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PART 1




ARKHAM


 


 


 Chapter 1

The
Library

 


The fly buzzed
again, a sound both drowsy and irritating. Either way, it wasn't
helping me understand the difference between dependent and
independent pronouns. There it was, nuzzling the window next to my
study carrel. Stupid thing—it had no clue it couldn't get anywhere
that way. With less than an hour before work, I had to concentrate.
And the fly had to die.

I stood,
rolled my notes into a club, and took a whack at the bug. Like all
flies, its primitive survival reflex made it whizz away. Okay, at
least it wasn't driving me crazy any more. I slipped back into my
chair and focussed on the tiny black images whose meanings I was
trying to learn. X means a and y means b, but you can't interpret
them in any logical way because the logic of ancient Egypt was
different from that of 20th century America, and
anyway—


Bzzzzz.

Shit!
The fly was back, sizzling a foot away from my head, exploring the
place where window glass met metal frame as though it could find a
door to freedom.

I stood
and rerolled my weapon. This time I would be methodical. I sneaked
the paper club to a couple of inches from the insect and struck.
Die, fly!

It
buzzed away, circled, and landed on the window by the unoccupied
carrel in front of mine. I glided over there and waited until it
settled into a minute examination of a new patch of glass. Except
now it was behind a bunch of books that projected above the
carrel's top. Several volumes of Acta Archaeologica and a
hefty tome called Physics and Archaeology. Between them
lurked White Horses and Other Hill Figures, and a thin book
from the American literature section titled The Shadow Over
Innsmouth. I shifted Physics and Archaeology to clear a
space for my next attack.

The fly
darted away.

Now
what? I knew if I sat and tackled the pronouns again, the darn fly
would come back and bug me. Maybe I should just give up and get a
coffee before my work shift started.

A
movement on the far side of the book stacks caught my eye. Not the
fly—a person, a rare visitor to my lonely outpost in the "auxiliary
sciences of history" section of the Miskatonic University Library.
I had chosen this spot when I applied for a study carrel because it
was quiet as a cemetery. But someone besides the fly was down here
now, flitting past the gaps between the ranks of bookshelves.
No—two someones.

Time to
go. I turned back to my carrel, intending to put away my stuff and
leave, just as the fly landed on the open pages of Gardiner's
Egyptian Grammar. Here was my chance. One step, two, three,
whack! The fly twitched in its death throes on a page explaining
suffixes and enclitics.

Applause
broke out behind me. Two young men stood between the shelving
units, clapping and grinning. I felt stupid, but what could I do
but bow and brandish my improvised weapon?

"Good
show," said one of them. The other stared at me, and I realized
they looked like copies of one another—same height, same light
brown hair, same chins, same long noses. Twins?

"Excuse
us, please," said the one who had spoken already. "Might you be
able to help us find—"

Pairs of
identical guys still made me nervous. "Sorry, no. Ask at the
Reference Desk."

I shoved
my notes into my satchel and closed Egyptian Grammar with a
whump, squashing the dead fly between pages 380 and 381. I waved at
the witnesses to my fly-hunting triumph and darted along the row of
carrels to the Staff Only stairway behind its iron door.

The
Miskatonic University Library was my second home. The hours I spent
there, studying, doing research, and working at my book shelving
job, added up to more than those in my hole-in-the-wall apartment
off campus, where I went to shower, change my clothes, and
sleep.

Someone
came into the staff area as I was putting away my jacket and bag,
someone who stepped softly and didn't speak. Was it one of those
guys I'd seen earlier? I turned around to face him
squarely.

Not
either of them, but not anyone I knew. Almost all of us library
pages and shelvers were students. But this fellow wasn't a
student—older, for one thing, although I couldn't guess his age.
Forty, maybe? He dressed old too, even for Arkham—a shirt with a
high collar, dark necktie, and a vest, like he was in costume. As
an old-fashioned librarian, maybe? But it was July, nowhere near
Halloween. Maybe he was an actual librarian? Some of them were a
bit peculiar.

"Hi. You
must be new," I said, in my best
making-a-fellow-human-being-welcome manner. "I'm France
Leighton."

"How do
you do, Miss Leighton," he said, in a soft, deep voice that seemed
impossible, coming from such a narrow chest. "My name is John. I am
glad to meet you. Yes, I am new. This is my first shift. I will be
working in the sub-level and classifications A through
C."

The C
class. Meaning near my carrel.

John
held out a hand.

Why did
I hesitate to take it? Because of his expression, or rather, lack
of same. Because of his waxy complexion and dark eyes that were too
intent. Because he looked weird.

Not a
great excuse, France. I put my hand in his and we shook. His
grasp was light and dry, barely registering before he released my
hand.

"I'll be
in the literature sections on the third floor—the P's," I said.
"Nice to meet you, John." What was his last name, I wondered, as I
hurried to the sorting area.

"Weird"
was a perfect word to describe Arkham. I had moved there after my
grandmother's death nearly a year ago. Alma's decline and death had
been tough for me. Afterward, Providence no longer felt like home.
Everything—the house on Prospect Street, the views, the streets I
had known forever—all were tainted and stained with her suffering.
Arkham offered a needed change, despite its reputation for strange
goings-on.

Decades
ago, both Alma and her husband Charles had worked as cataloguers at
Miskatonic University's library. Now I was there, walking the
streets they had walked, breathing the atmosphere of river, stone,
and ancient dwellings. Charles especially had found Arkham
congenial. "A place of strange gloom," he described it, "but
welcoming to certain people. Perhaps there's a type,
Francesca—Arkhamophiles." Well, it turned out I was one of
them.

My
apartment (if such a term could be applied to my
room-and-a-half-plus-shared-bathroom) was on the third floor of an
old house a few blocks from the campus. It must have been someone's
grand mansion at one time, and the top floor rooms started as
servants' bedrooms, hot in summer and freezing in winter. To be
honest, it wasn't much different now, but I liked the view of the
treetops and the feeling of escape I experienced while climbing up
the flights of creaking stairs. Plus there was no one stomping
around above me, only the skittering of mice in the
attic.

The
front door was locked, as always after ten p.m., in keeping with
the building manager's ironclad rules. While digging out my keys, I
glanced up and down the street, just in case. My shrink called it
paranoia, but I called it being careful. No one around. I let
myself in and ascended to my little eyrie.

I made a
pot of tea and slipped into pyjamas while it steeped. Before
climbing into bed, I took another peek outside. Dark and empty,
except for two shapes on the sidewalk. They weren't moving. In
fact, they were standing and looking up at my window.

I drew
back behind the window frame. My light was out, but how long had
they been watching? Who were they? Could they see in the
dark?

In
Luxor, Egypt, nearly two years before, two men—or rather, two
individuals—had followed me. Sometimes they took the form of
museum guards, or policemen, or just galabeya-clad
Egyptians. Always two, always identically dressed. Pairs of similar
looking guys had spooked me ever since. Like the two in the library
earlier.

"But
they weren't identical," I told myself. "Their outfits were
different." One of them wore a jacket and slacks, as I recalled,
and the other blue jeans and a loose sweater. I edged over to the
window and tried to see if the two shapes were still there, and if
they were in fact the guys who had seen me kill the fly.

Darkness
and leafy branches obscured details, except for the faint orange
glow of a cigarette moving up and down. Judging by those hand
gestures, the individuals were arguing. One of them must have
prevailed, because suddenly they took off down the
street.

Pairs of
men. Twins. I knew it was crazy, but before getting into bed, I
pulled a box from the upper shelf of the closet. Both shabtis were
inside, swathed in their turquoise scarf. Why wouldn't they
be?

I was
tempted to try the shabti spell again. In a hotel room before my
return from Egypt, I had held the faience figurines in my hands and
let my mind drift. My lips and tongue began to utter what must have
been the spell, until one of the statuettes had slipped from my
hand and landed on my foot, snapping me out of the state in which I
knew the words and could pronounce them.

After I
knew more about the written form of the language, I had tried again
several times. To no avail. The shabtis remained inert, blue
faience and black paint and nothing more.

Maybe it
was just as well. What would I have done if they had turned into
two full-sized men, ready to work for me?


"Goodnight, Asar," I said, replacing the lid. "Goodnight,
Atsu. Sleep tight, guys."

 


* *
*

 


Trudging to
campus the next day, I found myself doing what my shrink called
"ruminating." After Alma's death, I didn't know what to do with
myself. My fractured family and recent experiences in Egypt, some
of which were distinctly peculiar, had left me feeling like a
badly-assembled jigsaw puzzle. Or worse—a machine made of spare
parts, sure to be unreliable. I needed to figure out—or decide—what
else I was.

I
consulted a psychiatrist, a man whose permanently gloomy expression
made me call him Dr. Doom. He was more interested in my family
history than anything else I had to say, trying to wedge its
unorthodox lumps and knots into his no doubt Freudian model. When I
told him about my experiences in Egypt, he brushed them off as
manifestations of neurosis, combined with drug-taking.

"You
believed you were in communication with supernatural entities, Miss
Leighton? You entered an undiscovered tomb and spoke with a
long-dead priestess? And you say you 'tried' hashish. Hmph,
hmph."

I
decided I'd have to consult myself about those things. There wasn't
anyone else, now that Alma was gone. What did I want? What did I
need? To return to Luxor. But first, I had to equip myself. That
meant learning things I should have known before I went there the
first time.

My
bachelor's degree from Brown University didn't qualify me for any
graduate program in Egyptology. I needed remedial courses before I
could proceed, except I was persona non grata at Brown. After Prof.
William Stanton's death, that institution wanted nothing to do with
me. I was labelled a troublemaker. The newspapers had seized on the
story with glee. "The Co-ed and the Corpse." Ugh.


Miskatonic offered both flexibility and obscurity. After
scrutinizing my qualifications, the admissions office enrolled me
in a special pre-matriculation year in the Department of
Archaeology and Prehistory. I moved to Arkham for the fall term of
1963.

It was
pretty intense. Hieroglyphics and ancient Egyptian grammar,
sampling methods, framing hypotheses, maintaining provenance—the
entire modern, scientific apparatus of Egyptology dumped on me at
once. And when the regular term ended, I decided to take extra
courses in the summer.

To help
make ends meet, I rented my Providence house to a friend and her
mother. They arrived with such perfect timing that I seized on it
as a good omen, but when I told Andre Boudreau, the caretaker, of
my plans, he had a lot to say.

"You be
careful, Mlle Francesca. Arkham, it is different from most places,
especially for you. Because of your grandfather."

I
sighed. That grandfather! Francis Dexter had died two years before
I was born, but he insisted on haunting me.

Dr. Doom
was interested in him too. "All right, Miss Leighton, let's see if
I understand this. How many grandfathers do you have? Four? Most
people have only two."

"Okay."
I counted on my fingers. "One, my father's adoptive father. Two,
his real father, Francis Dexter. I never met either of them. Three,
my mother's father, whom I barely knew, because my mother disowned
me when I was twelve. And finally, my grandmother Alma's
husband—"


"Wouldn't that last gentleman be the same as Number Two,
though? Your father's real father?"

"No, no.
After Francis Dexter died, Alma married his best friend, Charles
Milburn. I called him Uncle Charles, but he was like a grandfather
to me."

Dr. Doom
shook his head. "Hmph. And your parents were not
married?"

"Not to
each other. But that wasn't my fault, was it? My father was in
England during the war and his wife was over here in America. I
guess he got lonely."


"Hmph."

Thinking
about all this yet again, I remembered something Alma had
said.

"We
didn't know about you until you were six. Your father Nicholas
confided his secret to Charles when we were in England after the
war. But his wife and the twins lived with us during the war years.
Isn't that funny?"

I
stopped in my tracks. A group of other students almost crashed into
me, but I didn't care. The twins. I had twin half-brothers. A pair
of men.

 


* *
*

 


Back in March, a
notice went up on the bulletin board in the Dept. of Archaeology.
"Miskatonic University Field Schools in Archaeology. Apply by June
30th." Followed by a list of six field schools to be
offered in the next season. Four were in the Americas, one in
Greece, and—yes!—one in Luxor, Egypt, to commence in
October.

This was
my ticket back to Luxor. I had to go. Feverishly, I scanned
the requirements. Applicants had to be in their final year of
undergraduate studies and achieving a grade point average of at
least 3.5. I requested an application form from the
clerk.

"June
the thirtieth," she said, peering at me over the tops of her
glasses. "And make sure your writing is legible."

I had my
application in before the end of March, in writing that could not
be faulted for legibility. I hoped it wouldn't get lost.

A week
after the deadline, I checked my mailbox in the departmental
office. A single envelope reposed in the pigeonhole with my name on
it. The formally worded note—no doubt the work of that beady-eyed
clerk—was a summons to meet with Dr. Andrea North at ten a.m. on
Tuesday, July 7th.

Five
minutes ago! Stuffing the note into a pocket, I hurried down
the hallway to the faculty offices. Dr. North's door stood
open.

She
looked up. "Ah, the late Miss Leighton."

Was that
a joke? "Excuse me, Dr. North. I'm sorry I'm late. I didn't see
your note until a few minutes ago."

A frosty
smile. "Come in. Sit down."

Ever
since my experiences with Dr. Adele Stanton in Luxor, I had been
wary of women academics. Call me a manipulative little bitch, but I
knew I could establish a rapport with most men. Okay, except for
Dr. Doom. Women, on the other hand, were impossible to
charm.

"Miss
Leighton, the Department is in the process of considering
applications for this autumn's field school in Luxor,
Egypt."

I
nodded, hoping I looked attentive rather than
apprehensive.

"There
was considerable debate about your application."

My calm
expression slipped. This felt just like when Adele Stanton told me
I was of no use on her husband's Temple Precinct Project and
advised me to go home.

I
readjusted my face. "Why is that, Dr. North?"

"Because
of certain incidents that occurred in Luxor when you were there in
October 1962."

"My
experience on the Stanton dig is exactly what was specified in the
list of requirements. Working with artifacts, keeping records, and
cooperating with other dig personnel."


"Indeed," said Dr. North, shuffling through the papers on her
desk. My application, as well as a page with the Brown University
crest on the letterhead. "Your technical qualifications are
adequate. The matter that caused discussion among the committee
members was your involvement with the late Dr. William
Stanton."

My
stomach filled with lead. "'Involvement.'" I choked on the
word.


"According to Dr. Adele Stanton, his wife, you indiscreetly
allowed a compromising relationship to develop between yourself and
William Stanton, which may have indirectly resulted in his
death."

At least
Dr. North's long-winded style gave me a few moments to put together
a response. "Dr. North, that allegation does not represent the
facts. First, Dr. Stanton—William Stanton—made inappropriate
overtures to me. Uninvited overtures. He groped me,
twice."

Dr.
North gazed at me steadily through her glasses. The frames had
little diamonds at the corners. Fake diamonds, I was sure.
"Perhaps, but you inveigled yourself onto a hot air balloon with
him, where you knew you would be in close proximity."

I sighed
internally. "Okay, yes, I did. But we—I mean, I—was also in close
proximity with two other people in the balloon basket—Captain Hawes
the pilot and Dr. Dykstra, a geologist."

"The
late Dr. James Dykstra, yes." Dr. North shuffled the papers again.
"Both he and Dr. Stanton were found dead in an underground passage
on the west bank of the Nile some time after that. By you." She
took off her glasses and placed them on the desk.

"Yes, I
found their bodies. Or rather, I found Dr. Stanton's body. I didn't
know until later that Dr. Dykstra's was there as well. But are you
suggesting I had something to do with their deaths?"

Now Dr.
North sighed, and not internally. "All right, let's back up. I
admit there's no suggestion you caused those deaths. I have a copy
of the police report from Luxor that makes it clear those two men
were murdered by local bandits while investigating a wadi near the
Valley of the Kings."

"Yes,
and I understand the place in which the bandits hid the bodies is
now being studied as part of an archaeological site. Which probably
would not be the case if I hadn't found them."

Dr.
North smiled. "You're claiming credit for discovering the site,
Miss Leighton?"

Why was
she setting up this obstacle course? "Well, not really,
but—"

"Never
mind. What I want to talk about is your presence in that place. Why
were you there?"

"I had
left the Stanton dig by then, because of the misunderstanding I had
with Mrs. Stanton about her husband and me. She fired me. So,
before I went back home, I decided to explore the west bank. I was
staying in a guest house there and went for a walk."

"It must
have been quite a walk."

"Yes, I
suppose. I got lost and found an opening in a cliffside. It was the
tunnel where the bodies were found. That should have been in the
police report."

"Yes, it
was." Dr. North squared her papers into a neat pile.

"I'm not
sure what all this has to do with my application to the Luxor Field
School."

"I'm
about to tell you. You see, Miss Leighton, when Miskatonic
University sends a group of students and faculty as a field school
to another country, it is responsible for them, legally and
morally. Because of this, we must reduce the chances of any mishap
to an absolute minimum."

"Meaning
you don't want someone who is likely to find dead bodies, except
ones that have been dead for a couple of millennia, I'm
guessing."

"No need
to be flip, Miss Leighton. But yes, that's what I'm talking about.
We would rather not include in the group anyone who might exercise
poor judgment resulting in an accident, injury, or involvement with
the local authorities."

"I
certainly have no intention of doing that," I said, "but I can't
change what happened to me in 1962."

"I
realize that." Dr. North rose from her desk. "I just want you to
know that we are aware of your background."

I stood
as well. "Does that mean my application to the Luxor Field School
has been rejected?"

Dr.
North smiled in a "gotcha" kind of way. "Now, where did you get
that idea? Why do you suppose I went over all these details? Your
application hasn't been rejected; quite the contrary. But be aware
that Miskatonic is concerned about its students' character.
Especially when they are serving as ambassadors abroad. Reckless
conduct at any time will jeopardize your standing. Don't let that
happen."


 


 


 Chapter 2

Twins

 


One thing about
my book shelving job at the Miskatonic University Library—I never
knew who else was working on any given day. Our supervisor, Mr.
Zebulon Brown, used a mysterious formula to assign shifts to the
twenty or so students on the roster. He was a former Army sergeant
with an attitude to match. Inevitably, some of us referred to him
as Zee Bee behind his back.

The
newest shelver, John, was in the staff room when I went there for
lunch, a bit later than normal because I had stayed behind after
class to ask the professor about a complication of ancient Egyptian
grammar that tied my brain into knots.

"Hi,
John." I sat down and unpacked my peanut butter and jelly sandwich
and thermos of tea. "How do you like the job so far?"

He set
down his cup. No lunch bag or any other remnant. I guessed he'd
already finished eating, or maybe he was one of those people who
don't eat lunch. He was certainly skinny enough.

"I am
finding it an education," he said, producing each word as though
carrying an egg on a spoon. "All the realms of knowledge are
contained in the books and organized in the rooms and on the
shelves. It is humbling."

"Um,
yes, I suppose so. What did you do before you started working here
at the library?" And why are you so weird?

"Many
things." John smiled, showing a set of teeth that leaned together
and away from one another like tombstones in an old graveyard. "Too
many things to tell. I am a man of parts." He looked into his cup
as though he kept secrets in it.

"What
made you decide to work here?"

He
paused the cup halfway to his lips. "A feeling."

"Really?
What kind of feeling?"

"The
right one. Kind of warm, like I'm getting close. You know that game
kids play, when one of them is trying to find something or guess
something, and the others say, 'You're getting warm, John.' That
feeling."

"Okay,
so what are you trying to find?"

"Home.
I'm trying to get home."

"Where
is home?"

He
didn't answer for as long as it took me to take a bite of my
sandwich, chew, and swallow.

"Maine,
I think. That's where I came from. But now maybe it's somewhere
else."

"Oh.
Well, I hope you find it."

Only
when I wheeled my loaded book cart into the freight elevator
fifteen minutes later, and pressed the button for the third floor,
did I realize I'd once more forgotten to ask John his last
name.

The next
few days, I caught glimpses of John No-Name in the library stacks,
wheeling a book cart or shelving books. He waved at me and
smiled.

I
decided to ask some of my fellow shelvers about him, as we loaded
our carts in the sorting room. "That new guy, have you talked to
him?"

"What
new guy? The football player? I think he quit." That was the Phys.
Ed. Major.

"No, I
mean the new guy who isn't a student." John certainly wouldn't be
mistaken for a member of the M.U. Fighting Cephalopods. "His name's
John. He's older, skinny, wears glasses with black
frames."

She
stopped and looked at me, a big blue book in her hand. "I've never
seen a guy like that working here."

"France
making up men now? Old, skinny, glasses—maybe that's her ideal
type." That was the big joker. Every group has one. Ours,
appropriately, was a drama student.

"Sure,
he works here," I said. "I had lunch with him the other
day."

"Ooh, a
date!" The joker twitched her eyebrows up and down.

"In the
staff room. You guys are hopeless." I shook my head and rolled my
cart toward the elevator. How could I be the only person who had
seen or spoken with John? At the end of my shift, I popped into the
supervisor's office. Mr. Brown was short, bald, and muscular. He
always wore white shirts with the sleeves rolled up, showing hairy
forearms.

"I was
just wondering about a new shelver I met a few days ago. He said it
was his first shift that day. His name's John, but I didn't catch
his last name."

Mr.
Brown looked up. "Why are you asking? Is there some sort of
problem?"

"No, I'm
just curious."

"I can't
go around telling you kids stuff like that. I'm not running a
dating service. If you want to know more about someone, ask him
yourself." He paused. "But just so's you know, I haven't hired any
shelvers since the end of April."

I
described John, thinking I may have misheard him when he said he
had just started working at the library. Maybe he was an old hand
who had been off work for a while.

"Nope,"
said Zee Bee. "I would have remembered hiring a guy like that.
You're seeing things. Maybe you need glasses yourself."

When I
got home that day, there was a man sitting on the front steps of my
building, smoking. Not a complete stranger; I'd seen him before—in
the library, after swatting that fly.

He
jumped up, snuffed the cigarette, and approached me. Up close, he
certainly didn't look like someone who belonged in Arkham. Too
"mod," with longish hair and clothes that were either fashionable
somewhere else, or just eccentric—pants with flared legs and a
pullover sweater in an odd mustard yellow.

"Hello,"
he said. "Are you by any chance Francesca Willett?"

I didn't
know whether to laugh or get upset. Why would this pseudo-Beatle
(he even had an English accent) be asking for me by my old name? I
hadn't been Francesca Willett for more than two years, since my
legal name change. Even Alma had started calling me France before
she died.

"No, I'm
not," I said. "And who are you, anyway?"

The guy
grinned. "Who do you think I am? Take a guess."

People
who ask that question are either famous or think they should be.
Since there was no way this fellow was one of the Fab Four, maybe
he thought I was dumb enough to think so. Tilting my head, I
squinted at him. "No idea. Give me a hint."

His grin
widened. "We have something in common. A great deal, in
fact."

"Oh,
really?"


"Providence, for one thing. Number 110 Prospect
Street."

That was
the address of my house in Providence. This wasn't a joke any
more.

"I don't
have anything to say to you. Please excuse me." He stood in front
of the door, and I wanted to put it between us.

"All
right, I apologize. No more games. Let's start again." He held out
a hand. "I'm Peter Leighton. And I'm certain you're my half-sister
Francesca."

I
clamped my mouth shut on some unprintable words. Even though I had
often imagined meeting my father's legitimate family, I would have
preferred to deliver the surprise rather than experience
it.

"My name
isn't Francesca Willett," I said. "I'm France Leighton."

He
dropped his hand. "Oh, indeed?"

"Yes,
indeed. That's my legal name. And what's more, your father—and
mine—knows that."

He stood
there, gazing at me. I decided it was time I took charge of the
situation.

"What
are you doing here in Arkham, the two of you? I saw you and your
brother lurking out here the other night, and in the library too.
Why are you following me?"

He
recovered his confident manner. "We want to get to know you. Look,
this isn't the best place, is it? My apologies for starting badly.
What I intended was to invite you to supper with us this
evening."

He named
a decent restaurant downtown, and I agreed to meet him and his
brother there. At least I could get rid of him right now and think
about things in private. There wasn't much they could do if I
didn't show up. Except they know where I live, don't
they?

"All
right, Ted and I will see you there at seven."


"Ted?"

"Edward,
if you please," he said with a grin. "You'd better call him
that."

I went,
of course. I even dressed up, in a dark blue dress with a matching
short jacket. To avoid looking like a poor relation, I added a
pearl necklace and earrings. I considered wearing Francis Dexter's
emerald ring, but that came with a cost, and meeting the twins
didn't warrant it.

From a
distance, I'd never have guessed they were twins, their styles were
so completely different. Peter had changed into a more subdued
version of sweater and slacks. His brother Edward—known to
intimates as "Ted"—wore a navy blue, three-piece suit. Even in
conservative Arkham, he looked overdressed. The restaurant wasn't a
particularly exclusive one, or the occasion momentous, so why was
he dressed as though for a funeral?

Peter
introduced me, getting my name right, which earned him a few points
in my book. Edward took my hand and squeezed it briefly in a chilly
grip. He studied my face as though looking for specific
traits.

"How do
you do, France? I'm happy to meet you at last."

I
studied the boys further while they conferred over the menu, heads
together, whispering and pointing at the offerings. They were a
year older than I, but looked younger than twenty-four. Close
together, their faces were nearly identical. Their long noses,
straight eyebrows, and light brown hair, the shapes of chins and
cheeks, their eyelashes fluttering as they peered at the menu, were
mirror images. Engrossed in my scrutiny of them, I almost forgot to
look at my own menu.

The
waiter arrived, we placed our orders, water glasses were filled,
and the obligatory basket of bread appeared. Then the real drinks
came, and with them the air of conviviality that precedes a good
dinner. I hoped it would live up to expectations.

"Well,
here we are." To my shame, that was the best I could do. A dozen
questions jostled around in my brain, but I didn't know which one
to start with.

"Why did
you change your surname to Leighton?" asked Edward. No dithering
there.

"Why
shouldn't I? I could have changed it to anything, Smith or Jones or
Pendragon. But Leighton is my father's name, so I chose that. When
I saw him in London two years ago, he didn't seem to
mind."

"We
didn't know you had actually spoken with him," said Peter. He
looked at his twin. "Did we, Ted?"

Edward
ignored him. "When exactly did all this happen?"

"In the
spring of 1962. I notified my father of my name change and arranged
to meet him at his office when I was on my way to Egypt that
September. I was given a date and time in writing by his assistant,
as though I was a patient."

Peter
grinned. "That's the Pater, all right. Efficiency at all costs.
What was it like for you, talking to him?"


"Pleasant enough. He said he was honoured that I adopted his
surname, but he didn't want me using it as an entry point into his
family. That would be you two, I suppose."

"And
Penelope and Jerome—our younger sister and brother," said Peter.
"And Mum, of course."

"Mother
most of all." Edward's tone matched his funereal suit. "He's very
protective of her."

"Well, I
have no desire to disrupt your family," I said. "But how did you
find out about me?"

"From
Father," said Edward. "He seemed to think we had to know, perhaps
because he thought you might appear on the doorstep at some
point."

"That
was about a year ago." Peter refilled my wine glass. "He made us
swear never to tell our mum about you."

"How
noble of him." I ignored their reactions (Edward's frown. Peter's
smile). "But what are you doing here in Arkham, besides getting a
look at your father's secret?"


"Edward's studying. I'm sightseeing, being a tourist,
broadening my outlook," said Peter.

"What
are you studying?" I turned toward a still-frowning
Edward.


"Microbiology. A short course."

"I guess
medicine sort of runs in the family," I said. "Or—wait a
minute—microbiology is theoretical, not applied, isn't it? Is it
part of a medical degree?"

"No,
it's not," said Edward, and returned his attention to his
plate.

"Edward
hasn't settled on a career yet. He's keeping his options open, as
you Americans put it. And you, France, what's your field of
study?"

I
twirled a forkful of noodles. "Egyptology."

"Oh,
right. You mentioned going to Egypt."

"I
worked on a dig there after I got my bachelor's degree. After that,
I knew I had to learn more. What about you, Peter?"

"Oh, I'm
a student of everything. History, religion, magic, architecture,
all that. Another point in Arkham's favour is its colonial period
architecture."

"That
must seem pretty recent to you, compared to England. To us,
anything built in the seventeenth century is ancient."

"The day
before yesterday, I agree," Peter said, smiling, "but it's
different and charming. I found myself comparing Arkham and
Providence, even though I don't remember living there."

"Oh, of
course," I said. "You lived in Providence for a while."

"We were
born in Providence." Edward gave me another uncomfortable
stare. "Our parents were in America when the war started. They
ended up in Providence just before Mother gave birth to us. We
didn't go home until 1944. Didn't your grandmother, Mrs. Milburn,
ever tell you this?"

Alma had
told me all kinds of things, but I was going to keep them to myself
for now. "She was your grandmother too, don't forget. I went to
live with her in 1953." It gave me a weird feeling to think these
two strangers had lived in my house.

"We have
quite robust connections to America," Edward continued. "Our
grandfather, Edward Clapham-Lee, was at Cold Spring Harbor just
before the war."

"Doing
research in eugenics," said Peter. "A now discredited
field."

Edward
twitched a hand in a dismissive gesture. "Agreed, but anyway,
that's why Mother and our father were in America, and we just
happened to come along while they were there. Then the war started,
so we were stuck in Providence for a few years. Father went back to
England to do his service, of course."

"Right.
And that's when he met my mother. I believe she was his secretary
or something."

The
twins looked at each other. "If you say so," said Edward. "Father
didn't tell us much about her."

Peter
grinned. "It's astonishing that he told us as much as he did,
really."

"Well, I
don't know all the details either," I said. "But when you think
about it, it's kind of funny. You guys are English and I'm
American, but we were born in each others' countries. Does anyone
ever accuse you of having American accents?"

Peter
laughed. "We were teased mercilessly at school. 'Here come the
Yanks.'"

"Or
worse—the colonials," said Edward. "Father encouraged us to speak
correctly, and I suppose it wore off."


"Everyone used to say I sounded like Hayley Mills. They'd
imitate the way I talked and call me 'Miss La De Da.'" Something
else occurred to me. "How did you track me down here in Arkham? Who
told you I was here?"

Edward
turned to his brother. "Whom did we speak to there? The
housekeeper, Mrs. Boudreau, but there were those two other
women."

"My
tenants, Mrs. Devlin and her daughter."

"Miss
Devlin. Willa," said Peter. "She and I had a pleasant chat, and she
said you were living here in Arkham. Quite the coincidence. She
wrote down your address for us."

So Peter
and Willa were on first name terms after one brief meeting? I would
have to have my own chat with her. "All right, but why did you ask
for Francesca Willett? Willa never knew me by that name. I didn't
meet her until after I'd changed it."

Two
pairs of blue-grey eyes regarded me solemnly. "Miss Devlin referred
to you as 'France,' which I assumed to be a nickname, short for
'Francesca,'" said Edward. "Father said your surname was Willett.
Perhaps he'd forgotten about your name change, or—"

"Or he
didn't want to give me equal standing with you when he told you
about me. Figures." I drowned this bitter thought with the last of
the wine in my glass. The bottle was empty as well. Edward
signalled to the waiter and ordered another. Awkwardness ebbed
slowly, but I told myself not to drink much more. I had to be on my
guard with these two.

Glasses
replenished, plates removed, desserts ordered, we sat and looked at
each other. "Well, here we are," I said, and then remembered I had
already trotted out this lame line.

Peter
gallantly picked it up. "Indeed," he said, lighting a cigarette. "I
hope this is the beginning of something good for all of us." Edward
gave him what looked like a meaningful stare, but he ignored
it.

"What
might that be?" I asked.

"Why,
that we come to know each other. It's not every day one meets a
half-sibling. Not to mention two half-siblings, in your
case."

"I can't
argue with that," I said. It wasn't their fault—or mine—that we
belonged to a messy family.

"We
might begin with a tour of the Miskatonic University Library," said
Peter. "It's quite famous in certain circles."

"Really?
What circles?"


"Occultists and eccentrics," said Edward. "Like Peter
here."

I
thought I knew what they were getting at, but decided to play dumb
until the last minute. "But you've already seen the library. You
were both there when I killed that stupid fly."

"Indeed,
and very impressive you were, France." Peter raised his glass to
me. "A slayer of irritants. A veritable Brunhilda of the book
stacks."

"Don't
lay it on with a trowel, Pete," said Edward.

"Yes,
we've seen the building." Peter reassumed a serious expression.
"But we—or at least I—would like a proper guided tour. And who
better to deliver that than our newly-discovered half-sister, who
knows all its secrets?"

"Well,
not all of them. And secrets are, well, secret." Weariness hit me
like a brick wall. "Let's see—tomorrow's Saturday. I'm working at
the library until noon, so how about then? Twelve
o'clock?"


"Perfect," said Peter.

"Sadly,
I will not be able to join you." Edward didn't look especially sad.
"I'll be in the laboratory. To be honest, France, I'm not
interested in libraries as such. Pete loves them,
though."

"The
scent of books is intoxicating," said Peter. "Especially old books.
All right, high noon at the Library of Miskatonic
University."

 


* *
*

 


Peter didn't
stand out in the crowd of students moving through the library's
foyer. I had to look for him. His outfit seemed a bit more
conservative than the others he'd worn. Either I was getting used
to his look or Arkham was having an influence on him.

I led
the way up the wide stairs to the main hall, with its dark beams
high above and the marble floor of black and white squares. The
card catalogue occupied most of the floor space.

"This is
rather grand," said Peter, looking around. "I expect the main
reading room must be equally magnificent."

"The
architecture deteriorates from here, unfortunately," I said. "The
library was added onto over the years, so there's no uniformity in
its design. And we don't have one big reading room, but two smaller
ones on either side of the building. Arts over there," I said,
pointing to the left, "and sciences there."

"Sheep
and goats?"

"I guess
that would make your brother a sheep, wouldn't it? But are you a
goat?"

He
laughed. "Edward would say so, certainly."

I was
starting to like Peter.

"Isn't
there a special collections area?" he asked. "You know—where the
rare and precious tomes are kept. There must be rare and precious
tomes."

"Well,
there's the Book Vault. It's in the administration office, I think.
I've never seen it myself, but my Uncle Charles mentioned it a few
times. He was a librarian here, decades ago."

"Oh,
indeed? So, you have a family connection to the library?
Brilliant!"

"Yes, a
double connection. Our grandmother Alma worked here too, in the
Cataloguing Department. That's where she and Charles met. But you
knew them both, didn't you?"

"Only in
theory. I have only the faintest memories of them. Terrible, isn't
it?"

"Well,
you and Edward were mere infants. Anyway, Uncle Charles was the
Keeper of the Vault, or whatever the title was, for a few months
when the regular guy was away. He said he had to deal with all
kinds of peculiar clients. Occultists and crackpots who wanted to
look at one particular book."

Peter
perked up. "That would be the Necronomicon,
surely?"

"That's
it—the Necronomicon. How do you happen to know about
it?"

"It's
famous in certain circles. Occultists or nutters, take your pick.
There are only a few copies in the world. I wouldn't mind a peek at
it, to be honest."

I
thought that's why you wanted a tour of the library. "I don't
know about that. As I understand it, people can't just walk into
the administration office and ask to see it. I think you have to
apply in writing, and you have to have academic
credentials."

"You
mean you wouldn't be able to put in a word for me?"

I
laughed. "My word would be worthless. I'm just a student working as
a shelver, and I don't think my family connections would impress
anyone. You could try talking to one of the librarians. Some of
them are quite approachable. You'd have to have a better reason
than curiosity, though. Academic credentials, remember."

"Sadly,
I'm devoid of such, not being a student here, or anywhere. Edward,
on the other hand… Look, France, you've been so decent, showing me
around. I'm in your debt."


 


 


 Chapter 3

Lilies

 


The oldest part
of Arkham was too decrepit to be interesting to anyone but its
inhabitants and enthusiasts of crumbling First Period architecture.
I guessed some of the streets didn't look too different from the
way they had in the seventeenth century—narrow, uneven, lumpy with
cobbles, and hulked over by ancient houses whose cowl-like eaves
almost met in the middle. In the failing light of evening, I didn't
have to use much imagination to picture robed shapes gathering and
streaming silently to some unthinkable destination.

River
Street hugged the bank of the Miskatonic River, anchored at one end
by the rotten heart of the city and at the other by the docks and
wharves of the commercial waterfront district. Between the river
and the Miskatonic campus was a semi-respectable zone of
restaurants, lunchrooms, and bars, conveniently located for
denizens of the university.

A sign
projecting into a brick-paved alley proclaimed "The Library Bar." I
couldn't seem to avoid libraries, whether I was looking for
knowledge, work, or relaxation. Stepping inside, I paused to inhale
its unique smells, as someone entering a church pauses to
appreciate the fragrance of ancient incense. Except this place
smelled of old wood, old dust, and booze. And old books.

I was
delighted to discover the bar my first week in Arkham, when I
wasn't sure moving there was the right thing to do. I opened the
door with some trepidation—a young woman alone going into a
bar?—and found kindred spirits within, both in bottles and in human
form. The woman who was the owner and presiding spirit of the
establishment was a former librarian.

The
Library Bar was small on the outside but varied in size on the
inside, depending on the time of night and how much you'd had to
drink. In the dim yellow light, it was hard to tell just where the
walls were. It was also L-shaped and furnished with library
discards, from furniture to décor, much of which consisted of
books.

The
front was the longer part of the L, with windows facing the alley.
It was more like a regular bar, but the short part, known as the
Ell, was full of cozy corners and hidden nooks, like study carrels.
No wonder I felt at home there. Several novels, plays, and slender
volumes of poetry had been written in the Ell. Grateful authors
contributed copies to the décor. For me, it was the perfect place
to mull over things.

On this
Saturday night, the Ell was about half full, and as always, quiet.
Solitary forms hunched over drinks and books. A few pairs whispered
and muttered. I ordered a Troublemaker and slipped into my
favourite corner seat. The liquid glowed a warm amber in the glass
and warmed my insides. "Troublemaker" was a misnomer, in my
opinion. Apple cider with a shot of vodka was relatively harmless.
The volume of liquid stopped me from taking on more than two on any
occasion.

I knew
there was no point in fretting about my Field School application,
but I fretted nevertheless. Why was I so keen to return to Luxor?
Because of the past, both distant and recent. My grandfather
Francis Dexter had visited Luxor nearly thirty years ago. I thought
I heard his ghost speaking to me there from a painting of Osiris,
as I prepared to confront the being that called itself Adam
Dexter.

Both
Dexters, Francis and Adam, were physically dead, but residues of
them remained in my life. Francis had left me his emerald ring.
Wearing it, using it, enervated and disturbed me. It also came with
a responsibility whose nature I had yet to understand.

I had
been sexually attracted to Adam Dexter, and had used sex with him
to enter an undiscovered tomb. There, the spirit that inhabited the
body of Adam Dexter had been driven out, leaving me with guilt and
questions. I had to return to Luxor to seek the answers. With luck,
I would be able to manage that in the next few months. In the
meantime, I was learning to read Egypt's ancient
language.

And now,
just when I was juggling all these incongruous matters, two more
had arrived on my doorstep. Two men who claimed to be my
half-brothers. They resembled both Nicholas Leighton and photos I'd
seen of Francis Dexter. I didn't like the way they'd tracked me
down, though, apparently with the help of Willa Devlin. I would
phone her as soon as I got home and get her side of the
story.

Right
now, though, another Troublemaker was in order. Uneasily, I
remembered how much Alma used to drink in her final years. Wine
with every meal except breakfast—which she never had anyway—and
whisky in between. Sipping slowly, I allowed myself to revisit
painful memories.

Alma was
all right until she had that fall. Okay, she had terminal lung
cancer, but she was still functioning. Weak, short of breath,
coughing a lot, sleeping a lot, but still the same opinionated,
interested, and interesting person she had always been.

Until
the night I went to a party given by an old high school pal. I
needed to get away and unwind. When I got home, I found Alma on the
floor. She had collapsed in the hallway outside my
bedroom.

"Alma,
what were you doing? If you needed something, you should have
called Lucy or Andre. That's why there's a phone in your
room."

She
shook her head and closed her eyes. "Blue," she murmured, and that
was all I got from her.

In her
final days, she rambled, reminiscing about Charles and Francis,
mixing them up, telling me things I don't think she would have if
she'd remembered I was her granddaughter. But at times, her mind
was clear, her eyes bright. I almost hoped she was rallying, even
though I knew better.

"Gotta
say this, France, and I don't have much time, so sit and listen."
She had started using my new name, which both pleased and touched
me. She relived the couple of months the three of them had spent in
a rented house on Cape Cod, just before Francis's death.

"He died
in a house fire, isn't that right? In Arkham. Charles would never
talk about it. And neither does Andre, any time I've asked him. I
think they were both there, though, weren't they?"

"All
three of us were there," said Alma. "When we realized he'd gone
back to Arkham, we drove up there after him."

She took
a drink of coffee, made a face, had a horrible coughing fit, spat
into a hankie, made another face, and continued.

"It was
terrible. Terrible and strange, the strangest thing that's ever
happened to me." She stopped speaking and gazed into the
past.

I
thought it best not to press her. After a minute of apparent sleep,
she spoke again.

"We were
in the cellar of that house on Boundary Street. There was a
laboratory down there. I think that's why Edward Clapham-Lee bought
the house. He'd found out Nicholas was my son out of wedlock and
accused me of being immoral, but when Francis told him Nicholas was
his son too, Clapham-Lee went crazy. He stabbed Francis with a
knife, and then the fire came."

Her
expression grew sharper, her eyes focussed on my face. "The fire
came from Francis, as though he had it inside him and couldn't hold
it in any more. He
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