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  Arkham Rain


  I am standing outside my brother’s house, and the near-freezing November rain has already soaked through my denim jacket, but somehow the gun in my hand is colder still. It’s like a chunk of ice, a frozen mass of hate; I don’t know if my terrible intention is the lesser evil or not. The agony of my decision curls in my gut, and I uselessly ask a God I don’t believe in why this is happening to me, why my grandfather had to die and take everything that I ever valued away from me.


  I remember my grandfather Saltonstall was a gnarl-handed Yankee carpenter. In his small, dark, crowded house, he told my brother Ethan and I strange stories about the things that shared the world with us, lurking just out of sight. There was a certain light in his eyes as he told us of the mad doctor on Mount Moosilauke, Old Trickey the cursed sandman, the Devil and Jonathan Moulton, the invisible monster of Dunwich, and Indian tales of Old Slipperyskin, the bear that was smart like a man. It seemed that there wasn’t a single corner of New England that didn’t have some sort of haunt, monster, family curse, or strange religious sect lurking in it. And somehow our hometown of Arkham seemed to have more stories about it than anywhere else.


  We watched him fade as we grew, my brother and I. As we got taller, and he seemed to shrink, arthritis twisted his hands until they resembled the branches of tortured trees rather than anything you might find on a human being. Despite this, he continued working as best he could, his tortured fingers fumbling with his carpenter’s tools until, just over a month ago, he completely wore himself out.


  What was there to say to the man who looked so small and vulnerable on a white hospital bed, an IV and a breathing mask just prolonging the inevitable? How could a man who had been so full of life and stories be so helpless, unable to do anything but mark time until the end? I sat down next to his bed hand held his hand, and he squinted at me through his murky vision.


  “Loved… you… the best… I… could…” he said with slow labor, taking a tortured breath after each word, clear despite the oxygen mask covering his face. “Even if… you… ain’t… natural.”


  The phrase snapped my head around. What was he talking about? “Save your strength,” I encouraged him. I didn’t know for what, though. It was just something I was supposed to say, something to cover my own emptiness at watching my grandfather slip into darkness.


  “You… got to… know…” he said, his eyes staring at me. “What… you… are….” He was very insistent, staring at me intently, his arthritic fingers gripping me with what little strength he had left.


  “Innsmouth,” he said, very distinctly. “The… look. The… change.” His face twisted with a combination of anger and hatred I’d never seen in him before, and he gasped out the words as if they were dire maledictions. “Hell… take… that… sonofabitch… Ephriam… Babson…,” he choked out, shocking me with the first profanity I’d ever heard pass his lips.


  “What are you talking about?” I asked, genuinely frightened. He’d never said anything like this before, and his grip was insistent. It wasn’t until then that I heard the high-pitched scream of the cardio-monitor on a stopped heart. I tried to pull away to notify the nurse, but he held me with all his dying strength.


  He seemed about to say something more when the door erupted, and I was surrounded by fast-moving figures in white. One nurse rushed me out of the room as the others swarmed around my grandfather, but I knew what the outcome would be. He’d delivered his message, his final secret. I sat outside the room, trying not to listen to the talk and confusion spilling out of his room, and less than ten minutes later, a stony-faced doctor delivered the inevitable news.


  The funeral was a simple but surprisingly well-attended affair, and his death left an emptiness that I had never known before. Grandfather Saltonstall had been the last piece of family I’d had outside of Ethan. We buried him in the Saltonstall plot in Christchurch Cemetery, next to his wife, near my parents, and I was the subject of a lot of condolences. All through the ceremony, though, his last words haunted me. What about me was unnatural? Had he secretly hated my father for marrying his only daughter all those years ago? Did he blame this Babson man for her death? Did he blame me? I had two pieces of information to work with; the name Ephriam Babson, and something about the mythical village of Innsmouth.


  Innsmouth at least was familiar. Every schoolkid in Arkham knows that Innsmouthers were polluted mutant freaks, but nobody ever agreed on where it was. Some kids said there really was an Innsmouth, but belief in the mythical village as the source of all that was disgusting and unholy eventually fell away along with Santa Claus, cooties, honest politicians, and the guy with a hook for a hand. Certainly my grandfather had never said anything about it, and he knew more about Arkham’s history than anyone else I’d ever heard of. Why suddenly bring the place up?


  The name Ephraim Babson, however, meant nothing. There weren’t any Babsons listed in the Arkham phone book, and after making some calls, I discovered that the Babsons living in Ipswich, Asbury Grove, East Parish, and Glouchester hadn’t had an Ephriam in their genealogy for more than a hundred years. I considered hiring a private detective and having him find out all he could about this guy, but I decided to pursue my other, and probably cheaper, line of inquiry first.


  A web search on Innsmouth turned up mostly rubbish—rehashed stories I’d heard in the schoolyard about degenerate weirdos living in a diseased town that was rotting into oblivion. A few had some authentic-sounding bits of history, but many of the websites contradicted each other only where they obviously hadn’t cut and pasted text from each other. If anything has ever convinced me that any idiot can put up a website, it was my Innsmouth search.


  Having gotten exactly nowhere with that, I decided to talk to one of my grandfather’s old taleswapping buddies who I’d met at the funeral. Bill Thurber was an anciently creaky New Englander with rheumy eyes and only a few teeth, living alone in a small, yellowed apartment on Gendey Street. Despite his age, his greeting was friendly and his hospitality kind, if sparse. He was especially solicitous after my health, and invited me to share in his afternoon shot of whiskey. We talked for some time, as he smoked his foul pipe and he wove stories about Arkham, Kingsport and Dunwich.


  “So,” he said, laying his pipe aside after telling me a thoroughly disturbing story about the witch Keziah Mason and her rattish familiar. “What can I do for Jefferson Saltonstall’s grandson? You don’t look like you came here just to hear stories.”


  “I was wondering if you knew anything about Innsmouth?” I asked, figuring there wasn’t much point to beating around the bush.


  Instantly the charming demeanor faded, and the clear, storyteller’s elocution degenerated into a distant mumble. “Nothing that concerns you,” he said, not looking me in the eye.


  “I’m just looking for some stories,” I insisted gently, disturbed by his abruptly furtive manner.


  “Innsmouth’s got nothing to do with your family,” he returned, a little more abruptly than he needed to. He was silent for a moment, then picked up his bottle of whiskey.


  “I didn’t ask about my family,” I said, trying to keep the intensity out of my voice. “I just want to hear a thing or two about Innsmouth.”


  He poured a few fingers of the brownish alcohol into a shot glass, then downed it with a quick, almost guilty gesture.


  “Stories like that aren’t appropriate among friends,” said the man who had told me about the horrible, child-murdering Brown Jenkin in disturbing detail. What about this topic disturbed him? What sort of family secret was he was keeping out of loyalty to the memory of my grandfather?


  His evasions began to annoy me. What could possibly be so horrible about my heritage that I couldn’t be told about? I was gearing up to give him a piece of my mind when he looked up, and I saw not anger or resentment, but a sad pity in his gaze which brought me up short.


  “Look in the newspapers, if you want answers,” he said in a haunted whisper, as if afraid someone was going to overhear. “Round about the time Lizzie Borden died, those two Eye-talian anarchists, Sack-o and Van-centi, got the chair, and they put that damn stupid fish on the license plates.” His face contorted with some ill-defined emotion. “You better leave now. I expect you have things to do.”


  So abruptly dismissed, and without anything to say, I got up and left. Glancing back as I left, I saw Thurber hunched over, his whiskey bottle still clutched in a claw-like hand, watching me go. There might have been tears in his eyes.


  The Arkham Advertiser’s newspaper morgue was old-school, which is to say that an enormous volume of papers had been heaped more or less into decades in the little building’s surprisingly-dry basement. And there, in the dry, dusty air of the newspaper’s basement, I started to unravel the mystery of my grandfather’s last words.


  Lizzie Borden had died in 1927; that piece of information was pretty easy to find, and I discovered that Italians anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti had been executed in 1927 to tremendous public outcry. But there was little in the Advertiser about Innsmouth in 1927.


  However, when I started looking through the 1928 papers, I found what I was looking for. Innsmouth, it turned out, had been a real town, but one that had died or been abandoned. Apparently, in 1928, the government had staged a major military operation on the town, citing rampant bootlegger activity. But the more I read about it, and delved into the history of this mysterious little village, the more I was inclined to take a different view. Innsmouth, the Advertiser reported, had been the site of a mysterious disease outbreak in 1846, one that was never particularly well explained. Reading about the dynamiting that was done around the town in 1928, I was reminded of the treatment the federal government gave to the Arms Textile Mill in Manchester, New Hampshire after some anthrax deaths in 1957. It was odd that they’d be so secretive about it, but it was only ten years after the 1918 influenza pandemic, and maybe the feds hadn’t wanted to create panic.


  The more I thought about it, the more my little theory made sense. Arkham kids considered Innsmouthers polluted mutant freaks, which could easily have grown from handed-down tales of sick or diseased people out of Innsmouth, passing on parents’ admonitions to avoid Innsmouth folk for fear of some unnamed infection. This did not, however, make any sort of connection back to me. If my hypothetical Innsmouth Plague was real, how could I have possibly contracted it, and anyhow, how could my grandfather know about it?


  I never found out anything about the license plate fishes.


  Not the least bit mollified, and becoming frustrated with my lack of answers, I walked through the streets, and Arkham enfolded me. After crossing the dark waters of the Miskatonic on the West Street bridge, I walked through the old merchant district until the gambrel roofs and Federalist facades of the University reared up, dark and aged, their brooding matching my own mood. It was here, with the dark, tottering houses broken only by the small-paned windows, that I could think the best. What should I do? I had little to go on but supposition, and a few tiny threads that my grandfather had gasped out just before he’d died. I couldn’t just ignore this. What could possibly have been so terrible that he had waited until the last possible moment to tell me? Something for which he did not want to live to see the consequences. My mind rebelled at the thought; Grandfather Saltonstall hadn’t ducked responsibility for a single thing in his life.


  I walked past the black iron fence that delineated the old campus, each section holding with a plaque green with verdigris marking it as a gift from successive classes, beginning in 1898. My grandfather’s condemnation of Ephriam Babson had been unprecedentedly stern. Who was he, and what was his crime that my grandfather had used his last breath to spit out the first and last epithet I’d ever heard him use? For this, I had no precedent, and no leads, except for his assertion that I was unnatural.


  It was the fact that the condemnation has been so completely out of character for him that really bothered me. He’d loved me, and Ethan for that matter, and never had any difficult expressing it. The sudden about-face was not just a mystery to me, it was a slap in the face, an abrogation of everything he had ever said to me. What could possibly have prompted those words?


  I was unable to stop obsessing about my grandfather’s last words, they echoed in my mind. I wondered what I should do. Babson had turned out to be a stone wall, and I was out of ideas. So, if I wanted to move forward with this, I was going to have to work some more on Innsmouth. I’d gathered a lot of information, but there was still a large gap between the town and myself. I wondered if there was anything left of the seaside village. There was enough talk about the cursed town, both by the local kids and the post-Blair Witch crowd, that I should be able to find out something about its location. Looked at the Neo-Gothic university buildings silhouetted black against the darkening sky, I decided I was going to take a trip to Innsmouth.


  The following day, armed with what seemed like the least-unreliable map I could find off the internet, as well as a detailed map of the Massachusetts coastline provided by my local gas station, I set out in search of a myth. With European civilization settling and expanding over Massachusetts for over five hundred years, people seem to assume that there aren’t any more out-of-the-way locations in this or any New England state. But you can still get lost on ridiculously isolated locations less than forty miles of Faneuil Hall, and find the strangest things on unnamed New England back roads. Going to a vacation spot in Maine, I once got turned around and drove through an active Shaker enclave. A friend in college said she’d been to Connecticut’s lost village of Dudleytown. A surprising amount hides from winding New England back roads with the trees crowding close.


  After two hours of driving back and forth on little-used roads, I had found nothing to indicate the reality of Innsmouth. The rutted and potholed road I was proceeding down couldn’t have been paved less than forty years ago, and was littered with slippery October leaves. To my left, the East, lay a nameless and fetid swamp, the decomposing remains of long-abandoned tobacco barns passed by on my right. My internet map had proven worse than useless, and I was cursing the idiot who had made it when a small gap in the forested swamp slid past me.


  I made an illegal U-turn, grateful for the near-complete isolation of the pitted road, and slowly proceeded back to examine the gap. This path, since calling it a road was to pay it far too much compliment, wound its way through puddles, around unexpected boulders that lay half-submerged in stagnant water, and vanished into the swamp. It might have been an old fire break, although I didn’t think that particularly likely, as wet as the ground was.


  In the middle of the road, engine idling, I hesitated. How badly did I want to follow this tenuous link to my grandfather’s dying words? Enough to get my decidedly not-off-road car stuck in a swamp in the middle of nowhere? Down the path were sickly trees whose trunks stuck out of the water like naked bones from a shallow grave.


  I pulled onto the muddy track, but only far enough to be off the paved road. Getting out, I locked my car, and walked down the old track on foot. No sense in getting my car stuck.


  Walking a little way, I realized that I’d left my sense of time behind with the car. With it out of sight, I had few landmarks to mark my progress; all of the sickly trees looked the same. Like most people born in a town, I didn’t have much of an idea how quickly I could walk, either, and my progress towards I knew not what was slow and torturous. This forgotten and overgrown swamp seemed a pocket of time that all civilization had neglected. I trudged forward, with the uncanny feeling that this was how the colonists had felt, lost amongst the tall trees and dark paths of a foreign continent, the world they had known inconceivably far away.


  The scraggly, gnarled shapes of swamp maple and oak crowded close to the track, and mucky dirt sucked at my shoes. Little gurgling noises stalked me as my footprints slowly filled with dirty water. Where the track wasn’t waterlogged, brambles and other scrub reached for my feet, and once nearly succeeded in removing one of my shoes. The further I went, the more the swamp filled my senses; the croaking dirge of large frogs I could at least identify, but mysterious splashes and odd cries filtered from in from across the stagnant water reinforced my feelings of loneliness and isolation in the face of so much nature.


  The long-legged marsh-birds observed my passing like silent guardians standing in the fetid pools. I stopped and watched one back, some sort of greyish heron, as it stood motionless in the water. Abruptly, the long neck swooped, and came up with a struggling frog. A few short, jerky movements, and the frog was gone, and the bird was still again. For whatever reason, I felt an unexpected surge of pity for the frog.


  Lost in more than thought, I was in Innsmouth before I noticed it. The trees had thinned out a little, allowing more sun to get through, and I left the dark, fetid water of the marsh behind. I could barely make out the susurrus of the ocean, and wet leaves lay in mounds and drifts underfoot. The tottering remains of an abandoned house were close to surrendering to the combined assault of scrub, rot, and tree told me that I had finally arrived. There could be little doubt that this was the legendary Innsmouth.


  Further exploration told me that what was left of the abandoned town was little more than a rotting, forgotten heap that had mostly been reclaimed by nature. All that was really left were some cellar-holes, with the occasional chimney or larger part of a house protruding through the smothering carpet of wet leaves. Clearing some of them away, I could see that I was now walking on what had been a cobblestone street, but many of the cobbles had been pushed aside or enveloped by roots. In this abandoned place, the air was surprisingly still, the only sound the soft rush-rush of small Atlantic waves.


  If people had lived in Innsmouth, trees inhabited it now. What had been homes were now collapsed shacks, cellar-holes, and single walls leaning against trees for support. A few rusted remains stuck out of the leaves here and there, but most of the household items had returned to nature, or deliquesced into foul-smelling sludge after decades of New England weather. I thought I saw the Bakelite handle to an umbrella underfoot, but I was in no mood to pick through Innsmouth’s trash.


  I wandered, trying to discern the layout of the empty village. Even at its height, it couldn’t have been much of a place. I thought I could see a few roads meandering through the ruins; I doubted it had ever been home to more than five hundred people. Neglected remains of a few stone buildings remained, huddled together in what had probably once been the center of town. One was the broken husk of what had been a white-marble building, and the shattered remains of columns out in front of it confirmed that it had been a “fraternal order” building, of the sort so popular in New England at the beginning of the last century. Others looked like large, brick structures that had to have been mills or other places of work, each in a different state of destruction and decomposition. One remained somewhat intact, while others were barely-distinguishable heaps of brick rubble. I wondered at the lack of graffiti. For a place as famous as Innsmouth was among Arkham children, I wondered that this wasn’t a stoner hangout with heavy metal emblems sprayed on every available upright surface.


  After some time in the quiet desolation, I remembered my original purpose. What answers had I thought I was going to find here? I had gone to this decayed wreck of a town, and for what? The secrets to why I wasn’t ‘natural’? My frustration mounted. What could this dilapidated, long-abandoned ruin of a town have told me? I wanted to be home, doing some work, grieving, finding a girlfriend, or just about anything else but wandering around in stupid, forgotten towns that kids told ghost stories about. There had been nothing for me in Innsmouth, and I still didn’t know what the hell my grandfather had been thinking in his last moments. I must have been desperate for some sort of answers to have thought that going there would answer any sort of question.


  I screamed out my wordless frustration and anger across the decaying town, and threw some sticks in random directions. It helped a little, and my rage quickly faded into a dull sort of despair. Mildly interesting as this forgotten dump was, it held no answers.


  I thought that perhaps I could pick up enough impressions to do a soft-news piece for the Arkham Advertiser, maybe make some money on the side selling reprints to those hokey ghost-hunting magazines, and I cursed my stupidity at not bringing a camera. My anger resurfaced, this time at myself for being unprepared, I nevertheless had a pen and paper handy. So, I walked towards the shore, where I could hear the sigh of breakers, scribbling down occasional phrases to build an article on.


  There was a movement off to my left, and the unmistakable sound of something being dragged across the ground.


  “Who’s there?” I shouted, brandishing my pen in front of me like a knife. There had been a bear sighting in Northborough just last year; this place would be ideal for a bear. But it was quickly clear that whatever was crawling towards me in the dark shadow under a free-standing stone wall was no bear.


  I stood, not wanting to run, yet not knowing what was coming towards me. It made a harsh, rasping sound as it came, reminiscent of my grandfather’s agonized breathing at the hospital. I steeled myself, not wanting to succumb to the superstitious terror that was licking up and down my limbs.


  The… thing crawled half way into the light, and I saw that it had a face, and limbs—a person! But there was something terribly wrong with the features, the bulging eyes, and the too-wide mouth, and the curious, yellow-pale hue to the thing’s scabrous skin. Where before, I had steeled myself not to run, now I was rooted to the ground, staring at this twisted creature before me.


  “Please,” it begged in breathless, asthmatic gasps, its eyes protuberant under a rough and scabby forehead.


  “Wh—who are you?” was all I managed to stammer out.


  It broke down and wept, huddled under its tattered woolen coat. I was torn as to what to do. On the one hand, this was a human being that needed comfort not two feet away from me, and at the same time, I didn’t want to touch it—him. What if this was the face of my Innsmouth Plague? If I already had it, then there wasn’t much point in avoiding this person, but I still pulled away from the searching hand with the instinct of anyone avoiding the detestable.


  “What happened to you?” I eventually asked, unable to take my eyes off the repulsive spectacle before me.


  “The… change,” he rasped, and a ripple of fear surged down my spine. The same words my grandfather had used. Here, in Innsmouth, I was about to find an answer, coming from the pitiful figure huddled figure at my feet. He looked up at me, and I was reminded of an abandoned puppy, desperately hungry for attention, yet at the same time terrified that the stranger would kick it.


  “The change,” I echoed back to him, some part of my mind struggling to make sense of what I see. “How did it happen? What started it?”


  “Father… found me. Said I was… special. Said… I’d know… when go to… to Innsmouth.” My mind reeled. Special? What sort of twisted individual would consider this… condition to be special?


  “Are you all alone?”


  “Used to be… others,” the terrible gasps are coming faster. “They’ve all… gone to… the ocean.”


  “They drowned themselves?” By this point, I was numb with the overwhelming horror that was unfolding in my mind.


  “Call of… the sea. Getting stronger. Dreams of… Him… in His… watery grave. Calling to… all of us.” Great, desperate eyes sought mine, and I saw the unfathomable fear and untold horror of this tortured individual’s existence.


  “I can… feel… myself… fading… away,” he clutched at its head, rocking back and forth slightly. “Drowning… in darkness….” He reached out suddenly, drawing me close despite my reflexive and ineffectual attempt to pull away. He pulled me close with a hideous strength. “He… calls.”


  A cold prickle worked its way down my spine; the utter conviction and desperation with which he spoke would not allow me to disbelieve him.


  “Your father,” I rasped with a terrible premonition. “What was his name?”


  He let go of me and turned away, so I only heard the gasping voice,


  “Ephriam… Babson….”


  I couldn’t speak; my shock and revulsion were too great.


  “Boasted of… spreading his seed.” Diseased and deformed as he was, there was still someone this pitiable creature could look down on and hate. “Said he’d… fathered… a lot of us….”


  He turned to me again, and for the first time, I saw his pale hands with moist webbing that came up between the knuckles, and the small claws that looked like no human nails.


  “Come back… soon,” he whispered. “With a pistol.”


  I’m not ashamed to say that I fled then, overcome with the horror of what I’d seen. Only the marsh-birds saw me running from that terrible, decrepit village. Once back in my car, a solid piece of the sane, rational twenty-first century, I sat behind the wheel and wept, overwhelmed with the horror I had experienced. I had come looking for answers, and now I couldn’t face them. The childhood legends of Arkham were right; the Innsmouth Plague wasn’t something you caught, it was genetic. Would that be my fate, to return to Innsmouth, transformed, hideous, and insane, only to drown myself?


  Returning to Arkham did nothing to dispel the cloud of despair hanging over me. I had seen my doom; I was a walking dead man, like someone diagnosed with terminal cancer. Even after I bought a pistol, I couldn’t bring myself to suicide quite yet. But I ended the misery of the pathetic thing that thanked me in a wheezing voice, and then the marsh-birds rose, startled at the sudden retort. I sat for hours, staring at the sad corpse of the person who had broken my life, and I never knew his name.


  Numbly, not knowing what else to do, I continued my investigation. If I looked hard enough, maybe I could find a loophole and this wouldn’t have happened. Even with all the secrets of Innsmouth that I cared to know, I still didn’t know anything about Ephriam Babson.


  I thought of the pathetic thing’s gasping voice, and about Ephriam Babson spreading his taint, and realized that I hadn’t been thinking large enough. It took me two hours to drive to Boston, and the Boston Globe’s newspaper morgue. I looked for articles on serial rapists, starting a year before my birth. It was a tricky search; the police don’t want to talk about them, and the newspapers really don’t want to make a report until the bastard is caught.


  Hours passed, and I picked up the trail. Here and there, now and then, in between the constant articles on safety and not going out in Boston after dark, I saw a pattern that I could trace back at least as far back as seventy-six. One ‘crime-beat’ article confirmed my fears, discussing a number of common descriptors for a string of sexual assaults in areas surrounding Boston. Women described their assailant as ‘fishy’-smelling and wide-mouthed, which had the police scouring a couple of the Oriental open-air fish markets for suspects, only to come up empty. Among others, one Ephriam Babson, address unknown, was wanted for questioning in relation to at least one of the linked assaults perpetrated in the Arkham area in nineteen eighty—a couple of months after I was born. Which would make it about eight months before Ethan had been born.


  Simultaneously, I was dizzy with relief and yet my guts yawned with dread. Dying, his eyesight nearly gone, my grandfather had mistaken me for Ethan. I hated, still hate, the never-jangled relief that sat in my gut; my doom had passed onto another. To Ethan. How could I be happy knowing that my brother is going to mutate horribly into something like the pathetic thing in Innsmouth?


  I haven’t been able to sleep for the last three days; whenever I close my eyes I see Ethan, bloated, distorted, drowning in murky water, reaching out to me, and I would wake in a cold sweat. I have stopped going to my job, I stopped going out of my apartment at all. Ethan was doomed, and I wondered if I could even tell him. How could I burden my younger brother with the knowledge of what he is—of what I think he might be? And yet, would it be fair to not tell him?


  The thoughts scrabbled incessantly around my head, and I knew the lack of sleep was making it harder for me to focus. I could see no good way to end this, unless I was greatly mistaken, and this was all some sort of psychotic episode, or maybe I’d looked at all the evidence wrong, but the question burned hot in my head, scratching at all my thoughts with tiny claws. What could I do? Babson was presumably long gone, and each of my trips to Innsmouth had been worse than the other. Where can I go now, what could I possibly do? My hands shook with exhaustion, and I prayed for sleep, thinking that if I could just close my eyes for an hour or two without seeing Ethan’s distorted, terrified face superimposed on that horror from Innsmouth that maybe I’d be able to think straight enough to solve this mess. The only solution I could find, the one my mind always came back to, was the pistol.


  An hour ago, I decided to go see my brother.


  The Arkham rain is freezing, and I am standing outside of Ethan’s small house, shivering with the cold, and I still don’t know if this is the right thing, or if I even have the strength to do it if I have to. A memory flashes through me, of Ethan and me hiding out on summer days in a fort made of construction leftovers we’d found in the trees beyond Meadow Hill. Another one hits me, of being old enough to bike all the way to Kingsport, and the two of us, full of energy and youth, staying so long at the rock beaches that we develop terrible cases of sun poisoning. My frenetic thoughts pass through by me, and I think about how much I love my brother, and the bittersweet memories of all the things we have done do not strengthen my resolve. I press the doorbell with numb fingers, my knuckles aching from clutching the gun in the relentless, endless, Arkham rain. I think of my grandfather Saltonstall’s gnarled fingers, I know how he must have felt at the end, unable to use his tools. Useless. Helpless. Hopeless.


  Ethan opens the door. His expression immediately becomes concern when he sees me, soaking wet and shivering in the rain. I look at his familiar expression, and I remember the twinkle in his eyes when he said we should to go the abandoned island, and the way we fought off the three Wheeler brothers once. He is my brother, and I love him almost more than I can bear. I step into the house, and he closes the door behind me.


  “Are you all right? Jesus, you look like shit,” he says. My brother, always honest with me. He and moves to take my denim jacket, and if he does, I won’t have recourse to my gun. I almost let him take it, but at the last moment I shake him off.


  “It’s been a tough couple of weeks,” I croak at him, and he knows I’ll tell him when I’m ready, and backs off. Instead, he moves to one of the windows and pushes the curtain back, and looks out into the hammering rain.


  “When it’s raining like this,” Ethan said in a distant, dreamy voice. “I think this is what it must be like to live under the sea. Everything so wet and cold, and I keep thinking I’ll see something swim by.”


  “Do you think about the sea a lot?” My voice is raw, but I think it conceals the emotions that battle each other like angry cats in my brain. How can I do this, and simultaneously, how can I not? How can I possibly let him slowly turn into that tormented thing from Innsmouth? And yet, how can I possibly use the pistol on the brother I love? I feel like my chest is going to rip itself apart.


  He gives me an odd look, then turns back to looking at the rain streaming down the window. “Not really, but you know, I’ve got this urge to go down to the coast. Take a look at the stormy sea, or maybe a late vacation in a lighthouse in Maine or something.”


  A stillness descends on me, and there is no contradiction. Convulsively, my hand clenches around the pistol. There are no marsh-birds to startle with the sudden noise this time, and I am left numbly looking at the corpse that was my half-brother. At least now he won’t have to hear the siren call of the ocean, and feel his mind slip slowly into darkness.


  Pharaoh Comes to Lonely Mile


  Jeremiah Noakes burst into the Lonely Mile sheriff’s office out of breath and reeking of horse.


  “Sheriff Anders!” Naokes brayed as soon was he’d caught his breath enough to shout. Silence answered him. Seeing as the Sheriff wasn’t in, Noakes trundled up to Deputy Wilson, who was carving a matchstick with the tip of his Bowie knife.


  “Deputy Wilson, there’s a wagon approaching town!”


  “I can see why this is cause for some concern, Mr. Noakes. Do you think this is a matter for the law?” Bill Wilson didn’t even look up.


  “But it’s a traveling medicine show!”


  The deputy let out a small sigh of exasperation and stood.


  “Right then, Mr. Noakes. We’ve got ourselves a shyster to deal with.”


  Noakes wanted to gallop all the way to the slowly-approaching wagon, but Wilson held them both to a walk. Let the wagon come to them, he said. Not like there was anywhere for the wagon to hide. Nearly an hour passed before Noakes spied the wagon trundling along the winding, rutted road. Once it was in sight, Deputy Wilson was quite content to sit on his horse and let the wagon approach.


  It was painted in gaudy, eye-catching colors. With a little difficulty, Jeremiah read: Hieronymous Jehosephat Ogrelfinger’s Patent Medicines and Unique Collection of Astonishing Oddities. Below the main sign, smaller letters said, “Witness the Healing Power of Barnham’s Beneficent Balm, Observe the Amazing Traveling Stones of Pahranagat, Behold the Hide of the Apache’s Sacred White Buffalo, See the Crystal Skull of the Ancients, Experience the Mystical and Miraculous Gan Kurna Ceremony, and Gaze in Wonder at the Genuine and Ancient Mummy of Pharaoh All the Way From Egypt!” Apparently, Ogrelfinger had never met a long word he didn’t like, but a picture of each wonder was thoughtfully painted above the words. For a patent medicine show, it didn’t look half-bad. Jeremiah had never seen a mummy before, and the Traveling Stones sounded interesting.


  The driver was a small, neat man, dark like a Negro, but his features looked wrong. He didn’t look much like an Indian either. Dressed in a teamster’s outfit and coated with a thick layer of trail dust, he appeared to be in good health, even though Jeremiah pegging his age past fifty.


  “Do I have the pleasure of addressing the Hieronymous Jehosephat Ogrelfinger?” Deputy Wilson asked once the brightly-painted wagon had rumbled to a stop.


  “Certainly not. I am Ali Khan, and I have the honor to be the Indian servant of the illustrious Mr. Ogrelfinger.” The small, dark man’s accent was curious but somehow refined.


  “You don’t look or talk like any Indian I’ve ever met. What are you, a Blackfoot from Canada?”


  “I am from the country of India, which is in Asia, and a subject of Her Majesty Queen Victoria, you understand.” Jeremiah was somewhat puzzled by the way the words poured so easily out of the small man’s mouth.


  “It’s my guess, Ali Khan, that you got a Quaker and two German doctors in the back of that wagon, is that right?” Wilson wasn’t the sort to be impressed with accents.


  “Allow me to introduce mahself,” cried out a voice, and around from the side of the wagon stepped the most foppishly dandified-looking man Jeremiah had ever seen. His pants were a brilliant, stainless white, his black knee-high boots so well polished that it seemed the dust of the road would never sully them. He wore a red jacket with tails, and a green-and-gold waistcoat. His black stovepipe hat was black and shiny as midnight sin. He was a little round, but Jeremiah reckoned that if you were the sort who could come up with patent medicines, you hadn’t grown up as a farmer in the first place.


  “I am Hieronymous Jehosephat Ogrelfinger!” The newcomer emphasized his syllables like a preacher. “I bring to this estimable town the patent mirrracle medicine that is absolutely and one hundred percent guaranteed—”


  “Save your chiseling for someone who might buy,” Wilson snapped. “I assume you haven’t heard what happened to the last tripes and keister man that came to Lonely Mile?”


  “Can’t say that I have, good sir, can’t say that I have. Would you be so kind as to enlighten me?” Ogrelfinger doffed his hat and polished it with an immaculate cuff.


  “Doctor Thaddeus Pickman’s Mysterious Cabinet of Miraculous Wonders burned down to the axles when it got struck by lightning.”


  The huckster shrugged, then replaced the hat on his head.


  “Such things happen in this world of pestilence and misfortune that surrounds us.”


  “But seldom on days when there ain’t a cloud in the sky.” Wilson’s horse nickered and shifted a little.


  “Some men are born unfortunate. Perhaps it was an excess of those lightning pills that Doctor Pickman sold.” Ogrelfinger again removed his hat and made a sorrowful show for Pickman’s misfortune. “I certainly hope that no one was seriously injured.”


  “Not directly, no. However, before you enter our little town, you may wish to hear about the sad fate that befell Professor Felix McWirter’s Elixirs, Potions and Balms, which visited here not two months ago. There occurred an unfortunate incident when the good people of Lonely Mile found that his McWirter’s Medicinal Compounds to Cure Women’s Complaints tasted almost precisely like the Taos Dynamite that our Miz Luella serves.” Wilson leaned forward on his horse, looming over Ogrelfinger. “Only at three times the price. The ill-starred professor was ridden out of town on a rail after his wagon and everything it contained was tipped into the river. The Sheriff and I were sadly helpless to stop them.”


  Jeremiah started to object, seeing as Wilson had supplied the rail, but a sharp look from the deputy made him shut his mouth.


  “As a precaution against such misfortune, I’ll
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