged himself between one of her compound microscopes and a copy of Lyell’s Geological Evidences of the Antiquity of Man. Both cats are purring loudly and watching as she composes a letter to Dr. Osborn at the American Museum. Occasionally, she’ll send him a few of her more intriguing specimens and is proud that some have become permanent additions to the museum’s collections in Manhattan.
“What will he think of this piece, Mr. Darwin?” she asks the cat. “Frankly, I think it may be the most fascinating and curious object I’ve sent him yet.”
Darwin shuts his yellow-green eyes.
“Yes, well, what do you know, you chubby old fool?”
Annie stops writing and stares at the jawbone in its cardboard box, cradled in wads of excelsior. It’s a bit worn from having been rolled about in the surf, but is unbroken and still has all its teeth. At first glance, she took it for the jaw of a man or woman, some unfortunate soul drowned in the harbor or the cold sea beyond the Water Street jetty. But that impression was fleeting, lasting hardly longer than the time it took her to pick the bone up off the sand. It’s much too elongate and slender to be the jaw of any normal human being, and both the condyle and the coronoid process all but absent. The mental protuberance of the mandibular symphysis is almost blade-like. But the teeth are the strangest of all the strange jawbone’s features. Instead of the normal adult human complement of four incisors, two canines, and eight molars, the teeth are homodont—completely undifferentiated—and more closely resemble the fangs of a garpike than those of any mammal.
Standing at the edge of the murky harbor, low waves sloshing insistently against the shore, Annie Phelps was briefly gripped by an almost irresistible urge to toss the strange bone away from her, to give it back to the sea from whence it had come. To be rid of it. She squinted through the mist, out past the lines of ruined and decaying wharves, at the low dark line of rock that the people of Innsmouth call Devil Reef. Growing up, she heard all the tales about the reef, yarns of pirate gold, sirens, and sea demons, and she knows, too, of the locals who compete in swimming races out to the granite ridge on moonlit nights, a sport sponsored by the Esoteric Order, a religious sect who long ago took over the Masonic Hall at New Church Green.
But she didn’t throw the bone away. She carefully wrapped it in newspaper and added it to her basket with the other day’s finds.
Annie Phelps is a rational woman of the twentieth century, a woman of science and reason, even if her circumstances mean that she will never be more than an amateur naturalist. She is not bound by the fearful, superstitious ways of so many of the people of the town, all those citizens of Innsmouth who mistake the effects of inbreeding, disease, and poor nutrition among the Marshes, Eliots, Gilmans, Waites, and other old families of the town for some metaphysical transformation brought about by the secretive rites and rituals of the Order of Dagon—as certainly a witch-cult as any described in the scholarly works of Margaret Murray. Growing up, she heard all that bushwa, and she sometimes feels anger and embarrassment at the way so many of her neighbors live in terror of whatever goes on inside the dilapidated, pillared hall.
“It certainly isn’t a fossil,” she says to Huxley, ignoring the less-than-useful Mr. Darwin. “There’s no sign whatsoever of permineralization. It’s no sort of reptile, and I don’t believe it’s a fish, neither cartilaginous or osteichthyan. But I can’t believe it’s a mammal, either.”
If the cat has an opinion, he keeps it to himself.
Annie writes a few more lines of her letter—
I am very grateful for the copy of your description of Hesperopithicus, though I must confess it still looks to me very like a pig’s tooth.
—and then she glances at the jawbone again.
“The water gets deep out past the reef,” she says to Huxley and Darwin, “and who knows what might be swimming around out there.”
The cats purr, and Huxley begins vigorously cleaning his ears.
The enclosed specimen has entirely confounded all my best attempts at classification. Beyond the self-evident fact that it resides somewhere within the Vertebrata, I’m entirely at a loss.
Sometimes, Annie dares to imagine she will one day find something entirely new to science, and Dr. Osborn—or someone else—will name the new animal or plant after her. She stares at the jaw and considers a number of appropriate Latin binomina, if it should prove to be something novel, finally settling on Deinognathus phelpsae, Phelps’ terrible jaw. She likes that. She likes that very much.
But then she feels the prickling at the back of her neck and along her forearms, and the sinking, anxious feeling she first experienced the day she found the bone, and she quickly looks away and tries to focus on finishing the day’s correspondence:
… and at any rate, I hope this letter finds you well.
Outside, there’s a sudden commotion, a loud splashing from the river, and Annie sets her pen aside and goes to the window to see what it might have been. But there’s nothing, just the waters of the Manuxet swirling past the boarding house, dark and secret as the coming night.
“Someday,” she says to the cats, “I’m gonna pack up and leave this place.
You just watch me. Someday, we’re gonna get out of here.”
 
5.
 
Ephraim Asher Peaslee closes his wrinkled eyelids, sixty-one years old and thin as vellum paper, sinking into the sweet rush and warm folds of the heroin coursing through his veins. All the world bleeds to white, and he could well be staring into the noonday sun, patiently waiting to go mercifully blind, so bright does the darkness around him blaze. But it doesn’t blind him. It doesn’t ever blind him, and neither does it burn him. He lies cradled in the worn cranberry velvet of the chaise lounge in the parlor of his house at the corner of River and Fish streets, directly across from the shattered arch of the Fish Street Bridge. The heavy drapes are drawn, like his eyelids, against the last dregs of twilight, against the rising Hay Moon, Corn Moon, Red Moon, goddamn Grain Moon, whichever folk name suits your fancy. None suit his. The moon is a cruel cyclopean eye, lidless, watchful, prying, and this night it will drag the sea so far inland, swelling the harbor and tidal river all the way back to the lower falls. It won’t be the kindly, obscuring white of his opiate high, but will lie orange and bloated, low on the horizon. It will scrape its cratered belly against the sea, hemorrhaging for all the bloodthirsty mouths that lie in wait, always, just below the waves. Oh, Ephraim Asher Peaslee has seen so many of those slithering, spiny things, has drowned again and again in their serpent coils. He’s been kissed by every undertow and riptide, dragged down screaming to bear witness to abyssal lands no human man ever was meant to see. Right now, this evening, he pushes back against those thoughts, awakened by the rising moon. He tries to cling to nothing but the heroin, the forever white expanse laid out before him after the needle kiss. The radio’s on, “I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise,” and the music makes love to his waking alabaster dream. It’s madness to be always sitting around in sadness, when you could be learning the steps of gladness. He folds his bony hands in supplication, in prayer to St. Gershwin and the ghost of Guglielmo Marconi and the Crosley Model 51, that they have graced him with this balm, a sacred ward against the memories and the nightmares and the long hours to come before dawn. God bless, and take your choice of gods, but surely, please, bless the pharmaceutical manufacturers in faraway eastern Europe, in Turkey and Bulgaria, god bless the Chinese farmers and poppy fields, where moralizing tyrants have not yet obliterated his ragged soul’s deliverance from the abominations of Innsmouth. Pray a rosary for the white powder that ferries him away to Arctic wastes, Antarctic plains, where water is stone and nothing can swim through those crystalline rivers. I won’t open my eyes, thinks Ephraim Asher Peaslee. I won’t open my eyes until morning, and maybe not even then. Maybe I will never again open my eyes, but fall eternally, perpetually, into the saving grace of the heroin light. Then he hears the rising moon, a sound like the sky being torn open, like steam engines and furnaces, and he turns his face into a brocade pillow, wishing he were able to smother himself, but knowing better. He’s a failed suicide, several times over; a coward with straight razor and noose. And trying not to hear the moon or the sluice of the rising tide, trying only to drown in white and ancient snow and the fissured glaciers that course down the basalt flanks of Erebus, there is another sound, past the radio—Dance with Maud the countess, or just plain Lizzy. Dance until you’re blue in the face and dizzy. When you’ve learn’d to dance in your sleep, you’re sure to win out—past crooning and tinny strings, there is the thunder, earthquake, sundering purr of Bill Bailey, his gigantic Maine Coon, twenty-five pounds if he’s an ounce. Bill Bailey, raised up from a kitten, and now he comes heroic, thinks the heroin addict hopefully, to pull my sledge up the crags of a dead and frozen volcano in the South Polar climes, Mr. Poe’s Mount Yaanek, where the filthy, unhallowed Manuxet never, never will do them mischief on this hot August night. Risking so many things—his shredded sanity not the least of all—Ephraim Asher Peaslee opens his eyes, letting the world back in, releasing his desperate hold on the white. He rolls over, and Bill Bailey stands not far from the cranberry chaise, watching him, waiting cat-patient, those amber eyes filled with secrets. “You hear it, too, don’t you? We ought to have run. We ought to have packed our bags and taken that rattletrap bus away to Newburyport. They’d have let us go. They have no use for the likes of us. They’d be glad to be rid of us.” The cat merely blinks, then sets about licking its shaggy chocolate coat, grooming paws and chest. “You do hear it, I know you do.” And then, close to tears and disappointed by the cat’s apparent lack of concern, by Bill Bailey’s usual pacific demeanor, the old man once more turns away and presses his face into the cushion. Sure, what has a cat to fear from the evils of an encroaching, salty sea? A holy temple child of Ubaste, privy to immemorial knowledge forever set beyond the kin of loping apes fallen from African trees and the grace of Jehovah. Bill Bailey purrs and bathes and does not move from his appointed station by the chaise. And Ephraim Asher Peaslee tries to give himself back to the white place, but finds that, in the scant handful of seconds it took him to converse with the cat, the luminous White Lands have deserted him. Left him to his own meager devices, none of which are a match for the monsters the mad and unholy men and women of the Esoteric Order see fit to call forth on nights when the moon sprawls so obscenely large in the Massachusetts heavens. Their oblations and devotions that rot and gradually discard their human forms, sending those lost souls tumbling backwards, descending the rungs of the evolutionary ladder towards steamy Devonian and Carboniferous yesteryears, muddy swamp pools, silty lagoons, dim memories held in bone and blood and cells of morphologies devised and then abandoned two-hundred and fifty, three hundred million ago. Ephraim Asher Peaslee of No. 7 River Street shuts his eyes more tightly than, he would say, he ever has shut his eyes before, skating his hypodermic fix down, down, down, but not down to the sanctuary of his white realms. Some door slammed and bolted shut against him, and, instead, he has only clamoring, fish-stinking recollections of the waterfront, the docks where beings no longer human cast suspicious, swollen eyes towards interlopers. Grotesque faces half glimpsed in doorways and peering out windows. Shadows and murmurs. The squirming green-black mass he once caught a fleeting sight of before it slipped over the edge of a pier and, with a plop, was swallowed up by the bay. The chanting and hullabaloo that pours from the old Masonic Hall. All of this and a hundred other images, sounds, and smells burned indelibly into his mind’s eye. Shuffling hulks. Naked dancers on New Church Green, seen on stormy, starless nights, whirling devil dervishes. All you preachers who delight in panning the dancing teachers, let me tell you there are a lot of features of the dance that carry you through the gates of Heaven! So many other citizens might turn their heads and convince themselves they’ve seen nothing, and anyway, what business is it of theirs, the pagan rites of the debased followers of Father Dagon and Mother Hydra? Oh, old Ephraim Asher Peaslee, he knows those names, because he can’t seem to shut out the voices that ride between the crests and troughs. Out there, as night comes on and the last scrap of sunset fades, he prays to his own heathen deities, the narcotic molecules in his veins, the radio, to keep him insensible for all the hours between now and dawn. And Bill Bailey stands guard, and listens, and waits.
 
6.
 
When even the solar system was young, a fledgling, Pre-Archean Earth was kissed by errant Theia, daughter of Selene, and four and a half billion years ago all the cooling crust of the world became once more a molten hell. Theia was obliterated for her reckless show of affection and reborn as a cold, dead sphere damned always to orbit her intended paramour; she’s a planet no more, but only a satellite never again permitted to touch the Earth. And so it is that the moon, spurned, scarred, diminished, has always haunted the sky, gazing spitefully across more than a million miles of near vacuum, hating silently— but not entirely powerless.
She has the tides.
A dance for three—sun, moon, and earth.
She can pull the seas, twice daily, and twice monthly her pull is vicious.
And so she has formed an alliance with those things within the briny waters of the world that would gain a greater foothold upon the land or would merely reach out and take what the ocean desires as her own.
For the ocean, like the moon, is a wicked, jealous thing.
Hold that thought.
Cats, too, have secrets rooted in antiquity and spanning worlds, secret histories known to very few living men and women, most of whom have only read books or heard tales in dreams and nightmares; far fewer have for themselves beheld the truth of the lives of cats, whether in the present day or in times so long past there are only crumbling monuments to mark the passage of those ages. The Pharaoh Hedjkheperre Setepenre Shoshenq’s city of Bubastis, dedicated to the Cult of Bast and Sekhmet, where holy cats swarmed the temples and were mummified, as attested by the writings of Herodotus. And the reverence for the Tamra Maew shown by Buddhist monks, the breeds sacred to the Courts of Siam, the Wichien-maat, Sisawat, Suphalak, Khaomanee, and Ninlarat. In the Dream Lands, the celebrated cats of Ulthar, whom no man may kill on pain of death, and, too, the great battle the cats fought against the loathsome, rodent-like zoogs on the dark side of the moon.
Cats upon the moon.
Star-eyed guardians whose power and glory has been forgotten, by and large, by humanity, which has come to look upon them as nothing more than pets.
The stage has been set.
Here’s the scene:
All the cats of Innsmouth have assembled on this muggy night, coming together at a designated place within the shadowed, dying seaport at the mouth of Essex Bay, south of Plum Island Sound, and west of the winking lighthouses of Cape Ann. The sun is finally down, and that swollen moon has cleared the Atlantic horizon to shine so bright and violent over the harbor and the wharves, over fishing boats, the meeting hall of the Esoteric Order of Dagon, and over all the gabels, balustrades, hipped Georgian and slate-shingled gambrel rooftops, the cupolas and chimneys and widow’s walks, the high steeples of shuttered churches. The cats take their positions along the low stone arch of Banker’s Bridge, connecting River Street with Paine Street, just below the lower falls of the Manuxet. They’ve slipped out through windows left open, through attic crannies and basement crevices, all the egresses known to cats whose “owners” believe they control the comings and goings of their feline charges.
The cats of Innsmouth town have come together to hold the line. They’ve come, as they’ve done twice monthly since the sailing ships of Captain Obed Marsh returned a hundred years ago with his strange cargoes from the islands of New Guinea, Sumatra, and Malaysia. Strange cargoes and stranger rituals that set the seaport on a new and terrible path, as the converts to Marsh’s transplanted South Seas cult of Cthulhu called out to the inhabitants of the drowned cities beyond Devil Reef and far out beyond the wide plateau of Essex Bay. They sang for the deep ones and all the other abominations of that unplumbed submarine canyon and the halls of Y’ha-nthlei and Yoharneth-Lahai. And their songs were answered. Their blasphemies and blood sacrifices were rewarded.
Evolution spun backwards for those who chose that road.
And even as the faithful went down, so did the deep ones rise.
On these nights, when the spiteful moon hefts the sea to cover the cobble beaches and slop against the edges of the tallest piers, threatening to overtop the Water Street jetty, on these nights do the beings called forth by the rites of the Esoteric Order seek the slip past the falls and gain the wetlands and the rivers beyond Innsmouth, to spread inland like a contagion. On these nights, the Manuxet swells and, usually, is contained by the quays erected when the city was still young. But during especially strong spring tides, such as this one of the first night of August 1925, the comingled sea and river may flood the streets flanking the Manuxet. And things may crawl out.
But the cats have come to hold the line.
None among them—not even the very young or the infirm or the very old—shirk this duty.
Essie and Emiline Babson’s tom Horace is here, as is shopkeeper Bertrand Cowlishaw’s plump calico Terrapin. The three tortoiseshell kittens have scrambled out from beneath Frank Buckle’s front porch to join the ranks. All four of Annie Phelps’ cats—Darwin and Huxley, Mary Anning and Rowena— are here, and a place of honor has been accorded Mister Bill Bailey, the heroin addict Ephraim Asher Peaslee’s enormous Maine Coon. Bill Bailey has led the cats of Innsmouth since his seventh year and will lead them until his death, when the burden will pass to another. All these have come to the bridge, and five score more, besides. The pampered and the stray, the beloved and the neglected and forgotten.
By the whim of gravity, the three bodies have aligned, sun, moon, and earth all caught now in the invisible tension of syzygy, and within an hour the Manuxet writhes with scaled and slimy shapes eager and hopeful that this is the eventide that will see them spill out into the wider world of men. The waters froth and splash as the deep ones, hideous frog-fish parodies of human beings, clamber over the squirming mass of great eels long as Swampscott dories and the arms of giant squid and cuttlefish that might easily crush a man in their grip. There are sharks and toothsome fish no ichthyologist has ever seen, and there are armored placoderms with razor jaws, believed by science to have vanished from the world aeons ago. Other Paleozoic anachronisms, neither quite fish nor quite amphibians, beat at the quay with stubby, half-formed limbs.
The conspiring moon is lost briefly behind a sliver of cloud, but then that obstructing cataract passes from her eye and pale, borrowed light spills down and across the Belgian-block paving running the length of River and Paine, across all those rooftops and trickling down into alleyways. And there are those few, in this hour, who dare to peek between curtains pulled shut against the dark, and among them is Annie Phelps, distracted from her reading by some noise or another. She sees nothing more than the water growing perilously high between the quays, and she’s grateful she has nothing of value stored in the basement, not after the flood of ‘18, when she lost her entire collection of snails and mermaids’ purses, which she’d unwisely stored below street level. But she sees nothing more than the possibility of a flood, and she reminds herself again how she should move to some village where there would be crews with sandbags out on nights like this. She closes the curtain and goes back to her books.
Two doors down, Mr. Buckles sits near the bottom of the stairs, his 12-gauge, pump-action Browning across his lap. He carried the gun in France, and if it was good enough to kill Huns in the muddy trenches it ought to do just damn fine against anything slithering out of the muck to come calling at his door. The shotgun is cocked, both barrels loaded; he drinks from his bottle of bourbon and keeps his eyes open. Even in the house he can smell the stench from the river, worse times ten than it ever is during even the hottest, stillest days.
On Banker’s Bridge, Bill Bailey glares with amber eyes at the interlopers, as they surge forward, borne by the tide.
Farther up the street, Essie Babson looks down at the river, and she sees nothing at all out of the ordinary, despite what she plainly hears.
“Come back to bed,” says Emiline.
“You didn’t hear that?” she asks her sister.
“I didn’t hear anything at all. Come back to bed. You’re keeping me awake.”
“The heat’s keeping you awake,” mutters Essie.
“Have you seen Horace?” Emiline wants to know. “I couldn’t find him. He didn’t come for his dinner.”
“No, Emiline. I haven’t seen Horace,” says Essie, and she squints into the night. “I’m sure he’ll be along later.”
Bill Bailey’s ears are flat against the side of his head. The eyes of all the other cats of Innsmouth are, in this moment, upon him.
Above his store, Bertrand Cowlishaw lies in his bed, exhausted from a long, hot afternoon in the shop, by all the orders filled and the shelves he restocked himself because Matthew was in and out all day, making deliveries. Bertrand drifts uneasily in that liminal space between waking and sleep. And he half dreams about a city beneath the sea, and he half hears the clamor below the arch of Banker’s Bridge.
Bill Bailey tenses, and all the other cats follow his lead.
Something hulking and only resembling a woman in the vaguest of ways lurches free of the roiling, slippery horde, rising to her full height, coming eye to eye with the chocolate Maine Coon.
Its eyes are black as holes punched in a midnight sky.
Ephraim Asher Peaslee floats, coddled in the gentle, protective arms of Madame Héroïne; after a long hour of pleading, he’s been permitted to re-enter the White Lands, where neither the sea nor the moon nor their demons may ever come. He isn’t aware that Bill Bailey no longer sits near the cranberry velvet chaise lounge. And the radio is like wind through the branches of distant trees, wind through a forest in a place he but half recalls. He is blissfully ignorant of the rising river and the tide and the coming of the deep ones and all their retinue.
The scaled thing with bottomless pits for eyes opens its mouth, revealing teeth that Annie Phelps would no doubt recognize from the jaw she found on the shingle. Dripping with ooze and kelp fronds, its hide scabbed with barnacles and sea lice, the monster howls and rushes the bridge.
And the cats of Innsmouth town do what they have always done.
They hold the line.
They cheat the bitter moon, with claws and teeth, with the indomitable will of all cats, with iridescent eyeshine and with a perfect hatred for the invaders. Some of them are slain, dragged down and swallowed whole, or crushed between fangs and gnashing beaks, or borne down the riverbed and drowned. But most of them will live to fight at the next battle during New Moon spring tide.
Bill Bailey opens the throat of the black-eyed beast that once was a woman who lived in the town and cared for cats of her own.
Mary Anning is devoured, and Annie Phelps will spend a week searching for her.
One of the kittens from beneath Frank Buckles’ front porch is crushed, its small body broken by flailing tentacles.
But there have been worse fights, and there will be worse fights again.
And when it is done and the soldiers of Y’ha-nthlei and Dagon and Mother Hydra have all been routed, retreating to the depths beyond the harbor, beyond the bay, when the cats have won, the survivors carry away the fallen and lay them in the reeds along the shore of Choate Island.
When the sun rises, there is left hardly any sign of the invasion, or of the bravery and sacrifice of the cats. Some will note dying crabs and drying strands of seaweed washed up along River and Paine streets, but most will not even see that much.
The day is hot again, but by evening rain clouds sweep in from the west, and from the windows of the Old Masonic lodge on New Church Green the watchers watch and curse. They say their prayers to forgotten gods, and they bide their time, patient as any cat.
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1.
 
I was far from home, but an obscure necessity of a sort I could neither specify nor discount drove me on. I was in Bury St. Edmunds, on the road that leads to Innsmouth.
Those who know anything of the history of New England will say that the only Innsmouth they know about is an obscure coastal town in Massachusetts—one that was the locus of some unspecified police or military action in the late 1920s and which never subsequently recovered the prosperity that it had enjoyed in the nineteenth century. It was then a bustling city whose economy was based on fishing and on a gold refinery that dominated the downtown section. What, then, was I doing across the Atlantic in late summer, heading toward the east coast of England?
Better-informed persons will tell you that most towns in New England have their analogues—or, at any rate, the origin of their names—in the Old Country. How many know that England boasts a tiny and insignificant village named Boston? The county seat of England’s Suffolk is Ipswich, whose namesake in Massachusetts lies uncomfortably near Innsmouth. And Suffolk’s Dunwich—the medieval town crumbling inexorably into the North Sea—lent its name to another town in Massachusetts that many would like to forget.
And so I was heading to the Suffolk Innsmouth, for reasons I could not have articulated even if the melancholy that clouded my mind had been lifted.
At Bury St. Edmunds I found the massive but nondescript Victorian railway station and took the train to Ipswich, but from there I had no option but to rent a car—in spite of my unfamiliarity and discomfort with driving on the “wrong” side of the road—for I was curtly informed that there was neither train nor bus service anywhere near where I wished to go.
I slipped into a Ford Focus whose steering wheel on the right side of the front seat disconcerted me. As I tentatively ventured onto the baffling British freeway system, I noted that the roads became progressively smaller and more poorly maintained; it also interested me to come upon still more analogues— exact or approximate as the case may be—for cities and towns back home: Framlingham (the presumable origin of the Boston suburb of Framingham), Boyton (perhaps the source for Boynton Beach—another obscure town that conjured up vaguely distressing memories), and so on. As I approached the coast, the road degenerated into a bizarre fusion of dust and gravel, and my fear of inadvertently driving in the wrong lane and crashing head-on into an incoming truck (or should that be lorry?) gave way to an augmented terror of encountering any traffic at all on what had insidiously become a one-lane road.
And then the road came abruptly to an end—or, rather, it intersected with another road (I use the term loosely) that ran perpendicular to it. A rusted metal sign at the intersection, with arrows pointing in opposite directions, told the whole story:
 
← Innsmouth 8 Dunwich 6 →
 
I saw no option but to turn to the left.
To say that the road hugged the coast would be a generous overstatement; there were times when it seemed ready to plunge directly over the rocky shore and into the waiting arms of the North Sea. That metaphor may seem ungainly, but to me it carried a baleful but scarcely understood symbolism.
As I pulled into the town, I was struck by both the antiquity of the few scattered homes—all seemed made of bland white stone or brick so aged that the original red had decayed to a kind of muddy rust color, with thatch roofs so dry that a single match could set them all aflame—and the near-total absence of their presumed denizens. It was mid-afternoon, and one might assume that all the residents were busy at work in offices or factories or wherever they might be employed—if, that is, any business establishments existed in the town at all. But in fact, aside from a lackluster BP petrol station operated by a stout and surly man of indeterminate age and ragged attire, a pub here and there, and a somewhat more pretentious dwelling that discreetly, almost covertly, advertised itself as a bed-and-breakfast, I saw little commerce.
I was, of course, used to this kind of ambiance: I knew it well from my own residence in the New England Innsmouth. That was where I had been born thirty-seven years ago.
I did not think it possible that all the inhabitants of this English Innsmouth worked elsewhere, returning only at evening to huddle secretively and clannishly in their dwellings. At this early stage in my quest I was unconcerned with the comings and goings of the town’s occupants as a whole; it was a single individual who was the focus of my search.
I had not made any reservations ahead of time for staying in this place, but I calculated that it rarely received visitors and that some accommodation or other would be available for my use; at worst I could stay in a neighboring town. I accordingly made my way to the bed-and-breakfast and was informed that a room was indeed available.
The almost skeletonic middle-aged woman who received me, her jagged features exhibiting only the slightest trace of surprise at my unannounced entrance, was not likely to be very forthcoming with information. Nevertheless, the length and arduousness of my journey across the sea had made me impatient; and so, after I signed my name, Gerald Sanford, in the old-fashioned guest book and she almost grudgingly handed over the key to my room, I made so bold as to ask:
“Can you tell me where Maxwell Gilman lives?”
All expression drained from her face, and she became even more stolidly taciturn than before, if that were possible. For only the tiniest fraction of a second her exophthalmic eyes shone with unwonted fire as she mumbled:
“There is no such person in town.”
I knew she was lying, and she knew that I knew it. I wondered if I had made a mistake in proclaiming the purpose of my visit so openly; but what could this woman do to me? I had paid in cash for my lodgings, and I was here for at least a week—so she had better get used to it.
There was no one to help me up the two flights of stairs to my room, so I trudged there myself, valise in hand. The room was surprisingly comfortable, even cheerful, and some of my accumulated unease sloughed from my mind.
It was still hours before I could procure dinner—assuming there was even any place in town where such a meal could be had—and so I determined to conduct a thorough investigation of the place, at least in terms of its general topography. It proved to be quite a bit larger than I had expected. For all the continued invisibility of its inhabitants, the relatively well-kept lawns and the absence of any extensive zones of desertion and decrepitude suggested that the residents—wherever they may have been—were not unprosperous or devoid of a middle-class sense of outward respectability. In other contexts I might even have found this a charming seaside town where one might retire in comfort and safety; but knowing what I did, I could not doubt that this superficial tidiness might well conceal something substantially more sinister.
And if that were the case, then Maxwell Gilman was at the heart of it.
 
2.
 
“What a noise we made! But it will all be forgotten.”—Lord Dunsany
 
My parents had died four months before my trip to England.
I had hoped that I would never have to see the town of my birth (I refused to call it my hometown) after I had left it nineteen years before. I knew all too well the sinister doings of the nameless, shambling denizens—especially those who remained concealed behind locked doors and shuttered windows, and who emerged only at night to plunge into the waters off Devil Reef—and I considered myself lucky for having escaped the town’s clutches after high school, enrolling at Bard College and convinced that I had left all trace of New England behind me.
In this I was partially following the lead of my mother. Marcia Waite, of the Innsmouth Waites, had similarly found Innsmouth loathsome and somehow managed to secure a scholarship to Harvard. It was there that she met her future husband, Daniel Sanford; they married shortly after their joint graduation. But the call of her alien heritage must have drawn her back; perhaps she felt that, with the stalwart aid of her fully human husband, she could in some inexplicable fashion reform Innsmouth from within. Instead, she had succumbed to the obscure genetic ailment that afflicted the town’s inhabitants.
It is said that, to a man in love, his beloved always looks as she did when he first kissed her. I fervently hope that was the case with my father; certainly, his devotion to my mother did not seem to waver as her transformation (the locals called it “the turning”) began to manifest itself. I was not so generous in spirit, withdrawing from my mother in revulsion as her eyes began to protrude from her head, her skin developed a curiously scabrous cast that required constant immersion in salt water for relief, her neck started sprouting creases, and other metamorphoses offensive to sight, smell, and touch gradually overwhelmed her. She herself looked upon her “turning” with a kind of resigned equanimity, for she knew well what was in store for her. My father, as I say, put on a brave front and continued to exhibit the old-world gallantry and courtesy that had won my mother’s heart in college.
I was not entirely surprised to hear of their joint suicide when both of them were approaching sixty.
Perhaps it was a coward’s way out; certainly, what few friends they had—my mother had alienated most of the locals by her resolute refusal to acknowledge what they believed to be the wonders and blessings in store for them when they “turned”—expressed incredulity at the treasures she was so heedlessly throwing away. But my mother knew that, whatever the dubious rewards of earthly immortality in the deep might be, she would have to face it alone—or, at least, apart from her husband, whose full-blooded humanity assured his eventual mortality. To her, then, the boons of perpetual life under the sea were vastly outweighed by the bliss of an oblivion shared with the man with whose flesh and spirit she had fused her own.
I was, as I say, not wholly surprised when I heard the news; my father had been hinting at such an eventuality for years. What dismayed me more than the fact of my parents’ demise was the unavoidable necessity of trudging back from my architect’s office in Ithaca to tend to their estate, meager as it probably was. I was resolved to do so in the swiftest possible manner, putting the house up for sale and casting the legacy and memory of Innsmouth out of my life forever.
But matters were not as simple as they seemed. Certainly, there was little enough to deal with in terms of assets and possessions, as I quickly learned after arranging for the quiet double funeral in the Congregational churchyard. What troubled me more was the apparent derangement—it cannot be called anything less—of my father’s mind as I examined some of his private papers. In particular, a diary he had sporadically kept for years revealed what struck me as a woeful credulousness—a yielding to conspiracy theories not at all characteristic of this confirmed agnostic and skeptic. And the source of the trouble, it appeared, lay in the English Innsmouth.
My mother had begun hearing from distant relatives on the other side of the water, telling of mysterious gatherings and convocations in the town hall. From what I could piece together from the diary—the letters themselves had apparently been lost or destroyed—it appeared that there were plans underfoot by the English Innsmouthians to wage some kind of all-out war upon the entire human race. When, how, and even whether this war would take place was left unclear by the diary entries. All I could grasp were faint clues and obscure implications in my father’s incoherent ravings about “depth charges,” the shearing off of the Ross Ice Shelf, and other things too preposterous for credence.
I had no illusions about the Innsmouth denizens on either side of the pond (although, in all honesty, I had not even known of the existence of the English faction until I read my father’s diary), but I regarded them purely as local threats. Yes, they may have kidnapped, even killed, the random traveling salesman or genealogical enthusiast; but the setback the Massachusetts clan had suffered after the Federal raids of the late 1920s had, to my understanding, permanently crippled their capacity for further mischief. I had read the accounts of that raid, including the second-hand testimony of an ancient drunkard whose ramblings about the history of Innsmouth had been taken with surprising seriousness by many credulous readers. Whatever the truth or falsity of his remarks, his account made clear the deep-seated hatred and resentment of humans by the Innsmouth denizens. One remark in particular stuck in my mind—his belief that the Deep Ones “cud wipe aout the hull brood o’ humans ef they was willin’ to bother.” I smiled at this obvious instance of megalomania—the stereotypical response of a repressed minority in the face of an immensely more wealthy and powerful foe.
So why had my father been so convinced that something untoward— perhaps even of cataclysmic danger to his own species—was being hatched in this obscure and sparsely populated hamlet on the shore of the North Sea? Could it simply have been that he was increasingly disheartened by my mother’s transformation, leaving his own mental faculties vulnerable to outrageous conjectures that under normal circumstances he would have laughed to scorn? A more disturbing thought was that these whispered hints and portents had some relation to my parents’ suicide. Were my parents already convinced that an apocalypse of incalculable magnitude was brewing, one that was now so unavoidable that self-extinction was the only remedy?
It should not be surprising that I took my time determining my own course of action. Truth be told, I was more fearful of feeling and acting like a fool than I was in contemplating some unheard-of calamity imminently befalling the human race. Such things didn’t happen in a sane world. What led me at last to act was a grudging belief that mischief of a relatively minor sort might be under way, and in that case it was my obligation to do something about it. Somehow I felt that my own connection to the Massachusetts backwater—I was, after all, half human and half alien—might shield me against any dangers I myself might encounter. With a cynical reflection that I might at least come back with some amusing stories to tell my coworkers, I boarded a plane at Syracuse and, by a tediously roundabout manner, found myself embarking on what I was outwardly convinced was a fool’s errand. The faint suspicion that something far more disturbing lay beneath my surface credulity, I sedulously strove to suppress.
 
3.
 
“It is good to be a cynic. It is better to be a contented cat. And it is best not to exist at all.”—H. P. Lovecraft
 
I came to believe that my clumsily direct approach in seeking out Maxwell Gilman had been a mistake—one that might alert him to my existence and my quest, and therefore place me in some sort of danger. Even now I felt that the threat he posed was either insignificant or entirely imaginary—but even if his hatred of the human race was nothing but fantasy, that would not deter him from taking violent action against someone he suspected of trying to foil his plans.
One obvious course of action would be to seek out the Waite relatives here whose correspondence with my parents had apparently been so disturbing to their mental equilibrium. Whatever knowledge they had would certainly be useful in my enterprise—and if they themselves had irresponsibly frightened my parents with ludicrous and overblown conspiracy theories, I would make it abundantly clear to them that their efforts were deeply resented.
After much searching, I finally found a pub and ambled in for my evening meal. At first, I sat quietly, enjoying my pint of Guinness and generous plate of shepherd’s pie. The stuffy, confined quarters of the place augmented the discomfort I had felt from the heat and humidity of the season, and I repeatedly mopped my brow and the sides of my neck as if plagued with a rash. It did not escape my attention that I was the object of keen but covert interest from the few other customers in the place, to say nothing of the surly and tight-lipped bartender, whose skull was already exhibiting some of the loathsome metamorphoses that would ultimately lead to his complete transformation. When I asked the slatternly waitress—whose rosy-cheeked complexion and capacious bosom seemed almost a more hideous anomaly, in its context, than the bartender’s disfigurement—whether she knew where any Waites in town lived, she merely stared at me blankly and said:
“There are no Waites here.”
Once again, her deceit was all too patent; but what recourse did I have? I could hardly shake the truth out of her, and I became quickly aware that my softly spoken query had nonetheless been overheard by the bartender, whose sharp glance of alarm and hostility was now undisguised.
Feeling acutely uncomfortable, I got up from the scuffed table without finishing my meal and made for the exit. I could hardly expect any kind of security in the bed-and-breakfast that was my temporary home, but I sensed that any further investigations would unquestionably expose me to dangers whose scope it was beyond my powers to calculate.
Just as I was leaving the place, another man whose presence I had scarcely noticed rose with an evilly fluid motion and followed me out, keeping so close to me that he almost stepped on my heels.
With this sudden confirmation of an open threat, I became almost paralyzed with fear. I was no tough-guy private eye from a 1940s film noir; and I had no weapon to ward off capture or bodily injury. In a flash the reckless folly of my actions overwhelmed me, nearly causing me to collapse upon the hard and crumbling pavement. What could have led me to think that, as a single individual, I could somehow counteract a plot—if genuine plot it were—that had clearly been carefully planned and contemplated for months or years, with a legion of surbordinates and associates assisting its creator in carrying out its complex machinations?
I was therefore not surprised, and even in some inexplicable fashion resigned, to feel my nameless pursuer’s tight grasp of my elbow from behind. Abruptly, he shoved me into a dank alley the moment we passed the outer edge of the low-slung building housing the pub. As he pinned me to the gritty concrete wall of the building, I wearily awaited either a pummelling or the thrust of a knife into my vitals.
Instead, he muttered the words:
“You lookin’ for the Waites?”
Speechless with terror, I could only nod spasmodically, hoping he could detect my gesture in the darkness.
“Awright,” he growled. “Come this way.”
I could well be walking to my death, but at this point I hardly cared. I knew no one in this town, could summon no one to assist me; and if there was even a remote chance that this unknown denizen was sincere and not merely luring me to destruction, I felt I had to take it.
I could barely distinguish the man’s features in the blackness of the alley that we traversed, but something about the gleam in his bulging eyes sickened and dismayed me. I won’t say that a fishy odor clung to him; for I now realized that the entire town had been bathed in that very odor, to such an extent that its absence would have seemed aberrant.
The man made sure to keep us away from the few streetlights. Almost no cars, new or old, were apparent, so no headlights were likely to flash suddenly in our direction. We kept close to a succession of brick, stone, and stucco structures, ducking our heads when lighted windows appeared along otherwise blank walls, and weaving from one street to the other in such a bewildering manner that I was quickly disoriented. The extent of the town now seemed even greater than it had appeared when I first saw it, and I doubted my ability to return to the problematical safety of my bed-and-breakfast unassisted.
When we came to a nondescript brick house that seemed a trifle more dilapidated than its neighbors’, my nameless guide led me to one side of it and then seized me gruffly, stopping me in front of what appeared to be a slanting wooden door leading to a cellar. Looking around hastily with keen suspicion, he unlocked the padlock on the door, pulled up the two flaps of the door with a swift motion, and silently urged me to enter.
“Where—?” I mumbled.
“Quick, you stupid git! Get in!”
Overwhelmed with a sense of resignation, I descended into the black cavity as if stepping into my own grave.
To my surprise, the place was not merely the basement of the house. Instead, as became quickly evident when my guide stalked over to a wooden door and opened it with a large and archaic-looking brass key, this underground area was the entryway to some well-constructed tunnel whose extent was incalculable. Although the guide pulled out a slim flashlight that cast a fitful illumination along the clammy walls of the tunnel, I was now even more disoriented by the twists and turns of the tunnel than I had been when approaching this spot. Insofar as my cloudy impressions could be relied upon at all, I felt that we were progressing in a southerly or southeasterly direction.
At times the propinquity of the sea seemed alarmingly evident, as I could detect the lapping of waves even through the seemingly solid tunnel walls. As before in the pub, the closeness and clamminess of my surroundings caused an intense itchiness to throb over my face, neck, and arms. Our trudging set up disturbing echoes throughout the tunnel; that didn’t seem to worry my guide, who was solely concerned with traversing this channel as quickly as he could, not caring whether I was agile or adept enough to follow his increasingly agitated course.
Without warning we came around a sharp bend and were forced to stop— indeed, I almost collided with my guide as he halted in front of a wall made of compacted dirt, against which a rickety wooden ladder was leaning. Pausing only for a moment, the man ascended the ladder, blandly assuming I would follow.
The wooden trap-door that lay at least ten feet above us was apparently not locked, for the guide merely pushed it up with the back of his head and his shoulders, stepping out into the open air without troubling to offer me any assistance as I myself emerged from the bowels of the earth. He headed jerkily toward an incredibly aged and battered pickup truck that lay in a kind of ditch or depression next to an unpaved road, climbed into it, and waited impatiently for me to do likewise.
As I mechanically did so, the man pulled a key from the pocket of his trousers, started the vehicle, and deftly steered it onto the road. The sound of the sea was now plainly audible; and as soon as my eyes had adjusted to the circumambient darkness, I could see the vast expanse of the North Sea to my left, less than a hundred yards from the road.
I could tell at once that we were heading to Dunwich.
I had neglected to do any research into that neighbor of the English Innsmouth, but somehow I had assumed that it was all but deserted. It had, of course, been a thriving port from as early as the Anglo-Saxon period (when it was the capital of the Kingdom of the East Angles) to as late as the nineteenth century; but the wearing away of the shore through the relentless advance of the sea had, so I believed, rendered it all but uninhabitable. To be sure, as we drove the relatively short distance from Innsmouth to Dunwich and entered the hamlet, I could see that it constituted nothing but a single dirt road flanked by decaying stone or brick houses on either side, many of them appearing unoccupied. I could detect nothing in the way of a public building—no town hall, restaurant, petrol station, or pub—and in this near-pitch darkness it could well have been a ghost town of the sort that can still be found in the remoter reaches of the American West.
My guide led me to one structure that seemed a trifle less decrepit than the others. Braking abruptly, he merely gestured with his head in that direction and said laconically:
“In there.”
Why I obeyed his orders so unquestioningly I could scarcely have explained to myself. An overriding sense of doom and futility overwhelmed me, as if I had ventured into a course of action that had been fated from the beginning of time to lead to my own—and perhaps the world’s—extirpation.
I knocked tentatively on the thick wooden door. Almost before my knocking had ceased, the door opened infinitesimally and a face peered up at me. I could not tell if this stunted parody on humanity was male or female, but when it uttered a single sentence I could tell it was a woman.
“You the Waite that come from Ameriker?”
I nodded, sensing that the inquirer would either not have known my father’s name or, more likely, have felt that my connection to my mother was the more vital relation.
She opened the door only as far as was required to let me enter, then slammed it.
What I saw as I entered in the cramped, dimly lit cottage was a couple so far advanced in the “Innsmouth look” that their human attributes were all but obliterated. The woman who had grudgingly ushered me into her home was all but bald, with only a few strands of thin, stringy, dun-coloured hair dangling from a piebald head whose facial features were scabrous and scaly as if afflicted with some vile scrofulous disease. The elderly man who sat stolidly in an easy chair toward the back of the room betrayed the severe distortion of the skull that I had noticed in the bartender of that seedy pub in Innsmouth, while the fingers of his hands were fusing together with the characteristic webbing that any number of older denizens in my Massachusetts hometown had exhibited as they aged.
As I stood hesitantly near the front door, the woman almost barked at me:
“Ye’d better sit down. That chair will do well enough for ye.” She nodded curtly at a straight chair that, uncomfortable as it was, seemed better suited for its purpose than the mangy sofa on which she presently lowered herself.
I sat down as indicated, but continued to say nothing. The woman—presumably the Mrs. Waite who held some unspecified relationship to my mother—looked at me almost as if I were a dimwitted schoolboy and said sharply:
“Well, it’s about time ye got ‘ere. Yer parents be dead these four months now, ain’t it?”
“That’s true,” I managed to mumble. “But I wasn’t certain what to do—what was really going on here—”
“Yeah?” Mrs. Waite interrupted. “Well, that goes fer us, too. As ye can see, we been kicked out o’ Innsmouth—’asked ter leave,’ as the almighty Maxwell Gilman put it with that silver tongue of ‘is. They musta known about those letters we sent to yer kin—they seem ter know everything ‘round ‘ere.”
“So exactly what is happening—or about to happen?”
“I wish ter Gawd we knew!” Mr. Waite exploded out of the dark corner of the room. “They stopped letting us in ter their meetin’s once they sensed we wuz on the ‘other side.’ But they’re plannin’ somet’in’ awright—somet’in’ big. What it is, and how they plan to dew it, Gawd only knows…”
“But,” I protested, “how could this Maxwell Gilman really do anything? My father’s diary spoke of cataclysmic events that might threaten the entire planet. Gilman can’t possibly have that kind of power.”
“Can’t he?” Mrs. Gilman almost shrieked in a snide voice that chilled me to the bone. “Can’t he?” she repeated in a whisper. “What do you know about ‘im? How can you possibly know what kind o’ ‘power’ he has?”
“I know nothing about him!” I exploded. “No one in Innsmouth will even admit his existence.”
“Oh, he exists awright,” Mr. Waite said sardonically.
“Well, where am I to find him?” I cried. “And what am I to do? How can I—or even the three of us—strike back at him? Or are there more who would join us?”
“A few more,” Mrs. Waite said without enthusiasm. “But most are on the side of the Deep Ones. After all, they’ll end up down there one o’ these days. So would we—we could take the plunge right now if we dared.”
I pondered for a moment. “So why aren’t you on the side of the Deep Ones? I can point to my father as the source of my allegiance to humanity…but— but—it doesn’t seem…” I broke off clumsily.
“No,” Mrs. Waite said in a horrible travesty of humour, “we ain’t so pretty anymore—not much human blood in us. We’ve ‘turned,’ that’s a fact. Why we ain’t on their side, I couldn’t really tell ye—maybe it’s becuz we always thought a ‘live-and-let-live’ policy was best. What Gilman is set to do will make everyone’s life a horror—humans and Deep Ones alike. Maybe he don’t care—maybe he jest wants to take everyone down with the ship, if ye catch my meanin’. I wouldn’t put it past him to destroy the whole bloomin’ planet jest to satisfy his bloodlust.”
“But again,” I said, “how can he do that?”
“I tell ye, I don’t know!” Mrs. Waite shouted at me. “They kicked us out afore their plans were set. But I put it to ye, young feller, he could and he will!”
I was curiously unable to dismiss her words as the ravings of a lunatic or the vengeful fantasies of one who had been ostracized from the community in which she had lived her whole life. This couple had been on the scene at least at the beginning of whatever plans Gilman had had for universal destruction, and at a minimum they had to have some soupçon of evidence of his abilities. But their months-long isolation had rendered them ignorant of critical details, and all they could do was fume impotently.
My subsequent discussions with the pair were inconclusive. They didn’t even know where Gilman resided anymore, and in any case they expressed doubt that he could be found easily—there were all manner of secret warrens where he could lie unconcealed even from other denizens of the unwholesome town. What further course of action any of us could take was a puzzle, but I vowed to continue my investigations, even though the couple expressed cynical doubts of any positive result.
My guide through the tunnel, whose identity I never ascertained, was waiting for me in his truck, as he must have known I had no other means of returning to Innsmouth. The short drive back to the town was made in silence, and as I left him and made my way up the short flight of stairs to my room at the unwelcoming bed-and-breakfast, I only yearned for a long, restful night’s sleep.
I suppose I should not have been wholly surprised at the presence of two immense and loathsomely fishlike creatures waiting quietly for me in my room. Both flight and struggle were useless. I merely gazed at them and said:
“What now?”
The one who still had something in the way of lips said hoarsely:
“You’d better come with us, mate.”
 
4.
 
“Human life must be some kind of mistake.”—Arthur Schopenhauer
 
And so I was brought face to face with Maxwell Gilman.
The two thugs had blindfolded me after leading me to a rickety vehicle parked on the street, and it was evident that the repeated turns they executed were meant to confuse me as to our ultimate destination. After nearly half an hour of driving, they removed my blindfold. Before us was a solitary thatch-roofed house far away from any neighboring structure and strikingly close to the lapping sea. My captors led me into the house, opened a trapdoor toward the back of the place, and compelled me to descend a metal ladder to some underground tunnel or chamber. I wryly thought to myself that I was spending more time under Innsmouth than upon its streets; but I had little time for reflection before being led to a tiny and dimly lit chamber.
Gilman was, in appearance, not at all what I was expecting. Well beyond middle age, he exhibited few if any signs of the “Innsmouth look”; if anything, he was more human-looking than myself. I had heard of rare cases where the “turning” took place almost overnight, with unprecedented physiological and psychological changes that unmistakably exhibited the telltale stigmata of the Deep Ones. But looking at this portly, well-dressed gentleman, thin blondish hair fluttering untidily above a rubicund face, seated placidly behind a bare wooden desk, I couldn’t help feeling that he was the scion of unmixed English gentry. What puzzled me even more than his apparent normalcy was the cloud of gloom and melancholy that suffused his countenance, as if he were bearing the weight of a world whose dire fate he had no power to deflect.
Gilman was not slow in noticing my surprise.
“We meet at last, Mr. Sanford,” he began smoothly. “I apologize for any roughness with which you may have been treated by my associates. It was probably unnecessary, but my colleagues are perhaps not as well-bred as I am. Class distinctions still matter in this country, I fear.
“You perhaps wonder that I am not more—aberrant—than I seem to be, at least outwardly. That is because I share an important trait with you, Mr. Sanford: I too am what some might call a ‘half-breed.’ In short, sir, I am human in one half of my parentage. But whereas you are the spawn of a human father, it is my mother who sprang from the currently dominant species on this planet.”
Stunned, I could only say: “Where is she now?—and what does she think of…of whatever it is you are doing?”
“Where is she now?” Gilman repeated acidly. “She is no more. It is best not to enquire into her fate. I loved her, but was not sad to see her go. My allegiance is to the other side of my ancestry, for reasons that will become clear in due time.”
“Why have you brought me here?” I spat out. I was already becoming tired of exchanging words with what I regarded as the fount of present and future horror in this town. “And now that you have me, why don’t you just…just dispense with me at once?”
Gilman turned his head at a crooked angle, as if investigating a paramecium exhibiting unusual signs of intelligence.
“Mr. Sanford, I will admit that the temptation to ‘dispense’ with you without delay was substantial. You have been kept under close watch during your entire stay here, and we are also fully aware of the contacts between your relatives on both sides of the water. For some time the chances of you or anyone else interfering with my plan seemed remote; but now, things have changed to such a degree that”—and here he uttered a sigh of ineffable weariness—”it hardly seems to matter what happens to any of us.”
He went on after a pause: “Perhaps the fortuitous parallel of our mixed-race ancestry inspires me to treat you more gently than would be my wont. Perhaps I feel you deserve to know the truth about what has been happening here—a truth, I assure you, that you would have difficulty comprehending even with what you know of the alien blood that runs through your veins.”
“All I know,” I burst out, “is that your plans threaten all civilization, all natural law, perhaps even the fate of the solar system and the universe.”
“Come now,” Gilman said deprecatingly. “Even my powers do not extend that far. Civilization—human civilization, that is—was indeed my target; beyond that, I have nothing to do.”
“But why?” I cried. “You yourself are half-human. Is there nothing from that side of your ancestry that draws your allegiance?”
“Don’t you dare speak to me in that sanctimonious way!” Gilman exploded, arising abruptly from behind the desk to confront me. His shortness of stature was no impediment to the imposing figure he cut. “I scorn my human side like the plague; if I could purge my blood, my bones, my sinews of anything relating to the human, I would do so without delay or regret. The emergence of humanity is the greatest disaster this long-suffering globe has ever endured.
“What have you humans done with the great gifts you have been given?” he went on in an ecstasy of misanthropic rage—”the gifts of a bountiful natural world, and the gifts of a titan intellect that in such plangently rare instances has produced an Aristotle, a Michelangelo, a Mozart? What have you done but corrupt the planet, herd countless species to extinction, and wage cruelly destructive wars over obscure points of religious doctrine or transient political advantage?
“You dare to accuse me of endangering ‘civilization’?” he thundered, his wrath seeming to grow with each word he uttered. “You as a species are not civilized. You are more savage than the beasts of the forest. You are the only sentient creatures that kill for sport. It would have been a consummation devoutly to be wished to have extirpated the human cancer from the planet.”
The one thing my reeling mind seized upon in this insane rant was a pair of inscrutable words toward the end. “Would have?” I said faintly.
“Oh, yes,” Gilman went on with scarcely an interruption. “I had great plans—and I could have carried them out to the letter. Look here”—he boldly approached me, seized the lapels of my coat, and almost spat his next words in my face—”what do you really know of the Deep Ones? Do you think that the small colony that flounders under the waters near your hometown in far-off Massachusetts is of the slightest consequence? Does it not occur to you that there are dozens of such colonies under the sea in every corner of the world? If you were ever to think of the extent of all that may be brooding down under the deep, you would doubtless wish to kill yourself forthwith. And it was my plan to harness those legions of Deep Ones to extinguish your puny race as if it were an anthill brushed away by the heedless foot of a passerby.
“It was all so carefully worked out! The details won’t interest you—they no longer interest me—but let me just hint that they involved such things as the manipulation of thermal vents to raise the temperature of the seas; the harnessing of the shoggoths—you do know of them, don’t you?—to shear off the entire Ross Ice Shelf to raise the ocean levels…The earth is three-quarters water by surface mass in any event; it would not have taken a great deal of effort to cover over that insignificant remaining quarter so that your land species would have been entirely obliterated.”
“You’re not referring to global warming?” I said incredulously. “You had a hand in that?”
“How I wish!” Gilman cried out in a kind of mirthless laugh. “How fervently I wish! But I cannot take credit for that honor. Let me show you what really happened.”
With that, he made an almost imperceptible motion with his head, and at his apparent command his two thugs seized me unceremoniously and dragged me in the direction in which Gilman himself was headed. A door that I had almost failed to notice led to a lightless corridor whose odor of salt water was unmistakable the moment I stepped—or was forced—into it; a distant shimmering of light and the sound of lapping waves made it all too clear that we would shortly emerge to face the wide expanse of ocean.
The terror and unease that had been accumulating in me from the moment of my capture were now increased a thousandfold as I was led unwillingly to that aperture. Absurd and ludicrous as my personal fate now seemed in light of the danger that I still believed Maxwell Gilman to constitute to the entire planet, I nonetheless shrieked out: “No, no! I can’t swim!” The irony of my inability in light of my heritage did not escape me.
As we came out into a short platform that led directly into the sea, Gilman turned to me contemptuously and, giving a brief glance at either side of my neck, said:
“Oh, yes, you can.”
With that, he stripped off his clothing and plunged into the water. My captors relieved me of my clothes and threw me into it an instant later.
I was prepared for death—prepared either to die from drowning or from hypothermia. Warm as this late August day had been, the chilliness of the water with the advent of night could scarcely be doubted. And yet, as I inexorably followed Gilman’s downward course through the waves as if tied to him by some invisible but unbreakable tether, I experienced an amalgam of unprecedented sensations—the seamless and anomalously pleasurable flowing of water through my nose and mouth, the extraction of oxygen there-from, and the expelling of the water through what I was compelled to acknowledge were my gills; the perception of warmth and envelopment that the water lent to me, a perception that I had never experienced on even the sunniest days in the open air; and, most harrowing of all, an unmistakable sense of fitness as I sank—no, swam—down, down, eternally down to the depths, with Gilman constituting an imperious beacon that compelled me to follow. I belonged here in the sea as I had never belonged on land.
I could imagine the wonders and glories to which Gilman would lead me—an underwater city analogous to Y’ha-nthlei, the sunken city off Devil Reef whose temples, colonnades, and alien-carven statuary had, as I now suddenly recalled, filled my dreams from infancy. Was I now, in spite of my initially hostile intent, to be accepted as a true and respected member of the submerged realm on this side of the Atlantic? Would my mere intent to cause harm to the Deep Ones be forgiven as readily as the actual harm caused by that hapless half-breed Olmstead had been forgiven so many decades ago?
I began to sense a gradual lessening of the impenetrable blackness of the water ahead of me, and felt we were approaching our destination, whatever that may be and whatever role I would play in it. But the sight that actually met my eyes was beyond prediction, and beyond comprehension.
With uncanny elegance, Gilman abruptly halted in the midst of a plunge and with a sardonic wave of his arm urged me to take in the scene that suddenly burst upon my vision. I brought myself up next to him and frantically sought to understand what I saw.
To be sure, a city of nearly incalculable extent lay spread out before me on the ocean floor. Whether the dominant material that had gone into the construction of the homes, temples, and other structures was of marble or limestone or some substance unknown to the surface world, I was unable to conjecture. It was difficult enough for me to absorb the exquisite but utterly alien carvings, bas-reliefs, and filigreed ornaments that covered almost every inch of each building, the cumulative work of uncounted centuries and uncounted millions of hands. The very streets, wide and lavish as in any metropolis of earth, were painstakingly decorated with mosaics of exquisite intricacy, while the pillars and colonnades of the more substantial edifices evoked a titan majesty that dwarfed even the noblest analogues of Greece and Babylon. And although I had never been to Y’ha-nthlei but had only heard dimly whispered accounts of it from my family, this immense and complex habitation in all likelihood stood in relation to its Massachusetts counterpart as Angkor Wat stands in relation to a hastily built sand castle on a beach.
What I did not see were any occupants.
As if sensing my puzzlement on this score, Gilman suddenly shot forward and made his way along one of the main avenues bisecting the megalopolis. I unthinkingly obeyed his unspoken command to follow; and as we approached an imposing structure that I took to be a house of worship, I felt I had no recourse but to drift after him as he made his way inside.
I did not attempt to count the number of bodies that lay piled in disarray in every corner of the building. These Deep Ones had all but lost whatever superficial human attributes had been theirs when they dwelt on the surface; but the loathsome gray-green hue of their skin bespoke a corruption so vile, and at the same time so pitiable, that my emotions whirled, reeling from disgust to terror to bafflement to heartrending sorrow. The popping eyes, the round pustules that covered the creatures from head to foot, the gaping wounds that revealed a skeletonic structure that seemed strangely melted or fused—all these things I absorbed in a single glance. My horror of individual decay was overwhelmed by the appalled perception of cumulative annihilation.
It was the same from one structure to the next, as Gilman scornfully led me through what had become an inconceivably vast mortuary of the Deep Ones. My brain was numbed at the sheer scale of the cataclysm—it was as if we had by some dreadful mischance ventured on a battlefield where not merely thousands, but millions, had met their deaths in every possible manner. Not a single living specimen was visible to us—although there were, in grim irony, some strangely glowing deep-sea organisms who had somehow survived the destruction, heedlessly floating around and through some of the Deep Ones as if no longer fearing their erstwhile foes and rivals.
But perhaps the worst sight was something I glimpsed as, sickened, I silently begged Gilman to return me to the surface and away from this Everest of death. As he cynically agreed to my request, we turned and began our ascent. But as we passed an edifice that seemed to have been under construction but left unfinished, I saw to my horror some amorphous mass whose exactly outlines I could not entirely descry. The object appeared to be flat, approximately round, and mostly black, although with irregular patches of gray or brown; there were also a nearly incalculable number of the pustules— some of them oozing an unhealthy green ichor—of the sort I had seen on the dead Deep Ones.
I knew then that I had at last seen a shoggoth—but it was a shoggoth whose impressive prowess as a beast of burden was permanently ended.
 
5.
 
“Can’t you even now guess the truth?” Gilman taunted me.
We had returned to the claustrophobic room into which I had been thrust when I had first been brought to meet my perceived nemesis. For all the sense of comfort I had initially felt when plunging into the waves, I was relieved to have returned to the surface and into the normal attire belonging to the human side of my ancestry.
I shook my head dismally, scarcely able to utter a sound.
“Your education seems decidedly deficient,” Gilman went on in mockery. “There is something ironically fitting in what happened down there—especially fitting for us half-breeds, you and I. For all my disdain of humanity, I am forced to acknowledge that I remain half-human—how I wish I could tear my body to shreds and hurl that half to perdition!
“I had such great plans,” he continued in a curiously soft, almost pleading voice. “Such plans for the extirpation of the surface denizens of this long-suffering globe. But you beat me to it! It is you—your species (for you obviously ally yourself to your human half) that caused that decimation below. It was your collective actions—actions that you now mask under the bland euphemism of ‘global warming’—that will be the ultimate exterminator of both of our species.
“The cumulative effect of the last half-century is to have raised the temperature of the oceans by only a few degrees, and also to have increased their acidity—but that was enough! For creatures of such delicate constitution as the Deep Ones—yes, delicate, for the fact that we are hybrids means that every one of our physiological reactions is balanced between extremely narrow poles—the slightest change in our environment is fatal. If these changes had occurred gradually, we might have been able to adapt; but the rapidity of the transformation, especially in recent decades, was beyond our capacity to absorb.
“This was why I, who had previously regarded humans as a minor nuisance whose destruction we could not bother to undertake, felt the need to take action at once. But I was too late! The reports of underwater deaths had first come as a trickle, then in greater and greater numbers—and you know all too well what the final outcome has been. Y’ha-nthlei has, I daresay, perished as well, to say nothing of the dozens of other colonies that we established in all corners of the earth—or, rather, under it.
“My only consolation is that humans have condemned themselves at the same time that they heedlessly and unwittingly brought death to the Deep Ones. For the effects of ‘global warming,’ as your own scientists admit, are irreversible. Your planet is doomed, the human species is doomed.”
In a trembling voice that paradoxically mingled intense satisfaction and a kind of objective pity, Gilman went on: “The human species was never meant to rule this earth. It was all some kind of mistake. And now, through its own greed and folly, it is hurtling down an ineluctable path toward rectifying that error. My only regret is that I shall not be around to witness the culmination of this ridiculous tragedy.”
With a wave of the hand, Gilman dismissed me, as if I encapsulated the “minor nuisance” that the entire human species had once represented to him.
“You’d best run along home. You have no place or function here. There is no need to worry that I am a menace to your ‘civilization.’ I can do nothing now. I will remain on the surface as long as my body can endure it; then I will plunge beneath the waves and join my brothers and sisters in a death that I now welcome. If I were you, I would seriously consider doing the same.”
As I trudged away from Innsmouth and sought to return to my now empty and futile life across the water, I began to suspect that I would do exactly that.
 
 
 
S. T. Joshi is a widely published critic, scholar, and editor. But he has also written mystery and horror fiction, including the novels The Removal Company (2009), Conspiracy of Silence (2010), and The Assaults of Chaos (2013), along with short stories that have appeared in such anthologies as The Acolytes of Cthulhu and That Is Not Dead. He is the editor of the anthologies Black Wings I–V (2010–16), Searchers After Horror (2014), and A Mountain Walked (2014), as well as of the journals Lovecraft Annual, Spectral Realms, and the Weird Fiction Review.



Innsmouth Nightmares
 
First published by PS Publishing in 2015. This eBook edition published in February 2016 by PS Publishing by arrangement with Lois H. Gresh; individual stories Copyright © 2015 by the individual contributors.
All rights reserved by the authors. The right of each contributor to be identified as Author of their Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
The Cats of River Street (1925) Copyright © 2014 Caitlín R. Kiernan, first appeared in Sirenia Digest #102
 
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
 
ISBN 978-1-84863-362-9
 
Cover design by Ben Baldwin
 
PS Publishing Ltd
Grosvenor House, 1 New Road
Hornsea, HU18 1PG, England
editor@pspublishing.co.uk
www.pspublishing.co.uk



Contents
Unnamed
Unnamed
INTRODUCTION
INTRODUCTION
WINDOWS UNDERWATER
WINDOWS UNDERWATER
Unnamed
Unnamed
COLD BLOOD
COLD BLOOD
Unnamed
Unnamed
FEAR SUN
FEAR SUN
Unnamed
Unnamed
THICKER THAN WATER
THICKER THAN WATER
Unnamed
Unnamed
STRANGE CURRENTS
STRANGE CURRENTS
Unnamed
Unnamed
MOURNING PEOPLE
MOURNING PEOPLE
Unnamed
Unnamed
THE BARNACLE DAUGHTER
THE BARNACLE DAUGHTER
Unnamed
Unnamed
BETWEEN THE PILINGS
BETWEEN THE PILINGS
Unnamed
Unnamed
THE IMPS OF INNSMOUTH
THE IMPS OF INNSMOUTH
Unnamed
Unnamed
THE OPEN MOUTH OF CHARYBDIS
THE OPEN MOUTH OF CHARYBDIS
Unnamed
Unnamed
WATER’S EDGE
WATER’S EDGE
Unnamed
Unnamed
DARK WATERS
DARK WATERS
Unnamed
Unnamed
A GIRL’S LIFE
A GIRL’S LIFE
Unnamed
Unnamed
THE SEA WITCH
THE SEA WITCH
Unnamed
Unnamed
BROOD
BROOD
Unnamed
Unnamed
GONE TO DOGGERLAND
GONE TO DOGGERLAND
Unnamed
Unnamed
THE SCENT OF THE HAMMER AND THE FEATHER
THE SCENT OF THE HAMMER AND THE FEATHER
Unnamed
Unnamed
BAUBLES
BAUBLES
Unnamed
Unnamed
THE WAVES BECKON
THE WAVES BECKON
Unnamed
Unnamed
THE CATS OF RIVER STREET (1925)
THE CATS OF RIVER STREET (1925)
Unnamed
Unnamed
SOME KIND OF MISTAKE
SOME KIND OF MISTAKE
Unnamed
Unnamed
Innsmouth Nightmares
Innsmouth Nightmares


cover.jpeg
INN'SMOUT ,

67H rmgs

ED_IT;Ep;mg_ELbis H. GRESH

ed Lois H. Gresh






images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





