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That Tantalizing Taste You Will Never Forget
         
By Mark McLaughlin & Michael Sheehan, Jr.
 
 
Derek looked around the restaurant for his lunch appointment. The Enchanted Sea was a new eating place he’d never visited before. A huge aquarium, filled with a variety of colorful fish, was built into one of the walls. He wondered if that constituted a health or safety hazard. All that moisture, all those germs … could it contaminate the food somehow?
He noticed a sign by the cash register that read, Bellwood’s Finest Sushi. That seemed like a bold claim for a new restaurant – but then, it was Bellwood’s only sushi bar, so it had to be true. Some of the local supermarkets sold packaged sushi, but that just wasn’t the same. 
The waitress, a thirtyish Asian woman with a purple streak in her hair, walked up and handed him a menu. “Are you Mr. Prince?”
Derek nodded. 
“Follow me, please.”
As they walked through the restaurant, past the long aquarium, Derek looked into the gently bubbling waters. The other side of the aquarium was a mirrored surface, so it looked like the water was filled with diners as well as fish.
The waitress led him to a booth where a red-haired, reed-thin woman sat, sipping a tall glass of iced tea. She was pale, with large, almost bulbous green eyes and full red lips. She stood up to shake his hand.
“Derek!” she said. “So good to finally meet you in person.” 
“Good to meet you, too, Minerva.” They both sat down. 
“Can I bring you something to drink?” the waitress said to Derek.
“Iced tea will be fine, thanks.” 
“Have you had a chance to look over the employment package I sent?” Minerva said. 
Derek nodded. “I’m flattered that Sea Bounty has such a strong interest in my work. It’s an extremely generous offer.”
              “And there could be more.” Her smile was so wide, Derek found it almost frightening. She seemed to have more teeth than the average person. “The Sea Bounty team wants you onboard, Derek. With you as our Marketing Director, we know the public will come to embrace our product on a national level. Perhaps even international. Our slogan says we offer ‘That Tantalizing Taste You Will Never Forget’ and it’s accurate: the flavor is truly exquisite.”
“Minerva, I must be honest with you. Your main product will be a hard sell. Let’s face it: the average American rarely buys taramasalata. A dip made with fish eggs … that’s pretty exotic stuff for the hotdog and hamburger crowd. I don’t want to land this job by fostering unreal expectations.”
The waitress returned with Derek’s iced tea and then took their orders. Minerva picked the dragon roll while Derek decided on the avocado roll. 
“We realize taramasalata isn’t going to replace potato salad any time soon,” Minerva said. “Still, there was once a time when sushi was a hard sell.” She waved a hand toward the other diners. “Here we are today, eating raw fish like it’s going out of style. Don’t worry, we’re not expecting instant miracles. We’ve had our eye on you for quite some time. The work you’ve been doing for the Anderson & Powell agency is fabulous – the kind of big-picture thinking we like. And of course, your family is from Innsmouth, our base of operations. It’s like you were meant to be a part of our team.”
“If you don’t mind my asking,” Derek said, “exactly why are you based out of Innsmouth? It’s not a thriving community. Far from it. That’s why my family left. I was just a kid at the time, but I remember, my mom used to complain all the time about how the whole town was falling apart. I must admit, my biggest reservation at this point is the thought of moving back to Innsmouth.”
Minerva displayed another toothy smile. “Your family must have lived in south Innsmouth. Our offices and production facility are based in north Innsmouth. That area has been developed as part of a partnership between Sea Bounty and the U.S. government. The corporation owns a lovely row of homes on Coral Avenue, and one of them can be yours as part of your employment package. I know house number 347 is available. We’d be happy to add it in. A whole new house! We’ll even cover moving expenses. It’s only about twenty miles away, so you’ll be able to keep in touch with your friends here in Bellwood.”
“The U.S. government is renovating Innsmouth? I haven’t heard about that on the news.”
Minerva shrugged. “It’s not the kind of thing Sea Bounty would want the media to cover. No harm in telling you, though. Many years ago, the government dropped some bombs off the coast of Innsmouth. They also destroyed some buildings, all in response to public outcry over some persistent superstitions.”
              “That hardly seems likely. The government wouldn’t attack a community because of superstitions.”
“You’re right. There’s more to the story, but to go over all the details would take a dozen lunches. And speaking of lunch, here comes our food.”
The waitress brought their plates to the table and for the next few minutes, Derek and Minerva based their conversation on their meal selections. In time, Minerva returned to the topic of Innsmouth. 
“I won’t go into the whole history of Innsmouth,” she said, “but I should mention that many families in that area have a genetic disorder that gives them an unusual appearance. It’s been that way for generations. Also, some Innsmouth folks had unorthodox religious beliefs, back when the town was having problems. All that helped to fuel the fire. Members of prominent families were killed during the government attacks. Lawsuits cropped up – the whole ordeal has been tied up in red tape for decades. Finally, in collaboration with Sea Bounty, the government is working to fix what they destroyed in their ignorance.”
“I can see why your company wouldn’t be publicizing any of this. What do the people with that disorder look like?”
“It’s a condition with varying degrees of severity.” Minerva waved a slender hand around her face. “I have a very mild case of it myself. Full lips, prominent eyes – nothing too hideous, I hope! Do you think America should drop a bomb on me?”
Derek laughed. “I’d refuse to pay my taxes if they did! I admit I was curious, but really, we don’t have to go into all those old scandals. If the government is making reparations, the community can only get better, right?”
Minerva nodded. “Very true. Oh, I wanted to mention, I noticed on your Facebook page that your wife Edie is a preschool teacher. I took the liberty of making a few calls on her behalf. I’ve found a position for her with Gilman House, a prestigious, high-paying preschool. And for the record, your income with Sea Bounty will be three times your current salary. All that extra income and a beautiful new home – really, Derek, how can you refuse?”
 
- - -
 
At the end of their meeting, Derek told Minerva that he’d get back to her at the beginning of next week. He’d already decided he wanted to accept the offer, but he wasn’t sure how Edie would react. She enjoyed her job and had friends and family in Bellwood. 
He brought up the topic with her at dinner that night. At first, she wasn’t won over by the offer from Sea Bounty. But when she broke out the calculator and figured out their potential income and savings, her resistance began to soften.
Finally they decided to take a drive through Innsmouth that weekend, to take at look at their proposed new neighborhood, Gilman House, and Sea Bounty headquarters. 
They arrived in Innsmouth around 8:30 a.m. Saturday. All the neighborhoods in the northern part of town were indeed attractive. The house at 347 Coral Avenue was a charming pale-blue bungalow with a large front yard and room for a garden in the back. They had to admit, it was exactly what they wanted in a home, even down to the quaint miniature-barn mailbox.
Gilman House was also picture-perfect: a two-story, red-brick building surrounded by well-groomed hedges. Even though school wasn’t in session, children were having fun in the playground, accompanied by their parents or grandparents.
“So many of those kids have buggy eyes,” Edie said. “That must be the genetic disorder you told me about. Look at that one by the slide. He hardly has any chin. Looks like a frog.”
Derek noticed that two of the seniors in the park had bulbous eyes, thinning hair, hugely downturned mouths, and thick folds of skin under their chins. He pointed them out to Edie. “That couple there,” he said. “They must be an advanced case of the disorder. I can’t tell if they’re male or female.”
              “The one with the lace collar might be a woman,” Edie said, “but I wouldn’t bet the rent on it.”
“If we take this offer, we’ll never have to pay rent again.”
Their last stop was Sea Bounty headquarters. As they approached it from the main highway, Derek saw that the building was located on a bluff overlooking the ocean. It included a large warehouse, with a half-dozen trucks in its lot. No one else was around, so apparently work closed down over the weekend.
Driving around the facility, Derek said, “They’ve sure got a huge production facility. I wouldn’t have thought there was so much demand for taramasalata.”
“They must have a loyal following of customers,” Edie said, “and based on what you’ve told me, they’re aiming to grow. You know what I just realized? The front of the place faces the ocean instead of the road. Isn’t that funny?”
The front entrance of the building was composed of a huge, weathered stone arch, obviously much older than the bright-red bricks around it. On either side of the entrance, two narrow stone paths led off into nearby trees. 
Derek parked the car near the entrance. “These stone paths are strange. They don’t seem to go anywhere. Let’s follow one of them.” 
              They followed the path on the right side of the entrance into the trees. The path gradually widened to about three feet wide. It led to a stone stairway that had been carved into the side of the bluff. Long metal spikes had been driven into the stone on the outside edge of the stairs, with wooden planks wired up between the planks as a crude handrail. 
“This isn’t safe at all!” he said. “We’d better not go down those steps. Why are they even here? If I take the job, I’ll need to talk to them about this.”
              “Why? Unless it concerns marketing, you shouldn’t make waves,” Edie said. “But you’re right, it’s not safe. I’m surprised they haven’t been blocked off.” 
“I bet the main building used to be a different kind of fish business,” Derek said. “Maybe the fishermen had to climb up and down those steps to get to their boats.”
They returned to the car. “I think we should drive through the rest of the city,” Edie said. “There must be some reason they’re willing to give you so much to work for them.”
Derek gave his wife a hug. “You mean, besides my amazing marketing skills and dazzling intellect?” 
As they drove through Innsmouth, they saw many people in various stages of the genetic disorder. The community’s buildings became older and shoddier, the farther south they progressed. Twice they noticed abandoned buildings with stone entrances, much like the entrance of Sea Bounty. One of the buildings had a weatherworn, hand-painted sign in its front yard which read CHURCH OF DAGON. 
“Wow, that’s the first time I’ve seen a typo in the name of a church,” Edie said. “That’s supposed to be Dragon, right?”
“No, it’s Dagon,” Derek said. “I only lived in Innsmouth for a little while while I was a kid, but I remember that word, Dagon. Once I was driving with my mom and as we passed some run-down building, she said, ‘That damned Church of Dagon! How can they call themselves a church?’ I remember being shocked because my mom never cussed.”
It was getting dark, so they decided to head back home to Bellwood. They decided to take a route that bordered the ocean. At one point, Edie pointed ahead, out the window toward a dark, distant figure on a stretch of beach. “What’s that? Is it … an animal?”
The shape appeared to be a hunched figure that loped by the water’s edge. As they looked at it, it suddenly looked back in their direction. It turned and ran directly into the sea – and then it was gone.
“What was that?” Edie cried. “It wasn’t a person, was it?”
“I don’t think so,” Derek replied. “Probably some kind of wild animal. Very strange.”
“We’ve seen a lot of strange things today.”
He glanced over at his wife, who was staring into the distance, gently biting her lower lip. He knew that look. It was her worried face.
“We’re not taking the Sea Bounty offer, are we?” he said gently. “I don’t think you could take teaching a bunch of bug-eyed kids all day.”
Edie frowned thoughtfully. “They do have a rough road ahead for them, don’t they? They don’t look too awful as kids, but when they get older…”
“They’ll become a bunch of frog-faces.” Derek shrugged. “Not much to look forward to.”
“Maybe… But then, maybe that means they need more help than other kids. They need to learn early on, looks aren’t everything. They have good minds and they need to use them. They need a good teacher. One who isn’t afraid to be a part of their strange world.” She sighed deeply. “You know what? Let’s do it.”
Derek smiled. “Innsmouth, here we come.”
 
- - -
 
The next few months seemed like a mad blur for Derek and Edie. Thankfully, Sea Bounty provided complete packing, moving and even decorating services, so the transition was fairly quick and painless.
Derek researched the taramasalata market extensively, and learned as much as he could about the product produced by Sea Bounty. The eggs they used were sweeter and less pungent than most commercial caviars and roes, and came from a type of fish exclusive to the company. This was the silkfish, and its eggs were collected from a trench located off the coast of Innsmouth.
It soon became clear to Derek that no pictures of the silkfish would ever be used in the product’s marketing. The average silkfish was about two feet long, with silver scales, coal-black eyes, and crooked teeth set in a cruel sneer of a mouth.
Edie found the children of Gilman House to be especially friendly and playful. After work, she would often refer to them as her ‘little tadpoles’ when telling Derek about their antics. 
Derek started his sales push for Sea Bounty by upgrading their website and then establishing social media and email campaigns. The company had been using outdated methods to sell their products and he made it his mission to bring them up to speed.
He worked with an Innsmouth graphic designer to create a new logo, a new brochure and an increased number of ads for women’s magazines. He also arranged for Sea Bounty sales representatives to attend a variety of food fairs and other cuisine-oriented events.
One thing that puzzled Derek was the fact that most of the facility’s production took place at night. Whenever he looked into the production area during the day, there would only be a handful of workers. And yet the next morning, pallets would be filled with jars of product. 
Minerva worked a few doors down the hall, and one day, he stopped by her office and asked her about the after-hours production schedule. 
“It’s best to work with silkfish eggs in the cool of the evening,” she said from behind her mahogany desk. The screensaver on her computer depicted colorful fish swimming near beautiful pink and lavender coral. “Plus, many of our Innsmouth employees prefer late shifts. I’ve mentioned the genetic disorder, yes? Walking around during the day makes some of them self-conscious.”
“Another thing I’ve been wondering about… How does the company pull the eggs from the trench?” he asked. “That must require specialized equipment. Like a bathysphere, maybe? Fancy diving apparatus? Maybe we can show how it’s done in a video for YouTube and our website.” 
“Sorry, but no. Trade secret!” Minerva said with a wink.
“You can’t even tell your Marketing Director? I’m like the company priest – I should know everything that goes on around here.”
“That’s true,” said Minerva, “but I’d first need to get the permission of the owner, Mrs. Hamogeorgakis. She’s funny about revealing too much about the company. I’ll ask after you’ve been here a few months.”
“I haven’t met Mrs. Hamogeorgakis yet. How often does she come to the office?”
              “Rarely, and only in the evening. She doesn’t leave her home very often. Very private person. She has the disorder and it’s … very strong in her.” 
“Hamogeorgakis. That’s Greek, right?”
“Yes. Some folks in the Mediterranean have the disorder, too. Which reminds me … while you’re here, I have a suggestion about the website.” She typed the company’s web address into her browser. “I love this new section you’ve added about serving suggestions. Could you also add a section on the history of taramasalata? Really push the Greek connection. Show that it’s an international delicacy.”
“I like that! Yep, I’ll get right on it.”
“Wonderful. I want you to know, sales are way up, so it’s clear that all your efforts are really paying off.” Minerva gazed fondly at him. Her large green eyes seemed to glow with happiness. “We want more people munching on our delightful fish eggs, Derek, and you’re making it happen. Each day, you’re helping to shape our glorious future.”
        
- - -
 
A few weeks later, one of the executives at Sea Bounty announced his retirement. Ezra Marsh had joined the company at age fifty, and at age sixty-seven, was leaving to devote more time to caring for his ailing wife.
Marsh clearly suffered from the disorder. His pale-blue, watery eyes were bulbous and watery, and his loose, dry skin hung from his face like wrinkled fabric. 
The company held Marsh’s retirement party after work in the company lunchroom. A full dinner of baked fish and vegetables was served, along with a variety of taramasalata-based hors d’oeuvres. The party was over by 7:30 p.m. 
Derek returned to his office on the second floor to get his coat and briefcase. While he was there, he decided to check his email. It had been a long day – he’d come in early to work on a special project – and he’d enjoyed two glasses of champagne during the party. Before long, he fell asleep in his chair.
When he woke up, the time was 9:15 p.m. He checked his cellphone, but Edie hadn’t called. He’d told her he might have to stay late at work because of an office function, but hadn’t given her a definite end-time, since he wasn’t sure how long office parties lasted at Sea Bounty.
He looked out the window of his office, which faced the highway. All the cars were gone from the parking lot as far as he could see, so evidently the office workers had gone home. His own car was out of sight: he parked it in a tree-shrouded corner of the lot so that sea-birds couldn’t poop on it. That was a problem when you had to park near the ocean. No one else at Sea Bounty probably even knew he was still inside the building.
He called his wife to let her know he was on his way home. He then turned off his computer, gathered up his coat and briefcase, and left his office. 
As he began walking down the stairs to the first floor, he heard the clatter of machines and a wet, sloshing sort of sound, like folks walking around in muddy galoshes. Two-thirds of the way down, he was able to see into the first-floor production area.
Slumped grayish-green figures, dripping with slime, shuffled across the work area, their flat feet leaving muddy trails. All had bulging eyes and wide, downturned mouths, as well as gills lining the sides of their necks. Each carried a large plastic bucket with a hinged lid. 
He crept farther down the stairs. One of the workers noticed him and turned to stare. Other creatures followed its gaze. Before long, more than a dozen of them were staring his way.
The thing to do, he decided, was to keep calm, calm – to act like nothing was amiss. After all, he worked there, just like them. He had a right to be there.
He hurried down the rest of the stairs and strutted into the production area.
“Good evening, everyone!” he said amidst the staring, frog-faced horrors. “I’m Derek Prince, Director of Marketing. Nice to meet all of you!”
Derek then heard the steady creak of wheels approaching. From the back of the production area, a tall woman with thick, gray hair pushed an older, smaller woman in a wheelchair. 
“Good evening to you, Mr. Prince!” cried the woman in the wheelchair. Her voice was low and raspy, with a distinct Greek accent.
Derek flashed his best smile, enough though he felt like running at top speed away from the horrid she-creature addressing him. She had a strange look to her: it was as though someone else’s young skin had been stretched over her old bones. Surely the long, golden hair that framed her face could not be her own – the hairline was completely wrong. She did not have gills, but she did have bulbous sly-blue eyes that stretched the lids that covered them. When she grinned, she showed an abundance of yellowed, needle-sharp teeth.
“You’ll have to excuse my appearance,” she said. “I recently underwent a complex medical procedure – a regular part of my beauty regimen – and I am still recovering. Things haven’t quite snapped into place yet. But, the procedure does give me energy! I felt quite strong tonight, so I decided to stop by to see how things were coming along.”
              Her chair was now directly in front of Derek. She held out her hand, so he reached out and gently squeezed her strange, cold skin-glove of flesh and bones. “I am your boss, Mrs. Hamogeorgakis!” she said with a laugh. “This is my nurse, Kiwi.” She rolled her huge eyes up toward the woman behind her, who gave him a small, bored smile.
“My, my!” Mrs. Hamogeorgakis said. “You’re certainly a handsome man! Such a pleasure to have a good-looking fellow like you on the payroll. As you can see, most of my production employees would not be mistaken for fashion models! Minerva tells me you are doing excellent work.” 
“Thank you so much,” Derek said. He flashed another smile, this time at Kiwi. “How long have you been helping Mrs. Hamogeorgakis?” 
“Good question!” Kiwi thought for a moment. “The years go by so fast! I’ll just say: too many to count! But each year has been a meaningful adventure.”
Mrs. Hamogeorgakis gestured to one of the bucket-carriers. “You! Bring me your pail!” So saying, she pulled a long-handled ivory spoon out of a black velvet purse on her lap. She threw back the hinged lid on the bucket and dipped the spoon inside. She then pulled up a spoonful of a substance Derek instantly recognized: silkfish eggs. 
She popped the treat into her mouth. “Excellent! So fresh. It’s always best straight from the trench!”
“Straight from the trench…?” Derek echoed.
“Oh, yes! My darlings simply climb down the stone stairway, march straight into the trench and scoop up the eggs with their pails,” she said matter-of-factly. “Would you like some?” She extended the spoon to Derek.
Derek took the spoon, dipped it into the bucket and dutifully consumed a mouthful. “Delicious,” he said. It was not a lie. The fresh eggs did indeed have a marvelous flavor – ‘That Tantalizing Taste You Will Never Forget.’
“Minerva tells me you’d like to know more about Sea Bounty,” Mrs. Hamogeorgakis said. “Do you have a few minutes? Just a few short minutes to visit a lower level?”
‘A’ lower level, not ‘the’ lower level...? Derek wondered if that implied more than one. How many subsurface levels could there be? “Certainly, yes,” he said. “Just give me a moment to call my wife, to let her know I’ll be a little late.”
“A wife!” Mrs. Hamogeorgakis cried. “The best ones are always taken!” She ran a grayish-pink tongue over her ghastly teeth.
Derek called Edie and kept his voice calm and steady as he told her that he’d met the owner of the company and would be spending some time talking with her. It took incredible restraint not to add, She’s some kind of reupholstered monstrosity and you need to send a SWAT team to take me out of this freakshow.
Derek followed Kiwi and Mrs. Hamogeorgakis to an elevator in the production area that he’d never seen before – probably because it was hidden behind pallets of product that had to be moved aside by the workers. 
The interior of the elevator was surprisingly stylish: opalescent walls and black, velvety carpet. The control panel indicated that there were three subsurface levels. Without hesitation, Mrs. Hamogeorgakis hit the bottom button. 
“This building is very old,” the woman in the wheelchair said. “Ancient, really. It used to be a church, and parts of it once belonged to the temple of a fertility god. I guess we’re still in the fertility business! We sell eggs, yes?”
The elevator doors opened.
Derek looked out over what appeared to be a huge, brightly lit hospital ward. This strange underground realm held row after row of occupied beds. When he saw what occupied those beds, he began to scream. He then felt a sharp pain in his right bicep. A moment later, he passed out.
                 
- - -
 
When Derek woke up, he found himself strapped into one of the beds. He felt numb, disoriented, and still very tired. In the bed nearest to him, an unconscious Edie was also strapped in place. A long rubber tube led into her mouth.
He raised his head and looked around. In other nearby beds reclined slime-coated, misshapen creatures, vaguely resembling human-sized tadpoles. These repulsive monstrosities squirmed under protective sheets of clear plastic. Still other beds held gray-green, gilled people, like the ones who carried the buckets of silkfish eggs up from the sea. Like Edie, all of the ward’s occupants were fitted with feeding tubes. 
He heard footsteps. Minerva, dressed for a day at the office, was approaching his bed. 
“Hello, sleepyhead,” she said. “You’ve been out for about forty hours.” She nodded toward Edie. “She came looking for you, so Kiwi gave her a shot, too. Kiwi’s a nurse, you know. Always has the right medicine handy.”
Derek opened his mouth but nothing came out – there was something in this throat. He rolled his eyes down and saw a rubber tube protruding from his lips. 
“I’m sorry,” his lovely visitor said, “but I’m afraid you saw things in the production area you were never meant to see. In time you would have figured everything out and then, you wouldn’t have been so eager to promote the product, no matter how much we paid you.”
Derek tilted his head to one side… An unspoken Huh?
“It’s very simple, really,” Minerva said. “The silkfish eggs nourish the genetic disorder in those who have it … and slowly instill a more primitive variation of the disorder in those who don’t. Folks experiencing the primitive variation go through a really interesting larval stage, and when it is complete, they end up collecting silkfish eggs for us. We’ll continue to use all your brilliant marketing strategies to promote the product as we open more production sites nationwide … along shores and by rivers and major lakes. Silkfish thrive in fresh water, too. Right now, you and Edie are enjoying our product through tubes down your throats. Once you‘ve completed the larval stage, the two of you can help collect silkfish eggs from the trench, hand in web-fingered hand. How romantic!”
Minerva looked down at Derek with mingled affection and amusement. “Listen to me, rambling on and on!” she said. “You need your rest. You must be absolutely exhausted.” She stooped to kiss the tip of his nose. “Have a nice long sleep, sweet Prince. In time, you will make a marvelous frog.”               
 
 



 
Deathless Bride Of The Crawling Chaos
      
By Mark McLaughlin
 
 
Fleur found herself walking through a strange realm of black and silver: black marble floor below, a black abyss above, and shimmering silver fibers hanging down like a gently waving curtain, suspended from … what? She couldn’t see far enough to know.
“Helloooo?” she said in a high, silly voice, hoping to draw forth whatever creatures were in charge of this eerie yet beautiful domain. “I’m friendly,” she said. “Talk to me, monsters! Come out, come out, whatever you are…”
“Why are you not afraid?” said a low, melodious voice that seemed to come from every direction at once. “I thought that those like you were afraid of nightmares.”
“Those like me?” Fleur sighed sadly. “There are no others like me. I gather that I’m sleeping and you’ve somehow pulled me into this cheap-ass nightmare that you’ve whipped together to … scare me?”
The low voice laughed – a surprisingly warm and friendly chuckle. “Would you like to see the horror I’d cobbled together to make you scream?”
“Of course,” she said. “Trot it out! Let’s see it.”
From out of the darkness rolled a huge, glistening monstrosity composed of eyeballs and intestines, teeth and tongues, batwings and dollops of green, bubbling slime.
Fleur clapped her hands with glee. “Gorgeous!” she cried. “I’m smitten! I’ll call the church and set a date.”
The slime-thing slowly disappeared. 
“You sound like a teacher of mine from high school – Mr. Vincent,” Fleur said. “So tell me, Vinny Voice: who are you and where am I?”
The voice laughed again. “I’m not your former teacher … but perhaps we can learn from each other. Your fearless nature intrigues me. Why is it that you are afraid of nothing?”
“Well, let’s see…” Fleur thought for a moment. “My mother used to beat me whenever she’d polished off a few drinks. My father raped me at least a dozen times before I graduated from high school. Then he hit me with the car and I haven’t walked ever since … except in this dream. Thank you for that, by the way. My supposed loved ones have already treated me like garbage, so why should I be afraid of you? You’re just some dream-thing that may not even exist. I may wake up in a minute or two and poof! You’ll be gone.”
A full minute of silence passed.
“Helloooo…?” Fleur whispered.
The black abyss turned into a clear blue sky. The silver fibers flew up into the sky, where they broke into sizzling sparks that recombined as soaring doves. A lawn sprang up around her and stretched out to the horizon in every direction.
“What’s all this?” Fleur said. “Does this means you’re sorry for bothering me?” She smiled. “No, I don’t see you as the apologizing type. Must be … a reward? I imagine so. Thank you.”
At her feet, flowers with silver petals rose up and began to sing. 
 
- - -
 
The next morning, Fleur drove her motorized scooter from her three-room apartment to the drugstore down the street. There she bought a box of Warm Autumn Brown hair dye and a Ripe Cranberry lipstick.
“What do we have here, sweetie?” said Denise, the sixtyish cashier. She had a big, friendly smile and Fleur always enjoyed talking to her. Unlike most other people, Denise actually paid attention to her. “Hair color, lipstick… Have a big date this weekend?”
“Nothing gets past you!” Fleur said. “Just decided to freshen up my look, that’s all.”
“I’m not too sure. You’re blushing! If you’ve got a minute, I’d like to suggest a few other things to add. The whole beauty package. Are you in?”
“Oh, certainly!” Fleur looked down at her hands. They looked so dry, and her nails were uneven. “I could probably use some hand cream, and a nail kit, too. Is the nail polish supposed to match the lipstick? Yes, you’d better help me with all that.”
Later at her apartment, Fleur dyed her hair and applied all the other niceties she’d acquired. The change, she decided, took ten years off her appearance. Would Vinny Voice even notice? He was, after all, only a fantasy voice in a realm of dreams. But still, there was no harm in indulging the fantasy.
For the rest of the day she worked on her latest project. Her employer was best-selling author Ellis Baxter, who wrote horror and suspense novels. He emailed her sound files of his dictation and she typed them up. He drank sometimes while dictating, and when he did, he slurred his words. Still, Fleur was always able to make out what he was saying. Because of his drinking, she sometimes had to fix his grammar and trim some of his rambling text. 
It dawned on her that her boss was mostly a voice to her, just like Vinny. Of course, Ellis did pay her the occasional visit, usually about every other week. Would Ellis notice her new look? She’d stopped hoping that he’d fall in love with her long ago. Still, it would be nice if he thought of her as attractive. It would be nice to have one flesh-and-blood admirer in her life.
 
- - -
 
Another night, another dream.
Fleur found herself standing in a huge, empty ballroom with pale-blue walls. She wasn’t overweight anymore. She was lean and garbed in an evening gown of bright silver and midnight-blue. 
A silvery reptilian humanoid entered the ballroom and began to stagger toward her. The creature sneered with a mouthful of crooked yellow teeth.
“I’m not afraid, you know,” Fleur said. “Can we just get past this part of the dream?”
“Of course,” said the reptile-man. “You’ll have to excuse me. Old habits die hard.”
With that, the creature’s form began to blur and shift. Within a minute, a new being stood before her: a tall, dark man with a proud, angular face. He was dressed in the elegant garb of ancient Egyptian royalty, with black paint outlining his silver eyes. 
Fleur stared at him. “This won’t work. I can’t be with a man who’s prettier than me. Even a dream-man.”
“Should I go back to being ugly?”
“I suppose not. I will just have to learn to accept your intense masculine beauty. So who are you?”
“My name is Nyarlathotep,” the dream-man said, “and I have a special gift for you. Tomorrow you will be able to walk in your waking world.”
“Oh!” A tear rolled down Fleur’s cheek. “Don’t say it if it isn’t true.”
“You will be able to walk, dance, run … whatever you wish. And you will be fit, as well.”
“In exchange for what? Nothing is free.”
A smile spread across the dream-man’s sculpted face. “Always the cautious one. Always poring over the fine print.”
Fleur sighed. “I’m sorry. I just can’t help but think that I’ll need to do something in return.” 
Nyarlathotep reached out and stroked her chin. His fingertips were smooth and warm. “You are not obligated to feel affection for me … but it would be nice. Can you do that? I think there is warmth in your heart for me, but I feel it is streaked with the chill of doubt.”
“I’m already very fond of you,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about that. You astound me.”
“Then kiss me,” said the silver-eyed one. 
So saying, he gathered her into his arms.
 
- - -
 
In the weeks that followed, those who knew Fleur were amazed by her sudden transformation.
As the dream-man had promised, she was now able to walk. She was more than thirty pounds lighter and she looked at least fifteen years younger. The motorized scooter was a thing of the past.
Her friend Denise took her shopping a few times, and soon Fleur compiled a whole new wardrobe of stylish outfits. She had the money to afford new clothes, since Ellis paid her well. She’d just never had any enthusiasm for spending it before. That was why she lived in such a small apartment. Her belongings were few and most of them were outdated. She didn’t even own a DVD player. Her TV was hooked up to a VCR, and she only owned a dozen movies.  
She talked with Ellis on the phone about the new developments in her life. She left out the matter of the silver-eyed man, instead telling her boss that she was working with a new doctor. Ellis asked to have dinner with her to celebrate, and they decided to meet at Albert’s, a steakhouse near her home.
On the way to dinner, Fleur stopped by the drugstore to chat with Denise. She wanted to show her friend the whole effect of her makeup, weight-loss and new outfit. 
“Don’t you look wonderful!” her friend said. “Just like a movie star. After tonight, the boss is going to start seeing you in a new light.”
“I wouldn’t mind that,” Fleur said, “but I’m not counting on it. I’m just happy to be up and walking. I’m not expecting Ellis to suddenly fall in love with me and ask me to marry him. Even if he did ask, I’d probably turn him down … he does drink a bit.”
“No harm in being picky,” Denise said with a smile. “The right one is out there somewhere. You’ll find him.”
At the restaurant, Ellis complimented Fleur on her figure, her outfit, and of course, her newfound health and mobility. He was a very handsome man, fortyish and quite robust, and Fleur had to admit that she was highly attracted to him. But then, he wasn’t a dream-man who could make miracles happen….
“You’re fairly well-versed in all matters supernatural, aren’t you, Ellis?” she asked as she sliced into her medium-rare steak. “Do you know much about Egyptian mythology and deities?”
“I’d like to think so, yes,” he said. “Why do you ask?”
“Can you tell me anything about an Egyptian god … or maybe magician, I’m not sure … named Nyarlathotep?”
Ellis nodded. “Years ago, before you started working for me, I was thinking of writing a book about an Egyptian pharaoh and sorcerer named Nephren-Ka. I put the book on a back burner because a big-money book deal came up … eventually I forgot about it because I was too busy with other projects. Anyway, this Nephren-Ka fellow worshipped an evil being named Nyarlathotep.”
Fleur put down her fork. “Evil? Why do you say that?”
Ellis shrugged. “Because Nyarlathotep, also known as the Crawling Chaos, was a malignant, shape-shifting monstrosity that sought to destroy the world.”
“So he’s not even human or … humanoid….?” Fleur considered the facts at hand. She could feel her face growing hot. “So what is he, exactly? Is he an alien? You said he was a shape-shifter…. What’s his true shape?”
Ellis leaned toward her. “Are you okay? You seem … upset.”
“No, no, no…” Fleur decided upon a good lie to get the conversation back on a comfortable track. “I just got caught up in the drama of it all. You’re such a wonderful storyteller. Tell me more.…”
The author shrugged. “Nyarlathotep was a demon, I suppose. Or an evil god. Six of one, half dozen of the other. He’s fairly obscure. Not as well-known as Beelzebub or Pazuzu. Probably because he’s far older. He delighted in cruelty and deception. He came to people in their dreams to forward his evil agendas. His cults used to spread destruction and death.”
Fleur frowned. “How does he select the people he visits in their dreams?”
“You’re talking about him in present tense. Did you hear something about him on the news? Has a new cult sprung up?” He took a drink of his red wine. “Maybe I need to dust off that Nephren-Ka project and finish it…. It was more than half-completed. But what did you ask–? Oh yeah, the dreams. I think that people are visited in their dreams by demons all the time. They just don’t remember any of it. Demons stretch out their tentacles in the dream-dimensions and sometimes, they make a connection.”
“And what happens to the person once that connection has been made?”
At that moment, their waitress, a young woman with a huge smile and too much eye shadow, walked up to the table. “Can I interest the two of you in dessert this evening? Our chocolate-raspberry rum cake is my absolute favorite. We also have–”
“You can stop there. I’ll have that rum cake,” Fleur said.
“Sounds good. Make that two,” Ellis said to the waitress. He turned to Fleur. “You asked what happens when people connect with demons in their dreams. I guess an encounter like that wouldn’t be much different from our conversation with that waitress. The demon makes a sweet offer and the dreamer decides from there. In the case of Nyarlathotep, he might still be looking for his Deathless Bride.”
“Deathless Bride...?” she echoed. 
“It’s something I picked up while researching that Egypt novel,” Ellis said. “I found it in a privately published book called The Mysteries of the Black Pharaoh, by an explorer named Lamont St. Clair. He was looking into legends about the City of Night, the center of Nephren-Ka’s empire in ancient Egypt. According to St. Clair, Nyarlathotep was constantly in search of the woman who would be his companion forever.” He gave her a wink. “Eternity with the Crawling Chaos. Doesn’t that sound romantic?”
“It does, actually,” Fleur said. She put her hands on her lap so Ellis wouldn’t see that they were trembling. “Such a powerful, monstrous being, alone for so long ... he’d probably seek out someone who was just as lonely, and who felt just as monstrous.” She noticed that the waitress was heading their way with two plates. “Here comes the rum cake. Let’s talk about something more festive than ancient Egypt.”
After the waitress set down their dessert plates, Ellis asked for another glass of wine. 
“Are you sure you want more?” Fleur said. “That’ll be your fourth glass.”
The author shrugged. “Who’s counting … besides you? Really, I can handle my vino. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine, okay?”
Fleur managed a weak smile. “Okay.”
 
- - -
 
That night, Fleur found herself in the dimension of dreams again.
Like a royal woman of ancient Egypt, she wore a sheer linen gown and sandals. Around her left wrist was coiled a gold bracelet shaped like a snake, with tiny rubies for eyes. 
She strolled down an immense hallway lined with white marble pillars. Overhead, the pillars went up and up into an opalescent abyss filled with glittering red stars.
An enormous millipede with multiple locust-wings swept down out of the abyss and landed in front of Fleur. It stared at her with a huge single goat’s eye, set over the dripping mouth of a lamprey eel. 
“You sure know how to make an entrance,” Fleur said. “So I hear you’ve been looking for a Deathless Bride. I take it I’m the top candidate for the position?”
“You’ve been doing your research,” said the dream-man. “Deathless … sounds good, yes? Never having to pass away, in a universe with so much to see. Climb on my back, angel mine. I have much to show you. Magnificent vistas. Glorious wonders. Terrors and delights.”
For hours, they glided from world to world. For a creature as powerful as Nyarlathotep, nothing is impossible. Fleur saw a valley where single-eyed dinosaurs fought with huge slug-like creatures of green and gold. She saw a city filled with golden automatons and slender, purple-skinned humanoids with barbed tails and batwings. She saw a volcano filled with bubbling white lava, in which swam black-crystal fish that thrived in the intense heat. She saw a planet inhabited by scientific geniuses that resembled praying mantids with teal roses for heads. The mantids rode among the clouds of their planets on silver sleds equipped with powerful, multi-jointed organic wings. 
“More…” Fleur whispered. “I want to see more. Much more.”
“Of course,” said Nyarlathotep. “And so you shall, in time. But for now I must return you to your life on Earth. Soon, it will be time for you to wake up.”
A split-second later, they were back in the hallway of pillars. Fleur dismounted, and the winged composite creature began to shrink and shift until at last it assumed Nyarlathotep’s silver-eyed human form, garbed in his regal Egyptian attire. 
“Are you ever going to join me in my world?” Fleur said. “You may have to do something about your eyes before you do.”
“Certainly,” the Crawling Chaos said. “Whenever you like. We have all the time in the cosmos, you know.”
 
- - -
 
Seven years passed.
During that time, Fleur left her job with Ellis and began writing her own supernatural novels. The first one, The Crystal Sarcophagus, was an international best-seller, which in turn was made into a Hollywood summer blockbuster. Each subsequent book was also a best-seller. All concerned ancient Egypt, and critics praised her for the amazing research she put into each of them.
Fleur moved from her little apartment to a lavish mansion on the outskirts of the city. She began to attend society events, accompanied by a tall gentleman with sculpted features. He wore designer suits of either white or black, and though he introduced himself, people always forgot his name shortly after gazing into his dark eyes.
One night, Fleur and her companion came home to find Ellis’ little red sports car parked there. The author was seated at the bottom of the front steps.
“Oh, dear,” Fleur whispered as she parked the Cadillac. “Ellis is holding a bottle. This can’t be good.”
The couple left the car and walked up to Ellis. He was clearly drunk: his eyes were red and his gaze was unfocused. His handsome face was set in a drowsy yet angry pout.
“How are you doing? Are you okay?” Fleur said, kneeling by his side. 
“I miss you, Fleur. After you left to do your own thing, I began to realize how much you meant to me.” 
“I … I’m sorry.” Fleur couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I would never have guessed you’d ever feel that way about me. I had no way of knowing.”
“Well, I know what’s going on now,” Ellis shouted in angry, slurred tones. “I figured it out! This fancy guy … I’ve seen you and him together at all the big to-do’s. He’s Nyarlathotep and you are his Deathless Bride. I mean, you started walking again … you lost all that weight … now you’re writing all these best-sellers set in Egypt. I have it all figured out and I’m going to tell the world. Yep, I put two and two together! I’m not stupid, you know.”
“I beg to differ,” Nyarlathotep said. “You are, in fact, incredibly stupid. If you were smart, you’d have minded your own business.”
“Oh yeah, Mr. Ancient Weirdo? Mr. Crawling Chaos? I have some news for you: I’m making this my business.” Ellis struggled to his feet, pushing over Fleur in doing so. She cried out as her elbow hit the sidewalk.
Nyarlathotep’s dark eyes instantly turned silver. He raised a hand to the skies and made a quick slashing sign with his fingers. A long rip opened up in the air twelve feet above Ellis’ head – a rip filled with flat-edged, gnashing black teeth. A cluster of muscular, lime-green tongues snaked down from the rip and carried Ellis, still clutching his bottle, up and in. 
The Crawling Chaos moved his hand toward the car and made the sign again. The opening in the air lengthened instantly. Hundreds more of the tongues slithered down and pulled the red sports car up into the darkness beyond the rip.
The rip then closed, disappearing seamlessly.
Fleur’s dream-man – now a dream no longer – made a different, smaller gesture toward the front door of the mansion. It drifted open, to reveal the building’s interior du jour: a grassy meadow, bright with sunshine.
Nyarlathotep helped his Deathless Bride to her feet. “Did he hurt you, my angel?”
Fleur shook her head. “No. Just surprised me, that’s all.” She turned toward the front door. “The meadow! How I love the meadow, the beautiful meadow! You know me so well.”
Hand in hand, they walked inside and the door drifted shut.
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Toadface
     
By Mark McLaughlin
 
 
John Masters was always hungry. Hungry enough to eat a whale. That’s all there was to it. He was on a high-protein, low-carbohydrate diet and so far, he’d lost fourteen pounds. At work, he found himself constantly looking up at the clock, wishing those sluggish mechanical hands would spin him closer, always closer to his next meal, so he could leave his computer monitor and hurry to the company cafeteria and wolf down a plate of meat – any kind of meat – and some green vegetables.
Every evening after work, he would stop at the Pantheon Coffeehouse to enjoy a sugar-free caramel mocha latte. It was hot, rich, creamy and altogether wonderful, and it didn’t break any of the rules of his diet. The coffeehouse was also a great place to hang out because some of his friends and coworkers went there, so there was usually someone to chat with while he enjoyed his drink. The walls were covered with loaded bookshelves, so if none of his friends were there, he could at least find something to read.
One night, he stopped by the coffeehouse and saw Meg, a project manager from work. She was very pretty, with green eyes, black hair and a friendly smile, and Masters often thought about asking her out for dinner. He hadn’t done so yet because he had a couple worries holding him back: he was still about twenty pounds overweight, and he was ten years older than her. Maybe she didn’t consider him attractive.
Masters walked up to her table. “Hi! How’s life been treatin’ ya?” He waved a hand toward the other chair at her table. “Are you here with somebody?”
              “No, go ahead and sit down,” she said. “Well, we have a new director in our department. She works from eight a.m. to eight p.m., so of course she expects the rest of us to work around the clock, too. She must have the words ‘salary’ and ‘slavery’ mixed up – she thinks they mean the same thing.”
“Tell me about it. My director is the same way. I think he just sleeps under his desk at night.” Master took a sip of his drink and then continued. “He’s always asking me to do things outside of my regular duties. Last week he asked me to fix his computer – as if I knew how. I just called one of the guys in technical support.”
“Makes sense. So what was wrong with it?”
Master smiled. “Loose nut near the keyboard.”
Meg shook her head slightly toward the other side of the room. “Speaking of loose nuts,” she whispered, “look over there. The booth near the men’s room.”
Masters lifted his mug to sip from it, and also to hide his face as he glanced in that direction. 
The man in the booth had gray-white hair and a greasy, heavily wrinkled face, with huge, startled black eyes, a thick-lipped mouth and a puffy double-chin.
“He looks like the frog prince,” Masters whispered.
              “More like the toad king,” Meg replied softly. “Maybe he’s on the same diet as you. Earlier, he was eating a tuna salad sandwich, but he just ate the salad and didn’t touch the bread. No, I take that back – he did touch it, he just didn’t eat it. He licked off all the salad gunk. So how’s your diet coming along?”
              They began to talk about his meal plans. Masters told her what foods he was allowed to eat and which ones were strictly out-of-bounds. He told her about some of the ways he prepared different foods to make them more interesting, since boredom was the usual reason for people straying from diets.
“So would your diet help me with my thighs?” Meg asked.
“Your thighs are fine,” he replied. He then lowered his voice. “If you want a second opinion, ask old Toadface. He’s coming this way.”
A moment later, the thick-lipped man was standing over them. Masters noticed that he had a flabby, pear-shaped physique, probably from licking up too much salad gunk. The man’s shirt was wet and stained around the armpits.
“I wasn’t eavesdropping,” Toadface said in a high, nasal voice, “but I happened to overhear you two talking about some diet. May I join you?” Without waiting for a reply, he grabbed a chair from a nearby table, pulled it over and sat down. “I’d like to hear more about this diet. It sounds extremely interesting.”
“Basically, it’s all about eating protein.” Master didn’t want to explain the whole complex matter to this bizarre man, so he decided to give him the condensed version. “You just eat a lot of meat and some vegetables, and no sugar or complex carbohydrates. Drink plenty of water and the weight just melts off.”
“The water wouldn’t be a problem. Can it be any sort of meat?” Toadface blinked his wide eyes with rapt curiosity.
“Yes, I think so,” Masters said. “After all, meat is meat.”
The man cocked his head to one side. “But do some meats have more protein in them than others?” 
“I suppose so.” Masters had never thought about it before. “I guess lean meat would have more protein in it, since there’s less fat content.”
The man smiled, revealing an abundance of yellowed, oddly narrow teeth. “But if the animal – the source of the meat – ate a lot of protein itself... Then it would probably contain even more protein. Yes?”
              Masters couldn’t bear to look at that hideously eager, hungry smile a second longer, so he glanced at his watch, pretended to be surprised at the time, and stood up. “Wow, I almost forgot. There’s a movie on TV tonight I’d really like to see. I’d better get going.”
“Yeah, I’m running later myself,” Meg said. “See you at work, John.” She gave him a big hug – something she’d never done before. He wondered if it would be okay to give her a little kiss, a peck on the cheek. But no, not with Toadface standing by.
Masters watched her leave, lost in thought. Toadface said, “What’s the name of the movie?”
“What movie?” he replied without thinking. Then he remembered his impromptu lie, but it was too late.
Toadface was clearly upset. His mouth stretched wide in an ugly grimace. Then the grimace turned into a vicious smile as the man looked down from Master’s face. “You just came from work, didn’t you?”
With a rush of panic, Masters realized he was still wearing his name tag. JOHN MASTERS, ACCOUNTING. INNSMOUTH QUALITY CONSTRUCTION.
There was nothing for him to say, so he just turned and walked away from the table, dismayed that the clammy creep now knew his name and where he worked.
 
- - -
 
Later that night, Masters fried some chicken and made himself a salad. He wondered if Toadface would give him any trouble. Would the flabby freak suddenly show up at his office?
Masters worried about visiting the coffeehouse again. He’d never seen Toadface before, but perhaps the weirdo would start hanging out there, ready to make trouble.
He decided the best thing to do would be to start visiting a new coffeehouse for a little while. Surely another place would be able to make him a sugar-free caramel mocha latte. How hard could it be?
Later, with bedtime drawing near, he made sure all the doors and windows of his rented house were locked. After all, anybody who knew his name could look up his address in the phone book. As he double-checked the last window, which happened to be in the kitchen, he looked out to admire the ocean.
He was relatively new to Innsmouth. He’d moved to the city for the job a year ago, and he rather liked this quaint seaport community. His new place was on a hill with a nice view of the Atlantic from the rooms on the east side.
As he looked down at the rolling waters, he noticed a couple walking on the moonlit beach. The fact that they were down there at eleven-thirty didn’t surprise him. People always seemed to be walking down there, no matter what the hour.
Did Toadface ever walk the beach? As he thought about it, it occurred to him that he’d noticed other funny-looking folks around town. Some of them even had that same bulgy-eyed, puffy face – though most were not as extreme as Toadface’s. Maybe it was some sort of disease or hereditary condition.
He went to bed and drifted off to sleep. He dreamed about following a cat through the mall – for some reason it was very important for him to catch that cat. Then the cat was gone, and he found himself speeding through murky ocean depths, teeming with purple and black eels.
He ended up in the corner of an underwater coffeehouse, where instead of mugs filled with java, the bulbous-eyed clerks gave their customers large shells filled with squirming chunks of freshly minced sea-worms. And really, the business wasn’t set in a house – it was in a cave, lit by ropy growths of luminous seaweed festooned upon the walls. 
Everyone there was humanoid, and that was the most normal adjective anyone could apply to them. They were all naked, and covered with a variety of aquatic adornments – warts, gills, fleshy fringes, even tentacles. Some had hair, but most were bald, and a few heads were topped with finlike crests.
From out of a side corridor drifted Toadface, grinning hugely. He too was naked, revealing flapping gills in his armpits. The space between his legs held a bizarre cluster of pulsing, elongated lumps.
“Okay,” Masters said. “I’m ready to wake up. I’m willing myself to wake up right now. Right now. Right now. So how come I’m not waking up?” His words sounded impossibly clear – but then, this was a dream, wasn’t it?
Toadface laughed. “You’ll never wake up. Your soul is down in Innsmouth’s most prestigious suburb. Lucky you!” The creature’s mouth didn’t move as he talked. The words seemed to be sounding in Master’s mind.
“What are you telling me?” Masters said.
“I’m telling you that this is no dream.” Toadface drifted closer. “The body loosens its grip on the soul during sleep. It was quite easy for me to draw your soul down to our lovely little grotto. It is a special talent of mine.” His bulging eyes grew even wider with insane glee. “And you shall remain forever in this sunken realm, where the Silent Ones rest in eternal slumber.”
“Hell, no!” Masters said. “I’m not staying down here! I’ll just go back into my body.”
“Not likely!” Toadface cried. “Your body is dead now. It has no soul. You are a ghost, a phantom, a spectre! I shall go and eat that delightful high-protein body of yours. I’ve decided to try out your diet.” The creature winked at him. “How do you like this little adventure? Much more exciting than any movie. Of course, you made up that whole movie excuse, didn’t you?” He waggled his fingers at Masters. “Time to go – dinner time!” Cackling uproariously, he turned and drifted down another corridor.
“Wait!” Masters shouted. Suddenly an eel swam near him, and he raised his hand to shield his face. He screamed with shock when he saw that his hand was composed of shimmering blue motes. He looked down – his body was now a man-shaped cluster of tiny lights. 
He suddenly realized that Toadface was getting away. He flung himself forward through the water, and found that he could move quite fast. He zipped down the corridor and saw the flabby weirdo a short distance ahead of him. He followed him out onto the ocean floor. “Get your fat toad-ass back here!” he cried. “You think you can just drag me to this underwater freak show, laugh in my face, tell me you’re going to eat my body, and then just leave me stranded at the bottom of the sea? Is that the deal, Toadface?”
The bug-eyed man stared back over his plump shoulder. “Don’t call me that! Go away! I don’t want you following me!”
“Oh, that’s rich!” Masters said. “So now I’m bothering you? You sure didn’t think this thing through!” He surged forward and leaped onto Toadface. But as soon as he touched the freak’s skin, a curious sensation rippled through him. It felt like a sort of cold tingle – and it seemed to convey a message. It was like jiggling the handle of a locked restroom door: the message clearly indicated that the space in question was OCCUPIED.
“Give it up!” Toadface crowed. “I’m awake, so you can’t get into me!” He flapped his arms and swam away.
“Oh, is that the deal?” Master said, right behind him. “So I can get into somebody who’s sleeping, right? You really are stupid, Toadface – you told me too much!”
“Maybe I did – but I’m still going to eat your body! And it’s dead, so even if you follow me to it, you can’t get back in!”
“Then I’ll haunt you forever, you ugly bastard!” He continued to pursue Toadface, past slime-covered rocks and huge, pinkish-gray stone pillars etched with images of fish-headed people with tentacles for arms.
“Hey, what is this place?” Masters said.
Toadface didn’t say anything, but he turned his head to shoot a frantic glance to the left. Masters followed his gaze, and saw that the freak had looked toward a ruined building made from pillars and cracked slabs of that pinkish-gray stone. It looked like some sort of temple from an old gladiator movie. Except the temples in those movies weren’t covered with carvings of fish-people.
Then he remembered Toadface’s words from that bizarre underwater coffeehouse: this sunken realm where the Silent Ones rest in eternal slumber.
He turned to the left and rushed toward the temple.
“Where are you going?” Toadface screamed. “Get away from there!”
“Not a chance!” Masters said. He entered the seaweed-shrouded maw that was the temple’s entrance. He rushed through the curving halls of a strange stone maze, and was surprised to find that he could tell where he was going, even though he had to be in utter darkness. Apparently this new form of his didn’t need light to see. It seemed to sense the contours of the world around him.
And he was able to sense something else: some being was indeed sleeping in this deep-sea maze. If what Toadface had said was correct, he could slip into a sleeping body. There might be someone or something else in that body, but so what? He wouldn’t bother waking it up.
Toadface had said these Silent Ones were slumbering for eternity. Maybe he’d be able to borrow one of their bodies. It would be like driving a car with the owner sleeping in the backseat.
Suddenly he heard Toadface, not too far behind him. “You don’t know what you’re doing! Get out of here now! I’ll find you a different body, I promise!”
Masters laughed. “Oh, yeah – like I’m going to make a deal with you!” He rounded a corner and suddenly found himself within a large chamber with a high vaulted ceiling. In the center of the chamber stood an enormous altar, upon which rested –
Hell, what were those things? There were three of them, each about eighty feet long, with flat-topped, snakelike heads, fishy faces, blubbery lips, lacy gills, bloated bodies, sinewy tentacles for arms, and legs like those of a giant iguana on super-steroids.
Masters felt dizzy with an emotion that was hard to place. Exhilaration? Horror? A little of both? He used to think his old human body was too fat and unattractive. Now he was about to climb into something definitely worse – and yet infinitely better, because it was clearly powerful and quite alive. He could feel the life-force pulsing forth from it, like heatwaves from a glorious summer sun.
He looked over the selection of bodies, picked the biggest one, and slipped in with a tingle of delight.
Almost instantly he could sense the presence of another soul – the body’s true inhabitant. But that soul was asleep, and as he studied that strange, cold entity, gently prodding it, he realized that it was lost in dreams, embedded in some sort of cosmic coma, far deeper than any ocean.
“Get out of there!” Toadface shouted. “That is the hallowed body of G’hlaballa – you are perpetrating an unforgivable blasphemy!”
              Masters willed the tentacles of his new body to move – he pictured them rising from the slab, swirling and flexing. 
And they did. Some force or spell was compelling the body’s true soul to sleep, but apparently that power only held sway over the soul – not the body. The driver was indeed asleep in the backseat. But the motor was still running.
He wrapped one of the tentacles tightly around Toadface.
“No! Stop!” the flabby pest squealed. “What are you going to do?”
Masters rose off of the slab. He battered at the wall with his free tentacle, pounding until he’d created a hole large enough to serve as an exit. He stepped out of the temple and began to walk across the ocean floor.
He walked aimlessly, carrying Toadface like a child toting a filthy old doll. He lost track of time as he admired the beautiful plants and interesting creatures of this strange realm. He felt remarkably at peace now that he had such a strong body. There was nothing in the world that could hurt him.
Eventually he found himself near the shore. He could discern the full moon through the water. He surfaced and saw that he was near an empty stretch of beach. 
He looked at Toadface. The soggy, ugly thing wasn’t moving. The little man still had a heartbeat, though, so he was simply unconscious. Perhaps Masters had been squeezing too tightly.
He thought about what to do with Toadface. The vicious freak had some kind of strange power over souls, and knew how to separate them from the flesh. 
Masters could easily kill Toadface, but he didn’t want that rotten bastard’s soul to part from its corpse and start following him around like a rabid puppy.
He looked around and saw, in the distance, the lights of Innsmouth. He knew of a location on the outskirts of the city where he’d find the answer to his problem. He began walking.
Thirty minutes later, he stood at the edge of a warehouse construction site. He stuck Toadface’s body into the thick, wet concrete of the building’s foundation. He pushed the flabby form down deep, until it could go no further.
And there he left it – body and soul. 
Suddenly he felt extremely hungry.
From where he stood, he could see both Innsmouth and the open sea. Both contained plenty of protein. But what sort of meat did he want?
Finally he began to trek back toward the sea. He didn’t want to bother with little bites. That would only frustrate him. He needed real food and plenty of it. He felt utterly starved. Ravenous.
Hungry enough to eat a whale.
 
 
 
 
 



 
The Abominations Of Nephren-Ka
        
By Mark McLaughlin & Michael Sheehan, Jr.
            
       
“Of the Shining Trapezohedron he speaks often, calling it a window on all time and space, and tracing its history from the days it was fashioned on dark Yuggoth, before ever the Old Ones brought it to earth. It was treasured and placed in its curious box by the crinoid things of Antarctica, salvaged from their ruins by the serpent-men of Valusia, and peered at aeons later in Lemuria by the first human beings. It crossed strange lands and stranger seas, and sank with Atlantis before a Minoan fisher meshed it in his net and sold it to swarthy merchants from nighted Khem. The Pharaoh Nephren-Ka built around it a temple with a windowless crypt, and did that which caused his name to be stricken from all monuments and records. Then it slept in the ruins of that evil fane which the priests and the new Pharaoh destroyed, till the delver’s spade once more brought it forth to curse mankind.” 
– from “The Haunter of the Dark” by H.P. Lovecraft  
 
Millennia ago, when the deities of Egypt were feared and revered in equal measure, there lived a wise-woman named Pash. She was tall and graceful, with flowing gray hair and enchanting green eyes. It was said she had been given the gift of prophecy by Horus, who lovingly granted her insights into the future, as well as the ways of the gods. 
Pash lived in a simple hut outside of the City of Horus and once, in the marketplace, she proclaimed that her child would one day protect the people from the darkness between the stars. This grand statement confused the people of the city, for the wise-woman had no children. She had no man in her life and was old beyond the years of childbearing.
Pash went on to say that someday, her son would battle dark forces of great power. “He will perish in the fight,” she said, “but before he does, he will cry out three times for his father, God of the Sun, asking Him to bring forth the undying fire of salvation.”
“The fire of salvation!” cried one of the many merchants, a seller of dried herbs. “How can fire bring anyone salvation? And when will we see this miraculous child, old woman?”
Pash did not acknowledge the merchant’s words. Instead, she turned her face to the sun and opened her arms wide. A loving smile crossed her lips as she burst into flame.
The people of the marketplace cried out in horror as she collapsed to the ground like a tree that had been struck by lightning. Her body burned and burned until all that remained was a smoking husk. When at last the smoke faded away, her seared carcass broke open and a child, a baby boy with golden skin and hair, crawled forth.
The dark-haired people of the city had never seen such a child before, but they knew that Pash was favored by the god Horus. So the boy was taken to the temple of the Brotherhood of Horus, a cult of priests revered by many cities along the Nile. The good priests often consulted with Pash, and so they happily accepted her astounding child into their society. They named the child Mnekh, after a beloved member of the Brotherhood who had passed away many years earlier. 
The boy was raised by the Brotherhood and because of his great intelligence and considerable skills in the arcane arts, he eventually became the High Priest of the cult. He was a kind leader and the cult grew in size and influence under his guidance.
One evening, an elderly traveler garbed in bloody tatters came to the temple and asked to speak to their leader. The man was injured, so the priests tended to his wounds and gave him a clean robe to wear. They then led him to a table bearing fresh fruit and cuts of roasted meat. There Mnekh greeted him and invited him to dine.
The old man took his seat. “I truly appreciate your hospitality,” he said. “My name is Tsoth. Your kindness and generosity gladden my heart. Until recently, I had thought my life would be filled with torment and despair. For you see, I have come from the City of Night, where hope does not exist.”
“I have never heard of the City of Night,” Mnekh said. “And yet you say you came from there … and you are on foot. So it cannot be too far away. How can this be?”
“The City of Night is obscured from the eyes of good souls who might draw near,” the old man said. “It is the creation of its insane ruler, the Black Pharaoh Nephren-Ka, a sorcerer of incredible power. He claims he is the ruler of all men, but in fact, he only holds dominion over that which is malignant and corrupt.”
“But where is this city,” Mnekh asked, “and how can it be hidden? What does one see, if one is not wicked?”
“The city can be found on the banks of the Nile, downstream from the City of Horus,” Tsoth said. “It took two days for me to walk here. To the good-hearted, the land seems wreathed in constant mist, and the ground appears as a wasteland of broken tombs mired in black slime.”
“I have seen that place,” said Mnekh. “A poisonous expanse of steaming rot.”
“The actual city is a vision of dark beauty,” said the old man, adding another cut of roasted lamb to his plate. “The buildings are crafted from black stone and trimmed with gold. The skies above the city are always dark and filled with stars that glow like the eyes of savage beasts.”
“So tell me, how were you able to see the city?”
“I practice some magic … my powers are not as great as yours, I am sure,” Tsoth said. “Despite my limited abilities, I have crafted a talisman that allows me to see through illusions. It grants me a few other small powers as well.” He gestured toward a bright blue stone on a silver chain, hanging around his throat. “I went to the City of Night hoping to gain more powers. I am fortunate that I was able to escape with my life.”
Mnekh nodded. “Truly it was the will of Horus that you should find your way here. I have many more questions for you, but the hour is late and you need rest. I will make sure that a room is prepared for you, and in the morning, you can tell me more about the City of Night.”
          
- - -
 
The next day, Mnekh spent the day talking with Tsoth, discovering more about the City of Night.
During his travels in the evil city, Tsoth talked with many of the sorcerers who lived there, and through these discussions found out that the source of Nephren-Ka’s power was a strange shining crystal known as the Eye of Yuggoth. The old man learned that Yuggoth was one of many strange realms in the night sky where dwelled dark gods and their horrid minions. The misshapen monstrosities of Yuggoth had made the crystal as a means of viewing strange lands, as well as other time periods. 
Over the centuries, the shining crystal fell into the possession of winged creatures with many limbs that could travel through the abyss of night. They brought the shining crystal to a place on Earth where they had built a mighty empire with the help of powerful yet formless slaves. There the winged creatures placed the crystal in a specially crafted box that could contain and focus its powers. This box also protected the crystal from any force that could be used against it. 
When the empire of the winged creatures crumbled to ruins, as all empires do with the passage of time, the Eye of Yuggoth and its box were found by a traveling squadron of the serpent-people who held sway in a land known as Valusia. And so the crystal continued to move through the centuries, from one owner to the next … from Lemuria to Atlantis to the land of Khem.
The Eye of Yuggoth held great power over its many owners. The reason for this, Tsoth learned, was because the crystal was the portal to a place of absolute darkness, where dwelled the Living Shroud, an ancient daemon that demanded blasphemous sacrifices from its worshippers. 
At this point in Tsoth’s narrative, Mnekh said, “While studying the sacred parchments of the Brotherhood, I have come across references to this evil presence, the Living Shroud.”
“What did the parchments have to say?” Tsoth asked. 
“They say that the Living Shroud is an ancient god who has appeared to men and women in many different forms,” Mnekh said. “To some, He appears as an insane, faceless blasphemy that howls blindly to the piping of idiot musicians. For others, He wears the robes of royalty and calls Himself Nyarlathotep. When He comes to people as the Living Shroud, He becomes a monstrous destroyer with the wings of a bat and the tentacles of an octopus … a grotesque being that cannot withstand the light of the sun.” 
“What you say explains much,” Tsoth said. “I would like to study these parchments. They may provide knowledge that would prove helpful if Nephren-Ka is ever to be stopped.”
Tsoth then continued to tell of what he had learned in the City of Night. Upon obtaining the Eye of Yuggoth, Nephren-Ka had made the necessary sacrifices with unbridled glee. The Living Shroud, in return, gave him tremendous power over those whose minds were confused and beshadowed. Before long, Nephren-Ka was the commander of an abundance of followers, as well as many slaves, and he saw fit to declare himself the Black Pharaoh.  
Guided by the boundless knowledge of the Living Shroud, the Black Pharaoh commanded the slaves to build the City of Night, as well as a temple cloaked in absolute darkness and safe from assault. Sacrifices to the Living Shroud needed to be performed in the absence of light, and the entity’s need for offerings was ever-growing. The daemon also gave Nephren-Ka the power to hide the city in a vile illusion of mists, decay and ruins. 
Slaves built the temple for the Eye of Yuggoth in a wide pit behind a great dam. On the other side of the dam, soil and rock were cleared away to bring in the waters of the Nile. When the temple was completed, the dam was broken and the waters poured into the pit, covering the temple. Entrance to the building could only be gained through a long tunnel and its gateway, which was located on a nearby hillside. 
The waters surrounding the temple teemed with fish and crocodiles – and something more. In the depths of the Nile lived a race of hideous reptile-people that worshipped Sebek, the crocodile god. The Sebekites were scaly, man-like creatures, long of limb, with webbed fingers, slender snouts and blazing, reddish-gold eyes. They walked upright with ease, so Nephren-Ka recruited them as his foot soldiers, and provided them with thick armor to protect their soft underbellies. He also provided them with bronze swords resembling long, tapering crocodile tails. It took two hands to swing them, even for the strong Sebekites. It amused Nephren-Ka to give these swords to his Nile warriors, since their own tails were short and blunt.
That temple became a center of lurid orgies and abominable rituals and sacrifices. Nephren-Ka also offered vile offerings to Anubis and the other funerary gods. Tsoth once attended one of these rituals and though the sacrifice was performed in complete darkness, the horror of what he heard made him run screaming.
He fled through the long tunnel leading back to the outside world. He was able to cast a spell of invisibility upon himself with his talisman, for without that, he would surely have been hunted down and destroyed by the Sebekites and other creatures that guarded the City of Night. At one point, his robes were torn and he received deep scratches while stumbling through thorn bushes outside of the city, but he managed to escape without sustaining any further injuries. 
 
- - -
 
Mnekh allowed Tsoth access to the sacred parchments. While the old man studied this information, the leader of the Brotherhood knelt before the altar of Horus. 
Mnekh prayed to Horus to provide him with strength and guidance. Now that he knew of the City of Night, it was clear that something needed to be done. The Black Pharaoh would not be content, limiting his wicked acts to the hidden city. In time, he would strive to conquer the entire Nile valley, and in time, the lands beyond. If Nephren-Ka was to be stopped, it would be better to do so as soon as possible, before his wicked empire grew even larger. 
“Give me weaponry to defeat our enemies,” Mnekh cried, “for I am but a priest, not a soldier, and have no sword, shield or armor. Give me the strength and wisdom needed to lead an army. Guide me in the battle to come, so that your people can be spared the evil of Nephren-Ka and his demon legions.”
At that moment, a golden light appeared, floating over the altar of Horus. The light began to grow and swirl, darkening and taking on substance as its size increased, until at last it appeared as the very image of Horus.  
Mnekh stared in awe at the falcon-headed figure standing upon the altar. On its head, it wore the red and white pschent – the revered symbol of kingship. A luxurious golden robe covered its body. “I have heard your prayers, my son,” said the figure in a deep, commanding voice, “and have brought you the weapons you need to lead your people to victory.” 
Before that time, Horus had only appeared to Mnekh in dreams and visions – never as a solid physical presence. The figure gestured toward the floor, where suddenly appeared three magnificent gifts that took the High Priest’s breath away.
Before him, he saw a large bronze sword shaped like a falcon’s feather; a sturdy leather tunic reinforced with bronze plates; and a large bronze shield, cunningly designed to resemble the shell of a tortoise. “Mighty Horus, your magnificent generosity fills my heart with joy,” Mnekh said. 
“Assemble your soldiers and ride forth in three days,” Horus said. “Until then, do not show anyone these gifts. Enfold them in hides and do not remove them from these wrappings until the moment you are about to enter battle. At that crucial moment, their shining splendor will inspire your soldiers to conquer your foe.”
Mnekh did not question the wisdom of his god. “I will do as you say,” he said. He bowed his head in respect. When he looked up, the figure of Horus was gone. 
 
- - -
 
The next morning, Mnekh told Tsoth about the visitation from Horus, and about the fine gifts that the god had provided. 
“These are excellent tidings,” Tsoth said. “I wish I could see your wondrous gifts, but of course, we must obey the will of Horus. You will be pleased to know, our attack on the City of Night will benefit greatly from the protective spells I found while examining the sacred parchments. Certainly we will need all the powers we can muster to fight the dark forces of Nephren-Ka.”
“We must find a way to enter the city,” Mnekh said. “You were able to see through the illusions that hide the City of Night, but how can the rest of us do the same? Do you have a spell that can achieve that?”
The old man smiled. “No, but a solution is at hand. I will teach you the magic I used to create my talisman, and together, we will find a way to broaden the scope of that magic to encompass an entire army.”
The priests of Horus went out to assemble an army to fight Nephren-Ka and the City of Night. The Brotherhood was highly respected, so many hundreds of men agreed to join their crusade. 
The priests also talked with many of the wealthiest merchants, to see if they would help in providing the necessary horses, donkeys, weapons and food supplies. This the merchants did gladly, since they wished to keep the City of Horus safe. 
Mnekh and Tsoth worked to discover a form of magic that would allow their soldiers to see through the mists hiding the City of Night. After hours of experimentation, they developed a philtre that sharpened one’s wits and opened the mind’s eye, so that one could not be deceived by illusions. They produced a brimming cauldron of the potion, enough for all who would accompany them into battle.
At last came the day when Mnekh and his followers would ride forth to fight Nephren-Ka. As the troops assembled, Tsoth performed the spells he had learned from the sacred parchments. These spells were formulated to bless and protect from harm the Brotherhood and the fighters they had recruited. Mnekh distributed many wineskins filled with the philtre and instructed all to drink. 
Many donkeys were loaded with food and other supplies that would be needed. Finally, the wondrous gifts of Horus, carefully wrapped in hides, were loaded onto a donkey that would follow Mnekh’s steed. Once these preparations were completed, the army began their long trek.
 
- - -
 
As Mnekh and his followers progressed toward the City of Night, they saw many strange creatures flying overhead toward the same destination. Any other traveler who had not taken the philtre would have seen falcons and other common birds. The soldiers, whose eyes could now see beyond illusions, saw instead huge, batwinged horrors, each with a thin, flailing tentacle where one would expect a curved beak. 
At the edge of the City of Night, other travelers would have seen swirling mists and the ruins of tombs, stained with foetid slime. The soldiers, however, saw high walls of black stone, edged with gold along the top. The bronze gates of the city were secured with black chains and a curious locking device so that none might enter. 
Mnekh ordered his followers to stop. He then dismounted and removed a large, hide-wrapped bundle from the cargo carried by the donkey. The soldiers watched intently as he unfolded the hides from around the gifts of Horus. All were eager to see the magnificent weaponry that the mighty god had provided. Tsoth came down from his horse and walked to Mnekh’s side.
The leader of the Brotherhood of Horus gasped as the contents of the bundle were revealed. Instead of a bronze sword, he saw a long, twisted length of dried bone. Instead of a leather tunic strengthened with metal plates, he found before him a large, rotted piece of filthy cow-hide. The gleaming bronze shield was now nothing more than a flattened segment of decayed bark from a palm tree, crawling with insects.
“What sort of deception is this?” roared one of the soldiers, a barrel-chested farmer with a long, black beard. “I had been told that Mnekh had received magical weapons from mighty Horus. Surely this filth cannot be a gift from a god!”
“Nephren-Ka draws his power from a daemon known as the Living Shroud,” Mnekh said. “This vision must be a new deception summoned by that evil being … a vision too strong to be dispelled by our own magic.” So saying, he garbed himself in the mouldering leather, then took up the sword of bone and shield of rotted wood. The soldiers stared at him in disbelief. Even Tsoth shook his head in sorrow. 
Adorned with absurd detritus, the high-priest marched up to the gates of the City of Night and struck at the locking mechanism. The metal device broke into its many smaller components. He lashed out at the chains and soon, severed bits of black links fell to the ground. When he beat the gates with his shield, they flew wide open. “See?” he shouted to his men. “My weapons are invincible. The powers of darkness dare not defy me!”
Their confidence renewed, the soldiers raised their weapons and cheered. Mnekh then returned to his steed and led the army into the city. “Onward, my friends!” he cried. “Destroy the creatures that inhabit this nest of sin!”
The soldiers rode into the city and soon found themselves in a large courtyard. Around them they saw streets and buildings of dull black stone, but no people, no monsters, no daemons. They appeared to be the only ones in the City of Night.
In the center of the courtyard stood a statue, also made from black stone, which depicted a tall, broad-shouldered man in the robes and headdress of a pharaoh. The man’s face was handsome, with a firm jaw, wide cheekbones and piercing eyes crafted from green gems. 
Suddenly, with a fierce clanging, the bronze gates of the City of Night swung shut. Mnekh watched as the broken links cascaded up the gates and formed chains once again. The locking mechanism followed the links and reassembled, sealing the army inside. 
Mnekh turned to his men – only to find that they were no longer men at all. All had fallen to the ground, and each was becoming a ghastly abomination. Some grew writhing tentacles, while others sprouted hideous batwings and needle-sharp claws. The flesh of others erupted into bright green scales as they turned into the dreaded Sebekites. The army of Horus was quickly becoming a legion of the most vile fiends imaginable.
Only one soldier remained on his feet, and that was Tsoth. The old man raised his hand, then swept it downward. By the time his hand had finished its descent, he had transformed into a human version of the black statue in the center of the courtyard.
“You are not Tsoth…” Mnekh whispered. “You are the Black Pharaoh.”
“Indeed,” said the ruler of the City of Night. “Of course, there never was a Tsoth. That was only a persona I took on for your amusement. I am also the image of Horus that appeared to you. I do think I was quite generous with my gifts.”
Mnekh looked down at his sword and shield. Both turned to dust in his hands, while his tunic fell to rotting bits. The creatures that were once his friends rose to their feet and surrounded him. 
“All of this was a trick!” Mnekh said. “I have been such a fool.”
“But a useful fool!” Nephren-Ka said with a smile. “You see, the Living Shroud recently demanded a very large sacrifice: all of the residents of my City of Night. He has done so much for me, how could I deny His request? The only ones who eluded the sacrifice were some flying creatures, who were off tending to errands for me. I believe you saw some of them as we approached the city. That major sacrifice left my beautiful city nearly empty, so I needed to replenish my army. That task is now complete, and all that remains is to deal with you. But do not fear. Your death is not part of my plans. Follow me, my friend.”
“I will follow, but I am not your friend,” Mnekh said. 
The Black Pharaoh began to walk and the nightmare horde parted to make a path for him. Mnekh caught up with him and walked by his side.
“You say you are not my friend,” observed Nephren-Ka, “but even now, you are walking next to me. Were we not friends when you knew me as Tsoth? I know we had many enjoyable conversations. If I am to conquer all lands under the sun and moon, I will need someone to oversee my armies while I contemplate other important matters. If you were to join me in my ambitions, you would be able to travel with me to realms in the night sky where dwell great creatures of unthinkable power. Being a scholar, I am sure that possibility must hold some appeal for you.”
“I was not born to enslave good people and exchange pleasantries with devils,” said Mnekh. “Let me ask you this: With so much power, would it not be better for you to help others to live in freedom? Then you would be remembered by all as a great benefactor.”
“‘Remembered’? Are you suggesting that someday I will be gone? A mere memory from the past? I shall be alive forever, my friend, and my power will grow with each passing year.” The two were now walking on a path beside a great lake. They approached a hill with a gate of black metal built into its side. 
“Beyond that gate,” said the Black Pharaoh, “is the tunnel entrance to the temple at the bottom of the lake. That is where I am taking you. There, in a chamber of total darkness, you will meet the Living Shroud.”
Mnekh stopped walking. “What if I do not wish to go on?”
“I think you know the answer. You would die, torn about by my new minions. But please, let us stop wasting time. We both know you are not going to turn down an audience with the Living Shroud. I imagine you will try to appeal to His good intentions, His tender emotions!” Nephren-Ka laughed so hard that tears came to his blazing green eyes. “Certainly you are welcome to try! Now come along!”
They walked up to the gates. The Black Pharaoh waved a hand and they glided open. In the entryway of the tunnel, he lit two torches, using a small metal instrument of a type Mnekh had never seen before. He handed a torch to Mnekh as they descended a long stairway leading down to the temple in the lake. 
“What was that device you used to light the torches?” Mnekh asked. 
“Through the Eye of Yuggoth, I am able to see into other realms and times,” Nephren-Ka said. “Once, while gazing into the future, I noticed a man using a small tool used to make fire. I drew him through the passages of time and took it from him. I have a chamber filled with a wide array of marvelous items that I have found and taken. In the far future, I have seen sorcerers in robes of white use formulas to heal and prolong the lives of others. I have used their philtres, along with my own magic, to increase my own life-span. It may surprise you to know that I have been alive for twelve generations … and as I mentioned, I see no reason for my life to ever end.”
The stairs ended in an enormous chamber filled with statues of strange beings that Mnekh had never seen before. One depicted a flabby, batwinged creature with claws and a beard of tentacles. Next to it stood what appeared to be a nightmarish composite of bubbles, eyes of various sizes and oddly shaped limbs. Another statue had a head like a starfish, a barrel-shaped body, bony wings and legs like thick yet flexible vines.
The Black Pharaoh led Mnekh past the statues and through an open door. They were now in a smaller chamber with a black altar in the center. On top of this altar rested an oddly shaped box of yellow metal. The sides of the box were adorned with bas-reliefs depicting creatures even stranger than those in the previous chamber. The hinged lid of the box was open, and inside was the Eye of Yuggoth – a bizarre crystal held in the center of the box with thin metal supports. 
Mnekh stared at the many flat, glittering surfaces of the crystal, and as he did so, it seemed as though he could see many strange scenes in their depths. He saw, in rapid succession, a city of towers, around which flew dove-winged fiends with malformed heads … a blood-drenched pillar on a stony mountainside … a bloated, white monstrosity as big as an island, floating in a blood-red ocean … an infant suckling at the breast of a smiling, dog-faced thing … and more, much more….
“That is enough,” said Nephren-Ka, pulling Mnekh away from the crystal. “There will be plenty of time in the future for you to study the many realms one might see through the crystal. You must now meet the Living Shroud.” 
So saying, he took Mnekh’s torch out of his hands. He left the room for a moment to place the torches in the larger chamber. When he returned, he closed the door behind him, plunging the room into complete darkness.
“The Living Shroud cannot tolerate light,” Nephren-Ka said. 
“Yes, you told me so when you were Tsoth,” Mnekh said. “You also told me that He comes as a destroyer with tentacles and wings of a bat. Is that how He will come to us now? Am I to be destroyed by Him?”
Nephren-Ka’s laughter echoed through the chamber. “He enjoyed an enormous sacrifice recently, so I do not think your death will be necessary.”
“Then why am I here? Why is it necessary for me to meet the Living Shroud?”
“I serve the Living Shroud because He made me an offer: all the power I desired,” Nephren-Ka said. “I want you to serve Him willingly, but I do not know what it might take to sway you. So I am hoping He will look into your mind, your soul, and make an offer to you.”
“I do not bargain with devils,” the high priest said.
“What a pity,” whispered a voice as soft and low as distant thunder. “I am fond of bargaining, Mnekh. I hope you will not deprive me of that pleasure.”
“You are the Living Shroud? Nyarlathotep?” asked Mnekh. “When did Nephren-Ka summon you?”
“When he closed the door, sealing me in darkness with living souls.” The voice had a friendly warmth to it that startled Mnekh. “You interest me. You are thinking about sunshine: is this to prevent me from peering into your mind? How very clever.”
“I told you he was intelligent,” Nephren-Ka said. “Soon, I think, he will begin to use that intelligence on our behalf.”
The leader of the Brotherhood of Horus took a deep breath. He then began to back up toward the door of the chamber. “I have been looking forward to meeting you, Nyarlathotep. I have a glorious surprise for you. Do you know anything about the prophecy made by my mother before I was born?”
“I can hear you moving toward the door,” Nephren-Ka said. “Did you think I would leave it unlocked? You are trapped in this room with us.”
“The prophecy…” whispered Nyarlathotep. “Indeed, Mnekh. I know all that Nephren-Ka knows, and he learned of it from one of your priests while he was Tsoth. Your mother Pash stated that before you die, you would cry out three times for your father Horus, God of the Sun, asking for the fire of salvation. The quaint ravings of a madwoman. What of it?”
By this time, Mnekh had reached the far end of the room and stood with his back against the only door. “Father Horus,” he screamed, “come to me now. Father Horus, bring forth the cleansing fire of the sun. Father Horus, let me be the vessel for the salvation of my people.”
In an instant, the high priest burst into wondrous flame. The fire spread through the room, causing a batwinged, tentacled monstrosity to squeal with unholy rage. The Living Shroud dispersed into black mist and swirled into the box of yellow metal, back to its own dimension. 
Though his flesh was charred, Nephren-Ka managed to stagger to the altar and close the door of the box. He turned toward the door of the chamber, took a single step, then stopped. He could see there was no escape for him. His empire of darkness was at an end. 
Mnekh continued to burn, sending forth cleansing flame that reduced the Black Pharaoh to a handful of ashes. Soon, even those ashes were obliterated. 
The box did not melt, for it was created to withstand the extremes of heat and cold to be found in the spaces between the stars.
Like the Living Shroud, it was a thing of evil, and evil is as patient as it is eternal.
And so it waited.  
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