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Chapter 1

 


“Although long a devotee of weird tales and unsettling stories,
it never once occurred to me that true, life-wrenching, and some
might say blasphemous horror would ever overturn my own life, as it
did in the Spring of 2007. And as for what befell my friends Shelby
Tyree and Conrad Laughton, that is a fate no augur or oracle could
ever have foreseen. I count myself fortunate indeed that I escaped
that fateful season with my mind and body relatively intact,
although the scars both psychic and physical remain prominent to
this day, and my life stands forever altered from its previous
course.” 

That, I think, is how Lovecraft might have begun my story, and
having now lived it, I can see why. Sometimes the only way to
protect yourself from your own terrible, horrifying fuck-ups is to
hide behind a labyrinthine dam of words and sentences and hope the
terrible truths come out in drips and drops rather than in a raging
flood. Too much truth all at once can shatter fragile minds and
make things much worse rather than a little better. And I want
things to get better, if that’s even possible anymore, and so I’ll
start at the entrance to the maze and hope I’m brave enough to
carry on to the nasty, brutal center. For me and Conrad and Shelby,
matters began to go wrong in the old house on the bay with what
was, in those innocent days, one of the more disturbing experiences
of my life.

 

 

The house off Indian Point Drive was an economic anomaly. Built
in the 1920s and added onto over the decades since, it always
verged on total dilapidation even though it sat on a million-dollar
waterfront lot sandwiched between multi-million–dollar homes along
Sarasota Bay. Only a never ending succession of current and past
New College students kept the place from sliding into complete
decrepitude, and their stopgap fixes and amateur carpentry tended
to be in the experimental, artistic style, rather than anything
like traditional architectural techniques. With no air-conditioning
and five bedrooms sometimes occupied by as many as eight or nine or
even ten residents, the house was always a crowded, hot den of
activity. Most of the residents were students because no one else
was adventuresome or poor enough to brave the Florida heat in close
quarters with so many others. Those who did stay on after
graduation tended to be the type who retained the curiosities and
passions of their student years long into adulthood, and of these
there was no one who’d lived in the house longer than my old
grade-school friend, Shelby Tyree.

It might sound strange to hear that those dark days all began at
a party, but this was no typical summer soirée. This was one of
Shelby’s events, and those were always more spectacle than
celebration. Parties at the house honored ancient or unusual
events. Over the years I’d attended a birthday party for Karl Marx,
a costume-wake for Ronald Reagan, and more than one Saturnalia
feast. This particular party seemed almost mundane by comparison —
a celebration of the Summer Solstice. I’d not been to one of
Shelby’s parties in quite some time. Being in my mid-thirties, I
often found the presence of drunken college students more annoying
than enticing. But our mutual friend Conrad had asked me to come
along, and after a week’s cajoling from him, I finally relented. I
needed to get out of the house and away from my computer in any
event — my writing was growing stale and predictable, and my editor
was not being shy about pointing this fact out. A night’s escape
might do me some good.

We heard the drums from a block away, which was the closest
parking space we could find. At my insistence, we’d stopped by a
new restaurant downtown for what we’d hoped would be a quick meal.
Slow service and excellent food meant that by the time we made our
way to Shelby’s, feeling fat and a little drunk on good Spanish
Rioja, it was almost 11:00 p.m. The place was already packed, and
we followed a trio of young women in flowing skirts and loose tank
tops down Indian Point Drive toward the music. Conrad, married for
eight years, liked to live vicariously through me as his best and
most single friend. He nudged me, and we both watched with
tremendous appreciation as the attractive young women walked along
in front of us. I didn’t put my chances of seducing any of them at
much more than zero (mostly because I doubted I’d summon up the
courage to try), but it was a pleasant diversion as we ambled down
the street.

The parked cars clustered close in and around the driveway,
crowding into the dark, cave-like canopy of tree branches that
arched over the entrance. I could see the house past the cars,
twinkling candles set in every window and a dim orange glow
emanating from the far side. Conrad and I picked our path through
the dozen or so vehicles and made our way to the front door. The
three women chose to bypass the house completely and slipped around
the side toward the backyard, where all the real action was. But we
had beer and wine to drop off in the kitchen, so Conrad and I went
through the front door, which stood wide open to the night.

A shirtless, heavily tattooed man was bent over before the open
refrigerator door, removing an enormous watermelon from the freezer
compartment. His body gleamed with sweat, and as he turned toward
us he gave us a two-faced smile — one with his natural-born
crooked, gap-toothed grin and the other from the grimacing horned
demon tattooed onto his chest. He was older than I’d expected when
I saw him from behind, in his forties with the deep tan and
carved-from-wood musculature of someone who spends long hours
outside working with his hands. 

“Some party, huh?” he said to us, his crooked teeth flashing
dully in the candlelight. 

“We just got here,” said Conrad. “But it seems like it. We
brought beer.”

“Good on ya, man! Lemme help you with that.” He shifted the
watermelon to the kitchen counter, and after some awkward fumbling
he took the two six-packs and broke them up to make room for them
in the crowded refrigerator.

“Are you a friend of Shelby’s?” I asked him.

“Who?” the tattooed man asked in return as he stuffed beer
bottles into available nooks.

“Shelby. The guy throwing the party.”

“Nah, I was just walking by and heard the noise.” He stood and
turned towards me, using his belt buckle to pop the cap off a
bottle he’d kept for himself. “Then I saw some hot little number
heading in here and I decided to follow her. Shit was I surprised
when I came ‘round back.” He took a swig of beer. “You should see
it back there.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a
distressingly large knife, which he opened with one flick of his
wrist. I took a step back as he waved the thing in my general
direction, then suddenly plunged the blade into the flesh of the
watermelon on the counter. 

“You guys want some nigger melon?” he asked.

“That’s OK,” I said, taking another step back. “We just
ate.”

“Well, nice meeting you guys. Enjoy the party!” the tattooed man
said as he turned and walked toward the rear of the
house. 

“Who the hell was that guy?” Conrad asked, pulling on his shirt
collar and staring after the man. “We should probably tell Shelby
about him.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, taking a deep breath to try and calm down a
little. I wasn’t nearly drunk enough to have some stranger flashing
knives in my face.

After taking a few moments to let him go on his way without us,
we followed the knife man’s path down the corridor from the kitchen
that led into the backyard. I glanced to my left and in the
flickering candlelight of the living room could make out several
small knots of people lounging on the blanket-covered couches and
Persian-rugged floor. The smell of incense wafted from the room,
mixed with quiet murmurs and at least one low moan of pleasure from
the small crowd. I could see one topless woman with long hair laid
out on a rug face down, a well-muscled man in just loose-fitting
shorts straddling her back as his hands dug deep into her shoulder
muscles. We continued down the hall, decorated with abstract
paintings culled from art department gallery shows over the past
decade, and then the door to Shelby’s bedroom, which was closed
and, if he was smart, locked. The sound of the drumming drew us
along and I could see the bright bonfire burning in the backyard
now. As we stepped out into the heart of the party, I scanned the
crowd in a wary search for the knife man, but there was so much
else to see I could scarcely take it all in.

Shelby’s backyard stretched fifty yards into darkness, beyond
which I knew was a small, bay-side beach. A large banyan tree
rising in a cluster of dense ferns to my left dominated the scene,
which had dozens of red Chinese paper lanterns hanging from its
tendril-like branches and roots. Even before Shelby’s time, the
house’s student residents had dug a large fire pit in the center of
the grass-covered lawn, and now a great bonfire raged in the pit’s
center, the flames reaching five feet high and releasing a stream
of firefly sparks into the night sky. I’d expected to find a ring
of drummers encircling the pit, as was usually the case when Shelby
held a drum circle, but in this case the musicians had all
clustered in one area on the opposite side of the pit from the
banyan tree. There were only four of them, but they were as good as
drummers get, pounding out a complicated, deep-thrumming rhythm
that filled every nook and shadow of the yard with an inescapable
beat. I could see perhaps fifty other people, most of them college
age or in their early twenties, with a few older folks here and
there. 

But all these details only made a fleeting impression on my
subconscious. The dancers held every other part of my attention.
There were five of them, two men and three women, swirling around
the central fire, naked. They moved with an effortless grace in a
dance that seemed highly choreographed because of its intricate
movements, but which had the raw energy and passion of spontaneity
to it. The dance was blatantly erotic, with the participants
rubbing against one another for brief, lustful gropes before
spinning away with a twirl and shrug, only to couple again with one
of the others. Both men had prominent erections, and the three
women gave as much attention to them as they did to each other’s
bodies. It was a striking and, I must admit, arousing scene that I
found more than a little embarrassing. All the more so when I
realized that one of the two male dancers was in fact my old
childhood friend Shelby. His shoulder-length dirty-blond hair swept
free of its normal ponytail and he twisted and contorted his lithe,
swimmer’s body to the music. His cock stood out long and hard from
a thick patch of light-colored pubic hair, and in a trick of the
light looked almost like it was of a piece with the famous serpent
tattoo that ran up the length of his leg from ankle to
hip. 

“I don’t know that I wanted to see that,” Conrad said, although
when I glanced over at him his gaze remained fixed on the spectacle
with unwavering attention. 

I turned back to watching as well, saying, “Although there are
other sights I don’t mind seeing at all.” The three women were each
quite attractive and young. College girls, I felt sure. 

“It’s like girls gone wild in hippie town,” said Conrad. “If
only we had a camera.”

“Lauren would love that.”

“Lauren would probably enjoy watching it as much as you and me,
but she’d lay me flat first for not getting signed consent forms
from them all first,” Conrad said, breaking his gaze away from the
scene to grin at me. 

“Too bad she couldn’t come and see this for… ” I started to say,
and then stopped, my sentence forgotten as the erotic tableau
around the fire went from suggestive to explicit. That sight might
well have been beyond even Conrad’s wife’s liberal
limits. 

“Damn… ” said Conrad, the tip of his tongue running along his
front teeth. “What the hell have we walked into?”

Two of the women had all but stopped dancing and stood in a
tight embrace, kissing deeply and running hands over sweaty bodies
as their hips swayed against one another to the music. Shelby’s
spinning dancing took him into orbit around the entwined pair and
after a few quick circles he joined in, pressing against the rear
of the taller of the two and sliding his hands over their bodies.
They seemed to appreciate the attention. Across the bonfire from
them, the remaining two dancers had found one another as well, and
the man was on his knees before the woman, pushing his face up in
between her legs while she ran her fingers through his
dreadlock-bound blond hair. I’d never seen two people having sex in
front of me before (discounting computer monitors and TV screens),
let alone five. Despite the rising embarrassment, it wasn’t
something I could — or wanted to — turn away from. 

Conrad and I stood and watched for something more than a moment
or two or three, beers warming in our hands, while a few of the
other party-goers began to take their cues from dancers. I could
see shirts being pulled over heads and skirts unwinding and falling
to the ground in several places around the fire. I shifted
uncomfortably where I stood and looked around for someplace to sit
and hide the signs of arousal my body was betraying.

“We should’ve come early,” Conrad said with a nudge. “You could
have found a friend for yourself.”

“I’m a little old for this crowd,” I said, although I wondered
if Conrad was right and now wished we hadn’t lingered over
dinner.

“Thirty-five’s not that old.” He gave me a playful jab to the
shoulder. “Besides, it doesn’t seem to be stopping Shelby.”

“There are all kinds of things that don’t stop Shelby that would
stop me.” I felt warm and flush and maybe even slightly woozy from
the overstimulation.

“You and me both,” Conrad agreed, taking a swig from his beer
and watching as one of the women worked her mouth down Shelby’s
body. “Not that I wouldn’t trade places with him in an instant
right now if I weren’t married. Damn… ”

We found a place on a stone bench under the banyan tree after an
amorous couple too shy to be exhibitionists but too horny to wait
abandoned it and disappeared around the other side of the house.
Shelby and his fellow dancers had switched positions and partners
while we relocated, and the drummers were beating an even more
furious beat. 

A few yards to our left a woman wearing just a pair of what
looked like bathing-suit bottoms, or possibly panties, danced in a
style I categorized as Balinese, her wrists flexing and elbows
jutting in ways that would make me and most others look awkward,
but which she made elegant and seductive. She caught us both
looking and threw a coquettish smile our way. Conrad grinned back
at her and nodded. I managed a smile too and kept myself from
looking away in embarrassment at being caught peeping. Not that it
was peeping. Not at this party. 

She snaked over to us, head bobbing between her upraised arms
with the music, still smiling, still topless. Conrad beckoned her
over and said something to her I couldn’t hear over the drumming.
She bent down to move her ear closer to his mouth. She listened
then laughed. She moved closer to Conrad, almost rubbing up against
him. He leaned back in a way to suggest that he was avoiding the
contact without in any way actually avoiding anything. Then she was
rubbing against him and he whispered in her ear once more, his
tongue flicking out and not quite licking her earlobe. She turned
and smiled at me. Then she started to move my way.

Now it was my turn to lean back, opening my legs wider as she
moved between them, dancing that hypnotizing, swaying, Balinese
pattern again. They were panties, dark green, no lace. I felt hot,
beer drenched breath in my ear. “You’re welcome,” Conrad said. And
I silently thanked him. If it were the old days with him still
single, this wouldn’t be happening. But he’d hung up his spurs
(with some regret, no doubt) and all that he had left was to play
my occasional wingman. It had never worked out this well for me
before, though. Not even close. The woman was close now, smiling
eyes looking me up and down and only glancing back at Conrad once.
We weren’t too late after all, it seemed.

I wondered just how far things were going to go when Conrad
grabbed my wrist in a vice-like grip. “What’s going on over there?”
he asked, pointing across the fire. I saw a flash of movement that
was decidedly un-erotic. A body falling much too fast to the ground
in the shadows. When I spotted the mangled, partially eaten
watermelon on the ground nearby the source of movement, I jumped to
my feet to get a better look. My new friend might have thought I
was getting ready to join her, and she spun away towards the
shadows, a beckoning hand trailing towards me, but I was focused on
whatever was happening over there. 

“I think that’s… ” I started to say, but Conrad was way ahead of
me, already making his way past the copulating bodies toward the
other side of the fire. I followed close behind. 

As we circled around the blaze, I saw a flash of reflected light
in the darkness under a palm tree where two or three figures were
moving in the shadows. Conrad leaped forward at the flash,
sprinting the twenty or thirty feet to the base of the tree where
he disappeared into the shadows. After a moment’s startled surprise
I chased after him just as the yelling started. 

It was the knife-wielding man from the kitchen, who now sat
astride a half-naked young woman with his blade in his hand. The
girl looked frightened, but had a dirty rag or sock stuffed in her
mouth that prevented her from shouting for help. Conrad was looming
over the two of them, but hadn’t moved within arm’s reach of the
man, no doubt fearing the knife as much as I did. I glanced around,
but everyone nearby was too swept up in their own carnality to
realize what was going on.

“Get your own,” the man snarled at Conrad.

“Come on, man, leave her alone,” Conrad said, his voice calmer
than mine would’ve been. “Just leave her be and take off and we
won’t call the cops.”

“No reason for that,” the man said, looking down and grinning at
the woman. “She likes it. No harm being done here.” His victim’s
pleading eyes and shaking head said otherwise. 

“Just leave her be. Then we won’t have to call the cops… ” I
took Conrad’s hint this time and started to back away from the trio
and draw my cell phone from my pocket.

“Anyone calls the cops,” the knife-wielder slurred, “And
someone’s like to get cut.”

“No one’s calling the police,” Conrad soothed. “You just need
to… ”

“Oh, I know what I need to do. I need to get me some
college-girl pussy right here. That’s what I need to do.”

I had the phone out now and was dialing 911 when I felt a hand
on my wrist. It was Shelby, naked, standing beside me. “I’ll take
care of this,” he whispered in my ear. 

Shelby, his erection still stiff as a board and leading the way,
continued past me and walked straight up to where the knife-wielder
held the girl. Both Conrad and the would-be rapist looked at him in
surprise.

“What the fuck? Get that fucking dick out of my face before I
cut… ” the man started to say, before Shelby’s right hand slashed
out with a powerful blow that slapped the knife from his hand,
sending it spinning off into the darkness. Before the disarmed man
could express more than surprise, Shelby tackled him, tearing the
bastard off the woman and rolling into the grass beyond. She kicked
out at him as he fell off, tearing divots in the grass as she
pushed herself away from the fray and to her feet.

There was a scramble, and Shelby somehow maneuvered his nude,
yoga-toned body around behind the other man’s and sunk a deep hold
around his neck. The man gurgled and choked, clawing at Shelby’s
forearm and then, as blood flow to his brain cut off, he passed
out. Shelby applied the submission for a few more seconds just to
be sure and then rolled out from under the man and let him collapse
to the ground in a heap.

Conrad rushed over to the young woman. She’d spat out the balled
up sock from her mouth and was sobbing and cursing the “fucking
shit-eating bastard” who’d tried to rape her. Conrad removed his
shirt and offered it to her to cover herself up and she took it
with a tearful nod. I looked back to Shelby, who still had a raging
erection much to my surprise, and saw him standing over the rapist.
I was about to go try and find the knife in the darkness when he
called out to me.

“Rick,” he said. “I need your belt.”

“Why?” 

“To tie him up.”

“Um, sure.” I started to undo my black leather belt. “Do you
want me to call the cops now?” I asked as I handed it to him.

“I do not,” he said, leaning down and rolling the unconscious
man onto his stomach and pulling his hands behind his back. “I
can’t have cops here right now. Look around you, man.”

I did look around and, despite all the commotion we’d caused, no
one seemed to be paying us any attention. The two couples by the
fire continued to, well, couple, and beyond them I saw other groups
of twos and threes and fours doing the same. And those that weren’t
were passing around joints and pipes that I knew probably contained
high-quality marijuana. Odds were, there were some hallucinogenic
mushrooms being consumed out there too, maybe some LSD. The cops
would have plenty of arrests to make if they wanted.

“We could clear everyone out first,” I suggested.

“Or we could take care of it ourselves,” Shelby said, standing
up.

“Take care of it how?” I asked, uncomfortable as hell with the
idea. This wasn’t some little fight or drunken altercation. We were
talking attempted rape here. Or worse. 

“Let me think for a minute,” Shelby said. He looked over to
where Conrad was still comforting the woman, who was now wearing
his shirt. “I need to talk to her, make sure she’s cool. Keep on
eye on this fucker, OK?” 

I stood and watched as he stepped over and relieved Conrad of
his comforting duties. The girl seemed to know, or at least
recognize Shelby, and seemed willing enough to talk to him. Shelby
leaned over to Conrad, whispering in his ear. Conrad stood up and
retreated to where I was standing guard over the knife
man. 

“Is she OK?” I asked.

“I think so. I hope so. He’d only been after her for a minute or
less when we came over and broke things up. She’s pretty shook up,
but he didn’t have time to really hurt her, thank God.” Conrad
looked down at the attacker and nudged him in the ribs with his
foot. “The cops are on their way?”

“Shelby wants to keep them out of it, which seems… ”

“Pretty fucking insane!” Conrad yelled, but the drums drowned
him out. “How can we not call the cops? This guy’s a fucking rapist
menace!”

“I think he’s afraid of what’ll happen to his other guests.” I
waved a hand towards the rest of the party. “And to him, what with
all the drugs and sex and stuff.”

Conrad looked around. “Yeah, well, that’s too bad. The rest of
these hippie college kids getting their rocks off and toking up
aren’t very important compared to seeing someone like this behind
bars.”

I agreed, but neither of us moved to call 911 on our cell
phones. Instead we stood in smoldering, angry silence, our gaze
shifting between Shelby and the girl, who were in earnest
conversation, and the rest of what could only be described as an
orgy at this point. I felt some pang of regret at missing out on
participating in my first real orgy, and for a wistful moment
wondered what my Balinese dancer friend’s name was. The woman we’d
helped save was angry, her arms cutting arcs through the night, but
Shelby seemed to calm her down. After about five minutes, a
voluptuous but fully clothed dark-haired woman appeared at the
victim’s side in response to Shelby’s call. She escorted the
grim-faced victim back toward the house while Shelby came over to
us.

“He’s still out of it, huh?” Shelby asked, pointing with his
chin towards the knife man. “That’s kind of a surprise. He must be
on something.”

“We need to call the police,” Conrad insisted.

“That’s up to Genevieve,” said Shelby in a calm, quiet voice.
“She’s the one who got attacked and right now she’s OK with us
handling it.”

“And what the hell can we do about it?” Conrad moved towards
Shelby, his face aggressively close.

“When I say we, I mean me and my housemates.” Shelby stepped
forward too, and when his penis brushed Conrad’s hip, Conrad,
stepped back in surprise. “No need for you two to get
involved.” 

“We are involved,” Conrad said, even as he backed away another
step.

“You saved her and she’s grateful for that. I’m grateful for
that. But you have to let me handle this now, OK? I’ve agreed with
Gen on a punishment. She’s a friend of mine and she doesn’t want
the cops busting this celebration up any more than I do. Just leave
it be, all right? It’s not your problem anymore.”

Conrad was about to say something but two more men approached
our little group in the darkness. I recognized one of them as
Shelby’s fellow fire-dancer. He was naked, like Shelby, and
although his erection had at least subsided as he snapped off a
condom and tossed it into the fire, he’d obviously had his fun. The
other man, a heavyset fellow with bodybuilder arms and chest, and a
beer-drinker’s gut, wore shorts and a tank top. Shelby stepped
aside to give them access to the knife man and they bent down to
pick him up.

“Where are you taking him?” I asked.

“Inside,” Shelby replied. Then to the two men he said, “Up into
the spare room. Kick out anyone who might be using it.”

After the two had carried away their captive, Shelby turned back
to us. 

“What are you going to do with him?” Conrad demanded.

“I’m having Benji tattoo the word ‘RAPIST’ in six-inch-high
letters on his stomach and ass,” Shelby said with a malicious
grin.

“No, really, what are you… ?”

“No, really,” interrupted Shelby. “That’s exactly what we’re
going to do.” 

“You can’t… ”

“That’s what he is, isn’t it? He’s a rapist. Or at least he
wants to be. And now everyone will know.” 

I looked at Shelby as he stood there, his eyes wild, his penis
still shockingly erect, and realized that he was certainly high on
something and not in a place to be dealt with logically. The
adrenaline of the dance and the sex and the fight had amped him up
to the heights of excitement, mixing with whatever other substances
he’d ingested to produce a kind of mania in him. He might sound
coldly logical, but inside I suspected his brain burned with
incoherent urges and thoughts. 

“Maybe we should just go,” I said to Conrad. He turned to me and
stared in surprise.

“Why go, Rick?” asked Shelby. “You’ve hardly had a chance to
join the fun. I know at least two or three young things who’d love
to spend some time with a man of letters like yourself. You too,
Conrad, assuming you’ve got Lauren’s permission to play.”

Conrad shot Shelby a withering glance and then turned on his
heel and headed back towards the house. “I’m going to make sure
that girl’s OK, and then I’m leaving,” he said.

“Suit yourself,” Shelby said with a laugh. “What about you,
Rick? Are you sure you won’t join us?”

I looked around at the intertwined bodies, watching a woman ride
a man bucking underneath her while a second man suckled on her left
breast. “No… I don’t think so.” I turned away and followed Conrad
into the house. I looked back just before I walked through the back
door and saw that Shelby was already back with the two women he’d
abandoned earlier, as if nothing had happened. I shook my head in
amazement and went inside.










Chapter 2

 


Sarasota veers back and forth between cosmopolitan airs and
small-town sensibilities. Rich, mostly retired, and rather
Republican, it’s a conservative place. But it also prides itself on
its arts scene, its theaters, its galleries, its museums. Very few
artistic edges get to do much cutting, however, and all of the most
salacious, scandalous behavior happens behind well-closed doors.
We’re more than big enough for those who wish to do so to live in
anonymous privacy, but small enough that when some shocking event
does break through into the public consciousness it need not be too
terrible to find a place on the front page.

At Shelby’s party, Genevieve had told me and Conrad that she was
OK with “letting Shelby take care of things.” She rightly changed
her mind in the sober light of morning. Two days after that night,
Conrad called. He’d told his wife Lauren about what had happened,
and being a former State’s Attorney, she’d asked around the
courthouse for any news. It turns out that, urged on by her
roommate and friends, Gen had gone to the police and filed a formal
complaint against the man. This led to police questioning Shelby
about his involvement in the attempted rape and about the party in
general. Shelby provided them with a description of the man,
stating that as far as he knew the attacker was a homeless drifter.
The police didn’t seem to know anything about any punishment Shelby
and his housemates might have inflicted on the man. Conrad told me
that he’d stopped by the Indian Point Drive house the day after he
heard, but that Shelby wasn’t there and none of the other residents
would let him in the door. I called Shelby to check in on him, but
no one answered the phone, and he had no answering machine or voice
mail. 

It might have all ended there had not the attempted rapist
gotten drunk or high later that week and inadvertently turned
himself in. According to the police report, he staggered into a
police station, demanding to file a complaint against those
responsible for knocking him out and tattooing him. He then raised
his shirt, dropped his pants, and revealed the “RAPIST” tattoos.
Although the tattoos hadn’t been part of the description put out in
the police bulletin, the officers on duty recognized the man as
their wanted rapist and promptly placed him under arrest.

It was only after Genevieve (who remained nameless in the
articles of course) had identified the man as her assailant and
given a sworn affidavit about what she’d seen that night that the
matter began to gain notoriety in the local press. One of the
investigators leaked the sordid details of the drug-fueled orgy to
a reporter, who asked around and found that the house was quite
notorious for such wildness, especially among the college and art
school sets. A look back through the past few years saw numerous
police reports for noise complaints and drunk and disorderly
arrests associated with the house. Even then the story might not
have had much in the way of legs until the intrepid reporter dug
into the house’s ownership and discovered that it belonged to a
sitting county commissioner’s husband (originally intended as a
retirement home for him and his first wife, now a languishing
investment property). 

“COMMISSIONER’S HOME SCENE OF SEX PARTIES, RAPE,” the headline
screamed on the front page. It was enough to make me buy a copy as
I walked by the newspaper machine on my way to the gym that
morning. The article retold the events of that night much as I’d
experienced them myself, down to the alleged tattooing by Shelby
and his friends. Again I called Shelby, but neither Conrad nor I
were able to get in touch with him. The legal drama played out in
the courts and in the papers over the next few weeks. The rapist
pled guilty to assault, and the commissioner’s husband kicked
Shelby and everyone else out of the house and put it on the market
at a discounted price. Charges were considered but never brought
against Shelby, who had hired a talented young lawyer to defend him
and had then withdrawn to some unknown location. When a number of
local pot dealers were arrested a week later, Conrad told me that,
according to Lauren, the rumor around the courthouse was that
Shelby had turned them in in exchange for having the investigation
against him dropped. 

And just like that, Shelby was gone. Without a goodbye to me or
Conrad or any of his other acquaintances, Shelby vanished from
Sarasota. The city had reared up against him in full (and sometimes
faux) outrage. To think that such depredations take place in our
town! In such a nice neighborhood! In the home of a commissioner!
Not that they were wrong to be angry or too terribly prudish by
being upset. It had been a nasty, ugly business to be sure. But
Shelby hadn’t tried to rape anyone. He’d saved her (well, we’d
saved her too, but Conrad and I were left blessedly out of the
story). I’m sure in his mind it seemed monstrously unfair, and
perhaps it was, but if he’d played by the city’s rules instead of
his own, things might have gone very differently for him and, as it
turned out, for all of us.

Conrad and I would talk about that strange night from time to
time in the months that followed, when the rest of Sarasota had
moved on to other stories and other scandals, joking about Conrad’s
having to explain to his wife why and how he had lost his shirt
that night, and wondering whatever became of old Shelby. 

 

 

 

One evening a year later, I waited for Conrad to join me for our
weekly dinner, our time to catch up and kvetch about the past
week’s events. Sometimes Lauren joined us, sometimes not. Lately
she’d come along less and less and I was wondering if maybe I’d
done something to offend her or, as was more likely, she was tired
of us telling the same old stories again and again while she picked
at her salmon. Conrad didn’t seem to mind, though, and often told
me how he relished our evenings alone when he could really cut
loose and be himself. Tonight Conrad had chosen the restaurant, a
new Cuban place that smelled delicious and offered a warm,
family-friendly environment. My stomach was already grumbling for
some black beans and fried plantains. Conrad was characteristically
five minutes late, time enough for me to be halfway through my
first glass of wine. He’d come straight from work, or something
work-related like showing a house. He was a realtor and ever since
the market had turned south and he’d let his assistant go, he was
always running around doing something. In his monogrammed blue
dress shirt with French cuffs and dark pants (he’d left his tie in
the car, no doubt) he made me feel rather scruffy even though my
T-shirt and jeans were more de rigeur for the crowd at Havana
Nights. 

“Sorry I’m late,” Conrad said, as always.

“No you’re not,” I replied, also as always.

“You look at the menu yet?” he asked.

“I’ve already ordered. You’re having the tripe.”

“I actually like tripe,” Conrad said, as he looked over the
menu.

“You like trout. Tripe is intestines.”

“I know that,” he paused as he read over the menu. “Although
trout does sound good… ”

“They don’t have trout. There’s tilapia. And of course
tripe.”

In the end he got the roast chicken and I got the pork.
Conversation turned from movies, television, and local politics to
the ongoing renovations he and his wife were doing on their house.
Not that it didn’t need renovations. It was a great old
Spanish-style place in the desirable Laurel Park neighborhood, and
Conrad had paid handsomely for it, despite its rundown state. It
was definitely a fixer-upper from day one. Another story about
weird customer service at Home Depot took an unexpected turn when
Conrad said, “You’ll never guess who I saw in the checkout
line!”

“Who?”

“Shelby,” he said, grinning.

“You’re shitting me. Really?” 

“Really. We were in line to pay for some new light fixtures
we’re trying out in the spare bedroom and I looked over and there
he was, standing in line trying to figure out the self-checkout
system.”

“Wow. Did you talk to him?”

“I kept trying to catch his eye, you know, looking away and then
looking back and hoping he’d look over. He never did and so I ended
up calling out to him as he was headed out the door. I don’t think
he even recognized me at first. Lauren stayed in line to pay and I
went over to talk to him, and it wasn’t until I was real close that
a light went on and he realized it was me.”

“So how’s he doing?” I asked. “Is he back living here?”

“He seems to be good. He got a haircut. He’s put on a little
weight. Healthier. Filled out, you know? Not all skin and bones
anymore. And he’s definitely moved back here. He and his new
girlfriend bought a house together.”

“Girlfriend? Is Shelby Tyree actually becoming domesticated?”
That he’d come back to town without contacting us didn’t surprise
me. Shelby’s thoughts seldom strayed too far beyond himself and
whatever he was up to at the time, although when you were in the
same room with him he would focus on your every word and tend to
your every caring thought. I was surprised that he might have
settled down with just one girl.

“Well, I don’t know about that. She doesn’t seem the
domesticating type.”

“What’s she like?”

“I didn’t realize they were together at first, but I should have
guessed. She’s totally his type. Slim, African American, with these
tight, short dreadlocks. She was wearing this clingy little black
tank top and jeans with paint all over them. Her name’s Kym and
she’s got a bit of an accent. Bahamian maybe? Those things in your
ears that, like, stretch the hole. Not ear rings, but more like
plugs… ”

“I know what you’re talking about. I don’t know what they’re
called. Not ear plugs though.”

“She had those. Pretty eyes. Seemed nice enough.” Conrad ate
some more chicken and took a swallow of sangria. “She seemed more
surprised then either me or Shelby that we’d run into each
other.”

“Did you give him shit for not calling us before he left? Or
even figure out why he left at all?”

“I tried to ask, but he just kind brushed it aside and I didn’t
want to press him. Mostly we talked about the house they’d bought.
It’s out by the interstate. He said it’s on like two and a half
acres of land and they got it at a tax auction for a great price
but that it needs a lot of work. They had a bunch of paint in their
cart, and he said they were redoing the entire interior.”

“How much did he pay for it?” I asked, wondering how Shelby,
who’d never held a real job in his life as far as I knew, could
afford any piece of property in Sarasota, much less two and a half
acres. I was gainfully employed and couldn’t have afforded to buy
my townhouse if it came on the market today.

“I didn’t ask,” said Conrad, but I knew better. No realtor can
resist knowing how much a friend’s house is worth.

I pointed a wagging finger at him, smiling. “I know you went
home and looked it up online.” 

“One point two million.”

“Jesus! How on Earth… ”

Conrad sighed and leaned back in his chair. “It actually is a
really good price for what the got. According to the listing, it’s
five bedrooms plus an attached guest suite. I wish I’d been at that
auction.”

“Still, where’d he get the money?”

“I don’t think he did. The place is in both his name and the
name of some company from New York, but I’ll bet you ten bucks it’s
Kym’s money.”

“Ahhhh, Shelby’s found himself a sugar momma.”

“Or her family has money maybe.” Conrad shrugged. “She seemed
pretty young to have made her first million. Especially since she
said she was a ‘freelance ethnographer,’ whatever that means.”

“So Shelby’s habits haven’t changed too much. He still likes ‘em
young and smart.”

“Well, she’s no college co-ed. Mid-to-late twenties I would
guess. Did seem smart though.”

“That’s a step in the right direction, anyway,” I said. I liked
the idea of Shelby settling down into a more normal mode of life,
like Conrad had. “Did you get his number? I want to give him a
call.”

“Said he doesn’t have a phone. Neither of them have cells and
they haven’t gotten service hooked up at the house yet.”

“We never heard from him the whole time he was away, maybe he
got used to not talking to us.”

“Except that one e-mail he sent me,” Conrad corrected.

“What e-mail?” I asked. I’d never hear about this.

“It came last summer? I know I showed it to you.” 

“I don’t think you did,” I said, searching my memory for any
hint of a message from Shelby. 

“Maybe I didn’t. You’d remember it. I’ll forward it to you when
I get home. I can’t believe I didn’t show it to you.”

“When was this?” 

“Last summer,” Conrad repeated. “I’m sure I… ”

“It must’ve been when I was in Germany working on the hackers
book,” I said, as realization hit me. “I was too security conscious
to check my e-mail while I was hanging at all those hacker spaces,
and when I got back I know I just ignored a bunch of mail that had
built up.”

“That would explain it,” Conrad said, finishing off the last of
his chicken. “I’ll dig it up and send it again. You’ll get a laugh
out of it I’m sure. It’s really strange.” 

We moved on then to other topics, including the difference (or
lack thereof) between good and bad flan. Conrad went home to his
wife and I strolled around downtown for an hour or so before
returning to my computer. I went through my old e-mails and found
nothing from Shelby that dated from after his departure. There were
plenty from before of course — hundreds of random links to weird
stuff he’d found on the Web or invitations to parties or just
general ramblings and diatribes about the state of the world.
Shelby was a powerful, effusive, and talented (if undisciplined)
writer, and it was a pleasure to reread some of those old messages.
Ever since I met him in middle school, Shelby had looked at the
world from a different point of view, taking delight in the strange
and weird. He had an encyclopedic memory for indie music (pre-1993
only) and cult movies (pre-1983 only) and could memorize dialogue
and lyrics after just one or two hearings. He also loved comic
books and video games almost as much Conrad and I did. It was these
geekier sides of our personalities that bound the three of us
together. 

He and I had met on his first day at middle school when he’d
seen my beaten and bruised copy of the second Elfquest graphic
novel sticking out of my Trapper Keeper. He fairly ripped the thing
out of my hands he was so excited. He’d read the first book but
couldn’t get a hold of part two, and he was dying to continue the
story. I agreed with some alarm to let him read it during lunch,
but only under my close supervision. He thanked me and then thanked
me again by giving me his chocolate milk to enjoy while he read the
comic. Shelby blew through the pages in the half-hour we had,
racing to get to the end. Maybe he was afraid I’d change my mind
and take it away from him. The next day I brought in book three and
let him take it home overnight. 

He was part of the group then, my little clique that was coming
together that year and would persevere into high school and in some
cases beyond. Conrad came into school the next year, joining me,
Shelby, Paul, and Greg in our nerd corps of gamers and comics
geeks. But Shelby’s family kept a tight grip on him outside of
school, so most of our time together was at lunch or recess or
stolen during classes. We filled pages of notebooks with notes
written during class consisting of weird little word games we’d
play, like telling a story one word at a time as we passed the
paper around while the teacher’s attention lingered elsewhere. Paul
and Shelby were the best at this game, always adding unexpected
words like “tintinnabulation” that were particularly difficult for
the rest of us to follow up on. 

It was ironic that Shelby, who’d so chomped at the bit under his
family’s rules, was the only one of us who never ended up leaving
Sarasota for more than a few months at a time. It took Shelby seven
years to graduate from New College, the nationally ranked (as every
piece of promotional literature for the school reminds one, ad
nauseum) four-year public college here in town. Even with the
school’s reputation for independent study and design-it-yourself
degree programs, this was considered a long time. But trips to
India and Peru and Australia and a summer following the Grateful
Dead on what turned out to be their last tour before Jerry died all
ate up the time. My own rocky journey through university seemed
easy and straightforward by comparison, and Conrad’s straight shot
through English at U of F to MBA at USF to realtor was as
predictable as the changing of the seasons, even including his
brief and unsuccessful foray into radio. Still, when Shelby and
Conrad and I got together, the differences all melted away and it
was the same three people talking about games and girls and
politics and dime-store philosophy, same as always. 

I smiled in appreciation as I looked over one of Shelby’s rants
against the War in Iraq from 2004. That seven-year philosophy
degree had at least imparted to him some very formidable logical
reasoning skills. He’d send these “sermons” as he called them out
to scores of people on his friends list. A thought occurred to me
then and I went back and started to search through my junk mail
folder. I use Thunderbird as my e-mail program and I save
everything, even all the junk. I’m sort of anal when it comes to
discarding any kind of information, as the seventeen bookcases
spread out through my townhouse attribute to. I sorted by name at
first and found nothing from Shelby, but then I sorted by date for
the time I was in Germany and there it was: an e-mail from someone
named S.T. NEMO — the S and T being either an abbreviation for
“saint” or Shelby’s initials and Nemo meaning “no one.” Saint No
One. That sure sounded like Shelby.

The message was part of a Blind Cc mass e-mailing from a Hotmail
account I didn’t recognize. No wonder my spam filters had sucked it
up. I wondered who else Shelby might have sent it to besides me and
Conrad. I was certain that I’d never seen it before because, as
Conrad had suggested, the contents were quite memorable:

 

I’ve been wandering in the hills. Not the hills that have eyes
mind you, but just these New England rough and tumble foothills. No
degenerate mutants or murderous mountain folk menacing me, no
siree. Not me. Not anyone else either, unfortunately. To be honest,
it’s all boring as fucking fuck, wandering these hills by myself.
I’ve been away now from you all for some time, and I suppose the
best way to explain why is to tell you about this dream I had the
other night, here in the lonely New England woods. 

 

I dreamed of a great city by the sea. Straight out of
Nostradamus, that is. A city by the sea with a place for you and
me. An old, decrepit, degenerate, despised and decried aquaticos
metropolis where old, calloused-handed fishermen putt putt putt
their boats out before dawn and return each evening with belly’s
full of cephalopods tied into knots and ready to be auctioned off
at market. And every evening, as the sun was setting we’d all come
down to the waterfront (yes, yes, I was there too) and place our
bids, eBay style, for the freshest and bestest of the day’s
tentacular catch. I personally favored the octopus while my better
half went for the squid. There were other things in there too, of
course. Dream things with too many tentacles that grew too large
and too smart for someone like me to fry up in a pan. Who wants to
eat a talking tentacle anyway. They’re too chewy. 

 

And every night we’d take our catch, once the final bids were in
and the last-minute lurkers had shown their true fiduciary intents.
Most nights I came away with just enough, which was, by definition,
all I ever really needed. But before I could get home I had to run
the gantlet of foul-mouthed harridans who had a thing or two to
tell me about how best to roast, fry, or boil my slimy appendages.
My bag of mollusk feet. They’d yell and scream and the only way to
shut them up was to take a tentacle, grab them by the scruff of the
neck. Grab these loathsome madmen with their spewing maws. Grab
them with the left hand and a tentacle with the right and shove
that right as far down their pie holes as possible (mind the
teeth!). Make them eat their words. Raw. And I always had just
enough. Just enough to shut everyone up and not have to listen to
them screech and scream while I carefully diced up my sole
remaining (and invariably smallest) tentacle. A fine dice with a
sharp, sharp, sharp steel knife. Diced into cubes. Is that where
the word dice comes from (as in alea iacta est kinda dice)? From
dicing. I have to look that up, or e-mail if you know. Pick up the
cubes with tweezers one by one and plant them carefully in the
center of an agar-filled pot. Two inches below the surface, no
more, no less. And then sleep on it. When I awake, the tentacle
sprout has emerged. One little suckered sucker, waving in the pot,
just a couple inches high. But my how they grow. Quicker than
weeds. And now I’ve got a garden in my home in the ancient
waterside city. A garden of tentacles that fill almost every free
space, chattering away to one another. Sometimes they
sing. 

 

Is it weird that I have this dream like, every night? Well,
every night this week. Since I came to these New England hills and
started sleeping under the stars. Fuck I hate camping. I wish I had
some money.

 

OK, the librarian’s looking at me funny. I think I might have
been talking to myself. I’m going to see if the soup kitchen’s
opened yet. 

 

Take it easy,

Shelby

 

 

Shelby never wrote anything like this before he left. His normal
e-mails rambled for sure, but never this taste for dreams and the
surreal. I was actually glad I’d missed it when he sent it out
before, as the lines at the end about soup kitchens and needing
money would have set me to worrying about my old friend. The rest
of the nonsense about dreams and tentacle gardens would have just
rolled off me as meaningless babble, as it did that night when I
first read the message. I’ve of course read it over and over again
since then, searching for some explanation as to how Shelby’s
transformation might have started, and there are plenty of hints
there, but nothing definite.

I knew Shelby had family on his dad’s side (the side he still
talked to) in the northeast somewhere. Connecticut if memory
served. I assumed he might have been staying with them at the time,
although he’d never spoken very highly of them. I guessed that
perhaps he had sought refuge with them and found the whole
experience too incredibly bourgeois and boring for his insatiable
tastes. A week in the woods might have been all he could afford in
the way of an escape. I pictured him stumbling into some rural
public library, stinking from days of showerless hiking, sitting
down at one of two free computers and creating a new Hotmail
account rather than leaving his personal data on this public
machine. Maybe the nosy librarian looking over his shoulder and
seeing some hint of his insane-sounding dream story. I’m sure
Shelby enjoyed every moment of being the day’s (or week’s)
spectacle at the library. 

On impulse I decided to take a shot in the almost dark and reply
to Shelby’s e-mail. I told him I’d heard he was back in town and
doing well and that I’d love to see him and catch up sometime. I
sent it off into the Internet ether and went to bed. No dreams that
I can remember. 










Chapter 3

 


I never got an e-mail back from Shelby, and after a week I’d
stopped wondering if I ever would. Other concerns, like hitting my
publisher’s deadline and keeping my blog up to date, occupied my
time and energy. I was working on a new non-fiction book about
anarchist-run businesses around the country. I’d finished up all my
research a month ago but was having a hard time beating the facts
into some sort of compelling narrative that someone besides a
hardcore leftie like me would actually want to read. It was slow
going. As was often the case with my non-fiction work, the research
was a hell of a lot more fun than the writing, and the words were
coming slow. I was wishing I’d spent more of my week at the
anarchist publishing company in Oakland taking notes and less time
drinking and trying to summon the courage to flirt with punk chicks
ten years younger than me.

So it was a more than welcome distraction when I found a letter
from Shelby in my mailbox — a real, live, actual letter in a
creamy, parchment envelope that had a wonderful heft to it. It had
no return address but bore a Sarasota-Manatee postmark. I tore it
open and found a single piece of matching paper inside, covered in
large, flowing black cursive letters:

 

Dear Rick,

 

I hope this letter finds you well. As I’m sure Conrad told you,
I have returned, this time for good I think. Things have changed
for me quite a bit since we last spoke. Some rather interesting
developments. My future remains embryonic for the moment, but all
signs point to a bountiful crop of dreams fulfilled. If you have
some time and are willing, I want to bend your ear on a matter or
two that you might find interesting. I’ll be in Arlington Park at
noon on the sixteenth. By the duck pond. I hope to see you
there.

 

Blood and kisses,

Shelby

 

P.S. What do you remember about H.P. Lovecraft?

 

I reread the letter a second and then a third time, looking in
vain for some return address or phone number to which I could RSVP.
Apparently Shelby didn’t want me to be able to contact him directly
but rather wanted to meet in a park in two days. It seemed at once
both archaic and presumptuous to make a date and not offer me a
chance to check my calendar to see if I was free. But of course I
was free, and as a writer working from home I had about as flexible
a schedule as one can have. 

I had to call Conrad right away and tell him about the letter.
We both laughed briefly about the strangeness of it all and
wondered what Shelby was up to. That evening, Conrad called me in
return and we started to see that handwritten letters and
prearranged meetings seemed to have become Shelby’s new signature
move.

“I got a letter today as well,” he said as soon as I answered
the phone. “He wants to meet me under one of the beach pavilions at
sunset on Sunday.”

“Near the drum circle?” I asked. Every Sunday a large group of
drummers, dancers, and onlookers gathered at Crescent Beach for the
sunset. What had started as a small, almost sacred undertaking for
some committed and talented drummers had grown over the decade into
an ad-hoc tourist attraction/spectacle and sort of creepy pick-up
spot. I hadn’t been in years. 

“Yeah, weird huh?” said Conrad. “Last I heard Shelby hated what
it had become — you remember he helped start the original
circle.”

“Or at least he claimed he did. Did he say what he wanted to
talk about?”

“Not much. Most of the letter is about getting together and
catching up, although in the P.S. he asked if I knew of any good
warehouse spaces for lease.”

“Warehouse spaces?”

“Yeah. Maybe whatever house or condo he and his new lady friend
are fixing up is too small for all their stuff or something. I’ll
bring him some listings though, why not?” Conrad paused, his voice
drifting. “This market is slow right now. I’m dying out there.”

“You’re not,” I said with what I hoped was an encouraging
smile.

“No, I’m not. But it’s slow, slow, sloooow.” 

“Lucky you’re married to a rich and successful lawyer then,” I
said, repeating a minor jibe I’d given Conrad a thousand times.

“Better than being married to a keyboard,” Conrad replied, using
one of his standard ripostes that I’d also heard a thousand times.
“So, are you gonna go see him in the park?”

“Of course. I’m dying to know what the hell he’s been up
to.”

“Call me as soon as you’re finished. I want to know every
detail.”

“Naturally,” I said. “Same to you.”

“What about that Lovecraft thing he asked you about?” Conrad
asked. “Do you remember anything besides what you learned from
playing the Call of Cthulhu game in high school?” Conrad had been
part of our gaming group with Greg and Paul way back when, along
with Shelby. 

“I don’t remember much, but I’m going to brush up on it before I
see him on Friday.”

“Well then, I’ll know where to find you for the next forty-eight
hours. In front of your computer looking up every Lovecraft
reference you can find online.”

“That sounds about right,” I admitted.

“Won’t your anarchist subjects be jealous?” Conrad teased, no
doubt suspecting I was behind on my book.

“Probably, but I’ll just have Cthulhu eat them if they get too
tiresome.”

 

 

 

I hadn’t read any H.P. Lovecraft in years and years. A horror
writer from the 1920s, Lovecraft hadn’t had much success in his
day, but in the decades since, he’d developed quite a cult
following among horror and sci-fi fans. I’d first been exposed to
his stuff when I was in middle school and bought some lead
miniatures from Grenadier Games based on monsters from Lovecraft’s
stories. They were so unlike the standard Dungeons & Dragons
monsters I was used to, I purchased them not even knowing what game
they went with. Inside was a flier for something called The Call of
Cthulhu, which I convinced my parents to let me order a copy of by
mail. When the box finally came six to eight weeks later I showed
it to my folks, and my dad surprised me by recognizing the name
Lovecraft.

As it turned out, my father had a friend who had turned him on
to Lovecraft when they were in law school together. He took me to
the downstairs closet where my parents kept all their old paperback
books (our house had bookshelves everywhere when I was a kid — a
whole family of big readers) and pulled out four slim, yellowed
paperbacks, stuffed in there between old John Le Carre and my mom’s
massive collection of Nero Wolfe mysteries. The one on top was one
of the more startling images I’d ever seen on the cover of a book —
a close-up photograph of a human skull showing just the area around
one eye socket. Next to the empty nasal cavity and surrounded by
bleached white bone was what looked to be a real, living blue eye.
In retrospect I know it must’ve been a glass eye, but at the time I
remember being startled and even somewhat horrified at the picture,
the eye looked so realistic. Underneath the ocular horror, in lurid
green and yellow letters, was the book’s title: The Tomb by H.P.
Lovecraft. I took that book and the others to my room and put them
aside for a time, more interested in the brand-new game that had
just arrived. 

The game The Call of Cthulhu tried to capture the essence of
Lovecraft’s horror stories, particularly those that revolved around
a pantheon of aliens, demons, and ancient gods known as the Cthulhu
Mythos. With their tentacled, alien, sometimes shapeless forms and
utterly inhuman psychology and motives, the monsters of the Cthulhu
Mythos were to be feared more than fought, fled from rather than
confronted. The game’s scenarios revolved around solving mysteries,
unraveling secrets, and slowly (or sometimes quickly) going insane
rather than searching dungeons and acquiring treasure. It offered a
much more intense and compelling setting for role-playing and,
again, the monsters were just so damn cool. Call of Cthulhu (or CoC
as we came to call it) soon became the dominant RPG my friends and
I played for several years of our gaming time before we moved on to
other games like TORG and Rolemaster and eventually went our
separate ways to college. I hadn’t given Lovecraft much thought
since then, although I’d run across fans and films and books
inspired by his work more and more in recent years. The old pulp
horror writer seemed to be making a comeback.

As for the yellowed, brittle paperbacks my father had given me,
I never read very many of Lovecraft’s actual stories. They were too
dense, too wordy, too strange for my teenage sensibilities. I read
a few of the more famous tales, and enjoyed them most when the
wild, tentacled monsters I knew from the game appeared in them.
Lovecraft’s language piled on the atmosphere and detail in a way
that I have only later come to appreciate for its brilliance and
evocativeness, but at the time I was more moved by the defining
statistics and detailed illustrations in the game books than I was
by the actual source material. Perhaps it was just too difficult
for a happy, middle-class kid from a Florida beach town to really
envision the decrepit New England communities that Lovecraft
presented as the scenes for much of his horror. Or maybe it was
just that I’d not yet experienced anything frightening and beyond
my comprehension and lacked the imagination to really let my mind
boggle at the terrible perspective on existence that Lovecraft’s
horror presented. I became an expert in the Cthulhu Mythos without
having actually read very much of the creator’s own work.

Returning to Lovecraft now, two decades later, I turned to
Google for starters. “HP Lovecraft” produced one and a half million
hits. So yes, there were some people out there paying attention to
him. I started right at the top, with hplovecraft.com, which proved
to be a thoughtful, well-put-together but simple site maintained by
a combination of fans and actual Lovecraft scholars. Links from
that site sent me out to others, including one for the old Call of
Cthulhu roleplaying game, which was not only still in print but
seemed to be going strong and publishing new material. There were
links to other fan sites like Yog-Sothoth.com and The Esoteric
Order of Dagon Web site and even to a rock band that performed
music inspired by Lovecraft. I flew through the links, bookmarking
site after site so I could go back and look at them later if I
wanted. The fan and even scholarly attention that people paid to
Lovecraft and the Cthulhu Mythos in general struck me as
surprising. Was Lovecraft really that good? I’d have to go back and
check again.

What surprised me more was the amount of kitsch and humorous
material that had grown up around one of Lovecraft’s most famous
creations: Cthulhu himself. The great god Cthulhu is a
building-sized monster with a squid-like head, dragon wings, and a
blubbery, bipedal form. He’s the tentacled face of the Cthulhu
Mythos and as such has gotten a lot of attention. In addition to
Cthulhu toys and miniatures, there were also stuffed animals for
the kids, fuzzy slippers, Christmas tree ornaments, and even a
NASCAR-inspired Cthulhu 500 racing game. Whatever mystery and
horror the monster Lovecraft envisioned might once have possessed
seemed more than a little diminished by this transition from dread
elder god to nerd pop-culture icon. I had a few laughs at some of
the jokes, but my interest soon began to wane and I wondered what
made Shelby so interested in Lovecraft and Cthulhu after all these
years.

 

 

 

Arlington Park is a sprawling, neighborhood recreational area in
the middle of town, not too far from the old site of Pine View
School for the Gifted where Shelby, Conrad, and I had all met. The
duck pond, once the site of an epic capture-the-flag game in my
youth, was much as I remembered it — a grass-framed, ovoid body of
water about twenty yards long with a wooden bridge dividing it
across the middle. I took a seat on one of the benches nearby and
waited for Shelby, the hot Florida sun beating down on my
clean-shaven head. I seldom spend much time hanging about in parks
at midday and was thinking that I really should have brought a hat
or some sunscreen. I was going to get a sunburn if he didn’t show
up soon. 

I had a view of both paths coming into the open area around the
duck pond, so I was surprised when two firm hands gripped my
shoulders from behind. Startled, I instinctively shrugged away from
the grasp and turned to see Shelby standing behind me. He’d cut his
long hair and dyed it black, so it took me an extra half-second to
recognize him. I stood up with a smile on my face and hugged him,
saying, “Hey, man! Great to see you.” We embraced and I could tell
that in addition to the haircut he had bulked up some, putting on a
little weight and a lot of muscle. He wore a black T-shirt and
jeans with paint-splattered work boots. 

“It’s good to see you too, Rick,” Shelby said. “It’s been a
while.”

I motioned towards the bench. “Do you wanna have a seat?”

“Let’s try the nature path through the woods. Get out of the
harsh light of the sun and away from prying eyes,” Shelby
suggested, and we started walking down the asphalt path toward the
woods. 

“So,” I said, walking a little faster than my normal pace in
order to keep up with Shelby’s long, relaxed strides. “Tell me
what’s going on. Conrad said you’re living with someone.”

He smiled, a genuine, Shelby’s-happy-about-something smile that
spread across his whole face. “More than one someone. But you mean
Kym. Yes, she’s very special. Our bond is strong and we’ve tied our
fates to one another.” 

“Is that some hippie way of saying you’re married?” I asked,
excited.

“No. It’s just the truth. Our fates are now tied to one another.
It’s a good thing that we like spending time together because we
don’t have much choice in the matter anymore.”

“She’s pregnant?” I asked, not surprised that Shelby’s amorous
ways had caught up with him.

“I hope not. No, nothing like that. It’s… ” He rocked his head
side to side, as if weighing word choices. “It’s complicated. Let’s
leave it at that for the moment.”

“OK.” This evasiveness didn’t faze me. It was Shelby being
Shelby and I’d grown used to it, especially when it came to matters
of his love life. In high school he’d been the first of us to start
dating but he’d never spoken much about the details of his many and
varied girlfriends. He mostly dated outside of our small school
set, and no one girl ever seemed to be around for more than a few
weeks. It was a trend that continued into adulthood. Shelby always
seemed to have a woman at his side when he wanted one (or two, or
three), but he never stayed with anyone for very long. It was about
time he finally found someone to settle down with, I
thought. 

As we walked into the cool shade beneath the trees I brought him
up to date on my latest writing projects. He seemed particularly
interested in the anarchist intentional community in rural Virginia
where I’d spent a week during my researches, and asked a number of
questions about how they were organized and what legal arrangements
they’d made when forming the commune.

“Sounds like it’ll be an interesting book,” Shelby said after
I’d answered all his questions.

“I think so, and hopefully the handful of people who’ll actually
read it will think so as well. I just want to finish writing the
damned thing at this point. But enough of my wacky anarchist stuff,
what’re you doing for a living these days?”

“I’ve been doing a lot of research on my own as a matter of
fact,” he said.

“Going to write a book?”

“Perhaps at some point, but that’s not my main goal. No. I’ve
been searching for meaning in life.”

I laughed. “Aren’t we all. How’s your search going?”

“Good.”

“Did you find any?”

“Nope.”

“But the search is going well?”

Shelby smiled. “The search is done. I found no meaning.”

“That’s rather nihilistic isn’t it? Have you been reading Sartre
again?”

“Lovecraft,” he answered his voice deep and serious.

I stared at him a moment and then laughed. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Your quest for meaning ended with a pulp horror writer from the
1920s?”

Shelby stopped walking and turned to face me. “He was a
brilliant man,” he said, his tone now serious, like a lecturer
addressing his classroom. “A prophet in many ways, although he
would never have thought of himself in such terms. But a prophet I
think he was. He saw the world… the universe… for what it is. He
understood our place in it. His writings reveal more horrible
truths about existence than he would ever have admitted, even to
himself.”

“You found all that in the Cthulhu stories?”

“Not just the fiction. The letters as well. Lovecraft was a
ferocious correspondent — he wrote hundreds of thousands of
letters, many of which contain some of his most powerful
insights.”

“Huh. That’s a lot of letters,” I said, a little snark in my
tone.

“He had a lot to say.”

“I guess so. What turned you on to Lovecraft again after all
these years?”

“After all these years?” he asked.

“You know, since we used to play the Call of Cthulhu RPG back in
the day.”

“You may not remember, but I didn’t actually get to play
role-playing games with you at the time you guys were into CoC. I
think you’d given up on it by the time I got my car.” He smiled
now, but back in our early teens, I remembered how frustrated he
was by the restrictions his family placed on him.

Shelby’s mom was young when she had him, and she was cool. If it
had been up to her, Shelby probably could’ve done whatever he
wanted to as a kid. But it really wasn’t up to her. His dad was
only a fixture in his life during summer vacations in Connecticut;
Shelby and his mom lived under the aegis and domination of his
maternal grandparents. They had rather strict views about what was
and what wasn’t appropriate for a young man to do. In retrospect I
can see now that, for the most part, their decisions were for the
best. Shelby needed some sort of discipline in his life. For
whatever reason, Shelby’s grandmother had gotten the idea into her
head that Dungeons & Dragons would turn him into a devil
worshiper and strictly forbade it. Shelby blamed it on a story
Sixty Minutes did. Once she learned that we were playing it during
sleepovers on weekends, she didn’t allow Shelby to come over to any
of our houses anymore. He could date, he could go to the beach, he
could go to school dances, we could all go to the mall, but no
sleepovers with D&D (and, of course, no drinking, drugs, sex,
or any of the other things forbidden to teens
everywhere). 

Shelby managed to find ways around most of the restrictions they
laid on him, but since most of our gaming took place over a
Saturday night in Greg’s rec room, he had to live with us retelling
our role-played tales over lunch during the school week. And I can
say in all honesty he found that just about as interesting as it
sounds. When he finally did have some freedom with his own car, he
started playing with us on occasion, but it was always sporadic,
something to do when he didn’t want to go on a date some Saturday
evening. 

“I came across Lovecraft’s writings in the dark times after I
left town,” said Shelby. “And I’m telling you, it was a dark time.
He was just what I was in the mood for — thick, weird, ropey
writing that wraps around your brain and seeps into your pores. I’m
not ashamed to admit that I was pretty depressed after that mess.
And you know me. Faced with a challenge I dive into it headfirst
and try and fight my way through it. So I decided to read the most
depressing shit I could find, thinking it would put my life in
perspective.” Although the description of himself as someone who
faces troubles head-on didn’t match the Shelby I knew, his decision
to treat depression with more depression sounded exactly like him.
Sort of like drinking his way out of a hangover or fucking his way
out of girl troubles. 

“And Lovecraft’s writings reward greater and greater attention.
I was pissed at this town and what had happened to me. I’d been
given the shaft, you know? But I came to realize that it’s just
humanity’s nature to react that way to things that make them
uncomfortable. To bury their heads in the sand when faced with the
enormity of the universe and our fleeting place in it. This town
couldn’t help reacting to me the way it did. It’s in its DNA, and I
should have expected it.” 

“So why did you come back?” I asked.

Almost as if he’d been waiting for the question, the answer
rolled off his tongue with rehearsed ease. “A person strongly
reflects his surroundings and does best in founding his elements of
incident and color on a life background to which he has a real and
deep seated relation.” Shelby smiled. “Lovecraft said that about
Providence, and for me it’s true about Sarasota: the soil and the
air are in my blood and cell structure. If I’m going to make my
mark on the universe anywhere it will be here, in sleepy,
conservative Sarasota. I’ll shock the town into consciousness and
the cry this city makes upon finally awakening from its stupor will
be heard around the world.”

I just stared at him for a moment. I had the conversational
equivalent of whiplash. It was like someone else had taken over
Shelby’s body for that speech. “What the hell are you talking
about?” I asked.

“What we want we may make about us; and what we don’t want we
may sweep away,” came his reply, as if that somehow answered my
question. 

“Another Lovecraft quote?” I asked, trying to catch up with
whatever he was talking about. “Is this the kind of stuff that
you’ve found meaning in?”

“That last bit was from the short story ‘He.’ One I like a lot
actually, although it’s not so popular as the Mythos stories.”
Shelby smiled. “And the bit before about a person reflecting his
surroundings is from a letter Lovecraft wrote to a young admirer of
his, Donald Wandrei. But there’s another quote from ‘He’ that’s
been my particular inspiration lately: ‘I thought of the emptiness
and horror of reality, and boldly prepared to follow withersoever I
might be led.’ That pretty much sums up my philosophy on life’s
journey these days.”

“Dark stuff,” I said, and it was. Shelby didn’t seem depressed
at all, but I was now suspicious of his unique technique for
treating depression with more depression. “Is everything OK?”

“Never been better. Although there are more than a few
challenges ahead. Speaking of which, I need your help with
something. You have an eBay account, right?”

“Sure,” I said. “I don’t use it much, but I have one. Why?”

“I need your help finding and buying some books online,” he
reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded white
envelope. “Is it all right if I give you the money now and have you
do the bidding for me and handle all that?”

“Why can’t you do it yourself?” I asked. I didn’t mind doing the
favor. Well, I didn’t mind very much, but I couldn’t understand why
he needed my help with something so trivial.

“We don’t have Internet at the house right now, and I’m kind of
in a rush.”

“If you wanna borrow a laptop with a wireless card or something,
I’ve got a spare. It runs Linux but you can do all your online
stuff with it… ”

“There’s more,” Shelby said, interrupting. “I’d prefer not to be
directly associated with the purchase. I don’t want anything traced
back to me.”

“What the hell are you buying?”

“Just some books. Nothing illegal. I’m looking for some
first-edition Arkham House editions of Lovecraft’s books and, if
possible, some originals of the magazines his work originally
appeared in, like Weird Tales. There’s a list of what I’m looking
for in the envelope.”

I opened it up and found it full of hundred-dollar bills along
with a folded piece of the same high-quality paper his letter to me
had been on. “Jesus, how much is in here?”

“It’s three thousand,” Shelby said. “It’s probably not enough,
but I can get you more when you need it.”

“Is this some kind of tax dodge thing?” I asked. “Trying to hide
money you’re spending?” Not that I had a problem with that, but it
was the only explanation I could think of.

“No, no, nothing like that. It’s just better… better for me and
Kym… if no one knows we’re accumulating texts like this. We don’t
want to raise any flags.”

“Raise flags with who?”

“Other collectors. They might try and jack up the prices or buy
them to keep us from augmenting our own collections. Lovecraft fans
— like any fans — can be a petty lot.”

I put the envelope in my own pocket. I didn’t really buy the
story, but it wouldn’t be the first time in my life I’d done
something a little strange as a favor for Shelby. An incident
involving wearing a dress and purple wig for one of his school art
projects sprung to mind as being much stranger. “I’ll do what I can
for you sure. Is your number on that piece of paper in there?”

“We don’t have a phone yet either,” Shelby said. “I’ll get in
touch with you next week and see if you’ve had any luck. I really
appreciate your help. I need to get going now, though. Still a lot
of errands to run today.”

We embraced again. “Great to have you back,” I said. “You’ll
have to come out for dinner with me and Conrad one night so we can
all catch up together.”

“I’d like that. I should be able to carve out some time in my
schedule at some point. Until then, any help you can give me with
the books is great. And please, don’t let anyone know you’re buying
them on my behalf.”

“Sure thing,” I said, watching as he walked back into the woods.
What on Earth was he up to, I wondered, and turned back down the
path toward the sunlight and my car. 










Chapter 4

 


That Sunday night I was lying on my couch playing Call of Duty:
Modern Warfare on Xbox Live, my default
bored-with-nothing-better-to-do activity. I never wore the headset
that let you talk to the other players — I wasn’t there for human
contact, just for the game — so I had no trouble hearing someone
knocking at the door. I hoped the game wasn’t too loud for my
neighbor, Joe, but peering through the peephole I saw that it was
Conrad. He looked slightly disheveled and very excited as he burst
past me when I opened the door into my townhouse.

“What a fucking evening!” he said, sounding and looking rattled
and frazzled, like someone who’d just barely avoided a terrible
traffic accident and was both shocked and happy to be in one
piece.

“Come on in,” I replied, but Conrad was already disappearing
into the kitchen. I followed him and watched as he poured himself a
glass of water from the gallon jug I keep in the fridge. “What’s
going on?”

“I just had dinner at Shelby’s house.”

“Actually at the house?” I was a little jealous. I’d always been
closer to Shelby than Conrad was. Their friendship had been one of
the more delicate balancing acts in the group. As a gaggle of young
geeks, we’d all gotten along great, but Conrad and Shelby had
clashing personalities. Shelby often played the clown, mugging for
attention, and sometimes that got on Conrad’s nerves. Sometimes it
got on all of our nerves. But usually Conrad was good about teasing
Shelby in some light-hearted way that calmed him down and, for lack
of a better phrase, put him in his place. Not in a mean way, mind
you, but not in a kind and loving way either. It was friends
cracking on friends, like boys (and men) do. But the two of them
never got together on their own. I might go see a movie with one or
the both of them, but they’d never go without me or Paul or Greg
along as well. There wasn’t any animosity I think, it was just that
the thought would never have occurred to either of them. So I was
surprised that he’d invited just Conrad back to his new house for
dinner while all I got was a walk in the park. 

“I thought you were meeting him at the beach.”

“I did, but he immediately invited me back to his place. He
didn’t seem too happy with the way the drum circle had turned into
a circus since the last time he went. So we both got in my car and
drove out to his place for dinner.”

I ushered Conrad towards the living room and into one of the big
comfy chairs while I resumed my seat on the sofa. “So what’s it
like?”

“It’s big for one thing. Not, like, mansion big or anything like
that, but kind of sprawling. I’d guess there’ve been additions over
the years. From the outside it looks like a normal, large suburban
house, built in the 1980s. Single story, but with lots of square
footage. Probably 4,000 square feet all told, although I didn’t get
the whole tour. There’s a pool and a huge garage that could hold
two big trucks, but it’s off to the side. The most impressive thing
is that it’s located on two and a half acres and there’s an
eight-foot-high wooden fence around the whole property, so from the
road you can’t see anything but the top of the house. There’s even
a high wooden gate in the fence. And the thing is, I’m pretty sure
Shelby and Kym put the fence in when they bought the place — the
wood’s all brand new and the supports are fresh.” Conrad prided
himself on his ability to size up real estate at a
glance. 

“Jesus,” I said. “That’s a step up from the place on Indian
Point Drive.”

“I know, and he owns this one! It kills me that I missed this
deal. I could turn that place around in a few months and make a
profit. Even in this market. Unless the inside is just a total
disaster zone I suppose. And it might be. I never got to see
inside. Still, how does Shelby always luck into deals like
that?” 

“Do you want a drink besides water?” I asked. Conrad looked a
little flushed, his hair disheveled and a thin, oily sheen on his
skin that suggested he’d been sweating recently.

“No, I’m still pretty buzzed from the hash we had at Shelby’s…
”

“Ahh, the real reason you came by here before going home to
Lauren.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, laughing. “But listen to this shit, man.
I have to tell you what happened. So we drive out there, right? I
don’t know how he got to the beach in the first place. Maybe Kym or
one of the others dropped him off or something. So we get there
and… ”

“Wait,” I interrupted. “What others?” Shelby had mentioned
living with multiple someones when we’d met. 

“I’ll get to that, hold on. So we get there, right, and pull up
in front of the wooden gate. I honk the horn because he tells me
to, and a minute later some guy inside opens it up for us. I drive
in along the gravel driveway, which sort of curves around to the
left and runs parallel to the front of the house. There’s five or
six cars already parked on the grass across the driveway from the
front door, and I pull in beside this old, beat-up Toyota Land
Cruiser. When we get out of the car I can hear music coming from
somewhere, like from a radio or stereo. Instead of going inside,
Shelby leads me around the side past a bunch of oak trees that
totally screen the house from the neighbors. There’s neatly stacked
piles of lumber and bricks and other construction stuff under tarps
and we kind of have to pick our way through it all.

“So I come out and see a half-dozen people digging in the dirt
about fifty feet away. They’re working on what looks like a garden.
It’s still kind of hot out and they’re wearing just shorts for the
most part, no shirts. As we get closer I recognize from the Home
Depot that one of them is Kym. She turns and waves and comes over.
She’s wearing just these low-hanging denim cut-offs and nothing
else, her tits on display like it’s no big deal. She’s a really
good-looking woman, and she’s got the African/Caribbean accent
which is so sexy. It was everything I could do not to stare as I
said hi. I focused on the tattoo she has above her left hip. It’s
really simple and looks kind of like a branch from a pine tree or
something — very simply done — a line at an angle going up from
left to right with five lines like branches coming off the sides at
angles. But even then I had to stop staring at the tattoo because
her shorts were riding so low I could see the top of her pubes and
so I got all flustered. I shouldn’t have been too shocked. This is
Shelby we’re talking about here. How many naked women have I seen
him lounging around with?

“But there was something different about this. Maybe it was that
she was half-naked and doing yard work instead of partying. I don’t
know. None of the other guys seemed to mind, certainly. Not that I
got to really talk to them much. I only caught some of their names
— the ones who stayed around for dinner. There were five of them,
and they all had that sort of college hippie look to them, you
know? Scruffy beards on some, half-assed dreadlocks on others.
Mostly really thin and kind of pale with, like, piercings and faux
Celtic or tribal tattoos on their arms. One of them was a girl,
although I wasn’t sure at first because she was flat as a pancake
and had hairy-ass armpits. They’d all obviously been working at
setting up the garden for a while, judging from the amount of dirt
and sweat on them.

“Anyway, Shelby introduced me around to everyone and I felt
pretty out of place in my nice linen shorts and Tommy Bahama shirt.
Kym told everyone that it was time to stop for the day, and they
all did this kind of group hug thing, like a football huddle. Kym
said some weird, guttural sounding words, like a chant and they all
repeated after her. Some kind of prayer or something maybe? I just
sort of stood and watched with Shelby. I snuck a glance at him and
he had this little smile on his face, kind of like a proud father
gets, you know?

“Three of the others, including the other girl, said their
goodbyes. That left me, Shelby, Kym, and two of the hippie guys,
who were named Ash and Oliver. Oliver was a quiet guy, I don’t
think he said a dozen words the whole night, but Ash was more of a
talker. More engaged. Not that he was anything like Shelby, who
pretty much dominated the whole conversation the rest of the night.
That certainly hasn’t changed about him, although Kym seems able to
rival him when she wants to. The five of us walked on around to the
back of the house and there was a long wooden table set up back
there underneath this great big oak tree. And not some store-bought
thing. It was one large piece of wood supported by legs that looked
like tree trunks — in fact they were, with the bark still on them.
It looked kinda crappy from a distance, but once we sat down around
it I could see that it was actually pretty well made. We sat on
these little stools that weren’t very comfortable.

“Ash and Oliver went inside while Kym and Shelby and I sat down
and started chatting. Kym asked me a lot of nice questions about
what Shelby was like back when we were kids and Shelby and I told
some funny stories. We even talked about how we used to play
Dungeons & Dragons and all those nerd games all the time. She
seemed particularly interested in that Call of Cthulhu game, same
as you and Shelby talked about. I didn’t remember many specifics
about the game, just that everybody’s characters always went crazy
or died by the end, which she thought was kind of funny. So Oliver
comes back out with this big glass jug. You know, like a cider jug?
And it’s full of beer. Shelby made the beer himself and I was a
little unsure about it, but it was actually really good. Strong and
dark, like one of those Belgian beers you’re always drinking. I’ve
got no idea when Shelby learned to make beer, but it was good.
Maybe he said ‘we made it’ now that I think about it. So I guess
Kym or one of the others could’ve been behind it. Anyway, a little
while later the two guys come out again and this time they’ve got
all this food. It was sort of Indian food — all vegetarian with
curried beans and spinach and cheese and this flat bread. I was
surprised I liked it, but it wasn’t too spicy and the beer made
everything taste better. It was kinda weird, but tasty, and the
company was good. The kid Ash was pretty funny at the table, and
you got to remember Kym still wasn’t wearing a shirt, so that kind
of added to the excitement, although I guess I got used to it
pretty quick.

“But I noticed something kind of weird as we ate. It wasn’t like
a bunch of friends just having dinner together. For me and Kym and
Shelby it was like that, but I got a whole different vibe from the
other two. First of all, Ash was clearly doing his best to impress
Shelby and Kym. And both he and Oliver were hanging on their every
word. You know what it reminded me of? It was like going out to
dinner with one of your professors in college. Did you ever do
that? This was the same vibe. Everybody’s friendly and laid back,
but the students are trying to really show off if they can, and
still suck up some at the same time. That’s totally what it felt
like.”

Listening to Conrad’s story, I though that maybe Shelby had
finally found the students he’d always wanted. During his long path
through college his stated goal had been to become a philosophy
professor. What else did you do with a philosophy degree anyway?
He’d joked that he wanted to do it for the easy hours and the
chance to seduce co-eds, but I’d always suspected that if he could
pole-vault directly from student to tenured professor, he’d jump at
the chance. It was jumping through all the hoops academia set up
between those two points that Shelby (and I for that matter) could
never handle. So if a few doe-eyed young men and women wanted to
look up to Shelby as some kind of teacher, it didn’t surprise me at
all. 

“But it was after dinner that things got really interesting,”
Conrad said. I leaned forward, eager to hear what happened next.
Conrad leaned back in his seat and gave a dramatic pause while he
took a long sip of water. 

“It all started with the hash truffles. The chocolate kind, not
the ones pigs dig up. Yeah, homemade truffles with some
kick-your-ass-into-space–quality hash in them. Not that Shelby
mentioned that until I’d already bitten into one — in fairness I
guess I could’ve spit it out, but it tasted so good. Surprisingly
good. So we each had a few and they brought out another jug of beer
and everything got really loose and friendly, you know what I mean?
By this time I needed to take a wicked piss, so I asked to use the
bathroom. Also of course I wanted to get a look inside the house.
But Shelby just pointed towards the thick bushes along the fence
line and said we could piss over there. He joined me. When we got
back to the table, Kym was laid out on top of it. She’d taken off
the rest of her clothes and was lying there like she was
sunbathing. I guess it was moonbathing, although only a few spots
of moonlight made it through the tree branches. The other two guys
had disappeared. I was pretty surprised, I’ll tell you. Shelby
didn’t even seem to notice. He just kept on talking about stuff for
a while. Then he went over picked up one of the last couple
truffles and held it in his teeth and then bent over and kissed
her, you know, feeding her the truffle in the process. I asked if
they wanted me to give them some privacy and they both laughed and
said no. Shelby sat back down and so I did too, right next to him.
Kym got up off the table and just kind of wandered off into the
darkness without saying a word. ‘She’s quite a woman,’ I said, and
Shelby told me that I had no idea.

“So I asked him about his plans now that he was back. Was he
going to get a job? He brushed aside any talk of work or money. He
told me he had bigger plans and started talking about Socrates and
Greek academies and Lovecraft. And then he just kind of went on and
on about a lot of stuff I didn’t really quite understand. The hash
was coming on strong at this point and I’m pretty sure he wasn’t
even talking English part of the time. I do remember a lot of talk
about guiding people or leading them or showing them the way. Being
a teacher of some sort. And those people I’d met, Oliver and Ash
and the others, those were his students. No, not students.
Followers? No… acolytes. He called them his acolytes. Like he’s
some kind of priest or guru.”

“Shelby told me he’d found the meaning of life in Lovecraft,” I
said. “Or, to be precise, he said that life has no meaning at all.
That Lovecraft was some kind of prophet of nihilism.”

“That sounds familiar. I think he told me something similar,”
Conrad said. “But you gotta hear what happened next. This is the
part that almost made me shit myself I was so scared.”

“Scared?”

“Fuck yeah, scared,” Conrad took a gulp of water. “So I’m
sitting there at the table with Shelby and he’s going on and on
about cosmic this and insignificant that and I’m just sort of zoned
out on the hash still, staring at one of the candles on the table.
And then I look up at Shelby because he said something interesting
sounding. Something about buying a church, maybe? So I look up at
him right, and it’s now pitch black all around us. Can’t even see
the moon anymore under the tree there and the house has no lights
coming from it or anything. Just black, right? And then,
mid-sentence, as he’s trying to tell me something, there’s this wet
slapping sound and all of a sudden there’s this, like, tentacle
wrapped around Shelby’s body. Like around his chest. It whips out
the dark and kind of lassos him and he screams. And then I
scream.

“And Shelby is all of a sudden yanked backwards out of his stool
and disappears into darkness. I stood up and started backing away
and looking all around. There’s this noise now, right? Like a kind
of flute or something. Real far off. And I hear Shelby kind of
grunting or gasping in the darkness. I call out his name and I
don’t hear anything back so I yell again. Nothing. So I get out my
cell phone right? And I flip it open and turn it on and sort of use
it like a flashlight. But it’s only lighting a few feet in front of
me, so I have to move towards where I hear Shelby’s moaning. Fuck,
I’ve never been so freaked out that I can remember. So I take one
step, then another. Just kind of inching my way forward and asking
Shelby if he’s OK.

“The light catches his feet first and then I jerk it up and
there’s this dark form on top of Shelby, kind of grinding against
him and smothering him it seems and it takes me a second to realize
what I’m seeing. It’s Kym and she’s dressed all in black tights and
has Shelby tied up with some kind of cord or rope. They’re fucking
making out like fiends and when the light shines on them from my
phone they just turn and start laughing! Go into hysterics. And of
course I start laughing too. Eventually they got up off the ground
and we all go back to the table. I’m not sure, but I think Kym was
just playing a joke on Shelby and me. The whole
tying-up-with-a-tentacle thing seems like some weird kink of
theirs.”

“You mean rope, right? You just thought it was… ”

“Some kind of tentacle rope. They’ve made it — it’s like latex
and foam. They showed it to me. It’s like fifteen feet long and
about half an inch thick but the end kind of flares out into this
pad, like on a giant squid, you know? It’s some kind of prop thing.
They soak the end in goo so it’s all slimy and sticks to
people.”

“Did Kym say anything about why she’d done that? Shelby didn’t
seem mad that she’d yanked him out of his seat?” I asked.

“No, not mad at all. Like I said, we were all laughing about it.
It was kind of like a weird, unexpected haunted-house moment or
something. But the adrenaline from the scare totally killed my buzz
and it was getting late so after a few minutes more I made my
excuses and got up to go. To be honest, I was kind of pissed at
this point. I mean, scaring someone like that who’s on hash? That’s
not really cool. Kym gave me a hug goodbye and then Shelby walked
me to my car. And then he finally asked me for a favor too, just
like he did with you. Maybe he thought since he and I aren’t as
close as you two, he needed to get me drunk and stoned first or
something, I don’t know. But as I’m getting in my car he asks me if
I can broker the deal for him to rent some warehouse space
somewhere in town. He already knows what he wants, he just thinks
he’d get a better deal if I did the negotiating for him.”

“What’s he want it for?”

“He didn’t say. He just said he wanted to rent a big, empty
warehouse for a month or so. ‘The more square feet the better, the
more squalid the better.’ Those were his words. And he had a couple
places picked out as possibilities.”

“Sounds like he’s maybe planning a party or something,” I said,
remembering a few raves Shelby had helped organize back in the
90s. 

“That’s probably it. He told me he’d pay me a commission and
it’s not like I’m swimming in other deals right now, so I told him
I’d look into it for him.”

“He’s got both of us doing his legwork it seems,” I looked at
the clock on the TiVo and saw it was 11:51. “Speaking of which, I
need to get online and scoop that last bid. He asked me to get him
some stuff on eBay.”

“That’s right,” Conrad said. “You mentioned something about
that. Having been to his house I’m not surprised. I’m not even sure
he’s got power over there, much less Internet access.”

We both stood up and I walked Conrad out of the living room
towards the front of my condo. “Thanks for letting me stop by and
sober up a bit more before I head home to Lauren.”

“No problem,” I said. “Life sure is a little more interesting
when Shelby’s in town, isn’t it?”

“Sometimes it’s a lot more interesting,” Conrad said. “And that
isn’t always a good thing. The whole evening has weirded me out in
a serious way.”

“That could be the hash talking.”

“Maybe, yeah. But it’s Shelby too. Shelby and Kym together. It’s
like together they’re not just twice as strange, but four times.
Four times as intense.”

I said my goodbyes and watched as Conrad walked across the
parking lot towards his car, judging him sober enough to drive (I
hoped). I shut the door and locked it and headed upstairs to check
on the auction that was due to end in just a few more
minutes. 

By the time I’d gotten home from our afternoon in the park,
Shelby’s foolish seeming paranoia about rival collectors had
started to grow on me, so I made a new eBay account not associated
with my real name. I picked “Lovecrafanatic,” which seemed to
describe what Shelby had become. As for his list, it was pretty
ambitious. It contained fifty items, including first editions of
the original Arkham House collections of Lovecraft’s stories along
with a wide number of issues of Weird Tales and other pulp
magazines from the 1920s and 30s. There were only a few of the
latter on Ebay, but they seemed to be going for around $200 each,
so I placed bids on all three including the February 1936 issue of
Astounding Stories, which had a cover illustration devoted to part
one of Lovecraft’s At The Mountains of Madness. There was also one
item for auction that, even though it wasn’t on Shelby’s list of
books exactly, I was pretty sure he would want. It was a signed
manuscript of one of Lovecraft’s poems, “Despair,” handwritten by
the man himself. The bid had started at $1000 and one person had
placed an offer. 

I had this cunning plan to try and scoop the auction at the last
second, which was midnight that night. There’d still only been one
other bid on the “Despair” manuscript last time I checked. Things
had been busy since then, though, with two bidders going back and
forth. The price had quickly jumped to $1750 in the last hour or
so, but it looked like the original bidder had driven his rival
from the field. With only minutes to go, I bid $1800. A moment
later the bid came back at $1850. I realized almost too late that
the other guy probably had a reserve max bid set up and the
computer would bid back for him until it reached some pre-set
limit. With time running out I decided to go for it. I guessed his
reserve would be $2000, gambling on the human penchant for nice,
round numbers. I bid $2050 of Shelby’s money and hit send at the
last second. I felt safe.

When I refreshed the page to see the final results I was stunned
to see my opponent had won with a bid of $2100. “Fuck!” I shouted
to my office wall. I’d got caught up in the bidding excitement and
hated losing. I calmed down soon enough though. After all, the
manuscript hadn’t even been on Shelby’s list and there were plenty
of things I could buy without bidding from used-book dealers on the
American Book Exchange site. I poked around online for a bit,
mindlessly going through links from Digg, and checked my e-mail
accounts (there are four of them) one last time before calling it a
night. 

Mixed in with the spam I found an e-mail through my eBay account
from someone calling himself Calvin Sinclair regarding the recent
eBay auction:

 

Dear Lovecrafanatic,

 

Well fought. You almost outbid me there at the end. I’m sorry I
beat you to the prize, but I’m a bit of a “Lovecraft Fanatic”
myself. I’m also a bit of a dealer in Lovecraftiana. As I’ve
improved my collection over the years I have a number of duplicate
pieces, including several first-edition Arkham Houses and numerous
issues of Weird Tales. I’ll not part with any of my autographed
material of course, but if you’re interested in any other titles,
I’m sure we could work out an arrangement. I’m always pleased to
correspond with fellow aficionados of the gentleman from
Providence.

 

Regards,

Calvin Sinclair

 

I went back on eBay and looked at the seller profile for the
person who’d won the auction — using the screen name “sinslair.”
Very funny, or not. Anyway, he was a prolific eBayer and had a 95
percent–positive feedback rating from the stuff he’d put up for
auction, which was mostly old pulp magazines from the 20s and 30s.
The guy seemed legit, so I e-mailed him back a copy of Shelby’s
list. If he could hook me up all at once, so much the better.
Feeling good about this plan and not then having any idea just who
Calvin Sinclair really was, I went to bed without a worry in my
head.










Chapter 5

 


Conrad and Lauren’s house in Laurel Park always gave me a twinge
of regret when I went over there. When I was growing up and
downtown Sarasota was a wasteland, this was a bad neighborhood. I
wasn’t allowed to spend the night at the house of the one friend I
had who lived down there. When I had freshly dropped out of grad
school and moved back home, it was up and coming and I’d rented a
rundown house on Oak Street that was within easy stumbling distance
of the newly resurgent Main Street nightlife. But I rented and
rented, putting off buying the place, even when my landlord gave me
the chance. Then the boom hit and an investment that would have
stretched but not broken my resources soared into the stratosphere
well beyond my means. It was in that housing boom of the late 90s
that Conrad started to hedge his bets on his desire for a career in
radio and got his realtor’s license. And once he sold his first
house, one just three blocks from where I’d been renting, and made
his first commission, more than I made in a year as a struggling
freelance writer, he left the DJ dreams behind for real estate and,
eventually, Lauren. 

She was a lawyer on the fast track to partner at a mid-sized
downtown firm and had met Conrad during a real estate deal five
years ago. Although downtown had been expensive for several years
when they got married, the pair of them decided to buy a house
where they really wanted to live instead of having a big wedding or
a fancy honeymoon. Two years later they were still fixing it up,
but it was coming along and, even in this down market, worth twice
what they’d paid for it (or so Conrad assured me). I’d finally
gotten wise enough to buy my own place a couple years later, but by
then a condo south of town in the most generic of neighborhoods was
all I could afford. One thing I had learned from Conrad was that
real estate really just seemed to be about lost opportunities and
how well you handled them. Conrad didn’t handle them all that well,
which kept him driving forward looking for new ones. I had resigned
myself to my condominium fate, and even come to kind of like
it.

Lauren answered the door when I rang the bell, still wearing the
cream blouse and navy pants she’d obviously worn to work that day.
She smiled as I handed her a bottle of wine and gave me a hug.
“Hello, Rick,” she said. “Good to see you.” She took a quick glance
past me. “Conrad said you might be bringing a date?”

“It didn’t work out. We didn’t click,” I said. And we hadn’t.
The night before had been another night wasted on a
Match.com-mediated meeting. “Turns out she was a closet
Republican.”

“Well,” said Lauren, “It’s probably just as well then. Dinner
conversation might have been awkward.” 

“Trust me, it was.” I followed her inside through the
seldom-used great room and into the open plan kitchen and dining
area where Conrad was sautéing some spinach in a pan. Conrad and
Lauren both loved food and loved to cook, and the fact that they
could still stay in such great shape drove me a little nuts
sometimes. I have a large, naturally muscular frame and am often
described as an intimidating presence, but I’ve got a soft middle
that never seems to go away no matter how many sit-ups I do (and I
don’t do that many), and I put on the pounds with ease. 

I poured wine while Lauren and Conrad laid out the meal they’d
prepared. Oven-roasted trout in some delicious white wine sauce
served over spinach with spicy lentils. It was, as always, really
freaking good, and Conrad and I weren’t shy about having seconds as
we talked. Lauren was involved in a lawsuit against the city over
some zoning issue that had been all over the papers for the past
week, so I pressed her for information about that. The lawyer
representing the city had gone to law school with her, and she
joked that it would make for an awkward class reunion after he read
some of the choice quotes she’d given a reporter earlier that
day.

“Speaking of reunions,” said Lauren, “You have to help me
convince Conrad to go to yours.”

“You’ll have to convince me first,” I said.

“See,” Conrad chimed in. “Rick doesn’t want to go either.”

“Why not?”

“There’s no one I want to see that’s going to be there. None of
my old friends are coming back to Sarasota and the ones who live
here I see as much as I want to anyway.”

“Plus it’s being held at Chef’s Table and it’s not cheap,”
Conrad said.

“You’ve spent more money at worse places going out to dinner
with Rick,” Lauren pointed out. “And I think it would be fun to see
all your old high school friends fifteen years later.”

“You do remember that we were total nerds, don’t you?” Conrad
asked. “I wasn’t always the suave, hip, sophisticated realtor I am
today.”

“You became hip and sophisticated today? Oh honey, I’m so proud
of you,” Lauren joked. She turned to me. “Maybe there’s some old
high school flame you could rekindle something with. A little
‘let’s do it like in the old days’ sex.”

“All of my old flames are married, last time I checked,” I said.
That seemed true for lots of my exes. I had a string of four
serious relationships where each woman married the next person they
dated after me. It was almost enough to give a guy a complex of
some sort. As for high school ex-flames, that was a very limited
set: Cara McMillan, Kelli Hartshorn, and Lisa Carlotti, with only
Lisa lasting more than a few weeks. I’d lost track of all of them
over the years, but assumed they were well and truly spoken
for.

“What about Shelby?” Lauren asked. “Is he going?”

“If Shelby goes then I’ll actually consider it,” Conrad said.
“I’d like to see how they react to him and Kym.”

“I thought Kym was perfectly sweet,” Lauren said, surprising me
when she added, “I had lunch with her and Shelby yesterday. It was
a little odd, but quite nice. Kym is really funny.”

“You three had lunch? Why?” I asked. Sure, Shelby invited Lauren
to lunch but still hadn’t asked me.

“It was business actually. I could’ve written the whole thing
off, but Shelby picked up the tab. Which is good, because they ran
up quite a bill.”

“What kind of business?”

“Shelby wants to start a church,” Conrad said. “Can you believe
it?”

“A church?” I wondered out loud. “Why on Earth… ”

“If I had to guess,” said Lauren, “It’s some kind of tax dodge
or something, although that’s not the reason he gave me of course.
He’s very clever, your friend. Says all the right things.”

“What was his reason?”

“Why, to spread the faith of course,” Lauren replied, smirking
as she took a sip of wine. “Although exactly what this faith of his
is, I’m still a little unclear on. It’s definitely not any kind of
church my parents would recognize. It’s certainly isn’t
Christian.”

“He’s calling it the Space Wisdom Church,” said Conrad.

“No,” corrected Lauren, “it’s Starry Wisdom. The Starry Wisdom
Temple.”

This rang some distant memory bells for me, and I was pretty
sure that it was a Lovecraft reference. I resolved to look it up.
“And what is he going to preach in the church?”

“He was considerate enough not to bore me with too many details.
I had my fill of that business in Sunday school. It generally
sounded to me like it was some sort of Unitarian-style, New Age
mumbo jumbo about the vastness of the universe and our tiny place
in it and how we’re all connected or some such. I honestly wasn’t
paying too much mind to the details. I was stuffing myself with
sushi.”

“Stuffing sushi in your mouth doesn’t sound like the Lauren I
know and love,” Conrad teased, pointing to her half-eaten plate of
food. Lauren was a very light eater, as her thin frame
testified. 

“I know, right? But I just kind of got into the feast. We were
at Utamaru, and Shelby just kept ordering more and more — no rice
either, just the raw fish and octopus. Is that called sashimi when
they serve it that way? And then a couple of big bottles of chilled
sake. I’d only ever had it warm, but it was quite nice chilled.
Better I think. He and Kym were eating like they’d been fasting for
a week and they kept putting these delicious pieces of fish on my
plate and I kept eating them. I guess when you just eat straight
fish it takes a while to fill up without the rice, because I kept
eating and eating.”

“She skipped dinner last night,” Conrad said. “Wanted to jump my
bones when she got home.”

Lauren threw her napkin at him and shot him a playful but dirty
look. “Shut up you.”

“It’s true,” Conrad insisted to me. “They must’ve had some
oysters in there somewhere.”

“As a matter of fact we did,” Lauren said. “But ANYWAY, as I was
saying, we had this huge meal and mostly it was just the two of
them telling stories about how they met and what they’ve been doing
these last ten months or so.”

“Wait until you hear this,” Conrad said. “I for one don’t
believe it.”

“They met in Providence. Shelby had apparently run off to stay
with a cousin who lived up there, but the two had a falling out
over something, so he had to find a room in some flophouse. His
word, not mine. Flophouse. And he’s just spending his days
wandering around town and thinking about life or some such thing
and he ends up in a graveyard.”

“A graveyard in Providence,” I said. “Let me guess, he was
looking for where H.P. Lovecraft is buried.”

“How did you know?” Lauren asked, sounding surprised.

“Shelby’s all about Lovecraft these days.”

“Shelby and Kym, you mean,” Lauren said. “The way he told the
story to me, he gave up trying to find the grave and decided to go
hit on the pretty woman he saw standing a few hundred yards away.
It was Kym of course, and you’ve no doubt already figured out where
she was standing.”

“Lovecraft’s grave.”

“Lovecraft’s grave,” Lauren confirmed. “Standing there with a
copy of one of his books in her hand. They told me which story she
was reading but I forgot. Something about a house maybe? Anyway,
they hit it off at once, right then and there. Kym told me that
she’d never met anyone like Shelby and that after fifteen minutes
with him she knew she wasn’t ever going to let him go. Shelby says
he felt exactly the same way about her. They each jokingly claimed
that the other one cast a love spell on them.”

“I guess that’s pretty sweet,” I said. Actually, I thought it
was very sweet. “I hope people fall in love over my grave
someday.”

“You and Shelby both have a very weird sense of sweet,” Conrad
said. “All those horror games twisted your sense of the romantic. I
mean, Jesus, the way you two obsessed over The Crow… ”

“I was young,” I said, laughing. “I didn’t know any
better!” 

“Come on, honey, it was kind of sweet,” Lauren said. “And it
seems to have worked out for them. Apparently Kym was only in town
for the weekend and was heading back to Brooklyn that night. They
stopped by Shelby’s room long enough to pack his bags and he went
back with her.”

“Any hint as to where her money comes from?” I asked, still
assuming the Kym was paying for the house and everything else since
Shelby certainly didn’t have any money.

“I tried to dig into that a little. The money has to be coming
from somewhere, but they both deftly avoided noticing my hints, and
I was too polite to ask right out. When I asked what Kym did, she
said that she was a sculptor. Unless she’s Rodin reborn, I can’t
imagine that’s where she got her money.”

“And we’re sure the money’s hers, not his?” I asked.

“It must be,” Conrad said. “Can you believe his luck? He finally
settles down with someone and she turns out to be loaded. Hell,
maybe that’s what Shelby was waiting for the whole time. And now
they’re starting a church, which has to be a great way to make some
money tax-free if it works. If it works being a big, huge ‘if’ in
this case.”

“Well,” said Lauren. “They didn’t seem too worried about money
at lunch or when I told them how much my firm bills per hour. They
could probably get the paperwork for becoming a church done much
cheaper with someone less well known. I told them that, but Shelby
insisted that he wanted to keep it all in the family, so to
speak.”

“What does it take to start a church anyway?” I asked. The idea
had never occurred to me, being as irreligious a person as one is
likely to meet, but now that I was getting used to the idea that
Shelby had done so, it was starting to make some things click into
place. Like why Conrad had thought that the other people living at
Shelby’s house treated him like some sort of guru. It seemed that
that’s exactly what he wanted to be to them. They were his acolytes
and he could preach his Lovecraft-inspired philosophy to them as a
priest. Unlike at the house on Indian Point Drive, where he was
just the oldest roommate in the bunch, here he was setting himself
up as the guy in charge, the leader they all looked up to. Or I
imagined that’s what he must have thought. I myself had a hard time
seeing who this new religion would actually appeal to.

“I’ve never set up a church before, so I had one of the
paralegals dig into it when I got back to the office,” said Lauren.
“It turns out that either it’s pretty easy or rather complicated,
depending on who you ask. Some people, churches mostly, maintain
that churches are automatically tax-exempt and don’t have to file
any special paperwork with the IRS. As a lawyer, I wouldn’t
recommend it. If the state has paperwork pertaining to something
you want to do, it’s much less hassle down the line if you fill out
said paperwork. So the basic thing you’ve got to do is file for
501c3 status as a religious organization and then you can operate
as a non-profit and people can send you donations that are
tax-deductible. But there’s a catch. If you do that, then you can’t
take a stand on any number of political issues directly,
specifically in elections. You can’t directly support a candidate
or things like that. Lots of churches have been getting in trouble
over this one lately.”

“So you just file the paperwork and you’re a church?” I
asked.

“Don’t underestimate the paperwork. There’s a lot of it —
budgets, legal organizing documents, details about the group’s
planned activities and programs, and so on. After all that the IRS
still has to approve your status, and that can take six months
unless you get it expedited. And you can only do that if you’re
either trying to help with some disaster relief like after a
hurricane or if you’re about to receive some big grant of money
that’s going to comprise most of your budget for the year and you
need for that donation to be tax-deductible. I’m not sure how
serious they are about funding their church or what they plan to
really do, but I’m going to advise Shelby and Kym to claim the big
donation. Unless they want to look around for some disaster to help
out with.”

“So do you think they have a pretty good chance?” Conrad asked.
“They’re really going to be able to start a church just like that?”
He snapped his fingers.

“I don’t see why not. People form non-profits and churches all
the time. I don’t see them having any problems with it.”

“Tell him about the car,” Conrad said. “About their SUV.”

“Oh come on, I’m not even sure… ” Lauren said.

“You’ve got to hear this. This is really weird. She walks with
them back up into the parking garage there, right? And they come to
Shelby and Kym’s car first… ”

“It’s an older Toyota Land Cruiser,” Lauren said. “Rundown and
scratched and dented. We stop and say our goodbyes and I notice
that their SUV is kind of rocking back and forth, just a little
bit. Rolling forward and back on its tires just enough to notice. I
asked if they had a dog in there or something.

“They both just laughed and asked me why I would ask that. At
this point the car stopped moving and I wasn’t sure what to say. I
mumbled something about thinking I saw the thing moving. Then we
all just stare at it for a few seconds and I felt really silly. I
laugh and finish with the goodbyes. Shelby opens the passenger door
to get in and I hear this kind of muffled sound, like a growl
maybe, but not really. I can’t describe it, and there’s this weird,
cloyingly sweet smell that comes out of the car. I couldn’t help
myself and I asked what the smell was. Shelby claimed it was just
incense, but I don’t see how they could drive around in that with
it smelling as strong as it did.

“So I kept on walking up towards my car, but I looked back over
my shoulder when I heard them pull out. Kym was driving, and I
could see Shelby through the rear window and he was leaning back
over his seat really far — he must’ve been on his knees in the
front seat, and was messing with something in the back. I don’t
know what.”

“Isn’t that weird?” Conrad asked. “Shelby always hated
pets.”

“It’s not that weird,” Lauren said. “I’m sure they were just
embarrassed that they’d locked their dog up in the car. It was in a
shaded parking garage on a cool day so the dog wasn’t in any real
danger, but you know how people get at the idea of locking a dog in
a car. That SUV of theirs is bigger than some apartments my friends
lived in when we were at Columbia.”

“I still think it’s weird,” Conrad said.

“Maybe the weird incense is some holistic thing to help Shelby
with his pet allergies,” I suggested, although that didn’t sound
right either.

We didn’t come to any conclusions that night about what or who
might have been in the SUV or where the smell was coming from.
Later of course these small facts would come to seem significant
clues as to what Shelby was really up to, and Conrad would lament
that we’d not seen the warning signs at the time. But in the moment
our conversation wandered on to other topics as we ate pie and
drank coffee. I went home pleasantly full around 10:00 p.m.,
thanking my friends for the meal and promising once again to
someday actually have them over to my place for dinner. 

As I drove home I wondered for the hundredth time why Shelby
still hadn’t asked me over to his new house or introduced me to
Kym. I didn’t even have a phone number yet (nor did Conrad for that
matter). But I’d gotten his address from Conrad and I knew the
first of the books I’d purchased for him online would be arriving
soon, so I’d have the perfect excuse for dropping by unannounced.
Maybe I too would get a chance to witness some of this odd behavior
Conrad and Lauren had been telling me about.










Chapter 6

 


The FedEx guy always has a hard time finding my townhouse within
the nonsensical layout in my condo complex. I’d forgotten to tell
Sinclair to put the building letter on his mailing label and so the
delivery man had to call me to guide him in. I met him at the door
and signed for the large box —larger than I would have thought. I
sat it on my dining room table and used a steak knife from the
kitchen to cut away the double-thick layer of tape that sealed it
shut. Styrofoam packing peanuts wafted up as I opened it, and I had
to dig through them to find the books and magazines. Each was
sandwiched between two pieces of cardboard cut to be just slightly
larger than the book itself and then wrapped in plastic bubble wrap
and more tape. It took me close to half an hour to carefully cut
all of them free, but I felt more than confident that they’d
suffered no sort of damage during shipping. No wonder Sinclair had
such a high approval rating on eBay. 

The most expensive and prized books were two first-edition
Arkham House collections of Lovecraft’s work (the first time his
stories had ever been collected in book form): The Outsider and
Others from 1939 and Beyond the Wall of Sleep from 1943. I’d paid
just over $1000 of Shelby’s money for each of these two books, and
I knew Sinclair was actually cutting me a decent deal at that
price. They weren’t in perfect shape by any means, but the wear and
tear was minimal and mostly on the edges. I flipped through them
carefully, breathing in deep the old-book smell. I didn’t want to
give them up to Shelby now that I had them in my hand. The simple
age and rarity of them drew me in. I opened up The Outsider, the
earlier of the two, which contained many of Lovecraft’s most famous
stories, and started reading the first tale in the book,
“Dagon.”

“Dagon” is one of Lovecraft’s first short stories, originally
published in 1917. Just a handful of pages in length, it is a
perfect encapsulation of many of the aspects that make Lovecraft’s
fiction so unique and compelling. An unnamed narrator escapes
capture by a German U-boat during World War One and ends up adrift
in the ocean. After days without sight of land or other ships, he
passes out and has disturbing dreams only to awaken and find
himself on a seemingly endless mud flat covered with dead sea
creatures. He surmises that the land must have been heaved up by
some volcanic activity and sets out to find where it ends. He comes
across a great abyssal crevasse in the moonlight and, compelled by
curiosity, descends into its depths. There in the moonlight he
spies a towering monolith, obviously built by intelligent hands.
The stone edifice is covered with strange hieroglyphics and the
images of half-man, half-fish creatures. Knowing these carvings
must’ve been underwater until the recent upheaval, he begins to
lose his grip. But just as he’s consoling himself that the fish
creatures are probably just the ancient gods of some lost tribe,
the monster appears — a gigantic, bipedal sea-creature that wraps
its colossal arms around the monolith and howls at the moon. Driven
mad at the sight, the narrator flees into the night and back to his
boat where he passes out. He awakes much later in a hospital,
having been found at sea and rescued. But now he’s obsessed with
what he saw, all the more so because he knows no one will ever
believe him. And so, as his supply of mind-numbing morphine ends
and the madness takes over, we know he will soon take his life.

It took me maybe five minutes to read, ten at most, but the
story held my imagination tight in its grip. Here was the first,
early taste of the sea creatures that would play so prominent a
role in Lovecraft’s later masterpiece, “The Shadow Over Innsmouth.”
And here too was the brilliance of Lovecraft’s macabre imagination
— the hints at an ancient, undersea civilization of sea creatures
that humanity has never known existed; the huge, mind-blowing
monster that transcends human scale and understanding; the drive by
the narrator to learn more even if it costs him his sanity. And
then there is the simple, most basic fact of the story’s true
horror: the monster, Dagon, never even really notices the narrator.
It certainly doesn’t give chase. And yet it utterly destroys the
man’s mind and ultimately his life, just by the mere fact of its
existence. Just knowing that such a monstrous behemoth exists in
the world ensures that the narrator will never sleep well again.
That is the truth of Lovecraft’s horror: once you realize just how
terrifying the universe really is, you can’t help but go mad.

I didn’t have all these insights at that moment as I sat at my
dining room table. I just knew that the story was more powerful and
compelling than I remembered Lovecraft being during my first,
gaming-inspired encounter with him. I’d never read “Dagon” before,
although I knew exactly what he was in game terms — one of the
lesser alien gods, a servant of Cthulhu, progenitor of the Deep
Ones. Not the kind of monster who shows up at the grand finale of a
game, but maybe a nasty threat to up the ante around the halfway
point. It was a weird feeling to view the old monster through what
were for me new eyes, but what was in fact Lovecraft’s original
vision. I flipped ahead in the book to one of the most famous
stories, “The Call of Cthulhu.” I had read this one back when we
were playing the game it inspired, but I only really remembered the
ending scene with Great Cthulhu himself rising up with the “stench
of a thousand open graves” (a line that had stuck with me all these
years). But before I could start, the phone rang. The caller ID was
blocked, but I picked it up anyway, thinking it might be a call
from a PI friend of mine in New York who always called
anonymously.

“May I speak to Mr. Dakan please?” asked the voice on the other
end in precise, slightly nasal tones. He’d pronounced my last name
correctly (rhymes with bacon), so I doubted he was a
telemarketer.

“This is he,” I said.

“Hello! This is Calvin Sinclair calling. I sold you the
Lovecraft pieces.”

“Yes, of course,” I said, surprised. “I just got them a little
while ago.”

“Wonderful, wonderful,” Sinclair said, sounding relieved. “I saw
on their Web site that Federal Express claimed to have delivered
them to you, but I wanted to call and make sure that you were the
one who actually signed for them.”

“I am the one. Thanks for checking up on them. You did an
amazingly thorough job of packing them up for shipping.”

“They are rare books, and important ones. They need to be
preserved and pampered as such. I hope there was no damage. It was
hard to part with them of course, but I do have slightly better
preserved versions of all those pieces, and I need to fund my
little hobby somehow. I’m sure you know what I mean. Have you been
collecting Lovecraftiana long?”

“Actually they’re for a friend.” 

“I see,” he said, his voice even, although I inferred some
disappointment. He’d probably been looking forward to talking with
a fellow enthusiast.

“But I’m tempted to keep them for myself,” I said, my tone
light. “These are amazing books. I just read “Dagon” before you
called.”

“An excellent place to start,” Sinclair said, sounding pleased.
“Have you not read any Lovecraft before?”

“I have, but mostly a long time ago. My friend… ” I started to
say Shelby’s name and stopped, remembering he wanted to stay
anonymous for some reason. “He’s gotten me interested again. I used
to play the game back in high school, you know, the Call of Cthulhu
role-playing game?”

“I’m aware of it of course, although I’ve never partaken myself.
I glanced through one of their volumes in a bookshop once but it
held little interest for me. Although I do credit the same
publishing company, Chaosium isn’t it? They’ve done more than their
part to keep Lovecraft’s legacy alive and printed a great deal of
ancillary Mythos material in their short-story anthologies.”

“I’ll have to check some of those out,” I said, making a note to
do just that.

“In due time of course. For now, you should concentrate on
Lovecraft’s own work. The pieces in The Outsider and Others make
for an excellent start, including most of Lovecraft’s most
important achievements. May I ask how long it took you to read
‘Dagon’?” 

I felt like I’d wandered into an English Lit class and was being
given homework all of a sudden. “I don’t know, ten minutes or
so?”

“I know it’s a short piece but Lovecraft’s work deserves to be
savored. Spend some time with each sentence and let his vision
suffuse your own. Try and smell the stinking of the dead fish on
that endless island and imagine the horror of Dagon himself
appearing under a gibbous moon.”

“OK, um, thanks for the advice.” 

“I might add that while I do laud Chaosium and others for
spreading a general knowledge of Lovecraft to the wider public,
these kinds of things do bring in a certain type of enthusiast who
is not very serious at all.”

“Not serious collectors, you mean?”

“Not exactly. They can be quite serious about their collecting,
which, to be honest, irks me even more because they are not serious
about their scholarship. They view Lovecraft’s oeuvre as a
collection of cheap tales about tentacled monsters.”

“Well, yeah. Isn’t that what they are? I mean, sure, they’re
darn good cheap tales about tentacled monsters, but isn’t that
their appeal? It certainly was for me when I was younger.”

“I suppose some share your view, but there’s really so much more
to Lovecraft than that. I don’t think things like that game are in
very good taste, and I’m sure Lovecraft would have been horrified
to see some of the myriad ways in which his vision has been
perverted.”

I didn’t have any response to this, and felt strangely chastised
for my own youthful tastes and inability to see Lovecraft as a
literary genius. “So I take it you’re a serious scholar of his
work?” I asked.

“I like to think so, yes,” he replied with a hint of pride. “I’m
working on a biography of Lovecraft right now in fact.”

“Really?” As a writer I meet a lot of people who claim they’re
working on a book, which usually means they have an idea for a book
in their heads that they would like to see magically put on paper
somehow.

“Well, S.T. Joshi’s H.P. Lovecraft: A Life is a fine piece of
work of course, but I feel that it suffers a bit from Joshi’s own
atheistic prejudices and biases. He covers all the details of
Lovecraft’s life in impressive detail, but he misses some important
aspects of both Lovecraft’s inner demons and the spiritual import
of the pieces themselves. Have you read much Lovecraft
scholarship?” 

“I really haven’t, no,” I said, then paused, thinking maybe this
Lovecraft scholar might give me some insight into Shelby’s new
obsession. “But I’m interested in learning more.”

Sinclair took my show of interest and jumped on it with the
pride and enthusiasm of a devoted expert spreading the great truths
of his chosen field. “There are many schools of thought on
Lovecraft and his work of course, as is the case with any great
master in the arts. I try to keep an open mind about all the
different approaches. I believe it’s important to really listen to
all the possible interpretations and insights before making a final
judgment. It has taken me years of study and reflection to come to
the point I’m at today.” He proceeded to list for me a number of
different scholarly works, some of which, like the essay by a
French novelist Michel Houellebecq, who I liked a great deal,
sounded quite interesting. I felt that moment of mild vertigo I get
whenever a new topic opens up before me that catches my curiosity:
the gaping maw of ignorance I want to fill but know I probably
won’t ever have the time or energy to explore the way it deserves,
and which usually leads to me buying a bunch of books that sit on
shelves, all but the first chapters unread. 

“May I ask, is your friend a serious collector?” 

“Yes, I think he is. Certainly he’s very serious about
Lovecraft. It’s practically all he talks about these days.”

Sinclair gave a polite chuckle. “I know the feeling. Some of my
acquaintances fairly roll their eyes when I start in on one
Lovecraft tale or another, although I’ve won many of them over to
my point of view.”

“I can imagine.”

“I first discovered his work while I was in seminary of all
places. At first it was just a bit of a distraction from the
academic rigors of my studies, but soon enough the gentleman from
Providence’s stories began to take a greater and greater pride of
place in my thoughts. At one point I actually gave them up for
Lent. Of course I was never ordained. My interest was always more
academic than evangelical. I became a professor of theology for
some time, although I’m now very much retired from that sort of
academia. The tiny ivory tower of my small used and rare bookshop
here in Providence is all the battlements I need anymore. I
specialize in old pulps from the 1920s and 30s, although of course
I deal in all manner of rare books. In my search for original
Lovecraft pieces I come across quite a few others. I’ve become a
rather significant little nexus of information for the various
factions of collectors out there. I think of myself as a neutral
party in their various rivalries and disputes.”

“What do you mean? What kind of rivalries and disputes can there
be among collectors of old pulp magazines?” 

“Oh, the usual petty jealousies and resentments that sprout up
whenever you have a small community of people passionate about
something,” he said with a superior drawl. “I’m sure you’ve
experienced this sort of thing.”

“I think so, yes,” I said, thinking of some of the people I’d
met at various science fiction and comic book conventions. “What
are they arguing about? Who would win in a fight between Godzilla
and Cthulhu or something?”

Sinclair laughed. “No, no, nothing like that I’m sure. Matters
more esoteric. The meanings of Lovecraft’s works, the sources of
his inspiration. We know from his letters that Lovecraft’s dreams
inspired many of his stories, including “Dagon.” That portion where
the narrator claws his way through the mud back to his boat is
right out of one of Lovecraft’s dreams. They also break down on
cosmological lines. One faction clings to Lovecraft’s
anti-religious and anti-superstitious writings and finds his works
entirely in keeping with the doctrines of materialism. Others
believe that Lovecraft had some actual insight into the cosmos and
even other dimensions and that his stories contain real information
coded in pulp horror metaphors. Still others insist that Lovecraft
was an unwitting vessel for outside forces that communicated with
him through his dreams. Yet another faction emphasizes his role as
a progenitor of modern science fiction and finds warnings about the
abuses of industrial science run amok in his work. And those are
just the most popular positions. As I said, I don’t take sides per
se. I collect Lovecraftiana and admire the man and his work a great
deal. I see merits and flaws in many of the arguments, but most of
all I like to simply keep my finger on the pulse of things.” He
paused for a moment and I wondered if he’d maybe realized how long
we’d been talking, although I found this talk of factions somewhat
intriguing. “Do you think your friend falls into any of these
categories?”

I was wondering the same thing myself. Shelby seemed to have
found some meaning in Lovecraft’s work, and I imagined that he must
have had some exposure to these various factions and their ideas.
It was possible that these were the people he didn’t want to know
about the books he was collecting. Although maybe not. I wasn’t
even sure he was online anymore. Or maybe Kym was part of one of
these groups. “I don’t know,” I told Sinclair. “He hasn’t gotten
into specifics.”

“Ah well. In any event, I do hope he appreciates the pieces you
purchased from me on his behalf, and I’ll keep an eye out for any
of the other items on the list you sent me. Be sure to contact me
if you have any problems. And please do pass my contact information
on to your friend in case he should ever wish to deal with me
directly.”

“Sure, no problem,” I said, although I was still pondering
Shelby’s possible ideological stance in the Great Online Lovecraft
Debate. Then it occurred to me that there was something Sinclair
might help me with after all. “Actually, can I ask you one quick
question?”

“Of course,” he said. 

“Do you know what Starry Wisdom might be a reference to?” I
asked. The name had slipped to the back of my mind by the time I’d
gotten home from Conrad and Lauren’s the other night, and I still
hadn’t bothered to look it up to figure out which Lovecraft story
Shelby had cribbed it from.

There was a long moment of silence on the other end. “Why?”
Sinclair finally replied.

His sudden caginess made me a little paranoid so I said, “I just
heard it the other day and I thought it was a Lovecraft reference
of some sort.”

“It is, it is,” he said. “It’s a reference to a corrupted church
in ‘The Haunter of the Dark,’ one of Lovecraft’s final
tales.” 

“A church?” I asked, not surprised at all that Shelby had chosen
it for the name of his own church.

“Yes, but not a Christian church. A dark and dangerous sect
devoted to the worship of the Great Old Ones. Where did you hear
the reference?” he asked, maybe a little anxious for an answer.

“I’m not sure,” I lied. He must have guessed it was from my
“friend,” but I didn’t want to give away any of Shelby’s secrets.
“Probably somewhere online while I was looking for
Lovecraftiana.”

“Yes,” said Sinclair. “That of course makes perfect
sense.” 

“Well, I gotta get going,” I said, not wanting to have to lie to
him any more than necessary. “I want to spend some more time
reading these books before I turn them over. Thanks for all your
help.”

“My pleasure. And do take your time with them. You’ll thank me
later.”

After I hung up, I took a moment to catch my mental breath and
write down some of the things Sinclair had mentioned during our
conversation. I’m always excited to learn from experts, especially
in little niche areas of knowledge. It would be good to have him as
a contact, especially if Shelby still wanted me to buy books for
him and gave me some more money to do so, then Sinclair could
probably hook me up. I looked at The Outsider and Others for a long
moment, just staring at the faded blue and white cover and
wondering how many other people had read it and who had first
bought the volume. 

That night, I took the book to bed with me, being careful not to
damage any of the yellowed pages or further tear the frayed dust
jacket. I flipped ahead to some of the stories I remembered most
from back in my high school gaming days, starting with “The Call of
Cthulhu” and moving on to “The Dunwich Horror.” I fell asleep a few
pages into the second tale, one of the few I remembered really
well, mostly because there was a cheesy movie version of it
starring Dean Stockwell and Sandra Dee that I’d seen a couple times
on VHS.

 

 

 

 

I awoke the next day to a banging on my door (still don’t have a
doorbell) and struggled to find my glasses as I crawled out of bed.
It was 8:14 a.m., a little early for FedEx, but I was expecting a
package from one of my editors and I didn’t want to have to drive
down to the depot to pick it up after 5:00. I rushed down the
stairs in only my underwear and a T-shirt and pulled open the door
harder than necessary, almost slamming it against the wall. Not
FedEx. It was Shelby, dressed in sweats and with an old backpack
slung over his shoulder.

“Good morning, Rick,” he said with a smile. “Did I wake you
up?”

“A little bit, yeah,” I said, ushering him in. 

Shelby’s gaze fixed at once upon the open packaging on my dining
room table and the stack of Weird Tales and other books I’d gotten
for him. “They’re here… ” he said, his voice trailing off as he
picked up the copy of Beyond the Wall of Sleep. He caressed the
cover for a moment and then wheeled on me and demanded to know,
“Where’s The Outsider?”

I mentally recoiled at the sharpness in his tone. “It’s
upstairs,” I said. “I’ll go get it.” 

I took my time retrieving the book, stopping to use the bathroom
first. Not a word of thanks from him, and I never appreciate people
being snippy with me, much less so when they’ve woken me from a
sound sleep. I found the book on the floor by my bed and brought it
down to him. I saw that he’d already packed the other magazines and
books into his backpack and was waiting by the stairs for me. He’d
had the pack for at least a decade, and during his bicycle
everywhere phase in his late twenties he’d always had it with him,
sometimes stuffed with fliers for parties or raves, others with all
the clothes and personal affects he’d take along on a three-week
road trip. Seeing him place his latest obsession into the bag made
me wonder just how serious he really was about this Lovecraft
thing. 

I handed him the book. I was sad to see it go, but I’d ordered
the cheap paperback versions of Lovecraft’s books, and was
expecting them any day now, so I could catch up on my own time.
“There it is. First Edition, Arkham House. I’ve spent all the money
you gave me, so… ”

“There’s more,” Shelby said, motioning with his head back
towards the dining room table where another thick envelope sat. He
never took his eyes off the book and I watched as he carefully,
even reverently opened it up and started reading from a seeming
random page.

“I’ve got in touch with this serious collector… ” I said after a
few uncomfortable moments of watching him read.

This statement made Shelby break away from the book “You didn’t
mention my name did you?” he asked.

“No, no, of course not. But he’s a good resource and I can
probably use him to get most of the rest of the things on your
list.”

“If you have to. If you can, though, use as many different
sources as possible, you know?”

“No, I don’t really know. Why all the secrecy anyway?”

“Thieves, my friend,” Shelby said with a smile. “Don’t want
thieves coming round looking for a good haul.” I didn’t believe
this explanation for an instant and his smile told me that he
didn’t either. But before I could press the issue he asked, “So, do
you want to join?”

“Join what? Your church?” I looked away from him, clearing off
some errant packing material from the dining room table.

“I assume Conrad and Lauren have told you about it.” Shelby
stepped up next to me, running his hand along the glass
tabletop. 

I turned and looked him in the eye. “They don’t know very
much.”

He smiled and winked at me. “No one outside does. That’s why you
have to join.”

“Well, I gave up on churches a long time ago, Shelby. What makes
yours so special?”

“For starters we’re not really a church. We’re something
different.” His chest puffed out a little, his eyebrows arching.
“An experience. A movement. An education. We’re asking the same
questions all the other churches do, but unlike everyone else,
we’re not afraid of the answers. We’re not afraid of the
truth.”

“I think I’ll pass,” I said. It all sounded like pretentious
mumbo jumbo to me. “No offense, man, but I’ve known you too long to
see you as a font of truth about the universe.” The words came out
sounding harsher than I’d meant them to. I was mostly teasing him,
although also still a little miffed at having been woken up and his
general evasiveness on the details. 

He moved close to me, his face just inches away from mine. “Not
me, Lovecraft. I’m just the interpreter of the truths he saw. And
there are plenty of people who do see me as a conduit for truth,
and there will be many more to come.” I could tell he was a little
annoyed with me, although someone who knew him less well than I
might not have picked up on it. “I’m offering you a chance to
really help build something here.”

I stepped back, turning towards the kitchen to throw away the
detritus I’d collected from the table. “Build what? What is it
you’re doing exactly?” I said to him over my shoulder.

“We’re shaking the world, Rick. Starting with Sarasota, we’re
setting the stage in people’s minds for the future. We’re showing
them a path of unfettered, terrifying truth.” 

“And this is fun how?” I called from the kitchen.

“It’s fun in every way possible, trust me. This town, this
world, it’s not ready for what I have to show it, any more than it
was ready when Lovecraft wrote about it in the 20s, but there’s no
more waiting. The stars are right. The time is now.”

I’d heard some version of this speech more than once from
Shelby. Before it had been about buying land in Costa Rica and
before that it had been about making a documentary film about
building a sailboat from recycled parts. 

I came back into the dining room and stopped a good five feet
from him. “Not right now,” I said, and saw the disappointment crawl
up behind his eyes and linger there. “I’ve got a lot going on. I’ll
help you with the online stuff if you want, but there’s just too
much on my plate right now.”

Shelby shrugged as if to say it wasn’t a big deal. And maybe it
wasn’t. If he’d really wanted me to join, I imagined he knew me
well enough to realize I wouldn’t be swayed by vague evangelical
posturing. “Thanks again for all your help on this,” he said,
hefting the books in his backpack as if we hadn’t been talking
about the church at all. “I really do appreciate it. I’ll buy you a
drink or four at the reunion.”

“You’re going?” 

“Oh yes. Oh yes indeed. Aren’t you?”

“I guess I probably am,” I said, if only to see how the rest of
my class reacted to him. 

After he left, I stood there for a moment just gathering my wits
and, for the first time, wondered how he knew the books had arrived
in the first place. I hadn’t told him. I couldn’t have — I still
didn’t have a number for him. 

I walked over to the dining room table and looked in the fat
envelope. It took me a minute to count it all, but there was
another $5000 in there, all in hundreds along with another list.
More books, including works by authors besides Lovecraft. I vowed
to make sure to tell him at the reunion that if he wanted me to
keep doing this he’d have to call first before coming and waking me
up next time. I also decided that until he gave me an actual reason
to do otherwise, I’d try and save myself a lot of time and see if
Sinclair could help me with the new list. 










Chapter 7

 


I went to a small magnet school in Sarasota, or “school for the
gifted” as they liked to call us braniacs back in my day. I always
thought it was weird that the name of a relatively obscure Superman
villain, Braniac, would catch on as a kind of insult other kids
would hurl at you when you told them what school you went to. Did
they know the reference? Probably not. Our particular crop of
sixty-eight brainiacs had graduated from high school sixteen years
earlier (no one had gotten things together in time for the
traditional fifteenth reunion) and time and attrition meant that
only about a third of us were able and/or willing to show up for
the reunion itself. With such small numbers to accommodate, even
including spouses and significant others, the organizers were free
to choose a more inviting venue than our alma mater’s cafeteria or
gym. The reunion dinner (as opposed to the kid-friendly reunion
picnic to be held the next day) was in an upscale restaurant called
the Chef’s Table, which had a large lounge area and excellent food
and martinis, all of which were popular with the yuppie set I do so
much to avoid here in town (Sarasota yuppies being their own
tenacious breed of forty- and fifty-something rich types rather
than anything particularly young or urban). But that Friday night
we had the place to ourselves, at least until 10:00 p.m., and the
food really is good.

I wore a T-shirt and black pants and an unbuttoned,
short-sleeved blue shirt with white floral print, thinking myself
slightly hip and, by my standards anyway, dressed up. I mean, my
shirt did actually have buttons on it, even if I wasn’t using them.
Most of the rest of my fellow classmates didn’t seem to have my
kind of fashion sense — they wore coats and ties and party dresses
for the most part, and although one or two of my former fellow
braniacs wore jeans and polos, I felt decidedly underdressed, but I
tried my best not to care very much. 

Julie Kraswolski, the alumna who’d done all the hard work of
organizing this event, sat just inside the door behind a table
covered in name tags. There was a crowd gathering around her as
people both searched for their own names and looked to see who else
was supposed to show up. I glanced over the list, remembering
Lauren’s comment to me about hooking up with old flames. There were
two on the list. Kelli Hartshorn was now Kelli Weintraub. Cara
McMillan was there too, though, maiden name and all. I wondered
what she’d been up to. I thanked Julie for putting this all
together as I looked the names over. I picked up mine and saw that
neither Conrad nor Shelby had arrived yet. Slapping the sticker in
place on my chest, I turned away to find the bar. 

Looking around, I saw that my fellow classmates fell into two
distinct categories: those who’d hardly changed a bit, and those
who were scarcely recognizable. Weight gain and hair loss accounted
for most of the confusion, followed by facial hair. I myself, with
my shaved head and goatee and much larger and stockier frame than
I’d had in high school, was definitely among the unrecognizable,
and had to keep introducing myself to people who couldn’t quite
place my face and were doing double-takes when they read my name
tag. I caught up with a few old acquaintances and steadily drained
my whiskey glass while listening to stories of middle management
jobs at big firms and the births of little munchkins who were all
no doubt quite clever and cute. Not that it wasn’t interesting; it
was. Just seeing how different people had turned out from what I
expected was worth the price of admission, and I’m sure they felt
the same way about me. Trying to explain my eclectic writing career
in magazines, Web sites, and now counterculture non-fiction topics
was always a challenge since my career path doesn’t fall neatly
into most people’s preconceptions of what a writer does.

I’d stepped into the bathroom for a minute after listening to
Kevin West explaining his research as a biochemistry professor at
Northwestern. I washed up and splashed some water on my face and
head (got to keep the shaved scalp clean). Talking to Kevin was
always interesting, but just like in high school, it made me feel
profoundly stupid when it came to matters scientific and
mathematical. When I’d gone into the bathroom, my fellow classmates
had been spread around the restaurant in little conversational
clusters of four or five. As I came out, I saw that they’d all
drifted towards the center of the room. Not as if they’d rushed
over to see something important or exciting, but rather like there
was some strange attractor exerting a gravitational pull on
everyone’s attention. Attracted by everyone else’s attention, I
stepped up to see what was so interesting.

Shelby and Kym stood in the center of the knot of people, and I
could hear his light, infectious laughter from across the room as I
approached them. I had to scoot around to one side, finding a space
between the crowd and the bar, to get a good look at them. Kym was
striking but understated in a simple, close-fitting sea-green
sundress that flowed down well below the knee but also exposed
plenty of her toned, dark skin at the shoulders and generous neck
line. She was indeed as pretty and exotic-looking as Conrad had
described. But it was, as always, Shelby who was getting all the
attention. He wore a tailored dark suit with green pinstripes. I
didn’t even know they made green pinstripes. He had an iridescent
purple shirt and a sort of “tie” that was actually a collection of
green strings hanging down, almost like a miniature beaded curtain.
It occurred to me, in my Lovecraftian state of mind, that these
were probably meant to represent tentacles. 

But it wasn’t the tie or the suit that made him the center of
attention, it was the story he was telling. Even though I’d come
into the conversation in media res, I recognized what he was
talking about because it was in part my story too. He was talking
about the party and the ensuing legal trouble that had driven him
out of town, about the commissioner and the man with the knife and
the sex and the drugs and everything else. Shelby must have known
that everyone here would be wondering if what they’d read in the
papers or heard from their parents was true. Rather than leaving it
the unacknowledged elephant in the room, he’d apparently embraced
his sordid past and seemed well on his way to turning the whole
affair into an example of sparkling cocktail party conversation. We
all laughed at his impression of the harrumphing judge and some of
the others gasped a little when he went into details about
disarming the deranged party-crasher.

“I saw Rick and Conrad had sort of cornered this madman by a
palm tree and so I rushed over there, naked as the day I was
born.”

“Naked?” asked a woman in the circle whom I didn’t recognize,
probably a classmate’s wife.

“Well,” he said with a wink. “It was that kind of party. Nudity,
dancing, wine, a little wacky tabacky. You know, a good party.”
That got them laughing in appreciation.

“So I just come up to this party crasher and say, ‘Hey, what’s
wrong man? Why the drama?’” Shelby gave an embarrassed smile worthy
of a stage performer. “I know, pretty lame right? But he lunges at
me with the knife and, well, my subconscious just took over. It
knew better than me what to do next. Time seemed to slow down as he
came towards me and I just smiled and stepped to the side. I swear
to you it was like a cartoon. I just stuck my foot out like Bugs
Bunny or something and the guy tripped over it. He does this
beautiful swan dive through the air — drops the knife — and lands
on his face. Bam!” Shelby slapped his hands together for emphasis.
“A big old belly flop! And the party-crasher’s out cold, just like
that.”

“And then what happened,” another person from the crowd asked. I
was wondering the same thing myself. That wasn’t how I remembered
things going down. Not even close. But the real story was much
uglier and not the sort of thing you shared at a reunion with old
classmates who’re now strangers. I kept the truth to myself and
watched Shelby the skilled dissimulator in action. I noticed that
he’d changed the reality of the drunken rapist with a knife into
the much more benign sounding “party-crasher.”

“That sound right to you?” A voice whispered in my
ear. 

Surprised, I recoiled from the hot breath and turned to see
Conrad. He’d snuck in while I was caught up in Shelby’s tale. I saw
Lauren behind him at the check-in table, collecting their name
tags. “Hey, Conrad,” I said, shaking his hand. I noticed he’d
thought to wear a suit as well. Was there a memo I missed
somewhere? “No, Shelby’s got his own little version of history he’s
spinning.”

“Well, they seem to be eating it up,” Conrad said. “He’s winning
them over, isn’t he?”

“He’s already won them,” I replied. 

“That’s screwed up. He’s making it into just some funny
anecdote. It belittles what happened,” Conrad said. The tightness
around his lips, a kind of half-pursing, was a sure sign he really
was angry.

“You seem really pissed off about it.”

“I am. It’s like he never did anything wrong. He’s just totally
getting away with it. Running away in disgrace is now a joke.”

“What else would you expect him to do? That’s all anyone here
would’ve been thinking about. The elephant in the room that loomed
over every conversation he had tonight.”

“He could take responsibility. Or leave it alone. Take it
seriously. If he can’t at least face up to that, then maybe he
shouldn’t have come at all.”

“You’re not serious.”

“No. Yes. I’m glad to see him, sure. He’s my friend. But he
never quite pays the price for his actions does he? I guess this is
just the first time in my adult life he’s not taking responsibility
for something I was involved in, and so I’m sort of personally
offended.” Lauren joined us then, and we all moved away from
Shelby’s oration and flagged down the bartender to get a round of
drinks. Lauren and I made small talk, mostly local politics stuff
as usual, while Conrad stood by and watched Shelby at work. After
ten minutes or so Shelby finished his story and the smiling crowd
spun off into smaller cliques again. I noticed that Kym and Shelby
separated as well, each of them drawn into their own conversations
with other party-goers. Conrad and Lauren started to make the
rounds too, catching up with many of the same people I’d spent the
last hour or so chatting with. I got drawn back into a conversation
with Kevin, who had gone to undergrad up in the Boston area. I
asked him if he’d ever read Lovecraft’s “Pickman’s Model,” which
featured ghouls living in the city’s sewers and subways, but he
hadn’t. He did, however, tell me a few interesting things about the
neurology of rat whiskers before excusing himself to talk with
Peter Collins across the room. 

Then Shelby was upon us, having worked his way clockwise around
the room. As he said hi, I glanced over to see Kym still working
her way counterclockwise, but hung up in a conversation with Julie
Kraswolski. 

“Hey guys,” Shelby said with a smile. “Just like old times,
eh?”

“Not quite like old times,” Conrad said. “Although Rick is still
here without a girlfriend.”

“Ha!” I replied, laughing on the outside anyway. 

Shelby pressed on, acknowledging the joke with a brief chuckle.
“I’m sure you both heard me relating a version of our shared past
that bears little resemblance to what you remember.”

“I did notice you’d taken some liberties,” said Conrad.

“I hope you don’t mind. Practically the first words out of Chris
Hewitt’s mouth were a crack about me getting us kicked out of the
restaurant. I needed to put everyone at ease about my sordid little
past, otherwise that’s all they’d be thinking about when they
talked to me.”

“Your secret’s safe with us,” Conrad said. I think it probably
eased his outrage some slight bit that pudgy, loud-mouthed Chris
Hewitt had apparently instigated Shelby’s revised version. I know
deflating his obnoxiousness seemed a good and just cause to
me. 

Shelby raised both arms and clapped both Conrad and me on the
shoulder. “I know it is.” He paused, looking us both over with
intensely probing eyes. “It’s so good to see you two again.
Together. The three of us eh?”

“Plus your lovely new lady friend,” I said. “I still haven’t met
her.”

“That’s right! How inconsiderate of me. Come on over, I’ll
introduce you two.”

I followed Shelby over to where Kym and Julie were talking,
Conrad following along behind us. They made an odd pair — Kym tall
and lithe in her flowing dress, Julie shorter and plumper in her
business appropriate skirt-and-blazer combo. But they seemed deeply
engaged in conversation about something, and as we got closer I was
surprised to hear them speaking in what sounded like Arabic. Kym
was slowly pronouncing some word and Julie stopped and corrected
her. They both laughed as Kym stumbled over the word before finally
seeming to get it right. Only then did they notice Shelby, Conrad,
and me standing there. 

Kym turned to Shelby and said, “Julie’s studied Arabic too. Much
more than I have.”

“I worked as a consultant in the oil businesses for five years,”
Julie explained. “I lived in Dubai and Saudi Arabia before moving
back here when Seth was born.” Then, to Kym, “You were doing great,
though. You just need a little practice.”

“I’m mostly learning to read it, not speak it, so I don’t have
much experience with conversational Arabic,” Kym explained to me
and Conrad.

“Why are you studying Arabic?” Conrad asked. 

“I’m entirely entranced by the stories and history. Ancient
manuscripts and dusty old books set my blood pumping. And it’s all
always best in the original tongue.” Kym’s own tongue peaked out as
she said this, moistening her lips.

Shelby slipped his arm around her waist and drew her close
beside him. “She’s got quite a head for foreign languages. I’m
hopeless with anything but English, but my sweet Kym here is a
natural polyglot.”

How could my first thought, hearing all this, not be about the
Necronomicon? The fabled Al Azif, written by the Mad Arab Abdul
Al-Hazred, that features so prominently in Lovecraft’s stories. I
wanted to ask Kym if that was why she was learning Arabic, but
couldn’t figure out a way to do so that didn’t sound silly or
insulting. Why would one learn real Arabic to read a book that
never actually existed? Then Shelby broke my line of thought by
finally introducing me. “Kym, I want you to meet one of my oldest
friends, Rick Dakan.”

Kym held out her hand and I shook it. “So nice to finally put a
body to all the stories Shelby’s told me about you,” she said. Her
grip was firm and cool, her hands a little rough. 

“Great to finally meet you as well.” 

“Rick helped us out with our recent acquisitions,” Shelby
said.

“I remember,” said Kym. “Thanks very much for that as well,
Rick. We’re really pleased with them.”

“So,” said Conrad, “you guys settled into the new place yet?
Power and phones and all that hooked up?”

“We’re getting there,” said Kym. “We’ll have to have both of you
over again for dinner sometime soon.”

“Absolutely,” said Shelby. “We’ll really reminisce about old
times where we can be ourselves and not worry about offending the
sensibilities of others.” He glanced around the room with a
meaningful nod towards the corner where Chris Hewitt stood gabbing
away about whatever.

“I’ll bring Lauren along,” said Conrad. “So let’s not get too
crazy, OK?”

“I’ll do my best,” Shelby said. “But no promises.”

“And be forewarned,” Kym added. “Shelby’s definition of ‘not too
crazy’ may be very different from yours or mine. Or at least from
yours.” Shelby laughed hard at her comment and the rest of us
chuckled politely. Remembering Conrad’s description of his last
meal with the two of them, I was both repelled and intrigued by the
idea of experiencing their hospitality myself at some
point. 

Julie, who’d been just standing there and watching the
conversation unfold around her, took the brief awkward lull to take
over. Looking at her watch she said, “It’s just about time for
dinner to be served. We should probably find our seats.”

There were three long tables, each seating a dozen people.
Shelby and Kym were at the first table, along with Julie and her
husband and even Chris Hewitt and his wife, whom Shelby seemed to
keep in stitches throughout the meal. I found myself with Lauren
and Conrad at the farthest table back, which was only about three
quarters full. Sitting at the far end from us was a woman whose
blue dress I’d seen out of the corner of my eye several times in
the past half hour but not quite focused upon while Shelby and Kym
were dominating my attention. Even as I sat down I thought she was
some classmate’s wife at first. The hair was different, the body
not rail-thin like it had been in school, but rather pleasantly
filled out. But the laugh was the same, and so was the smile. It
was Cara McMillan. 

Cara was my first kiss and my first serious high school crush.
OK, it wasn’t much of a kiss and she’d done it on a total whim. We
used to hang out during study hall together my freshman year, where
she and I were particularly adept at avoiding doing anything
resembling studying. One time I mentioned to her that I’d never
kissed a girl before. So she’d just leaned forward and kissed me,
just so she could be my first. That was it for me in the
freshman-year romance department, but Cara and I did actually date
briefly my senior year. It only lasted a couple weeks before we
both decided it wasn’t really working. Which is to say, I thought
she wasn’t very interested in me, so I pretended not to be very
interested in her, and thus we pushed each other away. Then she and
Conrad had dated for an equally brief period of time, although I
think it was the constant guilt trip I laid on Conrad for poaching
“my ex” that poisoned that relationship. Kids are so dumb about
that shit. 

“Cara!” I said down the length of the table. “I didn’t even see
you come in.”

“Rick? Oh my God, I don’t even recognize you! How are you?” She
seemed genuinely pleased to see me, and I was surprisingly happy to
see her. I’d all but forgotten about her, that mild crush I’d had
overshadowed by more mortifying romantic entanglements since. But
now that she was four seats down the dinner table from me, I was
excited. She looked great and seemed just like the vivacious,
interesting person I remembered from high school. I was now a lot
less interested in Shelby and everyone else at the reunion and much
more curious about what she’d been up to all these years. But
before we could get past more than a few more introductory
pleasantries, the plates started arriving, more people sat down,
and yelling across the table would have been rude. 

After the main course, Julie and some of the other organizers
got up to say a few words of thanks and raise a toast to our
beloved class of 1990. Then, as the waiters started laying pieces
of cheesecake in front of us, Julie said that someone else wanted
to say a few quick words. She motioned to her left and Shelby stood
up beside her. His face looked a little flushed, as if he’d had
more than his share of the wine, and his tentacle tie was
askew. 

“I just had a couple things I wanted to say. First of all, I
think it’s wonderful and heartwarming that all of us have grown
into such amazing and interesting people. People who have really
fulfilled the promises of our youth and expressed the full
potential of our prodigious intellects. Here’s to being the
smartest kids in the room!” He raised his glass and, after a
moment, so did everyone else. The truth was, and everyone here knew
it, very few of us had lived up to our full potential or really
justified all the promises of our prodigious intellects. Sure, we’d
mostly done well for ourselves, but no one in this room was
changing the world. I couldn’t have been the only person in the
room who was wondering if Shelby was making fun of us. 

“Next, if I may be a little self-serving, I’d like to invite you
all to a pair of parties. First of all, after this evening’s lovely
dinner, Kym and I are heading over to upstairs at the Palmetto
Club, and you’re all invited. Drinks on me.” This announcement met
with noises of approval and Shelby smiled. “But my real
announcement is the second party, to be held on March twenty-third.
The event is a gallery opening to be held in a special location
prepared just for the occasion and featuring art from around the
world. I’m sure you’ll see more about it soon, as we get the word
out over the next few weeks, but I encourage all of you to come as
my guests.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a
stack of black, glossy business cards, fanning them out like a
magician displaying his trick deck. “I’ll leave these here and have
more on me if you’re interested, so please just ask. I can’t tell
you many of the details about the exhibition, except to promise you
that you’ll have quite a time. And on that note, let’s have one
more toast. To good times!” 

We all raised our glasses once more and drank to Shelby’s toast.
He sat down and most of us dove right into the cheesecake, but
Conrad and I both seemed to have the same idea at the same time. We
stood up and went over to Shelby’s table to get a look at these
cards. Shelby nodded as we approached and held out two of the black
invitations. On one side was the branch-looking rune or symbol that
matched Conrad’s description of Kym’s tattoo. It was a dark red. I
flipped the card over and, in matching red letters saw the
following: THE CTHULHU CULT: A Celebration of Old One Iconography,
March 23, 8:00 p.m. 1600 58th Street.

“The Cthulhu Cult?” Conrad said to Shelby. “What’s this all
about? Something to do with your church?”

Shelby’s lips curled up into a kind of leering grin. “It’s about
the future, my friends. The Cthulhu Cult is the future.”

 

 

 

 

Under other circumstances I wouldn’t have gone to the Palmetto
Club that night. Conrad and Lauren didn’t. Chris Hewitt did. I was
tired and already more drunk than I’m accustomed to. But then I saw
that Cara was going. Plus, Shelby and Kym had a limo. There it was,
pulled up in front of the restaurant, nearly blocking the street
and causing a bottleneck in Hillview Avenue traffic, and Cara was
stepping into the doorway that Shelby held open for her. I bid
Conrad and Lauren a quick adieu and slipped up beside Shelby, who
smiled, clapped me on the back, and got in right behind
me. 

It was a ten-minute drive, one side of me pressed against
Shelby’s leg, the other just a few inches from Cara’s. Kym sat in
the back, a queen holding court and pouring champagne as she
elicited school-days stories about Shelby from the other
passengers. Cara and I caught up a little more, made some small
talk. She had been a middle school art teacher in Michigan, but
now, for reasons that went unexplained, she wasn’t. She was, to my
disappointment, married, but never quite mentioned hubby’s name.
Why hadn’t he come down? Couldn’t be bothered. What did he do?
Bought and sold stuff no one wanted. Would you like some more
champagne? Why, yes. Me too. Kym poured for us both. 

The Palmetto Club is a Main Street institution, two stories of
brick and glass and smoke-saturated wood paneling. It had been a
regular hangout for me in my late twenties when my friend Randy
poured single malt with a heavy hand at the upstairs bar and never
charged me more than $11 for the whole night. Recently it had been
given a surface-level makeover and changed management, so I seldom
went anymore. The music had always been loud downstairs where the
live band played, but in the new configuration it seemed equally
loud upstairs among the high-backed couches and well-worn pool
tables. Shelby had reserved the semi-private room, but given our
late arrival, it was already filled with regular customers. Shelby
didn’t seem to care at all. He and Kym passed out cards for the
Cthulhu Cult and bought drinks for anyone that asked. I snagged two
glasses for me and Cara while she staked out a quiet corner for us
to “continue catching up.” 

I talked a lot about myself. I told stories about anarchists and
hackers and private investigators — all my greatest hits, and I
seemed to hold her rapt attention as I shouted over the music. We
got another round of drinks. She asked and I talked about the
challenges and rewards of being a writer and working from home and
holding yourself to a deadline. She got the next round and, as I
caught her up on what had really happened at Shelby’s party and his
weird new fascination with H.P. Lovecraft, she also bought the
next. I was polite and also interested in her, but any questions I
asked about her got deflected. No, not deflected. Flat out swatted
to the ground. First the facts about her life in Michigan were “too
boring.” A few drinks later they were “too depressing.” By
evening’s end they were “a fucking mess.” I finally got the message
and stopped asking and only then did she kiss me. Not a quick lean
across to be my first kind of kiss. This was a vodka-soaked tongue
down my throat, her arms around my neck pulling me in close. We
sucked at each other for a blessedly long time, my left hand
caressing her thigh under her dress and her fingers crawling down
my back. She seemed as hungry and ravenous as I was and it was just
so very exciting. It wasn’t even that it felt that great — we were
positioned awkwardly, and people in the crowd jostled my elbow
twice and she bit the tip of my tongue once, and I really needed to
pee. But it was so exciting, so unexpected, so not at all what
happens to me in bars. 

“OK,” she finally said. “We should stop.”

I replied by kissing her again. And it was another long,
breathless, groping while before she repeated, “I should stop.”

“Do you want to get out of here?” I asked. “It’s almost closing
time anyway.”

She nodded. OK, how to maneuver this? My car was back at the
restaurant. I looked around and didn’t see any sign of Shelby or
Kym. Was the limo gone? There would be cabs waiting on the corner
below. My house wasn’t far. Neither was her hotel. I still really
needed to pee. 

“We should go,” she said, and I kissed her again. 

“OK,” I said. “Let me just run to the bathroom.”

She nodded and kissed me. I arranged myself a little, caught my
breath as I moved through the thinning crowds towards the bathroom.
It all felt good and right and I didn’t give her nameless husband a
moment’s thought the whole time I was gone. She must have. When I
got back she was gone. I didn’t quite panic, but I looked all
around the room with very rapid, lurching twists of my neck. I even
went back to the restrooms and asked a woman at the bar to see if
she was in there. She wasn’t. Downstairs was still crowded, the
band still playing. No sign of her. Then across the bar and through
the open front door I saw her, stepping into Shelby’s limo as he
held the door for her. I fought my way across the length of the
dance floor, knowing they would, of course, wait for me. Of course
they didn’t. The limo was already out of sight before I got outside
and I wondered for a moment if I’d even seen it at all. I took a
cab home. 










Chapter 8

 


 

Cara had given me her e-mail and cell phone numbers and I left
messages with both, but in the cold, hung-over light of day, I
can’t say that I was surprised when she did not call back. She was
married, after all, and we were drunk. It had been, to pervert a
phrase, a slip of the tongue. As excited as I’d been at the time,
it wasn’t like there was much future in it. I didn’t want to move
to Michigan. I didn’t want to have a long-distance relationship.
And I suppose it would have been more than uncomfortable being part
of breaking up what seemed like a pretty unhappy marriage. I just
wanted to let her know that I understood and there were no hard
feelings. She might be feeling some sort of shame and didn’t want
me reminding her of it. Those are all the things I kept telling
myself anyway.

I had an article to finish and revisions on the anarchist book
to get working on. It wasn’t until late the next afternoon that I
stepped out the front door, dragging myself to the gym down the
street to get some exercise in. I found a manila envelope taped to
my door with my name on it. I peeled it off and looked inside,
discovering a money order for $5000 and a letter from Shelby, along
with several dozen fliers and cards advertising the Cthulhu Cult
event. 

The letter read:

 

Dear Rick,

 

Good seeing you again last night, as always. Kym really likes
you and we’ll have to have you over sometime soon, but for now our
focus is on orchestrating the Cthulhu Cult event and that’s
demanding every iota of our concentration and every moment of our
time. In the meantime, if you could see if you can find some more
of these pieces for me online, I would greatly appreciate it.
Here’s another $5000 to help you find the pieces I need. Time is of
the essence, while cost is less of a concern, so please act
according to your best judgment. 

 

Blood and kisses,

Shelby

 

The second page was a list of more books and other items Shelby
was hoping I could find for him online, all of them seemingly
Lovecraft-related in one way or another. I was a little surprised
that he was giving me more money and a new shopping list when I
hadn’t even made any progress on the last list. How could these
things be so important that money wasn’t an issue but time was? Did
he need them for the art show itself or was there some other
reason? Or was this just Shelby being impatient? I also wondered
when he’d found time to tape the note to my door. I’d been writing
all afternoon, and my office window looks out over the front door,
so surely I would have seen him come and go. He must have left it
late last night while I slept, which I found a little creepy. I
went to the gym, still mostly trying not to think about Cara and
wondering if maybe she’d said something to him about me. I’d have
to ask him next time we saw each other.

I didn’t get around to doing Shelby’s shopping for him until the
next day. A number of the items were things he could easily have
ordered for himself and weren’t collectibles at all. For example, a
group of enthusiastic Lovecraft fans had made a silent
black-and-white movie adaptation of the Call of Cthulhu story. They
were now selling replicas of some of the props used in making that
film, including three different Cthulhu statuettes. Shelby wanted
all three of them, plus a copy of the DVD and a poster. This was as
simple as filling out an online form and charging it to my credit
card — I had the cash and now I got the points as well. I ordered a
copy of the DVD for myself too, deciding it would be part of my
commission for serving as Shelby’s personal shopper. The other
items on the list were harder to find. There were more copies of
Weird Tales and similar pulps that had first printings of
Lovecraft’s stories, along with some other issues that, as far as I
could tell, didn’t have anything to do with Lovecraft. I checked
around on eBay and ABEbooks.com first, but decided to e-mail
Sinclair and see if he could help me with any of them. He’d
certainly proved efficient last time and if time was more important
that money, it seemed the quickest way to go.

The next afternoon I met Conrad for lunch at The Four P’s, a
coffee shop where I often sit and work when the distractions of my
home become disruptive. I’d been there for three mugs of coffee,
typing away about Emma Goldman’s influence on modern worker’s
movements in the San Francisco Bay area, when my friend sat down
beside me.

“Have you seen this?” Conrad said, showing me the display screen
on his cell phone. It was a picture of a piece of sidewalk art,
apparently made with a stencil and chalk. A tentacled head looming
over the single word “Cthulhu.” 

“Nice. Where’d you see that?”

“They’re all over Main Street and Palm Avenue. I have no idea
what good he thinks scrawling a gibberish word on the street is
going to do him. Who the hell knows what Cthulhu means?”

“Not many people, I’m sure. But I’ll bet this is just the first
step. There’ll be more, no doubt about it.”

“Oh, I know there will,” said Conrad and I couldn’t quite tell
if he was excited or annoyed about it. “I just got off the phone
with Lauren. Kym stopped by the office today to pick up the
paperwork for his church thing, which as it turns out is actually
all in Kym’s name, not Shelby’s, so she has to sign
everything.”

“Interesting,” I said. 

“That’s nothing.” He leaned forward, the left side of his mouth
curling up just a little bit. “Guess how she tried to pay?”

“How?”

“With antique coins.”

I cocked my head to the side in confusion. “I’m not sure what
that means… ”

Conrad laughed. “Lauren said she had this leather pouch filled
with all these gold and silver coins from, like, the eighteenth
century. She had appraisals for them that showed their value and
wanted to pay her legal fees with them.”

“Jesus. What did Lauren do?”

“She said they only take checks or money orders. Apparently Kym
seemed a little put out by this. She ended up leaving and an hour
later came back with a money order.”

“That’s just weird.”

Conrad rolled his eyes towards heaven and shrugged. “She’s just
weird. They both are. Still, I’m insanely curious to see whatever
the hell it is they’re going to do at this art gallery thing.”

“Enough about them, though.” I leaned back and tried to hide my
shit-eating grin. “I haven’t told you what happened at the Palmetto
Club the night of the reunion.”

“What did Shelby do?”

“Not Shelby, me. Me and Cara McMillan.”

“Oh shit! Really, come on, spill it.”

I told him what happened, from the first limo ride to the one
I’d missed and filled him in on my theory that Cara had had second
thoughts about screwing around on her husband and all. 

“What a jerk,” he said.

“Me?” I asked, lips tightening.

“No, Shelby.”

“What did Shelby do?”

“He totally cock-blocked you. He had to have seen the two of you
making out right? And then he takes the limo and leaves with her
and without you? I mean, come on! Total dick move on his part.” I
hadn’t thought of it this way at all, although now that Conrad was
suggesting it, it did make me a little peeved. “I think Cara’s
great and you two would be great together. Sounds like her marriage
is all but over anyway, so why not you? When she and I dated, I
knew then that she was really special. She has this, I don’t know,
spark. This something special where she sees the world in a
different way. She could always make me think of things in new
ways.”

“Yeah,” I said. Although there hadn’t been much of that side of
Cara last night, I remembered the same thing about her from school.
And listening to Conrad, I felt the same wistful nostalgia that I
heard in his voice, a remembrance of times past when the world
seemed like it was filled with many more options. 

“You know,” Conrad said. “I only broke up with her because of
you.”

“I know, I know.”

“Not that I’m complaining now.”

“You complained then.”

“But I’m not now. What I’m trying to point out, is that if I
broke up with her because she was ‘your ex’ then that means it’s up
to you. If one of us is going to get her, it’s your
responsibility.”

“She’s married and lives in Michigan.”

“All I’m saying is don’t give up on her.”

“That is in fact exactly what I’m going to do. See above under
‘married, lives in Michigan’.” Conrad shook his head and sighed at
me, but we had a nice lunch after that and he only brought her up
five more times, but mostly just to tease me.

 

 

 

I headed home where I found a long e-mail from Sinclair
detailing which of the items he could get easily, which would be
more problematic, and which were impossible. He asked me to give
him a call at some point to go over specifics. I wasn’t up to
dealing with him at that moment so I e-mailed back and asked him to
go ahead and purchase the items he had easy access to and promised
to call him later in the week when my schedule freed up some more.
I then tried to put all thoughts of Cthulhu and (less successfully)
Cara out of my mind and concentrate on the job in front of
me. 

Over the next week, more and more signs of Cthulhu started
popping up around town. The street chalk stencils spread out from
downtown to the parking lots of malls and popular restaurants.
Fliers showed up stapled to telephone poles and pasted onto the
sides of abandoned buildings. None of them had any explanation at
all— just a rough, primitive-looking sketch of the squid-faced
monster and the word “Cthulhu.” There were also more of Shelby’s
cards placed everywhere. The comic shop I frequent each week even
agreed to put them in all the subscribers’ folders, which was a
minor shock when I picked up my comics on Wednesday. All over town
people were talking Cthulhu, even if they couldn’t pronounce it
(much less understand what it was). 

The evening with Cara still haunted me. I imagined I could still
taste her on my lips and feel her leg pressed against mine. The
crick in my neck I’d developed from our awkward positioning,
sandwiched into the corner of the bar, was less of an annoyance
than a fond reminder of those few hours. As the physical discomfort
faded, I added mental anguish as I composed and didn’t send a score
of e-mails ranging from the quick and simple, “Hey, how’s it
going?” to long, thoughtful prose about old friends and new
chances. I almost sent the one that was all careful concern and
friendly advice. I erased the erotic one as soon as I finished
typing it. I’d given up any hope that she’d call or e-mail on her
own, but I was still trying to decide how long I should wait before
trying again. “Never” still seemed like the wisest option, but I
hadn’t resigned myself to that fate.

Sinclair, however, apparently grew weary of waiting for me to
call. That evening the phone rang around 9:30 and I picked it up to
hear his voice on the other end. “Hello, Mr. Dakan, this is Calvin
Sinclair. I hope I’m not calling too late.”

“No, no, not at all,” I said. “I’m sorry I haven’t gotten back
to you sooner. I’ve been swamped.”

“I understand perfectly. I just wanted to let you know that I
dispatched your most recent set of purchases this afternoon and
they should arrive by Friday according to Federal Express. I have
e-mailed you the tracking information.”

“Thanks. That’s great. Any luck with the other stuff?”

“Much of it is out of print but also not particularly
collectible. For instance, the Guide to the Cthulhu Cult was a
small-run paperback that I believe has no actual historical value,
but was rather meant as some sort of pastiche. And of course there
is no actual play The King in Yellow as your list suggests. I
assume you were looking for the short-story collection by Robert
Chambers. I must say, I’ve never been too impressed with Chambers.
He wasn’t a very serious writer and I think the connection between
his work and Lovecraft’s is over-emphasized by some. Adding
Chambers into the mix distracts from true scholarship. I did manage
to locate a nice older edition and have it here if your friend
really does want it.”

“Why don’t you send it along. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it.”

“Of course, I will do that. The stories are entertaining enough
I suppose. But really, mixing Chamber’s ‘King in Yellow’ with
Lovecraft is almost a kind of miscegenation don’t you think? An
intercourse between the base and the sublime. Lovecraft himself
warned against such depredations both in ‘The Shadow Over
Innsmouth’ in general and in a letter to August Dereleth about
Chambers himself.”

I remembered “The Shadow Over Innsmouth” well. It had been one
of the stories I’d reread in recent weeks in my used paperback
Lovecraft editions — it featured a small New England fishing
village that had been interbreeding with fish men called Deep Ones
for centuries and worshiped Cthulhu. The Deep Ones were a perennial
favorite low-level villain in Call of Cthulhu games, so I’d read
numerous summaries of the story and entries on the Deep Ones and
their interbreeding with humans. “Comparing reading two different
authors to breeding with Deep Ones seems a bit of extreme,” I said
to Sinclair.

“Oh, just a little exaggerated literary analogy for effect,
don’t mind me. Sometimes it seems like I see all of literature
through Lovecraft’s eyes, although he admired Chambers more than
I.”

“Perhaps you should be more open-minded then. If Lovecraft liked
him.”

“Perhaps, perhaps. It has been a while. But before I forget,
there is one more thing,” Sinclair said. “If I could steal a moment
of your time? As you might imagine, in my role as a nexus for
Lovecraft aficionados, I have an abiding interest in keeping track
of any news or happenings related to my field. There’s been a bit
of Cthulhu-related news coming out of your hometown. I was
wondering if you knew anything about it?”

This was a surprise. Word of Shelby’s art show had reached out
through the Internet all the way to Sinclair in Providence. “What
exactly are you referring to?” I asked.

“Images of Cthulhu in the streets and on posters and billboards,
that sort of thing. I thought you might have seen them.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond. Shelby had all but come out about
what he was doing (well, at least as far as the art show was
concerned), and so I didn’t think he was trying to hide the fact
that he was interested in Cthulhu and other things Lovecraftian. At
the same time, he had been pretty clear with me that he didn’t want
other collectors to know that he was assembling his own private
stock. Because of my decision to run most of my acquisitions
through Sinclair, now the self-described “nexus” of Lovecraftiana
was in a position to put two and two together and figure out that
Shelby was indeed the collector. Then again, did it even matter?
I’d never really bought Shelby’s justifications for having me do
his shopping for him. Jealous sci-fi fans didn’t seem much of a
threat, and certainly not people like Sinclair. I decided to split
the difference and tell Sinclair a few half-truths.

“I’ve seen a few fliers around, sure. They’re promotions for an
art exhibit of some kind.”

“So I’ve gathered. At least that’s been the speculation I’ve
seen on various Internet fora. Do you know much more about it?”

“I really don’t,” I said, which was true. Shelby hadn’t spoken
about it any detail.

“I was wondering if perhaps you or your friend had some
connection to the event. I thought perhaps that his growing
collection might feature in the exhibition in some way.”

“No idea. As far as I know there’s no relation between the items
I’ve purchased from you and what’s going to go in the art show.”
Also technically true.

“But your friend is involved?” Sinclair pressed.

I paused, but was growing tired of lying on Shelby’s behalf.
“You might think so. I couldn’t possibly comment.” 

“I see,” Sinclair said with a chuckle. “Well maybe there is one
thing you could comment on. When is this event actually taking
place?”

“March twenty-third, or so I’ve been lead to believe.”

“Oh?” Sinclair sounded surprised. “An intriguing choice.”

“How so?”

“Well, you should reread your ‘Call of Cthulhu,’” Sinclair said,
chiding. “Then you’ll see the grave import of that date.”

“Could you just tell me?” I said with a sigh. “I’m a bit
overloaded to be hunting down the meanings of dates in old horror
stories.”

“The meanings of dates in Lovecraft’s work are not to be
overlooked. Lovecraft himself attached great meaning to numbers,
dates, and the complexity of language. In his letters, for example,
he often addresses his friends by strange names that only they will
recognize. And similar dates recur in many of the tales, as do
astronomical elements and of course the dread ancient beings that
have made him so famous. There are many who believe that he hid
codes within his stories, a practice common with some other pulp
authors of his day. The difference being Lovecraft’s codes were not
meant to be solved with a simple decoder ring you bought after
reading an issue of The Shadow or Doc Savage. They were
mathematically complex and fraught with meaning.”

“Really? And this March twenty-third date is one of these
codes?”

“No, no,” said Sinclair. “Its meaning is much more obvious than
that. No, the codes are said to be hidden within the artwork and
even the layout of the text in the original pulps. Or at least
that’s what the so-called Crypto-Lovecraftian school of thought
claims. Thus you could never really get the true meaning of the
codes from reading one of the reprints.”

That sounded pretty far-fetched to me. Like my professor in
college who made the bizarre claim that if you found one specific
line from each of Shakespeare’s comedies and then put them together
in the order the plays appeared in the first authorized collection
of his works, they would form a secret sonnet. As a professional
writer, I knew we authors seldom have any awareness of, much less
control over how our words appear on the printed page. But that
wasn’t a discussion I wanted to have with Sinclair. “OK, then, if
it’s not a code, what’s the date mean?”

“Why, it’s the date upon which Great Cthulhu’s sunken city of
R’lyeh rose from beneath the Pacific. The day the insanity-inducing
dreams began and all humanity teetered on the brink of extinction,”
Sinclair said, a note of tense enthusiasm creeping into his
voice. 

Well, I thought, that certainly sounds like the kind of
anniversary Shelby would want to celebrate. 

 










Chapter 9

 


The warehouse Shelby had rented for his art show was not in
Sarasota proper, but rather right over the city limits in
Bradenton, just north of the airport. It was one of a half-dozen
midsized warehouse spaces, some of which were used for storage,
while others had been turned into offices or light manufacturing
businesses. It was an odd place for an art show — far from the
well-lit and -traveled galleries on Palm Avenue, but at least here
there was plenty of parking. As Conrad and I pulled into the lot,
we didn’t need the signs marked “Cthulhu Cult” to figure out where
the event was — a crowd of cars and people were already gathered at
the far end of the property around a dark doorway.

“I can’t imagine Bill Buchman has any idea that this was what I
meant when I said it was for an art show. Hell, I didn’t even know
this was what I meant,” said Conrad as he pulled into a parking
space a good hundred feet away from the entrance. There were at
least fifty other cars between us and the building. Bill owned the
warehouse and was a casual acquaintance of Conrad’s. To hear Conrad
tell it, he’d taken a fair amount of convincing to rent the
building out for just one month, and I gathered Conrad had called
in a few favors on Shelby’s behalf. We got out of the car and made
our way towards the crowd. Lauren had begged off attending the
event, as she had an early court date the next morning. I wasn’t
too sure how interested she was anyway. From what Conrad had told
me, Shelby and Kym weren’t the easiest clients to deal with. I’d
dressed up a little more than I had for the reunion, with black
slacks and my nicest long-sleeved, button-down blue shirt. I’d even
freshly shaved my head. Conrad looked dapper and well appointed as
usual in a blazer-and-slacks combo, but no tie. Looking at the rest
of the crowd as we approached, we fell into one of two categories,
mostly defined by age and dress.

About half the crowd were thirty- and forty-something
professionals of the kind who usually attended art openings and
young professionals mixers around town. They were well dressed for
a night on the town, albeit generally a little more hip and stylish
than the hard-core Sarasota-style yuppies that herd at the town’s
various high-priced watering holes. The other half were in the
general category of what I’d call “college kids,” teens and
twenty-somethings, mostly from Ringling or New College either as
current students, recent graduates, or general hangers-on. They
wore a lot of black and make-up and, while not quite goth, would
certainly not have looked out of place behind the counter at Hot
Topic. It was good to see the college crowd at the event — in my
experience it was a sign that the art was going to be actually
interesting in some way, and at the very least that the party would
be better. 

Conrad and I joined the line waiting to get past the bouncer.
Wow, the bouncer. He was big and muscular and wearing a black hood.
With the sword strapped to his back and the red pentagram painted
on his chest, he looked like something out of a Conan movie. He was
checking everyone who came in for contraband, mostly weapons. An
interesting precaution not usually found at Sarasota area art
openings, but not uncommon in Bradenton nightclubs. I assumed
Shelby wanted no repeats of the knife-wielding maniac we’d subdued
at his last party. The bouncer’s deep voice and over-the-top
menacing air did a good job of playing the search off as all part
of the show, which I’m sure helped keep the folks he was searching
from getting too nervous at the idea that such security might
actually be necessary. There were no weapons, but he did make
everyone with a cell phone or digital camera go back to their cars
and leave them there. Absolutely no kinds of recording devices were
being allowed into the gallery show. 

The guard gave Conrad and me a quick glance and just stared for
a moment. He reached into a black velvet bag and pulled out two
gold-colored medallions strung with rough twine. They were wood,
painted gold, with a pentagram symbol on the front and a Roman
numeral on the back. I got number XLII. Conrad received LVII.
Everyone who came through the door got one of these little
keepsakes. Then, without patting us down he motioned for us to move
on in, saying, “Cthulhu has been waiting for you.”

“I’ll bet he has,” Conrad replied, and walked through the black
curtains that prevented those outside from seeing what lay
beyond. 

“Thanks,” I said, and followed Conrad in, giving the
muscle-bound doorman one last glance and wondering if Shelby had
shown him a picture of us and if we were on some kind of special
guest list. It was nice that being old friends with the host had
some perks.

I’d expected to walk into a large, open warehouse space, but
instead I found myself in a small, dark room. It took a moment for
my eyes to adjust to the darkness and for me to figure out what the
space actually was — a foyer made from sheets of black drywall
suspended from the ceiling by chains. Looking up, I could just make
out the bare steel beams of the roof structure and the air
conditioning ducts in the dim light. The chains, attached to those
beams, supported eight-by-four-foot sections of wall that hung just
a few inches off the floor. To our right the suspended walls formed
a wide, dark hallway, leading further into the exhibit. At first
glance the walls in this entryway seemed to be unadorned, but
closer examination revealed that they were in fact covered with
words. As my night vision improved, I could make out rambling
sentences scribbled in dark gray chalk, interspersed with symbols
and sketches of tentacled monsters and arcane patterns. They
covered all four walls of the ten-by-ten space, and the only
recurring theme I could discern was the words “Ia Ia Cthulhu
Fhtagn” repeated again and again.

“This took a lot of work,” I said to Conrad, who was examining
the chalk scribblings with intense interest. 

“And money. He already paid 20 percent above market for the
space and God knows how much else for all the rest of it. And I
don’t have any idea where the money came from.” Wondering the same
thing myself, I followed him into the gloomy passage. The maniacal
scribbling continued along the walls of the passage, broken up
occasionally by larger images drawn in chalk showing Cthulhu and
other alien creatures disporting themselves by devouring
stick-figure humans and razing crudely drawn cities. Weak
spotlights far above provided enough light to make out the basic
details, but not enough to really examine the imagery without
straining your eyes. When we reached the concrete outer wall of the
warehouse we rounded a corner and the passageway doubled back the
other way, but it soon opened up into a larger space, this one
containing actual exhibits. 

Here again, all four of the space’s walls were hanging slabs of
black drywall, but there was more light in this room, thanks to
spotlights shining down on the featured pieces. Each wall had a
large painting of Cthulhu. Opposite us was a six-foot-high,
meticulously detailed oil painting showing the monstrous Great Old
One rising from the sea, water cascading down his bulbous, foetid
body, threatening to swamp a hapless ship caught in the alien god’s
shadow. It was the kind of picture that might have adorned the
cover of one of the role-playing game books — very literal and
energetic, but on some level a little too ridiculous to be very
scary. It was cool certainly, but not chilling. 

The wall to our left was more intriguing: an intricate photo
collage, the compound parts of which were impossible to make out
from a distance, but which combined to produce an image of Cthulhu
as a sort of squatting, toad-like thing, with red and pink
tentacles. Closer examination made me recoil in revulsion — the
entire piece was assembled from photographs of offal and organs.
The tentacles themselves were cobbled together from a butcher’s
block–worth of intestines, while the body and head were hearts,
livers, and other nasty bits I couldn’t identify. The head was of
course brains, with photos of eyeballs for the eyes. It was as
graphic and viscerally disturbing an image as I’d ever seen, and
although I assumed the organs pictured came from cows or pigs, they
looked human to my untrained eye. Conrad made a gagging noise when
he saw it and looked away in disgust after giving it scarcely a
glance. But then he was drawn back to it, as was I. We couldn’t
help but keep looking.

The third piece in the room followed a similar theme, but was
much less shocking to view. Here the artist had created Cthulhu
using a collage of words — whole sentences in fact, cut out from
pages and pieced together to form a carefully shaded and shadowy
portrait of the Great Old One. Instead of the active, menacing
Cthulhu of the first piece, or the nasty, glowering one of the
second, this monster lay, as Lovecraft’s tale suggests, “dead but
dreaming.” The picture showed the beast as seen from above while he
reclined in his tomb like some sort of gigantic alien pharaoh.
Cthulhu literally and literarily entombed in words. A close
examination of some of the more visible texts revealed Lovecraft’s
dense, wordy style, and although I wasn’t familiar enough with the
cannon to recognize any particular lines, it was obvious that all
the words must have come from his unmistakable prose. 

Conrad had moved on more quickly than I had, so I joined him in
front of the final image in the room, a massive canvas covered in
the browns and tans of an ancient desert wall. The artist had used
every trompe l’oeil trick in the book to give the illusion that you
were looking at a series of weather-worn bas reliefs carved by some
ancient Middle-Eastern peoples now long extinct. The “carved”
pictographs were simple but powerful, reminding me of the kind of
imagery you find in some art deco friezes from the 1930s. Read from
left to right, the images told the story of Cthulhu and its minions
(smaller versions of the Great One), descending from the stars to
Earth and building vast cities. They then made war against other
strange, barrel-shaped aliens and winged, crab-like monsters,
before eventually conquering all and ruling over man and beast
alike. Then disaster struck, and their cities sank beneath the sea,
with Cthulhu and the others imprisoned in their tombs beneath the
waves while the stars shone on above them. 

“What do you think?” I asked Conrad.

“I think Shelby’s really into this Cthulhu thing.” 

“You think?”

“But why? I don’t see the appeal really. I mean, yeah, he’s a
cool monster and all that, but it’s just some crazy thing a
long-dead pulp writer made up. Seems an odd fixation for a whole
art show.”

“And an even stranger one for a whole church,” I pointed
out. 

“I know, right? It’s a strange thing to base a hobby or art show
around, but as a basis for religion it’s just plain creepy. Or
crazy.”

“Or both.”

“Or both,” Conrad agreed. “I’m just so curious as to why they
spend all this money and time. I mean, we’ve seen Shelby do some
crazy things in the past twenty years, but all this? I’m a little
worried that all this isn’t just Shelby crazy. It might be actual,
clinical crazy.”

I didn’t quite believe that yet, but I knew that Conrad was
right to be asking the question. We stood in silence for a few
minutes and watched other guests circulate through the room. It was
especially interesting to see their reactions to the “meat
Cthulhu,” most of which were disgust or horror, but all of which
were quite strong. They mostly blew right past the realistic and
trompe l’oeil pieces, but a few of them took a second or third look
at the “word Cthulhu.” Then we moved on out the passageway at the
other end of the room and toward the next exhibit. 

More of the black walls covered with chalk scribblings guided
our way to another switchback and into a long corridor that
stretched ahead the length of the building. Unlike the earlier
passageways, this one was twice as wide and better lit because it
had pieces of art along both walls. There were about a dozen other
people in the space, some of them just giving the works a glance,
and a few poring over each exhibit. Conrad and I moved at a pace
somewhere in between the two extremes, pausing to appreciate but
seldom lingering long. The exhibits alternated between paintings
and drawings hung on the walls, and small pieces of sculpture atop
black pedestals. Of course Cthulhu was the subject in all of them,
although the styles varied wildly. Taken as a whole they showed
images of the Great Old One in the manner of a dozen different
cultures and time periods. There were rough, primitive stone and
wooden carvings mixed with classical and modern sculptures, some of
which were quite abstract. I recognized two of these statuettes as
items I’d purchased for Shelby online — recreations of props from
the “Call of Cthulhu” short film. I wondered how many others were
things he’d found on the Internet as opposed to being made by
artists he actually knew.

A good portion of the art in this long hallway also introduced a
new theme into the Cthulhu imagery —sex, or at least nudity. While
the sculptural pieces all featured Cthulhu alone, the drawings and
paintings showed scenes ranging from swirling circles of nude
cultists dancing in the moonlight around an idol of their dead god,
to surprisingly explicit imagery of tentacle sex that wouldn’t have
been out of place in Japanese porn. Conrad and I both stopped in
front of one triptych that showed two nude, tentacle-headed women
flanking a nude male figure who was affixed to a leafless tree and
instead of a penis had a long, squid-like tentacle that rose up and
entwined with the branches. It was impossible to say whether his
facial expression was meant to convey agony or ecstasy.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Conrad asked.

“I don’t think it’s supposed to mean anything,” I said. “It’s
just supposed to freak you out.”

“I guess it’s working. Although it’s not nearly as weird as that
earlier stuff with the, you know, actual squid sex.”

A female voice from behind us chimed in an opinion. “I think
it’s making some sort of religious statement,” she said. “A comment
on the crucifixion maybe?”

Conrad and I both turned to look at the woman. It was Cara. She
wore stylish narrow-framed glasses with dark red frames that
complimented the deep burgundy of her cocktail dress. The
gold-colored medallion the bouncer had given her looked very out of
place nestled between her breasts. She stood there with a nervous
twist to her face, as if she weren’t quite sure how I was going to
react. I’m not sure if I started sweating at the small of my back
the instant I recognized her or five seconds later when I finally
said something. 

“Hey, Cara!” said Conrad, thankfully.

“Hi, Conrad. Hi, Rick.”

She gave each of us a hug and mine didn’t seem any more
meaningful or intimate than the one she gave Conrad. We’d been
drunk. She was married. I wasn’t going to bring anything up. Well,
not directly anyway.

“Surprised to see you here,” I said. “What brings you back to
town?”

“Oh, this,” she said, sweeping an arm around to take in the
images of Cthulhu surrounding us. “Shelby said it would be an
amazing event, and so far he’s right.” A pause for me to jump in
and say something, but I didn’t. “Listen, I’m sorry about not
getting to say goodbye after the reunion… ”

“Oh, no, it’s fine!” I said. “Please, it was a crazy night and
your ride was leaving. No worries.”

Conrad inserted himself into the awkwardness then, saving both
of us. “So, are you here by yourself? Or would you like to join us
for the rest of the tour?”

“I’ll join you, I think. I hear there’s a lot more to see.”

“Well, I don’t know what can top squid sex crucifixions,” he
said, motioning down the hall. We made our way around the next
corner, Cara sandwiched between us. I don’t know about the other
two, but I was thinking about the fact that her husband wasn’t with
us. 

Cthulhu glowered down at us from the back wall of the building,
huge and menacing. Just his head, as if penetrating the outer wall
into this space, with dozens of long, tentacles spreading out into
the room and up toward the ceiling. The head was huge — a sculpture
in greens and yellow and blacks that was at least eight feet long,
not counting the snaking tentacles. Made from papier-mâché, rubber,
and latex, the giant head was a different interpretation from the
standard iconography — it looked much more alien, with six glowing
yellow eyes spaced in pairs along the length of its sloped, vaguely
insectoid head. Its snout ended in a thick patch of shorter
tentacles made from lengths of stiff rubber tubing. The longer
appendages sprouted from the sides of the creature’s head, some
draping down toward the floor while others reached up to wrap
around the ceiling beams as if to tear down the building on top of
us. 

There were several dozen people in the large space, and the
Cthulhu head was only the most dominant of the bizarre sights. To
our right was a bar and buffet table, which had attracted the
thickest concentration of people in the room. The opposite wall was
blank and white, and served as a screen for a projector mounted on
the ceiling which displayed images and short video clips. They
included some images of Cthulhu and other Lovecraft creatures, as
well as pictures of Lovecraft himself. But the mix also included a
host of other weird and disturbing images, from Japanese-style
block prints of nude women and octopuses to bizarre
photo-manipulations that melded human and animal elements. The
reflected light from the projection and the glowing yellow eyes on
Cthulhu were the main light sources in the room, augmented somewhat
by candles on the bar and scattered on pedestals around the
room. 

The three of us stood for a moment taking it all in, and then
Conrad took charge. He led us over to the bar and joined the crowd
waiting for some of the free beer and wine. I glanced over at the
buffet table, which featured a large silver platter covered in
strips of rare beef draped across what looked like some sort of
animal skull. Next to that was a platter of cheeses and fruit
arranged with more bones. I touched the skull draped with beef (a
small deer maybe?) and it was real bone, not plastic. Cara
surprised me by leaning forward and picking a piece of beef off and
popping it in her mouth.

“Mmm, that’s good!” she said, and took another. I got over my
momentary revulsion and tried some as well. It was in fact very
good. Looking across the rest of the buffet, which included various
canapes and dips as well as an elaborate sushi display (including
octopus of course). It was all gourmet-level fare and must have
cost a few thousand dollars. 

Conrad had started at the other end, where the bar was, and he
returned with three red plastic cups filled with a mysterious dark
liquid. “They called them Mind Openers,” Conrad said. “Whatever
they are, I tasted it and it includes Jaegermeister at the very
least. I think we’re better off shooting than sipping ‘em.”

I took an experimental sip and curled my lip. “Nasty. Definitely
a shooter.”

Cara raised her cup to the two of us. “What shall we drink
to?”

“Old friends reacquainted?” Conrad suggested.

“Or to Cthulhu?” I said, a little swept up in all the
Cthulhu-centric imagery.

“To old friends reacquainted beneath Cthulhu’s baleful gaze,”
Cara proclaimed. We poured the potent potables down our throats. It
burned going down but left a surprisingly sweet
aftertaste. 

“That’s actually not bad. Shall I get another round?” said
Conrad. Looking over at the bartender in black cult robes, he said,
“I want to see if I can get the guy to break character.”

Cara and I stood next to each other, but looked everywhere else
in the room. At least there was a lot to distract us. As I saw
Conrad still chatting with the bartender, I finally said, “It’s a
long way down from Michigan to come to an art show.”

“Well, Kym and Shelby really talked it up to me. Promised me it
was a sight I wouldn’t want to miss.” I wondered when she’d found
time to talk to Shelby and Kym about the Cthulhu Cult. In the limo
after they left me behind? “And, well, it wasn’t quite as far as
that. I never made it back to Michigan.”

“You’ve been in town the whole time?” I didn’t know what to make
of that fact.

“No, no. I got on my plane, but I got off in Atlanta. Just
changed my mind before I boarded my connecting flight to Detroit
and got out of there. My brother’s in Athens, so I went over to
stay with him and his wife for a while, you know? And then I drove
down here today to see this thing.”

“Is everything OK?” I asked, not sure how to broach the most
obvious questions about her and her husband and suddenly feeling
some strange mix of excitement, guilt, and nervousness.

“Not really, no. But it’s getting better I think. It was the
right decision. It was time,” she told herself, while I
listened. 

“Oh, damn! Look at that,” Cara said, pointing to the huge image
projected on the opposite wall. It was a clip of some really
outrageous Japanese animated tentacle porn — a purple-haired woman
being penetrated by monstrous, thick green tentacles in every
orifice. We weren’t the only ones who’d noticed the image either.
Looking around the room I saw that every one of the twenty or so
people present was watching. Reactions were mixed: some laughed,
others groaned in disgust, and a few looked away in what seemed
like real horror. Cara and I were both in the laughing category,
but some of the others found the video too much. They started to
look for exits as the clip continued on with no signs of letting
up. 

A few of them tried to work their way back through the close
hallways of the exhibit towards the front entrance, but the stream
of people coming in made that somewhat awkward. The inconvenience
didn’t dissuade at least one older couple who were determined to
leave the whole affair right away, but most of the other people
fleeing the tentacle porn chose the more obvious exit — through the
portal beneath the enormous Cthulhu head. The passageway was pitch
black, with just a couple of green glow-in-the-dark splotches that
showed the way forward without shedding any real illumination. It
was impossible to tell from this side of Cthulhu what lay beyond. I
figured we’d check it out for ourselves as soon as Conrad got back
with the drinks.

I looked over to where he was still trying to talk to the
robe-clad bartender, who maintained a steely, blank face. Conrad,
his hands full balancing the three cups, finally gave up and
rejoined me and Cara. I moved forward to help him, relieving him of
two of the cups and handing one to Cara.

“Jesus, it’s still going,” said Conrad, motioning towards the
screen where the tentacles kept pumping away. “I can’t believe he’s
showing that kind of crap in a public event like this. Shelby’s got
a pretty fucked-up sense of what an art show is supposed to
be.”

“I wonder where he is,” I said. “No sign of him or Kym
anywhere.” 

“You’d think he’d want to be at the center of all this
attention,” Conrad said. “Eating up all the outrage and
disgust.”

“Well, they must be through there then, right?” Cara said,
nodding to the passageway under Cthulhu.

“What’s through there?” Conrad looked around the room with his
realtor’s eye. “It must lead outside, there’s no more building
left.”

“Let’s drink up and go see, shall we?” I suggested.

“Hear, hear! Into the darkness we go,” Cara agreed, raising her
cup to me and giving me a smiling look that seemed to hint at
something exciting and mysterious. Did she know what was out there
or was she just as excited as I was to find out? 

We slammed the second round of whatever foul concoction Shelby’s
cultists were pouring for us and I felt this one hit my head almost
at once. I hadn’t really gotten much of a buzz from the first shot,
but it had obviously worn down whatever tolerance I had in me. A
pleasant fuzziness descended on my perceptions. No doubt feeling a
similar level of inebriation, Cara reached out and took my hand and
started pulling me towards Cthulhu. Conrad just stood there for a
moment, seemingly unsure of what to do next until Cara grabbed him
as well and the three of us stumbled, laughing and drunk, toward
the darkness. 

 

 

 

Fire. Lots of fire. That was my first impression as we emerged
from the passageway. The journey through the darkness had been
short and awkward. After passing through a curtain of thick black
ropes, we’d found ourselves on a sharply inclined ramp headed down.
More than a few people had already spilled their drinks and no
doubt one or two had fallen. Conrad almost slipped and lost his
footing, but Cara and I caught him in time, laughing. Ten feet of
darkness and then out through another curtain of ropes and into the
night.

The stretch of land behind the warehouse spread out back into
pine trees and scrub brush, and was at least an entire acre. It was
outside the apparent property line of the industrial park that
contained the warehouse/gallery building. I wondered if Shelby even
had real permission to use the land. I did notice that it was
fenced in, with ten-foot chain link fences topped with barbwire.
But all these details came later. At the moment the thing I noticed
most of all was the fire.

It put the old bonfires Shelby used to have in his back yard to
shame. It was a pyramid of thin logs standing on end, coming to a
point about ten feet high and fifteen feet in diameter at its base.
Around this central inferno were five smaller bonfires set out
symmetrically to form the five points of a pentagram, with the
passage we’d just passed through disgorging between two of them.
Out beyond the bonfires I could see torches and braziers spread out
around the enclosure, providing a little light and casting a lot of
shadows on five or six standard-issue picnic tables — the kind you
find in public parks and rest stops the country over with built-in
bench seating. These had large, silver punch bowls on them and each
had a crowd of attendees huddled nearby, away from the fiery
center. Within the ring of bonfires there was no grass — just
hard-packed dirt. A few people wandered through the bright and very
hot paths between the fires, but none of them stayed for
long. 

“Holy shit,” said Conrad.

“Um, yeah,” I agreed. I looked over at Cara, who, I was sad to
realize, had let go of my hand. She looked at the display with wide
eyes and an open mouth and took a step towards the
infernos. 

“Can he possibly have gotten a permit for all this?” Conrad
asked me. “I don’t see how… ”

“I have no idea,” I replied, and watched as Cara stepped into
the pentagram. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to follow her or
not. 

“There’s gotta be well over a hundred people out here,” Conrad
continued, looking around. “Maybe two hundred.”

Cara had passed the two closest small fires and now approached
the central flaming pyramid, her hands held out in front of her to
feel the heat. I took a step towards her when the music erupted
from all around us. Startled, I jumped and maybe even screamed a
little. Cara recoiled from the fire and looked around like a
frightened rabbit, as if she’d just awakened from a
dream. 

Drums thrummed, with strange animal noises mixed in that
reminded me of whale song, but with a kind of growling, menacing
bass line. I couldn’t see speakers anywhere, but the music seemed
to come from all around us. Catching some movement out of the
corner of my eye, I looked back toward the mouth of the passageway
into the warehouse and saw a procession of half-naked dancers
emerge at a sprint. I was right in their path as they rushed
towards me, and then around me like I was a boulder in a stream.
There were over a dozen of them, men and women wearing some sort of
fringed loincloths and covered in fluorescent green body paint and
nothing else. I spun around to watch as they flowed into the
pentagram of fire. Cara, seeing them coming, danced out of the way
and retreated into the surrounding darkness. Moving to the beat,
the glowing dancers started an intricate choreographed serpentine
dance around the central fire, shouting up to the stars every few
seconds something that sounded an awful lot like, “Ia! Ia! Cthulhu
Fhtagn!” 

The appearance of the dancers motivated the other attendees to
move forward from the picnic tables to get a better look now that
the show — whatever kind of show it was — had begun. Conrad and I
moved over and rejoined Cara. I touched her shoulder and she
twitched, surprised. When she saw it was me, though, she smiled.
“Quite a show,” she said.

“No sign of Shelby or Kym here,” Conrad said and then pointed to
the dancers. “Just whatever you’d call these helpers.”

“I don’t know what to call them,” I said.

“I’d call them cultists,” Cara said, her voice dreamy and far
away as she watched them dance.

There was no doubt in my mind at all that Shelby’s primary
inspiration for the current mad spectacle of ritual dance and
public nudity was Lovecraft’s most famous tale, “The Call of
Cthulhu,” one of the many I’d reread since I became Shelby’s secret
shopper. Although we were just a few hundred yards off Highway 41
instead of deep in the murky depths of a Louisiana swamp, the scene
evoked the orgiastic cult ritual Inspector LeGrasse and his men
broke up in the story. I wondered how many of those unsuspecting
observers who’d come for an art show were starting to feel
discomforts and fears similar to those the brave policemen had
expressed in the Lovecraft narrative. 

The dance seemed to go on longer than necessary, the music
pounding from the hidden speakers growing louder and louder until
conversation other than shouting into your neighbors’ ears became
impossible. The audience had grown restive and uncomfortable, and
many of them had fingers plugged in their ears to try and block out
some of the noise. The dance broke down from a complex
choreographed display into pockets of individual writhing as the
“cultists” paired off and started gyrating against one another with
lascivious abandon, groping and grinding by firelight and crying
out “Ia Ia Cthulhu Fhtagn!” over and over again.

And then the music stopped. The dancers collapsed to the ground.
From behind me I felt a growling bass note vibrating through my
body, almost sub-sonic. I turned back to the passageway as a bright
light flashed. Puffs of flame and red smoke along with a noxious,
sulfurous odor of rotten eggs wafted through the night air from
within the gaping maw. Two figures emerged from within: a man and a
woman wearing nothing but long cloaks and ornate masks stepped into
the light. I recognized Shelby, and from the dark skin and lithe
frame of the woman next to him, I assumed it was Kym striding forth
at his side. Their cloaks dragged behind them on the ground and
looked like they were made from quilts of bird feathers in all
different colors and patterns. The masks were equally ornate,
miniature versions of the huge Cthulhu head that had been mounted
on the wall inside — multiple glowing yellow eyes and an insectoid
proboscis with wriggling tentacles emerging from it. And these
tentacles were in fact wriggling, as if they were worms or
serpents. 

The high priest and priestess of Cthulhu processed into the
middle of ring of fire, and so entrancing was their spectacle that
at first I didn’t notice the four other figures in black robes who
followed behind them carrying a large black platform about six feet
square on their shoulders. Behind them came four more “cultists,”
each bearing a thick black length of wood with sharpened points,
like giant stakes for killing some very large vampire.

“Jesus,” Conrad shouted into my ear. “How many followers does he
have?”

“Who knows?” I said, although I don’t think he heard me over the
grumbling, atonal bass note. For all I knew these were just
caterers or college kids he’d paid to help out. Calling them
“followers” seemed like it might be a bit of a stretch.

As the fluorescent painted dancers scrabbled in the dirt towards
Shelby and Kym, clutching at the hem of their robes as they passed,
the pair made a circuit around the central fire, making sure that
all the observers in the surrounding darkness got a good look at
them. As they walked, the robe-wearing cultists drove their stakes
into the ground in the central clearing just next to the large
central fire. The others then placed the black platform on top of
them, forming a kind of dark stage about four feet off the ground.
Then, at some unseen signal the painted dancers swarmed upon Shelby
and Kym, obscuring them from view for a moment and then lifting
them up into the air and bearing their priest and priestess up onto
the platform.

The sound finally cut off and there was a moment of silence as
Shelby turned on the stage and extended his arm out towards the
crowd, his hand like a claw clutching at the onlookers’ souls. “Ia
Ia Cthulhu Fhtagn!” he shouted, his voice coming over the speakers.
There was obviously a microphone of some sort hidden in the mask.
The dancers and robed cultists answered Shelby’s invocation in
kind. But the priest didn’t seem satisfied. He spread both arms out
towards the crowd and again cried, “Ia! Ia! Cthulhu Fhtagn!” This
time several crowd members joined in with the cultists. Nodding his
head in approval, Shelby repeated his cry a third time, and now
most of the crowd joined in, including Cara and, almost to my own
surprise, me.

“The Curse of Cthulhu be upon you all!” Shelby said, his voice
relayed through the speakers from every angle. “Know that your doom
is inevitable and imminent! Hail Cthulhu! Ia! Ia! Cthulhu
Fhtagn!”

“IA! IA! CTHULHU FHTAGN!” We all shouted in response.

“Know this great truth,” Shelby continued. “Know that Flesh is
but Flesh. Thoughts are but Thoughts. Cthulhu cares not one whit
for you or your sad, miserable fates. Cthulhu sees you as nothing
but what you are — fleeting patterns of stardust that come together
like momentary dreams and are then forgotten. This is the one and
only truth Cthulhu gives you. The one and only truth you need ever
know. Words are but Words. Life is but Life. And death and
disintegration are all existence promises any of you. Ia! Ia!
Cthulhu Fhtagn!”

“IA! IA! CHULHU FHTAGN!” The cultists and crowd cried once
more.

“And so in honor of these truths, these Revelations of Cthulhu,
we heed his call in the only way fitting of his greatness,” Shelby
said, raising his arms up above his head. “With a sacrifice!” he
shouted. 

“A sacrifice!” came the shout in return, this time from only the
dancers and the robed cultists. This was an interesting turn of
events, I thought. 

He reached down and took up a black velvet bag from one of the
robed cultists. It looked exactly like the one the bouncer at the
warehouse’s entrance had drawn our wooden medallions from earlier.
“I now leave to utter entropy and chance who will be called upon to
be tonight’s offering.” He held open the bag to Kym, who reached
into the bag. She took a long moment rooting around in the sack
before drawing forth a wooden token — a half-sized version of the
sigils we all wore around our necks.

Kym held it up above her head and call out, “Supplicant 23! Your
time is nigh!” She had a microphone in her mask as well, and her
strong, clear voice cut through the night, a hint of some Caribbean
accent. Between the disturbing mask, the outlandish cloak, and the
firelight playing over her sweat-sheened nude body, she was quite a
striking sight. 

We all looked around, but no one seemed to be responding.
“Number 23!” Kym cried again. “Come forward!” Not everyone had
understood what was going on at first, but now I could see people
explaining to those nearby, showing them the numbers on the backs
of their medallions. I looked over at Cara, and she smiled with
relief as she showed hers — number XCII. 

“Over here!” Someone shouted from our left. It was a
well-dressed, yuppie-looking man in his forties. He was pointing to
the small-framed, scared-looking young woman standing next to him.
She was staring at the medallion in her hand as if it were some
kind of strange, unpleasant bug. 

“Step forward,” Kym said, pointing at the young woman. She
looked up and shook her head, giving a nervous giggle.

The man standing next to her urged her forward, his hand at the
small of her back. I wasn’t sure if they were together or not.
Still she resisted, taking off her medallion and trying to give it
to the man, but Kym would have none of that.

“Cthulhu has chosen you!” She declared from the stage. Or was it
an altar? “There is no escaping your doom. Bring her forward.”
Three of the nude dancers leaped up from the dirt and capered
towards her. The chosen victim gave what looked like a very nervous
laugh and seemed to shrink into herself. The three cultists, two
women and one man, took her by the arms and started to pull her
toward the circle. She seemed to give a token resistance, but when
the rest of the audience started clapping in encouragement, she
went along. 

As she approached, Kym and Shelby started chanting in a low
voice, “Ia! Ia! Cthulhu Fhtagn!” over and over again. The other
cultists joined them, and soon the rest of the crowd started
chanting along as well. When she arrived at the altar, they passed
her off to the robed cultists, who lifted her up onto the altar.
She stood between Shelby and Kym, shaking a little as her eyes
darted back and forth between the two nude, masked
officiants. 

“Bring forth Cthulhu’s Maw!” Kym shouted. One of the robed
cultists produced another black bag and drew out some sort of large
collar-like object. He handed it up to Shelby who then held it high
over his head. It was a black wooden or metal oval, about two feet
in length and several inches thick. White inch-long teeth
surrounded the entire circumference: wicked, curved teeth that left
perhaps ten inches of open space in the maw’s center.

“Are you ready to feel Cthulhu’s kiss?” Kym asked the
victim.

“No,” she said, shaking her head.

“It matters not,” Kym said, grabbing hold of the woman’s arms
and holding her in place. Shelby did something with the maw,
because it swung open on a hidden hinge, allowing him to fit the
ring around the woman’s neck. It snapped closed, the teeth making
slight indentations into the woman’s skin. She stood stock-still
now, her head held straight up and down.

Kym released her, and Shelby took hold of the small woman from
behind by her shoulders. Kym’s hand disappeared into her cloak,
reaching behind her own back. She pulled out a two-foot-long steel
blade, its mirror smooth surface gleaming in the firelight. She
raised the sword over her head and once again, louder than ever,
shouted, “IA! IA! CTHULHU FHTAGN!

“IA! IA! CTHULHU FHTAGN!” the crowd shouted in response.

“Oh Great Cthulhu!” Kym said, “High Priest of the Great Old
Ones! Dead but dreaming in your great city of R’lyeh, we offer this
woman’s life to you. Not as a sacrifice. Not as an offering. We
take her life knowing that all are doomed in your sight. We slay
her so that the rest of us might see your truth!”

The poor sacrifice seemed in a trance, wide-eyed and terrified
as she mumbled something none of us could hear. She was not
struggling, although I couldn’t tell whether that was because of
Shelby’s grip or pure fear on her part. Kym brandished her blade
above her head, turning in a circle so all of us gathered around
the fires could get a good look. Then she brought the tip of the
blade down so it pointed right at the sacrifice’s neck.

“Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn,” Kym said,
pitching her voice low and strong, although I only know that now
because I looked it up later in the story “The Call of Cthulhu.” At
the time it sounded like gibberish, except for the Cthulhu part.
“Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn,” she repeated
again, her voice louder. Now Shelby joined her for a third
repetition and then a fourth. “Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh
wgah’nagl fhtagn,” they said, as the robed and nude cultists alike
joined in, all of them chanting in low tones. 

Cara tugged on my arm and pointed to the sacrifice. “Look,” she
said. The sacrifice was still mumbling and still looked very
scared, but now that her tormentors were all chanting the same
gobbledygook, I could read her lips well enough to see that she was
repeating the same phrase as the rest of them. Had she been
chanting this Cthulhu rant all along or just got caught up with the
rest of them?

As the chanting went on, Kym started to shake all over. All over
except for the hand holding the sacrificial blade, which was steady
as a rock. Like a woman possessed by some spirit, her body
convulsed and contorted. She somehow shrugged off her feathered
cloak, leaving her dark, nude body exposed to the firelight,
covered in a sheen of sweat. The chanting reached a fever pitch and
then just stopped. Kym froze in place, her body twisted into what
looked like a very uncomfortable position. 

She pushed the sword forward a couple inches, its tip
penetrating the collar around the sacrifice’s throat. She pressed a
little harder and the woman winced in pain. Then Kym drew the blade
back out and plunged it forward again. It sliced through the
woman’s neck in one swift motion, with several bloody inches of it
coming out the other side. 

The sacrifice gurgled as blood streamed down from both sides of
her neck, drenching her dress. She fell back into Shelby’s arms as
the audience gasped. 

“Holy shit!’ Conrad said, stepping back and summing up what all
of us seemed to be feeling.

Kym had let the blade go as the woman fell. Now she raised both
arms and shouted once again, “IA! IA! CTHULHU FHTAGN!”

Shock and confusion spread through the audience. Had we seen
what we thought we’d just seen? The cultists and some of the
audience returned Kym’s chant once again, but others were just
shouting. Some started towards the ring of fire, others backed away
into the shadows. I saw one person crying. Kym squatted down beside
the blood-drenched body and ran her hands up and down her torso and
neck. When she stood up again her hands were covered with blood,
which she proceeded to smear over her bare chest in great, red
globs. Beside her Shelby did the same, covering his hands in blood
and then shrugging off his cloak so he was also naked except for
his Cthulhu mask. After he’d covered himself in her blood he stood
up and the two of them jumped from the stage. 

Shelby and Kym each dashed out into the crowd, moving in
opposite directions towards the shocked onlookers. Meanwhile, the
nude dancer-cultists swarmed up onto the stage, obscuring any view
of the poor sacrificial victim. I lost track of where Shelby and
Kym had gone, but heard screams and then something that sounded
like laughter coming from the other side of the fire circle.
Conrad, Cara, and I all craned our necks to get a view. Shelby and
Kym seemed to be doing something to the people in the crowd. Then
the knot of dancers around the stage broke up and dispersed out
into the crowd. They too had blood covering their faces and hands.
I looked back towards the stage and saw the robed cultists had
picked up the woman with the sword through her neck and were
carefully placing her down on the ground.

I felt a wet, warm hand on my wrist as someone grabbed me from
behind. It was one of the nude dancers, a thin, pale man with
greasy-looking hair. He held his up his left hand, covered in blood
and said, “The Touch of Cthulhu?” I pulled my wrist free and
recoiled, shaking my head. He didn’t press the matter and turned
away, ignoring Conrad and Cara as he withdrew into the darkness. I
raised my wrist, now wet and sticky with cold blood and gave it a
smell. What did blood smell like? Not like this. I carefully stuck
the tip of my tongue out. My suspicions were proven true.

“Stage blood,” I said, recognizing the minty but unpleasant
taste.

“Well of course,” Cara said, laughing. “What did you
expect?”

“You never know with Shelby,” Conrad said. “After a show like
that and some of the other stuff we’ve seen and heard, I wasn’t
sure what to think. I’m still not.”

“Touch of Cthulhu?” asked a voice from behind us. We all turned
around to see Shelby standing there, his body and hands still
drenched in blood. “It’s good for your non-existent soul,” he said,
the first time I’d caught a hint of non-seriousness from him or any
of the “cultists” all evening. 

“Oh hell, why not?” said Cara as she took a step towards
Shelby. 

He reached his bloody hand towards her and slowly, gently
touched her face, smearing it with blood in a caressing motion. His
hand moved down her neck and only stopped when it reached the
fabric of her dress. Cara seemed to enjoy the entire process, her
eyes closed and her head thrown back to expose her neck. Feeling a
stab of something that had to be jealousy, I stepped up next to her
and said to Shelby, “Me too.”

Shelby broke his gaze away from Cara and turned towards me with
a smile. Only then did he remove his hand from Cara, rubbing it for
a moment on his own blood-soaked chest before pressing it against
my forehead and face. He gave me a light shove, and then threw his
hands up in the air, evoking a Christian faith-healer at work.
“Hail Cthulhu!” he shouted.

“Hail Cthulhu,” I said, still caught up. The stage blood dripped
down into my mouth, sticky and thoroughly unpleasant.

“And you, Conrad?” Shelby asked.

“No, I don’t think so,” Conrad said, still a few paces back from
the three of us.

Shelby moved towards him. “What? The spirit of Cthulhu isn’t
moving you?” he asked.

“Not that much,” said Conrad. “This is a new shirt.” I could
tell he was trying to keep his tone joking and light to cover the
fact that he was uncomfortable.

“Oh, just the face,” Shelby said, moving closer, his hand
outstretched. “Just your handsome, all-American face.”

Conrad held up his hands, palms out. “Hey now, come on, Shelby,
I’m serious—”

Shelby’s palm shot forward, snaking between Conrad’s blocking
hands to take hold of his face. Shelby twisted his grip, like he
was squeezing an orange on Conrad’s nose, leaving the thick, red
stage blood all over his face. 

“Fuck!” Conrad shouted, recoiling back and slapping Shelby’s
hand away. “Jesus, man, what the fuck?”

“Hail Cthulhu!” Shelby shouted, rocking his hips forward and
back in a salacious gesture that caused his penis to flop up and
down. Cara and I couldn’t help giggling at the sight, but Conrad
looked like he was going to punch Shelby. Before he could do
anything though, the “high priest” of Cthulhu leaped backwards,
spun on his heel, and rejoined the swirling mix of blood-soaked
cultists and soon-to-be blood-marked guests.

“That was just plain fucked up,” Conrad said, trying in vain to
wipe the blood from his face without getting any on his clothes.
All he succeeded in doing was getting the goop all over his
hands. 

“Oh, come on,” Cara said. “It’s no big deal.”

“I told him no.”

“That was your first mistake,” I said. “When did Shelby ever
take no for an answer?”

Conrad looked around at the fire, blood, nudity, and chaos that
surrounded us. “Certainly not tonight,” he said. “This is fucking
nuts.”

That this was all crazy seemed to be the general consensus. I
watched as several small groups tried to make their way back into
the warehouse before they too got smeared with blood. But almost as
soon as they went into the dark passageway from which we’d all
entered this outdoor ritual area they came out again. It looked
like the way back inside was barred. That was a somewhat alarming
thought. What if one of these fires got out of control or someone
hurt themselves?

I was about to go investigate for myself when a deep rumbling
sound erupted from all around us. A low, bass growling that I felt
in my stomach, the noise had an animal yet alien quality to it that
had not the slightest hint of pleasantness. Looking around, I saw
that all the cultists were retreating away from the fire and into
the darkness. I saw a few mouths moving, but couldn’t hear what
anyone was saying. Back by the supposed exit, word was spreading
that we were locked in as more and more people bunched up there,
trying to leave. 

The growling sound grew louder, seeping across the ground and
rattling around in my gut. Then another sound joined in, sounding
like it was coming from above. The flapping of great leathery wings
and some sort of vicious, wet, squawking. I looked up, but the
night sky was dark. There was nothing moving up there of course.
Speakers in the trees? On the roof?

Then came a whoosh of flame, like a fireball exploding. I felt
the heat on the back of my head and turned to see that all the
ritual fires had grown to twice their normal height. Pyrotechnics
hidden within? They had also started to give off thick clouds of
dark smoke. In the center of the flame and smoke I could make out
Shelby and Kym on the dais, facing one another, their hands raised
above their heads. Together they both shouted, their voices
amplified by microphones and piped through the speakers so they
drowned out even the growling and the flapping.

“CTHULHU HAS COME! CTHULHU IS HERE!”

The fires whooshed again, and even more smoke came pouring out
of them, completely obscuring Shelby, Kym, and the rest of the
ritual circle. As the smoke spread out over the rest of us, so did
the stench, a rotting, sulfurous stink. The monstrous sounds grew
louder and louder until they just melded into one horrifying noise
that made everyone plug their ears. This was particularly difficult
since many were also trying to cover their mouths and noses to
avoid the awful-smelling smoke. Within moments it was impossible to
see or smell anything. The smoke obscured the sole source of light
— the fire— and the sound made it impossible to move or think. I
couldn’t even see where Cara and Conrad had gone. I thought maybe I
heard people screaming somewhere, but that could have been part of
the recording. 

Then came the voice, cutting though the noise. “Ph’nglui
mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn,” it intoned in a
sonorous, alien voice. It reminded me of how an ancient crocodile
might speak if it could, sharp and slow and full of death. “In his
house at R’lyeh dead Cthulhu waits dreaming,” the voice continued.
“Dreaming of you. That is not dead which can eternal lie, and with
strange eons, even death may die.” The last syllable echoed hollow
and harsh for a long, pregnant moment before bursting into a
piercing shriek that once again deafened me. I screwed my eyes shut
and held my hands over my ears and started yelling back at the
sound because that was the only thing I could do.

Then, silence. Well, comparative silence anyway. I for one kept
screaming for a few more seconds. So did some other people I
couldn’t see. And there were some sobs coming from somewhere. And
some laughter too. But the mind-stabbing noise was gone, and the
smoke had begun to dissipate, taking the stench along with it. I
opened my eyes and looked around, surprised to find that at some
point I had fallen to my knees. I stumbled to my feet and tried to
get my bearings. A dozen feet away I saw Conrad bending over Cara’s
prone body.

I ran over and slid to my knees beside him. “Is she OK?” I
asked, looking down at her. Her eyes were shut tight and her hands
gripped her stomach as she rolled back and forth in the dirt. She
was moaning or maybe crying. Or maybe laughing?

“I don’t know,” said Conrad. “I found her like this, and—”

“I’m fine,” Cara croaked, her voice hoarse. “I’m fine.” She
smiled and laughed.

“You don’t look fine,” Conrad said.

“It’s just that it was all so… so… ”

“Fucked up?” Conrad suggested.

“Wonderful,” Cara said. “Wonderfully fucked up.” She opened her
eyes and looked up at me. “Total mind fuck.”

I took her hand and helped her to sit up. Fake blood covered her
face and chest. Her dress was dirty, disheveled, and torn, and
there was grass in her hair. Her white teeth blazed bright in the
dim light as she grinned in a way someone less charitably inclined
than me might call maniacal.

“I want to take that ride again!” she said to me. “Don’t
you?”

Conrad looked over at me like she was crazy. I looked at Cara
like she was crazy. But something deep inside me agreed with her.
It had been a hell of a ride.

“Come on,” I said, lifting her onto her feet. “Let’s see if
there’s a way out of here first. Maybe then we can start over at
the beginning.” 

“Next time… ” she said. “Next time, I want to wear one of the
masks.”










Chapter 10

 


I woke up the next morning sore and dirty, having collapsed into
my bed as soon as I got home. The Cthulhu Cult ceremony had ended
with dazed and bleary-eyed guests wandering back to our cars. A
previously hidden gate in the fence opened on its own and set us
free from the ritual area. There had been no sign of Shelby or Kym
or indeed any of the other “cultists.” The warehouse was locked up
tight and, despite the efforts of several people pounding on the
front and rear doors, none of them could be found. Cara, still
smiling and laughing to herself, had given both me and Conrad big
hugs as we went our separate ways. I gave her my number and she
promised to call me the next day and maybe meet for
lunch. 

I’d slept in my clothes, which stank of smoke and a whiff of
that disgusting “Cthulhu scent” that they’d released at the last
moment. I peeled them off, dumped them on the bathroom floor, and
stood under the shower until the hot water ran out. My head pounded
like I was hung over, but I hadn’t had that much to drink besides
those foul shots. I suspected the deafening aural assault was more
to blame than the alcohol. Not up to messing with my contact
lenses, I put on my old glasses and shuffled over to the computer
to check e-mail. Just the usual assortment of junk and business
related e-mail. Nothing from Cara. No voice mail messages on my
cell either. But of course if I was only now clawing my way into
consciousness, she might still be sleeping. I wondered idly which
hotel she was staying at, which in turn led me to idly look around
my own condo and contemplate just how messy it was. On the off
chance that things might once again take a turn my way, I decided
to try and make the place presentable for company. 

Two hours and a dozen distractions later, my phone rang. I
rushed to pick it up, but was a little let down to see Conrad’s
name on the caller ID. “Hey, Conrad,” I said, “What’s up?”

“Have you looked at the Weekly Voice’s Web site?” he asked
without preamble, referring to the site for our local free weekly
paper.

“No. Why?

“You should check it out. Their blog thing has a whole write-up
of Shelby’s ritual last night. Read it and call me back,” Conrad
said and hung up. He sounded tense. Or maybe just terse. It was odd
for him to just hang up on me like that. I found the Weekly Voice’s
site but didn’t see anything on the front page about Shelby, just
an article about the best pizza in town. I clicked on the “blog”
link and there it was:

 

Gallery Hop With Satan

posted by Wendell Locking

 

Ever wondered what happens when you mix alien demons, mediocre
art, and a heavy metal concert? Me neither. But last night I and
about a hundred of what passes for “beautiful people” in Sarasota
found out, and the experience literally left many of us choking on
our own bile. Local art provacateur Shelby Tyree, best known for
getting run out of town after an alleged rape attempt at a party he
was hosting at the Indian Point Road home he rented from a county
commissioner, is at it again. This time he’s got a gaggle of naked
Satanists with him. Under the guise of an art show called the
Cthulhu Cult, Tyree and company staged a gory, special
effects–laden amateur spectacle that owed more to schlock horror
flicks than any art I’ve ever seen. There was plenty of fake blood,
naked people, and loud, loud noises, plus stink bombs. I’ve got no
problem with any of that in a Halloween haunted house, but calling
it art stretches the meaning of the word beyond recognition and I’d
be surprised if anyone was moved to do more than gag. I guess you
had to be there, although I wish I hadn’t been. 

 

I called Conrad back. “Well, he didn’t have a very good time,” I
said when Conrad answered.

“He wasn’t the only one. I’m still pissed at him.”

“Over the blood thing?”

“That’s just for starters. You know who else was there last
night? Buchman. The guy who owns the damn building. Republican,
Rotary Club, Association of Realtors, churchgoing Bill Buchman.
There were three messages from him on my cell phone by the time I
got home and he just spent ten minutes yelling in my ear. Lucky for
Shelby he had my wife the contracts expert write up the rental
agreement and, believe it or not, he’s covered. He even had the
right liquor permits. But I’m not covered and Buchman is mad as
hell, and with each piece of bad press he’s going to get
angrier.”

“This is a blog entry on a free weekly’s Web site. I’m not even
sure that counts as press.”

“He’s got the words ‘rape’ and ‘Shelby Tyree’ in the same
sentence. There’s no way that’s good.”

“I noticed that. Not really fair of him. Makes it sound like
Shelby was the one who tried to rape someone.”

“And then there’s the Satanism stuff. And the talk of blood and
sex,” Conrad continued. “These are not words Buchman’s pleased to
have associated with his property. If Shelby had just fucking told
me what he was up to, maybe I could have prepared Bill, told him it
was some kind of haunted house. But no, Shelby doesn’t care about
his reputation, so why would he give mine a second thought Why
would Shelby court controversy like this? He had to know that
staging a spectacle combining sex and violence was going to dredge
up all that old news about the party. No matter what he’s trying to
do, I don’t see how press like this helps him.”

“You said it yourself. He must not care what people say. I mean,
when did Shelby ever care what people say?”

“But there has to be a reason,” Conrad insisted. “A reason he
wanted to provoke people like this. You saw how complicated that
whole thing was, how expensive. There had to be more to it than
just wanting to freak people out. That’s what’s killing me. I don’t
know. It’s not like anyone had a good time. It wasn’t much of a
party.”

“I kind of had a good time,” I said, and I had. In retrospect it
was an amazing story, if only because nothing like that had ever
happened to me before. “Sort of. I mean, I’m glad I saw it. Cara
certainly seemed to enjoy it.”

“Yeah, that was kind of weird. I don’t remember her being into
weird shit like that in high school. When she and I were going out
she teased me all the time about the fact that I played
D&D.”

“Oh, I don’t know. She always had a little bit of a twisted
side,” I said, remembering Cara’s fascination with Stephen King
novels and true crime books about serial killers. 

“Huh. I don’t remember that. But, OK, she had a good time. You
did. Probably a few others. I really do think it was a good thing I
was there. That I saw it.”

“What do you—” I started to ask, but Conrad talked over me.

“You know who had a good time— Shelby and Kym.”

“And those dancers and the people in robes,” I added. “I’m sure
pulling off a show like that was a blast for them too. I reckon
this was all really for his church. A way to get his followers
excited about whatever it is he’s teaching them.”

“Yes, yes, maybe. Although I assume some of them were dancers he
hired from local strip clubs.”

This thought hadn’t occurred to me, although it made sense. I’m
not sure where else Shelby could have found a dozen people willing
to dance naked with him and Kym. “Why? Did you recognize some of
them?” I asked, teasing him. His wife was not a fan of strip clubs
as an institution and I knew Conrad hadn’t been to one in
years.

“I just can’t figure this out,” Conrad mused, ignoring my jibe.
“There’s something we’re missing. He didn’t even leave out any
promotional material for this church of his, so it’s not like he
was proselytizing or looking for converts.”

“Well, I have no idea. But next time I talk to Shelby I’ll ask
him.”

“Are you going to see him soon?”

“I assume so,” I said, although I wasn’t sure. I was more
interested in seeing Cara soon and wondered if Shelby might be able
to help me there. “Maybe. I’m expecting another couple books I
bought for him online to show up this week.” 

“If you see him in person, let him know I need to talk to him,
OK?” 

“Sure. And same for you. If you see him first.”

“I will,” Conrad said. “Gotta run now. I’ve got to find some way
to calm Buchman down. If Shelby doesn’t leave that building
spotless when he moves out, there are going to be lawsuits flying
and I don’t want any of them to hit me.”

We both hung up. I hadn’t wondered much about why Shelby had
done what he’d done last night. I saw more than a little merit in
the whole extravaganza as an end unto itself. Why do actors act or
writers write? Because we want to impress an audience. And Shelby
had impressed everyone there, one way or another, including Cara. I
had a moment’s regret then about not taking Shelby up on his offer
to join the church when he asked me. At the time it had seemed more
trouble than it could possibly be worth, and as much as I liked
Shelby, I had no interest in being one of his minions. I knew him
too well to ever submit myself to his leadership. But now having
seen at least some of the fruits of his labors I felt envy
suffusing my brain. What had I ever written that evoked such
reactions in an audience? Nothing that came close. I imagined what
a thrill it must have been for all of them. Not that I was going to
dance naked around a fire in front of a couple hundred people. But
I could see how Shelby, utterly bereft of shyness, would love every
moment of it. 

On the other hand, Conrad did make some good points. The blood
and sex thing was bound to bring up the rape story in everyone’s
minds, and the whole production must have cost a small fortune to
put together. The more I thought about it, the more curious I
became, so I went looking for some excuse to contact Shelby. I’m
not sure why I felt I needed an excuse to contact an old friend,
but I wanted one, so I wrote an e-mail to Calvin Sinclair to
confirm that he’d sent out that copy of The King in Yellow for
Shelby. 

About forty-five minutes later Sinclair called me. I was still
disappointed it wasn’t Cara, but glad he’d called back so
soon. 

“Hello, Mr. Dakan?” he said, always polite.

“Speaking.”

“Calvin Sinclair calling, I just read your e-mail. Apologies
about the slight delay, but the collector selling the book has been
a bit recalcitrant to actually part with his copy now that I have a
realistic offer for it. You know how these die-hard collectors can
be. It’s hard to part with cherished items. I did come across a
lead on something else that might interest you. Or perhaps your
friend. A rather rare pamphlet collecting letters from Lovecraft to
a young Robert Bloch. He of the movie Psycho fame. Or rather the
book it was based on. You expressed some interest in the Starry
Wisdom Church previously, and the protagonist in Lovecraft’s story
‘The Haunter of the Dark’ is an analog for Bloch. It’s quite a good
price.”

“That sounds like something my friend would want. Do you have it
on hand?”

“I do. I can send it out today, if you like.” 

“Please do. Overnight if possible.” That would let me drop by
Shelby’s tomorrow evening with a nice little surprise and maybe get
a few questions answered. I particularly wanted to know what he and
Kym might have talked with Cara about in the limo the night of the
reunion. “If you could e-mail me the tracking number, that would be
great. I’ll let you know if I get another shopping list.” I was
halfway to saying my goodbyes and hanging up when Sinclair broke
in.

“Last night was March twenty-third,” he said. There was an
expectant pause.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, non-committal. I didn’t want to spend the
next half-hour describing last night’s events to Sinclair, but I
knew he was curious.

“I saw the write-up on your local paper’s Web site,” he
said.

“You did?” I asked, surprised. 

“It came up in my daily Google Alert for all things Cthulhu- and
Lovecraft-related,” Sinclair explained. “I assumed it was the event
you’d mentioned.”

“Yes.”

“Is this Shelby Tyree person the friend you’ve been collecting
for? No, please don’t answer. I don’t want to put you in the
awkward spot of being asked to betray someone’s confidence. But you
cannot blame me for seeing two and two and putting together the
number four.” When I didn’t immediately comment, Sinclair pressed
on. “I naturally did a little follow-up research about him, what
with his run-in with the authorities that the Web site alluded to.
He seems a, shall we say, controversial figure.”

I rose to my friend’s defense. “The papers, and especially that
blog, don’t have the full story. Not by a long shot. Shelby didn’t
attack anyone. In fact he saved that woman. He may have made some
unfortunate decisions, but he’s not a criminal.”

“I didn’t imagine he was! I’m more than familiar with the ways
the press and especially the Internet can twist the facts to suit
their own agendas. And I’m not one to disparage a fellow Lovecraft
enthusiast, although I must say, your friend seems to be taking
things to a very extreme level. Quite extreme. I don’t think
Lovecraft himself would have approved of such behavior. He was
quite conservative about such matters.”

“It’s all for show. It’s theater.”

“Is it?” Sinclair asked. “Are you quite sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Well, I suppose there’s no harm then. Still, it does seem
rather unseemly. I don’t want you to take this the wrong way of
course, and no criticism is meant or implied, but such antics have
the potential to give serious Lovecraft scholarship a bad name.
Perhaps if I more fully understood what Mr. Tyree is up to I’d be
able to explain things to the online community in such a way as to
ameliorate any untoward salaciousness? I’d appreciate hearing more
about what happened.”

“I’m actually on my way out the door,” I lied. “But I’ll fill
you in next time we talk.”

“Oh,” Sinclair said, sounding disappointed. “Of course. Yes,
sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you.”

“No problem.”

“I’ll have the Bloch letters manuscript packed up nice and snug
and on its way to you this evening.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Have a nice day.” I hung up.

Well, the cat was out of the bag now, I thought. Sinclair knows
that I’ve been buying for Shelby. But then again, Shelby no longer
seemed to care too terribly much about who knew what he was up to.
Maybe all the secrecy about him being a Lovecraftiana collector had
only been important to him while he was preparing for his big show.
Now that Sinclair knew, he would definitely tell all his other
little online friends about it and the secret would be out. Not my
problem, though. Still, I hoped Shelby wouldn’t be mad when I told
him about it, and while some part of me wanted to disconnect from
the whole affair, I found myself strangely nervous about the
possibility that Shelby might not want my services as his
go-between anymore. Whatever he was up to, this Cthulhu Cult thing
was a hell of a lot more interesting than anything else going on in
my life. After last night, it was the most interesting thing going
on in all of Sarasota, and I didn’t want to lose my one connection
to it. 

 

 

 

Sinclair charged me the extra fee to have guaranteed delivery by
10:00 a.m., since the slim, worn pamphlet fit easily into the
standard overnight envelope. I was barely awake when the delivery
man came pounding on my door, and I ended up signing for the
package while squinting, because my contacts weren’t in and I
hadn’t bothered to grab my glasses. I opened up the envelope and
glanced inside to make sure that it was the Bloch pamphlet and then
laid it on the table before heading back up for a quick shower. No
messages or e-mail from Cara. I had no way of getting in touch with
her at all and the frustration was boiling in the back of my brain.
Was she still in town? Where was she staying? Why the hell hadn’t
she called? I felt myself growing resentful towards her, but fought
the nasty thoughts back down. She was clearly going through some
serious personal shit, and calling me back had to rank low on her
list of priorities. 

By noon I craved distraction and new information so much that I
couldn’t wait any longer. I assumed that Shelby, always a night
owl, was keeping late hours, but surely he’d be awake by now. I
decided to drive over to his house and deliver the
package. 

The house was only about fifteen minutes from my condo, an easy
drive along six-lane streets and past the increasingly
stereotypical assortment of suburban sprawl. I passed by one
recently completed subdivision and then one just being birthed from
mounds of dirt and felled pine trees before turning onto the
winding dead-end road that led to Shelby’s. The long street had
older, ranch-style homes for the most part, with large yards
measured in acres and suitable for keeping a few horses. Toward the
end of the street, though, the sub-urbanity had begun to
metastasize into two- and three-story concrete walled McMansions in
creams and whites. But Shelby’s new home fit into neither category.
Unlike the unscreened newer homes or the horse-confining wire
fences of the older ones, a fresh, ten-foot-high wooden fence
surrounded Shelby’s sprawling green structure. Oak trees and stands
of bamboo provided additional cover, so that from the driveway it
was impossible to make out much beyond the slate-gray slant of the
roof and a few glimpses of walls. Brazilian pepper trees crawled up
along the edges of the pond that separated the property from its
newly built neighbor, providing additional camouflage. It was not a
home that invited visitors. 

The gate was closed and locked as I pulled in front of it, tires
crunching on the driveway’s gray rocks. A black wrought-iron bell
hung from the wooden fence, so I gave that a few rings and waited.
Nothing. I gave it a few more and heard someone shout from inside
the compound. “One moment!” I listened to the crunching of feet on
the gravel driveway and then the voice spoke again. A young adult
male that I didn’t recognize. “Present yourself!” 

“My name’s Rick. I’m here to see Shelby.”

“Are you expected?”

“No. Yes. I have a package for him.”

“I can sign for it.”

“It’s for Shelby only, a rare manuscript I acquired on his
behalf,” I said, trying to make it sound as important as
possible. 

“The Hierophant is not available. You may leave it with me or
return later perhaps.” The man sounded sort of ridiculous using
such formal language, reminding me of a high school kid at a
Renaissance fair.

“He’s not here?” I asked, disappointed. “How about Kym?”

“The High Priestess is not on this plane,” the stranger said.
“You may leave the manuscript or return later. I will tell them you
came by, though.” I found this lapse into colloquialism amusing,
but it was frustrating, not being able to even see whomever it was
I was talking to. 

“When will they be back?”

“I cannot say.”

Fuck. “OK, I guess I’ll come back.”

I got in my car and drove off, angry that Shelby had put up so
many physical and personal walls between us. As one of his oldest
friends, it seemed ridiculous that I couldn’t talk to him when I
wanted to, especially since he’d already asked me to join his
church. Maybe he was upset that I’d refused and it was a power play
of some sort, a way of keeping the upper hand in our relationship.
Whatever the hell our relationship was. Of course another
possibility was that Kym and these other people he had around him
were the ones putting up the barriers. Maybe Shelby had no idea
that I’d even stopped by. Who knew if he’d even get the message I’d
been there? Nothing I could do about it then though, so I drove off
in a huff, trying in vain to think of something besides Shelby
and/or Cara to occupy my mind.










Chapter 11

 


Four days later and I’d heard nothing from Cara. Or Shelby, or
Conrad for that matter. I’d decided to hold onto the Bloch letters
until Shelby took the time to come and find me. I was done making
deliveries. After a day of moping I’d gotten back into the writing
groove and was making good progress on the Anarchy at Work project.
The following Wednesday I went, as always, to pick up my week’s
comics at precisely 11:00 a.m. It ended up being 11:15, as the
owner, Brian, wasn’t opening the store that morning, but rather
Dan, one of his young employees, who wasn’t quite as punctual as
the store’s proprietor probably liked. I gave him a familiar
“What’s up?” by way of greeting as he unlocked the door. I nodded
and went to the back of the store to look at the week’s new comics.
I picked up the new issues of Fables and some new titles that
piqued my interest before heading back to the front. 

Dan handed me a pile of comics that he had on file for me —
subscriptions that I got month after month. As I took the stack
from him I felt something rough and stiff on the bottom. I flipped
the pile over and found a black, hand-bound pamphlet with two
sheets of stiff card stock that looked handmade for a cover binding
it together. It had dark copper-wire binding. There was nothing
written on the back, but when I flipped it over I saw the words
CTHULHU MANIFESTO inscribed in metallic red foil on the front.
Opening it up, I saw creamy, parchment-like paper that also had a
handmade look to it. There were only a few score pages — together
they were just barely as thick as the front and back covers
combined — and they appeared to have been printed using some sort
of block printing rather than with a modern press. It was an
impressive piece of bookbinding.

“Oh, you’re one of the lucky ones,” Dan said to me, interrupting
my careful study of the book. 

I looked up from the manifesto. “What do you mean?”

“Some guy dropped a bunch of those things off the other day. A
couple dozen of them are the nice handmade ones like you got. The
rest are, you know, printed the normal way. Brian must’ve thought
you’d want one of the nice ones.”

“I do. How much are they?”

“They’re free, if you can believe it.”

“Jesus, really?” I said, looking the finely crafted book over
once again.

“Yeah, I know. Weird, huh? I read through one of them when they
came in. It’s actually kinda interesting. I wish I’d been at the
art show thing they did.”

“It was pretty wild.” 

“You went?” Dan asked, his voice rising half an octave in
excitement. “That’s awesome. I’m totally going the next time they
do one of those.”

“You should, it was pretty cool. So do you have any more of
these?”

“No more of the nice ones. But there’s some of the others in
back. I think Brian’s holding onto them for eBay or something.”

“Could you grab me one of those?” I thought Conrad would want to
see it too.

Dan thought about it for a moment and then nodded. I’d been a
regular customer for years and was a friend of Brian’s, so he knew
his boss probably wouldn’t mind. “Sure, hold on,” he said. He went
into the back room and returned with a slim, staple-bound printed
version of the Cthulhu Manifesto. This one was about the same size
and quality level as a comic book, with pulp-level paper and a
flimsy glossy color. It made a lot more financial sense as a
give-away promotional item. I thanked him, bought the rest of my
comics, and headed right home, eager to read the full text and
hopefully gain some insight into whatever the hell Shelby was
actually up to.

The Cthulhu Manifesto was a dense, sometimes confusing piece of
theology. Or was it philosophy? I’m still not sure how best to
describe it, except to emphasize that Shelby’s choice of the word
“manifesto” was not an idle one. The slim volume was definitely a
call to action and a radical statement about how the universe works
and what humanity’s place in it really is. It echoed Marx’s
Communist Manifesto in many ways — not about politics or
philosophy, but in laying out a model for how the world works and
making specific predictions and prescriptions about how the world
and human understanding could and should develop. One major
difference was that it wasn’t as hopeful as Marx’s manifesto —
there was no inevitable proletarian revolution and coming worker’s
paradise. The only thing the Cthulhu Manifesto maintained as
inevitable was the fact that we’re all doomed. 

The book promised doom to humanity and even the universe’s very
existence at the hands (tentacles) of the Great Old Ones — those
obscenely powerful alien gods of Lovecraft’s tales. As written, it
was hard to tell if Shelby meant that these beings actually existed
and would someday destroy us or if they were metaphors for the
universe’s fundamental callousness. But having established a basis
of doom and gloom, the Cthulhu Manifesto moved into the meat of its
argument: given such a doomed existence, how best to make use of
our very limited time here on Earth. There were no promises of
salvation or threats of damnation, nor any hope of any kind of
spiritual survival in another form or afterlife. Again and again
Shelby’s book returned to three central themes: Flesh is but Flesh;
Thoughts are but Thoughts; Words are but Words. It rejected
anything but materialism as a legitimate world view and urged
readers to shake off the chains of conventional mores and values in
favor of a “Cthulhu-centric” world view that acknowledges the
universe as a place of wonder, awe, and terror that will consume us
all in the end. In particular, the Cthulhu Manifesto railed against
the entire concept of faith and the respect for other people’s
foolish beliefs, stating flat out that “There is nothing good or
respectful or even honest in honoring false gods and mendacious
myths.” The manifesto did offer one dim ray of hope in the form of
science and technology as tools for seeking truth, but even here
Shelby warned that, “Once discovered, such truths needs be nigh
impossible to forget, so the seeker must beware, for the truth
about Truth is that we’re likely to find it an ego-shattering
experience: our place in the cosmos being tenuous and meaningless
at best.”

It took me less than an hour to read the whole manifesto, even
with my having to go over many of the dense passages multiple times
to make sure I truly understood their meaning (or at least thought
I did). The underlying core world view seemed to jibe well with
what I knew about Lovecraft’s writing and philosophy, although
there was markedly less supernaturalism than I had expected from
something based on a bunch of horror stories. As a piece of
philosophical prose, I found it overly pretentious, straining to be
taken seriously but not quite verging into the territory of parody.
It struck me as the kind of rambling thoughts a particularly
ambitious and talented college freshman might come up with. I
didn’t see any obvious logical flaws in any of the arguments,
though, and as events would soon show, the Cthulhu Manifesto was
powerful enough writing to capture the imagination of a certain
kind of person, and enrage another type. 

Religion, belief, and metaphysics had been popular subjects with
me and Shelby and the rest of our coterie in our school days.
Shelby’s family dragged him to an unassuming Presbyterian church
through middle school but gave up on him once he reached his teen
years and found the weekly fight to rouse him from his Sunday
morning bed more trouble than it was worth (a rare victory for
Shelby against his grandparents’ preferences). I’d attended a
liberal-minded Episcopalian church all through high school and
enjoyed it well enough before easily shedding all interest in its
teachings or devotions by the middle of my freshman year of
college. Conrad’s parents were entirely unchurched, although they
did enjoy over the top Christmas lights that went up promptly every
year on the Saturday afternoon following Thanksgiving. 

With little in the way of forceful dogma to tie us down, our
midnight musings on the unseen world ranged with the wild abandon
of imaginative geeks through the excesses of all the mystical
claptrap, half-baked pagan revivalism, and Illuminati-inspired
conspiracy theory, to every other subject in the New Age shelves in
the bookstores. As gamers we were looking for something that
worked, a system we could employ in real life that mirrored the
logically constructed levels, systems, and magic points of our
games. Of course none of it did work, but we got plenty of laughs
out of our explorations. I remember one embarrassingly funny séance
scene where Shelby pretended to channel the spirit of my ancient
Atlantean soul mate that ended with him urging me to give up
masturbation for a month in order to cleanse my aura. By the time
we’d graduated we’d all left religion in our rearview mirrors,
along with belief in ESP, aliens, and ghosts. To see Shelby return
to these overgrown fields of the soul now struck me as a bit odd,
but judging from the qualities of his manifesto, he’d obviously
been giving these matters a lot of thought. 

After I’d finished, I called Conrad to tell him about
it. 

“Have you read Shelby’s book?” I asked as soon as he
answered.

“What?” Conrad said. He sounded tired and a little stressed.

“Are you in the middle of something? I can call back.”

“No, no. It’s just been a weird morning. What’s up with this
book thing?”

“Shelby printed up something called the Cthulhu Manifesto and
he’s been passing it out around town.”

“Passing it out? Like standing on street corners?”

“No, no, not like that. He’s got free copies in the comics shop
and other places around town that people can take. It’s kinda
interesting stuff. I’ve got a couple copies. You should read
it.”

“Yeah, yeah. I should. Listen, I’ve got some stuff to tell you.
And I’ll know more in a couple hours. What’re you doing for
dinner?”

“Nothing. No plans.”

“Can I come over around 7:00?” Conrad’s voice was stern, like he
wasn’t really asking so much as stating his intent.

“Sure, see you then.”

“Are you going to see Shelby today?”

“I don’t even know how to see Shelby these days. Why?”

“Just don’t talk to him until I see you, OK?” Conrad said, his
voice heavy with import.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. What’s the big deal?”

“I’ll tell you tonight,” Conrad said, and hung up. 

Now I was really curious, wondering what could’ve gotten Conrad
all worked up. I tried to get a little work done, but it was
impossible to concentrate on anything productive as my thoughts
kept wandering back to either the Cthulhu Manifesto or to Conrad’s
mysterious and unnecessary admonition to avoid talking to Shelby
this afternoon. I puzzled over the manifesto some more, but I felt
that I really was missing a lot of the allusions and metaphors
Shelby was making. Then I realized that I had my own Lovecraft
expert on call and that he might have some insight into the
pamphlet. I e-mailed Sinclair to tell him I’d gotten a copy of
something called the Cthulhu Manifesto and would send it to him
when I got a chance. That got Sinclair’s attention and he seemed
anxious to get it as quick as possible. He e-mailed me back a few
minutes later suggesting that I use his FedEx account number to
overnight the manifesto to him. I thought that was a little odd,
but agreed to send it out that afternoon (the printed version of
course, not the handmade one). I went out, dropped it in an
overnight envelope, got some coffee and came back. 

I spent a few hours poking around Web sites like yog-sothoth.com
where they discussed all things Cthulhu, and saw that Shelby’s
manifesto was already creating a little bit of a stir. Someone had
scanned the whole thing and uploaded it onto his or her Flickr
account. The general consensus was that it was all a little kooky,
but kind of interesting. Certainly no one seemed to be taking it
very seriously aside from a handful of critics decrying it as a
blasphemous reinterpretation of Lovecraft’s true philosophies and a
few enthusiastic fans who trumpeted its brilliance at every turn. I
wondered if they were true new converts to Shelby’s cause or Shelby
himself trying to drum up interest. 

Conrad showed up a few minutes before 7:00, charging into the
house as soon as I opened the door to his insistent knocks. He had
a thick brown expandable file folder under his arm which he all but
slammed down on my dining room table.

“Hello,” I said, closing the door behind him. “Are you all
right?”

“I’ve had better weeks,” he said as he started sorting through
his papers and folders. “Bill Buchman gave me the big Fuck You and
he’s been badmouthing me all over town. I’ve heard it from three
different realtor friends that he’s talking shit about me.”

“Oh, Christ, Conrad, that sucks.”

“In this market? It really fucking sucks. And all because I did
a favor for Shelby. That was such a huge fucking mistake on my
part. Just so stupid. I should have made him tell me what the hell
he was actually doing. And I still don’t know what he’s doing, not
really. But I know more than I did a couple days ago.” He motioned
to his papers. “Did you have some book he wrote you wanted to show
me?”

I felt really bad for Conrad. Reputation was everything in the
real estate business, especially in a town like Sarasota. “Let me
get that Cthulhu Manifesto thing of Shelby’s from
upstairs—” 

“Sure, sure. I’ll lay all the rest out here.”

“OK,” I said and walked upstairs to retrieve my copy of the
manifesto. When I came back down I saw that Conrad had covered my
large glass dining room table with papers and photographs. “What is
all this?”

Conrad swept some of the photos into a folder and then motioned
for me to sit down. “I hope you don’t mind, but I talked to your
friend Rambam a few days ago.”

“What?” I said, surprised. Rambam was a private investigator in
New York that I’d worked with on a book on privacy. “Why?”

“Well, you’re always going on about how he can find all kinds of
information about anyone in just a few hours at his computer, so I
hired him to dig into Shelby and Kym and see what he could come up
with.”

“Jesus, really? How much did that cost?” I knew Rambam’s
expertise didn’t come cheap. I doubted it was worth any money to
hire a private eye to investigate one of our friends, even if he
had caused Conrad some serious professional difficulties. “Did
Rambam cut you a deal or something? You should’ve talked to me
first—”

“Not too much, and it was worth the money. I think you’ll agree
when you see what we’ve come up with. I paid the full $500,” Conrad
said, shuffling the papers around on the table and moving a pile in
front of me. “Now look at this—”

“Fuck! Five hundred dollars? Jesus, Conrad, what were you
thinking? What were you hoping to find on him anyway that could
help undo the Bill Buchman thing? Why was this so important to you
that you couldn’t just ask him yourself?”

“First of all, I can’t get him to talk to me any more than you
can. Ever since the Cthulhu Cult event he has been shutting me out.
Even Lauren is having a hard time getting him to return calls. He
managed to clear out of the space I got for him without leaving
much of a mess, but even so Buchman’s still mad as hell at him and
me and that’s bad for my business. So maybe if I can get him to pay
Buchman extra or something that might help. Second of all, the way
Shelby’s been acting, what makes you think he’d even tell me the
truth if I asked him? He’s never been secretive before. Weird, out
there, and exhibitionist, but never secretive. Since he came back
with that new woman friend of his, he’s like a totally different
person. Doesn’t that make you curious? Set off some alarm bells? It
does for me. So yeah, I spent $500 to find out something about why
he’s suddenly acting so strange, and I’m telling you it was worth
it. Look at this.” He tapped a print out of what looked like a
credit report. “Shelby has no money and shit credit. He’s maxed out
the few cards he does have and had a car repossessed while he was
living in New York.”

“When was he living in New York?”

“I’ll come to that. So Shelby has no money. One old checking
account with Bank of America that’s only got a few thousand dollars
in it at most. Not the kind of money you’d need to set up one tenth
of the stuff he’s been pulling off.”

“So it must be Kym’s money then. That’s kind of what I always
thought.” 

“Ahhh, yes, Kym,” Conrad said, placing another pile of papers in
front of me. “She’s an interesting one. Rambam couldn’t find any
sign of bank accounts, credit history, or even a past address or
social security number.”

“So Kym’s not her real name. Whose name is the house in then
in?”

“Her name, but as an officer of an offshore holding company in
the Bahamas called, of all things, HPL Financials.”

“HPL,” I said. “Cute.”

“And HPL Financials hasn’t done anything else besides buy that
house at a tax auction sale a little over three months ago. Rambam
couldn’t find any more about them than that without going to the
Bahamas.”

“Please tell me you’re not paying him to go to the Bahamas.”

“No. The point is, wherever this money came from, they’re doing
their best to hide it. They don’t have any bank accounts here in
town as far as we can tell. They always pay with cash, and there
doesn’t seem to be any money moving from their front company into
the US. So the question is, where does the money come from?”

“I still say it’s Kym.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why?”

“Because Kym’s real name is Shoshanna Templeton, and she doesn’t
have any money either,” Conrad said, a smug smile on his face. He
slapped a print out of a New York State driver’s license on the
table in front of me. The attractive, exotic features looking back
at me definitely belonged to the woman I knew as Kym.

“What? How did you find that out?”

“Well, remember that car that got repossessed in New York?
Brooklyn to be precise. Shelby bought it up there right after he
left Sarasota.”

“He said he was in Providence. That he met Kym at Lovecraft’s
grave.”

“I suppose it’s possible, but Shoshanna lived in the same
Brooklyn apartment for the last three years. The same apartment
building that Shelby’s car was registered to and from which it was
repossessed.” Conrad showed me another print out showing the
vehicle registration information, along with a number of parking
tickets from the New York area. “Rambam just followed Shelby’s
money to the car, the car to the address, and then pulled all the
driver’s licenses for everyone living in that building. I’d sent
him a description of Kym and Shelby, so, voila, he found her. He
claims it only took him about forty-five minutes.”

“So what’s the deal with this Shoshanna person then?” I added.
Having worked on a book with him and seen his work firsthand, I
knew that doing everything Conrad had described would be standard
operating procedure for the seasoned investigator.

“Not much different from Shelby. Crappy credit, no money. Born
and raised in New York, although her mother is Bahamian and her
father’s a U.S. citizen. They’re both in the hotel industry in
management. Not much in the way of money there either. Certainly
nothing that explains where they’re getting all this cash they’ve
been throwing around. Absolutely nothing that explains how they
were able to afford buying that house.”

“Which leaves us with the first question still a mystery.
Where’s the money coming from?”

“That’s not the big mystery,” Conrad said, his voice was angry
now, like they’d somehow personally insulted him with their
behavior. “The big fucking mystery is, what the hell are they up
to? 

“OK, sure, that is a big question too. Let me show you this
Cthulhu Manifesto thing they’re distributing around. It at least
gives some insight into what it is they say they’re all about. And
knowing Shelby, I don’t think it’s too far from the truth.”

“In a minute. I’ve got something else you need to see first.”
Conrad took the file full of photos I’d glimpsed earlier and set it
down in front of me, but he kept his hand on it to keep me from
looking inside before he was ready. “There’s been some serious shit
going down at Shelby’s little compound. Construction. Lots of folks
coming and going. But I’ve been swinging by there at various times
throughout the past few days just to check on things.”

“You’ve been staking out Shelby’s house? Conrad, what the hell
is up with you? Why is this so important to you?”

“Listen, I need to show you what I found,” Conrad replied,
ignoring my question.

“This is weird, Conrad.”

“I know it must seem that way, and I would’ve dropped the whole
thing if I hadn’t seen what I’m about to show you. Just look at
these, OK?” he insisted, opening the file and tapping the top
picture. It was a poorly focused image of Shelby and someone I
didn’t recognize coming out of the gate to the compound in a large
conversion van. Then there was another photo, this time of the same
van waiting in front of the closed gate, headed back into the
compound. The third pic showed the gate being opened from within by
a woman in a flowing black skirt and tank top. Her face was
obscured. The next showed the gate fully open and the van driving
though. The final one showed the gate almost closed again, with the
woman who’d opened it peering out from the gap. It was Cara.

“Holy shit,” I whispered. 

“Yeah, exactly,” said Conrad. “She’s living there now. Or at
least staying there.”

“Holy shit,” I repeated. What did this mean? How had it
happened? Had she gone to Shelby after the Cthulhu Cult show? Or
had she been with him from the beginning, some kind of plant in the
audience? Is that what happened in the limo? Did they convince her
to join their church? Did they send her to the party to spy on me
and Conrad and see how we’d react? “Why the hell would she be
there?” I asked.

“That’s what I was waiting for today before I came over here. I
wanted to figure out everything I could before I told you. I called
Rambam again and hired him to look up Cara as well.”

I was a little horrified to hear this fact, but my curiosity
overwhelmed my revulsion. “What did he find out?” I asked.

“She’s filed for divorce. Looks like it was an ugly marriage and
an even uglier ending. No money to speak of, lots of debt, and no
current place of employment as of three and a half weeks ago. She
also filed for unemployment benefits.” 

“In other words, vulnerable as hell,” I said. 

“Just the way cult leaders like their new recruits. Vulnerable,
seeking a new life, and the kind of person who participates in a
ritual like we went to and says they want to wear one of the masks
next time.”

I realized I’d been holding my breath. I didn’t care about
Conrad’s business problems anymore— I was just worried for Cara,
although at the same time, logically, I wasn’t quite sure why.
Shelby was one of my oldest friends. Cara knew us all from high
school. It wasn’t that strange, not really. And it sounded like she
needed a helping hand. But coupled with all the weirdness
surrounding Shelby, the whole thing gave me a sick feeling in the
pit of my stomach. 

“Now do you see?” said Conrad. “Now do you understand that
something potentially dangerous is going on here? In another world,
if things had gone different, Cara is someone I could have married.
Maybe she’s even someone you could settle down with. She was always
special to me, always an amazing, different kind of girl. But you
know as well as I do that even back then she was impressionable,
prone to flights of fancy. The first vegan I ever knew. The first
person in our class to get anything but an ear pierced. And now
she’s in this vulnerable state and we just can’t let her be taken
advantage of like this. Certainly not by Shelby of all people, who
seems like he’s maybe gone off the deep end himself. And throw this
mysterious ‘Kym’ into the mix and who knows what kind of damage
will get done? If they were just going to screw with each other
that’s fine, but I think Cara’s had a hard enough time without this
weird cult shit, don’t you?”

“I think maybe you’re right,” I said, although I wasn’t sure
what exactly he was right about. I had not realized he still cared
so much about what happened with Cara, nor did I realize how much I
suddenly cared as well. I imagined I could still feel her
desperately groping me in that upstairs corner of the Palmetto
Club, clinging to my mouth and hungrily drinking me in. What better
word to describe her than desperate at that moment? And Shelby and
Kym had latched onto her right afterward, filling her with Lord
only knew what kind of dangerous ideas. “But what do we do about
it? We should try and talk to Cara maybe, get her side of
things.”

“You should do that,” Conrad agreed. “She seemed to like you
still. You do that. Go over there and try to talk to her. Maybe you
can get through to her.”

“And what are you going to do?”

“I don’t quite know yet. But I know we’ve got to do something.
We’ve got to do something before Shelby does something much, much
worse.”










Chapter 12

 


By the time I got over to Shelby’s the next morning, Cara was
gone. Or at least that’s what the guy at the gate, told me. He said
she’d gone back north to get her things, but would be back down
sometime the next week. I asked him to tell her to give me a call
when she did. Of course he wouldn’t let me talk to Shelby or Kym
either, although at least he admitted they were both actually
there. I drove home frustrated and worried. The fact that Cara
really seemed to be packing up her life and moving down to join
Shelby’s cult set off all my warning bells. The only way I was
going to feel comfortable with the idea was if Cara herself
reassured me. Or so I thought. After going online and reading up on
cults at www.rickross.com, I got even more worried. If Shelby and
Kym really were indoctrinating people into some sort of genuine
Cthulhu worship, it might be impossible to tell if Cara was really
happy or under the influence of some sort of brainwashing
technique. 

Despite all our resolutions to “do something” about Shelby and
Kym, Conrad and I were at a loss as to what exactly our next step
should be. We met for lunch to try and hash out a plan, but all
Conrad could come up with was watching the house more and paying
private eyes to do some more digging. I didn’t have the money to
spend on PIs, and Conrad said he didn’t think Lauren would be too
happy with him if he spent any more of theirs. In truth I was
surprised that she’d gone along with hiring Rambam in the first
place, but Conrad said she was almost as worried about what Shelby
was up to as we were. In the end we decided that all we could
really do was wait and watch and be ready to do our thing (whatever
it turned out to be) when the opportunity presented itself. For the
time being Shelby’s only public act was distributing copies of the
Cthulhu Manifesto, and until he showed himself again, there wasn’t
much to do.

I continued to track the manifesto’s propagation across the
Internet over the next few days. It made the rounds of all the
Lovecraft and Cthulhu fan sites and then moved out into more
general interest New Age/mysticism and horror fan sites. The
reactions split about evenly into three camps: those who, like me,
thought it was interesting but pretentious; those who thought it
was silly and/or lame; and those who really got into it and thought
it was inspiring/awesome/cool. Of course the majority made no
comment at all, no doubt letting the fact of the manifesto’s
existence flow in and out of their brains along with the thousands
of other factoids that avid net surfers accumulate every
day. 

On the third day a Web site appeared at the domain name
www.thecthulhucult.com. I couldn’t tell from looking at the WhoIs
whether or not Shelby was responsible for the site — it showed as
an anonymous business owner — but the site soon became the focus of
interest in the Cthulhu Manifesto debate since it had a complete
copy of the text along with a Wiki interface allowing anyone to add
comments. Later that day the site got “dugg” on the
social-network-run news site Digg.com, which drove a lot of new
traffic to it. I checked the Wiki and the site over the next few
days and figured someone had to be moderating the comments since
they didn’t fill up with spam or mindless profanities. Not that
there weren’t profanities. There was plenty of back-and-forth
discussion about the manifesto’s merits from people belonging to
all three of the view points I’d identified the day before, but no
sign of anyone I could identify as Shelby himself.

The next morning, Conrad called me and woke me up at 7:30 in the
morning — usually I’d have been awake, but after a late night
following the discussions on the Cthulhu Cult Web site, I’d slept
in. 

“You should read the paper,” Conrad said when I picked
up. 

“Did you get that link I sent you last night to the Cthulhu
Manifesto online?”

“Yeah, yeah, I saw that. Hold on, I want to read you something
from today’s paper.” I heard the faint rustling of pages. “Dear
Sirs, I’m writing to warn your readers about an evil comic book
that’s being distributed to our city’s children without their
parents even knowing. My eleven-year-old son recently bought a used
video game from a local store (which I won’t name since I don’t
want to give them free advertising). He got not only the game he
paid for, but a ‘free’ comic book as well that the store was giving
away. This comic is a Satanic Recruiting Tool that calls itself the
Cthulu Manifesto. My son tells me that he and his friends have seen
many copies of this evil magazine in stores and other places, even
at school. As good, churchgoing Christians, my husband and I threw
the evil comic away and I complained in person to the store’s
owners. They refused to remove the comic at first but after threat
of legal action changed their minds. I felt it necessary to warn
others about this dangerous comic book and call upon our civic
leaders to investigate its obviously Satanic origins and take the
right steps to protect our community and our children. Sincerely, A
Concerned Mother.”

“Well, the prose doesn’t really flow, does it?” I said. “They
really published that in the paper?”

“They spelled ‘Cthulhu’ wrong, but yeah, it’s in there at the
bottom of the page.”

“I’m sure she’s talking about Extra Credits Games over by New
College,” I said. “I didn’t know they had copies of the manifesto
there, but it doesn’t surprise me.”

“He’s going to have problems if the church moms get up in arms
about him. Especially in this town.”

“Maybe, yeah.” I didn’t think of Sarasota as a particularly
religious town, but it is definitely a very conservative community
and there are a lot of churches. Just because I didn’t know many
people that went to church didn’t mean the religious right couldn’t
cause real trouble for Shelby. The fact that the paper had even
printed the letter showed that they thought it was in some way
newsworthy. “There’s nothing in the manifesto that connects
directly to Shelby, though — no information at all on who wrote or
printed it.”

“Oh, I’m pretty damn sure Shelby’s going to want to take credit
at some point. Someone’s going to put the pieces together. Who was
it who wrote up that Web entry about the art show ritual?”

“Wendell Locking from the Weekly Voice?” I suggested.

“Yeah. He was at the ritual. If he hasn’t seen the manifesto
already, you know he’s going to go out and find it himself and
he’ll tie it to Shelby.”

“Probably. We’ll see.”

“So, what are your plans for the day?” Conrad asked.

“I’ve got to get some serious work done this morning. I’m way
behind on the book.” 

“Do you think you’ll have time to swing by the compound at any
point?”

“I wasn’t planning on it. I figured I’d give Cara a full week to
get back before I tried to see her again.”

“I was going to swing by this afternoon for a few hours and
watch the gate. Could you go by tonight? I’ve got a dinner thing
with Lauren’s law partners.”

I hadn’t actually done any staking out of the compound, and I
didn’t feel like starting now. Even if it didn’t sound incredibly
boring (and it did), I still felt strange about the idea of spying
on Shelby and was worried about how I’d explain myself to him if I
got caught. “I don’t think so, man. I’ve really got to get this
done. Besides, what do you expect to see?”

“The heat is on him now,” Conrad said. “With this letter to the
editor thing? The heat is on. I want us to be on top of things when
he makes a move. You could go by for just an hour or so tonight,
right? If we get some dirt on him before Cara gets back — assuming
she even really left — then maybe that can help us when it comes
time to try and convince her to leave the place.”

“We’ll see. I’ll try,” I said, doubting just watching the house
would do much good, but not sure what else would.

“Good, good. OK, I’ve got to run. I’ll call you tonight. We’ve
got to keep on this.”

“OK, Conrad,” I said. “Later.” I hung up and crawled back into
bed, wondering if there was any way I’d be able to actually
concentrate on work for the rest of the day. In the end, I
couldn’t. 

I did swing by the compound that day, but not to stake the place
out. I rang the bell at the gate and waited for a few minutes
before yet another face I’d never seen before cracked the barrier
open just enough to see me. I asked for Cara, was told she wasn’t
there, and handed him an envelope to give to her when she returned.
I assumed Shelby or someone would probably open it, so all it
contained was my name and number, but I hoped having a physical
piece of paper to give to Cara when she returned might help
Shelby’s minions remember to give her the message. Then at least
she’d know there was someone else besides Shelby and his church
that cared about how she was doing.

 

 

 

The next morning I made my usual tour of Web sites as I drank my
second cup of coffee. More comments on the Cthulhu Manifesto’s Wiki
and some more chatter on discussion forums, but nothing that new or
interesting. The real news came when I checked the Weekly Voice’s
Web site to see if Wendell Locking had anything to say about the
anti-Shelby letter to the editor from the day before. As Conrad had
predicted, Locking had not only noticed it, he’d pulled together a
lot of the pieces.

 

A New Cult for a New Generation?

 

Sleepy, sophisticated, sun-drenched Sarasota is the last place
you’d expect to find Gothic death cults rearing their black-dyed
heads, but it seems Sarasota’s own Shelby Tyree is aiming to bring
a little occult culture to town. You might remember a few weeks
back when I blogged about a particularly obnoxious “art opening”
Tyree put on, which he called “The Cthulhu Cult.” Alas, this
blood-drenched display of bad taste and even worse art was
apparently not a one-time-only affair. Tyree and company have
printed up copies of their own “Cthulhu Manifesto,” which they’re
giving away all over town. Indeed, several hundred of these
tactless tracts were secretly slipped inside of the Weekly Voice
while they were on the newsstands. Weren’t unlucky enough to get
one when you picked up the latest issue? Well, apparently they’re
all over town in all the best places: head shops, comic book
stores, video game stores, and some bars. Someone told me they even
saw some in the give-away racks at the public library. I do give
Tyree points for ingenuity and persistence, but this is not the
kind of stuff that most parents want their kids reading, as one
concerned mother noted in the op-ed pages of The Daily Paper We
Must Not Name concerning these poorly composed Cthulhu Manifestos.
And while, nine times out of ten, I’m more sympathetic towards free
speech than “won’t someone think of the children,” given Tyree’s
sordid past and equally sordid recent past and no doubt even more
sordid present, it’s not the kind of things most Sarasotans want
going on in their community. Is Tyree really a cult leader? Or is
this all some ingenious publicity stunt? Or maybe both? How will we
ever find out for sure? Well, I don’t want to give anything away,
but it seems like just the kind of thing that might make a good
story for an investigative report in a certain free weekly
newspaper. Make sure to check out the newsstands next
Wednesday.

 

I called Conrad as soon as I finished reading the piece.

“You were right,” I said as soon as he picked up. “Locking
picked it up and blogged about it.”

“I know. I e-mailed him the link to the manifesto after we
talked yesterday.”

“What? Why?” I asked, surprised. 

“More pressure on Shelby. And whatever Shelby’s up to, if
there’s pressure then maybe it’ll keep him from doing anything
stupid. I didn’t want to leave it up to chance that no one else
would follow up on that letter to the editor.”

“Jesus, Shelby’s going to be pissed,” I said, not sure if that
was a good or a bad thing.

“If he’s pissed, then that’s good too. It means he’s being
sensible and that maybe this is all some crazy stunt. What I’m
worried about is if he’s not pissed. If he really believes all this
insane Cthulhu crap, then it won’t matter to him what the rest of
us think. And if that’s true, then Cara and anyone else who falls
in with him and Kym could be in for real trouble.”

“Maybe,” I said. “That makes some sense. Although even if it is
all fake and he’s doing it for publicity or something, he might not
mind a little bad press — the people he’s trying to attract will
actually be more interested if his church has some sort of social
stigma attached to it. Maybe. I don’t know. But I’ll bet he’ll
still be mad at you either way for writing that reporter — he’s
going to see it as you trying to screw with his plans.”

“Well, there’s no way he’s going to find out. I sent the tip
anonymously and I’m not going to tell him.”

“OK, well, you’re covered there then. But hey, I’ve got a
question. What do we do if this Locking guy comes asking you or me
questions?”

“Why would he?”

“Well, both of us gave statements to the police in the original
thing at the old house last year. And your wife’s law firm
represents Shelby’s church, at least on the paperwork. So if this
guy really digs into the story rather than just Googling a few
things and writing a puff piece, he might come ask us about
Shelby.”

“Hmmm. I’m not sure,” said Conrad, before going silent for a few
moments. “There’s an idea. Whether or not the reporter does his job
and follows up with us, we can pretend that he did. We can use the
threat of it to maybe get some actual face time with Shelby. If
he’s really not online at his compound, he probably hasn’t seen
this blog post, right?”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

“So we go over there and say that this reporter called us. That
he wants to interview us about our old friend Shelby Tyree. He’ll
have to let us in and talk if he wants to try and control what we
say. We’ll know a lot more once we’ve had a chance to talk with him
and hopefully Cara too. If it is all some big prank or theater
thing or whatever, then fine. But I think something else is going
on, and if he evades us or throws us a line of bullshit, then we’ll
know we’ve got real reason to be worried.”

“That’s actually a good idea.” I thought Conrad’s plan might
really work, and if we got in past the gate, I could talk to Cara
if she was there and find out if she really was in trouble or not.
“When do you want to go over?”

“I’ve got a house showing this afternoon, so I thought I’d head
over this evening,” he said. “Want me to pick you up?”

“Absolutely. I’ll be waiting.”










Chapter 13

 


Conrad picked me up in the late afternoon, less than an hour
before sunset. When he knocked I scrambled down the stairs from my
office and out the door to his waiting SUV. The engine was still
running. We didn’t talk much on the way over, just a few quick
sentences going over what our story would be: reporter snooping,
concerned friends, scandal brewing. My stomach churned in nervous
anticipation as he drove too fast down the winding road to the dead
end of Shelby’s compound, hidden away behind the high gates. Conrad
parked his truck within inches of the gate, blocking any traffic
that might try to enter or leave. As he rang the bell I stood at
his side, shifting my weight from one foot to the other.

After Conrad’s ringing had gone on for what seemed like over a
minute, the same young man’s pompous voice I’d heard before finally
called over to us, “Present yourself!”

“Conrad Laughton and Rick Dakan,” Conrad shouted back. “We need
to see Shelby. It’s urgent.”

“The Hierophant is not seeing visitors. You must leave.”

“No we must not leave. We must see Shelby and we need to see him
today. Now.”

The doorman held his ground, shaking his head with solemn
exaggeration. “That’s not possible. Now please leave.”

Conrad started ringing the bell again. “Sorry, no. Is there
anyone else in there? Can I speak to your manager?”

“Manager?” The voice sounded nonplussed, and broke character. “I
don’t have a freaking manager.”

“Someone higher up the food chain then. Whoever it is who makes
you come out here and answer the gate.” Conrad rang the bell
louder. 

“Will you cut that out?” the voice asked, frustrated and
shouting over the bell.

Conrad stopped ringing but raised his own voice almost as loud.
“Will you just let me talk to someone? It’s important! Listen, I am
a lawyer and there are going to be serious legal consequences for
all of you if I can’t warn Shelby about what’s coming down. And no,
I can’t just leave you a message. This is privileged attorney
client stuff. So, please. Go. Get. Shelby.”

“Fine, hold on.” We heard his feet crunching on the gravel,
receding toward the house.

“Lawyer?” I asked Conrad.

“Always works for Lauren.”

We waited five minutes before Conrad grew frustrated and started
ringing the bell again. Then he had me ring the bell while he went
to honk his horn. I looked around and saw several neighbors
watching from doorways with annoyed interest and stopped ringing.
Conrad may or may not have noticed, but he didn’t stop honking for
another thirty seconds, by which time the gate was finally opening
anyway. I stepped back as I heard the latch clink and saw the
sturdy wooden barrier ever so slightly vibrate as it scraped open
along the driveway just enough to let someone step out from within.
It was Cara.

“Hey, you,” she said with a smile, reaching forward to hug me.
She wore a low-slung, gauzy green and purple peasant skirt and a
kind of short leather vest that exposed her midriff in a most
distracting way. So distracting that it took a moment for the fresh
black ink of the tattoo on her hip to register — the branch or
arrow-like design that I’d seen tattooed on Kym and Shelby.
“What’re you doing here?” she asked as she released me from her
embrace.

“I could ask you the same thing,” I said, fighting to keep my
tone accusation-free. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with
you.”

She gave me a thin smile. “I know, I got your messages, and I’ve
been meaning to call, but I just got back into town today and I’m
still getting settled in.”

“So you’ve moved in with Shelby and Kym?”

“I have, yes.” Now her smile blossomed into a full grin. “It’s
really amazing in here. What they’re doing? It’s mind-blowing. Like
nothing I’ve ever done or tried to do or even thought about. It’s
totally what I needed. A complete change.” She sounded happy and
enthused and maybe even something just shy of blissful. But then,
isn’t that how all new cult converts sound? And then there was the
tattoo. That spoke volumes to me. I couldn’t believe that Cara
would fall under Shelby’s spell so quickly, but then again, I
didn’t really know anything about her other than she was in a very
vulnerable state. Perhaps in her mind it was a totally logical
thing to do. Looking at it from the outside where I was, I knew she
was making a terrible mistake.

“We need to see Shelby,” Conrad said, striding up beside me and
giving Cara a good look up and down. “It’s important.”

“I’m sorry, he’s just not seeing anyone right now. He’s in a
deep meditative state and unless there’s some real emergency, I’m
not supposed to disturb him or Kym. Do you want to give me a
message for them?”

Conrad pulled a printout of the online piece about Shelby out
from his pocket and handed it to her. “Show him that and tell him
that the reporter has been around asking a lot of questions. He
wants to talk to me and Rick about Shelby’s background and some of
the things that went down last year. We’re putting him off for now
because we want to talk with Shelby first. You know, let him know
what’s up and get his side of the story out. It’s really important
that we talk to him.”

“I’ll pass it on, sure,” Cara said, taking the paper. “But I’m
positive he won’t mind your talking to reporters. He’s got nothing
to hide. Besides, he doesn’t care what the papers say about him or
us. None of us do. Tell the reporters whatever it is you want to,
as long as it’s the truth. As it says in the Cthulhu Manifesto,
‘The truth might be terrifying, but it’s always true. Words are but
words. Thoughts are but thoughts. They may be unpleasant, but they
won’t hurt us.’” 

The way she quoted Shelby’s book with such practiced ease was
how I imagined Manson’s followers sounded when they talked about
Charlie’s teachings. It felt like ice-cold ants were crawling along
the back of my neck and I’m sure my eyes went wide. Was she really
so far gone as that? I’m not sure how I would have responded on my
own, but Conrad must have been thinking something similar, and he
was never quite as tactful as me. 

“Have you gone nuts?” he said to her, voice dripping with
barely-concealed disdain. “You’re quoting that silly comic book of
Shelby’s like it’s the Goddamned Bible!”

She smiled at him, a friendly enough look for the most part,
with just a hint of condescension. “Conrad, honey, calm down.
Please, it’s certainly no Bible. It’s just more words. But they’re
words that make a lot of sense to me. Not just to me, but also to
many others. What we’re doing here isn’t about what some newspaper
reporter writes. It’s just not a concern.” 

“Cara, what happened to you?” Conrad asked. “When we were dating
you were never like this, into these kinds of things. You would
have been merciless with your jokes and teasing if someone you knew
was doing what you’re doing now.”

“I don’t know that that’s true at all, Conrad. Just like I don’t
quite remember that you and I ever actually dated per se. Did we
even kiss? But that’s not important, is it? I thought a lot of
silly things when I was a child that I don’t think now. I would
hope the same is true for you.”

When Conrad didn’t answer at once I looked over at him and he
seemed somehow shaken, his shoulder slumped and mouth slightly
agape. But he quickly recovered, and came back at Cara with renewed
focus, his tone a little more subdued but still serious. “Listen,
I’m not here to debate philosophy. I’m here because I’m worried
about you, Cara. Rick and I both are.”

“Then let me put your worries to rest, Conrad. I’m fine. I’ve
never been better. My vision of the universe is expanding to
finally encompass the truth, and while that’s kind of scary, it’s
also exhilarating. Liberating.”

“I know you’re in a fragile place,” Conrad said in low tones,
ignoring what she’d said. “I know you’ve got the divorce thing
going on and you lost your job. It’s got to be a tough time. But
that means you have to be extra careful about making any kind of…
”

“How do you know all that?” Cara’s voice had snapped out of the
dreamy, metaphysics-laden haze it had been in and was all of a
sudden angry and accusing. I realized at once that Conrad had made
a huge mistake. How could he explain knowing all that stuff about
her without admitting to hiring a private investigator? And how
could he then justify prying into her private life like that?

Conrad was at a loss for words as the same thoughts no doubt
occurred to him thirty seconds too late. I tried to salvage the
situation as best I could. “I’m not sure what Conrad’s talking
about, Cara. But you’ve got to admit, this does all seem very
strange.”

She narrowed her gaze at Conrad before shifting her attention to
me. “It is strange, yes. But, so what?”

“So what?” I asked. Wasn’t the strangeness alone cause for
concern, I wondered.

“So what if it’s strange?”

“It’s strange like a cult,” Conrad said, recovering. “It’s like
you’re in some sort of cult.”

That seemed to just piss her off. “We’re not a cult! This is not
about religion, or Shelby, or anything like that. We’re about
opening minds to the reality of the universe. We’re about exploring
the true nature of existence, not getting caught up in the false
realities most people build in their minds to shield themselves
from the truth.” She gave both of us a disgusted look that made it
quite clear she thought we were in fact totally clueless. 

“You don’t even realize who Shelby and Kym are,” Conrad said.
“They’re frauds. I’m telling you, Cara, you’re getting into
something that may be a lot more sinister than you think.”

“The past is past,” Cara said. “I’ve put my past behind me and I
don’t care in the least about Shelby’s or Kym’s.” She turned back
towards the gate, clearly done with the pair of us.

A long, loud gong sounded from somewhere beyond the gate. Cara
looked back over her shoulder at us both, her eyes flashing a
moment’s anxiety. “You need to go. You can’t be here now, so
please, go.”

“What’s happening?” Conrad asked as the gong sounded
again. 

“The sunset ritual is starting soon. I need to seal the gates.”
I noticed she said “gates” not “gate” and I was put in mind of not
of the wooden barrier in front of me, but the mystical gates from
the Call of Cthulhu game that were used to summon forth
extra-dimensional monstrosities from their alien planes of
existence. “I’m serious,” she said. “It would be bad for you to
stay here. Something bad might happen to you.” She then slipped
back through the gate and I heard her locking it. Conrad moved
forward to push on it just to make sure, but it didn’t
budge. 

I was still trying to sort out what I thought about what had
just happened, while Conrad was climbing up onto the hood of his
SUV. “What are you doing?” I asked, although it was now obvious.
From his perch atop the Ford, he could peer over the fence and into
the compound. 

“She’s gone back into the house. I can’t see anything else
moving.” It was starting to get dark now and the gong sounded a
third time. “There are no lights anywhere in there. I can’t tell
where the damned gong is coming from.”

“Conrad, get down from there. The neighbors will see!”

“I can’t see anything from here anyway,” he said as he clambered
down. “Too many trees blocking the view towards the
back.” 

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“I dunno.” Conrad slumped against the side of his SUV and looked
back towards the house as the gong rang out again. “Maybe there’s
another way around so we can see what’s going on in there.”

Without waiting for my words of protest, Conrad set out along
the fence line, moving around toward the back of the house. I
started after him and then stopped as he entered the neighbor’s
yard and then disappeared around the corner. I didn’t think he’d
find another way in and told myself someone should stay with the
car in case we had to move it. Not that I had the car keys. I paced
back and forth in front of the gate and even called Conrad’s cell
phone to check on him, only to hear it ring from inside the SUV.
The gongs stopped, but I thought I could hear a faint piping coming
from somewhere, like maybe flutes or even pan pipes. I couldn’t
quite make out the tune and so the melody was lost to me, leaving
only wild-sounding snatches of sound that reminded me more of
chittering insects than music. 

The piping grew louder as I thought about going after Conrad.
He’d been gone for ten minutes now. Then there was a muffled bang,
like an explosion of some sort and the piping stopped. I heard far
off yelling. Screaming? I climbed up on the hood myself this time
and peered over into the locked compound. Past the trees I could
see the top of the oversized garage in the back and there was red
smoke rising from somewhere out of sight. A door? A window maybe.
The yelling/screaming/cheering had subsided now, although I could
detect chanting voices coming from within. For one reckless moment
I considered vaulting over the gate and inside, but a flood of
worried questions quickly dispelled such wild notions. How would I
get out? How would I land without hurting myself? Was I strong or
agile enough to even get over the top? Instead I watched the red
smoke dissipate into the sunset-drenched air.

“Get down!” a voice hissed at me from my left. I jumped and lost
my footing, coming down on my ass and leaving a serious dent in the
hood of Conrad’s truck. Conrad emerged from the gathering gloom by
the fence, retracing his steps back toward me. As he came close and
I started to apologize for the dent, I noticed he was soaked from
the waist down and that his shoes were covered in mud. 

“Conrad, fuck! What happened to you?”

“Let’s get out of here,” he said, pulling his keys and tossing
them to me. “You drive.”

By the time we got back to my condo he’d explained what had
happened. Having circled around the entire property, he’d come to
the end of the fence, which, inconveniently, corresponded to the
beginning of the pond. Thinking he could maybe swing around the
fence at the water’s edge and get a view inside, he was as startled
as I’d been by the sudden explosion. He lost his footing and
stumbled forward into the muck of the pond, sinking down into the
mud, ruining his shoes. However, he then had his sought-after
improved view: a good angle towards the side of the oversized
garage structure. The smoke came pouring out of a door as it was
opened to release three coughing, black-robed figures. They heaved
and coughed before taking a few moments to compose themselves in
the grass before taking some deep breaths and heading back inside.
All the while the chanting I’d heard snatches of continued from
within. Conrad thought that maybe one of them might have seen him
there, crouched in the reeds, but he wasn’t sure. He’d managed to
extricate himself from the mud and then head back around back to me
without seeming to alert anyone else of his intrusion. 

Back at my home, his pants in the washing machine and a heavy
glass of scotch in each of our hands, we quietly mulled over what
we’d seen.

“Well, first of all, I can’t believe Cara says we never dated.
We may not have had sex but we certainly dated.” Conrad took a sip
of whiskey.

“That’s the first thing you think of?”

“I’m building up to something here. It speaks to her state of
mind. Specifically the fact that I think she’s out of it, not
seeing the past or her friends clearly. I’m convinced more than
ever that Shelby really believes in this Cthulhu stuff. I don’t
know why and I don’t know how he came to be that way, although Kym
is a likely culprit, but I think he honest to God believes this
crazy shit. And I think he’s getting other people to believe it to,
including Cara.” I nodded. Shelby was certainly playing the
reclusive guru to the hilt, and I was as freaked out by how Cara
reacted as Conrad was. “And then there’s the smoke and that sound.
I don’t know what the hell that is, but it’s not like anything I’ve
ever heard of in this world.”

“Oh, come on. You can’t be seriously implying what it sounds
like you’re implying.”

“I’m not saying it’s Cthulhu or something like that. I’m just
saying it’s really, really not normal. Way outside the realm of
normal. And I’m not willing to rule anything out until we know
more.”

“I can’t believe it’s something supernatural. That’s just not
possible.”

“All we can go on is what we can see,” Conrad said. “I didn’t
see Cthulhu. I didn’t see anything supernatural. But I did see some
pretty freaky, unexplained shit. And even if it wasn’t really
supernatural, whatever that means, that doesn’t mean Shelby and Kym
and the rest of them don’t believe it is. Either way, it’s
dangerous as far as I’m concerned.”

“So what do you want to do now?” 

“I’m not sure. We have to find a way inside somehow. If Shelby
believes in Cthulhu for real, what would that even mean?” He paused
to sip at his scotch for a while and we both pondered our next
move.

“What about Sinclair, the collector I’ve been buying things for
Shelby from?” I said. “He’s a little bit of a stiff, but he knows
his Lovecraft. I sent a copy of the Cthulhu Manifesto to him.”

“I’d like to hear what he thinks about it. Since he’s got
expertise and maybe even experience with this stuff, he might be
seeing something in it that we’re not.”

“Sure, I’ll give him a call tomorrow.” I’d been wondering what
Sinclair made of the manifesto and all the rest of Shelby’s
activities. It would be good to get a more educated opinion on
things. 

 

 

 

Conrad and I talked for the next few hours, going over the day’s
events again and again. Around 10:30 I got a call from one of my
subjects for the Anarchy at Work book from Oakland, so I went
upstairs to take the call. The conversation took half an hour, and
by the time I came down, Conrad was passed out on the couch. I
tried to wake him, but he was deep in it and probably in no
condition to drive in any event. I called Lauren and told her that
Conrad was passed out here and should probably just sleep it off on
my couch. This news didn’t seem to please her very much, but Lauren
would never take her anger at Conrad out on me, so she just
listened without comment and asked me to have him come home first
thing in the morning. I was really glad I wasn’t going to have to
face whatever wrath she brought down on him the next day, and
wondered just how much he was going to tell her about what he’d
seen and done at Shelby’s.

I went upstairs to my office to work some, although I ended up
just playing an online game called Metropolis 2.0 for a while. I
turned in around 1:00 a.m., only to be awoken a couple hours later
by terrified screams from downstairs. I snapped out of my slumber,
heart racing. I don’t think I’d ever been awakened by screams
before. They’d stopped, but I could still hear a kind of whimpering
coming from downstairs, so I fumbled for my glasses and hurried
down to check on Conrad.

He was curled up on the living room floor in a fetal position,
clutching a pillow to his chest and rocking back and forth. I stood
over him for a moment, not sure what to do. His eyes were still
closed. Was he asleep? Some sort of night terror? I wasn’t even
really sure what night terrors were.

“Conrad,” I said in a quiet, calm voice. “Are you all
right?”

He just whimpered some more.

I bent down on one knee and gently put my hand on one shoulder.
“Conrad?”

His eyes snapped open and his whole body stiffened. “Rick?” he
croaked. “Where… ?”

“You’re at my place. You passed out on my couch. I called Lauren
and told—”

“Jesus!” he said, trying to sit up straight but then lying back
down. “Oh fuck, it’s so good to be here. I thought I was… I thought
I was somewhere else.”

“It’s OK, man,” I said. “Let me get you a glass of water.”

“No!” Conrad shouted. “Not water. I’m fine. I’ve had enough
water… ”

“You haven’t had any water. You’re dehydrated from all the
scotch. Lemme get you some—”

“I was drowning,” Conrad said from the floor as he stared up at
my ceiling fan. “There were all these… these eels or snakes and
they were pulling me down under the water. Under that pond. That
pond of Shelby’s. There was something in there, something awful. I
saw what they were doing in the house, Rick. I saw what they called
forth. What Shelby needs all those followers for! It’s terrible.
And part of it is in that lake. That pond. There are these
snake-things. Eels maybe? All tied together down there and when I
was trying to get away they were eating at me.”

“It was just a dream, Conrad. Just a dream.”

“No!” he said. “It was a dream. But it wasn’t just a dream. It
was a message. And I think it was an attack. I think it was Shelby
trying to scare me away.”

“C’mon, Conrad, you just need to wake up a little more.”

“My legs. Why do they itch so much?” He pulled himself back into
a sort of fetal position and started massaging his ankles. I looked
down, but in the darkness I couldn’t see anything wrong with
them.

“I’m sure they’re fine,” I said. “You probably just slept
funny.” But even as I said this, I was bending over again and
examining his ankles. 

“They feel bad,” Conrad said. “Itchy.”

Close up I could see that there was some sort of discoloration
covering his feet and lower legs, but I couldn’t make out what it
was. I stood up and turned on the overhead light to get a better
view. Conrad cried out in protest and threw his arm across his eyes
to shield them from the light. I squinted in the brightness down at
his legs. From the calf on down they were covered with bright red
marks and blistery bumps. For a moment I thought maybe they’d
somehow been boiled.

“Holy shit!” I exclaimed. “Conrad, your legs!”

He moved his arm from his eyes and sat up. As soon as he saw his
legs in the light he started screaming.










Chapter 14

 


I wanted to take Conrad to the doctor, but he refused, so I
drove down to the 24-hour pharmacy and picked up some
hydrocortisone, which seemed to help a little. Conrad didn’t want
to talk about the dream or what had happened to his feet, having
fallen into a sullen, pained silence. He decided to go back home
around 4:30 in the morning, and I tried my best to get back to
sleep, but the adrenaline rush of recent events still hadn’t worn
off even hours later. I had no idea what had happened to Conrad.
The most obvious explanation was that it was some sort of delayed
allergic reaction to stepping in something in Shelby’s pond. But
the combination of Conrad’s dream and the bizarre sights we’d seen
at the compound were more than sufficient to make my imagination
run wild with other possibilities. Could it all be psychosomatic, a
product of Conrad’s fevered imagination perhaps? Or was there
really some way that Shelby might send actual dreams or thoughts to
plague Conrad’s sleep? Perhaps there were subliminal messages of
some kind in the weird noises he’d heard that lodged themselves in
Conrad’s subconscious and waited for him to fall asleep. As for the
other option — that there really was some sort of occult force at
work — well, I didn’t believe it, but I also no longer felt I could
totally dismiss it out of hand. As Conrad had suggested earlier, we
needed to know a whole lot more about what was really going on. The
one bright note in this puzzling macabre turn was that pondering
Conrad’s predicament distracted me from much deeper worries about
Cara and what her state of mind was. 

I called Conrad later that day and left a message for him on his
cell phone. I was kind of afraid to call his house for fear of
having to answer uncomfortable questions from Lauren. My next step
was to e-mail Sinclair and see if he had anything new that I might
be able to tempt Shelby with. Unusually, I didn’t hear back from
him that day at all, nor did Conrad return any of my calls. I
considered going down to the compound to try and talk to Cara again
without Conrad by my side to provoke her, but I didn’t want to do
that without having a firm plan of action. Part of me feared being
turned away at the gate once more by her. And so, as always when at
a loss as to what to do with myself, I went down to the comic shop
to pick up some distractions. 

Once there I had Brian pull my comics from my subscription file,
hoping that maybe Shelby might have chosen to leave me a message
there of some sort. Indeed there was a message in the file,
although I couldn’t tell for sure if it was from Shelby or not. It
was a single, letter-sized piece of paper covered in strange
writing that I’d never seen before. It looked like the kind of
thing you would expect alien writing to look like, or, more
precisely, the way it’s often portrayed in comics and sci-fi movies
— somewhere between Arabic and hieroglyphics.

“What’s this?” I asked Brian.

“I guess it’s some sort of party invitation. One of my
employees, Dan, asked if he could put them in the files of people
who’d picked up that Cthulhu Manifesto from the other day.”

“And you said he could? You don’t even know what it says.”

“Dan assured me it wasn’t anything dirty. And a lot of my
customers really seemed to be into that manifesto thing, so I
didn’t see the harm. It’s a code, and you can decipher it if you
have the manifesto. Of course we’re all out now, and I didn’t keep
one for myself, so I haven’t tried it.”

“OK,” I said, staring at the sheet of strange symbols. “Well,
thanks for this.” 

I paid for my comics and went back home. I’m not good with
codes, and I hadn’t noticed any kind of key to a cipher in the
Cthulhu Manifesto, so I was at a loss as to how I might decode it.
Even with my original, handmade copy of the manifesto at hand I was
still stymied. There weren’t any symbols like the ones on the page
anywhere in the book that I could see. I called Conrad again to
tell him about this latest development, but his cell phone was
still going straight to voice mail. Finally, since I needed to talk
to him about the manifesto anyway, I decided that maybe Calvin
Sinclair might have some insight into this mystery.

Sinclair answered on the fifth ring, and sounded out of breath.
“Mr. Dakan!” he said, his voice sounding surprised. “How are you
this afternoon?”

“I’m good. I actually have a bit of a situation here and I was
hoping you could help me out.”

“Oh? How may I help you?”

“I’ve just received a piece of paper that’s got some kind of
code on it. Supposedly the key to deciphering it is in the Cthulhu
Manifesto, but I’ve gone through my entire copy, and I can’t find
anything. I was hoping you might be able to make some sense of
it.”

“I’ll do my best, of course. You say it’s just one sheet?
Perhaps you could fax it to me?”

I faxed Sinclair the encoded sheet and then waited by the phone
for about twenty-five minutes or so, surfing the net for hints on
code-breaking. There were a lot of complicated processes out there,
but if it was a simple code, it might not be too difficult to
crack. Before I had a chance to download a code-breaking program,
Sinclair called back.

“Hello, Mr. Dakan. Do you happen to have one of the original,
handmade copies of the Cthulhu Manifesto?”

“Yes,” I said, remembering that I hadn’t bothered to mention to
Sinclair that these rarer volumes existed when I sent him the comic
book version. 

“Have you tried peeling back the end paper pasted into the back
cover?” he asked, sounding a little smug to my ears.

“No, of course not.”

“Well, according to a friend of mine I just spoke with, there is
indeed a hidden code placed beneath the end papers. It should
provide you with everything you need to read the letter.”

“That’s great!” I said, reaching for my copy sitting on the
desk.

“Or I could simply read you the translation if you’d prefer.
It’s quite short.”

“You’ve translated it?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes indeed. It’s a simple substitution code, with each symbol
standing for a corresponding letter in our alphabet. No trick to it
really, once you have the key. My friend e-mailed me a copy.”

“Well, what’s it say?”

“This part is a little more cryptic, but perhaps it makes sense
to you: ‘Seeking the Truth about Cthulhu? Join the Church of Starry
Wisdom April 6th at 9:00 p.m. at the Hippo House.’ Then it ends
with the line from ‘The Call of Cthulhu’: ‘Ph’nglui mglw’nafh
Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn,’ which you no doubt recognize
yourself. Does this allusion to the Hippo House mean anything to
you?”

“As a matter of fact, I think it might,” I said. It was a
college house — one of those places that passed from college
student to college student over the years. In this case it was
associated with students at the Ringling School of Art and Design
rather than New College, but it was not too dissimilar from the
place Shelby used to live in on Indian Point Drive before that
last, fateful party. “I’ll have to ask around to be sure,” I
said.

“I do urge you to be very careful moving forward. I hope I’m not
being out of line when I say that I believe your friend Shelby has
traveled too far down a dark and dangerous path.”

Put in Sinclair’s florid language it all sounded very
melodramatic, but after seeing Cara in the thrall of the compound,
melodramatic seemed just about right. “Thanks for the warning.
Things are getting weird here. I’m worried that Shelby might be
influencing one of my other friends. Actually there’s something
else you can help me with. My friend, Cara, just got a tattoo
that’s identical to one that Shelby and Kym have. It’s sort of a
branch-like symbol or maybe an arrow.”

Sinclair didn’t answer right away, and when he did he sounded
very concerned. “Did you say a tattoo?”

“Yes.”

“That he has marked her with the Elder Sign seems to me quite a
serious matter.”

“The Elder Sign? Is that what the branch-like symbol is supposed
to be? I thought Elder Signs were pentagrams with a flame in the
center.” In the game Call of Cthulhu those signs were like crosses
to vampires and were common decorative motifs in the game
books.

“That is a later perversion of the original symbol Lovecraft
describes, a product of the baser, more sensationalist Lovecraft
fans of the modern era. No, the original Elder Sign appears in
Lovecraft’s letters and is, as you say, somewhat branch- or
arrow-like. And it is not a sigil of protection by any means, as
some mistakenly think, but more in line with a kind of brand or
seal. I can only assume that by tattooing this symbol on his
followers, Shelby is either claiming them for himself or, more
darkly, somehow marking them for the Great Old Ones.”

“Jesus,” I said. “I knew as soon as I saw that tattoo on Cara
that it was a bad sign.”

“Signs and symbols have power, Mr. Dakan. From this encoded
message of your friend’s, I can tell that he knows this fact very
well indeed. They work on both our conscious and unconscious minds,
and while the Western world has given over much of our symbology to
the complex and versatile letters of our languages, there are
ancient and much more primitive symbols that can work directly on
our minds. You mentioned Kym. Is this the African consort that
Shelby has taken whom I’ve read about in various online
descriptions of the Cthulhu Cult event? Do you think it’s possible
he might have fallen under her influence perhaps?”

“I don’t know if he’s influencing her or she’s influencing
him.”

“Nor do I of course, but we’ve seen through time the power that
dark women can have over sensitive men. Lovecraft’s ‘The Thing on
the Doorstep’ is an eloquent warning against such perils. Do you
recall the story?”

“Not entirely, no.” I’d tried to read it recently but just
couldn’t get into it. I found it to be one of Lovecraft’s weaker
efforts.

“I suggest you study it closely. It may have something useful to
help guide you in your dealings with your friend. I’ll summarize
briefly only by saying it tells the tale of a wife who not only
dominates her husband’s mind, as wives are wont to do, but
eventually even his body. Now, while such magical transformations
are surely not possible, there are powerful psychological
techniques, some of them quite ancient, that can achieve similar
results.”

Was that it? Was Kym somehow controlling Shelby’s mind? That
didn’t seem quite right to me — Shelby had always been such a
strong personality, and he didn’t seem to have lost any of his old
fire. If anything, Kym seemed a lot like him. But perhaps there was
something to what Sinclair was saying. Perhaps they had discovered
some sort of mind-control techniques. Was that how they recruited
Cara? Which raised another question in my mind.

“When we first talked you mentioned that Lovecraft was very
influenced by dreams. And I know dreams are important in ‘The Call
of Cthulhu’ and some of the other stories. Is there anything in
Lovecraft about sending dreams to haunt or curse people?” I
couldn’t quite bring myself to say out loud the nascent suspicion
that Shelby and Kym somehow sent Conrad’s dream.

“Oh yes, yes. There’s quite a lot. The whole Dream Cycle,
including the epic Dream Quest of Unknown Kadath. Why do you
ask?”

“Well, my friend Conrad had a pretty vivid nightmare after we
had a kind of run-in with Shelby’s followers.”

“Oh my, that is alarming. If you’d like, I can do a little more
research on the matter for you. And do give ‘The Thing on the
Doorstep’ a read. I think you might find it useful. Anything else I
can do to help in the matter, please don’t hesitate to ask. There
is just one thing, though. If it’s not too much trouble, I was
wondering if perhaps I could examine your hand made copy of the
Manifesto. They’re quite hard to come by it seems, and I’d dearly
love to examine one up close. Who knows what other secrets it might
hold, eh?”

I was loathe to part with mine, but I didn’t see how I could
refuse him flat out after all the help he’d given me. Besides,
there might be other secrets hidden in its pages that he could
uncover. “I think I can arrange that. Maybe I can even get you a
copy for yourself. I’ll get back to you.”

“That would be wonderful,” Sinclair crooned. “I’ll speak with
you again soon.

Now I had a date, place, and time where I knew Shelby and his
cult were going to be. It was outside the compound, so I might have
a better chance to interact with them. I put in another call to
Conrad and left yet another message. He was going to want to hear
about this. 

 

 

 

After a lot of arguing back and forth over the next few days,
Conrad and I finally agreed that we would both go to the meeting at
the Hippo House. I thought he should hang back out of sight, maybe
wait outside in the car in case I needed help, because his presence
might provoke Shelby in some way. Although the red marks had faded
after a few days, Conrad said he continued to have disturbing
dreams about the pond and whatever might be lurking in it. It was
obvious from the bags under his eyes that he wasn’t getting much
sleep at all. Exhausted and on edge, I thought it was more than
likely that he’d lose his cool and blow up at Shelby, and that
didn’t seem like a good idea. But Conrad insisted that he might not
get another chance to see Shelby anytime soon, and he’d become
convinced that Shelby had something to do with his dreams. When I’d
made the mistake of telling him about the connection between
Lovecraft’s stories and dreams, he’d grown even more certain that
Shelby was somehow causing them. He swore up and down that he would
be on his best behavior until we knew for sure what was going on,
and since there was no way I could actually stop him from coming
along, I figured it was better to move forward together.

The Hippo House is an old (by Sarasota standards) split-level,
flat-roofed home built in the mid-1950s. It is surrounded by palm
trees, an oak, and several large stands of bamboo. The famous
hippos were two white stone sculptural pieces sunk into the grass
of the front yard — life-sized hippopotamuses, or the top halves of
them anyway, that looked like they were swimming in a lake of
grass. Created by some art student at least a decade ago, they were
chipped, stained, and had been repainted multiple colors on
multiple occasions, but I thought they looked best as they were
now, in their original white. The Hippo House is just a few blocks
from the Ringling Museum of Art, and is actually less than a mile
from Shelby’s old place on Indian Point Drive. Pulling up in front
of the place with Conrad by my side created eerie resonances with
that nasty night a year before, especially because most of the
other guests seemed once again to be college-age men and women.
They were all lined up outside the front door to the house,
although instead of the New College hippie-chic style, most of
these were more obviously art school kids, with more black and
vintage clothing than dreadlocks and baggy hemp blouses. There was
also a good mix of what I’d describe as typical gamer or comics
geeks, and I saw one guy wearing a Miskatonic University T-shirt,
so he was probably a real Lovecraft fan (Miskatonic being the
fictional university that plays a role in many of Lovecraft’s
stories). It was also a smaller crowd than previous events — no
more than a couple dozen people.

Most of us parked along the street, as the driveway was filled
to capacity. Conrad pointed to a large white conversion van and
said, “That’s theirs. I’ve seen it going in and out of the
compound.” I recognized it from the surveillance photos he’d shown
me. The line of people waiting to get in snaked halfway down the
driveway, and we took our place at the end. Neither of us said
anything; instead we both tried to eavesdrop on the conversations
around us. Most of it was trivial and uninteresting, although I did
see that several people near the front of the line had brought
their own handmade copies of the Cthulhu Manifesto. I wondered if I
should have brought mine and if we would need the key to decode any
more ciphers. 

At 9:00 p.m. exactly, the front door opened. A young, slender
woman with glasses wearing a simple black dress stood there and
said, “Hi guys. Welcome to the, um, Church of Starry Wisdom event.
I’m Emmie and I live here, so if you need anything, please ask.
Just come on in and find a seat anywhere, and we’ll start in a few
minutes, OK?” I was sort of startled at how mundane and simple she
made it all seem. The line started to file into the house.

When Conrad and I were about five people from the front
entrance, I heard a door open behind us. Conrad tapped my shoulder
and said, “Look.” Two young men dressed in black pants and black
T-shirts were carrying a large plastic storage container from the
house to the van. They’d apparently exited through some side door.
“That one in front is the guy Ash. I met him the first night I had
dinner over at Shelby’s place,” Conrad whispered. I nodded. I’d
seen the guy at the compound on one of my visits as well, but I
hadn’t known his name.

“He looks kind of pissed off,” I said. Ash’s face was grim, his
brows furrowed as he hefted the heavy container into the back of
the van.

“Yeah. I wonder why.”

We had no time to figure it out at that moment, as it was our
turn to step inside the house. Now things started to get a little
creepy. The perfectly normal living room was quite spacious, made
all the more so because all the furniture had been removed. Looking
through the space deeper into the house I could see a large sofa
and love seat combo stacked in the dining room beyond. Cushions and
pillows lined three of the four sides of the room and a mishmash of
contrasting Persian rugs covered the floor. The sickly sweet smell
of incense coming from braziers hanging in each of the four corners
flooded my nose and my eyes started to tear up a little. Most of
the pillows were taken, but Conrad and I found two places near the
front door and took our seats. Everyone else in the room was
chattering in low, excited voices, eager to see what was going to
happen next. I’m sure all of them had heard stories about the art
opening or had even been there themselves, so they no doubt
expected something shocking.

Emmie stood next to a closed door that I assumed led into a
bedroom and lowered the lights until it was almost too dim to see.
Then music started playing from the other room — the same sort of
atonal stuff they’d played at the art show ritual. We all sat on
our cushions and watched the doorway in the opposite wall in
expectation. The music reached a now familiar crescendo and then
cut off. The door opened and out walked Kym, dressed in a long,
flowing black dress, her hair tied back in a tight bun that,
combined with her makeup, accented her cheekbones and gave her a
very severe look. Her only other adornment was a gold charm hanging
around her neck. It looked like a metal version of the same
pentagram and flaming eye sigils we’d received at the art show.

Two robed figures followed Kym out from behind the door. One I
recognized from outside as the person helping Ash load the heavy
box into the van. The other was Cara. I sat up straighter and tried
to catch her eye, but she remained focused on her role in whatever
was about to happen. They each carried a large, black velvet bag,
much like the one Kym and Shelby had used at the art show ritual.
They took up positions flanking the door, while Emmie took a seat
on a cushion that someone had been saving for her. And that was it.
No Shelby. At least not yet.

Conrad leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Where the fuck is
Shelby?” All I could do was shrug. I had no idea. 

Kym strode into the center of the room and then did the most
surprising thing of all — she smiled. It lit up the room and
stripped away all the severity in her look. It was a sophisticated,
charming smile full of confidence and warmth. “Thank you all so
much for coming here tonight. It’s wonderful to see you. Wonderful
and impressive. The mere fact that you found this meeting is a
testament to both your intellect and your commitment. Or at least
to the fact that you’ve got smart friends who told you where and
when to show up.” The crowd laughed at her little joke, and looking
around I saw a few embarrassed smiles and good-natured ribbing from
friends.

“However you arrived here, you’re all welcome. I just hope those
of you who tagged along have some idea what you’re really in for.”
She winked. “It could be quite an experience.” 

Kym moved back to the front of the room and stood in front of
the doorway from which she’d emerged so that she could see everyone
at once. “Welcome, then, to the Church of Starry Wisdom. My name is
Kym, and I’m what I guess you would call one of the High
Priestesses of our church. And yes, we really are a church,
registered with the State of Florida and the U.S. government. That
means if you want to tip me at the end, it’s tax deductible.” There
were some mild chuckles from the audience. “But don’t worry, we may
be a church, but there’s not going to be any talk of saving your
soul or bringing you to Jesus. As a matter of fact, since we know
there’s no such thing as either an immortal soul or a divine Jesus,
you won’t hear much about them at all. Same for Muhammad, Buddha,
Moses, Vishnu, Thor, Zeus, and any other made up deity you’d care
to name. They are all, each and every one of them, a pack of
lies.”

Several people cheered and clapped at this, and the approval
became contagious and soon the whole room was clapping. Kym smiled
again, “I can see I’m talking to the right people. Now, of course
there’s no way you should take my word for it. You shouldn’t take
anyone’s word for anything, not without proof to back them up. But
fear not, friends, we have the proof. We know the truth. And we’re
more than willing to share it with you. But first things first, I
need to find out if you’re all actually willing to learn it. So are
you? Are you willing to learn the truth?” She cocked her head
slightly to the left, awaiting a response.

A number of us replied immediately, saying yes, myself among
them. I certainly wanted to know the truth, although probably not
the “truth” Kym was trying to sell. But Kym didn’t seem satisfied
with our response. “Come, come now,” she said, her voice light but
a little chiding. “After all the effort you went through to find me
here, surely you’re a little more interested then that. So, are you
in fact ready for the facts?”

“Yes!” the crowd cried this time, their enthusiasm filling the
room.

“No matter what those facts might be?” Kym asked.

“Yes!” we shouted again.

“Even if these truths strip away all the comfortable illusions
that have kept you sane your entire lives?”

“Yes!” the room answered a final time, although with a little
less energy.

“Some of you had to think about that one, eh? Well, that’s good.
This isn’t a journey one should enter into lightly. So let me tell
you the first truth. I don’t believe it. I don’t believe any of
you. Oh sure, you say it. You shout yes. But how hard is it to get
a crowd of eager volunteers to shout ‘yes’ to anything I say up
here? Not that hard. So before we get too much farther into things,
I’m going to need some real evidence that you’re all ready.”

Kym held out her left hand and Cara stepped forward and opened
up her black bag. She reached in and pulled out an ornate, blue and
gold glass bottle and handed it to Kym. She held out her right hand
and the other man stepped forward and opened his bag. Kym pulled
out a large, silver chalice, very much like the kind I remembered
from my churchgoing youth. “Science and invention are wonderful
things,” said Kym. “They are the engines for enlightenment, the
lenses through which we can view true reality. And scientific
exploration has been going on for as long as humanity has had the
capacity for reflective thought. When someone says ‘science,’ most
of us think of modern laboratories and men and women in white
coats. And that’s fine — those scientists are heroes, without a
doubt. But science is a process of building on past discoveries,
and some of the most important ones are quite ancient indeed. One
such discovery is in this vessel.” She raised bottle. “And now
we’re all going to share it. And in sharing it, help open our minds
to the truths I have to tell.”

She held the bottle up next to the chalice and then slowly
poured it out into it. The dark liquid that flowed out was brown
and thick, closer to a loose syrup than the wine or liquor I was
expecting. “I’m not going to tell you what this is,” Kym said as
she finished filling the chalice. “But I will have the first
drink.” She brought it to her lips and took a healthy drought of
the stuff, wiping her lips in satisfaction as she lowered the
chalice. She blinked once, then again as if to clear her vision and
I thought I could see her wobble a little on her feet. “That’s the
stuff,” she said, and smiled. “Whoa… ”

Cara stepped forward to steady her. Kym handed the chalice to
her male follower, who moved to where our host Emmie was seated at
the end of her row of cushions. “Now please,” Kym said, licking her
lips. “I want you all to think for a moment. This is a potent brew
we’ve prepared for you here. I will not tell you what’s in it, but
I might suggest that if you have any allergic conditions that can
be life threatening, you might not want to drink it.” Like a priest
at mass, Kym’s follower served Emmie a sip from the chalice. Her
face screwed up in obvious distaste, but then she leaned back
against the wall and closed her eyes, her body reacting.

Kym, still a little wobbly on her feet, leaned on her other
acolyte for support and was starting to slur her words. “Just sit
back and let the liquid flow through your body. Oh, my, it’s a
wonderful little kick as it spreads out to every nerve ending.
You’re going to feel the effects almost immediately, and it’s
important that you embrace the feeling,” she said, closing her eyes
and running a hand up and down her neck. “It reminds me of that
kind of wonderful, warm glow of an orgasm, but spread out long and
slow over minutes instead of seconds. Not as intense all at once,
but an all-body pleasure seeping out through every nerve
ending.”

“Oh, it feels wonderful,” Emmie said from her seat. “It’s just
like you described it — the most wonderful, drunken tingling.”

“That’s it. That’s the feeling. This is as good as anything
you’ve ever had. Like the best high you can imagine.”

The acolyte with the chalice continued to make his way around
the room, giving sips to each of the two dozen attendees. I
couldn’t for the life of me imagine what exactly might be in the
cup, but if it was that effective, it wasn’t legal. I wondered if I
should actually take a sip or just pretend when my turn came. We
were last in line, so maybe we’d get lucky and they’d run out
before I had to make a decision. I glanced to my left at Conrad,
but his eyes were fixed on Kym and the doorway behind her, as if he
expected Shelby to come out at any moment. So far Kym hadn’t made
any sign that acknowledged either of us being there. I couldn’t see
how she might have missed us, so either she was ignoring us or was
so caught up in her own thoughts, that she wasn’t paying any real
attention. Judging by how she could barely stand, I wouldn’t have
been surprised if she was now too out of it to care.

The acolyte with the chalice finally made it around to me. I
looked across the room and could see that most of my fellow guests
were already swooning under its effects while in the background Kym
continued to extol the concoction’s virtues as a mind-opening aid.
The acolyte lowered the cup to me and I saw there was more than
enough, so I decided to give it a small taste. I brought it to my
lips and he tipped the cup forward. The first taste was syrupy
sweet, and as it passed my lips the acolyte tipped the chalice
farther, sending more into my mouth. I swallowed it all, finding it
had a hot, spicy aftertaste. I felt it all the way down my throat
and almost coughed. It was indeed strong stuff, and I almost
immediately started to feel the tingling effects and
light-headedness that Kym had described.

Conrad paused and at first tried to refuse the drink, but the
acolyte kept offering it to him. The delay seemed to be enough to
garner Kym’s attention, and she fixed her gaze on us both as if
noticing us for the first time. “Conrad!” she said, coming over to
us on shaky feet. “I didn’t see you there. And Rick!” She looked at
me. “I see Rick’s had a taste of enlightenment. Won’t you have some
too?”

“What’s in it?” Conrad asked, dubious.

“I’ll never tell. But don’t worry, I promise I’m not sure
something bad will happen if you drink it.”

“I’m driving,” Conrad said, once again pushing the chalice away
from him.

Kym took the cup from her acolyte’s hands and knelt down in
front of Conrad. “Now, now, Connie boy, we’re all partaking here.
That’s the price of admission. I assure you, I’ll make sure you’re
safe to drive before all is said and done. Don’t you want the
revelations we’re offering her tonight? Don’t you want to see
beyond the veil?”

“Is Shelby here? I need to talk to—”

“Just me and my little piggies tonight. A priestess is as good
as a priest to a blind theist.” She offered him the drink once
more. “Now take a sip or take your leave, if you please.”

Conrad shot her a scathing look, but she just smiled her drunken
smile and pressed the rim of the cup against his lips. He opened
them slightly and she tipped the chalice forward. I watched in
fascination as it took him what seemed like forever to drink a
small mouthful of the liquid. Was it really so slow or just some
sort of time dilation effect?

Kym smiled and handed the chalice back to her acolyte. “There,”
she said. “That wasn’t so bad was it? Not so terribly bad at all.
You can feel it now too, coursing through your body, the heat
rising in you.” Still kneeling in front of him, Kym touched each
part of his body as she described the liquid’s effects. “Suffusing
your chest. Making you weak in the knees. It’s a good thing you’re
sitting down, it might be hard to walk.”

I watched Conrad as he leaned back against the wall and closed
his eyes. He was taking deep breaths at regular intervals, but not
in a meditative way — more like someone trying very hard to keep
calm. Kym seemed to notice this too, and she leaned forward until
her face was but a few inches from his. She talked in a low voice,
and I doubt anyone except the three of us could hear what she said
next. “Are you not feeling OK, Conrad? Are you feeling nauseous? Is
the drug making you sick to your stomach? You’re not going to throw
up, are you?” She then drew back from him and stood up, returning
to the center of the room to confer with her acolytes. 

Even I started to feel some nausea when I heard her say those
words. Conrad turned pale and started to sweat and shake. “Are you
OK?” I asked him, worried.

“No… ” he whispered. “I think I’m going to… step out… get some
air.”

“Let me help you to your feet,” I said, starting to stand
up. 

“No!” Conrad insisted, putting a shaking hand on my shoulder.
“They won’t let us back in. You’ve got to stay. See what
happens.”

Before I could insist on helping him, he lurched to his feet
under his own power. Cara hurried over and opened the front door
for him, as Conrad stumbled outside, his hands covering his mouth.
I should have gotten up and gone after him, but sitting where I was
just felt so good, and as soon as he was gone my own stomach
settled and the euphoria returned. Looking around I could see that
hardly anyone else had noticed. Most of them seemed lost in the
same kind of euphoria I was experiencing. I sat back and enjoyed
the show.










Chapter 15

 


I finally left the house, bleary-eyed and stinking of incense
about three hours later. There was a lot of hugging and laughing
and spirits were generally high. I got out ahead of the pack
because I wanted to make sure Conrad had actually waited for me. If
he hadn’t, I’d need to ask one of my new friends for a ride home.
Perhaps I could even convince Cara to take me home, although she’d
disappeared into the back room with Kym and the other acolyte as
the evening ended and Kym revealed the truth — the “elixir” was
just flavored water. After hours of chanting and sniffing incense
and feeling as high as I’ve ever felt, Kym just snapped us all out
of it with a couple words. It had been one of the most amazing
things I’d ever experienced. 

I’d have sworn up and down that I was drunk, and indeed, from a
practical point of view, I might as well have been. “It was all
through suggestion,” Kym explained to us. “We all tricked our own
brains into believing that the potion would inebriate us up and so
it did.” That was the lesson that she was teaching tonight — just
because we experience something, that doesn’t mean it’s really
happening. Our brains are powerful simulation machines, capable of
fooling us completely, and I’d felt gloriously foolish. Although I
hadn’t gotten to talk with Cara, we’d exchanged first shy and then
flirtatious smiles and looks throughout the evening. So much so
that I felt sure that she’d forgiven me for the confrontation with
her at the gate.

Outside I breathed in the muggy night air and saw no sign of
Conrad, although I could see the car was still there. Thinking that
he might have been spying on us from somewhere hidden, I looked
around for possible cover and found only one likely candidate: the
bushes that bordered the driveway along the side of the house. A
glance over my shoulder revealed that the rest of the ritual’s
participants were still inside except for a couple of smokers
clustered at the front door who were deep into each other and
oblivious to me. I stepped into the shadows beside the house,
moving around Shelby’s white conversion van towards Conrad’s
suspected hiding place. But I’d overestimated the foliage’s virtues
as camouflage — they were too thin to hide much more than a
raccoon. Maybe behind the house? I followed the driveway to the
back yard. Though it was full of junk, from abandoned or incomplete
sculpture projects in wood, plaster, and aluminum cans to moldering
plastic lawn furniture and an overgrown plot of framed soil that
might once have been a small garden, there was no place to hide a
Conrad. 

Heading back to the front of the house, my gaze was forced to
focus on that white van again, and I remembered watching the two
acolytes, Ash and the one who’d helped Cara and Kym in the
ceremony, loading something into the back. I wondered why Ash
hadn’t been in the ceremony and where he was now. As I came up
behind the van I peered through the rear door window into the back.
It was dark in there of course, but in the dim light from the
neighbor’s house I could make out several large plastic bins, along
with some blankets or maybe tarps. I thought of the story Lauren
had told about the animal she’d heard in the back of the van, but
there didn’t seem to be any sign of life. From inside the house I
heard laughter, joking, smiles, and I knew that if they felt
anything like me, those inside didn’t want to leave yet, like that
feeling after a really good concert or play when you just want to
stand around with your fellow audience members and bask in the
minutes-old memories because it keeps the evening from actually
being over quite so soon. I looked back into the van. What had they
brought out here beforehand? There hadn’t been much in the way of
props besides the “elixir” that Kym had given us, certainly nothing
that demanded such large containers. I thought that perhaps it
contained more copies of the Cthulhu Manifesto, maybe even some
more of the rare handmade editions. I could snag one quick for
Sinclair to examine and still hang on to my own copy. Still a
little drunk on my own mind, I figured if they were giving them
away anyway, they wouldn’t mind if I took one for myself. I tried
the door. 

Not only was it was unlocked, it didn’t appear to even have a
lock anymore. The door swung open with a grinding creak, and I saw
that the van was in much worse shape on the inside than the out,
rusty and worn. Although it sported a fresh coat of paint, I didn’t
think it was good for too many more miles. The boxes were far
enough in that I had to clamber inside to get at them. Crouching in
the rear of the vehicle, I lifted off the plastic lid of the
nearest container, but found it wasn’t full of manifestos at all.
Instead it was packed with wooden frames standing on end, with
pieces of cloth stuffed between each one to separate them. I ran a
finger along the wood and snaked it down to feel along the glass
face of one of them. They seemed like picture frames, each about
fifteen by eleven inches with glass on both sides. I assumed they
were maybe art pieces from the Cthulhu Cult show, but I didn’t
remember any of them being framed at all, much less with glass. I
pulled one corner up and saw what looked like a sheet of aged
parchment sandwiched between two panes of glass. Pulling it further
from its snug packaging revealed a page from a book, printed on
both sides. No, not printed. Handwritten in what looked like Greek
letters. I pulled the framed piece of text all the way out and laid
it flat on top of the container. Greek letters in faded black ink
on yellowed parchment, with strange symbols and diagrams mixed in,
including one I’d come to recognize quite well — the branch-like
Elder Sign that Sinclair had warned me about.

I took out my phone and snapped a quick picture, flooding the
van with the light of the flash and the annoying sound of the fake
shutter click that the phone made to inform me and anyone within
earshot that I’d taken a picture. I looked around, nervous, but
didn’t see anyone. I flipped the page over and took another picture
of the other side. I moved to replace the page, but the cloth
packing material was now bunched at the bottom of the box and I
couldn’t slide it back in so it was flush with the others. I heard
a door open behind me and light flooded out into the driveway from
that side door I’d forgotten about. I put the lid on the box and
spun around, trying to think of some excuse to tell Kym about why I
was crouched in the back of her van, pawing through her stuff.

But it was Cara. She cocked her head to one side and strode
towards me as I clambered out of the back and to the ground.

“Rick?”

“Hey, Cara.” I tried to sound casual, but it came out hoarse and
scratchy. 

“You need something?” She asked, eying the open van door.

“I was wondering if you had any more copies of the Cthulhu
Manifesto,” I said, looking down at the ground, seemingly unable to
not appear like a child caught by his mother in the act of flushing
family heirlooms down the toilet for the fun of it. My eyes lighted
for a moment on that Elder Sign tattoo of hers and flashed to the
book pages I’d just seen. I couldn’t define it, but the connection
between the two hung heavy in my mind.

“No, I don’t think so.” She took my hand in hers and gently
pulled me away from the van before closing the door. I couldn’t
tell if she meant she didn’t think they had any copies or if she
didn’t think I was telling the truth. I decided not to ask for
clarification. “Did you enjoy the ritual?” she asked me.

Relieved that she was letting me go without further
chastisement, I mumbled something about being blown away by it
all.

“I’m glad. It’s good to see you. Good to see you with an open
mind.”

“I want to apologize for Conrad the other day. He’s a little
high strung. But his heart’s in the right place.”

“In the center of his chest?”

“What?”

“His heart’s in the right place in the center of his chest?”

“I meant… ”

“Forget about it. Forget about Conrad, Rick. He showed tonight
that he’s not ready for this. And you showed tonight that you are.”
She looked meaningfully past me towards the van. “And as soon as
you shrug off Conrad and his suspicions, you’ll be ready to
understand so much more.” I noted with some pleasure that she was
still holding my hand. She gave it a comforting squeeze. I was at a
loss for words for a moment and thought wildly about kissing her,
but that didn’t seem quite right. “Why don’t we try and find some
time to talk. Now that your mind is open, perhaps there’s a chance
for us to move forward.” 

Did she mean “us” as in her and me? Or “us” as in her and
Shelby’s cult? I looked back down again, past her breasts and to
the tattoo. Was this how Shelby had talked to her in the limo that
night? Would I have to mark myself with the Elder Sign too? Or was
that even what was really going on? I pulled my hand away. “Sure,”
I said. “That sounds nice. Let’s get a cup of coffee or something?
Lunch maybe?” I did want to meet her, talk with her, but in public,
in daylight, away from Shelby and the others.

“That sounds nice,” she said, smiling. “I’ll give you a
call.”

“You will?”

“This time, I really will.” She leaned forward and kissed me on
the cheek. “Now you should be going.”

“I should. I should be going.”

“Going, but not gone,” Cara said. “Not gone yet.”

I smiled and backed away, thinking that all this talk of “gone”
suddenly sounded ominous. “Call me.” And then turned and headed for
Conrad’s car, breathing hard but trying to hide it. Where was
Conrad anyway?

I got to the car and looked inside and saw Conrad lying on his
back, his eyes closed, the seat fully reclined. He heard me open
the door and looked up, wild-eyed. “Get in,” he said, springing to
seeming instant alertness as he brought his seat back forward and
started the car. 

“What happened?” I asked. “Are you feeling all right? You
shouldn’t worry about that drink—”

Conrad peered out the window, scanning the crowd emerging from
the house. “You know that third man that was with Kym, the one who
never came into the ritual?” 

“Ash, right?”

“Yeah, yeah.” He turned to me, eyes narrowing. “Apparently he’s
on some sort of probationary status with Shelby or something, so he
was just standing around out by the van, smoking, when I came out
and tossed my cookies. He came over to see if I was OK. When I told
him I thought I might have been poisoned, he just laughed and took
me by the shoulders and looked into my eyes and said, ‘You’ll be
fine. There was no poison. It was just flavored water,’ but that
didn’t make me feel any better.” Conrad turned onto US 41 and
headed south back towards my house. 

“That’s exactly what I was going to say! It was all a mind fuck,
making us think we were drunk.”

“And making me sick. Ash explained the whole thing to me. I
think I might have mentioned calling the police and he wanted to
convince me there was no point. He said the suggestion technique is
a powerful ritual that Kym and Shelby can both do, and that I
must’ve done something to piss Kym off if she made me nauseated
instead of high. Well of course I already knew from the dreams that
Shelby was angry at me, so I shouldn’t be surprised that Kym took
the chance to lay her own little curse on me when she had the
chance.”

“Well,” I said, “You can take some comfort in the fact that you
didn’t miss much after that. We just sat there and chanted and a
few people got really into it, almost like they were possessed, but
again that was all a trick of their own minds according to Kym. She
didn’t go into any other Cthulhu details or anything like that,
other than to say that since we’d all experienced this first
lesson, we’d be eligible for the next step and that we’d get a new
encoded message about the time and place.”

“If you want to have your mind fucked with again, maybe you
should go, but I’d think twice about it. I’m still not feeling
great, and even after Ash assured me again and again that it wasn’t
poisonous, I was feeling so sick and talking about how I might have
actually been poisoned that Ash seemed really worried. I don’t know
if he was worried that I’d call the cops or just that I was sick,
but eventually I offered him fifty bucks to run over to the store
and get me some Pepto Bismol or something. Then I lay down.”

“Are you OK to drive now?” I asked, worried. I’d retained some
residual head-created drunkenness even after that fact, so it
didn’t surprise me that Conrad still felt sick. His bribe also
explained why Ash hadn’t been standing guard over the van when I
came out. 

“I’m fine. So what else happened in there? Tell me everything.
Every detail could be important.”

“I will, but first let me tell you what happened afterward.” I
related the story of my discovery in the van and my encounter with
Cara. I thought twice about telling him about her warning to sever
my ties with him, but ended up telling him the whole thing. After
all, she was the one in the cult, and Conrad was my best friend,
and I wanted him to know everything. As soon as I told him about
the pictures on my phone, he pulled off into an empty doctor’s
office parking lot and demanded to see them.

“It’s Greek, right?” Conrad said, his face lit by the blue glow
from my phone’s screen.

“Yeah, Ancient Greek I think. It’s been a while and I only had
the one year in college, but I might be able to puzzle my way
through it,” I said, regretting that I’d sold my Liddell-Scott
Greek Lexicon way back when in college and doubting that I could in
fact translate it effectively anymore. “On second thought, maybe we
should put in a call for help.”

“Who the hell do we know who reads ancient Greek?” Conrad
asked.

“Sinclair might. He’s pretty well educated, especially when it
comes to stuff like this, ancient history and books and all that.
And you saw it has the Elder Sign on it. Who better to help us?” I
forwarded the pics from my phone to Sinclair’s e-mail address along
with an explanatory e-mail.

“Let’s hope he can help,” said Conrad. “We need a break
here.”

 

 

 

I didn’t hear back from Sinclair for the next three days,
although I sent him a half-dozen e-mails and left as many messages
on his machine. I also didn’t talk to Conrad much during that time
— he seemed to be avoiding me. I got the impression that he feared
I might have been somehow compromised by participating in Kym’s
ritual, even though he was the one who’d insisted I stay through
the whole thing. I could see (sort of) how things might have looked
from his point of view since I came out of the event in such good
spirits and so impressed with Kym’s sleight of mind skills. In
retrospect he might even have been right — part of me was won over
to Shelby and Kym that night, although at the time I could not
admit as much to myself. But I thought that the core of Conrad’s
standoffish demeanor stemmed from what I’d told him about Cara’s
attempt to woo me away from him. The fact that Cara had so firmly
rejected him as a lost cause while reaching out to me seemed to eat
away at him and he kept mentioning it in the car ride home that
evening and the few brief conversations we had were just him
checking to see if the I’d heard back from Sinclair. “What’s she so
mad at me for?” he would ask. “You can’t let her go, Rick. It’s up
to you now that she’s rejected me,” he would say.

Not that I was in any way about to let her go. Despite her
promise to call me soon, she hadn’t, and I feared it might have had
something to do with her seeing me rifling through the box in the
van. I spent my days trying once more to contact Cara. I left more
messages at the gate, but never got to see anyone I recognized. I
also kept finding excuses to stop by the comic book store, hoping
that maybe I’d receive another coded message about the next ritual.
The rest of the time was split evenly between work and cruising the
Cthulhu and Lovecraft enthusiast Web sites that Sinclair had turned
me on to, looking for some hints about what Shelby might be up to.
Word of the code, including a key for translating it, had gotten
out, and apparently there were in fact several different coded
messages that had gone out for April sixth. The Hippo House was one
of three different meeting places that night, or so the messages
posted online seemed to indicate. However, several people looked at
these other two and pronounced them fakes — either made by the
Starry Wisdom Church to throw people off or Internet creations. As
a Sarasota resident I could vouch that the addresses were at least
real— I even drove by them to check — but they were just normal
houses with no hint of Cthulhu one way or the other.

At last, on the afternoon of April tenth, I got the call from
Sinclair. “Mr. Dakan, I’m glad I got through to you. It’s been a
harrowingly busy three days,” he said, sounding as excited as I
felt. 

“What have you found out?” I asked, anxious for every drop of
data he had to offer.

“Quite a bit, I think. I know you have been trying to reach me
the past few days, but my researches took me out of town and away
from my computer. I know you’ll have questions as I go, but if
you’ll permit me to begin at the beginning and indulge in a bit of
a preamble, I believe I can forestall any number of questions you
would have if I were to state my conclusions up front.”

“Fine, of course. Please, continue.”

“The pages are indeed written in Greek,” Sinclair began. “A form
of Ancient Greek rather than modern, but a later, decadent form.
This is not a classical text, but rather something written in the
Middle Ages. This was an important first clue. Now, obviously the
pictures themselves are less than ideal, and I was only able to
make out a handful of sentences from them, but even so I think we
were lucky enough to capture one key word on the second picture. I
don’t know if you saw it or not, but it does in fact say ‘KUTULU’
there. Given Mr. Tyree’s twisted interest in Cthulhu, this is only
to be expected. But there are two vitally shocking things here.
First of all, the word ‘KUTULU’ appearing in a medieval manuscript
is quite a revelation, for it implies that Lovecraft had some other
source for his stories than merely his own imagination. It is also
interesting because using the first letter ‘k’ or kappa to spell
Kutulu is not what one expect if you were to translate Lovecraft’s
Cthulhu into Ancient Greek letters; you would instead expect ‘chi’
I would imagine. But that is of secondary interest. First we must
look to see where else this particular spelling of Kutulu might be
found.

“Allow me for a moment to take you back to 1972 when a
particular scandal hit the rare-book world. This was of course long
before my time in the business, but it’s a story one still hears
about now and then. This was an era when academia and libraries in
general were a little more trusting than they are today, especially
when it came to men of the cloth. A pair of Greek Orthodox monks
belonging to a particularly obscure little monastery had come to
New York to study. They traveled up and down the East Coast,
visiting the country’s best libraries. What no one could have
suspected was that they were in fact thieves. Oh, don’t
misunderstand me, they were real monks, but apparently their
monastery had fallen upon hard times and they took it upon
themselves to raise some much-needed funds. They sought out rare
volumes and then managed to spirit them out of the libraries
beneath their robes! It took some gall, as you can imagine.

“Now, these monks were modern Greeks, the kind of swarthy
descendants of multiple millennia of invasions, interbreeding, and
occupation. They retained none of the noble ancestry of their great
classical forefathers. They had no love of knowledge, but instead a
kind of blind, uneducated peasant faith, which kept them from
destroying books they considered holy, such as Bibles. Instead they
focused on volumes that were either historical curiosities, such as
out-of-date atlases that were valued for their beauty and rarity
rather than any true holy insight. In addition, of course, the
beautifully illustrated maps in these atlases made them easy to cut
up and sell as individual pages. But even though their cause was,
in their degenerate eyes, just and right, the two monks could not
escape the pangs of conscience, and sought some way to ameliorate
their crimes. In this case, misguided souls that they were, they
decided to make up for one sin by committing what was, in my eyes
at least, an even more unforgivable sin: they began stealing and
then destroying books that they thought were evil.

“No one can say how many such texts they destroyed. Even after
the two were caught by authorities they never revealed anything
about the so-called ‘infernal texts’ that they’d done away with.
But it was in those last days, as the police were closing in on
them, that one of the two monks made a desperate change in his
normal modus operandi. They’d been selling their stolen goods to
disreputable dealers and sending the money directly back to their
hovel of a monastery in Greece, keeping only enough to cover their
very meager living expenses as monks. But now, with their normal
dealers scared off by police inquiries and the authorities closing
in on them, they had no way of getting back home. They had in their
possession one last manuscript, a Medieval Greek text that was in
very poor condition and which they’d already destroyed parts of,
particularly some very blasphemous illustrations. But, desperate
times call for desperate measures, and so one of the two monks —
against his brother’s wishes — sought out a buyer for the
fragment.

“With all of their normal contacts inaccessible, and knowing the
sorcerous nature of the text, he decided to try to sell it at one
of New York’s largest and most well-known occult bookstores.
Although I imagine that every second in the place made the
olive-skinned monk’s skin crawl, he went in and, over the course of
two days, negotiated the sale of the book to the store’s owners.
They had no idea what exactly it was they were buying, as none of
them could read Greek, but the few remaining symbols clearly had
occult meaning, and the fragment’s age was undeniable. Since the
monk was obviously in dire straits they were able to negotiate
quite a bargain price for themselves. The book changed hands and
the monk went on his way, only to be arrested with his companion
three days later at JFK airport.

“The fragments languished for some time in the shop’s back room,
occasionally brought out to show off to some of the more
distinguished occultists and so-called magicians who frequented the
bookstore. It was one of these, a man whose name remains a closely
guarded secret, who finally realized what the store had actually
purchased. Reading the Greek, he told them that this was a magical
grimoire translated in the thirteenth century from an original
Arabic text by a ‘mad monk’ who was later torn apart in a
marketplace by invisible demons… ”

I all of a sudden saw where Sinclair was going as the story took
this familiar turn that was straight out of Lovecraft. “No way!” I
said. “Tell me you’re not saying what I think you’re saying.”

Sinclair continued on as if I hadn’t said anything, although he
did start talking louder and faster. “The book was more than just a
magical text, it was purported to be a revelation about the true
nature of existence and the universe. It was a guide to the past,
the present, and the future, and the truths contained within were
enough to drive its author insane. We know it best of course by its
Greek name, taken from the very text that the monk had stolen and
then sold. It was the Necronomicon.”

“Bullshit,” I said. The supposedly super-evil magic book that
appears in many of Lovecraft’s stories and reveals all the secrets
about Cthulhu and the Great Old Ones and the rest was, as far as I
knew, just something Lovecraft made up for his books. “There was no
real Necronomicon.”

“Ahhh,” Sinclair said, “But there was! There most certainly was!
Lovecraft himself denied that the book was anything more than a
figment of his imagination, and on some level he might even have
believed that to be the case. But there are many, many citations of
the Necronomicon’s existence outside of Lovecraft’s writings,
including several that predate any mention of the book in his
stories. No, no, Mr. Dakan, I assure you, the Necronomicon was very
much a real text.” I started to object once more, but he talked
over me. “Which is not to say that it contained the kind of
information that Lovecraft attributed to it. No serious scholar
credits the quotations that appear in stories like ‘The Dunwich
Horror’ as being anything but literary fabrications. But as is the
case with so many great authors, Lovecraft’s best work germinated
from a seed of truth. However, if you will permit me to continue my
narrative for a few more minutes, we can return to the issue of
Lovecraft and the Necronomicon at that time.”

“Fine,” I said, trying to sound skeptical, but my mind was
racing. Could there really be a Necronomicon out there? And if
there was, I thought I could see where Sinclair’s story was headed
and it might explain a lot about Shelby’s cult.

“Once the book’s new owners realized what they had, they became
obsessed with the text. The mystery man who’d identified it for
what it was agreed to help translate the pages, and a group of
other local occult scholars pitched in as well. Here indeed is
where things get even more murky and complicated. As I mentioned
earlier, the text the monk sold was but a fragment of the original
book. Parts had been lost to time, other parts at the hands of the
monks themselves. What remained was apparently as confusing and
disjointed as it was enticing. The store’s owner, who ran a
profitable small press specializing in New Age and modern occult
materials, realized what a potentially huge seller he had in his
possession, but did not believe that these fragments alone would be
much of a hit — once the curiosity value of buying a book
containing a few pages from the actual Necronomicon wore off, his
sales would slump. He knew that his most successful titles were
those that contained complete magical systems that the readers
could take home and practice themselves. If he could produce such a
text based on the actual Necronomicon, it would sell forever, as
indeed it has.”

“You’re telling me someone printed this thing up and sold it?” I
asked. 

“You can buy it today from Amazon.com, along with several other
so-called Necronomicons by other authors and other publishers.
There have been a number of hoaxes over the years, some more
serious than others. And indeed, even the very book you can
purchase based on the Necronomicon text we’ve been discussing is,
in many important ways, a hoax.”

“What do you mean? I thought you said it was the real
thing.”

“It is a fragment of the real text. The publishers decided to
fill it out with a great deal of their own material, along with a
long opening commentary justifying some of the rather tenuous
connections they draw between the original and various ancient
myths and magical systems native to the ancient Near East. The book
as printed conflates Sumerian, Babylonian, and other pre-classical
magical traditions with more medieval and even modern occult
teachings, particularly those of Aleister Crowley, of whom the
publishers were devotees. The published version available to the
mass market since the 1970s is in fact largely fabricated from
whole cloth, albeit with a few patches of the real Necronomicon
sewn into place. It’s a very good fake, though, and thus it is
almost impossible to tell which parts are from the original text.
Some of the fabrications are quite obvious, but about 20 percent of
the volume is of possible ancient origin.”

“And you think those pages Shelby had framed are from the
original text that these guys in New York based their fake version
of the Necronomicon on, right?”

“I believe that might be the case,” Sinclair said, “But there is
another possibility as well, one I’m more intrigued by and which I
think, at this point, is more likely. Looking at what I could make
out from the pictures you sent me, I was able to translate several
full sentences, as I said. The sentences from the first page
clearly have analogous sentences in the mass-market text,
indicating that these share a common origin. But the sentences I
could make out on the second page, now these are especially
interesting, for they have no analogs in the printed version. From
this fact I deduce that they are part of the original text that was
not included in the print version and thus represent new material
from the original Necronomicon.”

“Why wouldn’t they have included them in their fake?”

“The contents of these pages do not fit very well into the false
text these modern-day occultists were endeavoring to construct.
Remember, these were men and women who practiced modern magic as
laid forth by people like Aleister Crowley and the Golden Dawn.
They were, at base level, followers of supernaturalism. Now, of
course, it’s hard to determine the true context of these ‘new’
sentences from just the pages you sent me, but what I can make out
is very different from the usual magical grimoire sort of prose.
For example, there’s one brief passage that says, as best as I can
translate it, ‘Body is merely a body. Spirit (or perhaps Mind) is
merely a dream. All is stardust.’ And another passage, this one
mentioning Cthulhu or, as the text has it, Kutulu. It reads
something like, ‘Kutulu waits its awakening to reveal/discover the
truth word of no hope.’ Neither of these phrases appear in the
mass-market Necronomicons that I’ve seen, and they certainly don’t
fit in well with modern magic, which, for all its dark reputation,
actually tends to be rather upbeat about such matters.”

“It does, however, tell us where Shelby got some of the ideas
for his ceremonies,” I said, excited to be getting what seemed like
real answers now. “I remember him saying stuff like that about
bodies and stardust during the big ritual at the art show.”

“And,” Sinclair added, “There are very similar, albeit more
poetic passages in Mr. Tyree’s Cthulhu Manifesto. I agree with you,
Mr. Dakan, I believe these pages are the source of much of your old
friend’s newfound philosophy.”

“But where did he get the pages? How do we even know they’re
real?” I could imagine Shelby becoming entranced with such an
ancient find, knowing as I did his love of old books and
esoterica.

“Trying to answer those questions has occupied much of my time
for the last few days,” said Sinclair, a hint of pride in his
voice. “I took the train to New York to meet with an antiquarian
acquaintance of mine who has some ties to the occult scene in the
city. The owner of the store and company that originally published
the mass-market Necronomicon passed away several years ago and the
store itself is now closed. But I was able to speak with several
individuals who were active in that community at the time,
including one woman who claimed to have been around when the
manuscript was being translated. She said that the original was a
closely guarded secret, especially once they realized what they
had. It was kept under lock and key in a secure, off-site location
in order to prevent theft. This was in response to several attempts
by rival occultists to steal it, or so the owner claimed.

“But things changed after the owner died and the store closed.
There was massive debt and an auction was held. When the executors
of the estate opened up the off-site location they discovered that
the original Necronomicon was gone, along with several other
antiques and artifacts that were supposed to be stored with it.
They reported the items stolen. Then, just over a year ago, one of
those other items, an antique Roman gold coin set in a piece of
gold and silver jewelry to form a pendant, turned up in the hands
of a Haitian drug dealer when he was arrested. He claimed the piece
had been a wedding gift from a relative, but police believe it was
probably used to pay for drugs in some way. There was no hint of
the Necronomicon fragment or any of the other missing items in the
drug lord’s possessions, but who knows what he might have had
secreted away in his native land.”

My mind went racing with connections to Kym and Shelby that I
wasn’t ready to share with Sinclair at that moment. But I really
needed to talk to Conrad right away. “That’s amazing stuff, Calvin.
Thanks a ton for doing all that research. Did you find anything
else?”

“Not exactly,” he said. “I do have one observation, though, that
I feel I must pass on. As I mentioned earlier, most modern magical
practices, of which the mass-market Necronomicon is a typical
example, rely on a careful fusion of personal optimism and
empowerment mixed with a slight frisson of the forbidden and
dangerous. They are almost all, despite their reputation,
fundamentally positive philosophies of one sort or another. These
pages and Mr. Tyree’s Cthulhu Manifesto point in a much darker,
much more nihilistic direction. His writings and indeed the
original Necronomicon are not hopeful books, nor do they portray a
supernatural world that offers even the smallest comfort or
guidance to mankind. I for one, if you will forgive my
editorializing, find this world view not only distressing but even
amoral. I would hazard to guess that any man who willingly devoted
himself to such a world view was not someone who had humanity’s
best interests or highest meaning at heart.”

I didn’t know how to respond to this warning. To some degree he
was putting into words what Conrad and maybe even I had been
thinking for some time: was it possible that Shelby had gone over
the edge from eccentric to sociopath? If you asked me to bet I’d
have said no, but with each passing day my doubts grew deeper and
deeper, and now that Sinclair had uncovered this connection to a
stolen copy of the original Necronomicon, I might have had to
change my bet. This was unexplored territory for all of us. All of
us except for Shelby, who was blazing the trail. The question was,
could we pull him and his followers back from the edge, or would we
get sucked over with them?










Chapter 16

 


Conrad seemed peeved that I was calling him, and from his hushed
tones I gathered he was in the middle of something, probably
work-related. But I was eager to get back in his good graces and
show that I was doing my part to resolve the Shelby situation (in
some as yet to be determined way), so I launched into a quick
summary of what Sinclair had told me before he could brush me off.
As soon as I finished, his tone changed completely and he agreed to
come by my home at once. Twenty minutes later we were sitting at my
dining room table again as I reiterated everything Sinclair had
told me in much greater detail. He grew more and more agitated as
he heard this story, looking at me with wide eyes. “So the woman
who calls herself Kym is the connection. She’s got a Caribbean
accent of some kind. If she’s connected to this Haitian drug lord
somehow… ”

“I thought Rambam said her family was from the Bahamas,” I said,
although I’d already made the same leap Conrad was making.

“We don’t know that for sure,” Conrad countered, leaning
forward. “Or maybe they are but they have ties to Haiti. It would
make sense, though, wouldn’t it? It would explain why Kym and
Shelby have so much money to spend on this Cthulhu stuff even
though their bank accounts are both basically empty. It would
explain why they have this incredibly rare ancient book in their
possession.”

“And of course we should not forget the important role voodoun
plays in Haitian society,” I added. “Kym might have grown up with a
very different attitude towards the occult. Hell, the Necronomicon
might have been bedtime reading in her house for all we know.”

“That’s a good point,” said Conrad, nodding and chewing on his
bottom lip. “So maybe her family or whatever is into all this magic
mumbo jumbo, and we know that Shelby always had a soft spot for
weird shit. He’s at a vulnerable place after being practically run
out of town, and then he meets this woman in New York. Later he
tells us he met her in Providence at Lovecraft’s grave or some
baloney story, but we know that’s a crock. And she or someone in
her family has the original book, the Necronomicon, and she shows
it to him and that sets them off.”

“To me that sounds like a very plausible scenario,” I said. “It
explains both the textual differences between the pages I saw and
those in the mass-market book as well as providing an explanation
for how Shelby got the pages in the first place. But we’re guessing
at a lot of this stuff.”

“But it’s a place to start!” said Conrad. He stood up and began
pacing around my small living room. “Something to build on. Now at
least we know where Shelby’s getting his ideas from. If we can find
out more about that original book, maybe it will help us crack
their facade and snap Cara and the others out of whatever spell
he’s put them under.” I wasn’t sure if Conrad meant “spell”
literally or not.

Conrad and I talked around the same set of facts, guesses, and
conclusions for the next hour, ignoring for the moment whatever
unspoken differences we’d developed since my participation in Kym’s
ritual. I still didn’t know what to make of Sinclair’s assertion
that Shelby had pages from the real live Necronomicon. Indeed, I
still wasn’t sure I believed the book even existed. But once I
explained Sinclair’s research to him, Conrad felt very sure, and
the more we talked it over, the more the scenario he’d come up with
made sense. It explained why Kym and Shelby had money that didn’t
show up in any of the records a private eye could check. It
explained where Shelby’s sudden fascination with Cthulhu had come
from, and it explained why he’d wanted me to be his go-between when
it came to buying up old Lovecraft texts and collectibles. Sinclair
had said many people had tried to steal the Necronomicon over the
years, and if we could make a connection between Kym and Shelby and
the last known location of the mysterious book, then so could
others. 

But having this new insight and knowing what to do about it were
two different things. Was Shelby really the dangerous nihilist that
Sinclair warned about? There was no way of knowing for sure until
we got on the inside. With Cara’s renewed invitation to join
providing I blew off Conrad, I had a potential in. We decided that
it would be best to put forth the idea that Conrad and I had had a
falling out over my participation in the house party. Conrad seemed
to suspect that Shelby might be watching us as closely as we were
watching him, and even hinted that he might be using some
extraordinary means to do so. We would split up then (an idea he
pushed for very hard and which didn’t seem to bother him at all),
with me trying to join the cult and him continuing to put whatever
pressure he could on them from the outside. When I asked him what
he meant by “putting on pressure,” he was vague, except to say that
he didn’t think Sarasota at large would approve of Shelby’s Cthulhu
worship once they found out what was really going on.

We left it at that, with my job being to do nothing more than
wait for Cara to contact me again and Conrad going off to do
whatever it was he was going to do. There was a palpable tension
between us now, as there had been ever since I came out of Kym’s
ritual at the Hippo House, but my relationship with Conrad, as
close as it was, was not one that involved a lot of discussion
about our feelings towards one another. Of course, I couldn’t
remember a time when there’d ever been any serious tension between
us, so it I didn’t have a lot of precedent to work with. Still, his
suppressed anger or discomfort or whatever it was unsettled
me. 

As Conrad stood in my doorway, about to leave, he turned to me
and said, “Rick, this is an important moment for us. We can do the
right thing here. We can help Cara and maybe if we’re lucky help
Shelby too. But we need to keep focused, right? Keep focused on
saving them, not being seduced by them, right?”

“Yeah, Conrad. I agree. I’m focused.”

He stared at me with an intensity and seriousness I’d never seen
in him before. He really was worried about Cara, and his grim
outlook was growing contagious. Was I taking this matter serious
enough? I thought I was, but I didn’t burn with whatever fire was
lighting Conrad’s eyes at that moment. “I hope you are. I’m not
sure, but I hope that you are.” Then he turned and left.

 

 

 

 

The call from Cara came late at night, after the lights were out
but before I’d fallen asleep.

“Hello, Rick,” she said as I picked up the phone. “Were you
dreaming?”

“Cara? No I wasn’t asleep yet. What’s up?”

“We wanted to know if you’d thought any more about what I told
you.”

“About what? Getting a cup of coffee? I’d like to talk with
you.”

“I mean about Conrad.” Her voice was level and smooth and warm.
“I know you two were always close, but I’m afraid he’s becoming
rather unbearable lately.”

“What do you mean?”

“Always hanging around outside the house. Always leaving strange
messages for me taped to the door. He really doesn’t understand
what it is we’re doing here.”

“I don’t either.”

“But you want to understand, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I said. And I did.

“That’s the difference between you two. And I can help you
understand. I can get Shelby to see you and show you. If that’s
what you want.”

That was what I wanted, although the way she said it, it sounded
less like an informative chat and more like an indoctrination. “Can
we talk about this over that coffee?”

“We could, yes. But things are becoming rather busy for me. It
would be easier, it would be better, if you could come here.”

“Inside the compound?” 

“Yes, of course. It would be so good to see you and to show you
what we’re doing here. It’s not something one can explain in a
coffee shop. Not at all. And Shelby said he will see you, on two
conditions.”

“What? What conditions?”

“You can’t bring Conrad or tell him anything about what happens
or have any other dealings with him relating to our church. He’s
been nothing but trouble for us lately.”

“OK. We haven’t really been getting along lately anyway. That
shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Other than that, Shelby would like your help preparing a second
Cthulhu Manifesto. Your skills as a writer and editor would help us
a lot. Shelby has wonderful insights and observations, but he
sometimes has a hard time organizing material. It took him months
and months to write the manifesto.”

“Would I be helping him work from the original texts?” I asked,
fishing for information on the Necronomicon, some sort of
confirmation of what Sinclair had said.

“I’m not sure what you mean exactly, but I suppose so. You mean
Lovecraft’s stories?”

“Those, yeah, and whatever else he’s drawing his inspiration
from. Older books and stuff.” I was floundering here, but I didn’t
want to come out and say the “N” word. 

“He’ll discuss the details with you I’m sure when you meet. Does
this mean you’re willing?”

“I’ll… I’ll need to think about it. It sounds good, but let me
get back to you.”

“Of course, take your time. But the sooner you decide, the
sooner we can begin.” Did she mean me and her or me and the cult or
her and the cult?

“Is there a number I can call you back at?” 

“This is a friend’s phone, so no. But I’ll e-mail you and you
can e-mail me back when you have your answer.”

“OK, I’ll let you know soon.”

“Sweet dreams.” And she hung up. I didn’t fall asleep for a
long, long time. 

 

 

 

I spent the next day avoiding work. Cara’s e-mail came around
noon, and I e-mailed her back to say I was still thinking things
over. Of course I planned on accepting her invitation, but I wanted
to talk it through with Conrad first and make sure he would be
available to back me up on the day if things went wrong. But he
wasn’t returning my calls. I checked some local blogs and Web sites
to see if there was anything about the manifesto anywhere, but I
found no mention of it. Nor had the Weekly Voice published the
promised follow-up story about Shelby that they’d hinted at on
their blog. That night however, things changed. I got a call right
around 7:00 p.m. and looking at the caller ID, I saw it was
Conrad’s number. I was surprised and excited, glad to get a chance
to fill him in.

“Conrad, finally,” I said.

“Rick, is Conrad there?” It was Lauren on the other end of the
line, and she sounded pissed off.

“Lauren? No, I haven’t seen him in a few days.” That was the
truth anyway. I had no interest in getting involved in whatever
issues they were having.

“Did you watch channel 7 news this evening?” she
asked. 

“No, of course not. I can’t stand local news.”

“Well, you should watch it again tonight at 11:00. There’s a
story about that damn church I helped your friend set up, and it’s
going to bite me on the butt when I get into the office tomorrow
morning,” said Lauren, continuing to sound pissed off.

“What story? What happened?”

“Some parents found a copy of that stupid manifesto comic book
in their son’s book bag and he’s saying he got it from a friend at
school. So now they’re threatening to sue the school and whoever
gave the manifesto to a kid in the first place and once they trace
the thing back to Shelby, I’m sure they’re going to want to sue him
too. And quite frankly, that’s something I don’t need or want in my
life right now.”

“Jesus… And you said Conrad’s not home?”

“I don’t know where the heck Conrad is. It’s been… he’s not
picking up his cell.” I could tell that there was a deeper issue
here, but Lauren was not the kind of person to air dirty laundry in
front of me, especially since she probably assumed I’d be on my
best friend’s side in any such dispute. “So if you talk to him in
the next hour or so, tell him to call me. Unless you happen to have
a number for Shelby.”

“No one has a number for Shelby. That’s part of the
problem.”

“That’s only the smallest part of the problem. I should never
have let him suck me into this nonsense. My partners at the firm
are not amused by any of it.”

“I’ll bet not,” I said. Her firm was not the kind of place that
went after flashy clients and controversial cases — they did mostly
contracts, probate, and real estate law. 

“So if you talk to Shelby by any chance before I do, can you do
me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Try and convince him to hire a lawyer who actually likes this
kind of garbage.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“All right,” she said, sounding resigned. “Thanks, Rick. Sorry
to bother you.”

I watched the 11:00 p.m. local news that night and while the
Cthulhu Manifesto story wasn’t the lead, they did tease it in the
opening and come to it right after the first commercial break. The
story was pretty much as Lauren had described it to me on the
phone. William and Audrey Garrance had found a copy of the Cthulhu
Manifesto in their sixteen-year-old son’s book bag. Being decent,
churchgoing folk, they’d been very upset at the discovery. As it
turned out, their priest had warned them that this particularly
vile comic book was circulating among area teens, and that they
should be on the lookout for it. A church warning parishioners
about his evil ways? I’m sure Shelby was thrilled.

“Our son is a good kid,” Audrey Garrance told the reporter. “He
had no idea what he was getting into when he picked up that
book.”

“It’s not the kind of thing they should allow in public
schools,” her husband added. 

The story cut to a picture of the reporter, a twenty-something,
dark-haired man squeezed into a suit and holding up a copy of the
“comic book” version of the Cthulhu Manifesto. “A free giveaway
from a local New Age group calling itself the Starry Wisdom Church,
the so-called Cthulhu Manifesto is being called by many parents and
religious leaders an anti-God tract that inspires demon worship and
interest in the occult. Several Sarasota County schools have
already issued statements today banning the comics from school
property.”

They then cut back to the angry parents. “This kind of material
is offensive on every level, and there’s no way people should be
handing it out to kids, in school or out of school,” said William
Garrance.

Then the reporter was back, saying, “The Garrances are
considering all their legal options, but speculation is that they
might file a lawsuit either against the school or against the group
that produced and distributed the comic book.”

That was it. A short little piece, but shocking to me
nonetheless. I couldn’t imagine that Shelby ever thought he’d get
sued over his comic, nor could I figure out what they might sue him
for. There was no profanity in the thing, not anything approaching
explicit sex or nudity. There were just some mentions of a sort of
hippie-like free love or guilt-free carnality, but they were
couched in very dense, philosophical language and not at all
salacious. I assumed the source of the outrage was the much more
blatant anti-faith and anti-religion rhetoric, which didn’t mince
words at all. I could see how the religious parents might not like
it, but how could a school ban it without also banning books by
Richard Dawkins and Sam Harris, for example? Not that anyone was
asking me, of course. Not yet anyway.

I called Conrad’s cell when the piece ended, but it went right
to voice mail and I didn’t want to call his home number that late.
With any luck, he was there and getting yelled at by Lauren instead
of out in his car across the street from Shelby’s compound.










Chapter 17

 


In a town where scandal usually involved shady real estate
developments and the occasional massive corporate tax fraud,
anything with the word “cult” attached to it was bound to become a
gravity well for more interest and press than it possibly deserved.
The Herald-Tribune had a piece on it in the next day’s paper, which
referenced the art show event and Shelby’s legal troubles from the
year before. It was only a couple of column inches, but it was
enough to fuel the flames of the Garrances’ anger. Once they
realized that Shelby was behind the Starry Wisdom Church and the
Cthulhu Manifesto, they hit the roof and immediately announced
plans to form a citizen’s action committee to look into Shelby
Tyree and all his nefarious doings. 

I traded e-mails with Cara about the local television news
story. She hadn’t seen it or heard about it, but she saw a video
had been posted online, and we both expressed our own sarcastic
outrage over the idea that anyone would feel actual outrage over
something like the manifesto. I played up to her indignation,
nurturing our connection with shared antipathy towards the
community’s conservative reaction. Except on the inside I found
myself strangely sympathetic towards the Garrances’ position. While
I didn’t think their son reading anything would scar him for life
in any way or endanger his soul, I couldn’t say the same about
Cara. It seemed she had in fact been seduced by Shelby’s words and
promises and God only knows what else was going on behind that
fence. And while the manifesto seemed harmless enough to me on its
face, the fact that it was likely to have been cribbed from the
fabled Necronomicon meant that it could in fact be very dangerous.
Did the Garrances really feel any different seeing the manifesto
than I did when I saw Cara’s Elder Sign tattoo?

All the outrage had one solid effect — it was now impossible to
find a copy of the Cthulhu Manifesto at any of the locations where
it had once been. Places like the used-CD stores and comic book
shop and most of the coffee shops withdrew them because they didn’t
want the negative attention. The few other places like the head
shops and the funky indie T-shirt place out on Siesta Key couldn’t
keep them in stock because interest was so high that people would
snatch them up whenever they could find them. As far as
controversies go, it was still simmering on the back burner at this
point. The Garrances didn’t get another mention in the paper or on
TV that week, and there were no more reports of the manifesto
turning up in schools. Either the kids were too smart to get caught
or, more likely, they didn’t care.

Late on the night of April sixteenth, I got an e-mail from an
address I didn’t recognize with a ZIP file attached. My natural
instinct was to delete it at once, but the subject line claimed to
be from Conrad, so I read the body of the text without opening the
attachment:

 

Rick, 

I’m not using my normal e-mail and phone anymore, just to be
safe. They can be monitored. But I’ve attached a recording I
secretly made of a conversation I had the other night with Ash.
I’ve listened to it over and over again and I need your opinion on
it. Are you hearing what I’m hearing? Don’t reply to this e-mail.
Meet me tomorrow afternoon at our old usual lunch place and we’ll
talk.

 

-Conrad

 

Conrad was starting to sound a little paranoid at this point.
Whatever Shelby was, he wasn’t a hacker of any stripe, white hat or
black hat, and I seriously doubted he was intercepting phone calls
and e-mails. Although on reflection I realized that I had no idea
what kind of skill set his followers might possess, so maybe there
was real cause for concern. Maybe. I downloaded and unzipped the
file and hit play.

The recording was scratchy and hard to hear at first, but the
quality picked up a little about five minutes into it. Later, after
I had listened to it over and over again, I decided to type out a
transcript of the whole conversation so I could really look at what
was being said without being distracted by the horrible audio
quality. Conrad later read over this transcript, which I reproduce
below, and agreed that it coincided perfectly with his memory. The
first voice is undeniably Conrad’s. The second voice belongs to
Ash, something I couldn’t be sure of at the time, but have since
confirmed. 

CONRAD: Thanks for coming.

ASH: Are you sure … <garbled>

CONRAD: Yeah, yeah, of course. I checked.

ASH: <inaudible>

CONRAD: So what did you want to tell me?

ASH: If I tell you, can you help me out?

CONRAD: I said I would. I will.

ASH: Because I don’t know how well you know Shelby…

CONRAD: I’ve known him since we were kids.

ASH: OK. All right. But that don’t mean you know him NOW. Now
he’s different.

CONRAD: Different how? You didn’t know him before, did you?

ASH: He’s different from everybody, man. He’s fucked up
different. He’s… <garbled>

CONRAD: I know, I know. That’s why I wanted to talk. So let’s
talk. What’s going on?

ASH: <inaudible>

CONRAD: Yes, I said I would and I will. You’ll be fine. But I
need you to tell me what’s going on in that compound. 

ASH: <inaudible> … back to either of them.

CONRAD: It won’t.

ASH: It better not. Because if it does then I’m out of here. For
good. As in no coming back. A goner.

CONRAD: I realize that, and I appreciate you being here at
all.

ASH: I don’t think… <garbled>

CONRAD: I swear, no one will ever know.

ASH: <inaudible, followed by ten seconds of silence>

CONRAD: OK?

ASH: Yeah.

CONRAD: OK. So tell me what happened.

ASH: Listen can we sit down and get a drink first? Over there
maybe?

CONRAD: Yeah, all right. No problem.

The recording cuts here and resumes, presumably after they’ve
had that drink. They seem to be in a bar or restaurant now, judging
from the background noise (something Conrad later confirmed for
me). The recording starts up again with the conversation under
way.

ASH: That’s the thing about it all. About Shelby. You never know
where you stand with him. With him or with Kym. They’re so damned
secretive and so… what’s the word? Hard to read. Inscrutable. You
just never know what they’re thinking. 

CONRAD: So what happened?

ASH: It’s all about the book. The pages from the book, the
Necronomicon. That’s what everyone over at the compound is
obsessing about. Who gets to see them. Who gets to read the
translations. Who gets to try the rituals. Shelby and Kym dole
these opportunities out to their favorites, leading us all on. And
for a while I was one of those, you know?

CONRAD: How many pages are there?

ASH: Sixty-four, or that’s what we’re told. No one’s seen all of
them in one place. Shelby keeps them locked away in the vault in
his chambers. Some we take out more than others, you know? Those
are the public ones. For what Shelby calls his road show. He takes
those to the house parties. He and Kym.

CONRAD: How many of those has he done? The house parties I
mean.

ASH: I’m not sure. Between him and Kym it’s gotta be more than
twenty. They’ve both had one almost every night since the
manifestos came out. All the way up through Tampa and down to
Naples and even one over in Orlando. There’s talk of a Miami trip,
but that might be just a rumor.

CONRAD: And what happens at these house parties?

ASH: Well, there are two parts. There’s the more public part,
which is pretty much always like what you saw, with Kym or Shelby
doing the mind fuck drug thing. Those are always a hit. But it’s
before that where the real action happens. With the hosts and maybe
a few close friends. These are the people they’re reaching out for
and trying to, you know, suck in. Join the inner circle. Be part of
the fucking band. 

CONRAD: How?

ASH: Each person’s different. They do their research and have
already talked to these people to see what they’re looking for.
Then Shelby gives it to them. If they’re looking for ancient wisdom
and enlightenment, Shelby offers that. If they’re looking for a
great, crazy party, he sells them on that part of things. If
they’re just looking for weird sex stuff, that’s his angle. Most
are just looking for some way to tweak religion or piss off their
parents or their repressive communities. We’ve got plenty for them.
We got it all.

CONRAD: OK, but why? Why’s he sucking these people in? 

ASH: No fucking clue, man. I got no fucking clue. Like I said,
who can read him? Who can say if he’s even sane anymore?

CONRAD: Sane? What do you mean?

ASH: I mean normal people don’t act like that. Even weird
fuckers don’t act like that, OK? He’s always on. Always fronting
this Cthulhu stuff. Him and Kym both, they’re not playing a part.
They’re in it.

CONRAD: But is it real?

ASH: Is what real? Are you asking me if they’re acting? Hell no.
No one’s that good an actor. Not all the time, 24/7. They’re for
real. As for what they’re for real about, at first I woulda said no
way, it’s all a fucking show. That’s why I joined, right? To help
with that first crazy art show, you know? That was what hooked me.
But now…

CONRAD: Now what?

ASH: Now I don’t know what’s going on. I have no idea what’s for
sure for real. 

CONRAD: Why?

ASH: I’ve seen weird shit. A lot more of it since that night I
helped you out with being sick and all that. Since then, when the
house parties really got going, that’s when things have gotten
strange.

CONRAD: Like what?

ASH: Well, I don’t know it all for sure right? Even though I’ve
been around them as long as anybody, I’m kind of on the outs right
now. It’s weird. No, it’s not weird, it’s probably fucking typical,
but Shelby’s teaching this crazy, we’re all doomed, fuck authority
line, but God forbid you actually break one of his fucking rules.
No way is that going to fly. So I tried to do a few things my own
way and now I’m in the doghouse for a while. That’s why I was out
guarding the van that night instead of Ilan, whose job it totally
should have been. But it’s not like they’re gonna kick me out
either, because I’m one of the few people who actually gets shit
done around there, especially when it comes to cleaning and cooking
and stuff. So I stick around because it’s still a ton of fun. The
other people are really cool, mostly anyway. But I don’t know, man,
the weird shit is starting to get too Goddamn weird for me.

CONRAD: What kind of weird stuff?

ASH: It’s all little stuff mostly, but it adds up you know? Like
the deliveries that come in the middle of the night. There’ll be a
car the shows up late at night, usually like three or four in the
morning. And we gotta open the gate and let them in and shit. And
it’s never the same dudes twice, and they never speak English. It’s
always some language like Greek or Russian. I don’t know what it
is. But they unload these boxes. Big, heavy-ass–looking wooden
crates mind you, not, like, cardboard boxes or something. They load
them up into the concrete storage building we built or sometimes
the smaller ones go into Shelby’s rooms. No one ever says what they
are and the delivery weirdos never stick around more than ten,
fifteen minutes.

CONRAD: What’s in the boxes?

ASH: No idea. I tried to get a look in one once, right? I mean,
I used to have a key to the storage shed, so I went in to get
something else and some of those crates were there. I tried to open
one but it was nailed shut tight. It smelled, though. Smelled like
something rotten was inside. Just a whiff of rot if you got your
nose up close, like maybe it was sealed up but not quite all the
way. 

CONRAD: And they never opened them?

ASH: I asked Shelby ‘bout them once and he just said they were
for later. For a special occasion or something. And he smiled that
creepy-ass smile of his. 

CONRAD: What else?

ASH: There’s the main ritual space. The converted garage area,
by the lake, you know? There’s that. I mean, we’re in there all the
time practicing rituals or just dancing or partying or whatever. A
few times a week we’re in there. But the rest of the time it’s all
locked up tight, and even I never had keys to that. Just Shelby and
Kym and now I guess that bitch Cara has a key. 

CONRAD: Cara?

ASH: Yeah, she’s the new teacher’s pet, for sure. I guess she
and Shelby go way back or something. But she’s a total narc, always
running to Shelby with any little complaint or whatever. Anyway,
she’s got the keys to the garage too. Sorry, the “temple.” That’s
what Shelby makes us call it. 

CONRAD: And what goes on there? In this temple.

ASH: Well, mostly that’s where the fun stuff happens. The
parties, the sex. The good stuff. It’s pretty cool in there now
that we’ve got it all decked out. But Shelby and Kym, they do other
things in there. Things most of us don’t get to see. Some really
secret things no one but them ever sees.

CONRAD: What kinds of things? Come on, I need specifics, Ash,
please.

ASH: Well I don’t know any fucking specifics, do I? I said they
were secret. I know there are loud, strange noises. There’s that
damned weird pipe music a lot of the time, especially late at
night. Especially when it’s cloudy or there’s no moon. And I’ve
gone in there in the morning to find the whole place stinking like
burned hair and maybe something worse. And once they closed it down
for three days while they replaced the floor and burned the old
wood that was there. Not that it was actually old — I’d helped
install it myself a few weeks before that.

CONRAD: So they’re doing rituals of some kind?

ASH: Of some kind, yeah. It’s hard to say. Their room has the
only direct door from inside the house to the temple. The rest of
us have to come in through the outside door, which is usually
locked. But yeah, rituals — candles, sigils on the floor, even
sacrifices. The whole nine yards.

CONRAD: Sacrifices? As in killing animals?

ASH: Well, not that I’ve seen in person. But I know I’ve seen
blood on the floor. And I know we’ve had barbecues where we roasted
whole goats. They would never do that where the newbies or the
squeamish would see it. They never do the real shit where we can
see it. But we all know what’s really going on. Plus…

CONRAD: What?

ASH: I don’t know this for sure. I wasn’t there, OK? This is
just something I heard. And it was asking about it that got me into
trouble.

CONRAD: Asking about what?

ASH: This is strictly between us. Strictly.

CONRAD: Of course, what is it?

ASH: There was this guy. An older guy. Homeless. Sometimes we
donate food to homeless shelters, you know? And stuff to Goodwill.
Once or twice, like when we were laying the concrete for the
bunkhouse and the storage shed, we hired some of them to help with
the work. Well the thing is, one of those guys Shelby brought in to
work, no one remembers him ever leaving. 

CONRAD: No one remembers?

ASH: I mean, it’s hard to get in and out of there without being
seen — there’s just the one gate and there are cameras.

CONRAD: Cameras? Jesus…

ASH: And no one remembers this old guy leaving. He was working
and then he went into the house for some reason, like maybe heat
stroke or something, from the work. And when the rest of them were
taken back downtown to the shelter, this guy wasn’t with him. And
that night the temple was off limits, and all the next day they
were doing some big ritual in there. Lots of noise, lots of weird
sounds. And it was the day after that that we had to replace the
floors. That was when I got back, for that part.

CONRAD: You think… ?

ASH: I don’t know what to think. I don’t fucking know. I’m just
telling you what we saw happen. There could be other
explanations…

CONRAD: Or they could have sacrificed him.

ASH: I’m not saying that they did.

CONRAD: But they could have.

ASH: I guess so. Fuck. Yeah, I guess they maybe could have.

The file ended here, cutting off abruptly. I listened to it
again from the beginning, and then one more time before I called
Conrad and left him a message telling him I needed to see him right
now. But I didn’t hear back from him, so I listened to it one more
time, and I still didn’t know what to think of it. Ash’s
description of what Shelby had been up to was simultaneously
shocking and, on some level, exactly what I suspected. Or maybe
what I’d feared but never wanted to admit. Part of me wanted to
believe that the Cthulhu compound was just a bigger, better version
of the college party house Shelby had lived in at Indian Point
Drive for so long — a place where college kids, hippies, and other
fringe types could crash, smoke a little dope, and have a good
time, but with some kind of performance art twist. But Ash was
describing a real cult, with Kym and Shelby set up as the leaders,
aloof and commanding and mysterious. From what I’d read online, it
was a textbook case. Also, Ash had crucially confirmed that the
pages were in fact from the Necronomicon, or at least that’s what
Shelby and Kym were claiming. That added even more credence to our
theories. 

And then there was Ash’s mention of Cara and the fact that she
was now high up in the cult hierarchy. I knew she’d become fully
entranced with the cult, but I didn’t know that she held such a
high position within it. If that was the case, I wondered if it was
even possible anymore to save her from Shelby and Kym. As for the
other issue, the sacrifices, I still didn’t know what to think
about that, other than just flat out refusing to believe that
Shelby had actually sacrificed a homeless man to Cthulhu. It just
wasn’t possible.

 

 

 

I met with Conrad at our “old usual” lunch place — what was
Zach’s Deli when we were in high school but which is now a much
better Middle Eastern restaurant run by the same family. I ordered
some falafel and hummus and a spinach pie and waited for Conrad. He
showed up late and looking exhausted. Although he was dressed for
work, his clothes were wrinkled and his tie askew. “You look like
shit,” I said to him as he sat down.

“Did you listen to the recording I sent you?” he asked, his eyes
locking with mine.

“Yeah, I did. How did you arrange that?”

“I managed to run into Ash away from the compound. I figured he
let me bribe him once, so… Well, he was willing to talk again.”

“How much did that cost?”

“It doesn’t matter. The important thing is what he said. And
what he said is awful.”

“It’s certainly weird. And yeah, maybe a little bit awful. But
what do we do?”

“A little bit awful!” Conrad exclaimed, causing me to look
around and see if anyone else in the half-full restaurant was
watching us. 

“Shhh! Conrad, come on… ” 

“A little bit awful?” Conrad repeated, his voice little more
than a whisper as he leaned forward. His breath was stale and
funky. “They sacrificed someone for God’s sake.”

“We don’t know that,” I hissed back. “Ash didn’t say that.
Anything could have happened with that guy.”

“You weren’t there. He may not have said it on the tape, but I
was with him when he said it. His eyes, his body language, they
both made it clear what he really thought happened.”

“Then we should go to the police,” I said, still not quite
convinced but definitely a lot more worried.

“I tried,” Conrad said, to my surprise. “But they won’t take my
word for it, and Ash is nowhere to be found. I played them the same
tape, but they said that it wasn’t admissible and needed to hear
directly from him. Besides, they’re not worried about Shelby at
all. They think it’s all in good fun or some shit. I wouldn’t be
surprised if he got to them somehow.”

“You actually went to the police with this? Jesus… ”

“Well, I talked to a cop friend of Lauren’s, you know, off the
record. He said I needed more before I could file an official
report. We can’t wait around anymore. We can’t keep waiting for
them to make the next move. I’m serious here, more serious than
I’ve ever been about anything in my life. Kym fucked with my mind
and I was only in her presence for less than an hour. Shelby fucks
with my dreams from across town so I can hardly sleep without
pills. Now, can you imagine what they’re doing to Cara in there,
and the others? Do you think they even have any of their own minds
left? Listen, Cara is a wonderful person and, you know, she was
always great. And to see her like this. Her and the others. If you
really care about her, you’ll help me do something. You will.”

“OK, Conrad, I will. I will.” The stuff about the dreams
continuing was news to me, and he did look like he hadn’t slept a
full night’s sleep in weeks. And I felt the same way about Cara
that he did, probably more so. “I’ve decided I need to get them to
let me into the cult. To initiate me. Then I can be a mole on the
inside and learn what’s really going on.”

Conrad’s brow crinkled and he gazed at me for a long, unblinking
time. “I don’t think that’s safe for you.”

“I think it’s the only way. I’ve been talking with Cara. She’s
setting me up with an interview with Shelby. Once I’m there I know
I can talk him into letting me join up.”

“Why’s he letting you join now all of a sudden? Won’t he suspect
something?”

“Well, our plan to seem like we’re not getting along is working.
They just want me to assure them that you and I are on the outs and
promise to do some writing and editing for them. Then they’ll talk
to me about joining up.”

“But in there alone you’ll be unprotected. You know yourself
what they can do, how they can hypnotize us.” Conrad stared at me
hard, like he was trying to see into my brain. “You’ll be all alone
in there.”

“That’s why I’ve been trying to get a hold of you! So you can be
outside as backup. Besides, I’ve got to give it a shot. What’s the
worst that could happen?”

“They could sacrifice you to Cthulhu,” Conrad said. I wasn’t
sure if he was joking or not. 










Chapter 18

 


What do you wear to an interview with a cult? What do you wear
to an interview with a cult when you also need to have a ballpoint
pen with a hidden microphone in it? Yes, Conrad had bought a pen
with a hidden microphone in it — he’d already used it to record his
conversation with Ash. He’d ordered it from the Web site for a spy
magazine he’d picked up at Borders, and apparently it actually
worked. He insisted that I had to have the bug on at all times so
he could listen in and be ready to rescue me if things went wrong.
All I had to do was keep it in my front pants pocket and it would
transmit the audio to a receiver out in Conrad’s car up to 900 feet
away. We tested it that evening in my apartment complex with me
inside and Conrad out on the street, and I was impressed. I went
online after he left and saw that the pen and receiver together
must’ve cost over $1000, plus whatever he paid to have them
shipped. I guessed he hadn’t run that purchase by Lauren first.

I decided to go sort of funky dress casual. I wore black pants
and shoes, but with a red T-shirt I’d bought from a trendy online
T-shirt store that featured a drawing of a woman with a skull
tattoo on her neck wearing a surgical mask. What did it mean? Who
knows, but it looked cool and I thought it maybe presented the
right kind of attitude. I showered, shaved, trimmed the beard, and
drove on over to the Cthulhu compound around 6:00 p.m. Conrad
seemed to think most of them were usually home around this time,
which was before they went out to do house parties, but after
they’d finished their day’s work (whatever that was). Conrad
wouldn’t tell me how often he watched the house, but I got the
impression it was a lot. 

I parked in front of the gate, my handmade copy of the Cthulhu
Manifesto tucked under my arm, and rang the bell. It took a couple
minutes, but at last I heard feet on gravel marching up the long
driveway on the other side of the gate. A small window opened up in
the wooden fence and a young woman’s face peered out at me from
within. 

“Can I help you?” she asked, her tone pleasant and
welcoming. 

“My name’s Rick Dakan and I’m here to join up. Can you please
tell Shelby I’m here?”

Her eyes lit up with understanding when she heard my name and
she nodded. “Oh, Mr. Dakan. Nice to meet you. Yes, please hold on
just a minute. I’ll run get someone.”

“Thanks,” I said. She shut the small window and I could hear her
actually running back towards the house. Another couple minutes
passed and then more footsteps headed back my way. I heard bolts
being thrown and locks being turned and then the heavy wooden gate
swung open and there stood Cara, a wide grin on her face. She wore
a long, flowing peasant skirt that went down to her ankles and a
loose red tank that revealed a couple inches of lovely white flesh
above the waist. 

“Cara! It’s great to see you. You look wonderful,” I said,
stepping forward with my arms out.

“Great to see you too Rick,” she said as we hugged. It lasted a
few moments longer than maybe just a friendly hug should. Or so I
told myself at the time. “I’m so glad you came by. I’m so glad we
could finally make this happen.” She looked at my car parked in
front of the gate. “Do you want me to have someone park that for
you?”

“I don’t want to be a bother,” I said. Despite the warm welcome,
I still had enough sense to not want to leave my car inside the
compound and on the other side of that gate. “I’ll just park on the
street and be right back.”

“That’s fine,” she said, easygoing and still smiling.

With my car safely stowed where I could make a fast getaway
(assuming I could get out the gate myself), I walked into the
compound, Cara at my side. With twilight settling in, the interior
of the compound began to glow all around me as lights came on. A
line of young oak trees along the inside of the fence to my left
had spotlights that lit them from beneath. The more mature,
towering trees along the driveway had smaller lights tucked within
their branches, out of sight but casting red and purple and blue
beams onto the branches. The big green house loomed in front of us,
with more colored and white lights highlighting its features. I
noticed that all the lights were external, however, and that the
few windows on the front of the house were black panes of glass,
either heavily tinted or letting on into dark rooms within. There
were no hints of light inside at all. Off to the right I caught a
glimpse of the converted garage at the back of the house, the
“temple,” as Ash had referred to it on the recording. I was
simultaneously relieved and disappointed that Cara was leading me
away from it.

We hadn’t said anything as we walked back. I was waiting for her
to ask me some questions, but she seemed content to wait in silence
and just lead me wherever we were going. The lack of conversation
overcame me — I had so many questions for her, I needed to ask at
least a few of them while we were still alone.

“It’s good to see you,” I said.

“And it’s good to see you,” she replied, giving my shoulder a
light squeeze. “I’ve gotten so kind of, well, swept up in
everything that’s been going on here, it’s easy to lose track of
the rest of the world. That’s why I’m so glad that you’ve found
your way here at last. Now I know we’ll see a lot more of each
other. I know it was maybe confusing and hard for you, but we
believe it’s much better that you’ve come here the way you have, by
reading the manifesto and going through the mind ritual with Kym.
You’ll understand so much easier this way.”

“Understand what?”

“What’s really going on here. Or as much as any of us can
understand what’s going on.”

“And what is going on here?”

“What do you think?” she asked, her voice playful in a kind of
Socratic way. “What did you think you were going to find when you
left your house to come here this evening?”

We had passed right by the front door to the house and were
turning the corner and coming into the side yard, passing between
two stands of thick bushes lit from within with orange and yellow
lights. Cara went first, pushing aside some of the branches to
clear the way. We emerged through the foliage into a ten-foot-wide
swath of grass. On the right was the house, with more blacked-out
windows. To the left was a low, concrete building that looked
brand-new. It had no windows at all, just a sturdy metal door
halfway down the length of unpainted cinder blocks. Someone had
painted about half the wall with a white primer. Cara ignored the
building and pressed on towards the back yard.

“I don’t know what I expected exactly,” I told Cara, which was
the truth. “I just know that what Kym showed us at the house party
was pretty impressive and that what Shelby wrote in his manifesto
makes a lot of sense to me.” Well, the part about Kym was true
anyway. “And I do know for certain that whatever you all are doing
here is about the most exciting thing going in Sarasota right
now.”

“Oh, I’m sure it is,” Cara said. “I’m absolutely sure.”

We came around to the back of the house and I recognized the
huge oak tree from Conrad’s description of his night having dinner
here before things got so incredibly crazy. Dozens of paper
lanterns hung from the tree in all different colors, raining down a
full spectrum of illumination on the pavilion below. Where Shelby
had described a large wooden table, there now stood a square tent
about thirty feet to a side. Semi-opaque muslin drapes kept out the
bugs and were suffused by the soft, flickering glow coming from
within. I could make out the silhouettes of two people moving
inside. On the side of the pavilion closest to the rear of the
house, was a smaller tent made of thick, black canvas, which
connected the flimsy exterior structure to the brooding main house.
I imagined that it was likely there was a rear doorway connecting
the inside to the out through this smaller tent. As we approached,
I could hear soft music coming from beyond the sheer fabric, a lone
flute playing a simple melody. 

“What do you think?” asked Cara.

“It’s beautiful,” I said. It was beautiful, and about as far
from sinister and cult-like as I could imagine. “Is all this
because you were expecting me or is it always like this?”

“We were expecting you, yes,” Cara said. “And now finally you
are here.” She took my hand in hers as we arrived before the muslin
curtains. “Welcome to enlightenment.”

She ushered me inside where I found Shelby and Kym standing
there, illuminated by oil lamps hanging in each corner of the tent,
with big smiles on their faces. They both wore matching silk robes.
Shelby’s was dark purple, Kym’s a jade green. Both were cinched at
the waist with thin black cords of rope that wrapped around five or
six times. At their feet was a low wooden table that stood less
than a foot off the ground and was covered with fruits, cheeses,
olives, and other foodstuffs I couldn’t immediately identify, all
surrounding an ornate tea set in the center with four cups.
Incongruously placed in the far corner near where Shelby stood was
the copy of Lovecraft’s The Outsider and Others that I’d purchased
for him. The floor was covered in oriental rugs and large pillows,
reminding me of something out of Arabian Nights. The flute music
was coming from speakers that were hidden somewhere near the
corners of the tent, maybe behind a cushion. 

“Rick!” Shelby said, his voice excited, friendly, and utterly
familiar. He was just the Shelby I’d always known. “Man, it’s great
you finally made it.” He came up and gave me a hug. 

Kym was right beside him, stepping in as soon as Shelby released
me. “It’s so good to see you again,” Kym said, kissing me on the
cheek. This was not the welcome I’d been expecting. I’d pictured
dark rituals and chanting and Lord knows what else. Instead it
looked like we were going to have tea. 

“Well,” I said. “It’s good to be here.” I gestured around the
tent. “This all looks amazing.”

“We try to make it all as pleasant as possible,” Shelby
said.

“All what?”

“Life, of course! Live it while you’ve got it.” Shelby motioned
towards one of the pillows that surrounded the low table. “Now
please, have a seat.” 

I rather awkwardly maneuvered myself down onto the ground,
placing my copy of the Cthulhu Manifesto on the corner of the table
opposite the Lovecraft text. Cara sat down on the pillow next to
mine, while Kym and Shelby took their places across from us. It all
of a sudden felt a little like some sort of strange double date.
Not a bad feeling really. 

Shelby was on his knees, sitting back in a manner that my quads
weren’t nearly flexible enough to find possible, but which some
people seem to find comfortable. This position allowed him easier
access to the tea set in the table’s center, and he leaned forward,
lifted the lid and took a sniff. “Almost ready,” he said. “Just a
few more minutes. We always have a nice relaxing dinner before the
night’s activities begin. I just threw on some water for tea when I
heard you were at the door. You do want tea, don’t you?”

“Sure, sounds nice.” In fact I’m not much of a tea drinker, but
I wanted to fit in.

“The taking of this particular tea is one of our little rituals
here.” Shelby paused to look me up and down in a way that wasn’t at
all creepy, more like a proud parent admiring an overachieving
child than a predator cult leader appraising fresh meat. “Cara said
you wanted to talk about finally joining us. Is that true?”

“It is. I’m ready to, I think. Talk about it, I mean. I’d like
to know more about what it is I’d actually be joining. But I’ve
been impressed with what I’ve seen and read and it sure seems like
something I want to be a part of.” I could feel nervous sweat
breaking out in the small of my back. Why hadn’t I thought of a
more convincing answer to that question? I knew he was going to ask
it! That and of course the next question.

“Our friend Conrad doesn’t agree with you, though, does he? He
seems upset by our church.” Shelby’s voice was calm and even, no
hint of anger or even disapproval. 

“He and I haven’t really been seeing eye to eye on this whole
thing for a while. He’s just a little freaked out is all. Outside
of his comfort zone.”

“I get the impression that he thinks we’re up to no good.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s right. To be honest he hasn’t been making
a whole lot of sense. But on the other hand, he’s kind of
reflecting the views of a lot of people in this town. You’ve been
getting some pretty negative press lately, you know?” I hoped maybe
I could steer him away from the topic of Conrad in particular and
onto his more general public image. 

“Tongues do wag, no doubt about it,” he said. “I don’t worry
about it too much. We’re doing this in part to stir things up a
bit, and I’m certainly not worried about what reactionary
conservative idiots print in the paper or on some Web site. We’re
reaching the people we want to reach and ignoring everyone else.
That’s a big part of what we do here, you know.”

“What’s a big part?” I asked, wondering if Shelby could really
make this all seem sensible to me.

“Teaching people to ignore the bullshit and see existence for
what it is.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.”

“I don’t think it’s at all bad. But that’s me and you. Others
have a much harder time coping with reality. As it turns out, the
real facts about the universe and how it works are far from
comforting. The powers and forces that shape and define reality
care nothing for our individual fates. Care nothing at all in fact.
Most people find that quite discouraging.”

“But not you?”

“No, not me,” Shelby said, and then smiled, looking me right in
the eye. “And not you either, I suspect.”

“No, not me either,” I agreed. I said it because I was prepared
to play along as long as I could to learn more about what was
really going on, but even as the words slipped past my teeth I
realized that they were true. I didn’t find it discouraging that
the universe was indifferent to my fate. “I find it liberating in a
way,” I said without thinking.

Kym and Shelby exchanged a quick glance. “That’s exactly right,”
Shelby said. “You have been reading the manifesto.” He leaned
forward to check the tea again. Was that in the Cthulhu Manifesto?
I suppose it was, although not in those exact words. So did I
really believe it was liberating or was that just some crafty meme
that Shelby’s writings had implanted in my subconscious? A chilling
thought. “Ahh,” said Shelby, smelling the brew. I could smell it
now too, a kind of raspberry scent with an underlying odor of
earthiness. “It’s ready.”

He started pouring into the four china cups arrayed around the
teapot. “Rick, it’s important that you agree to fully participate
in this conversation we’re about to have. I won’t call it an
indoctrination, although others might. And it’s not quite a ritual,
at least not in the way we normally perform rituals around here.
But it is special and I need you to acknowledge that fact.
Acknowledge it and agree to keep the secrets I tell you secret. By
drinking this tea and engaging the three of us here in a kind of
ritual social intercourse, you’re making a promise and a
commitment. Is that clear?”

I looked at him and wondered what the hell he was saying
exactly. It was a tangle of words that basically amounted to asking
me to keep whatever they said secret. I decided that, since Conrad
was listening in over the hidden microphone anyway, I could weasel
my way through and truthfully swear I wouldn’t tell anyone
anything. I wouldn’t have to. “I understand,” I said. “I won’t say
anything.”

“I hope you’ll say quite a bit,” Shelby said. “I hope you’ll ask
questions and tell me what you think and really engage us all. I
just want you to realize it’s a private experience, not for public
disclosure.”

“I understand.”

“Good,” Shelby said, handing cups over to me and Cara. “Then
let’s all have a drink, shall we?”

We raised our cups, clinked them together, and sipped at the
tea. It was strong but tasty, sweet like berries. I took one sip,
but the others kept drinking, emptying their cups, so I emulated
them and quickly swallowed down the rest of mine as well.
Fortunately it wasn’t scalding hot. Shelby refilled the cups and we
drank them down again. Then a third time. There was something
almost businesslike about it — not the leisurely conversation over
tea I’d been expecting since I walked in. When the teapot was
empty, Kym and Shelby finally relaxed, leaning back into their
pillows and feeding each other dates. I turned to Cara, who looked
quite beautiful in the lamplight among the cushions and rugs, and
plucked a grape. She let me put it right in her mouth, her lips
lingering for a fraction on the tips of my finger and
thumb. 

As I reached for another grape, Shelby said, “What is it you
think you’re joining, anyway?”

I stopped and turned my head towards him. “Some sort of Cthulhu
cult?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.

“A Cthulhu cult? Well yes, that’s certainly true. We are some
kind of Cthulhu cult. But the question is, what kind do you think
we are?”

“What kinds are there?” I asked, thinking I’d do better if it
were a multiple-choice test. 

“There’s the classic kind of course, as described in old books,”
Shelby tapped his Lovecraft volume lightly to emphasize his point.
“The ancient kind that carves great idols, is inspired by
nightmarish dreams, and dances nude around roaring fires before
making sacrifices to the Great Old Ones.”

“That does sound kind of familiar. Where have I seen that
before… ” I said in the same teasing tones Shelby and I had used
with each other for years.

“You saw something very much like that, as did hundreds of other
people. Very much like that indeed. But what is it you really saw?”
Shelby asked. 

“I saw a show. An elaborate, wonderful, shocking stage show made
to look like a cult ritual.”

“Not quite,” Shelby corrected. “Close, but not quite right.”

“It wasn’t a show?” I asked. For a crazy moment I wondered if
they really had killed that woman right in front of all of us, but
I dismissed the thought immediately. The blood had been fake. It
had been a put-on.

Kym answered my question, leaning forward and obviously excited
about the subject. “It was a performance, for sure. And we most
definitely aimed to shock the audience.”

“And you did,” I said.

“We did,” Kym agreed. “But it wasn’t a show made to look like a
cult ritual. The performance itself was the cult ritual. A real,
honest-to-Cthulhu ritual.”

“I’m not sure I understand the distinction.” 

“It’s all a matter of goals,” Shelby chimed in. “A ritual can
serve many purposes, but basically they boil down to one of two
things. You’re either trying to impress some outside power or
you’re trying to impress yourselves.”

“Or both,” Kym added.

“Or both,” Shelby agreed.

“I get the first one,” I said. “About impressing some outside
entity like Cthulhu or God. But I’m not sure what you mean about
impressing yourselves.”

“Well,” said Shelby. “I’m not sure you actually do get what I
mean in the first case, but let’s put that aside for the moment.
What I mean by impressing ourselves is that the rituals are
literally for the people performing them. They give comfort or
pleasure or a sense of accomplishment. Even just a sense of
continuity and regularity. Often they’re ways of teaching and
learning and coming together as a community.”

I had to laugh. “That all sounds pretty touchy-feely for a cult
devoted to worshiping Cthulhu.”

To my surprise, Shelby, Kym, and Cara all started laughing as
well, although it felt more like they were laughing at me rather
than with me. “Which brings me back to my first point,” Shelby
said. “We do not worship Cthulhu.”

“You don’t?” I asked, confused now. I looked down at the Cthulhu
Manifesto on the table. “That’s not how it seems.”

“No,” said Shelby, “I agree, that’s not how it seems. At least
not to outsiders. But I assure you, we do not worship Cthulhu.”

Cara patted my knee and said, “I hate to break it to you,
sweetie, but Cthulhu doesn’t exist.”

I knew that, of course, but I didn’t think they did. Or rather I
wasn’t sure they did. Now I didn’t know what the hell was going on.
“He doesn’t?” I asked, not quite meaning the question to come out
making me sound so profoundly stupid. 

They laughed again, and I added my own nervous chuckle to
theirs. “You know better than that,” Shelby said. 

“Yeah, I do,” I said. I was starting to feel a growing sense of
relief, which was enough to make me a little light-headed. Was this
all some weird prank after all? The thought of these three actually
sacrificing a homeless person now seemed utterly ridiculous. “Of
course I know that. But I don’t understand what you’re doing
then.”

“We don’t worship Cthulhu,” Kym said, “But we are a Cthulhu cult
and we do perform rituals in its name.”

“But, why?” I licked my top lip, which was salty with sweat even
though I didn’t feel hot.

“Cthulhu is a metaphor,” Cara said. “A shorthand way of
referring to the uncaring, deadly universe we all live in.”

“This was Lovecraft’s brilliance!” said Shelby, stretching his
arms way out to the side, as if to encompass the whole tent. “He
saw that the true source of horror was that existence is vastly
more complex, dangerous, and uncaring than any of us would like to
admit. He knew that our old myths and religions were nothing but
thin patinas of false hope that we cling to instead of facing the
true nature of existence. He begins the story ‘The Call of Cthulhu’
with that wonderful insight: ‘The most merciful thing in the world,
I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its
contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of
black seas of infinity and it is not meant that we should voyage
far. The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have
hitherto harmed us little; but some day the piecing together of
dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of
reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall
either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light
into the peace and safety of a new dark age.’ That’s brilliant
stuff, isn’t it? I mean, it just sinks a dagger right into your
frontal lobe.”

Shelby had rattled the quote off with practiced ease and
obviously loved the words, but they didn’t sound so terribly
wonderful to me, and I said so. “That’s not the most hopeful thing
I’ve ever heard. Madness and a new dark age don’t sound like good
options.”

“Lovecraft feared his own insights,” Shelby said. “That’s why
he’s such a reliable prophet for us — he saw the true nature of
reality, of humanity’s place in the universe, and it scared the
shit out of him. He was an old-fashioned, sexually repressed man
who loved tradition, hated much of modernity, and yet could not
avoid the truth laid bare before him. That’s why we can learn so
much from his writings. They are the truth that forced its way past
his cultural defenses. And that’s why they’re horror stories,
because the truth is fucking scary.”

“And the scary fucking truth is what our rituals invoke,” said
Kym. “We echo the horror that is existence. Echo, amplify, and
distort it. We’re like musicians playing with truth instead of
musical notes. We don’t worship Cthulhu, but we do honor,
celebrate, and fear everything that Cthulhu stands for.”

“And what is that?” I asked. I was feeling woozy and a little
confused with all this philosophizing, not quite following the
thread. “What does Cthulhu stand for?”

“Cthulhu is what Lovecraft describes in that passage I quoted,”
Shelby said. “Nothing could be clearer — its name is the story’s
title and it opens up with that searing insight. And how does it
end? It ends with another stab at your pampered sense of place and
importance: ‘Who knows the end? What has risen may sink, and what
has sunk may rise. Loathsomeness waits and dreams in the deep, and
decay spreads over the tottering cities of men. A time will come—’
and then it cuts off. What time will come? One might imagine that
the time will come when Cthulhu rises again, and within the simple
horror story framework that works fine. But Lovecraft has already
told us what will come. It’s right at the beginning of the story.
What’s coming is that moment when we connect all the pieces of
knowledge and open up such terrifying vistas of reality that
everything must change. Lovecraft’s options were madness or dark
ages, but that doesn’t mean they’re the only options. He simply
could not see past that point because everything after that is
unknowable and unguessable.

“That’s what Cthulhu is. Cthulhu is those terrifying vistas. It
is the understanding that the universe is chock-full of
loathsomeness and these tottering cities of men we live in really
are in a frightful position. It’s global warming and nuclear winter
and extinction-event asteroid collisions. It’s exploding stars,
super plagues, and the heat death of the universe. But Cthulhu is
also scientific inquiry and discovery. It’s invention and
enlightenment and understanding. It is the banishing of misleading
ancient myths and the rending apart of religions old and new.
Cthulhu is the Singularity.”

“The Singularity?” I asked. My breathing seemed slightly
labored. No, not labored, but rather heightened. I was more aware
of it and working hard to concentrate on what Shelby was
saying. 

“Cthulhu is the Singularity,” Shelby repeated. “That moment of
understanding which Lovecraft describes when all the sciences come
together and knowledge expands beyond human control. When computers
start designing newer and better computers without us. When the
fundamental building blocks of life, the universe, and everything
are exposed to our understanding and we build things not from nuts
and bolts but from the atom up. It is that moment of madness, dark
ages, or a future we can’t imagine but might, just might, be worth
embracing. That time when humanity as we know it ceases to be a
ravenous drain on the Earth and finally transcends its own
limitations. Or when our own limitations limit us out of existence
and something more fit to rule comes along instead, be it microbes
or microprocessors. Cthulhu is the end of our world, and the
genesis of a new one.”

I could only nod my head up and down a few times and wonder if I
really understood what he was talking about. I’d heard some about
the Singularity stuff. There was a book about it by some expert on
artificial intelligence that I’d heard about, but I’d never read
it. But I was still having some trouble making the link to Cthulhu.
I was having more and more trouble concentrating on making links of
any kind. “So you worship this idea of the future?” I asked.

“Not worship,” Kym corrected. “We don’t worship anything. But
our rituals invoke that idea. And others that spring forth from it.
Our Cthulhu rituals are designed to test and twist the mind. To
make us aware that our consciousness can and does play tricks on us
all the time. We slash and burn convention in order to shake off
the conventional memes that shackle us.”

“And that means dancing around naked with fake blood?” I asked,
and actually giggled at the thought. What was going on?

Kym was laughing now too. “Sometimes it does. And why not? It
feels good to dance naked. It’s fun to shock an audience with fake
blood. That’s what we mean about the two types of ritual. The art
show ritual was one meant to impress others. It was fun for us, but
mostly it was hard work and a lot of time and money.”

“A lot of time and money to impress a metaphor of Cthulhu?”

“No,” said Cara, taking my hand in her warm grasp. “Not Cthulhu,
Rick. Us. It was meant to impress you and me and the rest of us who
were in attendance that night. It was there to provoke and
challenge us. And you were there right next to me so I know you
felt it too. It was an amazing rush, wasn’t it?”

I looked over at her and my eyes went soft. Lounging there
against her pillow, laid out under the tent in the lamplight she
seemed to sharpen into almost supernatural clarity. Like she was in
3D, only more so. “It was,” I said. “It was pretty amazing.”

“That’s what the ritual was for!” Cara said. “To amaze us. To
show us a new kind of experience, a transcendent, mind-blowing
experience.”

“It was almost spiritual,” I said. 

“Almost,” Cara said. “But weren’t you listening? It wasn’t
spiritual at all.”

“It was hard work and careful planning and technology and
money,” said Kym, her voice suddenly much closer. My head lolled
over to the left and I was surprised to see her kneeling next to
me. “It was all an illusion. It was us manipulating your experience
to evoke a response.”

“An amazing response,” Cara said from my right. It took me a
long time to swing my head back towards her. 

“Amazing… ” I said, my voice trailing off. I felt slow and warm
and more than a little fuzzy toward these amazing people in this
tent. “I feel kind of amazing now,” I said. 

“We all do,” said Cara. “Why do you think that is?”

“Do you think it’s because we’ve enlightened you?” Shelby asked.
I lolled my head and looked across the table now. He was standing
there, swaying. “Is this a moment of spiritual epiphany?”

I looked at him and blinked twice, very slowly. My eyes wandered
down to the tea set in the middle of the table. “No,” I said. “Not
an epiphany. I think there were drugs in the tea.”

“Mushrooms,” said Shelby. “We collected them ourselves.”

“Yeah?” I said, smiling. “That’s kind of fucked up.”










Chapter 19

 


Everything seemed unbelievably funny and interesting to me, and
it was difficult to concentrate on any single train of thought for
very long. The whole tent seemed to kind of swell with each breath
I took, then contract. Then swell again. As I realized that the
hallucinogenic mushroom tea was now coming on strong, I had a
moment’s panic. I’d done mushrooms before a couple times, so I knew
what to expect, but it had never been this strong or this fast. I
felt nauseated all of a sudden, sick at the thought of having been
dosed in secret and not knowing if in fact it was only mushrooms or
something else. I bent over and looked down at the Persian rug,
taking deep breaths and trying to calm down. Cara put her hand on
the back of my neck and rubbed it, which helped a lot, and soon the
panic seeped out of me as I got more interested in watching the
patterns in the rug squirm and shift. I put my hand down flat on
the fabric and enjoyed the contrasting textures. I could really see
my pores and maybe even the bones of my hand underneath. And I
thought for a moment that my hand was sinking into the
rug. 

“Are you OK?” Cara asked.

I rolled over onto my back and looked up at her. “I am OK. I am.
Just seeing things is all. Little things.”

“That’s good,” she said. “I am too.”

“How come you’re not rolling on the floor down here with me
then?” I asked, reaching out to her. “It’s really nice.”

She laughed and took my hand. “There’s more to see. Come with
me.”

I didn’t want to get up, but I also didn’t want to not get up. I
squinted at the edges of her, backlit by one of the oil lamps. She
had a halo. A sort of pulsing halo. It pulsed in time with my
breath. Or maybe hers. I thought about telling her, but I still had
the presence of mind to realize that I’d sound like a drugged-up
goofball. “OK,” I said, and pulled on her hand for support as I
rose. 

I staggered to my feet and looked around the tent. Shelby and
Kym were both standing as well, over at the end of the tent nearest
the house. Shelby had drawn back the sheer muslin wall to reveal an
opening into the smaller tent. It was dark in there. I watched as
Kym passed through, pausing only to look back over her head and
smile at me. Shelby motioned for me and Cara to follow Kym in, and
we did. Shelby squeezed my shoulder as I passed by him. “Are you
ready to go inside?” he asked.

“I am,” I said.

“No,” he replied. “You’re probably not. But let’s go anyway.”
Cara, still holding my hand, pulled me forward into the darkness.
It was just a few feet and we came to a set of French doors that
led into the house. Like the rest of the windows, the glass was
tinted black, but Kym was opening one of them. It swung inward and
a blast of air conditioner–chilled air slapped me in the face. It
felt wonderful. I hadn’t realized how overheated I was. The room
inside was lit by a purple glow. Kym held the door open, allowing
Cara and me to step in first. 

The purple light managed to do little more than illuminate the
white tile floor around me. I was wobbly-kneed from the drugs, so I
reached out a hand towards the wall to steady myself. It felt
spongy and very uneven to the touch, and for a moment I thought I
was having some sort of touch hallucination, which would have been
a first for me. But no, as I explored the knotted, rough, spongy
wall with my hand I moved closer until my face was only a few
inches away. The whole wall was covered in some sort of strange
substance. Some kind of foam maybe? Parts of it glowed white in the
purple light, and it resembled nothing more than an undulating mass
of tendrils. Or maybe a lava flow hardened and turned on its side.
What was it? 

“What is this?” I asked.

Cara let go of my hand and moved to my side, feeling the wall as
well. “It’s the wall. It’s like it’s alive, isn’t it?”

And it was like that. Staring at it close, I could see the ropey
foam contortions move and slither like worms. Or like the patterns
in the Persian rug back in the tent. It was just a hallucination of
course, and I knew that, but that didn’t make it any less fucking
cool. I started to feel along the wall, working my way around the
dim room. There were patches of other materials locked within the
foam. Bits of velvet and silk, pieces of mirror and spiked rubber;
each offered a new and intensely interesting sensation for my
mushroom-addled mind to appreciate. 

As I got to the corner, Cara pulled me away from the wall and
towards the far side of the room. I grabbed at the wall as we left.
“Wait… ” I said. “I’m not done.”

“I’m not done either,” she said. “You need to see the best
part.”

The room was big. Probably originally a living room or great
room. I couldn’t see the far wall, but as she drew me towards it I
caught glimpses of other features in the room. The ceiling seemed
to be comprised of long, thin straps of black leather or vinyl,
draped in sweeping arcs just a few feet above my head. Shelby and
Kym had come in at some point, and I could hear them moving in the
room as well, laughing and whispering. There was a clinking of
chains from somewhere. I was completely disoriented by the time
we’d stumbled to the far end of the room.

A mound of something loomed up out of the darkness in the
corner. It was about five feet high and spilled out about six or
seven feet from the corner to the center of the room. It looked
like a mass of protoplasm, a blob-like monstrosity composed of
slime and tentacles and dully staring glass eyes. It was festooned
with strangely familiar protuberances and horrifyingly enticing
holes. I had no idea what I was looking at. 

“It’s the sex shoggoth,” whispered Cara in my ear. 

I looked over at her with what must have been a confused look.
“Those words don’t make any sense.”

“A sex shoggoth,” she repeated. “Do you remember the shoggoths?
From At the Mountains of Madness?”

Now that she’d given me some context it came back to me. Some of
the most feared creatures in the Call of Cthulhu game were
monstrous, subway-sized blob creatures from the climax of the
story. Bio-engineered servants, they could assume any shape
necessary to serve their Elder Thing masters, but they had grown
intelligent enough to rebel against their bonds and bring down the
civilization that had created them. 

“OK, yeah. I remember. But there was nothing about sex in that
story. Shoggoths were monsters.”

“Shoggoths could be whatever they needed to be to get the job
done,” Cara said, pulling me towards the thing. “This one’s built
for fun.” She placed my hand on the thing.

I’d expected it to be the same sort of spongy foam that covered
the walls, but this was colder, slicker, and almost but not quite
sticky. It was latex. Jesus. I could make out some more details now
that I was close up, although those details did seem to shift and
squiggle around a bit. I hoped that was the drugs and not some
indication that the thing was actually moving on its own. I moved
my hands over it and came to one of the protuberances — about eight
inches long and a couple inches thick and I started giggling as it
seemed pretty phallic to me. Then, when I touched it I realized
that it wasn’t just pretty phallic — it was in fact explicitly
phallic. It was a long, dark dildo securely fastened at about waist
height into the latex and foam blob. There were more of them. And
other sex toys as well — the kind for men and women and I don’t
know who else. There was even a kind of saddle-like seat on top
where someone could ride the thing, as long as they didn’t mind
sitting on a vibrating phallus.

“Do you crazy people actually fuck this monster?” I asked Cara,
not sure what I wanted the answer to be.

“Mmmmm,” she said, moving up against me and slipping her hands
around my waist. “I’ll never tell. That’s a cult secret.”

“I thought I was joining up. This is definitely the kind of
secret I want to know.”

“You haven’t joined yet,” she purred in my ear. “This is just
the entrance interview. A little hint at what’s to come.” She
released me and withdrew into the dimness of the room. I stumbled a
bit, grabbing hold of the shoggoth thing for balance. What had I
gotten into here? Who lived like this?

A door opened, and pale moonlight streamed into the room. It
wasn’t the door we’d come through, but rather one on the opposite
side of the room, towards the interior of the house. I looked out
and saw a great pool of black, shimmering liquid, smoking and
steaming. There was no sign of Shelby or Kym, but Cara was in the
doorway now, beckoning me forward. I made my way to her, strength
returning to my legs as I concentrated on moving first one foot and
then the other in as normal a gait as possible. Cara stepped into
the interior courtyard and I followed her. 

The pool was in fact just a pool. But there was something
strange about it. Well, the most obvious strange thing was that it
was smoking. At first I thought it was steam, like from a hot tub,
but the night was too warm for that and the smoke was concentrated
around a sort of wire basket that was floating in the middle of the
black water. That was it. Black water. Why was the water black? I
stood in the doorway and stared, trying to figure that out. Why was
the water black?

Movement at the far end of the pool drew my eye up. Shelby and
Kym stood there, unwrapping the long black cords that belted their
robes. They both finished at almost the same moment and then tossed
the lengths of rope into the pool where I lost track of them in the
blackness. Their robes fell open, revealing nude bodies beneath,
which I remembered well from the art show. The two of them stepped
down into the water, which swallowed them up to the waist. They
were staring at me now, not saying anything. 

A flash of motion to me right caught my eye, and I turned to see
Cara slipping her top off over her head, revealing her pale
breasts. I stared of course, but not just for the obvious reasons.
I also saw her Elder Sign again, that shocking mark of Great Old
Ones. It seemed to squirm and squiggle on her flesh now. Pulsating.
I was going to ask her about it, but watching her slip her skirt
off distracted me. She saw me watching and favored me with a smile
that wasn’t at all shy. 

“Are you ready for more?” she asked. 

“Oh yeah,” I said.

“Then take off your clothes.”

“Uh-huh. OK. Sure.” I’d agreed but I was having a hard time
making my body do it. Maybe because I was still too busy looking at
Cara’s body. Maybe because I was all of a sudden a little shy. But
that’s what drugs are for, I suppose, and so while I had a moment’s
doubt and worry, the rest of my brain (and certain other body
parts) said “Fuck it!” I pulled off my T-shirt and started to kick
off my shoes. 

Cara watched me as I stripped bare, something that might have
caused a not-under-the-influence Rick a moment or three of body
self-image anxiety. But the current reigning attitude of “Fuck it!”
prevailed, and I was soon as naked as the other three. She took me
by the hand once more and led me toward the other end of the pool
of black water. Why was the water black again? That still seemed
pretty weird. I looked in and saw that Shelby and Kym were busy
doing something with the ropes that they’d been wearing as belts.
They were tying them to metal loops sunk into the concrete at four
points around the pool’s edge. 

“What are you guys doing?” I asked them as Cara and I neared the
steps down into the water. 

“Preparing,” said Kym, gazing up from her knot-tying to favor me
with a look that might have been meant to be reassuring but which
came across as a little wolfish. 

“Oh,” I said. Cara and I stepped into the water and it was warm.
Bathwater warm. It felt really good as I eased myself down into it.
The pool was not deep or very wide. Not a full swimming pool but
rather a kind of half-sized wading pool. I splashed some water over
my shoulders and saw that it wasn’t black at all. It was just
water. After a few long moments of enjoying the feel of the water
on my skin, of really feeling it, I figured out that the secret was
simple. They’d painted the inside of the pool black. Huh. I’d never
seen that before…

Shelby slipped a loop of rope around my right wrist and pulled
it tight. Kym did the same with my left. I watched it happen in
silent confusion, at first not sure whether I’d simply lost control
of my own arms due to the drugs or if they were moving them for me.
I was enjoying their touch too much to protest. But now I could
feel my arms being pulled apart and stretched, like Jesus on the
cross. I’d been attached to the metal loops on each side of the
pool. Before I could start to panic about this, I felt Cara come up
from behind me and pull me against her. The back of my head nestled
down between her breasts as she drew me backward. I was all of a
sudden floating on my back in the water, Cara supporting my upper
body while Kym and Shelby each took a leg. Then there were ropes
around my ankles as well. While Cara stroked my forehead and I
closed my eyes, the ropes cinched tight, pulling my legs apart.
Either the ropes on my legs were shorter or they’d been tied
tighter, because they pulled up slightly on my ankles, drawing my
lower body up at a shallow angle. I was helpless now, and wide open
in a very exposed way that under almost any other circumstance I
would have found incredibly distressing. At the time, I found it
merely pretty darn distressing.

“What’re you doing?” I asked, but no one answered me. With Cara
still supporting my head, I had no trouble breathing, but given the
angle of my body caused by the way they’d tied my legs, I wasn’t
sure it would be easy or even possible to keep my head above water
if she let me go. Ash’s stories about the homeless man disappearing
flooded back into my mind. Is this what they’d done to him? Drawn
him inside the house and tied him, spread-eagled in the pool, as
some sort of sacrifice to Cthulhu? Cthulhu was supposed to live in
a city beneath the ocean. He had an octopus for a head. A wet,
watery, drowning might be just the kind of sacrifice he would want.
I started to strain against the wet ropes, but they only cut
tighter into my wrists and ankles as I did so. 

Then Cara let me go and I started to sink. I’m a big guy. A
dense guy with a fair amount of muscle mass. I don’t float well.
That combined with the fact that my legs were tied higher than my
arms meant that as soon as she let go, my head sunk beneath the
surface and I had to flex my torso and strain my neck to bring it
back into the air. Sputtering, I started to shout. “Let me go! Let
me go!”

I felt Cara’s hands under my head almost at once. “Shhh,” she
said. “Calm down. You’ll hurt yourself.”

I stopped thrashing, but I didn’t calm down. “You need to let me
go,” I said. 

“It will all be over soon,” she said. “Soon.”

“What’re you doing?”

“Baptizing you,” I heard Shelby say. He sounded far away. I
couldn’t see him but it sounded like he’d gotten out of the
pool. 

“What?” I asked. But again, no one answered. I heard wet
footsteps on the concrete and the sound of a box or trunk being
opened. Was he getting the sacrificial dagger? Is that why the pool
was black, to camouflage the blood? 

“You’ve seen the good,” said Shelby’s voice from far away.
“You’ve enjoyed the pleasures of sensuous company and challenging
conversation. Those are what we classify as easy truths. Happy
truths. But truth is emotionally neutral. Truth is but truth. And
sometimes truths trouble us. Terrify us. We classify them as hard
truths. But they aren’t hard. They aren’t easy. They’re just truth.
The truth is, humanity as it exists today, rapacious,
ever-expanding, ever-destroying, is not long for this world.
Humanity as it is is not only doomed, it’s running headlong for the
precipice. Easy for me to say. Hard for some to take. But just the
simple truth. Everything’s going to change. What it means to be
human is going to change. Throwing off our outdated modes of
humanity, our faith-corrupted, myth-poisoned culture of credulity
must be ever first in our minds if we’re to ride the wave of
changes to come. When the stars are right and Cthulhu comes, it
will wipe the old from the face of the planet. And you know what,
Rick? That’s the glorious thing about stars, they’re always exactly
right where they’re supposed to be. That’s a fact. That’s the
truth. The stars are right now.”

“Please let me go,” I pleaded.

“Not yet, Rick. Not yet.” I still couldn’t see him, but his
voice was drawing nearer. My fate was drawing nearer? Panic was
definitely drawing nearer. 

Then came the shouting. 

A door, somewhere far away, slammed. There was a pounding of
feet and the bright beam of a flashlight played across the pool
before settling on my face. I squinted into it. “What the hell is
going on here!” someone shouted. No, not someone. It was Conrad.
Thank God. 

“Conrad,” I heard Shelby say in a calm voice. “What a pleasant
surp—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Conrad yelled. The flashlight beam moved off
me and, I assumed on to Shelby. I could see Conrad now, standing in
the doorway that led back into the sex shoggoth room. “Let him
go!”

“Calm down, Conrad,” Shelby said. “It’s not a probl—”

“Untie him, now! The police are on the way.”

“Now listen, Conrad,” Shelby said. I heard footsteps as he
walked towards Conrad. “You’re the one trespassing. When the cops
get here, you’re the one that will have to do some explaining.” He
now stood in front of Conrad, naked and dripping wet and holding
what looked an awful lot like a black rubber dildo in his hand.
“We’ll untie Rick if he wants, but you need to—”

Conrad shoved Shelby into the pool with tremendous force, almost
falling in himself. Shelby went flying, splashing down right
between my outstretched legs. I knew the pool wasn’t deep and that
he probably hit bottom when he went in. He came up cursing and, at
the same moment, Cara let go of my head and I went underwater
again.

I thrashed and thrashed, coming up long enough to gasp for
breath and then sinking again. Then one leg was free. I thought
maybe I’d pulled the metal loop anchored into the side of the pool
free, because I could still feel the rope pinching off circulation
at my ankle. I tried to get some support with the free leg, but it
was too awkward with my other three limbs encumbered, so I just
kept thrashing. Then the other leg was free and I regained my feet
and some small measure of calm. As I shook the water from my eyes,
I looked up to see Shelby trying to get out of the pool and Conrad
pushing him back in. Kym was running along the side of the pool
towards Conrad, screaming at him. My eyes went wide in horror at
the sound. I didn’t see Cara at first, but I was so busy watching
the scene unfold in front of me that I didn’t look too hard.

The naked and wet Kym charged at Conrad, hands held out like
claws, reaching for his eyes. He stood his ground and timed his
attack perfectly. He swung the flashlight around in a perfect arc,
catching her in the side of the head and knocking her off her feet
and into the pool, almost on top of Shelby. I gasped and then
gasped again as my arm was free. I looked to see that Cara had just
undone the rope that attached my right arm to the third metal loop.
I snatched it back, rope still attached, and immediately went to
work untying myself from the fourth and final loop, but my wet and
panicked hands kept fumbling with the simple knot. Cara joined me,
moved my hands away and deftly freed me just as Shelby’s started
screaming a string of hateful epithets at Conrad.

“You motherfucking fucker!” Shelby shouted. “I’ll fucking kill
you! Get the hell out of here before I tear your fucking eyes out
of your head and skullfuck you, you sick fuck!”

Conrad ignored him, coming over to the side of the pool near me
and offering me a hand up. I took it and he helped me clamber out
of the pool. “Come on,” he said. “We’ve got to get out of
here.”

I moved to look for my clothes, but Conrad yelled at me, “Come
on! Before the others come!”

I hadn’t even thought about the others. How many more cultists
were there in this place? At least two that I’d seen. And looking
around I saw four other doors that could lead inside. They were
probably used to screams and weird noises around here, but I was
sure they’d come running if they thought Shelby was in
trouble. 

So we ran. Me naked, five-foot lengths of rope tied to my wrists
and ankles, Conrad leading the way with his flashlight. Through the
shoggoth room and through the tents and out into the yard. Conrad
led me back around the other side of the house, not the way I’d
come with Cara. We circled around the dark, looming structure of
the temple itself and then back towards the front of the property.
I saw that the gate was still closed. “How did you get in?” I
asked, panting for breath.

“I waded through the damned lake,” he whispered back, gesturing
with a wave toward the small pond that formed one edge of the
property. “But we should be able to open the gate from the
inside.”

He was right. And although I cut my feet to hell running along
the gravel driveway, we made it out and into Conrad’s car in under
two minutes. There was noise and commotion from back inside the
house, but no one came chasing after us that we could see.
Shivering, panting, and suddenly sore all over, I huddled into a
fetal position in the passenger seat of Conrad’s SUV. He took me
home. 










Chapter 20

 


Even after a long hot shower and fresh clothes, I was still
shivering when I collapsed on my couch across the living room from
Conrad. I could still feel the mushrooms suffusing my system, and
everything seemed a little high-contrast to me, although I
definitely wasn’t high any more. I was, in fact, very angry,
although I wasn’t quite sure at whom. Shelby for drugging me? Cara
for leading me on? Conrad for breaking it up? That last one didn’t
make any sense, of course; Conrad had saved me. But I still had
this niggling feeling in the back of my mind that resented being
saved. Maybe the drugs had brought out some latent masochism I
wasn’t aware of. I didn’t have long to stew in my doubts though.
Conrad knew exactly who he was angry at, and he was ready to focus
my anger as well.

“Fucking Shelby,” he said, his voice low and serious. “I can’t
believe he did that to you.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, shaking my head. 

“I should have come in as soon as I heard you say that he’d
drugged you. I should have come right in then. But I didn’t, and
I’m really sorry about that.”

“It’s OK.”

“No, it’s not, but thanks for saying it is. But I got ready. And
when I heard you yelling for help I came running. I practically
flew through that damned pond. Lost a shoe in the mud.” I looked
down and for the first time noticed that he only had one shoe on. I
kind of wished he’d changed clothes before sitting on my furniture
in wet, muddy pants, but he had just saved me so I didn’t feel I
could say anything. He was too wrapped up in his own thoughts to
probably even notice the state he was in or the stains he was
leaving. 

“So,” I said, “What now?”

“We need to get them out of there. Get the news out. Somehow.
Stop them.”

“But how? I mean, I don’t feel comfortable going to the cops
about what happened tonight,” I said, although I wasn’t sure
why.

“No, we can’t. I lied to them about calling the cops. Fuck it, I
probably broke more laws tonight that they did. Well, as many. If
I’d waited for them to drown you or whatever they were going to do
it might have been different, but then you’d be dead. Or worse. As
it is, they’d have me arrested for trespassing and assault I’m
sure.”

“You really think they were going to drown me?”

“What do you think? It sure looked like they were doing
something horrible to you, or getting ready to.”

“Yeah.” But I thought back to Cara’s body touching mine and to
the image of Shelby right before Conrad shoved him. Was it going to
be horrible, or just horribly kinky? But then there’d been all that
talk about cleansing humanity and terrifying truths. I didn’t know
what to think.

Conrad could apparently read my addled thoughts on my face.
“You’re not having doubts, are you? You nearly drowned! And
remember what Ash told us they did to that old man. I need to try
and get in touch with Ash again, see if he’ll tell me what Shelby
and Kym did after I rescued you.”

“We still don’t know that they killed that man,” I protested.
Shelby had made a lot of sense early in the evening, and I’d
dismissed the outlandish suggestion that he might be a murderer.
But then the drugs. And the pool.

“Don’t let him fool you, Rick. Don’t let his smooth line about
there being no Cthulhu and all that fool you. Don’t let him get
into your head.” Conrad stopped and suddenly leaned back in his
seat, looking up at the ceiling and letting out a deep rush of air.
“Oh shit,” he sighed. 

“What?” I asked, but he didn’t reply. “Oh shit what?”

“Nothing. Forget it. The important thing is that after tonight
there’s no way they’re going to try and recruit you anymore, right?
I mean, now that they know we’re still friends, and it’s obvious
Kym hates me. Did you see the way she rushed at me? Like a freaking
banshee or something. Some kind of creature. I’m telling you, she’s
not all there.” 

He was right. I’d violated my promise to Shelby to push Conrad
away, and after tonight, he wasn’t likely to forget it. I was a
little startled to find that the idea of not being allowed into the
Cthulhu cult disappointed me more than I would have thought. That,
given what I’d just been through, I felt any disappointment at all
was strange enough. 

“There was one piece of good news tonight,” Conrad continued.
“While you were in there, the neighbor from across the little lake
came over to see why I was lurking around outside in a parked car.
He’d apparently noticed me there on a couple of other occasions. I
was worried at first, but once I got to talking to him, I had an
idea. He’s a nice old guy. I asked him what he thought about Shelby
and everything that goes on next door. He didn’t say much, just
mentioned a few odd noises from time to time and people coming and
going at all hours. I didn’t say anything about sacrifices or
murders or people disappearing, but I did mention the stuff that’s
been in the news, and I told him about Shelby’s run-in with the law
last year. He remembered that story, because of the county
commissioner connection. When I explained that I thought one of my
friends had fallen under Shelby’s spell, he was very sympathetic.
Said that I was welcome to keep a watchful, decent eye on the
weirdos next door anytime I wanted.” Conrad leaned towards me and
smiled. “So we’ve got at least one tool in the arsenal now. I told
him I’d have coffee with him tomorrow and we could discuss options.
Maybe filing some sort of restraining order or something like
that.”

“What on Earth is that going to do?”

“Put pressure on them!” Conrad said, a little exasperated, as if
I were the slow kid in class. “They can’t be zoned for whatever the
hell it is that they’re doing over there. You can’t just have a
church in your house. Even if it disrupts them just a little bit,
it should help us. Buy us some time. Maybe if Ash comes through for
us with some more information like he did last time. I don’t know,
Rick. We’ve got to come up with something.”

After the drugs and the pool and all the rest, I felt entirely
rudderless, not knowing what to do or even what result I wanted
from this whole mess. Part of me just wanted to lock the front
door, write my books, and let the world outside burn down around
me. But I also wanted to do something to get back at what Shelby
and Kym had done to me that evening. I wanted to save Cara — I was
holding on desperately to both the image of her naked and the fact
that she’d untied me. Who knows what repercussions she was risking
from Shelby for having done that? I fought through the mental haze
that had descended on me looking for possibilities. All I came up
with was Sinclair’s phone number

“I should call Sinclair,” I said. “See if he’s come up with any
new info on the stolen Necronomicon or any of that. Maybe some link
to Kym that we could take to the police? I haven’t heard from him
in a couple days. I’m starting to get a little worried.”

Conrad thought it over for a few moments and then nodded, his
face stern and grave. “That sounds like a good idea. I’d like to
talk to him too, finally.” 

 

 

Sinclair wasn’t at the store or at his home number, but he
picked up his cell phone on the third ring. I was on one cordless,
Conrad was on the other. I’d decided to sit up in my office for the
call while Conrad remained in the living room so I could look stuff
up online if needed. 

“Mr. Dakan!” Sinclair said, his voice filled with alarm. “Is
everything all right? Are you in trouble?”

That wasn’t a question I’d expected. “Calvin, hi. No, no, I’m
fine.”

“I take it you haven’t been online in the past half hour.”

“No,” I said. “It’s been a weird night. Conrad’s on the other
extension, by the way.”

“Hello, Mr. Sinclair. This is Conrad Laughton,” Conrad said.
“What’s this about being online?”

“Well, apparently you’ve both been proscribed as personae non
grata by the Church of Starry Wisdom. Your pictures have gone out
to all the Web sites and discussion boards, including a rather,
shall we say, revealing image of Mr. Dakan standing by a pool with,
um, how shall I say it… ”

“Naked?” I asked, my stomach churning. A hidden camera
somewhere. Maybe multiple ones. Of course. 

“Yes,” Sinclair confirmed. “Rather.”

“Well, that’s just fucking great,” I said. I thought about going
to one of the sites and seeing for myself, but I couldn’t bring
myself to move the mouse.

“Jesus!” Conrad shouted. “That bastard!”

“There’s one that I presume is of you as well, Mr. Laughton,
clothed of course. You’ve quite an angry look on your face.”

“That’s probably because I was so pissed when they took it,”
Conrad snarled. 

“May I ask what happened?” Sinclair said. 

I didn’t want to give him any details and I hoped Conrad would
be discrete as well. He wasn’t. “A failed attempt to learn more
about what Shelby and Kym are up to. It went badly.” He went on to
describe the entire evening from his point of view in rather
graphic detail. I tried to hint that he might want to be a little
circumspect, but he talked right over me. “What are they saying
about us?” he asked when he’d finished.

“Nothing specific,” Sinclair said. “Just that neither of you are
to be admitted to any church events and that everyone should be
aware that you’re both, and I quote here, ‘deceptive, manipulative
malcontents out to stir up trouble and spread lies about the
church,’ end quote.”

“Well, he’s got our number,” Conrad said. “Except the part about
spreading lies. We’re trying to do the exact opposite of that.”

“Indeed,” Sinclair agreed. “And to that point I have some more
information that I think might well be of interest to you.”

“Do you have some firmer link between Kym’s family and the
stolen Necronomicon pages?” I asked, anxious for some good
news. 

“I do not. How those pages disappeared and who took them remains
a mystery. But I have managed to uncover some more facts about what
the content of those other pages might actually be. You will
remember that when we last talked I warned you that the nihilistic
metaphysics of these particular Necronomicon pages set them apart
from the more common Necronomicon forgeries and pastiches that
we’re used to. They are wholly outside the corrupt and largely
fatuous traditions of so-called modern magic.”

“Yes, right, OK,” I said. “So what?”

“And let me preface this all by saying that I’m on as unfamiliar
ground as I’m sure the two of you are. Until recent events, my
interest in the occult and such matters has been purely from the
point of view of a devotee of supernatural horror fiction, not as a
believer. I’ve always kept an open mind of course, as one should,
but I’ve never put much thought or intellectual energy into such
matters before.”

“We’re right there with you,” Conrad said. “But we all know now
that some strange shit is going on, and we can’t ignore it just
because it’s freaky. There’s too much at stake.”

“Well, I still have some connections to confirm and some
hypotheses to test. That’s why I had not yet called you, you see.
But since you called me, I’m happy to report what I’ve found out.
Let us start then with Lovecraft himself, the person widely
regarded in academic and literary circles as the inventor of the
Necronomicon.”

“How can a writer from the 1920s have invented it if we’ve seen
pages from the Middle Ages?” asked Conrad.

“Exactly the point! How indeed? The obvious answer is that
Lovecraft did not in fact invent the Necronomicon at all. He must
have found his inspiration for the book from some other source. It
first appears in the story ‘The Hound,’ from 1922. But of course
there is an earlier reference to the book’s supposed author, Abdul
Alhazred in the story ‘The Nameless City,’ which was written the
previous year. However, it is well known that the name Abdul
Alhazred was an invention of Lovecraft’s when he was a small child
and does not conform to any traditional Arabic naming conventions.
Nor are there any other known references to him or the so-called Al
Azif of which the Necronomicon was meant to be a direct
translation.”

“So you’re saying it is in fact a fake?” I asked. 

“No, not at all. I’m saying that Lovecraft did invent part of
the mythology around the book’s origins, but that he in no way
created the book itself out of whole cloth, although he may have
believed that it was his own invention.”

“You’re saying that he thought he made it up, but he really
didn’t,” I asked. “How does that work?”

“I know it sounds odd. But I have good reason to believe it is
the case. You will know that Lovecraft’s stories were in many cases
inspired by his dreams. In letter after letter he describes his
vivid dreams and how he later transformed them into his stories.
And in fact, according to Lovecraft himself, the name and nature of
the Necronomicon first came to him in one of these very vivid
dreams which he so often had. The question is, where did that dream
come from?”

“Is that really the question?” I asked. “The dream came from his
brain, where all dreams come from.” Although even as I said it I
thought of Conrad’s dreams and his theory that Shelby was behind
them.

“Perhaps, perhaps. But at this stage we must bring a new player
into the game. Remember how I mentioned that Lovecraft first tells
of the Necronomicon’s author, Adbul Alhazred, in ‘The Nameless
City.’ Now, that is commonly cited as the first appearance of the
Necronomicon in print, but the name Necronomicon is never mentioned
in the story. Scholars simply make this assumption because in later
stories Lovecraft says that Alhazred wrote the original Arabic
version of the book, calling it the Al Azif. But we know that the
Abdul character was a childhood figment of Lovecraft’s imagination
and had nothing to do with the real Necronomicon, and can therefore
conclude that in fact it’s very unlikely that someone named
Alhazred could have written the book that became the Necronomicon.
It is, to sum up, a false lead, invented by Lovecraft to mesh his
own imaginings with his dreams about the Necronomicon.”

“And why don’t you think he just invented the Necronomicon too?”
I asked. “Isn’t that the most logical explanation?”

“It would be,” Sinclair said, “Were it not for three pieces of
data that contradict Lovecraft’s own assertions that he invented
the book. First, of course, is the existence of pages from the
actual Necronomicon, stolen by Greek monks, sold in New York in the
1970s, and in part translated, with great embellishment and
alteration, for mass consumption. Second, and perhaps even more
significant, was the introduction into Lovecraft’s life of one
Sonia Greene while he was living in New York, a woman who, for a
few brief but crucial years, was Lovecraft’s wife.

“It was shortly after they met in 1922 that Lovecraft had his
Necronomicon dream and first incorporated it into his fiction in
‘The Hound.’ This is significant because Sonia Greene was no
ordinary woman. In addition to being active in the amateur
fiction-writing subculture, which Lovecraft was a major force in,
she had other, less usual associations. It has long been rumored
that in fact Sonia Greene was a former lover of no less an occult
personage than Aleister Crowley. It now seems certain that in fact
they had quite a torrid and tempestuous relationship. Crowley, the
self-proclaimed Great Beast and infamous sex-magician, was used to
dominating his women, but Greene apparently proved too
strong-willed even for him. There have been theories put about for
some time that Crowley influenced Lovecraft through Greene, and it
was from her that Lovecraft first heard of the Necronomicon. But I
believe I will soon have proof that that is only half true.

“Greene and Crowley did have an affair, but it was Greene that
drove Crowley away, not the other way around. Greene latched onto
the master magician hoping to influence his writings and mystical
philosophies with the horrifying truths she had discovered in the
Necronomicon. But such mind-altering doom-saying was too much even
for the so-called wickedest man alive. His was magic of personal
empowerment and imposing your will on the universe. The
Necronomicon offered none of that — nothing but hopelessness in the
face of impossibly vast alien powers to whom man was as
insignificant as a fleck of dust. Crowley rebuffed her and used his
influence with the occult and theosophical communities in New York
to have her blacklisted. It was shortly after this that she met
Lovecraft.

“Taken with the great man’s powerful imagination but otherwise
relatively fragile psyche, she latched onto him and started to
slowly influence him with pieces drawn from the Necronomicon. She
planted her seeds in his subconscious while he slept, where they
sprouted as dreams that later blossomed into his stories. It is
impossible to say how deep her corruption of him might have spread,
but there was one thing more powerful than even Greene’s hold over
him — his hatred for New York. He hated their life there together,
and when family affairs drew him back to his beloved Providence, he
took refuge in the comforts of home. He never reunited with Greene,
who, seeing him as a lost cause, moved on to other targets. But the
seeds she’d planted in his mind remained and continued to provide
more and more insight as they grew, informing his stories and
eventually becoming what we now call the Cthulhu Mythos. A fact
proved by the existence of Cthulhu, or ‘Kutulu,’ references in the
original Greek/Sumerian Necronomicon, which vastly predates
Lovecraft’s life.”

“Fuck,” said Conrad on the other line. “And now Kym’s used the
same techniques on Shelby that this Sonia Greene woman did to
Lovecraft, except Shelby’s no wallflower and he ate it all up.”

“I fear that may be the case. Your friend’s African-blooded
consort seems to be following in Greene’s footsteps,” Sinclair
said. 

“Jesus Christ,” I said with a loud exhalation. “That certainly
puts it together. But where are you getting all this from? How do
you know this Sonia Greene woman was mixed up with Crowley, much
less that she had access to a copy of the Necronomicon?”

“There are several mentions in Crowley’s writings that tie him
to Greene while they were both in New York,” Sinclair said.
“Although as is often the case with Crowley’s texts, he refers to
her by various occult pseudonyms. As for the last, that is the one
piece of the puzzle I am waiting to confirm. My researches have
unearthed a fellow collector who claims to have a letter from Sonia
Greene to one of her fellow occultists in Chicago that mentions the
Necronomicon and her connection to it. I have spoken with him and
he has agreed to let me come to Chicago and see the letter in
person to ascertain its authenticity. If it proves to be genuine,
which I believe it will based on my preliminary investigation, then
it will be the final piece tying this matter together.”

It was all too mind-boggling to contemplate. I’d only been dimly
aware that Lovecraft had been married and knew nothing about his
wife or his time in New York. There was no denying that it bore an
eerie, disturbing similarity to what seemed to be going on with
Shelby and Kym. 

“That’s great work, Sinclair, keep on digging,” I said. I was
rocking back and forth slightly in my chair with nervous
excitement. “Call us as soon as you know for sure, and see if you
can get a copy of that letter!”

“I will, Mr. Dakan,” Sinclair replied. “In the meantime, I urge
both of you to be very cautious. I sense that matters could soon be
coming to a head.”

“We will be,” Conrad said. “Don’t worry. We’ve got things
covered at this end.”

We hung up and Conrad came pounding up the stairs. “Is this guy
for real?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Does he know what he’s talking about with all this Lovecraft
stuff?” Conrad’s voice fairly boomed in my still-addled ears, he
was so intense. 

I looked up at him. “Without his help I wouldn’t have any idea
what’s going on with Shelby. Not really. He’s the Lovecraft expert,
for sure.”

“Then we’re verging into some seriously scary territory here,
aren’t we?”

“I don’t know. I think we might be.” I was tired, and instead of
being assured by Sinclair’s news, I was more confused and worried
than ever. 

“Then we do need to be careful, like Sinclair said. We need to
act, and act soon, but also take every precaution we can.” Having
decided on a course of action, Conrad’s face finally softened.
“You’ve had a rough night. You should get some sleep.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” I stood up from behind my desk and walked
with him downstairs to let him out. 

Standing in the doorway, he turned to me and said, “Whatever you
do, don’t talk to Shelby or Kym. Not even Cara. And if it were
possible I’d tell you not to dream. But if you do have any dreams,
make sure to write them down. They could be important. I’ll call
you soon.”

He turned and walked away across the parking lot toward his car.
I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I don’t remember
any dreams.










Chapter 21

 


I woke up the next morning the fourth time the phone started
ringing. I was drained from the combination of coming down from the
mushrooms and the adrenaline crash following all that terror and
tension, so I let the machine downstairs answer the first time. I
could hear a woman’s angry voice leave a message, but I covered my
head with a pillow until it went away. She called again sometime
later. And then again. The messages got shorter each time, whatever
she was saying. I finally answered once I’d given up any hope of
falling asleep again.

“Hello,” I croaked.

“Rick, what’s going on?” It was Lauren.

“Hi, Lauren. What do you mean what’s going on?” I asked. There
was so much going on that I didn’t know where to begin.

“Conrad came home late last night after I went to bed and was
out the door this morning before I got up. He left me some weird
note about wanting help filing a restraining order against Shelby,
which is both no way to ask for a favor and also impossible since
he’s still my client — which was another Goddamned favor by the
way. And now his cell phone is off. Do you know what is going
on?”

I decided to stay out of this. “I’m not sure, Lauren, I’m sorry.
If I see him I’ll tell him to call you, but we haven’t been talking
much.” Why was I lying? I knew Conrad hadn’t told her everything
he’d been doing and I didn’t want to reveal anything that would get
him in trouble. 

“I’m really worried, Rick. Really angry too, but mostly worried.
He’s been acting so strange lately, brooding around the house when
he’s here and obsessed with whatever Shelby’s up to. What is Shelby
up to? Do you know?”

“I really don’t. It’s a big mystery. We’re all wondering.”

“I wish you two would stop wondering and just leave it be. Let
him do whatever he wants to do with his little church. I don’t know
why Conrad feels he needs to hound him so much.”

“We’re just worried, I guess. Shelby’s been acting so
strange.”

“Shelby was always strange. But Conrad wasn’t, and now he is.
That’s what I’m worried about, and as his friend it’s what you
should be worried about too.”

I wanted to explain it all to her. Explain why Conrad and I had
good reasons to be worried about Shelby and about Cara and anyone
else that got sucked into this Cthulhu vortex. “I’ll tell Conrad to
come home if I find him, Lauren, I promise.”

“OK, Rick. Just tell him I’m worried.”

We hung up and I wanted to crawl back into my bed. But instead I
dialed Conrad’s number. It went straight to voice mail. Where was
he?

 

 

 

When I finally summoned the wherewithal to get up and go outside
to find some coffee, I realized with immediate horror that I’d left
my wallet, keys, and car by the pool at Shelby’s. Oh damn, oh damn,
oh damn. I didn’t even have spare car keys anymore (I was already
using them as my main car keys). I did have spare house keys,
though, and a dish full of loose change with more than enough for
coffee, so I scooped up a fistful and staggered out the
door. 

At first it didn’t even seem weird that my car was in its usual
parking space. After all, that’s where it was supposed to be, and
there it was. Looking inside I saw my clothes from the night before
folded in a neat pile on the passenger side front seat and the keys
in the ignition. It was unlocked. My wallet was in the glove
compartment. The only thing missing from the night before was
Conrad’s pen with the hidden microphone. For a deluded moment I
imagined that Conrad had somehow recovered it all for me from
Shelby, but I knew that was impossible, or at least really
unlikely. The only logical explanation was that Shelby or one of
his followers (Cara maybe?) had brought it by while I
slept. 

The thought of them being here while I slept, with my house
keys, raced through my mind and down my spine, almost staggering
me. Had they come inside while I slept? Had Shelby or Kym or Cara
whispered secret thoughts into my ear like Sonia Greene did to
Lovecraft? Or were they just preventing any legal trouble down the
road by returning my stuff? Was the fact that there was no note a
sign that they were cutting me off forever or an opening to some
reconciliation? I needed to change my locks. I didn’t even know if
you could change the keys for a car.

After coffee, I felt exactly as drained and exhausted as I had
when I woke up. Pushing a chair against the front door, I crawled
back into bed with my cell phone and left periodic messages for
Conrad. I went the whole day without hearing from him, and when the
phone finally rang that night the caller ID was a number I didn’t
recognize, but it was Conrad. 

“What is it, Rick? Are you OK?” were the first words out of his
mouth. He sounded as wary as he did worried.

“I’m fine. Where have you been all day?”

“I don’t trust my phone anymore. I bought this disposable cell
phone at Publix.”

“Have you talked with Lauren? She was worried… ”

“Yeah, we talked. I wanted her to help out with this restraining
order, but of course she couldn’t because Shelby’s still her
client. I told her she should drop him and I think she’d be more
than happy to, but apparently it’s not that simple a thing to do
and even if she did it would look bad if she turned around and
represented the other side before a judge. So we ended up using a
lawyer buddy of Reggie’s.”

“Who’s Reggie?” I asked, confused. “What restraining order?”

“Reggie Malinowski, Shelby’s neighbor that I talked to last
night. I went over there this morning and apparently there was all
kinds of shouting and weird noises coming from the Cthulhu compound
last night after we left. Loud music and what he said sounded like
muffled explosions or even gunshots. He called the cops, but by the
time they drove by, everything was quiet and they didn’t do
anything. It sounds like our little invasion last night really
stirred things up over there. I don’t know what insanity they were
up to, but whatever it was, it pushed Reggie over the edge. He’s
ready, willing, and able to file a restraining order against Shelby
and his church. We called his lawyer friend and went down this
afternoon and filed the paperwork. We’ve got a hearing in one week
before a judge.”

“What are you trying to restrain him from doing?” I asked.

“Everything we could think of. Having too many people over,
operating a church from his house, loud noises, improper care of
animals if he’s really sacrificing goats like Ash said.”

“What did the lawyer say? Will it work?”

“He seems to think so, especially since we got a pretty
conservative judge for the hearing. If we pull it off it should put
a cramp in his activities, maybe buy us some time for Sinclair to
come through for us.” He paused before shifting gears. “Did you
have any dreams last night?”

I said that I hadn’t and then explained about finding my car and
the clothes in it. “So what do I do now?” I asked. He didn’t
answer. “Conrad, what do we do now? I need to get my locks changed.
Do you know anyone?”

“Sure… ” he said after a long delay. “I think so. I can have
someone come by.”

“What about Shelby and Cara? Is there anything I can do
there?”

“No, no I don’t think so. You need to rest up. Let me handle it,
OK?”

“I want to help,” I said. I needed to do something.

“No!” Conrad said, not quite yelling. “Just, no, OK. There’s
nothing you can do now. Leave it to me and Sinclair.”

“You and Sinclair?” I asked, my stomach lurching with jealousy
or maybe resentment at being left out. Sinclair was my contact
after all.

“We’ve got some ideas,” Conrad said, his tone aggressively
vague.

“What kind of ideas?” I asked, not hiding my
annoyance. 

“I can’t talk to you about it now. Listen, you just go lie down.
I’ll be in touch.” He hung up.

I was too drained to really understand what Conrad’s deal was.
Why was he, for lack of a more accurate term, suddenly being such a
dick? When had he talked to Sinclair? I suppose he got the number
when we’d called him last night. Sinclair was my source, and I was
worried that Conrad wouldn’t handle him right or, even worse, might
try and cut me out of things completely. I lay there and mulled
over everything that happened, my mind going round and round in
circles, making no progress, achieving no enlightenment. After a
while I even fell asleep, and dreamed something I can’t quite
remember, but which nonetheless left me feeling disturbed and
panicky when I awoke late the next morning. I barely made it to the
bathroom in time before I vomited all over the tile floor. Was I
sick? Was it nerves? Had Shelby cast some sort of curse on me too?
I inched my way downstairs and lingered long enough to get a glass
of water and turn off the ringer and the volume on the phone. No
more calls. No more thinking about Cthulhu or surveillance or
anything until I felt better. And maybe then it would be all
over.

Someone knocked on the door that night. I thought I could make
out Conrad’s voice, but I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to
see anyone. I waited until the knocking was long gone before I went
downstairs again. There were seventeen messages waiting for me on
my answering machine. To his credit, only thirteen of them were
from Conrad, mostly in the vein of “where the hell are you?” and
“are you all right?” I thought about calling him back, but he
didn’t leave his new cell number and I didn’t want to face the
possibility of talking to Lauren and lying to her again if I called
their house. I went back to bed. I took half a dozen
over-the-counter sleeping pills and went back to sleep.

And then I felt great. I woke up refreshed and ready for the
world. I didn’t remember that night’s dreams either, but somehow
they left me hopeful that things would work out for the best. I
showered, shaved, and checked my e-mail. More from Conrad, of
course. I didn’t bother reading them all, I just e-mailed him
directly and told him I’d been sick but that now I was better and
he should give me a call on my cell phone. Then I went out to get
some breakfast.

Reality came crashing down around me as soon as I walked into my
favorite breakfast joint and glanced down at the rack containing a
pile of the latest issue of the Weekly Voice. Right there on the
cover was a picture of a slim, dark-haired hipster with glasses,
holding up a copy of the Cthulhu Manifesto, a sardonic look on his
face. Above him the headline read: MY THRILL WITH THE CTHULHU
CULT. 

“Oh shit,” I said, and picked up the paper, tearing it open to
the feature story. The man on the cover was the story’s author,
Wendell Locking, the same reporter who’d blogged about the art show
weeks ago and who’d promised a more in-depth exposé of Shelby and
his Cthulhu church. 

Somehow Locking had managed to get invited along to one of
Shelby’s house parties, and a vivid description of that event was
the only real new reporting in the piece. His experience was nearly
identical to mine in all the major details, although he played up
the more salacious aspects as much as possible. The article also
included a fair amount of background material on Lovecraft,
Cthulhu, and the Necronomicon, although it was all presented in a
very tongue-in-cheek manner. The real venom in the piece was
reserved for Shelby himself, rehashing the events of last year at
the Indian Point Drive house and talking about complaints from
parents at finding the Cthulhu Manifesto among their children’s
things. The article ended with a summary that, while veering away
from journalistic detachment, summed up the whole affair in a way
that I think most people looking in from the outside would agree
with:

Tyree is first and foremost a provocateur. He loves to push
people’s buttons and test their limits. His degrading art show
display, his fake drug house parties, and his bizarre religious
tracts are all aimed square at the heart of traditional, mainstream
values and our society’s hang-ups about sex, drugs, and God. And if
it were just performance art, there would be no problem. Society’s
hang-ups bug me too. More conservative elements of Sarasota would
complain. The college kids would flock to his events. Next year
we’d have all forgotten. But seeing it firsthand, one realizes that
this is more than just silly experimental theater. Tyree is more
intense than that. People close to Tyree who spoke to me off the
record agree that in fact he’s so intense that there are really
only two possibilities: either he believes his “religion” and
actually does want people to worship Cthulhu, or he’s a con man and
he’s trying to pull some sort of scam. Or maybe both. Either way,
it’s not all in good fun. 

 

I wasn’t at all sure whether the article was helpful or not. The
publicity and vivid description of the house party would no doubt
bring in more interested recruits of exactly the type that Shelby
and Kym were looking for. Of course the attention would also
further stir up public sentiment against them, but after seeing a
glimpse of the wonderful and terrible world they’d built for
themselves inside that house, I knew they scarcely gave a moment’s
thought or concern for public sentiment. On further consideration I
realized that the article might help bolster the court case against
Shelby and I wanted to make sure Conrad saw it. After breakfast I
grabbed a couple extra copies for the lawyer and went
home. 

Conrad and I finally talked on the phone that night, and I was a
little disappointed, but not surprised, to find that he’d already
seen the article.

“Yeah, I saw it,” Conrad said. “The lawyer says it will
definitely help with the judge.” He sounded distracted, anxious to
get off the phone with me, even though he’d been leaving me
messages for two days.

“That’s good. Any new developments?”

“I’ve figured out a way to handle things without you,” Conrad
said, an odd mixture of apology and wariness in his voice.

“What do you mean?”

“I set up some security cameras around Shelby’s house. I can
monitor them online from wherever I am.”

“How much did that cost?” I was thinking of the $1000 recording
pen and the bribes to Ash and everything else. 

“Not your problem,” Conrad snapped. “It’s being handled.”

It was none of my business how he spent his money I guess, and
besides he was obviously in a shitty mood and I didn’t want to set
him off, so I changed subjects. “I haven’t heard anything from
Sinclair since we talked to him the other night,” I said.

“I talked to him,” Conrad said.

“And?” I asked, after Conrad said nothing for several
seconds.

“Nothing new to report yet. He’s still investigating.” From his
dismissive tone I couldn’t tell if he was annoyed that there was
nothing new or if he was lying to me.

“Well, what do you need me to do?” I asked. “I’m feeling much
better now.”

“Nothing. I’ve got it covered, I told you.”

“Listen, Conrad, I really was sick, but now I want to help out
on this.”

Conrad sighed, but his tone became more conciliatory. “There’s
really nothing for you to do right now, Rick. I’ve got it
covered.”

“Well, do you want to get together and talk things through?” I
asked. “Have dinner or something, brainstorm new ideas?” 

“I don’t have time. I’m in the middle of something.”

“What?” I asked. This was getting frustrating. Why was he
shutting me out?

“I can’t tell you.”

I swallowed the urge to snap at him, but there was still some
archness in my tone when I said, “You can’t tell me? Why
not?” 

“I just can’t. Why don’t you go get some more rest and
recuperate, all right?”

“I feel fine!” I said, exasperated. “What the hell is going
on?”

“I just can’t bring you in on this now,” Conrad said, his voice
now angry as well. “So leave it alone.”

“What? You can’t bring me in on ‘this’? Why? Don’t you trust
me?”

“If you want to know the truth, no, no I don’t.”

“I almost fucking drowned in that pool!” I yelled into the
phone. “You think I’m on their side?”

“I don’t know, do I! How can I trust you? I just can’t trust
what they might have done to you. What they might have done to your
mind. Don’t you understand? You’ve been exposed to Kym’s techniques
twice now. First she primed you and everyone else at the house
party and then she hit you over the head big time with the drugged
tea. Like that Greene woman and Lovecraft. She’s been in your head,
Rick. She and Shelby both. And for all I know they’re still in
there.”

“There’s no one in my freaking head,” I said. “Where are you
getting this shit?”

“I’ve been doing research. I know how these things work and you
show some of the signs. Not all of the signs, but some of
them.”

“Signs of what?”

“Of possession.” 

“You’re nuts,” I said. “I’m not possessed.”

“You wouldn’t know! That’s the thing. Sinclair recommended some
books and I went from there. Listen, we can fight this. I’ll send
you over something that should help you. But right now I need to
keep you away until we know your brain is all yours, OK?”

I had no idea how to react to that and Conrad took my silence as
assent. “I’ll talk to you when I can,” he said. “Get some rest.”
Then he hung up. 

Possessed? I was hung over and probably caught a cold running
around wet and naked. There was no indication I was possessed by
Kym. Not that I even believed in possession. I supposed there could
have been some sort of post-hypnotic suggestion at work in my mind.
Could that be it? That sounded plausible. Was that why I got sick
to my stomach every time I thought about going back by Shelby and
Kym’s house, because they’d implanted some sort of subliminal fear
in me? It was a sickening thought, but I didn’t know enough about
hypnotism and how it worked to say for sure that it wasn’t
possible. Hell, if I’d been hypnotized there might be chunks of
that evening I don’t even remember. Conrad had his recording from
the hidden microphone, but there must have been some time he wasn’t
listening while he talked to the neighbor. If I’d been hypnotized
during that time and Conrad only realized it later when he went
back to listen to the recording, it might explain his sudden change
in attitude. Next time I talked to him, I’d have to ask him to let
me listen for myself. 

I spent the next few days in a kind of haze, wandering around
the house and looking for signs that I was under some sort of
outside influence. I rented The Manchurian Candidate, both
versions, which was not a good idea since it just put more paranoid
ideas into my head. Online information about hypnosis and
possession was a mess — conflicting accounts and descriptions of
how it worked. Skeptics said it didn’t. Practitioners said it did.
Lots of anecdotal evidence said it worked on some people but not on
others. I didn’t get any work done at all that week, and started
spending more and more time in bed, wondering what Conrad was up
to. I gave up calling him after the second day. 

On the third day I woke up late in the morning and found an
envelope taped to my door. My stomach lurched and I felt a
momentary flash of light-headedness as fear coursed through me. A
message from Shelby? No. It was from Conrad. The envelope contained
five index cards with geometric designs on them incorporating
different combinations of triangles, squares, and circles. The
brief note inside said I should meditate on each card for ten
minutes twice a day and that it would help. Since nothing else was
helping, I decided to give it a try. It turns out, staring at a
meaningless pattern for ten minutes is really boring, but I did it
for all five cards. An hour later I had a headache and although I
didn’t feel possessed or hypnotized, but still wasn’t sure I
wasn’t. That’s the catch with treating a problem that has no
symptoms. How do you know when you’re cured? 










Chapter 22

 


The night of April twenty-eighth, there was a pounding on my
door. I was in the living room, watching a three-day-old episode of
Charlie Rose on my Tivo, and jumped up at the sound. I hadn’t left
the house or talked to anyone who didn’t deliver pizza in four
days. Unshaven, unwashed, and wearing the same clothes for the
second day in a row, I peered through the peephole. It was
Conrad.

“Hey,” I said after I’d opened the door. “What’s up?”

He brushed past me, talking a mile a minute. “The hearing’s
tomorrow. It’s been moved up to 9:00 a.m. which is good, because we
can jump right on it. I’ve called the press and told them what’s
happening and I’m pretty sure that Locking guy from the Weekly
Voice will be there and maybe someone from the Herald-Tribune as
well, although maybe not. We’ll see. But we’ll have to be ready to
move fast at that point because something big is brewing over
there. Something real big and really awful.”

“Hello to you too,” I said. “Does this mean you don’t think I’m
possessed anymore?”

“Have you been using those cards like I told you?” he asked,
staring hard into my eyes.

“Yes,” I said, although I hadn’t been very diligent about them
since the first day.

“Then you should be fine.”

I sat down at the dining room table and motioned for him to do
the same, but he stayed standing. “So, what the hell are you
talking about?” I said.

“You have to come with me right now,” he said. “I need you to be
a witness too.”

“Witness to what? Go where?” I was afraid that he wanted me to
go with him over to the Cthulhu compound. 

“To meet with Ash. He’s been kicked out of the cult and he’s
leaving town, but he contacted me to say he’d talk one last time
before he disappeared for good.”

“And you want me to come along?”

Conrad drew in a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “I do.
I want you to hear what he has to say, I think you’ll want to.”

“And what if I’m possessed or whatever?” I asked
again. 

“You used the cards right?” he asked, giving me an appraising
eye.

“Sure. And I feel great,” I said, lying to both of us.

“You don’t look great,” he looked at his watch. “We have time
for you to grab a quick shower and drag a razor over your face.
We’re meeting him at 11:30.”

“OK,” I said, finding myself happy at the prospect of getting
out of the house. Less sure about how happy I was that Conrad had
once again changed his attitude towards me 180 degrees. Still, I
was glad to be in on things with Shelby again, no matter how
strange Conrad was acting. “Give me ten minutes.”

 

 

 

We met Ash at the bar at an Applebee’s out by the interstate.
Not the kind of place you expect to meet with a defector from an
alien cult, nor really the kind of place I like to go — ever. I was
willing to bet that Shelby and his minions wouldn’t come looking
for him here either. He was hunkered down in a corner booth with a
baseball cap worn low over his eyes, all of which made him look
more, not less, conspicuous. But the place was almost empty anyway,
and the few other customers didn’t seem to be paying him any
mind.

He nodded to us from across the room, and managed to finish his
beer in the time it took us to make it over to him and sit
down. 

“I don’t have much time,” he said. “My ride’s coming soon.” His
voice was rough and low, like he had a cold. “Do you have my
money?”

I looked over at Conrad, about to ask what money, when I saw him
pull a wrinkled envelope from his front pocket and pass it across
the table to Ash. When he opened it to count it, I saw a wad of
twenties in there, at least a few hundred dollars’ worth. 

“Now, tell us everything,” Conrad said. “What’s going to
happen?”

“I told ya I didn’t know exactly,” Ash grumbled. “They’ve been
keeping me in the dark for a few weeks now, and after the other
night, they kicked me out for good. I was asking too many questions
for Shelby’s taste. Fuck, any questions is too many for his fragile
fucking ego.”

“Just tell us what you do know then,” Conrad insisted, not
trying to hide his impatience.

“Fine, fine,” Ash said, then fixed his eyes on me. “You’re going
to want to hear this especially.”

“I am?” I asked, nervous about what that could mean. Was Shelby
after me?

“After whatever the hell happened between you and him the other
night, things were batshit crazy. Shelby and Kym were both mad as
fuck. They stormed around the house, dragged everyone out of their
rooms and gave us this big talk about security and loyalty and that
kind of shit. Cara was there too, but she was real quiet, you know.
Upset. Kym and Shelby, they just ignored her that night. 

“But then over the next couple days things got to be kinda
weird. I mean, really weird, even by Cthulhu standards. We were
real busy preparing for some big ritual that’s coming up. But they
kept me mostly out of the details. I was left doing yard work and
bullshit like that. But I knew something big was happening. And I
saw that Cara was kind of moping around a little, so I tried to
talk to her one night and, you know, see what’s wrong. I’d heard
from some of the others that she’d had some sort of fight with Kym
and Shelby about something and that maybe she was on the outs with
them. So like I said, she was on the outs and I was on the outs and
so I thought we might be able to support each other, you know? And
at first she seemed like she wanted to talk. We went over some
stuff about how weird things were getting and she mentioned that
her big day was coming up soon and she wasn’t sure how she felt
about it now.”

“Her big day?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure,” Ash said. “She wouldn’t say exactly, but it had
something to do with the big ritual and how, like, at first she was
going to do one thing but now another and she was bummed about it.
But then Shelby walks in on us talking and breaks it up and sends
me off to do some menial shit. And then I heard, like, yelling of
some sort. Or maybe crying? I couldn’t tell exactly. All I know is,
the next time I went to try and talk to Cara alone she, like,
totally freaked out on me. Screaming at me and accusing me of
being, you know, a traitor and stuff. And at that point I was like,
‘fuck it,’ and I got my shit together and walked out.”

“And what do you know about this ritual that she’s supposed to
play a key role in?” Conrad asked. 

“I told you on the phone, I’m not really for 100 percent sure on
this,” Ash said.

“Yeah, yeah, I understand, but you’ve got an idea?”

“I think so.”

“Tell us,” Conrad said.

“OK, the whispers around the place is that before Cara was going
to be, like, the celebrant. The one who oversees the ritual. But
now since something happened, since she screwed up or whatever, now
she’s going to play the role of the sacrifice, and that this time
she’s going to have to really give something up, that it won’t all
be just pretend.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked. “What does ‘give
something up’ mean?”

“Listen, man, I don’t know for sure. That’s just what I heard.
It’s what everybody in the house is saying. That it’s going to be
really extreme this time. The biggest sacrifice they’ve ever
done.”

“Are they going to hurt her?” I asked, fighting the urge to
reach out and shake some answers out of him.

“Maybe, man. I wouldn’t put it past them at this point. Hurt her
or worse.”

“What’s worse, kill her?” I demanded, appalled. 

“I’m not saying that. I don’t know. But… No. I just don’t know,
man.”

“Well, how do we find out?” I asked, anxiety taking hold. “What
do we do to stop them?”

Ash stood up. “I got no idea, man. That’s for you guys to figure
out. I’ve done my part and told you what I know. I gotta go.”

“I was hoping you’d change your mind and at least come to the
hearing tomorrow and testify,” Conrad said.

Ash shook his head. “Not going to happen. I’m not going anywhere
near Shelby again. Or a courthouse. I’ve told you what I saw, but
I’m not telling anyone else.”

He left without another word, and I turned to Conrad, who was
sitting on the outside seat of the booth, blocking me from leaving.
“We’ve got to stop him, make him go to the cops!” I said.

“I tried that already,” Conrad said. “Twice now. He refused
before and you heard what he just said. He doesn’t want to talk to
the police. He wants to get as far away from Shelby and Kym as
possible, as quickly as possible. I think he’s scared of them.”

“Them or the police for some reason,” I said, although I could
sympathize. I too was scared of Shelby and Kym. “But we need to
help Cara.” 

“And we will,” Conrad said. “At tomorrow’s hearing we’ll have
him backed into a corner. He won’t be able to have his ritual at
his house and then where will he do it? Nowhere.”

“Maybe, but what if that doesn’t stop him? What happens to Cara
then? Assuming what Ash said is true and there really is some big
ritual. But we don’t even know when it’s supposed to be, or if it’s
even at his house.”

“Oh, I think I know when it’s going to be. The day after
tomorrow.”

“Jesus, really? That soon? How do you know?”

“I talked to Sinclair. It’s Walpurgisnacht, the witch’s night.
April thirtieth. It’s apparently a huge deal in the Lovecraft
stories. Lots of important stuff happens then. Sinclair can tell
you when he gets here.”

“Sinclair’s coming here?” I asked, surprised. “Why?”

“He wanted to,” Conrad said. “Plus, like you said, he’s our
expert. I thought it would be better to have him on hand to help
out however he can. Plus he’s got that letter. We stop the ritual
with the court order and then we confront Shelby and Cara with the
Sonia Greene letter.”

“You’ve got a lot of faith in the power of this letter.” I had
my doubts that anything in a letter could possible alter Shelby’s
mind at this point.

“Sinclair found something in the letter that he’s pretty sure
can help us crack Kym’s spell. You’ll see. It’s like the cards he
helped me draw up for you. Those seemed to help you, right?”

I didn’t know if the cards had done anything, but then I wasn’t
sure there was anything wrong with me in the first place. But I
knew Conrad believed in the power of the cards and I didn’t want to
give him cause for concern now that he’d finally started trusting
me again. “Yeah, they helped.”

“Sinclair thinks he can draw up something similar based on
what’s in the letter. And once it works and he sees Kym for what
she really is, the whole thing will come apart at the seams.” There
was a glint in Conrad’s eye and he looked past me or through me
rather than at me, like he was envisioning exactly how it would all
play out.

“You’re sure about this?” I asked.

“Certain,” Conrad affirmed. “Tomorrow morning at 9:00 a.m. at
the courthouse, the end begins.” He looked around then, as if
suddenly aware of where we were for the first time. “Oh, do you
want to get a drink or something?” he asked.

I felt sick to my stomach again. “No, I’m fine. Just take me
home. I need to rest up for tomorrow.”

 

 

 

The newish Sarasota County Courthouse stands across the street
from the smaller, classic version that was built in the 1920s and
is about as old as anything standing in the city. The Mediterranean
stylings of the original, with its useless but attractive tower and
garden courtyard, has always appealed to me, but it had grown
cramped and then unsafe over the years. The new structure looked
massive from a distance with just a hint of art deco sensibilities
to its lines, but up close it seemed smaller. It was like someone
had taken a design for an imposing edifice and then shrunk it down
by one third, taking more than 33 percent of the impressiveness
with it. I met Conrad out front and we passed in through the busy
foyer, the metal detectors at the security checkpoint, and on up
the escalators to our assigned courtroom. 

Conrad was at his dapper best in suit and tie, looking more
together and polished than I’d seen him in a long time. I had on
wrinkled slacks, but had managed to find time to iron my shirt and
so didn’t feel out of place, especially once I saw Shelby’s
neighbor, Mr. Malinowski. The retired dentist had on tennis shorts,
docksiders, and a teal polo shirt. Standard-issue uniform for a
certain type of Sarasota rich retiree who considers that to be
proper dress for any daytime business. He greeted us with a
businesslike handshake and introduced his lawyer, Benjamin Wallace,
before we all went into the courtroom. 

My pulse started to rise as we stepped in, but the small chamber
was empty except for a clerk and a security guard — no sign of
Shelby at all. Malinowski and his attorney took seats at a table
before the raised dais where the judge would sit, and Conrad and I
sat in the general seating area behind them. The courtroom was
quiet, staid, and cold under the fluorescent lights, despite the
blond wood paneling and soothing tan carpet. It seemed efficient,
businesslike, and a world away from anything to do with Cthulhu or
the Necronomicon or Shelby. Every time I heard the rising hall
noise from outside that signaled that someone had opened the
noiseless door, I swung around to see who it might be. Most of the
time it was other lawyers and other clients (we were the first but
not the only hearing on the docket). I’d grown accustomed enough to
the parade of men and women in suits that when Shelby and his
lawyer walked through the doorway I had already started to turn
back toward the front before my mind processed what I’d seen.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting — cult robes, Cthulhu
masks, or nudity were all ridiculous of course, but that was how I
pictured Shelby now. So when he walked in with slicked-back hair
and a casual yet fashionable cream suit that perfectly suited
spring in Florida, I didn’t think it could possibly be him. I
pulled on Conrad’s sleeve and we both stared as Shelby walked right
by us without sparing a glance in our direction. I thought I caught
a hint of an upturned mouth as he drew even with us, maybe a sneer
or possibly a smile. He and his lawyer took seats behind their
table across the aisle from Mr. Malinowski.

“He cleans up well,” I whispered in Conrad’s ear, but he ignored
me. He was too busy trying to bore holes in the back of Shelby’s
head with his eyes. 

After about ten minutes of uncomfortable silence, we all rose as
the clerk commanded when Judge Carl Haggard came into court and
took his seat on the bench. The silver-haired judge was busy and
professional, obviously ready to move through the morning’s
hearings at as brisk a pace as possible. Looking around, I saw what
I guessed to be at least four other cases’ worth of lawyers waiting
for his judgment as well. 

Malinowski’s attorney went first, asking for a temporary
injunction against Shelby Tyree and all residents of his home under
Florida Statute 60.05, Abatement of Nuisances. The lawyer read out
the relevant definition of a nuisance under Florida law, his
monotone voice working the words slowly as he read them from the
print out in front of him, “Whoever shall erect, establish,
continue, or maintain, own or lease any building, booth, tent, or
place which tends to annoy the community or injure the health of
the community, or become manifestly injurious to the morals or
manners of the people. We ask your honor that you issue an
injunction against Mr. Tyree having any sorts of gatherings,
events, rituals, or other meetings at his home address until such
time as this matter can be decided at trial.”

“And what is the nature of these alleged nuisances?” the judge
asked, his tone even and inscrutable. 

“Your honor, with your permission, my client, Mr. Malinowski,
would like to address the court on this matter.”

The judge ordered Malinowski sworn in and asked him to relate
his complaints in some detail. I’d expected he would take the
witness chair, but in fact he spoke from the podium between the two
opposing sides’ tables. “Your honor, you might have seen something
about this man in the papers lately,” Malinowski began. He waited
for the judge to acknowledge that he had, but got no response.
“Anyway, he’s a well-known troublemaker. Last year he got into all
sorts of trouble with his parties. We all read about those in the
paper. And now with this weirdo church of his, I just don’t feel
safe in my own home.”

“And you allege that Mr. Tyree is doing something illegal in his
home, which is next door to your own, correct?”

“Well, your honor, there’s always all kinds of people coming in
and out of there at all times of the night. And with that big fence
they’ve put up, anything could be going on in there. There are loud
noises sometimes. Really loud.”

“And you’ve complained about these noises to Mr. Tyree? Or filed
complaints?”

“No, your honor. It’s nothing that lasts so long as that. By the
time an officer would get out there things would have quieted down
so it never made sense to call. To be honest I didn’t think too
much of it before I became aware of just what kind of people these
are living over there. It’s a cult, your honor. Not my word, mind
you, but what I read in the papers. It’s a cult and our
neighborhood isn’t the place for activities like that.”

The judge gave him a stone-faced look. “Help me out here, Mr.
Malinowski,” he said. “It’s still not clear to me what exactly the
nature of the nuisance is and what you’re seeking an injunction
against.”

“Well, it’s things like they describe in the papers, your honor.
These rituals and house parties and what not. They’re beyond
unseemly and they bring the wrong element into the neighborhood.
You can see for yourself in the articles.”

The judge turned to Malinowski’s lawyer, who was approaching him
with a handful of clippings, and stopped the attorney in his
tracks. “You know better than that, Mr. Wallace.”

I was surprised when Shelby’s lawyer spoke up. “We have no
objection to you seeing the articles, your honor. My client has
nothing to hide or be ashamed of.”

The judge gave the slightest raised eyebrow of surprise at this
concession from Shelby’s lawyer and said, “All right, let me see
the articles.” Malinowski’s attorney handed the clippings from the
weekly and daily papers, along with what looked like some printouts
of Web sites, and handed them to the clerk, who passed them to the
judge. While he looked over the documents, I looked at Shelby, who
was sitting statue-still with perfect posture in his seat. The only
chink in his calm facade came from his left hand, which was
fiddling with some small gold charm or pendant below the table, out
of the judge’s sight. I nudged Conrad and pointed it out to him,
but he seemed to have already noticed. 

After a few minutes scanning the documents, the judge handed
them back to his clerk and said, “Mr. Malinowski, I’m not entirely
sure what the relevance of these pages is to your request.”

“Your honor,” Shelby’s neighbor said, “You can clearly see that
he’s some sort of degenerate. These parties he has where he makes
people think they’re on drugs, and these weirdo books he’s passing
around to schools. It’s not right, your honor. It’s disturbing to
our peace and it’s just not right.”

The judge turned his attention to Shelby’s lawyer. “Counselor,
let’s hear from you.”

Shelby’s lawyer took the podium. “Judge, there’s no basis for
granting this injunction and, like you, I’m frankly confused about
what it is exactly that they’re trying to get an injunction
against. My client has broken no laws and there have been no noise
complaints filed against him. As to any activities described in
those articles, they aren’t relevant, your honor. You’ll note that
none of these so-called ‘house parties,’ at which nothing illegal
is even alleged to have taken place by the way, were at my client’s
home. So I ask again, what is Mr. Malinowski even asking for here?
And as for the statute cited by my colleague Mr. Wallace, he knows
just as well as I do, and as I’m sure your honor does, that those
statutes were written to curtail brothels and gambling halls, your
honor. There have been no allegations of either kind of activity at
my client’s home. There’s just nothing here, your honor.”

“Can I say something else, judge,” Mr. Malinowski interjected,
raising his hand. Shelby’s lawyer gave a wry smile and yielded the
podium to him. “Judge, we all know what’s going on in there. Sex
parties. Drug-taking. We all know that’s what this cult gets up to.
They practically ran him out of town last year after what happened
at that other where he was living. I’m sure you remember that,
judge. He’s doing the same thing now only ten times worse because
he’s got this whole Satanic cult of his going and if it isn’t
against the law to have a cult in your house having sex parties and
taking drugs, then I don’t know what is.”

Shelby’s lawyer wasn’t about to let these accusations go
unanswered. “There is no evidence your honor, none, of my client
taking drugs or doing anything else illegal in his home. If Mr.
Malinowski has such evidence, we ask that he produce it.”

“Do you have any evidence of illegal activities, Mr.
Malinowski?” the judge asked.

“Come on, your honor,” the neighbor protested, his voice
dripping with disdain as he looked over at Shelby. “We’re all men
of the world. We know what’s really going on here.”

“May I say something, your honor?” called out a clear,
commanding voice. It was Shelby, and his request cut through the
courtroom like a knife, drawing all of our gazes to him. He stood
up and approached the podium as Malinowski backed away.

“By all means,” the judge said. 

As he took his place, I saw the glint of something metallic
still in Shelby’s left hand. It was an irregular, flat piece of
gold about a half-inch across. Shelby was running his thumb over
its surface tracing the same simple pattern over and over again as
he began to speak. 

“Your honor, I am, I shall freely admit, an unusual man. A
complicated man. Even a controversial man. But I am also a free
man. Free, as are we all, to practice my beliefs and think my own
thoughts as long as doing so does no other person any harm. And I
have done no harm your honor. Yes, I have started a church, a
legally recognized and registered church I might add, with all the
papers filed and fees paid. Some call it a cult, but they do so out
of prejudice, not understanding. My good neighbor Mr. Malinowski
says that what I do isn’t right, that it ‘disturbs his peace.’ I
would suggest your honor that it’s not what I do that disturbs his
peace and quiet, but rather what I think that disturbs his peace of
mind. And, with all due respect, he’s as free to ignore my ideas as
I am to have them and tell those that would listen all about
them.”

I’m not sure I took a breath while Shelby talked. His voice
boomed through the microphone without yelling, his words, his
sentences, his thoughts piercing right into my mind. This whole
injunction thing suddenly seemed like a ridiculous ploy, a complete
waste of time. We had no proof, and without proof no judge would
listen to our complaints. How could he?

Shelby continued, “If I might quote philosopher and visionary
author H.P. Lovecraft on this matter. He wrote, ‘What I had thought
morbid and shameful and ignominious is in reality awesome and
mind-expanding and even glorious. My previous estimate being merely
a phase of man’s eternal tendency to hate and fear and shrink from
the utterly different.’ I find my own thoughts and actions to be
mind-expanding and maybe even glorious. My neighbor finds them
shameful and ignominious. I hope someday that he will overcome his
tendency to hate and fear the different, but until that day all I
would ask is that I be left to my own thoughts and Mr. Malinowski
to his.”

No one said anything for what seemed like forever, but which was
probably only a few seconds, as Shelby finally stopped manipulating
his golden charm and sat back down again. After that it was all
over. A few more arguments from the lawyers, some vain protests
from Malinowski, and the judge’s final decision denying the request
for an injunction. We were dismissed, the next group called, and
Shelby and his lawyer strode back out the door ahead of
us. 

In the hall outside, Conrad and I tried to regroup and figure
out what had happened. Malinowski, disgusted with the judge and
late for his tennis game, told us both to screw off and marched
away, swearing at his lawyer. 

“That’s bullshit,” Conrad said. “I can’t believe that judge
ruled like that.”

“Shelby and his lawyer sure handled that well,” I said,
wondering what we were going to do about the ritual now. “We should
have known he’d try some sort of free speech argument. And did you
see that amulet thing Shelby was fiddling with?”

“That golden charm,” said Conrad, staring at the floor as if
he’d find some kind of answer there. “I noticed it, but I couldn’t
tell what it was.”

“I think it was an Elder Sign. The same symbol they all have
tattooed on them.”

“Christ! That explains it!” said Conrad, stomping his right foot
and screwing his face up in frustration. “That has to be it. We had
the neighbor as a witness and the articles from the paper and the
law on our side. No way the judge should have ruled against us. But
Shelby got to him. With that damned Elder Sign of his he hypnotized
the judge somehow.”

“I don’t think the judge could even see the thing from up where
he was,” I protested. 

“Not normal hypnotism, Rick!” He shook his head back in forth in
savage, sharp twitches of frustration. “Something else. Something
older, more powerful.”

“You mean magic.”

“Yes! But not D&D-spells magic. Just something that seems
like magic to us. Some ancient techniques he must have learned from
the Necronomicon. The same sort of thing he used on you. Sinclair
told us there’s good evidence that Sonia Greene and Crowley learned
these kinds of things from the Necronomicon — ancient signs and
symbols that short-circuit the brain, passed down from
civilizations long lost. Possibly even aliens.”

“Aliens?” I asked, astonished. “When did we start talking about
aliens?”

“Forget the aliens. It’s just one theory. It could’ve been just
really smart ancient people. It doesn’t matter. The point is, we’ve
seen what Shelby can do. What he did to that judge and what he did
to you and what he’s done to all those people following him. And
all that as a result of whatever the hell Kym’s done to him. We’ve
got to do something, and there’s no one out there who’s going to
help us. Certainly not the courts. I see that now.”

“But for the thousandth time, Conrad, what can we do!” I was
exasperated and confused, overwhelmed by the bizarre possibility
that Shelby could use occult powers to influence other, worried for
Cara, and unsure which way to turn next.

“I’m not sure,” Conrad said. “But I have some ideas. Some people
I need to talk to.”

“Who do we need to talk to? Who else is there?”

“I can’t tell you,” Conrad said. I started to object but he cut
me off. “I’m sorry, Rick, but I can’t. Not yet. What if he’s still
in your mind somewhere? It needs to be a surprise. But I do need
you to do something for me. I need you to pick up Sinclair at the
airport tomorrow. He’s flying into Tampa. I’ll e-mail you his
flight info. Can you do that?”

“Yeah. Sure I can.” Sinclair’s arrival might give as an
advantage of Shelby, finally. Our ace in the hole. “Then what?”

“Bring him back to your house and I’ll contact you. We need to
know everything he knows about the Necronomicon and whatever it is
else that Shelby and especially Kym might be capable of. OK? Most
of important of all, he said he’s got the letter, and I’ll need you
to bring it and him to wherever I am.”

“OK,” I said, glad to have a task in front of me that I knew I
could handle. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Good,” Conrad said. Then he surprised me by reaching out and
embracing me. Then he let me go. “I’ll be in touch.”

I stood and watched him go, trying to make myself move. It took
a few seconds, but finally I took a step, and then I was headed out
the door, not at all sure where I was going.










Chapter 23

 


I had over twenty-four hours to kill before I needed to be up in
Tampa to pick up Sinclair. I managed to last all of half an hour
before I called Conrad to beg him to tell me what he was up to, but
he didn’t answer his phone. I thought about driving by the Cthulhu
compound myself, just to see what was going on, but I couldn’t
summon up the courage to go back there. What if I found not Conrad,
but Shelby waiting for me outside? Torn between a desire to somehow
help and an equally compelling desire to bury my head in the sand
until this whole mess was over, I drove home. 

I was greeted by a message on my answering machine from Lauren.
She was angry. “Rick, it’s Lauren. Is Conrad with you? I need to
talk to him. I haven’t seen him in days and if he wants a divorce,
then you tell him I’ll shove one down his throat, no problem. In
the meantime, he needs to stop spending OUR money. I’ve canceled
all the credit cards and frozen what’s left of our bank account.
Tell him to call me if you see him, but not to bother coming home.
I’ve changed the locks.”

“Fuck,” I said out loud. What the hell had Conrad been doing? I
thought back over the spy equipment and the payoff to Ash and
hiring the private investigator and probably giving Sinclair the
money to buy the Sophia Greene letter. Thousands, maybe tens of
thousands of dollars. I tried calling Conrad again, but it went
straight to voice mail. I didn’t want to break that kind of news to
him in a message, so I just told him that Lauren was looking for
him. I thought about trying to call Lauren and talk her down, but I
didn’t know what I would say. I hoped that maybe once we got things
resolved with Shelby and she learned how serious it all was, then
she’d understand why Conrad had done what he’d done. Although, to
be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure I understood myself. 

Upstairs I logged on and found a message from Conrad with
Sinclair’s flight info. It was from an anonymous e-mail account I
didn’t recognize. He really was being careful Shelby didn’t follow
his trail. I called Sinclair and left a message telling him I’d
meet him outside baggage claim. 

I decided to read up more on Walpurgisnacht, hoping to find some
hint of why Shelby was having his big ritual on that particular
night. April thirtieth. The date figures in many occult traditions,
but none more so than Lovecraft’s own writings. Many of his stories
mention the April thirtieth date and the evil associations that it
has. It is supposedly a time when contact with the Great Old Ones
and other alien powers is easier than at any other time. A prime
example is in “The Whisperer in Darkness” where the alien Fungi
from Yuggoth celebrate the date with dark rituals and sacrifices to
the outer gods. In short, it was a time when really bad shit went
down. Perfect.

 

 

 

The drive up through rush-hour traffic put me even more on edge
than I already was. Driving over two long bridges and into the
tangle of airport entrances and exits in bumper-to-bumper gridlock
left me grinding my teeth. I must have called Conrad a half-dozen
times as I drove, but he never answered. I assumed that once he
knew Sinclair’s flight had arrived he’d finally pick up the phone,
so that was only one of the reasons I was looking forward to
finally meeting our Lovecraft scholar. More importantly, I really
hoped this letter he’d found would provide some way of saving
Cara.

Sinclair had e-mailed me that morning saying he wouldn’t be
checking any baggage, so there shouldn’t be much delay between
landing and his being ready to leave. When I arrived at 6:45 I
expected to find him standing at curbside. Of course I didn’t have
a picture of him to go on, but he said he’d recognize me and that
he’d be wearing a brown jacket. I forced my Mazda Protégé through
three layers of waiting vehicles and pulled up curbside. I got out
and stood by my door to get a better view. I didn’t see anyone that
looked like I imagined Sinclair should look, but he recognized
me. 

The man in the frayed and stained brown corduroy jacket was
younger than I’d expected — I guessed in his early-to-mid–thirties.
He had frizzy, unkempt brown hair that curled in on itself in an
indistinct but thinning heap on top of his head. He was both
spindly and heavy at the same time, with long legs and arms but a
prodigious potbelly poking out from beneath his unbuttoned jacket.
A warm, friendly smile beamed at me through his thick beard, and
his eyes twinkled in excitement behind small, oval-framed glasses.
“Mr. Dakan!” he said, lugging a battered leather valise bulging
almost to the point of overflowing. “Mr. Dakan, over here!”

I circled around to greet him and open the trunk for his bag.
“Calvin,” I said, shaking his hand. “Thanks for coming. Do you need
some help with that?” I asked, reaching for the bag. 

“No,” he said, “I’ve got it.” He heaved the bag into my trunk
and I closed it. A few minutes and a little small talk about
flights and airport security measures and we were back on the
highway headed south.

“So,” Sinclair said, “Conrad tells me things did not go well in
court yesterday?” His voice, which sounded distinguished and
educated on the phone seemed out of place coming from this much
younger man. I was having a hard time reconciling the two.

“You talked to Conrad? When?”

“This morning before I left.”

That just pissed me off. Conrad was talking to Sinclair but not
me? “I see,” I said, trying to hide my annoyance. It wasn’t
Sinclair’s fault. “Like he probably told you, it didn’t go
well.”

“Conrad suggested that Mr. Tyree might have employed some sort
of manipulation technique on the judge.”

“That’s what we think, yeah. Although hearing the lawyers
actually hash it out, there wasn’t much of a case to begin
with.”

“Of course, if he was using some sort of suggestive power,
that’s the impression you would naturally come away with,” Sinclair
pointed out. “After all, you’ve already been subjected to such
pressures at Mr. Tyree’s hand before.”

“I suppose,” I said. I hadn’t considered this angle. Could
Shelby still be working his mind fuck on me? Not wanting to delve
any further into my alleged psychic susceptibility, I changed the
subject. “So, tell me how you got the letter.”

Sinclair shifted in his seat, seeming to grow taller with pride.
“It was quite a little adventure for me, I assure you. I’d never
been to Chicago before. Indeed, that trip and then this trip to
Florida are the first times I’ve ever left the Northeast in my
life.”

“Really?”

“Well, the life of a collector these days means more eBay and
American Book Exchange than anything else. Sometimes days go by
without me ever even leaving my home.”

“I know that feeling. Being a writer it’s the same way. You must
have good employees at the bookshop I guess.”

“No, it’s just me. But the store is in my home as well. I run it
from the spare bedroom. Well, what used to be my bedroom in fact
before mother passed on a few years ago. All my sales are via the
Internet in any event, so it never seemed wise to invest in a
retail space.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” I said. Another misconception
corrected. I’d always pictured an older Sinclair ensconced in a
musty old bookstore, surrounded by moldering volumes. “What did you
find in Chicago?”

“Well, I’ll have to be careful how I tell you the story. I’m
sure you’ll understand, but just as I keep my dealings with you and
Conrad strictly confidential, I must also respect the privacy of my
other clients and contacts as well.”

“Sure.”

“I took the train instead of flying, which was a more grueling
than picturesque experience, and in part explains why I was so
delayed in my endeavors. I took the Lake Shore Limited from Boston,
which is an overnight trip, and without a sleeping berth it played
havoc with my back. By the time I met with my contact, I was in
quite a bit of pain, but still more than able to negotiate for the
letter. Of course it took me some time to become convinced of its
genuine provenance, and once I was satisfied, the gentleman
suddenly balked and wanted more money. But a deal’s a deal and I
held him to his word as a gentleman, and he eventually sold it to
me at just a few dollars over the agreed-upon price.”

“What was the price?” I asked. Conrad hadn’t told me
exactly.

“Well, I’m not sure I should… ” Sinclair said, trailing off into
uncertainty. 

Hungry for information and realizing that for some reason Conrad
was trusting this odd fellow with more of it than me, I decided to
bluff. “It’s my money you were spending too, not just Conrad’s. How
much did he sell the letter for?” I asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I hadn’t realized. Of course. He wanted to go
much higher, but I brought him back down into the realm of the
reasonable. Only $1100.”

“Jesus! Over a thousand dollars?”

“That is the price we discussed earlier,” Sinclair said,
sounding worried. “I think, when you see the letter, you’ll
understand how important it is. That it was worth it.”

“OK,” I said, for a moment there I’d forgotten that it wasn’t
actually my money at all, and Conrad had sunk so much cash into
this fight against Shelby, I wasn’t sure another thousand would
make a difference to Lauren one way or the other. “Let’s see the
letter then.”

“Well, it’s in my suitcase,” Sinclair said. “I have it in a
locked box for safekeeping. It was quite an adventure getting
through airport security with that, I assure you.”

I thought about pulling off in St. Petersburg somewhere to see
the thing, but I decided it was better to get back to Sarasota as
quickly as possible. “So, give me the gist of it then. What does
the letter say?”

“It is indeed a letter from Sonia Greene to one of her occultist
comrades in Chicago, a man named Geoffrey K. Ari, who was a noted
spiritualist in his day, famous for supposedly channeling the
voices of long-dead Atlantean priest-kings. That’s all probably
nonsense, of course, and it seems likely that this letter was in
some way responsible for him abandoning his typical spiritualist
ways and embarking on a darker path that eventually left him
hospitalized and insane in the 1930s.”

“What kind of darker path?”

“Well, we have only a few of his letters and a couple of
newspaper accounts to go on, but from what I and my Chicago contact
could piece together, it seems that he became obsessed with the
Necronomicon thanks to his relationship with Sonia Greene. After
she and Lovecraft divorced she went to Chicago and spent some time
with him there.”

“I thought Sonia Greene moved to Cleveland after she left
Lovecraft,” I said. I’d been doing my research too, finally.

Sinclair paused and looked at me with a curious tilt to his
head. “Well, yes, she did ultimately. But first she spent some time
in Chicago. Indeed, she’d been pressuring Lovecraft to move to
Chicago with her before they divorced, but he refused. It seems
clear now that she wanted both men under her influence at once —
one the genius writer, the other the intuitive medium. Both men had
fragile psyches which she could easily submit to her own powerful
will. It’s a shame that so little serious scholarly attention has
been paid to Greene, and her own autobiography whitewashes away all
the sordid truths, I assure you. One must go to the primary
sources,” Sinclair said, his tone chiding. “It’s impossible to rely
on what anyone might throw up on the Internet.” He did have me
there. None of my research had taken me beyond my computer.

“And of course there is evidence about her true nature in
Lovecraft’s stories as well. Indeed, some of his most powerful
works depict manipulative women using their magic to either give
birth to monsters or dominate brilliant but susceptible men. Look
to ‘Dreams in the Witch House,’ with the ancient extra-dimensional
crone imposing her mind on the poor student boarder. Or ‘The
Dunwich Horror,’ where Lavinia connives to give birth to an alien
god’s bastard children. And of course there is my personal
favorite, and one that illustrates Sonia Greene’s foul influence
perfectly: ‘The Thing on the Doorstep.’”

“Yes, you mentioned that before. It’s really one of your
favorites? I didn’t much care for it.”

“Oh, no, it’s quite underrated, and it’s especially germane to
our current endeavors. I think there can be no denying that
Lovecraft is talking about Sonia in this story. Even years later,
he still has the psychic scars of her attempts to dominate him,
just as your friend Mr. Tyree is currently under the spell of his
own witch-woman. Not in the exact manner as in the story of course,
no. But I’m quite certain that she’s using the same sorts of
domination techniques Sonia Greene used on at least two of the men
in her life. Techniques that she learned from the
Necronomicon.”

“How do you imagine these techniques work then? Hypnotism of
some sort?”

Sinclair paused, as if searching for the right words. “No,
nothing so simple, I think. How best to explain this to you?
Perhaps it’s better to say that they take advantage of certain
fundamental truths about the way in which our minds work. Truths
unknown to modern science and medicine but which the ancients knew
and have passed down from… from, well, wherever they learned them.
It’s of course impossible to say, but we can see evidence of their
ancient nature from the fact that they’re in the Necronomicon and
further evidence of their effectiveness from the way in which Sonia
Greene and Kym have used them. And no doubt many other women as
well over the ages. There are hints that Lucretia Borgia might have
once possessed a copy of the Necronomicon.”

“What?” I said. “You’re kidding.”

“Just hints, as I said,” Sinclair clarified. “But it would fit
the pattern.”

“What pattern? Why women?”

“The pattern that goes back to the origins of human myth and
literature. Back to Eve, the original temptress who suborned
treason in Adam’s mind and angered God. Women have a profound power
over men. Most are only dimly aware of their power, of course, and
use it without being conscious of doing so, but those few who
receive the proper training or have some innate ability or, worst
of all, both these characteristics in concert, they can cause great
pain and suffering in the world.”

“Thus the lofty and powerful position of women throughout human
history,” I teased. 

“It’s no joke,” Sinclair insisted. “Look at what Kym has done to
your friend Mr. Tyree. She’s turned him into a kind of
megalomaniacal cult leader. Perverted his imagination and
creativity to her own twisted goals and those of her dark
heritage.”

“Shelby was not normal before he ever met Kym,” I said, ignoring
the whole “dark heritage” comment for the moment.

“Not normal, of course. Conrad has told me about his wild and
eccentric past. But isn’t it true that he was previously more of an
artist and a loner than a leader? Someone who facilitated events
rather than drove them forward? It was only after coming into
contact with this dark woman and her perverted interpretations of
Lovecraft’s work that he became a leader of sorts. Is that not
true?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “Maybe.” And I didn’t know. Certainly
Shelby had never started a cult before, but I wouldn’t have
described him as a passive facilitator before either. “So you lay
this all on Kym then? Shelby’s not to blame at all for his own
actions?”

“I do not think he is, no. You must realize that we’re talking
about a woman who may very well have grown up with pages of the
Necronomicon for bedtime stories! She’s been indoctrinated and
perverted since birth by her whole clan. The black rites of savage
Africa have long persisted in the more secretive sects of the
Caribbean, defying all modernity. This woman who calls herself Kym
is the scion of a degenerate miscegenation between primitive races
and the modern European tradition. It makes her both very powerful
and, because of her mixed heritage, very unstable.”

“You’re losing me here, Sinclair,” I said, trying to keep my
calm in the face of the book collector’s unexpected racism. “What
does her ethnicity have to do with anything?”

“Don’t you see?” Sinclair said in a high, almost shrill voice.
“Everything! I’ve found Lovecraft’s insights into human nature to
be almost universally spot-on. Particularly so when it comes to
issues that modern sensibilities find too challenging to face in an
honest, scientific matter. Who can honestly say that all
civilizations are in fact equal? Would you be just as happy living
in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan or AIDS-ravaged Africa? I think
not. And what are civilizations but the product of the people who
comprise them? Can we ignore the primacy of European art, culture,
and intellect in the world? Again, I think not. To do so would be
to ignore science itself. And while the less-civilized races might
well have certain animal-like strengths and savage capabilities
that give them temporary advantage in some situations, as a whole
these advantages ultimately reveal their innate genetic faults more
than anything. It is no coincidence that Sonia Greene was a Russian
Jew and this Kym woman is a Caribbean black. How else but by
manipulation could those types of women win the devotion of
inspired men like Lovecraft and Mr. Tyree?”

I sat in sort of shock, staring out at the highway and wondering
how to react. What do you do when you find yourself chauffeuring
such an outspoken racist to your own home? Confront him? Ask him to
stop saying such offensive drivel? But of course we still needed
the letter and he was our expert and so I didn’t want to offend
him. Not that he seemed to mind offending me, nor was he done
yet. 

“Lovecraft, of course, addressed these important issues of race
and miscegenation in many of his stories as well. One of my
personal favorites is ‘The Horror at Red Hook,’ which details a
cult of swarthy foreigners up to evil in New York City. Although
when he wrote it Lovecraft was giving voice to his own reasonable
reactions to the kinds of people he encountered while living in New
York, it rings even truer today as a warning against the kinds of
dark influences that caused 9/11. These cross-cultural
contaminations are having deadlier and deadlier effects, and not
just in diseases like AIDS — a purely African phenomenon you must
remember — but now with terrorism and war. And let us not forget
the masterpiece that is ‘The Shadow Over Innsmouth,’ where a whole
town has succumbed to the foul temptations of breeding with
monsters just to satisfy some temporary crisis. They marry away
their souls for a pot of gold and in the process become monsters
themselves. There’s no clearer example in literature that
illustrates the danger of cross-contamination and taint.”

I needed to change the subject right away before I said
something to him I might regret later. “You know what, why don’t we
call Conrad and let him know you’ve arrived safely,” I said,
handing Conrad my phone. “Just hit redial.”

Sinclair took the phone, not seeming to mind that I’d
interrupted his racist rant. He fiddled with the buttons for a
moment and then said, “This isn’t the number Conrad gave me to call
him.”

“It isn’t?” I asked, surprised.

Sinclair dug out a thin, scratched and stained leather wallet
and removed a piece of paper from it. “No, I’ve been contacting him
on this other number. I remembered it because it has three ones in
a row.”

“Well, go ahead and call the number he gave you then,” I said.
So that explained why Conrad never answered his phone, although not
why Sinclair had the number and I didn’t. Well, I’d have it now as
soon as he dialed it on my phone. I leaned over and took the phone
from Sinclair as it started ringing and put it on speaker so we
could both hear. 

He picked up after the fifth ring. “Hello?” he whispered.

“Hi, Conrad. I’ve got Sinclair with me and we’re heading back
down to Sarasota. Where do you want to meet up? My place?”

“Rick, I can’t get away from here. Something’s going on and I
can’t leave,” Conrad replied, still whispering.

“Where are you?” I asked, but I knew the answer before he said
it.

“I’m at Shelby’s. I’m hidden, watching. They’re preparing for
the big ritual.”

“Is it the Walpurgisnacht ritual we spoke of?” Sinclair asked,
both anxious and excited. 

“I think you were dead right, Calvin,” Conrad said. “Hold on.”
There was a rustling or scraping noise then, as if Conrad had
stuffed his phone in his pocket. Sinclair and I exchanged worried
looks and waited in silence. I pressed down on the accelerator and
pushed my car past 80. After a few minutes Conrad’s whisper
returned. “I had to move hiding places. Listen, do you have the
sigil?”

“Yes!” Sinclair hissed. Now he was whispering too. “I’ve got it
with me. But please, what do you see of the ritual?”

“It’s hard to tell from here,” Conrad said. “They’re still
setting up. I can’t see inside the temple, but they’ve got some
sort of huge tarp over something in front of the doors to the
temple. It’s big but I haven’t gotten to see what it is for
sure.”

“You must tell us as soon as you see more!” Sinclair said, his
voice more a stage whisper than a real one. “Then I can help you
conceive of the proper countermeasures.”

“Will do. Keep your phone on, Rick,” Conrad said. “I think I
know the perfect hiding spot, but I need to hang up to get to it.
Don’t call me, I’ll call you.” He hung up. 

I was still speechless from my realization that it sounded like
Conrad was hiding somewhere inside the compound, something that
seemed incredibly dangerous to me. But since I couldn’t question
Conrad about it directly, I turned to Sinclair. “What was he
talking about with the sigil?”

“It’s part of the letter I recovered. Those cards with symbols
on them that Conrad gave you after Kym and Cara had used their
mind-control techniques on you, do you remember them?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“I sent those to Conrad to give to you. They work on a
subconscious level to sever the tendrils of control others have
placed in your mind. Those were relatively simple versions since
you had not been exposed for very long. I tried a shotgun approach,
sending several versions that might work. Sonia Greene’s letter
contains similar symbols, although these were used to reinforce her
control of the letter’s reader and were taken directly from the
Necronomicon. With the letter in hand, I believe I was able to
reverse engineer them in a manner of speaking and create a sigil
that will, at least temporarily, counteract the mind control that
Kym uses to dominate Shelby. Conrad believes that if we can use the
sigil on Shelby, we can break him free of her clutches.” 

“You think just showing him this symbol you drew up will snap
him out of it?”

“I hope so, yes.”

“You said you reverse engineered it yourself. Which means you
pretty much just made it up yourself.”

“No, I extrapolated the proper form from the original symbols
Sonia Greene took from the Necronomicon, as I said,” Sinclair
replied, not hiding the hint of distaste in his tone. “I am an
expert in these matters, Mr. Dakan. That’s why you asked me to come
and help him.”

“Are we talking some sort of magic ritual here?” I asked. “Are
you going to cast a spell or something?”

“Nothing so crude or superstitious, I assure you,” he said.
“You’ll understand fully when I show you the letter, trust me.”

I had no response to that and so tried to focus all my attention
on the road. Sinclair had nothing more to say to me either, and so
we drove south in silence, speeding towards Shelby and Conrad.

 

 

 

Once we’d stepped through the door to the condo, I demanded to
see the letter Conrad had paid so much money for. Sinclair begged
to use the bathroom first and then took his time rooting through
the stuffed valise before pulling out a small metal box with a lock
on it. He produced a key ring, unlocked the container, and handed
the entire box to me with all the care of someone presenting the
Hope Diamond as a gift. I took the box and carefully placed it on
the dining room table. Inside was a cream-colored envelope with
spidery black writing on the front addressed to a Mr. Geoffrey Ari
in Chicago. The envelope had been torn when opened, destroying the
top right corner where the stamp and postmark would have been.

I took the envelope out and it felt strange in my hand. It was
worn and faded, with brown stains along its edges, but the paper
didn’t feel old. I took the single page out and unfolded it. It was
the same spidery writing as on the outside of the envelope, in
faded black ink. The paper was also stained and worn-looking, but
there was something nagging me about its feeling. Still, I was more
interested in reading the letter’s contents than any of these other
details. There were indeed symbols all along the edges of the
letter, forming a kind of irregular border. I recognized the Elder
Sign in there, along with others that seemed familiar from the
Cthulhu Manifesto. I strained to make out the faded
words. 

 

To G. K. A.

 

I know this letter finds you excited to hear from me at last.
You’ll no doubt be pleased to learn that I’ve decided that your
time has come. The time is coming, my willing slave, for great
changes in the world. A time for those of my race to seize the
reigns of power openly at last, and you have been chosen to serve
us and will be rewarded for your devotion. As I predicted to you in
my last letter, those pages of that glorious, baleful book that
rules my heart like no man ever could have been returned to me and
now their power is once again at my disposal. You shall witness it
yourself soon enough, but only if you do as we command. Contact
your bank as previously discussed and arrange for payment to cover
my trek to Chicago next month as well as other expenses. Fear not
for your material well-being or any privations you might thus
suffer. As it says in the N., “Body is merely a body. Spirit is
merely a dream. All is stardust.”

 

Sonia

 

“She’s a bit florid with her prose, isn’t she?” I said, starting
to read the letter again from the top, bringing it closer to my
eyes. “And very demanding.” I’d never read any of Sonia Greene’s
writing, but it didn’t seem like the kind of artless prose an avid
amateur author would produce.

“You see!” Sinclair said, leaning over my shoulder. “You see!
It’s quite genuine, I assure you, and it shows just how depraved
and domineering she was. And of course there are the symbols you
see there. I used those to create my sigil. She even quotes the
Necronomicon there at the end.”

“So she does,” I said. There was a familiar smell coming from
the letter. Faint but familiar. 

Sinclair reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled
out another envelope, this one sealed with a dollop of red wax. “I
have the sigil here, gold leaf embossed on thick card stock. I’m
sure once we show this to Shelby it will be of great help in
dispelling whatever arcane influence Kym has overcome him with,”
Sinclair said, reaching for the letter.

I moved it beyond his grasp. “Hold on,” I said. “What’s that
smell?”

“You know old letters, they do pick up scents,” Sinclair said,
reaching again.

“It smells like tea,” I said, finally placing the odor. I
sniffed again and looked close at the letter’s discolored
edges. 

“I do believe the seller mentioned something about keeping it in
an old box his mother had used to store tea bags, so that might
make sense,” Sinclair assured me.

I picked up the envelope again and sniffed it. It also smelled
faintly of tea, but not as much. I looked close at the dark letters
on the outside of the envelope and then compared them to the ones
on the page.

“I think we’d best contact Conrad so we can get the sigil to
him,” Sinclair said. “I’m sure the ritual could start at any
moment.”

The ink on the page was more faded than the ink on the outside
of the envelope. They both showed signs of aging but felt strangely
new. They smelled of tea. I read the closing quote from the
Necronomicon again, one I’d seen before.

“This quote here at the end,” I said. “That was on one of the
pages I got a picture of that you translated for me, wasn’t
it?”

“I believe it might have been, yes,” Sinclair said. “Further
proof of the letter’s importance.”

“And it’s weird that she refers to her ‘race’ in that way. I
don’t know many Jewish friends who would refer to themselves that
way.”

“Well, this letter is over eighty years old. Times were
different then, less politically correct.” 

“Politically correct,” I repeated. “That’s an almost meaningless
term. I kind of hate it. Do you have the receipt for this letter,
something that proves you paid over a thousand dollars for it?”

“I’m afraid I do not. The seller insisted on complete
anonymity.” 

“Huh,” I said, looking at the letter and the envelope again. The
yellowed pages. The brown stains. Even the words reminded me of
those glass-encased pages of the Necronomicon that Conrad had taken
pictures of.

“I think you’ve been had, Calvin.”

“Had? I’m not sure I follow.”

“I think this letter is a fake.”

Sinclair dove forward to snatch it from my hand, but I pulled it
away out of his reach. “Hey!” I shouted. “Back off.”

“It most certainly is NOT a fake!” Sinclair shouted.

I moved around the dining room table so it was between us. “I’m
certain it is. My brother’s a professional comic-book grader, and
while forged documents aren’t his specialty, he and his coworkers
know how to spot fakes, so we can check with them. But I’m pretty
sure this is a fake. You’ve been swindled.”

“Impossible,” Sinclair said, moving around the table toward me
and again grabbing in vain for the letter. “Return that to me at
once. I insist!”

I kept maneuvering to stay out of his reach, the two of us doing
a comical little dance around my tiny dining room. “Come on,
Calvin, it’s pretty obvious. Who would write a letter like this in
the first place? It’s straight out of a bad horror story. She’s not
a real person, she’s a caricature out of the Protocols of the
Elders of Zion, for God’s sake! Your mysterious contact was just
playing to your… ” I stopped moving. No, not the mysterious
contact.

Sinclair seized on my moment of epiphany and literally tore the
letter from my grasp, leaving me a single corner of paper pinched
between finger and thumb. I looked at him in incredulous horror.
This strange little man with his shabby clothes and his utterly
affected manner of speech, living in his mother’s house and trading
old pulps on eBay. This racist, boorish faux-intellectual who’d
come off so wise on the phone and now seemed nothing more than a
heaving, paranoid wreck, panting breathlessly in my dining room and
staring at me with wild-eyed defiance.

“You swine,” I said. “You swindling little fake.” Now it was my
turn to stalk him around the table, but this was no longer a game.
He had time to take three steps backwards before I was upon him,
grabbing him by the lapels of his threadbare jacket and pushing him
against the wall. He crumpled the letter in his fist.

“No! No!” Sinclair said. “It’s not like that. There is a letter.
But he wouldn’t sell it to me. I swear, I saw the letter and I
copied it. I copied it! But the letter’s true, I swear.”

“No it’s not,” I hissed into his face, just inches below mine. I
had fifty pounds and five inches on him and he was shaking under my
grip. I wanted to drive him right through the wall I was so angry,
and I might have if he hadn’t relented at once.

“There must be a letter like it!” He protested, a defense so
bizarre it confused me for a moment, deflecting my rage.

“What?”

“I know it. I know it. I do. I know it. She must have been
controlling Lovecraft’s dreams! How else to explain it all? How
else to explain the Necronomicon? All the pieces fit. All of them.
There is a letter, there is, but it’s lost. Or maybe it never
existed as a letter. Maybe it was a conversation or a telephone
call. But it’s lost now, so I had to recreate it for you. For
Conrad. To save your friend from that negro woman’s influence!” He
was starting to hyperventilate, he was talking so fast.

“How much did you make up?” I asked him. “How much did you just
pull out of your ass?”

“It has to be this way, I know it. It’s just like in Lovecraft’s
stories. The brilliant but disturbed artist returns to his
ancestral home and gets swept up under the influence of ancient
powers. That’s Shelby Tyree! And Kym! And then, his first massive
Cthulhu ritual, and then the manifesto. You can’t tell me that’s
all an elaborate hoax on his part! You can’t think he would
conceive of such powerful imagery on his own? And the way he and
that woman hypnotized you and the others at their rituals! What are
those but the most classic, the most Lovecraftian of occult
practices! What else makes any sense at all? He has the pages of
the Necronomicon for God’s sake!”

“Like you had the letter,” I said. “There is no Necronomicon,
just like there was no letter.”

“Are you mad?” Sinclair asked, seeming genuinely startled. “You
saw them! I translated them. The Greek monks… ”

“All supposition. All guesswork. All assuming connections based
on the barest of coincidence. There never has been a Necronomicon,
has there?”

“Of course there was!” Sinclair shouted.

“It’s all made up. All invented by Lovecraft. By Lovecraft and
then obsessed fan boys like you and Shelby. All made up like your
insane, racist, pitiful forgery of a letter!” I released him long
enough to shift my grip and take him by one flabby bicep in my
right hand. With the other I picked up his valise and marched them
both to the front door.

“What are you doing? We’ve got to help Conrad. Without the
sigil, Shelby will never be free!” He waved the sealed envelope in
my face and I slapped it away. It was insane nonsense, all of it. I
had to warn Conrad. 

I managed to open the door without dropping the valise and
shoved Sinclair out it. He spun away from my grasp, nearly falling
over. I tossed the valise after him and slammed and locked the
door. I heard his pounding and yelling but ignored it long enough
to get my cell phone and hit redial. But Conrad’s phone was off —
went straight to voice mail. I pocketed the phone, grabbed my keys,
and opened the front door once more. 

Sinclair stood there in mid-pound, and I spied a moment of
relief cross his features. I disappointed him at once, shouldering
him aside and locking the door behind me. My neighbor Joe had come
out to see what the fuss was all about. I ignored Sinclair’s pleas
and told Joe that if this stranger didn’t leave the apartment
complex at once, he should call the cops. Then I got in my car,
nearly catching three of Sinclair’s fingers in the car door, and
sped away toward the Cthulhu compound. 










Chapter 24

 


All my guilty doubts charged forward from the back of my mind as
I raced as fast as traffic and stoplights would allow toward
Shelby’s house. Nothing was what it seemed. Scratch that. Maybe
everything was in fact just what it seemed rather than what we’d
suspected. Nothing Sinclair had told me could be trusted now,
nothing. And with his wild theories and bold frauds cast aside, one
third of the tripod of suspicions was kicked loose. On the one
hand, that left Shelby’s own actions, which, while curious and
confounding in the extreme, offered no sure proof of ill intent.
Even my own experience in the pool could well have been a
drug-induced sex game rather than a human sacrifice. On the other
hand, there was Ash and his accusations. Accusations without proof,
from a “cult member” who by his own admission had been all but
forced from the group, a fact that surely clouded his own
interpretation of events, even assuming he was telling me and
Conrad the truth as he saw it and not just leading us on in hopes
of getting more money out of Conrad. 

But Conrad knew none of this. Conrad was hidden in the compound,
his mind spinning with false conclusions and fired by what I’d told
him and by Sinclair’s paranoid fantasies. I had no idea what he
planned to do or what Shelby might do if he discovered Conrad’s
intrusion. The Necronomicon might not be real. The cult might or
might not be real. But I was certain that Shelby was really angry
with Conrad. The attack by the pool during my rescue. The media
attention. The lawsuit. In Shelby’s shoes I’d have been a roiling
cauldron of anger. 

The gate was locked — of course — so I just laid into my horn
and hoped someone would come out. It was just past 8:00 p.m. now,
and the night was dark and overcast with no visible moon. In the
few moments I wasn’t honking, I could hear muffled sounds of
drumming coming from inside the compound walls. If they were inside
the temple, would they even be able to hear me? If they didn’t, the
neighbors certainly did. I saw at least one head poking out a door
down the street, trying to see what asshole was honking his horn. I
imagined a call to the police might be next, especially if I
offended Mr. Malinowski’s ears, so I finally gave up.

I got out of the car and looked up and down the wooden fence. I
thought about climbing on top of my car and using that to get over
the top, but the curious neighbor was still watching. He’d
definitely call the cops. I remembered Conrad’s chosen path of
entry and followed the fence until it came to the artificial lake
that bordered one edge of the property. From the dim light of Mr.
Malinowski’s house across the water I could make out the line of
trees along its the shore that hid the entrance to the property. I
tried calling Conrad one last time, but his phone was still off.
So, as quietly as I could, I stepped into the muddy lake. My feet
sank into the slimy ground, but by sticking close to the tree line
I never went deeper than my knees as I edged my way towards the
fence. 

Clambering out of the water onto the soft ground within the
trees and brush, I almost became trapped in a new obstacle.
Conrad’s use of the lake as an infiltration point had apparently
not gone undetected. There were now thick strands of barbwire
strung tight through the gap between the two fence ends that
exposed the lakefront. With only eight or so inches between each
strand, I wasn’t sure how to proceed. I could still hear the faint
drumming sounds, presumably from within the temple, but there were
no other signs of life. I decided I’d have to try and climb over. I
took off my shirt and wrapped it round and round my right hand to
offer some protection as I began to scale the barbwire. It was only
about five feet high.

I was just trying to figure out how to swing my leg over the top
without getting caught when unseen hands seized me and yanked me
forward. I yelped in surprise and then screamed in pain as my
abdomen and lower body were scraped across the top of the fence,
shredding my pants and leaving a deep, bleeding scratch on my
stomach.

The two figures in dark, hooded robes let me fall prone on the
other side of the fence. I rose to my knees and felt my stomach
with my left hand. There was blood. I looked up into the gloom but
couldn’t make out their shadowed faces. 

“I need to talk to Shelby,” I said. “It’s important.”

They exchanged unseen looks and then lifted me to my feet and
frog-marched me towards the front gate. “No!” I shouted. “I need to
see Shelby! There’s something he needs to know! Something terrible
will happen if I don’t see Shelby!”

They ignored me, continuing to force me forward, so I started to
struggle. Neither of them was ready for me to fight back, and being
stronger than either of them, I broke free, shoving one to the
ground in the process. I turned and sprinted towards the temple. Or
where I remembered the temple as being. It should have been to my
right, toward the back of the house. But all I saw ahead of me was
pitch blackness. A wall of black. As I raced closer I saw that it
wasn’t a wall at all, but rather long sheets of black cloth
suspended from some hidden line or rope coming from the rooftop. I
skidded to a stop as I reached the cloth barrier and saw that it
was fastened to the ground via a series of plastic tent stakes. I
was searching for some breach in the wall when my two captors
caught up with me and seized hold once more. 

I twisted and flailed, heaving my body weight into the cloth and
dragging the two robed assailants with me. No need for a breach
now. The tent stakes tore loose as did the fasteners that held it
in place up above, and fifteen feet of heavy black canvas came
spilling down on top of the three of us as we tumbled to the
ground. I continued to kick and lash out as we fell, and either my
blows or the general chaos of the collapsing cloth caused both of
them to let go of me. I clawed my way across the grass beneath the
covering toward whatever lay beyond, and was the first to emerge
into the light.

To my left I saw the wide open doors of the Temple of Cthulhu.
The building had originally been a large garage, capable of holding
two semi-trucks (minus the trailers of course) side by side. Shelby
or whoever he’d bought it from had installed a raised wooden floor,
and stout wooden pillars like craved tree trunks lined the two long
walls, supporting a loft area where a tangle of plants and shadowy
sculptures hid multi-colored flickering lights and who knows what
else. Emerging from the far wall, straining towards the open garage
doors, was the giant head of Cthulhu I’d first seen at the art
opening only a little over a month ago. But it had found more of
its monstrous form. Great, dragon-like wings spread out across the
wall behind it and up to the vaulted ceiling where they curved in
over the temple floor below. Two bulbous, pulsing arms stretched
forward along the level of the raised loft areas, tipped with
talons that ended in lidless glowing yellow eyes extending more
than halfway down the length of the room toward me. And below the
head was the corpulent body of the monstrous alien god, erupting
forth from the raised wooden floor as if it was emerging from
beneath the ground. It did not look remotely lifelike, but it was
entirely intimidating, even awe-inspiring. 

In the porticoes behind the wooden pillars I saw more robed
figures moving. Some played drums, others seemed to shift in and
out of the shadows, diligent in their unguessable purposes. I
imagined they all carried jagged, sharp ritual knives hidden
somewhere in the folds of their cult garb. There were maybe twenty
of them all told, and for that instant anyway, none of them had
noticed me. No, it was Shelby and Kym who had their attention.

Even in their ornate, lacquered wood masks I recognized them
both. Entirely nude and covered head to toe in what looked like
full-body tattoos of tentacles that emerged from their stomachs to
enmesh their bodies, they were striking in their beauty as they
stood there, their backs to me as they faced the huge Cthulhu
before them. Shelby had one arm raised before him, almost as if he
was saluting the monster god. 

“Can we bring up the red some please,” I was surprised to hear
him say. “It’s too yellow.”

I watched as the ambient lighting in the room took on a darker
shade of crimson. Then I was slammed back to the ground. Now
everyone noticed me.

My captors dragged me back to my feet, this time with much
firmer grips that, try as I might, I couldn’t shake off. Maybe when
I got my wind back. But at the moment, I was wheezing for the
breath they’d knocked out of me. 

Shelby took off his mask and looked genuinely surprised. “Rick?”
He turned fully to face me and took a few measured steps closer and
motioned for the two cultists to bring me forward. I didn’t fight
this time. After all, I was here to talk to him. 

Kym, her mask also now off, moved up next to him and they walked
hand in hand to the edge of the raised wooden floor, which gave
them an extra two-and-a-half-foot height advantage as they looked
down on me. It’s a distracting angle from which to look at two
naked people, but I did have enough else on my mind that I ignored
the distraction. 

“I had imagined it was Conrad doing all the honking,” Shelby
said. “What are you doing here? Please, can’t you two just go
away?”

“I have to talk to you,” I said. “Alone.” I looked at my two
captors.

“But I don’t have to talk to you, Rick,” Shelby said. “This is
our house. It’s got nothing to do with you. If you don’t leave I
will call the police, I swear.”

“Listen, Shelby, please. I think there’s just been one huge
misunderstanding here,” the two men started to pull me back, but I
dug in and stood my ground, resisting them successfully at least
for the moment. “But I have to be sure. Can I please see Cara? If I
can just talk to her for one minute.” I thought that if I saw her
and she told me it was OK, then I could discount Ash as well. The
tripod would fall and I’d know how stupid we’d been.

“Cara’s busy preparing,” Kym said. “It’s a big night for her.
For all of us, and you almost couldn’t have come at a worse time.
Just go, Rick. Just go.”

“If I don’t see Cara I’m calling the police!” I shouted, one
last desperate maneuver.

“You’ll call the police?” Shelby sneered. “Did you not hear me
threaten to turn you over to the cops a second ago?”

“They may get me for trespassing. But when I tell them about
Cara, they’ll make sure she’s OK! And ruin whatever you’re doing in
the process.”

“Of course she’s OK!” said Kym. “She wants to be here. She’s
part of us.”

“Then let me see her, please! I have to know if Ash was telling
the truth.”

Kym’s eyes turned dark with disgust, but Shelby gave a humorless
laugh. “Was Ash using the English language? Then he was lying.”

“How do you know what he told me?”

“I don’t, but I know he’s a liar.”

“A lecherous, thieving scoundrel,” Kym spat out. “A perverted
fiend is what he is. And good riddance to him. After what he tried
to do. The fucker.” 

“What did he do?” I asked. Were they angry at his betraying
their secrets to me and Conrad? It seemed more personal and
visceral than that. 

“None of your business,” Kym said. “If Cara wants to tell you
what he tried to do to her, she can.”

He did something to Cara? I thought. Who was this man we’d
trusted? And why had we ever believed a word he said? “Then let her
tell me!”

“We’ll tell her you came by, Rick,” Kym said. “But tonight is
not the night.”

“If I don’t see her I’ll—”

“Let him stay,” Shelby said. “Let him watch. If he wants to call
the cops, let him do it when we’re done. We’re on a timetable
here.”

“What?” Kym said, mouth open in an astonished gape. 

Shelby drew her close and they both walked out of earshot,
exchanging heated whispers. Kym seemed to relent at last. She broke
away from Shelby and headed to the far end of the temple,
disappearing into what I presumed was a doorway beneath the portico
that led into the rest of the house. Shelby came back to me. “Tie
his hands and get him in a robe,” Shelby said. “We’ll let him go
when we’re finished. If he says a word, gag him.”

“What are you… ” I started to protest. Then they gagged
me. 

 

 

 

I hadn’t even noticed the other half of the ritual area when I
first burst upon the scene. The bright light and hoary spectacle of
the temple’s interior had distracted me from the tableau set out in
the clearing just beyond the garage doors. The black sheet I’d help
tear down was now hanging again, like the black robe covering my
body. They’d tied my hands in front of me first, so my arms were
now trapped inside, the empty sleeves flapping loose at my sides. I
didn’t blame myself for missing the other half of the show before;
then it had been dark. Now there was fire.

Torches lined the way from the edge of the temple door along a
thirty-foot path and on around the forty-foot perimeter of the
ritual circle’s bare earth. In the center was a deep fire pit with
what looked like some sort of giant wooden Tiki head squatting in
its center. As the robed cultists lit the torches around it,
details leaped out from the flickering shadows. The wooden monolith
was a crudely carved representation of, of course, Cthulhu. Facing
the temple entrance, it had a gaping five-foot opening in the
middle of its stomach that I found particularly ominous. Only as
the last of the torches was lit did I notice the piles of dry
branches that surrounded the wooden idol’s base and the charred
edges of the pit in which it sat. 

I’d been ushered to a place outside the circle, but with a good
view of the proceedings, next to the drum section. Five robed
cultists squatted over African-style drums and were pounding out a
steady, rumbling beat for the ceremony as it began to unfold. I
heard Shelby’s voice, once again amplified through speakers I
couldn’t see. “All right, on three. Roll cameras. And… one… two…
three.”

As the drummers increased their volume and upped the pace, I
looked around for some sign of these cameras. I caught a twinkle of
firelight on glass from up near the roof and saw a black shape
squatting on a tripod on the side of the circle opposite from me.
And it was impossible to say what might be hidden within that
massive Cthulhu effigy inside. It comforted me some that they were
filming whatever was about to happen. I didn’t think they were
crazy enough to do anything too illegal on video. Or at least I
hoped not. I squirmed and wriggled in my confining robe, pulling
and twisting my wrists to work loose the knot. It seemed to be
working. 

The ritual began inside, with dancing and chanting and loud,
strange noises much like the ones I’d seen at the original art
show, only more elaborate. The same naked dancers, painted with
phosphorescent paint that glowed eerily in the night, gyrated their
way towards the wooden idol. Only this time some of them held
torches and would stop from time to time to spit out arcing gouts
of flame into the air and then resume twirling their firebrands
like Polynesian dancers. It was an impressive display. They swirled
and danced around the wooden Cthulhu for a while and then the next
phase of the procession followed, Shelby and Kym, nude, arm in arm,
regal as they processed from the temple, Cthulhu’s menacing arms
spread wide as if he was casting them forth into the night. But
they were not the center of attention tonight. No: six robed
cultists followed behind them, bearing a jet-black palanquin on
their shoulders, a nude, tentacle-tattooed Cara reclining like
Cleopatra atop it. She too wore a Cthulhu mask that hid her face
and eyes, but from her breathing and the sheen of sweat on her pale
skin, I could see that she was alive. 

They carried her to the wooden Cthulhu and carefully set the
forward end of the palanquin down and tilted the other up so that
she could step onto the ground with ease. Shelby and Kym each took
one hand to help her. Her posture stiff and regal, she seemed to
glide across the ground towards the gaping hole in the statue’s
belly. As the crowd around her cried out, “IA, IA, CTHULHU FHTAGN!”
over and over again, I watched her stoop just enough to disappear
into the darkness within the statue. Shelby raised his hand, and
two more cultists scampered out from the shadows beyond the torch
light, bearing a large, convex piece of wood, which they passed on
to Shelby and Kym. The two of them took it and fitted it snugly
over the hole into which Cara had disappeared, sealing her
in. 

Beneath my robes, urged on by the sight of her, I freed my hands
at last, but kept my newfound liberty to myself. I estimated it
would take just a few seconds to whip off the robe and remove the
rag stuffed in my mouth. 

Shelby motioned towards the fire dancers, who surrounded the
wooden Cthulhu that now held Cara inside and began jamming their
torches into the ground in a pattern in front of the fire pit,
dangerously close to the dry tinder at its base. The pattern formed
around Kym and Shelby, and it took me until they were finished to
recognize it as the branch-like Elder Sign that Shelby, Kym, and
Cara all had tattooed on them. Lovecraft’s ancient symbol for
Cthulhu and the Great Old Ones. The chanting continued throughout,
“IA, IA, CTHULHU FHTAGN!” Shelby and Kym motioned and the dancers
withdrew into the darkness. They each took a step forward towards
the display of torches driven into the ground. 

Conrad, screaming like a banshee, leaped down from the temple
roof and rushed at them on wobbly but powerful legs.

The chanting and the drumming stopped as we all looked on,
startled. Conrad ran forward in a loping, limping gait sweeping up
first one torch from the ground and then another. Shelby and Kym
scattered before his charge and the rest of us took a step or three
back as he swung the flaming clubs in wide arcs, screaming still.
Screaming, I could now understand, “STOOOOOPPPP!” at the top of his
lungs, over and over again.

Panting, wincing in pain, his hands and face filthy, his
clothing torn, Conrad the wild stood his ground and faced the cult
down, eyes and torches blazing. I slipped my robe off and pulled
the gag from my mouth. Anyone that might have been assigned to
watch me wasn’t. Shelby took off his mask and held up his hands,
palms toward Conrad.

“Conrad,” he said with a nod.

“Stay back!” he shouted, jabbing a torch towards Shelby’s face,
who recoiled back a step. “Everyone stay back!” 

Kym joined Shelby at his side, removing her mask as well, and I
began to press my way forward through the crowd as they backed away
from the scene. 

“OK, Conrad, it’s all right,” Shelby said, his voice calm,
even. 

“No, it’s not!” Conrad shouted. He pointed the torch towards
Kym. “I know what she’s done to you. I know what’s going on.”

“I really don’t think you do,” Shelby replied.

“Rick!” Shelby called. “Bring me Rick!”

I stepped forward from the pack of cowed cultists, who let me
pass unhindered. “I’m here, Conrad, it’s OK.” 

He looked at me, first with relief and then with horror. “What
did they do to you?” he asked. I looked down at myself and saw the
long, deep scratches from the barbwire that ran the length of my
exposed chest and my shredded jeans. 

“I’m fine. I just had an accident.”

“Come by me,” he said. “Grab a torch to fight them
off.” 

I didn’t move, scared to get too close to Conrad but equally
frightened about what he would do if I didn’t. 

“Did you bring the sigil?” he asked me. “Where’s Calvin?”

“The letter was a fake,” I told him. “Calvin is a fake. He’s a
nut and he’s misled me from the beginning. I’m sorry, Conrad, but
he’s crazy. I should never have trusted him. He’s crazy. There is
no sigil.”

“I just talked to him,” Conrad said. “He told me you threw him
out. I didn’t want to believe it but… ” he looked me over from head
to toe once more. “You didn’t use the cards did you?”

I wasn’t sure what he meant at first. “What?” I asked.

“You’re still under her control!” he shouted, swinging a torch
in Kym’s general direction. “I never won you back!”

“Conrad, no, please… ”

And then they swarmed toward him, which was a mistake. Three
robed cultists came at him from behind, but in their robes and
unarmed, they were no match for him. He heard or maybe just sensed
their rush, and spun around to face them, hurling one torch at
their leader. The cultist flung up his hands to protect his face,
deflecting the flaming missile to the side, but tripping over the
hem of his robe as he did so and going down. The other two kept
coming, but Conrad, instead of backing down, countercharged,
bull-rushing into the pair of them. They broke the moment before
impact, fearful of his fire and furious roar. Conrad’s head slashed
from side to side, teeth bared, looking to see if there were any
more comers. A few made as if to move forward, but then backed down
in the face of madness. No one here but Conrad came mentally or
physically prepared for a fight.

“Enough, Conrad!” Shelby said. “Enough!”

Conrad whirled to face him, taking a limping step forward as he
did. The two were now less than five feet apart, but Shelby was no
longer shying away from the torch-bearer. 

“What do you want, Conrad?” Shelby asked, his voice full of
unsuppressed rage. “What the hell do you want?”

Conrad seemed taken aback by this question. “This has to stop,”
he said. “You have to let me and Sinclair break her spell on
you.”

“There is no spell, Conrad,” Shelby said, his breathing heavy,
almost panting with anger. “There’s no such fucking thing as
spells!”

“You can’t use your lies on me, Shelby,” Conrad replied with an
angry shake of his head. “I’ve figured it out. The pages from the
Necronomicon. That woman’s connection to the stolen book and the
Greek monks. The mind-control techniques. The human sacrifices! We
know what’s going on here.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Shelby fairly screeched.
“You’ve gone insane! That’s not what we’re doing here. You don’t
understand anything. You’re not even capable of understanding. Why
do you think I never invited you to join us? Because your brain
can’t withstand it. Your mind is all fear and no knowledge!”

Conrad stepped toward him, raising his torch arm back. “Don’t
you lie to me anymore!”

I made myself step forward too. “Conrad, you’ve got to stop
this,” I said. “Believe me, Sinclair’s the one at fault here. He
misled us both. Tricked us. It’s him we should be mad at, not
Shelby.”

“No!” Conrad said. I was willing my words to penetrate his
enraged mind, but he seemed immune to reason. “You saw the pages. I
heard what happened. I know. I know.”

I took another step forward. “I know, but it’s just not what we
thought. It’s not.” 

I took another step forward. And then another. I was closer than
Shelby now. I could feel the heat of the torch on my bare chest.
Seeing the two of us standing together, facing him, set Conrad
off.

“Look at you two monsters,” he said, thrusting the torch at us.
“Look at you! You’re not even human anymore, are you? You’ve become
something else.”

“Yes, Conrad,” Shelby said. “But not like you think. Just listen
to Rick. Put down the torch and listen.”

Conrad started muttering something under his breath, like he was
trying to block our words out. A prayer maybe? He wasn’t about to
listen to us. Shelby took a step forward, his hands raised and open
in a gesture of surrender. 

The glow from the circle of torches around the wooden Cthulhu
that held Cara had masked what was really going on there. None of
us noticed when Conrad’s thrown, then deflected torch had rolled
into the dry tinder. Nor had we noticed when the tinder lit up and
started a quick burn. The wooden statue was not, as it appeared, a
heavy piece of solid wood, but rather a thin layer of highly
flammable treated wood on top of a wire frame, soaked in
accelerant. It was designed to ignite to a full blaze in an
instant. 

With a great whoosh it did just that, the whole statue engulfed
in flames in just seconds. We all stumbled back as the fireball
rose up into the night sky. Conrad was screaming. So was I. The
cultists, who should have been expecting it, seemed less startled,
but still backed away in surprise. There was a groaning, cracking,
creaking sound from the flaming statue and it started to shift and
then move. From inside there was something moving, and I knew it
had to be Cara, consumed alive by the fire. There was nothing I
could do.

Conrad, stood his ground, dangerously close to the flames, stuck
in screaming place by his own horror. Then the thing lurched and
cracked open, two giant black wings tearing through the glowing
wood and sending sparks flying as they extended ten feet in either
direction. The massive, alien thing within continued to stir,
rising up as it hatched from its infernal egg. Cthulhu, wet and
glistening, rose from the ashes and a roar surrounded us from all
sides. 

I watched in horror as Conrad, his brain surely broken beyond
repair at that point, rushed not away from the beast but toward it,
charging it like some crazed St. George facing the dragon. Or maybe
Don Quixote and his windmills. But Shelby reached out to him before
he could complete his suicidal charge, wrestling Conrad to the
ground from behind. The two crashed to the dirt just a few feet
from Cthulhu, whose birth flames were already dying. 

Conrad reared back up from beneath Shelby, flinging him from his
back. Shelby went down hard and was unable to stop Conrad as he
twisted his torso around and launched himself at his old friend.
Conrad mounted Shelby’s lean, squirming body, pinning him to the
ground beneath his knees. Then, screaming once more, he raised the
torch in his hand and stabbed down in a fiery arc into Shelby’s
face. 

Kym and I both reacted at the same time, scrambling forward to
help Shelby. Kym grabbed hold of him and tried to tear him loose.
Seeing the nausea-inducing, bubbling sizzle of Shelby’s burning
face, I grabbed for the torch, taking hold of the fiery tip and
wrenching it free. 

Conrad must have had all his weight on that torch, for he lost
his balance and rolled off to the side, dropping it. Kym cried out
and flailed her hands in the air around Shelby’s prostrate body,
wanting to help, but too frightened to touch the scorched and
blackened flesh. The horror he’d wrought seemed to finally seep
through Conrad’s fogged perception as he teetered to his feet,
backing away. 

“Oh, God,” he cried. “Oh, God!”

Cara came running out from within the brightly lit temple,
wearing a robe. “What’s going on?” she shouted. And then she saw
Shelby and cried out. “What’s happened? What went wrong?”

When Conrad saw her he nearly lost his footing again. I know I
was confused. She wasn’t burned alive. She was fine. There was dirt
on her knees. I looked over at Cthulhu. At the metal and rubber
statue of Cthulhu, crammed into the wooden shell like a
jack-in-the-box—so I learned later. A trick. An illusion. 

I don’t know if Conrad had the same realization I did. I don’t
know what happened in his mind or when everything snapped for him.
At that point he might no longer have even been capable of rational
thought. I just don’t know. But he saw Cara and looked at the
Cthulhu contraption just like I did, and then he ran. Ran into the
darkness and none of us tried to stop him. Ran and left Shelby in
shock, me moaning in pain and then agony as my body let me know
just how badly I’d burned my hand. With Cara yelling for someone to
call an ambulance. Better make that two. 

I looked up at Cthulhu above me, still twitching from its
release. Or maybe it was a trick of the light. Maybe it had never
really done anything at all. 










Chapter 25

 


What I understand now, which never even occurred to me at the
time, was that Shelby never lied to me. He hid the truth, yes, but
he never lied. More vitally, he never intended to do anything other
than exactly what he claimed to be doing, never believed anything
beyond (or less than) what he’d explained to me. That Shelby might
be telling the truth all along was the one possibility that never
occurred to me. Everything he’d told me that night at the compound,
everything he’d written in the Cthulhu Manifesto, it was all
exactly what he believed. I’d thought it was a prank, or a scam, or
a cult at first, a way to get money or sex or just rile up Sarasota
in revenge for running him out of town. And then I’d found it
easier to believe, to my everlasting shame, that Shelby was
actually worshiping Cthulhu or under some sort of mind-control
spell from Kym. I’d found it easier to believe he was being
enchanted than that he just believed what he said he believed.
Shelby was right when he said words are but words. We’d made the
terrible mistake of translating misunderstood words into radical
actions. 

That night ended Shelby’s church. Not because of the scandal or
the stories in the papers. If anything those raised Shelby’s status
as a martyr and blind prophet and would have earned him more
followers, not fewer, if he’d chosen to capitalize on them.
Certainly his loyal cadre stayed around for some months; so did the
Cthulhu compound, lingering on under mounting costs and a lack of
firm leadership while Shelby was in the hospital. He was in
intensive care for most of the time he and I were both there, and
Cara shuttled back and forth between our floors, keeping me updated
on his condition. I was well enough long before he was, although my
hand needed some skin grafts and surgery that my uninsured status
couldn’t afford. To this day typing and writing with it causes pain
that medication lessens only a little. At least I still have it.
Shelby’s eyes were gone, destroyed by flame and stick. 

I’d been home for weeks before Kym said I could finally come up
and talk with Shelby, and even then I found excuses to put it off
for a couple days. Cara guilted me into seeing him, which I was
grateful for. I needed to be pushed. Walking back into the hospital
that evening, Cara beside me, the potent combination of nasty
hospital sense memories (blistered skin flaking, chemical stench of
anti-bacterial gel) and the dread of anticipation nearly doubled me
over with nausea. I haven’t been back in a hospital or even a
doctor’s office since. But I made it up to the third floor and down
the first hall on the right to Shelby’s room. 

In my imagination I’d somehow assumed I’d have to face those
horrible, empty, burned-out holes where Shelby’s eyes once were,
but of course they were hidden under clean, white bandages. Kym sat
in the single chair in the room, reading from the day’s New York
Times aloud. I rapped lightly on the already-open door with my good
hand and peered inside. “Hello?” I asked.

Kym looked up, neither welcoming nor dismissing me. She motioned
for us to come in, I gave her the flowers I’d brought, and Shelby,
Cara, Kym, and I tiptoed through a polite ten minutes of hospital
talk and doctor’s prognoses. He’d live. He’d be blind forever. His
phantom eyes itched constantly. They were moving back to New York
to live with Kym’s family. With no health insurance and Kym’s trust
(held in a bank in her Bahamian homeland, undetectable by simple
background check) nearly drained, they had to sell the house to
cover costs. Besides, she missed Brooklyn and her mother loved
Shelby. 

Oh, was all I could think. Oh, how wrong I’d been. Oh, how banal
and reassuringly normal their life was. Oh, congratulations, they’d
gotten married last week, here in this very room. Oh, why did this
happen?

“Why did this happen?” I asked the room out loud. 

“Because Conrad went crazy,” Kym said. Left unsaid was the
accusation that I had helped him, or helped drive him there. Was
she accusing me? I felt guilty as charged. I’d fed Conrad’s
obsession with Shelby. I’d helped his resentment over small slights
and mysteries grow into concern and then preoccupation with
Lovecraft and the occult. I’d fed his mind Sinclair’s lies, often
with my own horribly misguided additions. 

“It was only what we said it was,” Shelby said. “We were always
honest.”

“But it was so strange,” I said. “Such a strange thing for you
to do.”

“A strange thing for me to do?” Shelby asked, his head almost
pointed towards me. “Or a strange thing for someone else to
do?”

“A strange thing for anyone to do,” I said.

“But it wasn’t so strange, really, was it? I mean compare what I
believe to any other religion out there. Compare Cthulhu to
Christianity. I didn’t even pretend to believe my god was real. And
all our teachings were based in science and reality. We may have
wrapped them in pulp monster aesthetics, but at least our church
had the advantage of starting from actual truth about the cold,
heartless universe and then extrapolating our chosen behaviors and
rituals from that. By any logical standard we were the reasonable
ones.”

“That’s what made it so strange, I think. Who could believe in a
church with no gods?”

“I could never believe in a church that has them,” Shelby
countered. “Could you?”

I knew the answer at once. “No, no, of course not. Not anymore.
Not for a long time.”

“All we wanted,” Kym said, “Was to create a place for people
like us, like you.”

“That would have been cool,” I said, and I meant it. “I’m so
sorry.” It would have been cool, but instead I’d helped Conrad
destroy the church of Cthulhu, too blind to see something amazing
when it was laid out before me. What a disaster.

Shelby just nodded, and I wasn’t sure if he accepted my apology
or not. Kym just looked away in disgust. We lingered in mutual
discomfort for a long moment. I shuffled and, in my mind at least,
was headed out the door. But my feet, or at least Cara,
remained. 

Cara broke the silence at last. “It was wonderful for a while.
For a long while it was the most wonderful thing I’d ever done,
even if that long while was only a few weeks. Wonderfully
strange.”

More silent contemplation all around, then Shelby broke it. “Do
you want the church?”

“Me?” Cara asked. 

“Both of you if you want. Or just Cara. Not the house or any of
the stuff — that’s all being sold to pay… for this mess,” Shelby
said, gesturing in a twirling motion to the room and hospital that
surrounded us. “But the actual legal entity. The church itself. Do
you want to take it over?”

“Why?” I asked.

“Yes!” Cara said. 

“You do?” I asked.

“I do,” she affirmed. “Of course I do.” She thought for a
moment. “It will have to be different. More open. More about doubt
and humanity’s tenuous place in the universe. More about opening
minds and exploring the boundaries of experience.”

“I suggest much less fire,” Shelby said. We all wanted to laugh
at that, but no one did. “Do what you want. We’re going home.”

“I thought this whole thing was about you coming back home,” I
said.

“No, not really,” Shelby said. “It wasn’t about that at
all.” 

Kym ushered Cara and me out a few minutes later, and we walked
without talking back to her car.

 

 

 

I didn’t take much convincing. I would have thought I would
have, that I’d stay as far away from the idea as possible, but I
didn’t. I felt a compulsion, a need, to build on the ashes of this
disaster. Shelby really had been on the path to creating something
new and exciting, something that would not only shake this staid
city of Sarasota, but also maybe offer those who were willing to
listen some much-needed perspective on existence. But most of all I
felt I owed it to Shelby for the role I’d played in blinding him,
for the damage I’d done. I wanted something good to come out of all
this. Or if not good, then at least interesting. And Cara was so
enthusiastic, so driven. It was contagious. 

The church’s bank account only had $1700 in it when Cara signed
the papers. But the space she found, a rundown office in a strip
between an awning shop and a day-care center, had been a
Spanish-language church up until a month ago, and the rent was
cheap. She’d managed to salvage some of the décor from the old
temple before the creditors and other former cultists made off with
all of it. It was a start. And she changed the name of course. Much
more forthright I think. The Church of Cthulhu.

Most of the original inner circle are gone now, but the last
legacy of Shelby’s reign as head of the church helped boost our
relaunch. The videos of that final night survived. We hadn’t been
able to find the tapes, nor the cameras, nor the cameraman. He’d
apparently been so freaked out by the violence that he just took
them with the rest of his stuff and left town. But then they showed
up online. Chopped into ten-minute segments, edited together with
footage from other cult events, they leaked out onto the Internet.
That final clip, the image of Cthulhu erupting from the burning
statue after the nude Cara was placed inside, some crazed figure
waving a torch in front of it, that was a big hit. And once that
clip got connected to our church, we had no trouble finding new
recruits. 

Cara runs the place, holds the weekly meetings where they
discuss the science and mythology of the mind, oversees the open
arts days and evening cocktail hours. She’s organizing them,
educating them, preparing us as best we can for the changes to
come. I’m there in the background mostly, watching, although
there’s been talk of starting a magic club in the church, real
magic like card tricks and sleight of hand, not the fake kind that
doesn’t really exist. Copperfield, not Crowley. I think I might
enjoy that, although my right hand will never be able to palm a
coin or shuffle well. I like spending time there. Sometimes I even
sleep over in the space. Sometimes Cara stays with me, but she
can’t help flinching when I touch her bare skin with my scarred
right hand.

“Church of Cthulhu,” I said, answering the phone in the back
office. There was no response at the other end of the line, but I
thought I heard breathing. “Hello?” I said.

“Mr. Dakan?” a familiar voice said. It had been eight
months.

“Sinclair?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Dakan,” he said, almost but not
quite stuttering over the words. I hadn’t heard a thing from him
since I’d kicked him out of my house, not that I’d gone looking. I
had nothing to say, but I didn’t hang up, and he finally filled the
awkward silence. “Let me say first of all that I’m very sorry. I
know now that I lost my head a bit. Got carried away if you will. I
see that now of course, but the excitement of the time had me
terribly agitated. And confused. Agitated and quite, quite
confused.”

“What do you want?” I asked, although I’d intended to hang
up.

“I understand you’re angry at me. I’m angry at me as well, I can
assure you, and I don’t imagine you can understand how dreadfully
embarrassing it is for me, but I had to make this call. Have you
heard from Conrad?”

“No,” I said. No one had. Lauren had divorced him in absentia.
He and his car had vanished that night. Even Rambam hadn’t been
able to find him.

“He, um… he showed up here. At my apartment.”

“When?” I asked. I suddenly felt hot, sweaty. I imagined I could
smell Shelby’s eyes burning. “What did he say?”

“He wanted money. And, um, a spell. I had neither for him and he
grew quite angry. I locked myself in the bathroom and called the
police. He was gone when they got here. He’d taken some things.
Some books. Some other things. All three of my Arkham House first
editions of Lovecraft, I’m afraid.” 

“When was this?” I asked, the words dripping out in what seemed
to me like slow motion.

“Last night,” Sinclair said. “There’s one more thing, Mr. Dakan.
He knows about your church. The new Church of Cthulhu. That’s how I
found the number to call you there. Before things got… got bad, we
talked about it. He talked about it. About you.”

“What did he say?”

“I didn’t understand it all. Not really. But I know he’s worried
about you. Worried about what he thinks you might have become. I
wanted to warn you. You must be careful!”

“Why? What does he think I’ve become?”

“Another Shelby,” Sinclair said. 

“I haven’t.” Had I? I didn’t think so. But how would I know? And
was that so bad?

“He thinks you have.”

“Oh,” I said. “Damn.”

“Yes, well, I thought you should know,” said Sinclair. When
neither of us said anything for a long time, he hung up. I sat
behind my desk, staring at the computer, an image of Cthulhu in a
devastated city the background on my desktop. Beyond my door I
could hear Cara lecturing about how to invoke lucid dreams with the
help of special electronic eye-wear. Later the inner circle would
meet to go over this quarter’s budget, and I needed to sit in on
that meeting. Outside it would be dark now. A clear night. If I
walked out now I could see the stars. If the stars were right, I’d
be able to figure out what to do next. And that’s the nice thing
about stars. They’re always exactly right where they’re supposed to
be. 
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