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“Will you be working late tonight, Mr. Palmer?” Despite his diminutive build and his good-natured demeanor, Edwin Curley, M.A., Ph.D., Litt.D., startled graduate student Lawrence Palmer when he tapped on the young man’s shoulder and repeated his question. “If you will be here after midnight, I will let the desk clerk know.”

The short old man, slight and frail, stood amidst in the dim glow of failing light fixtures dangling from a ceiling shrouded in darkness. His long, wild white hair seemed to stretch toward the shadows and his narrow, pallid face terminated in a gray, pointed beard.

“Yes sir,” Palmer finally answered after his heart stopped racing from the sudden shock. He popped the earbud headphones out of his skull, unleashing the muffled melodic sounds of the Dead Can Dance album Spiritchaser. “I am going to keep at it until I can’t keep my eyes open.” Palmer had been working diligently in a far-flung corner of the building. “The new specialist asked me to get through this section as quickly as possible.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.” Curley, former chief librarian at Miskatonic University, remained on the institution’s payroll some 25 years after his mandated retirement. He had been tasked with overseeing one small subdivision of the vast collection – and he regarded his assignment with earnestness it demanded. He worried that a recent change in university personnel might interfere with a vow he made to his old mentor, the late Dr. Henry Armitage. “I haven’t even met the fellow. Some faculty members are meeting with him at this hour, upstairs, I am told. I hope that they will impress upon him the significance of this collection.”

“Yes sir, of course.” Palmer nodded and acknowledged Curley’s concern, though he did not grasp every notion he uttered. The graduate student admired Curley’s diligence and meticulousness. He also shared his respect for and obsession with the mysteries interred within the shadowed aisles and secreted the within all-but-forgotten antiquarian tomes lining the shelves. For the good of civilization, such things must be kept under lock and key. “I’m sure everything will be just fine.”

Curley respected the young man’s optimism – but he did not share it. He maintained a healthy skepticism about the ever-changing face of the Miskatonic bureaucracy and its ability to preserve the university’s legacy. As always, steps had to be taken to protect fools from accidentally unleashing corporeal nightmares.

“I hope you are correct,” the old man said as he turned and plunged back into the labyrinthine complex. Shadows rallied upon his departure, encroaching upon every source of radiance in the section.

Had Palmer not busied himself with the task at hand, he might have caught a glimpse of curious outlines and blurry figures congregating in natural alcoves found within this restricted quarter. Those blasphemous entities, with their quiet malevolence, might have been liberated from some ancient sepulcher – or summoned from an abhorrent dimension outside the material universe.
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A dozen or so men and women gathered in the dim, musty meeting room on the third floor of the building – the one beyond the long, narrow hall embellished by portraits of former custodians of the prestigious library. The wave of renovations that revitalized the unrestricted areas in the last two decades of the 20th century did not extend to these remote alcoves.

The 8 p.m. meeting started an hour late and – due to the complex issues being discussed – seemed predisposed to run well beyond midnight. Attendees chose between quaint, uncomfortable chairs and a number of long wooden benches that had allegedly been removed from the long-abandoned Bayfriar’s Church atop French Hill. Otherwise, the chamber contained nothing more than a podium, a small antique desk, and a rough table.

“Yesterday’s penny-pincher is today’s fiscal conservative,” Norton Schubert said, leaning on the podium as he spoke. “Frugality is the mother of prosperity. The prevailing trend in collections management is aggressive culling. Removing and liquidating outdated materials allows us to purchase new items and provides financial stability for the university.”

Schubert nodded emphatically as he delivered his introductory sermon to a group of concerned Miskatonic University academics, confident that his reasoning and enthusiasm would convince his audience to embrace his proposals. The veteran, tenured scholars had requested an emergency meeting with the school’s new collections specialist when word got out that he planned to begin selling off “unviable” artifacts that had long ago been entrusted to the institution.

“I don’t recall anyone saying that Miskatonic was facing a budget shortfall, Mr. Schubert.” Cordelia Olinger, professor of religious studies at the university, spoke in a slow soft drawl that did not fully suppress her agitation. “Admission rates have been increasing steadily. We’ve seen an increase in donations from some very generous benefactors. The school is the largest employer in Arkham, and it is the main reason the community didn’t suffer more during the recent recession.” 

“True enough, true enough,” Schubert said. “But, as I understand it, it is my responsibility to anticipate economic downturns and prepare for lean years, which is why I have come up with these guidelines for the reappraisal and deaccessioning of unnecessary and obsolete inventory items. Now, I have no doubt we all seek what is best for Miskatonic University,” he continued, his tone of self-importance growing more audacious with each compulsory smile. “I assure you that this policy is a necessary and healthy part of inventory management and that it will allow us to refine and improve the quality of the collection at this institution.”

“Sounds like a polite way of saying you plan to weed out all the tattered, threadbare tomes in the stacks that aren’t meant for public consumption. That is exactly why we insisted on this meeting.” For Daniel Strange, professor of English and chair of the humanities, Schubert’s appointment as collections specialist had appeared shady from the beginning. Academically speaking, the slim, agile young man possessed suitable credentials but lacked experience. The hiring process had been a closed-door affair, and several members of the board of trustees had expressed displeasure at being excluded from the decision-making process. “This library contains a number of extremely old, rare and significant works – incunabula, paleotypes, early printed Cyrillic books and historic manuscripts. Access to many of these items is restricted to select faculty members. My greatest fear is that one of these treasures will end up in an online auction – or worse, thrown on a bargain table at a library fundraising event.”

“I assure you, Professor Strange, that will not happen,” Schubert said. “First, selections will be made strictly from materials designated for public circulation. Second, all materials will be reviewed by a collections committee. Finally, all materials chosen for deaccession will be made available to Miskatonic University faculty members for bidding prior to being offered for sale to the general public.”

“Just remember we aren’t talking about duplicate copies of J.K. Rowling or ratty classroom editions of Shakespeare’s plays,” said Adriana Langford. Langford, associate professor and undergraduate coordinator, had only recently transferred to Miskatonic from a poorly-funded private school in the mountains of northern Georgia. “If that was the case, I think we’d all agree that a bit of purging couldn’t hurt. When you start liquidating books from the university’s core collection, you are treading on hallowed ground, sir. When I visited this school for the first time, I made a bee-line for this library. For many researchers, it is a place of legend and mystery.”

“With all due respect, Ms. Langford, I don’t think we need to romanticize the stacks.” Graydon Decker, professor and associate chair of Byzantine archeology, summoned a keen, disapproving glance to stifle further debate. “I have spent more than half my lifetime strolling through these corridors, navigating the impossible and seemingly endless maze of bookshelves on all levels of this building. To be blunt, this library needs a makeover. It reeks of antiquity.”

“That, Prof. Decker, is precisely correct,” Schubert said, galvanized by the prospect of finding a possible ally. “May I point out that one of the goals of this project is to search out and identify materials that are in need of restoration and to pinpoint detrimental elements that exist in the building, such as sources of water damage and various animal and insect infestations.”

“Unlike some of my colleagues, I did not come here to crucify you, Mr. Schubert,” Decker continued. “I am well aware that the decision has been made to proceed with the purge. I am similarly aware that there are sections of this library teeming with shriveled parchments and tattered tomes, long neglected upon musty shelves. You have convinced me that you are the man to reanimate those deathless volumes and liberate them from the oblivion of obscurity in which they now reside. If the rest of you have not been likewise persuaded, I am certain Mr. Schubert would agree to appoint you to the collections committee.” 

Over the next few hours, the dissenting MU academics practiced the fine art of backroom diplomacy in crafting a tolerable compromise, negotiating for specific concessions and surrendering certain prerequisites. Schubert reluctantly expanded both the size and the authority of the collections committee, accepting the demand that rare materials in a number of unconventional fields be excluded from the review process. The professors eventually yielded to specialist’s insistence that he be allowed to continue an assessment and appraisal operation in the library’s restricted areas – though he assured everyone in the room that this exercise was strictly “standard inventory control protocol” and that “not a single item will be scrapped.”

Arbitration continued late into the night virtually uninterrupted. Only Professor Decker – who seemed sympathetic to Schubert’s position – slipped out for a brief interval after receiving an urgent message.
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Lawrence Palmer sat in the farthest reaches of the stacks, beyond the perimeter of velvet rope that served as an affable border limiting the ability of the undergraduates to explore the library’s extensive holdings, past the oddly slanting double doors beneath receding arches and within the labyrinthine network of lofty bookshelves crafted from walnut. 

The library at Miskatonic University boasted more than one restricted area, from clandestine faculty lounges and cryptic meeting halls to hidden alcoves and long-neglected private athenaeums. The particular section that had been assigned to Palmer had, over the decades, given rise to some of Arkham’s most notorious legends. Its sheer vastness made a demoralizing impression upon the human mind while the chronic state of disorganization threatened all trespassers with temporary derangement.

Although Palmer currently toiled at the bidding of collections specialist Norton Schubert, the shelf he surveyed came under the purview of Edwin Curley, the beloved former chief librarian at Miskatonic University. Curley had formed an enduring bound with the young man the very first semester he arrived in Arkham. Palmer displayed an enthusiasm for the conservation and restoration of books, manuscripts, documents and ephemera that few of his peers shared. Most younger generations took more interest in scanning and digitizing collections rather than trying to save each delicate, printed page.

Palmer glanced at his watch: 2:17 a.m. It could have been midday and he still would have felt as though he had wandered through a portal to another world – an unpopulated, isolated and forsaken world orbiting the remnants of a long-dead star on the fringes of the universe.

Even on the best days, the lighting in this part of the library proved insufficient. Having volunteered as a library assistant for three years, Palmer had taken to providing his own illumination: After some experimentation, he settled on a reasonably priced, durable headlamp popular with spelunkers. In its radiance, his eyes swept the mosaic of colorful book spines. He compared the titles to the list on his tablet computer.

This specific shelf – Curley’s shelf – he knew quite well. He knew each gilt lettered and decorated cover and spine, each lacy dentelle and each custom slipcase. From simple, unpretentious pamphlets and chapbooks to the voluminous old tomes and grimoires embellished with ornate tooling, silk headbands and marbled endpapers, Palmer had learned to recognize the aesthetic quality of their exteriors.

Never once, however, had he been enticed to plumb their blasphemous contents for edification or folly. Palmer knew better. 

He worked his way across the shelf, from left to right, checking off each book on his tablet with a touch of his index finger. The shelf’s contents included:

Andere Götter, by Heinrich Niemann; Frankfurt, 1496.

Conversations avec les morts; by Nicolas l’Agneau; Paris, 1664.

Cultes des Goules, by Francois-Honore Balfour, Comte d’Erlette; Paris, 1703.

Culto Cattivo, by Raymundus of Capua; Venice, 1685.  

Curiositez inouyes, sur la sculpture talismanique des Persans, by Jacques Gaffarel (with author’s marginalia); Paris, 1637.

De Vermis Mysteriis, by Ludvig Prinn; Brussels, 1542.

Die Mysteriöse Bruderschaft, by Jürgen von Blackenburg; Magdeburg, 1898.

Dieux de la lune, by Jacques Kerver; Toulouse, 1717.

Magia Antigua, by Gonzalo López de Ayala; Toledo, 1815.

Magiae naturalis (unexpurgated version), by Giambattista della Porta; Naples, 1558.

Nuevo Descubrimiento del Gran Río de las Amazonas (edition confiscated by Spanish Inquisition), by Father Cristobal de Acuña; Seville, 1639. 

Unaussprechlichen Kulten, by Friedrich von Junzt; Dusseldorf, 1839.

Verbotene Anbetung, by Friderich von Batsdorff; Leipzig, 1686.

Welt von Schatten, by Otto Magdunensis; Dusseldorf, 1576.

Aside from a few select editions dutifully placed in a secret vault beneath the library building, these titles represented some of the most treasured – and dreaded – possessions of Miskatonic University. That vault contained the school’s various editions of Abdul al-Hazred’s storied Al Azif – including an early, handwritten copy of Theodorus Philetas’ Necronomicon and a number of bastardized translations that proved to be as dangerous as the original. 

Just as Palmer decided to call it a night, he realized something was amiss: One of the prized tomes was missing. 

Par la porte de la sorcière, an otherwise indiscrete and unmemorable volume by 17th century occultist Magdelaine Chaboseau de Labrousse, its badly degraded condition made it one of the more conspicuous titles. Its original full contemporary calf gilt binding had deteriorated. It had been subjected to excessive edge and corner wear as well as rubbing and tears. On his most recent examination, Palmer had noted scratches to the covers with splitting and loss to the front outer hinge.

The book had been removed from the shelf – and it had been deleted from the database. 

Edwin Curley had always been steadfast about one thing: The disappearance of a single item from this section of the library constituted an emergency. Waiting until morning to report the book’s absence simply was not an option. The graduate student plucked his smartphone from his breast pocket, accessed Curley’s contact information and called him. He hoped his mentor would not be angry for being summoned in the middle of the night.

While he waited for the former librarian to answer, Palmer failed to notice an ever-growing horde of nebulous figures amassing in the darkened corners of the stacks. A sizable legion of ill-defined horrors oozed through the porous barrier between parallel universes anticipating the beacon that would soon be lit. These unnamable entities had stirred at the first inkling of their envisaged summoning. They gathered potency from the awareness that someone’s gaze had fallen upon their ancient conjuration ritual.  

Oblivious to the monstrosities from beyond time and space just outside his discernment, Palmer frowned as he ended his call without making contact.
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By 3 a.m., most of the Miskatonic University academics who came to air their grievances with the school’s new collections specialist had retired for the evening, shambling off into the Arkham night to try to sleep for a few hours before returning to their classrooms. At this late hour, Norton Schubert faced only a handful of lingering scholars, still hammering out acceptable guidelines. Weary and frustrated, Schubert – who had grudgingly entertained hours of what he considered unproductive debate and had maintained as affable a demeanor as his temperament allowed – grew increasingly confrontational.

“We have been over this repeatedly,” Schubert growled, his tone harsh. “I have compromised on many issues this evening and I have given you assurances that these antiquities that you so cherish will be kept secure. These other constraints you wish to impose, however, are not acceptable. I have a mandate to do what is best for this institution and I intend to act upon it. The discussion is over.”

“I am still not happy with this,” said Adriana Langford, associate professor and undergraduate coordinator. “I will be speaking to members of the Miskatonic Board of Fellows tomorrow.”

“You do that, dear,” Schubert said in a demeaning manner. “Give them an earful. Maybe they can clarify my authority for you.”

“I will join her, sir, and offer my reservations about this entire endeavor.” Daniel Strange, professor of English and chair of the humanities, braced himself against the rough table as he stood to leave. “It is too much, what you propose. You do not – you cannot – conceive of the risks. This library contains a dozen blockaded paths to Armageddon, and you recommend we remove the roadblocks.”

“With all due respect, Professor Strange ... I think you have become preoccupied by this legend-haunted city.” Schubert shook his head disapprovingly. “All of you consider yourselves academicians of the highest caliber. Yet, here you sit, terrified by fables and folklore.”

“I have been in your corner most of the night, Norton,” said Graydon Decker, professor and associate chair of Byzantine archeology. “I have to differ with you on this matter. I don’t blame you for your ignorance. You’ve only lived in Arkham for a few weeks.”

“You don’t take all these stories seriously? Ancient cults worshipping alien gods? Witches capable of opening trans-dimensional portals? A race of greyish-green ocean-dwelling creatures? Great Cthulhu and his hordes, captive in an undersea vault and communing with his disciples through vivid dreams?” Schubert paused, stifling the sudden fervor with which he spoke. His eyes narrowed, their pupils darting about the room as if his unintended remark might have stirred something. “I apologize,” he continued, growing curiously timid. “I find the rich mythology of Arkham charming ... but I do not take it seriously.”

“Perhaps if I were to demonstrate.” Decker reached into his attaché case and withdrew an old and tattered book. “Professor Strange, would you mind taking your seat? I might require your assistance. Professor Langford, if you would just follow along. I think you will find this illuminating.”

“This really isn’t necessary.” Schubert raised an eyebrow when he saw the tome. “It is late and we are all tired.”

“This book is a perfect example of what you, as our new collections specialist, might consider obsolete and superfluous.” Decker displayed it carefully, revealing its poor condition. “It is an unpretentious French grimoire unknown to most collectors and occultists. Par la porte de la sorcière came into our possession nearly 100 years ago, acquired I am told by Professor Warren Rice. Are you familiar with this book?”

“No, of course not,” Schubert answered. “I have little knowledge of occult literature.”

“It’s curious that you should say that,” Decker said. “The individual who managed to smuggle this out of the library this evening tells me that you have been asking several library staff members about items in the restricted areas.”

“It is part of my job ...”

“My friend, though he looks old and feeble, is quite spry and clever for a man of his age,” Decker continued. “He has had a busy evening. In addition to dropping off this copy of Par la porte de la sorcière, he also managed to lead campus security to your condo on Saltonstall Street where the recovered a 19th century copy of the Necronomicon – not the best choice from the versions the school owns, incidentally.”

“That is an invasion of privacy!” Schubert sprang to his feet, pointing his finger and shaking with anger. “I will have you all sacked by noon today!”

Schubert grabbed his coat and briefcase and hastily made for the door.

“Hold on, now,” Decker said. “I promised you a demonstration. I want to be sure you understand the forces with which you are so eager to associate.”

“I will have none of this!”

“No matter,” Decker said, turning to Strange and Langford. “We don’t even need him here to do this. When Edwin Curley was going through his apartment, he pinched Schubert’s hairbrush.” 

Decker tossed the brush onto the table. Within minutes, Strange managed to outline the prescribed symbols onto the wooden surface. Langford, captivated, stood by patiently waiting instructions. Curley had been the one to suggest using a conjuring found in Par la porte de la sorcière to summon a throng of Hunting Horrors, notorious harriers for Nyarlathotep.

“Ph'nglui mglw'nafh Nyarlathotep Gothlig wgah'nagl fhtagn,” Decker began. “Bb'degyicach egn'eigg gothlig gtla. Lilotug melothami Yuakru-dhat Nyarlathotep. Ia! Ia!”

The other professors followed Decker’s
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